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Chapter 1

The kitchen smelled like the last of the summer peaches and the first of the fall apples, both sliced thin on the cutting board where Olivia had left them before heading out to feed. A month after Tahoe, and the house had found its pace. Not perfect, nothing ever is, but mornings had become easy. You moved through the rooms without thinking about where you were going because your body already knew.

I poured hot water over the tea leaves Viktoria had left in my mug and carried it outside. Early September, and the California foothills were still hot, though the worst of summer had begun to fade. The vegetable garden spread out past the terrace, rows of tomatoes and peppers and the last of the summer squash, all heavy enough to bend their stems. Viktoria was kneeling between two trellises, her light brown hair pulled back in a loose ponytail, fingers working at a tomato vine. She’d taken the garden over completely sometime in August, and the results were hard to argue with. More vegetables than four people could reasonably eat. Jody and I had put our little farmers’ market on hold for a while, so we’d been dropping bags on her porch and freezing whatever she couldn’t use.

She looked up when my shadow crossed her row. Her cheeks were already pink from the morning heat, and the flush deepened when she saw me.

“These Early Girls are trying to take over the whole bed,” she said, holding up a cluster of tomatoes still green at the stem. “I keep telling them it’s September.”

“Early Girls don’t care what month it is. That’s why they’re early.”

She smiled. I bent down and kissed her, tasting peach and the faint salt on her upper lip. Her hand found my forearm and squeezed, a small habit she’d developed that I’d come to expect.

“Olivia’s in the chicken run,” she said. “She said something about collecting before the heat gets bad.”

“Smart woman.”

“She is.” Viktoria turned back to the tomatoes. “Take her some tea. She forgot hers.”

I went back inside and found her mug. Then I headed back outside. The chicken coop sat at the far edge of the garden, a sturdy timber structure I’d built the first summer with help from a contractor who’d looked at me like I was crazy for wanting to do the roofing myself. The chickens had the run of a fenced paddock during daylight, and they scattered when I approached, a flurry of white and brown feathers. They calmed once they realized I wasn’t there to interfere with their morning. Olivia was inside the run, kneeling by the nesting boxes with an egg basket balanced on one knee. She’d tied her auburn hair back in a loose braid that hung over one shoulder, and the freckles across her nose stood out against skin tanned from months of outdoor work.

She looked up when the gate latch clicked and smiled. She did that more easily now, without the hesitation I used to see.

“Your tea delivery,” I said, holding out the mug.

“Oh. Thank you.” She took it with both hands, her fingers warm against mine. “I was going to come back for it.”

“You were going to forget until noon and then drink it cold.”

“That’s also true.” She sipped and closed her eyes briefly. When they opened, she looked straight at me instead of glancing away. “The leghorns are laying like they’re getting paid by the dozen. I think we might need to start giving these away too.”

“Jody will take them. She mentioned making custard.”

Olivia smiled at her mother’s name. “She would. She’d turn a dozen eggs into enough custard for twenty people and then wonder why there were leftovers.”

I kissed her, one hand on the back of her neck where the fine hairs had escaped the braid. Her mouth tasted like tea, and she leaned into me for a beat longer than she would have two months ago, her free hand finding my hip. When she pulled back, the flush had spread to her collarbones.

“I should finish,” she said, but she was smiling.

“You should.”

I was halfway back to the house when Nathalie came around the corner of the stable fast enough to tell me something was wrong before she opened her mouth. Her blonde hair was loose and tangled from what looked like a hurried ride, and the panic in her eyes was barely under control.

“Ryan.” She reached for my arm. “It’s Pearl. Something’s wrong with her leg.”

The stable smelled the way it always did: hay, leather, and the warm musk of horses that never quite left your clothes no matter how many times you washed them. Pearl stood in her stall with her head down, her silvery coat dull in the shadowed light. She lifted her head when Nathalie slipped the halter over her nose, moving carefully.

“Watch her walk,” Nathalie said.

I stepped back and gave her room. Nathalie led Pearl out into the aisle, and the mare followed with a shortened, hesitant stride. Her left front hoof touched the packed earth and lifted almost immediately, the entire leg held at an angle that made the limp clear. It didn’t look catastrophic, but she was clearly in pain.

“When did you notice?”

“This morning when I brought her out. She was fine yesterday. I rode her in the afternoon pasture and she was completely normal.” Nathalie was trying to keep the worry out of her voice. “I checked her stall for nails or anything sharp. Nothing.”

I crouched beside Pearl’s left front leg and ran my hands down the cannon bone, then the fetlock, then the pastern. No heat, no swelling that I could feel. The hoof itself was another story. When I pressed my palm against the coronary band, the temperature difference was obvious. The left hoof was warmer than the right by several degrees.

“Hold her head for me,” I said.

Nathalie took the lead rope and stood at Pearl’s shoulder, one hand on the mare’s neck, talking to her quietly. I picked up the left front hoof and cradled it between my knees, running my thumb along the sole near the toe. Pearl shifted her weight, ears flicking back, and when I pressed gently at the center of the sole, she pulled against the halter.

“That’s it,” I said. “Something in the hoof. Feels warm, she’s tender right there. Could be an abscess starting.”

“An abscess.” Relief crossed Nathalie’s face before the worry returned. “Is that serious?”

“It can be if it doesn’t drain. But it’s treatable. The vet can confirm, but the warmth and the reaction when I press here? That’s classic.” I set the hoof down carefully and stood, brushing dust from my knees. “We should call Dr. Mercer.”

I pulled my phone from my pocket and found the number in my contacts. Dr. Mercer had been out twice since we’d moved in, once for a vaccination round and once for a colic scare that turned out to be nothing. She answered on the fourth ring, and I could hear engines and animals in the background.

“Ryan,” she said. “What’s up?”

I explained about Pearl, the limp, the warm hoof, the tenderness. She listened without interrupting.

“Sounds like an abscess to me too,” she said when I finished. “But I’m stuck at the Hendersons’ place until tomorrow at least. He’s got a heifer trying to deliver breech and I can’t leave until she’s either delivered or we section her. Either way, I’m here till morning.”

“Any chance you could swing by after?”

“Not if this goes sideways. And if it goes well, I’ll be twenty hours without sleep.” She paused. “You could try soaking the hoof in warm water, keep her comfortable. If it is an abscess, sometimes they’ll drain on their own once the hoof softens enough. But if the lameness gets worse or she starts running a fever, don’t wait for me.”

I thanked her and hung up. Nathalie had been watching my face, and her shoulders dropped half an inch.

“She can’t come,” she said.

“Not until tomorrow. She’s got a calving emergency.”

“Pearl can’t wait that long if she’s in pain.” Nathalie’s hand was still on Pearl’s neck, fingers working absently through the pale gray mane. “I’ve seen abscesses before. My mom’s neighbor’s horse had one that got infected and they almost lost the hoof. I’m not waiting until tomorrow.”

She was right. I’d seen that vigilance before in both of them, the habit of treating small problems as urgent because they’d learned how quickly small problems could become big ones when nobody dealt with them.

“We don’t have to wait,” I said. “There are other vets.”

“Do you know any?”

“I know one who isn’t available.” I scrolled through my contacts, but the truth was I’d built my network in Sacramento around business and property, not livestock. Dr. Mercer had been a referral from the cattle rancher down the road, and beyond that my knowledge of local services was thin. “But I know someone who would.”

Nathalie’s expression cleared. “Jody.”

“Jody.”

Jody, Olivia’s mom, had been farming her land for years before I bought the estate. She knew the local farmers, every farrier worth hiring, every feed supplier who wouldn’t cheat you on protein content, and usually knew who to ask when she needed something she couldn’t handle herself. She was the neighbor who showed up with a casserole when your well pump failed and stayed to help you rebuild the pressure tank because she’d done it three times herself. She was also my lover, even if I spent more time with her daughter. I made sure to see her frequently as well.

“I’ll go over now,” I said. “You keep an eye on her. Soak the hoof if you want to try it. Stall rest. And if anything changes, call me immediately.”

Nathalie nodded. The worry was still there, but now she had something to do. She stepped forward and wrapped her arms around my waist, her face pressed against my chest for a long moment. Her breathing gradually slowed.

“Thank you,” she said into my shirt.

“You don’t thank me for this. This is what we do.”

She looked up at me. “I know. I’m still saying it.”

I kissed the top of her head and left her with Pearl, the mare standing patiently with her weight tilted onto three legs. Outside, the morning had fully arrived, heat building across the terrace, the pool water flat and still. Viktoria was still working in the garden, her back to me, and beyond her Olivia moved between the nesting boxes with the egg basket now full. The rest of the morning continued around them.

* * *

I took the walking path between our properties instead of the road. Twenty minutes on foot, which I needed after the morning’s tension.

Jody’s place came into view gradually. Her farmhouse sat lower than mine, tucked against a gentle slope with the vegetable garden sprawling down the eastern side. The house was smaller, timber-framed with a deep porch and wide windows. She’d painted the trim a deep green two summers ago, and the color had held up well against the weather.

She was on the porch before I reached the steps, one hand shading her eyes against the sun. Her auburn hair fell loose past her shoulders. She wore cutoffs and a thin cotton shirt knotted at her waist, her legs bare and tan from a summer spent mostly outdoors. The freckles across her nose and cheeks had deepened with the season.

“Hey,” she called, already smiling.

“Hey yourself.”

She came down the steps and met me at the bottom. Her arms went around my neck, and I lifted her slightly, holding her close. She kissed me without hurry, her mouth warm and tasting faintly of the mint she grew in clay pots along the porch railing. When she pulled back, her blue eyes held mine for another second.

“To what do I owe this? Not that I’m complaining.”

“I had a reason. I forgot what it was for a second.”

She laughed and squeezed my hand. “Well, let’s hear it. But first, how’s my girl?”

It was the question she always asked, and I always had an answer ready. “Olivia’s good. She was collecting eggs when I left. Viktoria’s in the garden. They’ve both been up since six.”

“Of course they have.” Jody shook her head, but the pride was obvious. “God help anyone who sleeps past dawn in that house. I raised her better than that.”

“You raised her perfectly. She just happens to live with people who treat sunrise like a personal challenge.”

“She always was an early riser. Even as a kid. Up before me, making her own breakfast, setting the table.”

“Not the worst arrangement.”

“No.” She looked at me for a moment, then tugged my hand. “Come inside. It’s too hot out here for a proper visit.”

Her kitchen was cool and smelled of bread and apples. The counters were clean but lived-in, a cutting board with a half-chopped onion near the sink, a coffee mug with a chip in the rim sitting on the windowsill. Jody filled the kettle and reached for mugs from the cabinet above the stove. I sat at the table where I usually sat, my back to the wall, and watched her work.

I liked having her to myself here. At the estate, our time together usually involved someone else: Olivia nearby, Nathalie asking Jody about a recipe, or Viktoria showing her something from the garden. I enjoyed those moments too, but this was different. Here, in her kitchen with the lace curtains, we could spend time alone.

“You know what I miss?” Jody asked as she carried the mugs over. “The market.”

I smiled. “Already?”

“A little. Not enough to start it up again tomorrow, but I liked having people around.”

“So did I. Taking a break was still the right call.”

“I know.” She handed me my mug. “Maybe when things settle down.”

“Maybe.”

She brought the tea over and sat beside me instead of across, her thigh pressed against mine, one hand resting on my knee. The mug was warm between my palms.

“So,” she said. “What’s the real reason?”

“Pearl’s lame. Left front hoof. Warm to the touch, tender when you press the sole. Nathalie noticed it this morning.”

Jody’s expression turned serious. “Laminitis?”

“No heat in the pastern or cannon. Just the hoof itself, and the lameness came on fast. Dr. Mercer thinks abscess, but she’s stuck at a calving until tomorrow at least.”

“And Nathalie’s worried.”

“She’s terrified. You know how she gets.”

“I do.” Jody’s hand moved from my knee to my forearm. She’d seen Nathalie’s intensity up close and knew how fear could sharpen her edges until she was almost brittle. “Has she tried cold-hosing?”

“I suggested it. She’ll do it whether I suggested it or not.”

Jody nodded. She sat quietly for a moment, one finger tracing the rim of her mug. Then she reached for her phone on the table and scrolled through her contacts.

“I don’t have a large-animal vet in here,” she said. “Mercer’s the only one I’ve used since I’ve been here.” She set the phone down and thought. “But I’ve heard the neighboring farms talking about someone. Young woman, name starts with an H. Haley? Hailey? She’s been taking calls for the larger operations east of here. New, apparently. Younger than most of them are used to, but they say she’s good. Thorough.”

“Any reason they mention her?”

“She diagnosed a founder case the Millers missed. Caught it early enough to save the horse. News like that gets around.” Jody picked up her phone again and opened a browser. “Let me see if I can find a number.”

She searched for a minute, scrolling, then copied a number into her contacts and handed me the phone. “There. Large Animal Veterinary Services, Hailey Winters, DVM. I haven’t used her, so I’m just passing along what I’ve heard. But the Millers don’t praise lightly, and neither do the Hendersons.”

I took the phone and dialed. The call connected after three rings.

“This is Hailey.”

Her voice was clear and professional, younger than I’d expected. I introduced myself and described Pearl’s symptoms: the sudden lameness, the warm hoof, the tenderness when the sole was pressed. No swelling higher in the leg, no visible puncture that I could find, the left hoof noticeably warmer than the right. Pearl was bearing some weight but clearly favoring the leg.

“Any change in appetite or behavior before the lameness?” Hailey asked.

“Not that Nathalie noticed. She rode her yesterday afternoon and everything was normal.”

“How recently were her hooves trimmed or shod?”

“Six weeks ago. Regular schedule.”

“Okay.” She paused before speaking again. “It sounds consistent with a hoof abscess, but I’d want to examine her before confirming. The heat and tenderness you’re describing point that way. If it is an abscess, we need to locate it and drain it before the pressure builds.”

“Can you come out?”

“This afternoon works. I have a call at two, but I can be there by three if that’s not too late.”

“Three is perfect.”

I gave her the address for the estate and thanked her. When I hung up, Jody was watching me, clearly pleased that she’d been able to help.

“Three o’clock,” I said.

“Good. Now finish your tea before you run back to deliver the news.” She refilled my mug without asking. “Nathalie will be pacing that stable until someone shows up with a medical degree.”

“She will.” I drank the tea. It was strong and slightly honeyed, something she’d blended herself from the garden. “Thank you. For everything.”

“You’re welcome.” She leaned over and kissed my lips, her breath warm against my skin. “Even when there’s no emergency.”

I walked back the way I’d come, the same twenty minutes but faster now, the grass brushing my legs on both sides of the trail. The cattle had moved to shade. By the time the estate came into view, the terrace was empty and the stable door stood open. I found Nathalie inside with a hose running cool water over Pearl’s left leg, the mare standing patiently with her weight shifted.

“I found someone,” I said. “She’ll be here at three.”

Nathalie looked up, relief clear on her face.

* * *

We heard the vehicle before we saw it, tires crunching over gravel as it came up the drive. Nathalie had been pacing the stable aisle for twenty minutes, stopping every few circuits to check Pearl’s hoof or adjust the cold pack she’d improvised from a towel and a bucket of ice water. The mare stood with her weight shifted, ears forward, watching Nathalie with the patience of an animal that trusted her hands.

I stepped outside into the afternoon heat. The veterinary truck was white with green lettering on the door, large enough to carry equipment but not the mobile clinic some of the older practitioners drove. It parked near the stable, and the driver’s door opened.

A woman got out. She was young. Blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail, clear blue eyes sweeping over the property before settling on me. She wore khaki pants and a polo shirt with the same green logo, a medical bag in one hand and what looked like a case of instruments in the other. Her face was open and symmetrical, with a straight nose and full lips and no makeup I could see. She looked more like a college student than a veterinarian arriving to treat a lame horse.

“Ryan?” she asked, and her voice matched the one from the phone: clear, direct and confident.

“That’s me. You must be Hailey.”

“Hailey Winters.” She extended her hand, and I shook it. “You called about a horse with a left front lameness?”

“Pearl. She’s inside.”

Nathalie appeared in the stable doorway, and Hailey’s attention shifted immediately to her.

“This is Nathalie,” I said. “Pearl is hers.”

“Hi.” Hailey stepped forward. “Tell me what you’ve noticed.”

Nathalie did. The morning discovery, the suddenness, Pearl’s normal behavior the day before, the ride in the afternoon pasture. No rocks, no unusual terrain, no change in appetite or temperament. Hooves trimmed six weeks ago, regular schedule. Nathalie spoke quickly at first, her hands moving as she talked, and gradually slowed as Hailey listened without interrupting. By the time Nathalie finished, some of the tension had left her shoulders.

“Okay,” Hailey said. “Let me take a look at her.”

Hailey set her bags down and approached Pearl calmly. She spoke to the mare in a low, even voice, running her hands down the left foreleg from shoulder to hoof, palpating each joint with careful pressure. Her fingers checked the temperature at the coronary band, then compared it to the right hoof. She lifted Pearl’s left front leg and cradled the hoof between her knees, examining the sole with a penlight.

“Digital pulse is elevated,” she said, more to herself than to us. “Good heat in the hoof wall. No swelling above the fetlock.”

She reached into her bag and pulled out a set of hoof testers, curved metal pincers with blunt ends. “I’m going to apply pressure to different areas of the sole. It might hurt her, but it’ll tell us where the problem is.”

Nathalie held Pearl’s head, one hand on the halter, the other stroking the mare’s neck. “It’s okay, girl. Almost done.”

Hailey worked the testers across the sole, starting at the toe and moving toward the heel. Pearl stood still through the first several tests, ears flicking but otherwise calm. Then Hailey pressed the testers against a spot near the inner quarter, and Pearl jerked her leg hard enough to pull against the halter. Her ears pinned back, and she stamped once with her right front hoof.

“Right there,” Hailey said. She released the pressure and ran her thumb over the area. “Localized abscess. Bacteria probably entered through a tiny crack or puncture somewhere in the sole. The infection creates pressure inside the hoof capsule, and that pressure is causing the pain and lameness.”

Nathalie let out a breath. “So it’s not… it’s not something worse?”

“Not based on what I’m seeing. I’m not seeing signs that point to a fracture or laminitis, and there’s no indication the infection is moving up the leg. This is painful and it looks dramatic when they’re limping, but it’s common and usually resolves well once we drain it.”

Relief showed on Nathalie’s face. She pressed her forehead against Pearl’s neck and closed her eyes for a moment.

Hailey opened her instrument case and laid out what she needed on a clean towel: a hoof knife, antiseptic, gauze, a roll of vet wrap, hoof packing material. She explained each step as she worked. She located the abscess by following the heat and the digital pulse, then carefully pared away a section of sole until a small dark spot appeared. Thin, foul-smelling fluid welled up immediately.

“There it is,” she said.

She cleaned the area thoroughly, packed the cavity with antiseptic-soaked gauze, and wrapped the hoof with a secure bandage. The entire process took less than fifteen minutes, and Pearl grew calmer as the pressure eased.

“She needs stall rest,” Hailey said, wiping her hands on a towel. “Somewhere clean and dry. No riding until I clear her. I’ll go over the bandage and aftercare with you before I leave, and I’ll come back in three days to make sure we’re on the right track.”

While she packed her instruments, I leaned against the stable wall and watched her work. Her efficiency was impressive. No wasted motion and no uncertainty.

“So,” I said. “You grew up around here?”

She glanced up. “Sacramento area, yes. Born and raised, more or less. I left for vet school and came back about eight months ago.”

“Where’d you study?”

“Davis. Good large animal program.”

“It is.” I’d known enough ranchers to hear the name. “You’re staying local now?”

“For now. I’m back at the family farm with my sister. It works while I’m building my client base.” She didn’t offer more about the sister, and I didn’t push. Her eyes moved past me to the stable door, then to the house beyond, taking in the timber framing, the terrace, the pool visible through the trees. She looked over the estate again, taking in its size.

“You’ve got quite a place,” she said.

“Thank you. I bought it after I sold my business. Needed a change from city life.”

“What kind of business?”

“Fitness clothing. Probably not your demographic.”

She smiled, and her face warmed. “You’d be surprised what vet students wear to anatomy lab. Comfort trumps fashion every time.”

I laughed. Behind us, Nathalie was murmuring to Pearl, her hand on the mare’s neck, the worry finally giving way to relief. The bandage was neat and secure, white against the gray hoof, and Pearl had already stopped favoring the leg quite so much. Even I could see the improvement.

Hailey closed her bag and stood. “She should start feeling better within a few hours as the pressure decreases. If the lameness gets worse instead of better, or if she stops bearing any weight at all, call me immediately. Otherwise, I’ll see you in three days.”

She handed Nathalie a card with her number printed in clean green type. Large Animal Veterinary Services. Hailey Winters, DVM. Below the number, in smaller print: Emergency calls accepted.

Nathalie took the card and held it between both hands. “Thank you,” she said. “Really. I was… I didn’t know what to do.”

“You did exactly the right thing. You noticed, you called, you kept her comfortable.” Hailey kept her tone matter-of-fact. “That’s more than most owners manage.”

She turned to me. “I should go over the aftercare in more detail. For both of you.”

I nodded. The examination was done, but Hailey still had more to tell us.

Nathalie stayed close to Pearl while Hailey walked us through the aftercare. The mare had settled, her weight more evenly distributed now that the pressure in her hoof had an outlet. The bandage was clean and white around her hoof, and Nathalie kept one hand on Pearl’s neck as if the contact itself were part of the treatment.

“Change the dressing every other day,” Hailey said. She’d pulled a notepad from her bag and was writing instructions in a clear, sloping hand. “Use the antiseptic solution I left you: dilute it fifty-fifty with water, soak the gauze, pack the cavity, then wrap it snug but not tight. The bandage should stay dry. If it gets wet, change it immediately. No turnout until I clear her, and when she does go back out, keep her on soft ground for at least a week.”

Nathalie nodded, her eyes on the notepad. “What about the pain? Should I give her anything?”

“Bute twice daily for three days. I’ve written the dosage. After that, we’ll reassess. Most horses don’t need it beyond the initial drainage because the pressure relief does most of the work.” Hailey tore the page from the notepad and handed it to Nathalie. “Watch for swelling above the coronet band, heat that moves up the leg, or if she stops bearing weight entirely. Any of those, call me. Otherwise, the three-day follow-up should be fine.”

“Will she recover normally?” Nathalie asked. The question had been hanging since the diagnosis, and she finally let it out.

Hailey didn’t soften her answer, which was why Nathalie believed it. “Yes. Hoof abscesses are painful and they look dramatic, but the hoof has an excellent blood supply and heals well. As long as we keep the infection cleared and the hoof clean, she’ll be sound. Most horses are back to full work within two to three weeks.”

Something in Nathalie’s posture unlocked. She looked at Pearl, then at Hailey, and the gratitude on her face was naked and simple. “Thank you. Really.”

“You’re welcome.” Hailey packed the notepad away and straightened. The professional intensity had begun to ease now that the urgent work was done, and she allowed herself a smile. “She’s a good horse. You caught it early.”

The conversation loosened after that. We moved out of the stable into the shade of the terrace, where the afternoon heat had begun to soften toward evening. I poured glasses of water from the pitcher Viktoria kept on the outdoor table, and Hailey accepted hers with a nod of thanks.

“So,” I said. “How long have you been practicing? Officially licensed, I mean.”

“Six months.” She took a drink. “Licensed in March.”

I must have looked as surprised as I felt, because she laughed.

“Twenty-three,” she said. “I know. I get that face a lot.”

“I’m not questioning whether you know what you’re doing. After watching you work, that would be stupid.”

“Thank you.” She held my gaze for a beat. Then she looked away, toward the house. “I started young and finished faster than most. It’s a long story.”

“Still impressive.”

She shrugged, but the compliment had landed. Her shoulders relaxed slightly, and when she spoke again, her voice had lost the last edge of formality. “You learn fast when you have to. Large animal doesn’t wait for you to feel ready.”

We were interrupted by the sound of the kitchen door. Viktoria came out first, followed by Olivia. They’d changed since morning: Viktoria into a light cotton dress, her hair loose around her shoulders, Olivia in shorts and a tank top, her auburn braid hanging down her back. They crossed the terrace toward us, and Viktoria’s eyes went immediately to Hailey, then to me, then back to Hailey.

“How’s Pearl?” Olivia asked.

“Better,” Nathalie said. “Abscess. Dr. Winters drained it.”

“Hailey, please.” She turned to the newcomers and extended her hand. “Hailey Winters.”

“Viktoria.” They shook. “And this is Olivia.”

Olivia shook next, her grip careful. “Thank you for coming so quickly. Nathalie was worried sick.”

“It’s what I do.” Hailey smiled. She glanced between the three women, then at me, and I could see the calculation happening behind her eyes. Daughter? Too young, and the resemblance wasn’t there. Employees? Possibly, but the familiarity between us suggested something else.

Nathalie, who had been watching this exchange, chose her moment perfectly.

“Ryan,” she said, loud enough for everyone to hear. “Can you grab that antiseptic from the stable? I want to make sure I understand how to mix it before Hailey leaves.”

The use of my first name, the casual familiarity of the request, the way she said it, like a wife of twenty years asking her husband to fetch something from the garage. Hailey’s head turned toward Nathalie, then back to me. Her expression moved through confusion, realization, and something adjacent to shock in the space of about three seconds.

“All three of you,” she said.

“All three of us,” Viktoria confirmed. She was smiling now, enjoying this far more than she should have. “Plus his neighbor, or Olivia’s mom, but that’s a longer story.”

Hailey looked at me. I held her gaze and didn’t look away.

“It works for us,” I said.

She blinked. Then she laughed. “Okay. That’s… not what I expected when I pulled up today.”

“We get that a lot,” Olivia said. She was smiling too.

Hailey recovered with the speed of someone who had learned to adapt to unexpected information. Her professional demeanor resettled, though a flush had climbed to her cheekbones and stayed there. “Well. As long as everyone’s consenting adults, it’s none of my business how you structure your household.”

“That’s the general consensus,” I said.

She nodded toward the card Nathalie was still holding. “My number’s on there. Call if anything changes with Pearl. Otherwise, I’ll see you in three days.”

“I’ll walk you out,” I said.

We left the women on the terrace and crossed the gravel toward her truck. The late afternoon light had turned the foothills gold, and the air carried the scent of cut grass and distant irrigation. Hailey walked beside me, her medical bag swinging at her side.

“A farm,” I said. “That’s where you’re staying?”

“With my sister. Hannah. It’s her place as much as mine, though neither of us expected to be back there quite so soon.” She didn’t elaborate on the why, and I didn’t ask. “It’s smaller than this. Considerably smaller.”

“Small has advantages.”

“It does.” She reached her truck and set the bag in the passenger seat. When she turned back, her expression had relaxed. “Thank you for the water. And for not making that awkward.”

“I’ve had practice with awkward.”

“I bet you have.” She smiled, and this time it reached her eyes. Then she climbed into the driver’s seat and started the engine. The window was down, and she leaned toward it as she put the truck in reverse. “Three days. I’ll call the morning of to confirm.”

“I’ll be here.”

She backed the truck around in a smooth arc and started down the drive. I watched her go, the white vehicle growing smaller against the trees, until it disappeared around the bend toward the main road.

When I turned around, Nathalie was standing at the stable door with her arms crossed and an expression on her face that I had seen many times before and would see many times again.

“Don’t start,” I said.

“Start what?” Her eyebrows lifted. “I didn’t say anything.”

“You’re thinking it very loudly.”

Viktoria had joined her, and the two of them stood side by side with identical expressions of manufactured innocence. Olivia lingered behind them, trying not to laugh.

“Pearl’s veterinarian,” Viktoria said. “That’s all. Just the very competent, very pretty veterinarian who couldn’t take her eyes off you.”

“She was doing her job.”

“She was doing her job and looking at you,” Nathalie said. “Those are not mutually exclusive categories. Trust me, I would know.”

“I’ve known her for about two hours.”

“Time is relative,” Olivia said, and then covered her mouth with her hand, surprised by her own boldness.

I looked at the three of them standing there in the fading light, teasing me with the easy confidence of women who had carved their place in a life I’d built and made it their own. Pearl dozed in her stall behind them, her bandaged hoof resting lightly on the straw. Somewhere in the garden, the early evening insects had begun their chorus.


Chapter 2

Hailey’s truck came up the drive on a Sunday afternoon, three days after she’d first pulled in to treat Pearl, and when Nathalie heard the tires on the gravel she was already at the stable door, waiting.

I crossed the terrace and met Hailey as she stepped out. She looked different today. Her hair was still pulled back, but she’d traded the khakis for dark jeans and a plain blue T-shirt under her open polo. The medical bag was in her hand, and she carried a different case, smaller and worn at the edges.

“Hi,” she said. Her eyes found mine and lingered for a moment.

“Nathalie’s in the stable. Pearl’s been good.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” She started toward the building, and I walked with her. “How’s the lameness?”

“Gone. Or close enough. She’s been bearing full weight since yesterday morning.”

Inside the stable, the air was cool and carried the layered scents of hay, leather, and the faint antiseptic smell from the packing material. Pearl stood in her stall with her head over the door, ears forward, watching us approach. The bandage was clean and white around her gray hoof. Nathalie stood beside her, one hand resting on the mare’s neck, maintaining the gentle contact she’d kept since the diagnosis.

“Hey,” Nathalie said to Hailey. “She’s doing better.”

“I can see that.” Hailey set her bag down and approached the stall. She didn’t rush. Her movements were calm and intentional, and Pearl remained at ease as she came closer. Hailey spoke to her in a low voice, running her hands down the left foreleg from shoulder to hoof, checking for heat, swelling, or any sign that the infection had moved. Her fingers paused at the coronary band, then moved to the bandage.

“Let’s take this off and have a look.”

Nathalie held Pearl’s head while Hailey unwrapped the hoof. The antiseptic packing came away clean, with no discharge or foul smell. The cavity where the abscess had drained was smaller, the edges of the pared sole already beginning to close. Hailey pressed her thumb gently against the site, and Pearl stood steady, ears relaxed.

“That’s healing well,” Hailey said. She cleaned the area one more time with fresh antiseptic solution, applied a thin layer of packing, and rewrapped the hoof with fresh gauze and vet wrap. Her hands worked quickly but without hurry, each motion following the next.

“You’ve been changing the dressing every other day?” Hailey asked as she worked. “Has she been bearing weight consistently?”

“Every day gets better,” Nathalie said. “Yesterday was the first time she put full weight down without favoring the other leg. Before that she’d stand on it but lift when she moved.”

“That’s expected. The tissue inside is still tender, even with the pressure gone.” Hailey finished the wrap and straightened. “I’d say another week of stall rest, then light turnout on soft ground for a few days. No riding for another two weeks, but after that she should be cleared.”

Nathalie let out a breath. Her shoulders dropped, and the tension she’d been carrying since that first morning finally disappeared.

“So she’s really going to be okay.”

“She’s already okay. She’s just finishing the healing.” Hailey’s tone was matter-of-fact, exactly what Nathalie needed to hear. “You caught it early, you kept the hoof clean, you followed instructions. That’s the difference between a quick recovery and a complicated one.”

Nathalie looked at me, gratitude clear in her eyes. She didn’t say anything. She didn’t need to.

While Hailey packed her instruments, I leaned against the stable wall and watched her work. Sunlight came through the high windows in slanted bars, revealing dust motes in the air. She was thorough, and there was an obvious pride in how she handled her equipment. Each instrument went back into its place in the case, and every bottle was capped and wiped before she put it away.

“So,” I said. “How are you settling back in? Sacramento’s changed since you left for school.”

She glanced up. “It has. Some for the better, some not. The traffic’s worse. Everything’s more expensive.” She closed the case and stood, brushing a strand of hair from her face. “But the foothills haven’t changed. That’s something.”

“You said your family’s farm is around here?”

“East of here. My family’s place.” She paused after saying the name. “I came back because… well, family needed me. And the practice opportunities are good out here if you’re willing to drive.”

“How’s the farm doing?”

Her eyes dropped to the case as she latched it. “It’s a farm. Some years are good, some aren’t. This one’s been…” She paused, choosing her words. “Challenging. The property came with debt we didn’t fully understand until after. My sister’s been holding things together while I finished school, but it’s a lot for two people.”

I understood what she wasn’t saying. The veterinary work was income the farm needed. She’d come back to help carry a financial burden she hadn’t expected.

“How’s your sister?” I asked.

“She’s the real country girl of the family. Been riding since she could walk. Knows more about livestock than I’ll ever learn in a classroom.”

“Sounds useful.”

“She is. I’m the one with the degree, but she’s the one who can tell you which heifer’s about to go lame before it happens.” Hailey smiled. “We balance each other.”

Nathalie had been listening, her hand still on Pearl’s neck. “I’d love to meet her. If she knows horses that well, she could probably teach me things I haven’t figured out yet.”

“I’ll mention it to her.” Hailey picked up her bag and slung it over her shoulder. “She doesn’t get out much. The farm keeps her busy.”

The examination was done. Pearl stood quiet in her stall, weight even on all four legs, the bandage neat and white against her gray coat. Outside, the day had warmed fully, and through the open stable door I could see Viktoria moving between the garden rows, her light brown hair tied back, a basket over one arm.

I checked my watch. Just past noon. “You should stay for lunch,” I said. “It’s the least we can offer after you drove out here.”

Hailey hesitated. She glanced toward the house, then back at me. “I shouldn’t. I’ve got calls this afternoon.”

“They can wait twenty minutes,” Nathalie said. She’d stepped out of the stall and was wiping her hands on a towel. “Please. I want to thank you properly, and Ryan’s actually a decent cook when he tries.”

“I’m standing right here,” I said.

“I know. I can see you.” Nathalie smiled at me, then turned back to Hailey. “Seriously. Stay. We’ve got plenty.”

Hailey looked between us. She was more relaxed around us than she’d been on her first visit, but she still seemed to be weighing the invitation against the drive back and her afternoon calls.

“Twenty minutes,” she said finally. “Then I really do have to go.”

We walked toward the house together, the three of us, with Pearl dozing behind us. The gravel crunched under our feet, and somewhere in the distance a hawk circled above the pasture, riding a thermal with its wings held still.

* * *

Hailey sat on the couch with Nathalie while the others finished getting everything ready. I didn’t cook this time. Viktoria and Olivia insisted. Viktoria had set the table, and Olivia was pulling a pan of roasted vegetables from the oven, her auburn braid swinging as she turned. They’d heard the truck, heard us talking in the stable, or perhaps eavesdropped.

Five plates, five glasses, a pitcher of water with lemon slices floating on top. We sat where we usually sat: Viktoria at my right, Nathalie across from her, Olivia at my left with the empty chair beside her that Jody used when she joined us. Today that chair was Hailey’s.

She took her seat and looked around the room. The kitchen was the heart of the house, and I’d designed it that way: exposed beams overhead, copper pots hanging from a rack above the island, windows that looked out over the terrace and the pool beyond. The counters were marble, the appliances professional grade, and none of it had been chosen for show. I’d wanted a kitchen where people could work together without getting in each other’s way, and it had turned out better than I’d planned.

“This is…” Hailey stopped, thinking. “So luxurious.”

“Ryan doesn’t do things halfway,” Viktoria said. She passed the bread basket to Hailey. “Even when he should.”

“I heard that.”

“I know you did.” She smiled at me and poured tea into Hailey’s glass without being asked.

Lunch was simple: the roasted vegetables, a loaf of sourdough Viktoria had made that morning, sliced cheese and apples from the orchard. We ate without ceremony, and the conversation came easily. Hailey asked about the garden, and Viktoria described the tomato varieties she’d planted. Olivia mentioned the chickens, and Nathalie talked about Pearl’s improvement.

But I could see a question forming on Hailey’s face. She’d been watching the three of them, the easy way they moved around each other, the casual touches: Viktoria’s hand on Olivia’s shoulder as she reached for the salt, Nathalie stealing a piece of bread from Viktoria’s plate without asking. There was no tension, no competition for attention. They were comfortable with each other after choosing to share a life with one man.

“So,” Hailey said finally. She set her fork down and looked at me, then at the others. “I have to ask. Does nobody get jealous? Ever?”

The table went quiet for a moment while everyone considered the question.

“Sometimes,” Viktoria said. She was the one who answered, because she’d been there from the beginning. “Not the way you’re thinking. Not about him being with someone else. More about… feeling left out of a moment, or wanting time that isn’t available. But we talk about it. And it passes.”

“Who met him first?” Hailey asked. Her cheeks had colored a little, but she held my gaze.

“I did.” Viktoria’s hand found mine under the table, giving it a brief squeeze. “I worked for his fitness brand. Modeled, did some social media. We knew each other for almost a year before anything happened.”

“And then she introduced me,” Nathalie said. “We’ve been best friends since high school. She showed up at my apartment one night and said, ‘I think I’m in love with my boss, and I think you’d like him too,’ and I told her she was insane.” She smiled at the memory. “Turns out she wasn’t insane. Just right about a lot of things.”

“Olivia came later,” Viktoria continued. “She and her mother live about twenty minutes from here. Jody’s been Ryan’s neighbor since he bought the place. Olivia needed a job, Ryan needed help with the property, and…” She shrugged, smiling. “Things developed.”

“Things developed,” Olivia repeated, and the dry humor in her voice made us all laugh. Her cheeks were pink, but she was smiling. “That’s one way to put it.”

Hailey listened closely, her eyes moving from face to face as she took it all in.

“It works for us,” I said. “That’s the only metric that matters.”

She nodded. “I can see that it does.”

The conversation moved on once her initial curiosity had been satisfied. Hailey talked about her practice, the clients she was building, the satisfaction of working with animals who couldn’t tell you where it hurt. And then, because someone asked about her family, she began to talk about Hannah.

“You mentioned Hannah handles most of the farm,” Nathalie said. She’d leaned forward, her plate forgotten. “Does she do that full time?”

“Full time and then some. She handles the livestock, the pasture management, the equipment repairs I wouldn’t know where to start with. I come home and she’s rebuilt a tractor carburetor or spotted a problem with one of the horses before anyone else noticed. It’s… impressive.”

Nathalie’s face brightened. “You really do need to bring her around sometime.”

“I’ll tell her about you. About Pearl.” Hailey smiled at Nathalie’s enthusiasm. “She doesn’t get many chances to talk horses with people who actually want to listen.”

“Please do.” Nathalie reached across the table and touched Hailey’s wrist. “I mean it.”

Lunch wound down after that. Plates were cleared, glasses refilled, and conversation continued while everyone finished eating. Hailey checked her watch and stood.

“I really do have to go. Thank you for this. For everything.”

“Any time,” I said. “Pearl’s doing well because of you.”

“I’ll see her again next week. Full clearance, if the healing stays on track.”

I walked her out. The others stayed behind, Viktoria already at the sink, Olivia gathering napkins, Nathalie heading back to the stable with a last wave to Hailey. The September afternoon was warm and still, and the air carried the scent of cut grass and distant irrigation.

We reached her truck, and she set her bag in the passenger seat. Then she turned to me. Some of the professional confidence she’d carried through lunch was gone now, replaced by uncertainty.

“Can I ask you something?” she said. Her voice was lower, meant for just the two of us.

“Go ahead.”

“Your sleeping arrangement. How does that work? Do they…” She stopped to think. “Take turns? Is there a schedule?”

I could have answered flippantly. I didn’t. “No schedule. No turns. They’re loved equally, and they know it. Some nights I’m with one, some with two, some with all three if that’s what feels right. The bed’s big enough.”

She took a moment to absorb the answer, her eyes holding mine as color returned to her cheeks. “That’s… not what I expected.”

“Few things about this place are.”

She laughed. Then she reached for the door handle but stopped before opening it. “Thank you. For lunch. And for being honest.”

“You’re welcome here anytime. With or without a medical reason.”

She nodded and held my gaze for another moment before climbing into the truck. She started the engine and backed down the drive with one hand on the wheel and the other raised in a wave.

I watched her go until the white truck disappeared around the bend toward the main road. The gravel dust drifted back down. Hannah, I thought. The sister who could rebuild a tractor carburetor and diagnose a founder case. The real country girl.

I turned and walked back toward the house. This was about to get a lot more interesting.

* * *

The following day, I was splitting wood behind the stable when I heard the vehicle. Not the vet truck this time; something older, with an engine that complained on the gravel. I set the maul against the stump and wiped my hands on my jeans, heading around the corner to see who’d come up the drive without calling first.

The sedan was blue, or had been once. The paint was faded to the color of old denim, and the passenger door carried a dent that had been there long enough to rust at the edges. It parked nearby on the driveway, and the driver’s door opened.

A woman got out. Blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail, clear blue eyes, the same straight nose and full lips. She wore jeans and a faded flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbows, and her boots were dusty enough to suggest they’d seen actual work, not just a clinic floor. She looked exactly like Hailey.

“Hey,” I called, walking toward her. “I wasn’t expecting you today. Pearl’s doing great, though. Nathalie’s been changing the dressing like clockwork.”

She turned toward me. Confusion crossed her face, gone almost as soon as it appeared, and the corner of her mouth lifted. Her eyes moved over me, taking in the maul by the stump, the woodpile, and the sweat on my shirt.

“She has? That’s good to hear.” Her voice was similar to Hailey’s but not identical. There was a lilt to it, a warmth that Hailey’s professional tone had lacked. “Nathalie’s the one with the gray mare, right?”

“Pearl, yes. Silver gray. You drained the abscess the other day, remember?”

“Right. The abscess.” She nodded slowly, and I could have sworn I saw her bite the inside of her cheek. “How’s the… the packing holding up?”

“It’s clean. No discharge. She’s bearing full weight now, hasn’t favored the leg in two days.” I was standing in front of her now, close enough to see the freckles across her nose, the same ones Hailey had. “I’m surprised you came back without calling. Not that I mind. Nathalie’s been hoping to pick your brain about turnout schedules.”

“Has she?” Her smile widened. The dimple at the corner of her mouth was familiar, but something about the expression wasn’t. Hailey smiled too, but not like this. “Well, I’m full of opinions about turnout. Ask anyone.”

Something about the way she said it didn’t match. The cadence was wrong, the confidence too easy, too playful. Hailey had been measured and careful with her words. This woman spoke like someone who enjoyed the sound of her own voice and didn’t worry about whether others did too.

“I should tell Nathalie you’re here,” I said. “She’s in the garden with Viktoria. They’ll want to see you.”

“Viktoria. Right.” She nodded again, barely containing her amusement now. “The one with the light brown hair. And Olivia’s the auburn one. And they all live here with you. In this…” She gestured at the house, the stable, the rolling pasture beyond. “Quite a setup you’ve got.”

“You said that last time.”

“Did I?” She laughed. “I must have been impressed then too.”

I looked at her more closely. The same face, the same eyes, the same blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail. But she acted differently. Hailey always seemed intent on being taken seriously. This woman seemed comfortable from the moment she stepped out of the car.

“Hailey,” I said slowly. “Did you change your hair?”

That did it. She burst out laughing, one hand coming up to cover her mouth, her shoulders shaking. When she lowered her hand, her eyes were wet from trying to hold it in.

“I’m not Hailey,” she said. “I’m Hannah. Her sister. We’re twins. Identical twins. She failed to mention that part, apparently.”

The world did not stop. The maul remained against the stump, the woodpile did not collapse. But my understanding of the past few days needed some serious rearranging.

“Hannah,” I said.

“Hannah.” She extended her hand, still smiling. “Twenty-three years old, same as my sister, and apparently one detail she didn’t think was worth mentioning. She told me about Nathalie and the gray mare, and the poly romance going on here. She did not tell me that the man who owned the estate was…” She stopped to think, looking me over with frank appreciation. “Well. She left some details out.”

“You’re identical.”

“To the point where our own mother used to yell the wrong name across a field. Yes.” Hannah tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. I’d seen Hailey do the same thing, though Hannah somehow made more of it. “Hailey’s the serious one. I’m the one who remembers to have fun. She’s the veterinarian. I’m the one who actually knows how to fix the tractor when it breaks.”

I was still processing. Twins … identical twins. Hailey had sat at my table, eaten my bread, asked about my sleeping arrangements, and never once mentioned that she had a twin who looked exactly like her. Well, she did mention sister, come to think of it. She wasn’t entirely wrong.

“She really didn’t tell you,” Hannah said, studying my face. “That’s… actually hilarious. She came home talking about this place, about Nathalie and the horse, about all of you, and she never thought to lead with ‘by the way, I have a twin.’” She shook her head, still smiling. “That’s so Hailey. Details about hoof abscesses: comprehensive. Details about her own family: apparently optional.”

“She said she had a sister. She left out the identical twin part.” I found my voice. “Anyway, welcome to the estate. I’m Ryan. Obviously.”

“Obviously.” She took my hand and shook it firmly. Her palm was calloused in a way that Hailey’s, for all her clinical work, was not. “Thank you for having me. Even if you thought I was someone else.”

We stood there for a moment after the misunderstanding had been cleared up. Then Hannah looked past me toward the house. The amusement remained, but now she seemed genuinely impressed by what she saw.

“This place,” she said, quieter now. “Hailey described it, but… she undersold it. By a lot.”

The farmhouse stood against the foothills, timber and stone and glass, the terrace stepping down toward the pool. Beyond it, the pasture rolled toward the tree line, cattle moving slowly through the grass, and the stable with its weathered doors stood beside the garden where Viktoria’s tomatoes climbed their trellises.

“It’s home,” I said.

“It’s…” She stopped, unable to find the word. Instead, she shook her head and smiled. “Yeah. I can see why Hailey came back talking about it.”

Nathalie came around the corner of the garden at a half-run, her blonde hair loose, a trowel still in one hand. She skidded to a stop when she saw Hannah, and the trowel dropped to the gravel with a metallic clink.

“Oh my God.” She stared. “You’re… but you’re…”

“Not Hailey,” I said. “This is Hannah. Hailey’s sister. They’re identical twins.”

“Identical,” Nathalie repeated. She looked from Hannah to me and back again, her mouth open. “She has a twin? She just said sister! I can’t believe she sat at our table and ate our bread and never mentioned she has an identical twin!”

“That appears to be the situation,” Hannah said. She was clearly enjoying this. “In her defense, she did tell me about you. About Pearl. About how serious you are about learning, which is why I’m here. She just… omitted the fact that we look like photocopies of each other.”

Nathalie recovered quickly. Her shock gave way to curiosity, then the warm, open interest that made people trust her within minutes of meeting her. She stepped forward and extended her hand.

“I’m Nathalie. Thank you for coming. Seriously, Hailey’s been amazing with Pearl, but having someone else who actually knows horses…” She shook her head. “I have so many questions.”

“Then let’s go see this famous mare,” Hannah said. She picked up the trowel and handed it back to Nathalie. “Lead the way.”

Before we made it to the stable, Viktoria came out of the garden with Olivia a few steps behind her. Viktoria still had her gardening gloves on, and Olivia carried an empty basket against her hip.

Viktoria stopped when she saw Hannah. “Oh,” she said, looking from Hannah to me. “I thought Hailey was here.”

“So did I,” I said.

Hannah laughed. “Hannah. Her twin sister.”

“Twin?” Olivia moved closer, staring openly now. “She never said she had an identical twin.”

“Apparently my sister enjoys leaving that part out.”

Viktoria smiled and pulled off one glove before offering Hannah her hand. “I’m Viktoria. It’s nice to finally meet the mysterious sister.”

“Hannah. And likewise.”

Olivia introduced herself next, still looking fascinated by the resemblance. “You really do look exactly like her.”

“Give it a few minutes. Apparently I ruin the illusion once I start talking.”

“That part I believe,” I said.

Hannah gave me a look that made Nathalie laugh.

Viktoria glanced back toward the garden. “I’d stay, but I still have tomatoes to pick and a few things to finish before it gets too late. You are staying for dinner, aren’t you?”

Hannah looked surprised by the invitation and glanced at Nathalie.

“You should,” Nathalie said.

“I haven’t decided yet.”

“Well, if you do, I’m looking forward to hearing about your farm.” Viktoria pulled her glove back on. “And about what Hailey was like growing up.”

“Oh, I have stories.”

“Then now you have to stay.”

Olivia laughed. “I want to hear those too. I’ve got some work to finish, but I’ll see you later.”

“We’ll see,” Hannah said, smiling.

Viktoria and Olivia headed back toward the garden while Nathalie gestured toward the stable.

“Come on. Pearl’s this way.”

I followed them to the stable. The afternoon had warmed, and the stable was cool and shadowed, smelling of hay and leather and the antiseptic from Pearl’s bandage. The mare stood in her stall with her head over the door, ears forward, watching us approach. Nathalie slipped the halter over her nose and led her out into the aisle.

“This is Pearl,” she said. Her hand moved to the mare’s neck, maintaining the gentle contact that had become second nature. “Ryan bought her for me. I’ve been learning for a few months, but I’m still… very much learning.”

Hannah approached Pearl calmly, without rushing. Her hands found the mare’s face, then moved down her neck, over her withers, along her back. Pearl stood still, ears flicking, accepting the touch of a stranger with the trust of a horse that had been handled well.

“She’s beautiful,” Hannah said. “Good bone, nice shoulder. Someone bred her with care.” Her fingers checked the bandaged hoof without being asked, running lightly over the vet wrap. “And this is healing nicely. Warm, but not hot. No pulse I can feel. Hailey did a good job.”

“She did. But I’ve been wondering about the turnout schedule once she’s cleared. And about building her fitness back slowly. And about whether I should be working her on a lunge line first, or just walking her under saddle, or…”

Hannah held up a hand, laughing. “One question at a time. But yes to all of it. Slowly is the word. Abscesses leave tender tissue, and she’ll tell you when she’s ready for more.”

They spent the next hour together in the stable and then in the paddock behind it, where Nathalie walked Pearl on a lead while Hannah watched and offered gentle corrections. “Stand a little further to her side. Let her find her own balance. Watch how she places that hoof. Good. Now try it again.”

I leaned against the paddock fence and watched them. Nathalie absorbed every word, her focus complete, adjusting her stance as she incorporated each suggestion. Hannah moved around them with the confidence of someone who had done this ten thousand times, using her own body to demonstrate what she wanted Nathalie to do, her voice patient and warm.

But it wasn’t just teaching. Within twenty minutes, they were laughing. Hannah had a story about a pony she’d trained that bucked her into a water trough, and Nathalie countered with her own story about the first time she’d tried to mount Pearl from the wrong side and ended up on the ground. They traded these back and forth, and before long the lesson had become beginning of a friendship.

I watched Hannah closely. The resemblance to Hailey was still perfect, still disorienting. Same face, same eyes, same blonde hair. But everything else was different. Hailey chose her words and maintained a professional distance even when it was slipping. Hannah was more open. She gestured when she talked. She laughed with her whole face. She touched Nathalie’s arm to make a point, rested her hand on Pearl’s flank while she thought, kicked at the dirt with the toe of her boot when something amused her. Where Hailey was contained, Hannah was expansive. Where Hailey made you want to earn her approval, Hannah made you want to make her laugh.

They came back to the fence where I was leaning, both of them flushed from the afternoon heat, Pearl walking steadily beside them.

“So,” Hannah said, wiping her forehead with the back of her hand. “Hailey told me about the living arrangement. All three of them. Here, with you.” She looked at me directly, no embarrassment, just frank curiosity. “That’s actually happening? It’s not just something she made up to shock me?”

“It’s happening,” Nathalie said. She was smiling. “Viktoria, me, Olivia. Plus Jody, who’s Olivia’s mom, but that’s…”

“Olivia’s mom,” Hannah repeated. Her eyebrows went up. “Your girlfriend’s mother is also your… I’m going to need a flowchart.”

“We don’t have one,” I said. “It works without one.”

Hannah thought about that. Then she turned to Nathalie. “What’s it actually like? Sharing him? I’m genuinely asking. Hailey came home flustered and wouldn’t give details, which is not like her. She gives details about everything. Especially medical things. The fact that she clammed up about this…”

Nathalie glanced at me, then back to Hannah. “It’s good. Better than good. We’re close. All of us. Viktoria’s been my best friend since we were teenagers. Olivia feels like the little sister I never had. We don’t compete because there’s nothing to compete for. He’s…” She stopped, thinking. “Present. For all of us equally.”

“That’s a generous way of putting it,” I said.

“It’s accurate.” Nathalie’s hand found mine on the fence rail and squeezed. “He worries about fairness more than we do.”

Hannah watched this exchange with open fascination. Then she looked at me, her head tilted. “You must have your hands full.”

“That’s one way to describe it.”

“I bet it is … Three women under one roof, all in love with the same man. The emotional logistics alone…”

“Four,” Nathalie said. “Jody makes four.”

“Four.” Hannah shook her head, laughing. “God. And here I thought running a farm with one sister was complicated.”

They teamed up after that. Nathalie explained something about the evening routine, and Hannah turned to me with wide, mock-innocent eyes and said, “You cook dinner for four women every night? Voluntarily?” And when I admitted that no, we took turns, Hannah pressed her hand to her chest and said, “A man who cooks. They said you were extinct.” Nathalie laughed so hard she had to lean against the fence, and Pearl snorted and tossed her head at the sound.

It went on like that. The teasing had an edge to it, but it was warm, and I gave as good as I got. Hannah’s eyes held mine when she laughed, and each time they lingered a little longer. She’d say something pointed, watch my reaction, and then smile when she got what she wanted. Nothing overt, nothing a bystander would have called flirtation. But I’d been the subject of enough interest in my life to recognize when a woman was testing the waters.

I was attracted to her. That much was clear to me within the first hour. She had Hailey’s face and none of Hailey’s caution, and the combination was potent in a way I hadn’t anticipated. But I didn’t act on it, couldn’t act on it. She was Nathalie’s new friend, a woman I’d met hours ago, and behind her identical face was the sister of a woman I was already drawn to. The geometry was becoming complex enough to require more thought than an afternoon of teasing justified.

So I watched. I listened. I answered when they teased me and didn’t rise to the bait when it was offered. Hannah seemed content to let the attraction exist without demanding that it go anywhere. She enjoyed the game for its own sake, the back-and-forth, the thrill of making a handsome man glance her way. I understood that game. I’d played versions of it myself.

The afternoon wound on. Hannah helped Nathalie put Pearl back in her stall and checked the bandage one more time. Then she stood in the stable doorway with her arms crossed, looking out at the property as evening approached. The late afternoon had softened the light across the pasture, turning the grass the color of aged whiskey, and the cattle had moved toward the water trough in their slow, deliberate way. Beyond the stable, the farmhouse windows caught the last of the sun and threw it back in warm rectangles against the timber siding.

“This place,” she said again, quieter this time. “It really is something.”

“It grows on you,” I said.

“I bet it does.” She glanced at me, and that smile returned. “I should probably head back. Hailey will wonder where I’ve been all afternoon, and the evening feeding won’t do itself.”

Nathalie had been quiet, watching the two of us from Pearl’s stall where she was adjusting the mare’s water bucket. Now she stepped forward, wiping her hands on her jeans.

“Stay for dinner,” she said. The invitation came out firm, almost insistent. “Please. I want to hear more about your farm. And Viktoria and Olivia should meet you properly, not just as ‘Hailey’s sister.’ Which, by the way, I still can’t believe.”

Hannah hesitated. I could see the calculation happening: the drive back, the chores waiting, her sister alone with the evening routine. But she wanted to stay. That much was clear in the way her eyes moved from Nathalie to me and back again.

“I should call Hailey first,” she said. “Let her know where I am.”

“Do it from the porch,” I said. “Better reception.”

She pulled her phone from her back pocket and stepped outside. We gave her space. Through the open stable door I could hear fragments of the conversation: “No, I’m fine… Met Nathalie… The gray mare… Yes, identical, he thought I was you… Dinner, I think… Don’t wait…”

She came back inside with the phone tucked away, and the smile had returned. “She says hello. And that she expects a full report tomorrow, which means I’m going to have to pay attention to details I normally ignore.”

“We can help with that,” Nathalie said.

“I’m sure you can.” Hannah’s eyes found mine for a moment before she looked away. “So. Dinner. What’s on the menu in this palace of yours?”

“Steaks,” I said. “And whatever Viktoria’s pulled from the garden today.”

“Steaks.” She repeated the word as though testing its weight. “Actual steaks. As in, from a cow.”

“That’s generally where they come from, yes.”

“I know where they come from. I’ve just forgotten what they taste like.” She shook her head, laughing. “At our farm, we eat a lot of eggs. And whatever the garden gives us that the deer haven’t found first. Steak is… special occasion territory.”

“Consider this a special occasion, then,” Nathalie said. She linked her arm through Hannah’s and started toward the house.

Once inside, Hannah and Nathalie followed me to the kitchen while I got dinner started. I pulled the steaks from the refrigerator, seasoned them, and set them on the counter while I lit the grill outside. By the time the coals were heating, Viktoria came in from the garden with a basket of late tomatoes and set them on the island. She’d changed into a loose cotton dress, her light brown hair falling around her shoulders.

I left them talking and carried the steaks outside to the grill. The terrace was warm from the day’s heat, but the air had begun to cool as the sun dropped toward the tree line. I laid the steaks on the grate and listened to the hiss of fat hitting hot metal. Behind me, through the open kitchen door, I could hear the conversation continuing: Hannah describing her farm, Viktoria asking about the garden there, Olivia offering comparisons to her mother’s farm. They sounded like they’d known each other for months, not hours.

I turned the steaks and went back inside for the sweet potatoes. Viktoria had already roasted them until nearly tender and tossed them in olive oil and salt, so I arranged them on the upper rack of the grill to finish and caramelize at the edges. The kitchen had become crowded in the way I liked: Nathalie slicing bread, Olivia setting out plates, Viktoria tossing a salad with tomatoes and basil from the garden. Hannah stood at the island with a glass of water, taking it all in.

“You cook like this every night?” she asked when I came back in.

“Not every night. Some nights it’s stew.”

“Still.” She took a sip of water. “Four people. Steaks. That’s… not our reality right now.”

I didn’t push. She’d already mentioned the financial strain earlier, and the way she’d called a meal like this “special occasion territory” told me enough. But she didn’t seem embarrassed by it. She simply stated the difference between our lives, and I respected that.

We settled down and sat where we usually sat, with Hannah in the chair beside Olivia that would have been Jody’s. The steaks were medium-rare, the sweet potatoes caramelized at the edges, the salad bright with tomatoes and torn basil. I poured water for everyone and sat at the head of the table. For a moment nobody spoke. We were too busy eating.

Hannah cut into her steak and closed her eyes briefly after the first bite. When she opened them, she looked at me with genuine appreciation.

“Okay,” she said. “That’s… that’s really good.”

“Told you,” Nathalie said. “The man can grill. It’s practically his entire personality.”

“I have other qualities.”

“Name one that doesn’t involve fire or money.”

“I’m an excellent listener.”

All four of them laughed. Hannah’s laugh was the loudest, and she covered her mouth with one hand, her eyes crinkling at the corners.

“He is, actually,” Viktoria said. She reached across the table and squeezed my hand. “It’s annoying how good he is at it. You tell him something at breakfast and by dinner he’s fixed the problem you didn’t even know was a problem yet.”

“That’s not listening,” I said. “That’s meddling.”

“It’s both,” Olivia said. “And we love you for it. Mostly.”

The conversation moved easily after that. Hannah talked about her farm with the detailed knowledge of someone who had grown up working every inch of it. The cattle operation, the pasture management, the vegetable garden she and Hailey kept going despite the deer and the increasingly erratic weather. She described the farmhouse itself: smaller than ours, timber-framed, with a porch that wrapped around two sides and a kitchen that “makes this one look like a cathedral, but in a good way. Cozy and everything within reach.”

“How many acres?” I asked.

“Eighty. Or it was eighty. We’ve leased twenty to someone else for grazing because we can’t maintain the fence line on our own, and another ten sits fallow because neither of us has time to clear the brush.” She took a bite of sweet potato, chewing thoughtfully. “It’s more land than two people should try to manage alone. Especially when one of them is building a veterinary practice and the other is…”

She stopped. The sentence trailed off, and the table went quiet.

“The other is holding things together,” Nathalie finished for her. “That’s what you do when you love a place. You hold it together until things get better.”

Hannah looked at her for a few seconds. “Yeah,” Hannah said. “That’s it exactly.”

Viktoria asked about the horses at their farm, and Hannah brightened again, describing the two quarter horses she’d raised from foals and the aging Appaloosa that had been her mother’s before the divorce. “He’s twenty-three now and acts like he’s twelve. Stubborn as hell and smarter than he has any right to be.”

“I’d love to see them,” Nathalie said. “Once Pearl’s cleared. Maybe we could ride together sometime? Our properties can’t be that far apart.”

“About forty minutes by car. Less on horseback if you know the trails.” Hannah smiled. “I’d like that. I don’t get many chances to ride for fun these days. It’s usually work.”

“Consider it a standing invitation,” I said.

Her eyes found mine across the table. “I will.”

The flirtation was there, subtle but clear. She sought my gaze, and when she looked away her cheeks had colored. Nobody missed it. Viktoria’s eyebrows lifted. Nathalie hid a smile behind her water glass. Olivia studied her plate with sudden interest.

I didn’t acknowledge it. Hannah seemed content to leave it there. She enjoyed the game, making a handsome man glance her way across a dinner table while his three partners watched with varying degrees of amusement. I’d been the subject of enough interest to recognize when a woman was testing boundaries she had no intention of crossing tonight.

We cleared the plates together. Hannah insisted on helping, stacking dishes, and when Viktoria tried to take the salad bowl from her hands, Hannah held on until Viktoria laughed and surrendered.

“She’s stubborn,” Nathalie said to me, low enough that only I could hear. “I like that about her already.”

“I noticed.”

“I bet you did.”

The kitchen cleaned, we moved to the living room. Olivia sat at the piano and played something slow and melancholy that I didn’t recognize but fit the evening perfectly. Viktoria curled into the armchair with a book. Nathalie and Hannah took the couch, sitting close enough that their shoulders touched.

I poured tea for everyone and carried the mugs to the living room on a tray. Hannah took hers with both hands, warming her fingers against the ceramic, and when our hands brushed she didn’t pull away.

“Thank you,” she said. “For dinner. For… all of this. It’s been a while since I’ve sat in a room with this many people and felt…” She searched for the word.

“Welcome,” Nathalie supplied.

Hannah nodded. “Yeah. That’s it.”

The evening went on. Olivia’s playing turned to something brighter. Viktoria set her book aside and joined the conversation. We talked about nothing important: the weather and the garden, a movie none of us had seen but all pretended to have opinions about. Hannah fit easily into the house, and nobody commented on it. We just let her be there.

Eventually, she checked her phone and sighed. “I really do have to go. Hailey will have done the evening feeding alone, and if I’m not back soon she’ll assume I’ve been kidnapped by polyamorous ranchers and start calling hospitals.”

“Would she be wrong?” Nathalie asked.

“About the kidnapping, yes. About the polyamorous ranchers…” Hannah glanced at me. “Debatable.”

We walked her to the door together, all of us, a procession through the hallway and onto the porch where the night air carried the scent of cut grass and distant irrigation. The sky had gone dark, and the stars were sharp above the foothills, more visible here than they ever were in the city I’d left behind.

Hannah turned to Nathalie on the porch steps. “I had a really good time today, seriously. More than I expected to.”

“Me too.” Nathalie smiled. “I meant what I said about riding together. Once Pearl’s cleared, we should take the horses out. Proper trail ride, not just circling the paddock.”

“I’d love that.” Hannah reached into her pocket and pulled out her phone. “Give me your number. We can make plans without going through Hailey, who will undoubtedly have opinions about everything and share none of them until it’s too late to change anything.”

They exchanged numbers, tapping screens, comparing digits. Nathalie smiled as she tucked her phone away.

“And if Pearl isn’t ready next week?” Hannah asked. “We should still do something. Come here, or you could come to our place. Hailey would love to see you again, and I could show you the horses. The real ones, not the patient.”

“Next week works,” Nathalie said. “Whatever Pearl’s status is. I’d like that.”

“Good.” Hannah tucked her phone away and hugged Nathalie briefly. Then she turned to Viktoria and Olivia, thanking them for dinner, for the conversation, for making her feel like something other than the financial disaster currently residing at her farm.

“I’ll walk you out,” I said.

Nathalie stayed on the porch with the others, watching us go. She looked pleased with how the day had turned out. She’d found a new friend, one who shared her growing interest in horses.

Hannah and I crossed the gravel toward her car. The night was quiet except for our footsteps and the distant lowing of cattle from the pasture. Her car sat where she’d parked it hours ago, the blue paint almost black in the darkness, the dent in the passenger door a darker shadow against the body.

“You know,” she said as we walked, “I’m going to enjoy reminding you about this. For a long time. The look on your face when you thought I was Hailey. Priceless.”

“I maintain that it was a reasonable mistake.”

“Reasonable? You stood there explaining Pearl’s medical history to me like I’d never seen the horse before. I had to play along because the alternative was admitting I had no idea what you were talking about, and that seemed rude given that you’d just split an entire cord of wood and were standing there shirtless and sweaty.”

“I was not shirtless.”

“You were extremely shirtless. The woodpile does not lie.”

I laughed. The sound carried in the quiet. “After spending an afternoon around you, I doubt I’ll confuse you two again. You may look identical, but you don’t act remotely alike.”

“You think so?” She stopped beside her car and turned to face me, one hand on the door handle. “You’re that confident? Even if we dressed exactly the same? Even if we stood side by side and didn’t say a word? You could pick me out of a lineup?”

I thought about it. The same face, the same eyes, the same height and build. Without the contrast of their personalities, without Hannah’s easy laugh or Hailey’s reserved intensity, I wasn’t as sure as I wanted to be.

“That might make things harder,” I admitted.

“I thought so.” She smiled. “We’ll have to test you sometime. Proper scientific method. Control for variables. See if the famous Ryan intuition holds up under pressure.”

“I look forward to failing miserably.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll go easy on you.” She reached for the door handle but stopped before opening it. We were standing close enough that I could smell hay and clean sweat on her skin after a day spent around horses.

“You’ll get another chance to practice,” she said. Her voice dropped, warm and quiet in the darkness. “When I come back next week. With or without horses.”

“I’ll be here.”

She held my gaze for another moment. Then she climbed into the car, started the engine with a rumble that sounded like the vehicle was clearing its throat, and backed down the drive with one hand on the wheel. The headlights swept across the pasture, illuminating the cattle in brief white bars, and then she was gone, the sound of the engine fading toward the main road.

I stood there for a minute after she’d left, listening to the night. Then I turned and walked back toward the porch where Nathalie was waiting, her arms crossed, watching me with a look I knew well.

“She’s great,” Nathalie said as I reached the steps. “I really like her. I didn’t expect to find someone nearby, close to my age, who actually gets horses the way she does. And she’s easy to talk to. Like, really easy. We were laughing within ten minutes.”

“I noticed.”

“I like her,” Nathalie said.

“So do I.”

Nathalie tilted her head and gave me a knowing look that made heat climb the back of my neck despite the cool air.

“What?” I said.

“Nothing.” She put on an innocent face. “I didn’t say anything.”

“You’re thinking it very loudly.”

“Am I? I’m just standing here, appreciating the evening, thinking about my new friend Hannah who’s coming back next week to ride horses with me. Or do whatever else we decide to do. Since we exchanged numbers and everything.” She smiled. “That’s all I’m thinking. Very loudly.”

I refused to take the bait. I’d built a business, sold it, and assembled the complicated life currently waiting for me inside the farmhouse, and none of that experience had prepared me for how much Nathalie enjoyed watching me squirm. So I didn’t squirm. I put my arm around her shoulders and walked her inside, and we rejoined Viktoria and Olivia in the living room where the piano had gone quiet and the tea was still warm in our mugs.


Chapter 3

The kitchen smelled of the bread Viktoria had made to go with lunch, the last of the summer tomatoes sliced thin on the cutting board where she’d left them. Afternoon light came through the windows in long squares across the marble island where I sat with my coffee, listening to Viktoria tell a story about the first photoshoot she’d ever done for my brand.

“Three hours in that studio,” she said, one hand tucked under her chin. “And the whole time I was convinced you were going to fire me for being stiff. You kept telling me to relax, and I kept trying harder, which made everything worse.” She smiled. “I didn’t know then that you were the least likely person in that building to fire anybody.”

“You were good. Nervous, but good.” I drank the coffee. “And you learned fast.”

“I learned because you were patient. Most of the photographers I worked with after you treated models like adjustable furniture. You actually talked to me.”

“I needed someone who understood the product.”

“That’s what you said then.” She looked at me, blue eyes clear. “I know better now.”

I’d hired her because she photographed well and moved naturally in front of a camera, but what had kept her around, what had eventually brought her into my life beyond the brand, was the person behind the images. That had taken time to see.

My phone buzzed on the counter between us. I glanced at it.

Hannah. We’d been texting since her visit five days ago. Nathalie had given her my number before she left, and the exchanges had started casually enough: questions about Pearl, about the horses, about when she might come back to ride with Nathalie. But Hannah had a talent for turning casual into something else without seeming to try. She’d teased me about mistaking her for Hailey, called me “the famous Ryan intuition” so that the compliment sounded like a challenge, and twice now she’d sent messages that stayed in the back of my mind longer than they should have.

I picked up the phone and read. What’s the household up to today? I’ve been staring at the same fence post for two hours thinking about how much more fun it would be to annoy you and Nathalie instead.

I smiled before I could stop myself. We’re recovering from Viktoria’s bread. It’s a serious condition. House arrest for at least the afternoon.

Sounds like the perfect time for a visit then. Was thinking of coming over to see Nathalie and the horses if you guys aren’t busy.

You’re welcome anytime. You know that.

Excellent. One problem though. My car decided it’s had enough of this life and is currently making sad noises in the driveway. Haven’t gotten it fixed yet.

I can come get you.

Don’t bother. It’s not that far. I have another form of transportation.

What’s that?

My horse.

I stared at the screen. Then I laughed. Your solution to a broken car is to get on a horse?

My solution to most problems is to get on a horse. Works surprisingly well. See you in about an hour?

Looking forward to it.

I set the phone down and was still smiling when I looked up to find Viktoria watching me, her head tilted, a knowing look already forming.

“Who has you grinning at your phone like a teenager?” she asked.

“Nobody.”

“Nobody.” She repeated the word slowly. “Nobody specific, or just nobody in general?”

“Just texting.”

“Mmhmm.” She reached for my coffee mug, took a sip without asking, and handed it back. “The same nobody who sat at our table last week and couldn’t stop looking at you? That nobody?”

I should have known better than to try. Viktoria had always been good at reading people, picking up on the gaps between what someone said and what they meant. She applied the same skill to conversation without mercy.

“It’s Hannah,” I said.

“Hannah.” She drew the name out, pleased with herself. “Nathalie’s new friend. The one who looks exactly like Hailey except she laughs more and flirts better. That Hannah.”

“Yes, that Hannah.”

“She’s coming over?”

“In about an hour. She’s riding over.”

Viktoria giggled. “And naturally, rather than calling Nathalie, whose number she also has, she texted you to let you know she was coming over to see Nathalie.”

The kitchen door swung open and Olivia came in, her auburn hair loose around her shoulders, a gardening trowel in one hand. She’d been working in the raised beds beyond the terrace, and there was a smudge of dark soil on her left wrist that she hadn’t noticed.

“Who’s coming over?” she asked.

“Hannah,” Viktoria said before I could answer. “Ryan’s new texting friend.”

“I’m not her texting friend. She’s coming to see Nathalie and the horses.”

“Then why did she text you?” Olivia asked teasingly. She set the trowel in the sink and ran water over her hands, watching me over her shoulder.

“Her car’s broken,” I said. “She’s riding over instead.”

That caught Olivia’s attention. She turned off the water and dried her hands on a dish towel. “On horseback? From her farm?”

“You’re not surprised.”

“Should I be? It’s not that far if you know the trails. My mom used to ride to the feed store when our truck was in the shop. Cheaper than a tow.” She shrugged. “I’d like to meet her properly. Last time was all ‘oh my God she looks exactly like Hailey’ and then dinner and then she left.”

“You’ll get your chance,” I said. “She’ll be here soon.”

Viktoria leaned forward, elbows on the island, and fixed me with a grin. “So let me understand. Her car breaks down. Instead of calling a mechanic or asking her sister for a ride or deciding maybe today isn’t the day for a visit, she gets on a horse and rides forty minutes through the foothills to come see us. Specifically to see Nathalie. Who she could have called directly.”

“That’s the situation, yes.”

“Nothing stops her. Not a broken car, not distance, not the fact that she barely knows us.” Viktoria’s smile widened. “She’s determined. I like that in a woman.”

“Stop.”

“I haven’t said anything controversial.” She turned to Olivia. “Have I?”

“Not a word,” Olivia said. Her face was solemn, but her eyes were bright with delight at watching me squirm. She’d arrived shy and reserved, and somewhere in the months since, she’d discovered that teasing me was more fun than being intimidated by me. I couldn’t decide whether to be proud or annoyed.

“She’s coming to see Nathalie,” I said again. “That’s all.”

“Of course she is.” Viktoria reached across the island and patted my hand. “And we believe you completely. Don’t we, Olivia?”

“Completely,” Olivia said. “One hundred percent. No other reasons at all.”

They exchanged a look. I drank the last of my coffee and ignored both of them, which only made it worse. The kitchen was quiet except for the distant sound of Nathalie’s voice from somewhere in the house, talking to someone on the phone. Probably Hannah, though I wouldn’t put it past either of them to have coordinated this.

Viktoria watched me for another moment, then stood and carried her plate to the sink. “I should change before our visitor arrives. Wouldn’t want to look like I’ve been gardening all day when there’s important flirting to observe.”

“There will be no flirting.”

“There’s already flirting. It’s happening right now, in text form, on your phone.” She rinsed the plate and set it in the dishwasher. “I’m going to put on something that doesn’t smell like tomato plants. Olivia, you should too. We want to make a good impression on Ryan’s definitely-just-Nathalie’s-friend.”

Olivia laughed and followed her out of the kitchen, throwing a glance back at me that mixed amusement and sympathy. The door swung shut behind them, and I was alone with the remains of lunch and the knowledge that I had walked directly into whatever this was with my eyes wide open.

I picked up my phone and reread Hannah’s last message. Looking forward to it. Three words, and I’d been smiling at them like an idiot while Viktoria studied me from three feet away.

* * *

I heard the hoofbeats. They came across the pasture at a steady pace, the sound of someone who was taking her time because she had nowhere else to be. I was on the terrace when the horse came into view around the bend of the drive, and I set my water glass down on the railing without thinking about it.

Hannah rode a bay gelding with a white blaze and dark, intelligent eyes. She sat the saddle like she’d ridden all her life, her posture relaxed, one hand resting lightly on the reins while the other brushed a strand of blonde hair from her face. She wore jeans and boots and a faded blue shirt with the sleeves rolled to the elbows, and when she saw me standing on the terrace, she lifted her free hand in a wave that was both casual and confident.

Nathalie came out of the house at a run, barefoot, her own blonde hair loose around her shoulders. She skidded to a stop at the bottom of the terrace steps and stood there grinning while Hannah brought the gelding to a halt and swung down from the saddle in one smooth motion.

“You actually rode over,” Nathalie said. “I thought you were joking.”

“Never joke about transportation.” Hannah looped the reins over the gelding’s neck and patted his shoulder. “This guy’s more reliable than anything with an engine on our property. Present company included.”

Viktoria and Olivia appeared from different directions. Viktoria came from the garden path, gloves in her hand, while Olivia came from around the corner of the stable where she’d been checking on the chickens. They stopped at the edge of the gravel and watched as Hannah loosened the gelding’s girth and ran a hand down his sweat-darkened flank.

“All the way over here on horseback,” Viktoria said. “That’s commitment.”

“It’s practicality,” Hannah said. She looked at Olivia. “You understand. Farm vehicles.”

“Understand? I’ve pushed a tractor more times than I’ve driven it.” Olivia smiled. “My mom still talks about the winter she rode the neighbor’s mule to town because our truck froze solid. Some problems have very old solutions.”

Hannah nodded, and they shared a quick look of recognition. Both had grown up with the same set of compromises, where sometimes the simplest answer was the one your grandparents would have chosen. I watched her move around the gelding, checking his legs, running her palm over his coat where the saddle had been. Every motion came without thought after years of handling horses.

“You’re welcome to put him in the paddock,” I said. “There’s water and shade.”

“Thank you.” She led the gelding toward the stable, and Nathalie fell into step beside her, already talking about Pearl, about Hailey’s instructions, about how the mare had been bearing weight normally for days now. Their voices carried back to us, overlapping, comfortable in a way that suggested they’d been talking regularly since Hannah’s last visit. Texts and calls had turned the new friendship into a regular part of their days.

I followed them to the stable. The afternoon heat had built, but the stable was cool and shadowed, smelling of hay and leather. The mare stood in her stall with her head over the door, ears forward, and when she saw Nathalie, she nickered softly.

Hannah went to her immediately. Her hands moved over Pearl’s neck, down her shoulder, along her back, checking the bandaged hoof last with a gentle touch.

“Hailey still wants her resting?” Hannah asked.

“For another week or so. I’ve been walking her in the paddock morning and evening, but that’s it.” Nathalie had the halter ready, her movements confident in a way they hadn’t been months ago. “She’s sound, though.”

“Good. Don’t rush it.” Hannah straightened. “But that doesn’t mean we can’t ride. You have other horses, right?” She looked at me when she said it.

“I can ride. I’m just not as experienced as you two.”

“Then you’ll get some practice … Besides, Nathalie tells me you bought this place and stocked it with horses before you really knew what you were doing. That’s practically a moral obligation to improve.”

“I knew enough.”

“I’m sure you did.” She smiled. “But do you know how to have fun doing it? That’s the real question.”

Nathalie laughed. “He rides like someone reading an instruction manual. Very technically correct, very concerned about doing it wrong.”

So it was settled. Twenty minutes later, we were mounted: Hannah on her bay gelding, Nathalie on one of the other horses, and me on Heather, Viktoria’s chestnut mare, who regarded me with skepticism.

We rode out across the pasture behind the stable, following the fence line toward the tree-covered slope that marked the eastern boundary of the property. Hannah set an easy pace, giving Nathalie plenty of room beside her. But within that relaxed pace, Hannah found ways to make the ride something other than a procession.

She’d drop back alongside me, her gelding matching Heather’s stride, and without warning she’d click her tongue and send the bay into a collected trot that forced me to either keep up or watch her pull ahead. When I urged Heather forward, Hannah would laugh and slow again, falling back to Nathalie’s side, leaving me to find my balance at the faster gait while she pretended nothing had happened.

“Having fun yet?” she called over her shoulder.

“I’m evaluating the experience.”

“Evaluate faster. The view’s better up here.”

She did it again. And again. Each time, the challenge was implicit but clear: keep up or admit you can’t. I kept up. Heather was responsive and willing, and whatever gaps existed in my technique, the mare compensated with the generosity of a horse that had been well-trained. By the third trot, I was moving with Heather instead of fighting her, and Hannah noticed. She didn’t comment. She just smiled and let her gelding fall into step beside Heather, close enough that our knees occasionally brushed.

“You’re better than you think,” she said, quiet enough that only I could hear.

“I’ve had good teachers.”

“Have you? Because Nathalie tells me you mostly figure things out on your own and then act like you knew how all along.”

“That’s not…”

“It’s exactly what you do. I recognize the type. My sister does the same thing with anything that isn’t medicine.” She guided her gelding around a patch of loose rock without looking down. “It’s endearing. Also mildly infuriating.”

“That’s Hailey to the letter,” I said.

“You’re starting to see the pattern.” Hannah guided her gelding closer to Nathalie, close enough that she could reach out and touch her arm. “You’re looking more comfortable up there.”

“I feel more comfortable.”

“Good.” Hannah smiled. “You’ve come a long way. That doesn’t happen by accident.”

The compliment landed. I could see it in Nathalie’s face, in the brief dip of her chin as she took it in. Hannah had twenty years of horsemanship behind her. Her approval meant something that mine, for all my resources, couldn’t match.

“We should ride the ridge trail next time,” Hannah said. “Once Pearl’s a hundred percent. I think there’s a view from the top that makes the climb worth it. And there’s a creek about halfway where the horses can drink. My gelding thinks it’s a swimming hole and tries to lie down in it every time, so fair warning.”

“I’d love that,” Nathalie said. She’d found something in Hannah that answered a need I hadn’t fully recognized until I saw them together: a friend her own age, someone who spoke the language of horses without condescension and someone who took Nathalie’s enthusiasm seriously.

We turned back toward the estate as afternoon gave way to evening. The September sun hung lower over the foothills, throwing long shadows across the grass. Hannah rode beside me for the last stretch, her gelding’s stride matching Heather’s at an easy walk.

“You know,” she said, “I still don’t think you could tell us apart if we tried. Hailey and me. Side by side, same clothes, not saying a word.”

“I’m getting better.”

“You’re getting confident. Those are different things.” She smiled. “The first time we really fooled someone was in sixth grade. We switched classes for a day. Her teacher didn’t notice until lunch, and even then she thought I was Hailey having a personality change. Some people never figure it out.”

“Give me time.”

“I plan to.” She held my gaze for a beat longer than the moment required, then looked ahead toward the stable where Viktoria and Olivia had emerged to watch us return. “Looks like our audience has been waiting.”

“They’re not subtle.”

“Neither am I.” She clicked to her gelding and moved ahead, joining Nathalie at the front of our small procession, leaving me with the distinct impression that whatever rules had governed my life before Hannah rode into it were already becoming suggestions.

* * *

Viktoria’s stew filled the kitchen with the smell of beef, red wine, carrots, and onions cooked down until they’d lost their edges, the whole thing simmering in the oven. Then we ate at the kitchen table with the windows open and the late afternoon light coming through in long bars. Hannah sat between Nathalie and Olivia, her hair still damp at the temples from washing her face after the ride, her cheeks flushed from hours spent outdoors. She ate the stew slowly, enjoying each bite.

“This is incredible,” she said after the first few bites. “Seriously. What did you put in this?”

“Chuck roast,” Viktoria said. “Also time. The time is the expensive part.”

“Time I have. Chuck costs money.” Hannah tore a piece of bread and dipped it into the stew. “At our place, we eat a lot of eggs. And whatever the garden gives us. Hailey can identify sixteen different fungal infections in a cow’s hoof but cannot, to save her life, make a roux.”

Viktoria laughed. “So you’re the cook and she’s the doctor. Even as kids?”

“Even as kids. I was climbing trees and falling out of them. She was reading veterinary textbooks for fun at twelve. Our teachers used to separate us on opposite sides of the classroom because if we sat together, nobody could tell which one had done the homework and which one was copying.”

“Was sixth grade the only time you switched?” Olivia asked. She’d been listening with her chin propped on one hand, the stew temporarily forgotten.

“God, no. We had a system by third grade. She’d do my math, I’d do her English, and we’d take each other’s tests depending on which subject we were better at. We got caught exactly once, and it was because I used the word ‘thus’ in a sentence and the teacher knew Hailey would never say ‘thus.’”

“Thus,” Nathalie repeated, grinning. “The downfall of the twin conspiracy.”

“It was a valuable lesson in linguistic consistency.” Hannah took a drink of water. “The weird part is, we’re nothing alike personality-wise, but we’re still closer than most sisters. She worries. I don’t. She plans. I improvise. She reads the instructions. I assume I can figure it out. Somehow it works.”

I’d been watching her face while she talked. There was tenderness when she mentioned Hailey, but something else too. Hannah had stayed. Hailey had left, built a career, earned a degree that was important in the world beyond their property line. Hannah had held the farm together while her sister became someone the neighbors referred to as “Dr. Winters” with genuine respect.

Their lives had gone in different directions, even though both had demanded everything they had to give.

Olivia set her spoon down and leaned forward. “What’s your farm like? I mean, really like. Not the postcard version.”

Hannah looked at her for a moment, then smiled. “Eighty acres, or it was. We’ve leased out about twenty for grazing because we can’t maintain the fence line ourselves. The house is timber, single-story, with a porch that wraps around two sides and a kitchen that’s about a quarter the size of this one. We’ve got two quarter horses, a small cattle operation that barely breaks even, and a vegetable garden that the deer treat as their personal buffet no matter what I do to the fence.” She shrugged. “It’s home. It’s also a constant negotiation between what needs doing and what we can afford to do. Some years the negotiation goes better than others.”

“My mom’s place is smaller,” Olivia said. “But I know that negotiation. There’s always something. The roof, the well pump, the tractor transmission. Something that costs more than you have and can’t wait until you do.”

“Exactly.” Hannah nodded. “Hailey worries about it constantly. I try not to, which drives her insane. She says I’m in denial. I say she’s borrowing trouble. The truth is probably somewhere in the middle, but neither of us wants to admit that.”

The conversation moved, as it inevitably did. To the arrangement that had brought four women under one roof with one man, and the questions that produced in anyone seeing it for the first time. Hannah had the basics from Nathalie: the timeline, the relationships, the absence of conventional structure. But sitting at the table with all of us and watching how we lived together had clearly raised questions she hadn’t asked yet.

“So,” she said, looking at Viktoria. “Hailey tried explaining how this works, but I still don’t understand one thing. What happens when somebody needs him and somebody else needs him at the same time?”

Viktoria considered the question. “Then we figure out who actually needs what. Sometimes one of us needs Ryan. Sometimes we just need each other. Living together makes that easier.” She reached across the table and squeezed my hand.

“And you?” Hannah turned to Olivia.

Olivia’s cheeks colored, but she held Hannah’s gaze. The shyness that had defined her early months in the house had receded. “I think that’s why it felt natural to me. Nobody keeps score. It’s just… us. The four of us, plus my mom when she’s here.”

Viktoria had been watching the exchange closely. Now she set her spoon down and fixed Hannah with a look. “So,” she said. “You’ve met all of us. You’ve seen the house. You’ve ridden the horses. You’ve eaten our food and listened to our life stories. Is there anything else you’d like to know? Anything at all?”

The teasing wasn’t remotely subtle. Hannah caught it immediately. She looked at Viktoria, then at me. “I might have a question or two,” she said. “But they’re for later. When there are fewer witnesses.”

Nathalie laughed. “She’s good. I told you she was good.”

“I’m learning,” I said.

“Oh, you’re learning.” Olivia joined in, her dry humor surfacing. “We can all see exactly what you’re learning, Ryan. It’s written on your face in capital letters.”

“It is not.”

“It absolutely is.” Viktoria reached across the table and patted my cheek. “And we’re fine with it, truly. The more the merrier, provided the merrier in question can ride a horse and make you blush this reliably. That’s a valuable skill set in this household.”

Hannah handled it better than I did. She took the teasing and handed it back. When Viktoria implied that Hannah’s interest in me was obvious, Hannah looked directly at me and said, “Is it? I’ve been trying to be subtle,” with a smile that made the claim laughable. When Olivia mentioned that I’d been checking my phone all afternoon, Hannah turned to me and said, “Have you? I’m flattered. I thought maybe you were just very invested in the group chat.”

She flirted in front of them, openly, without embarrassment, and clearly enjoying herself. None of the women at the table seemed threatened by it. Viktoria was amused. Olivia was delighted. Nathalie, who had introduced Hannah to this house in the first place, looked pleased with how things were going.

The conversation continued. Stories, laughter, the easy back-and-forth of people who had decided they liked each other. Hannah asked about the garden, and Viktoria took her outside to show her the tomato varieties. Olivia described the chicken operation, and Hannah listened with interest. Nathalie pulled out her phone and showed Hannah photos from a ride they’d been planning, and the two of them bent over the screen, discussing the route.

I watched it all from the periphery, doing the domestic work that had become second nature in a house where meals were communal and cleanup was whoever noticed it first. Hannah moved through the kitchen asking where things lived and remembering the answer the next time. Somewhere along the way, I stopped seeing her only as Nathalie’s friend, Hailey’s twin, or the attractive woman who had ridden over just to spend the afternoon with us..

For the first time, I could picture her becoming part of our lives.

Olivia noticed the time first. She was at the sink, rinsing her bowl, when she glanced out the window and went still.

“Hannah,” she said. “What time were you planning to head back?”

Hannah looked up from whatever Nathalie was showing her on the phone. Then she followed Olivia’s gaze to the window, where the last band of daylight had faded to deep blue and the first stars were visible above the tree line.

“Oh.” She set the phone down. “That’s… later than I thought.”

The kitchen went quiet. Everyone looked at the window, then at Hannah, then at me.

“I should probably…” Hannah began.

“You’re not riding home alone in the dark,” Nathalie said. It wasn’t a question.

“I’ve done it before. The trails are…”

“Still no.” Nathalie’s hand found Hannah’s wrist. “Please. At least let someone go with you.”

Hannah looked around the room, taking in four faces, and finally her eyes came to mine.

“Ryan,” she said. “Would you ride back with me?”

Not Nathalie. Not “one of you” or “someone.” Me, specifically, by name, while Viktoria watched with sudden interest. “Yes, of course.”

We headed outside and saddled the horses. Heather was already drowsy in her stall and not thrilled about being woken for a late ride. Hannah’s gelding stood patiently while she checked his girth and tightened the cinch, talking to him in a low voice. The stable was warm and shadowed, lit by a single overhead bulb.

We led the horses out into the darkness. Hannah swung up onto her gelding in the same smooth motion I’d watched earlier, and I mounted Heather with considerably less skill but enough competence to avoid embarrassing myself in front of an audience that was, thankfully, receding into the house behind us.

Viktoria stood on the porch steps with her arms crossed, watching us go. Nathalie stood beside her, one hand raised in a wave that managed to be both affectionate and suggestive. Olivia had disappeared inside, presumably to spare me whatever commentary she’d been saving.

“Text when you get there,” Nathalie called.

“I will,” Hannah answered.

Then we were moving, two horses walking side by side down the gravel drive toward the gate, and the sounds of the house fell away behind us until there was nothing but hoofbeats on packed earth and the occasional creak of leather.

Once we were away from the house, neither of us spoke for the first hundred yards. Stars filled the sky, more visible here than they ever were in the city I’d left behind. The pasture to our right was dark, but I could hear the cattle moving through it, their low calls carrying across the distance.

“I really like her,” Hannah said finally. Her voice was quieter out here. “Nathalie. I didn’t expect that. I came over because Hailey had talked about this place and these people, and I was curious, and then there was Nathalie with her gray mare and her complete lack of filter, and suddenly I had a friend. It’s been a while since that happened.”

“She feels the same way.” I kept Heather at a walk, matching the gelding’s pace. “She talks about you. A lot. Mostly about horses, but the subtext is pretty clear.”

Hannah smiled. I could hear it in her voice. “Good. That’s… really good.” She was quiet for a moment, and the only sound was the steady beat of hooves on dirt. “She’s not the only reason, though. The reason I keep wanting to come back.”

She didn’t elaborate. She didn’t need to.

“I’ve been looking forward to seeing you,” I said.

She nodded, then clicked to the gelding and urged him into a faster walk. I followed, and we rode through the darkness without saying anything more about it.

The trail narrowed as we left the property. Trees closed in on either side, their branches meeting overhead. Hannah knew the way well. She guided the gelding around ruts and exposed roots without looking down.

“You told us what the farm’s like,” I said. “But how did it end up with you and Hailey?”

Hannah adjusted her grip on the reins. “It’s been in the family three generations. My grandfather bought it, raised cattle, kept it going through some lean years. My father took it over, did okay for a while, then not okay. Divorce, remarriage, eventually he left altogether. My mother held it together longer than anyone had a right to ask her to, and then she couldn’t anymore. So it came to us. Me and Hailey. With all the debt and none of the instruction manual.”

“The debt is significant.”

“It is.” She didn’t downplay it. “Not catastrophic, not yet, but significant. Property taxes, equipment loans, the usual parade of things that break right after you’ve fixed something else. Hailey worries about it constantly. She runs the numbers. I try not to look at the numbers because looking at them doesn’t change what they say, and what they say is that we’re one bad season away from having to make decisions neither of us wants to make.”

“Would you sell? If it came to that?”

The question hit harder than I’d intended. Hannah was quiet for long enough that I wondered if she’d heard me. Then she shook her head. “I can’t imagine it. I know that’s not an answer. I know sentiment doesn’t feed cattle or pay property taxes. But it’s… it’s the only home I’ve ever had. Every fence post I’ve replaced, every field I’ve cleared, every animal I’ve raised from birth. Hailey sees the spreadsheet. I see the place. Neither perspective is wrong, but they don’t lead to the same conclusions.”

She said it without asking for sympathy or a solution. She was telling me what her life was like, and I listened.

“What about the car?” I asked. “The one making sad noises in your driveway.”

“Another thing on the list. Transmission, probably. Or something adjacent to the transmission that costs almost as much. I’ve been putting it off because putting things off is what you do when the list is longer than the budget.” She shrugged. “Hence the horse. Hence me showing up at your place on forty minutes’ notice because my sister’s truck was at a calving and my car was making that whining sound that means ‘please stop ignoring me, I am expensive and I know it.’”

“You could have called. Asked for a ride.”

“I could have.” She looked at me. “But then I wouldn’t be here right now, would I? Having this conversation. Riding through the dark with a man who keeps asking questions I don’t mind answering.”

The trail opened ahead of us. The trees fell back, and we entered a clearing where the grass was visible beneath the stars. Hannah’s gelding tossed his head, and she steadied him with a touch to his neck.

“We’re close,” she said. “Another ten minutes.”

I could see it now, or the shape of it: the silhouette of buildings rising from the flat land ahead. Unlike my estate with its timber and stone, this place was lower, older, built for the people who worked it. Their farm. The place Hannah had described over dinner, the place she couldn’t imagine leaving even when the numbers said she might have to.

We rode toward it in silence. The gelding’s stride lengthened, recognizing home, and Heather matched him without being asked. Hannah sat straighter and looked ahead. She knew every part of this land, every fence and field she’d spent years maintaining.

She turned to me as the outline of the farmhouse grew clearer ahead.

“Thank you,” she said. “For riding back with me. For listening. For not offering to write a check.”

“I considered it.”

“I know you did. That’s why I’m thanking you for not doing it.”

I nodded, and we rode the last stretch toward the farm without speaking again, the horses’ hooves soft on the grass.

Her farm emerged clearer from the darkness piece by piece. First the outline of the farmhouse against the stars, lower and wider than my place, with a porch that wrapped around two sides as Hannah had described. Then the barn, its roof a darker plane against the sky, and beside it the skeletal shape of a tractor parked under a lean-to with a corrugated metal roof that caught what little light reached it. Fencing ran in both directions, posts and wire stretching into the dark, and everywhere the deep quiet of land that had been worked for generations.

We rode into the yard. The gelding’s hooves moved from grass to hardpack, the sound turning sharper. Hannah dismounted first, landing with an ease, and I followed with considerably more attention to the process. Heather stood patiently, and waited for me to find the ground.

“Welcome to the disaster zone,” Hannah said. “Population: two very tired women and whatever livestock hasn’t figured out how to open gates yet.”

It wasn’t a disaster. That was the first thing I understood, standing in her yard with the night pressed close on all sides. It was a farm that had been loved hard and worked harder, and the evidence was everywhere if you knew how to read it.

The fencing along the nearest pasture had been repaired in sections, new wire spliced into old, posts braced with timber that didn’t match the original, the whole structure holding together through ingenuity rather than investment. The barn doors hung on hinges that had been adjusted so many times the wood around them was scarred with the history of those adjustments. Equipment sat under shelter where shelter existed and in the open where it didn’t: a disc harrow with teeth worn smooth at the edges, a hay rake missing two tines, a flatbed trailer with a patched tire and a frame that had been welded in at least three places I could see.

Near the house, Hannah’s car sat where she’d left it. A decade-old sedan, blue once, now faded to the color of denim left too long in the sun. The hood was up, propped with a length of rebar, and even in the darkness I could make out the engine block, a confusion of parts that someone had been working on and then stopped working on, either because the problem exceeded their skill or because the solution exceeded their budget. Probably both.

Nothing here suggested neglect or people who had stopped caring. What I saw instead was a constant series of necessary choices.

This fence post gets replaced because the wire won’t hold without it. This roof patch waits because the transmission is more urgent. This field lies fallow because there aren’t enough hours to clear it and bale the hay and fix the tractor and tend the cattle and still sleep.

Two women, eighty acres, a list of repairs longer than any reasonable person would attempt to complete alone, and the stubborn refusal to admit that alone was what they were.

“It’s beautiful,” I said.

Hannah looked at me, her eyes finding mine in the darkness. “You don’t have to say that.”

“I’m not saying it to be kind. I’m saying it because it’s true.” I gestured at the yard, the barn, the dark shape of the pasture beyond. “You can see it. The work. Someone loves this place enough to keep fixing it even when fixing it doesn’t make sense on paper.”

“That would be me.” She smiled. “Hailey loves it too. She just expresses it through worry and spreadsheets. I express it through increasingly creative swear words and fence posts that may or may not be straight.”

She led the gelding to the barn. I followed with Heather, and we unsaddled together in a space that smelled of hay and leather and the familiar musk of animals that had lived their entire lives in one building. Hannah moved through the routine without thinking: water, grain, a brushdown that covered the gelding from ears to tail, her hands working with the same easy competence I’d watched at my stable. Here, though, the routine was hers. These were her animals, and the years she had spent caring for them showed in the calluses on her palms and the way she checked the gelding’s legs once more before closing the stall door.

Hailey was working a late shift, so she wasn’t here. Hannah wanted to show me the rest briefly. The farmhouse kitchen through the window, lit by a single pendant light, counters cluttered with the evidence of a meal prepared quickly and eaten the same way. The vegetable garden beyond the porch, its raised beds outlined in the darkness, the shapes of tomato plants and something leafy that might have been kale or might have been anything. And the cattle in the far pasture.

“It’s not much,” Hannah said. She stood beside me on the porch steps, her arms crossed against the cool air. “But it’s ours. For now, anyway.”

“For now is all any of us get.”

She nodded. Then she looked at the sky, at the stars sharp above the roofline, and straightened.

“I’ll ride part of the way back with you,” she said. “At least to the gate. Give us a little more time.”

We saddled the horses again. Hannah’s gelding accepted the bit. Heather sighed heavily and stood still while I tightened the girth.

We rode out together. Back across the yard, past the broken car and the patched fencing, onto the trail that would carry me home and Hannah back to whatever waited for her here. The night had deepened, and the stars were everywhere now, thick enough that the trail was visible without needing to strain.

“You meant what you said earlier,” Hannah said after we’d ridden in silence for a few minutes. “About Nathalie not being the only reason.”

“I did.”

“Good.” She guided the gelding closer until our knees were almost touching. “Because I meant it too. She’s wonderful. She’s also not why I keep finding excuses to come to your place when my car is broken and my sister is working and there are at least fourteen things on the farm that need doing immediately.”

“I’ve been looking forward to seeing you,” I said. “Since the first time. When I thought you were Hailey and you let me explain Pearl’s medical history to you for five solid minutes.”

She laughed. “That was the best moment of my week. Possibly my month. Watching you stand there, shirtless and sweaty, telling me all about a horse I’d never met like I was the one who’d treated it. Priceless.”

“I maintain it was a reasonable mistake.”

“We’ve established that your intuition has limits. Important information for all concerned.”

We reached the gate, a cattle guard spanning the trail, beyond which the property gave way to the open land between her farm and mine. Hannah brought the gelding to a halt and turned him sideways, facing me. Heather stopped beside them, close enough that the horses could have touched noses if they’d wanted to.

“This is probably where you’re supposed to say goodnight,” Hannah said. Her voice had dropped, warm and quiet in the darkness. “Very gentlemanly. Very proper. Very ‘see you next time, it’s getting late.’”

“Probably.”

“Are you going to?”

“I haven’t decided yet.”

She smiled, and she leaned toward me from the saddle. She took her time, certain of what she wanted.

I met her halfway. Our lips touched, and the kiss began cautious, just a little brush. Then her hand found my jaw, her fingers warm against my skin, and the caution surrendered to warmth and romance. Her mouth was soft and tasted like youth, and when she pulled back slightly, her breath was quick against my cheek.

“Well,” she said. Her thumb traced the line of my jaw once, then fell away. “That settles that.”

“It does.”

“I’ll see you soon, Ryan.” She said it with certainty. Then she turned the gelding, clicked her tongue, and started back toward the farm at a walk that carried her into the darkness without hurry.

I watched her go until the sound of hooves faded and the night reclaimed the space where she had been. Then I turned Heather toward home and let the mare find her pace.

The ride back was quiet. Stars overhead, Heather moving beneath me with the steady pace of a horse that knew where her stall was and had opinions about how quickly we should reach it. I gave her her head and let my thoughts arrange themselves in the order they wanted to arrive.

Hannah. The kiss, still warm on my lips. The way she’d leaned from the saddle toward me. The farm behind us with its patched fencing and its broken car and its kitchen light burning in the window of a house that held more history than equity.

I had misread her, or at least seen only part of her. The carefree country girl who teased and laughed and rode over for a casual visit was real, but she was the surface of something deeper. Beneath that surface was a woman who had shouldered a responsibility that would have broken most people her age, who had kept a farm running through sheer stubbornness and ingenuity while her twin built a career that the world recognized as legitimate. Who loved a place enough to fight for it even when the fight didn’t make financial sense, and who had found, in the middle of that fight, the capacity to reach for something she wanted without apologizing for the reach.

She was twenty-three. I was thirty-eight. She carried a farm and its debts. I carried the resources to dissolve those debts with a signature, and the complicated awareness that doing so would change everything between us before it had a chance to become what it might become.

I wouldn’t offer. Not until she asked, or until the circumstances demanded it in a way that left no space for pride. Hannah’s pride was worth more than any check I could write, and I had learned enough about her in the span of a week to understand that much without being told.

The estate came into view as Heather topped the last rise. Lights on in the kitchen, on the porch, in the stable. Nathalie waiting up, probably, or Viktoria reading in the armchair by the window with one ear tuned to the sound of hoofbeats on gravel. They would know. They had known since dinner, maybe since Hannah’s first visit, that something was unfolding that involved more than friendship and horses. Women who shared a man developed a sharp instinct for new attraction, and mine had been broadcasting since the moment Hannah’s text had made me smile at my phone in a kitchen full of witnesses.

I rode through the gate and down the drive. Heather’s pace quickened, sensing home, and I let her have it. The gravel crunched beneath us. The porch light came on as we approached, and Nathalie appeared in the doorway, wrapped in a sweater against the cool air, her blonde hair loose around her shoulders.

“Everything okay?”

“Everything’s fine.” I dismounted and loosened Heather’s girth. “She got home safe.”

Nathalie came down the steps. “Good,” she said. Then she took Heather’s reins from my hand. “Viktoria made tea. Olivia’s already asleep, but she left a note on the counter that says ‘I told you so’ in very large letters. I have no idea what that means.”

I laughed. Nathalie led Heather toward the stable, talking to the mare in a low voice, and I stood in the yard for a moment with the night around me and the kiss still warm on my lips and the complicated happiness of a man who had built something fragile and beautiful and was watching it grow in directions he hadn’t planned.

Then I went inside, where the tea was steeped and the house was warm and the women who had chosen this life with me were waiting, as they always were, with questions I would answer and silences I would respect and a future that had, without warning, become more interesting than it had been that morning.


Chapter 4

Iwoke thinking about the kiss. That was the first thing, before coffee, before checking the weather on my phone or listening for the women moving through the house. Just Hannah’s mouth against mine in the darkness, her hand warm on my jaw, and the way she’d pulled back smiling like she’d won something she’d been betting on.

The bedroom was quiet. Viktoria had left early for the garden, her side of the bed already cool. I lay there a minute longer, thinking about the night before, then got up and went to the window. The sky had that bruised look it gets before a storm, purplish-gray and low. I could feel the pressure change in my temples. Rain coming, and not the gentle kind.

Downstairs, Nathalie was already in the kitchen slicing apples for something that smelled like cinnamon. She looked up when I came in, and her eyes narrowed. I’d been living with her long enough to recognize the look.

“What?” I said.

“Nothing.” She went back to slicing. “Just thinking about how nice it is that Hannah’s coming over today. The weather’s perfect for a ride.”

“Perfect if you’re a duck.”

“It’s perfect because it means she might have to stay.” She smiled without looking at me. “Hypothetically speaking.”

I poured coffee and said nothing. The women in this house had developed a collective intuition about my life that bordered on supernatural. The night before I’d kissed a woman in the dark on horseback, told nobody, and somehow all four of them had known before I’d finished unsaddling Heather. Nathalie had been the most direct about it, asking straight out over breakfast what Hannah’s lips tasted like. I’d told her to mind her business, which only confirmed what she already knew.

* * *

Hannah arrived midmorning on the same bay gelding, her hair loose around her shoulders, a canvas bag strapped behind the saddle. She swung down with the same easy motion I’d watched before and stood in the yard brushing dust from her jeans while the gelding tossed his head. I was on the porch when she looked up and saw me, and we stared at each other.

“Hi,” she said.

“Hi yourself.”

She smiled. Then Nathalie came out of the house at a run and threw her arms around Hannah’s neck, and our moment dissolved into laughter and the sound of two women talking over each other about Pearl and the weather and whether the gelding needed water before they did anything else.

The women noticed. Viktoria came around from the garden with dirt on her gloves and took one look at Hannah’s face, then mine, and raised her eyebrows. Olivia, quieter but no less observant, watched from the kitchen doorway with her head tilted.

We spent the morning in the stable. Nathalie had Pearl haltered and ready, the mare moving sound on her healing hoof, no trace of the lameness that had brought Hailey into our lives in the first place. Hannah checked Pearl’s gait in the paddock, running her hands down the mare’s legs, nodding approval at what she found.

“She’s good,” Hannah said. “Really good. Hailey did a nice job with that abscess.”

“She did,” Nathalie said. “But you’re the one who’s going to teach me how to ride her properly once she’s cleared, so let’s not waste time talking about your sister’s medical credentials.”

They worked with Pearl together while I watched from the fence.

The sky darkened as the morning became afternoon, the bruised color deepening, and the air took on the charged feel that precedes real weather. By the time they’d circled the pasture twice, the first fat drops were hitting the stable roof.

We moved inside. The kitchen became the center of operations, as it always did when weather forced us in. Viktoria started bread. Olivia set the table for lunch without being asked. Hannah sat at the island with a glass of water, telling a story about a heifer that had gotten itself stuck in a culvert, using her hands to show the dimensions of the pipe and the look on the animal’s face.

“Hailey had to sedate it,” she said. “Which meant I had to hold the flashlight while she crawled into this pipe that was basically a mud tube, and the whole time the heifer’s looking at me like I personally engineered this situation for my amusement.”

“Did you?” I asked.

“I may have laughed … once, very quietly.”

That was when it happened. Viktoria, who had been listening while she kneaded dough, looked up with a smile that suggested she’d been waiting for her opening. “So,” she said. “Ryan. Did Hannah’s lips taste like ChapStick? Or something better?”

The kitchen went quiet. Olivia froze with a plate halfway to the table. Nathalie, who had been reaching for an apple, stopped with her hand in midair and turned slowly toward Hannah, delighted.

Hannah blinked. Then she laughed. “Jesus Christ,” she said. “You told them?”

“I didn’t tell them anything,” I said. “They figured it out on their own. They’re terrifying that way.”

“I told them what I thought happened,” Nathalie admitted. “But only because Ryan came back from riding you home looking like someone had rearranged his internal wiring, and when I asked if anything interesting happened he turned bright red and changed the subject. That’s basically a signed confession in this house.”

Hannah looked at me. “You turned red?”

“I did not turn red.”

“He turned bright red,” Olivia confirmed. “Like a stop sign, with ears.”

“I’m surrounded by witnesses with active imaginations.”

“Or,” Viktoria said, setting the dough in a bowl and covering it with a cloth, “you kissed a very pretty woman on a very dark trail and came home happy about it, and us who live with you noticed because we pay attention to you. Shocking, I know.”

Hannah was still smiling, but I could see the color in her cheeks. She took a drink of water and set the glass down. “It was a good kiss,” she said. “For the record. Very gentlemanly. Very ‘I respect your boundaries while also being extremely attracted to you.’ Ten out of ten, would recommend.”

The teasing that followed was merciless and warm and lasted through lunch and into the early afternoon, by which time the weather had gone from concerning to genuinely bad. The rain came in sheets, driven by a wind that bent the orchard trees and sent the chickens scurrying for cover under the coop. Thunder rolled across the foothills, close enough that Pearl whinnied from her stall and Heather answered from across the aisle.

We gathered in the living room with the windows showing nothing but gray and the rain on the roof loud enough to interrupt conversation. Hannah stood at the glass doors looking out at the terrace where the pool water had gone from still to churning.

“I should probably head back,” she said, though she didn’t sound eager to go.

“On horseback?” I said. “In that?”

“I’ve ridden in worse.”

“Not on my property, you haven’t.” I moved to stand beside her at the glass. The wind drove rain against the doors in waves. “Your sister would have my license if I let you ride home in this. Assuming she didn’t murder me outright first.”

“Hailey’s working tonight anyway. She won’t even know I’m gone until morning.”

“All the more reason. Stay. We’ve got room. The guest bedroom’s made up, and your gelding can bunk with Pearl. They seem to get along.”

She turned to look at me and smiled. “I’d like that. If it’s not an imposition.”

“Imposition,” Nathalie said from the couch, where she was curled under a blanket with a book she hadn’t opened. “He’s been checking the weather app every fifteen minutes since breakfast hoping it would rain exactly this hard. Trust me, the imposition is entirely one-sided and very welcome.”

Hannah laughed easily, and I watched the women take her in: Viktoria with approval, Olivia with a shy smile, Nathalie pleased with the situation she’d helped create.

Outside, the storm continued. The lights flickered once, held, and the house remained warm and dry, solid timber and stone around us, with a fire in the hearth and no sensible reason for anyone to leave.

The afternoon wore on. Hannah’s bag came in from the saddle. Her boots left wet prints on the tile by the door. I went to check the fire. The wood crackled, sending sparks up the chimney, while rain beat against the roof. I had to make sure we had enough wood.

And the woodpile by the back porch was lower than it should have been. I’d been meaning to split more for a week, putting it off for mornings that never quite materialized, and now the storm had arrived and the fire was burning and the math was simple: the porch stack wouldn’t last until morning if I didn’t add to it.

“I’m going out for more wood,” I said to the room. The rain had eased for the moment. Viktoria was at the stove stirring something that smelled like beef and red wine. Olivia was setting the table. Nathalie had disappeared upstairs with a book. Hannah was on the couch, her phone in her hand, the call to Hailey apparently finished.

“It’s still raining,” Olivia said.

“Barely. I’ll be five minutes.”

Hannah looked up. “I’ll help.”

“You don’t have to help.”

“I know I don’t have to. I’m offering.” She set the phone down and stood. “What can I do?”

“You can stay inside. I’ve got this.”

She was already moving. I followed, knowing I’d lost the argument before it started, and grabbed my jacket from the hook by the door. Hannah didn’t bother with one. She pushed through the back door into the damp air wearing the same jeans and flannel she’d arrived in, her hair already gathering moisture as the fine mist settled on it.

The wood was stacked under the lean-to behind the stable, split rounds that needed to be reduced to fireplace size. I took the maul and set the first round on the block.

“You split,” Hannah said. “I’ll stack.”

“Fine. But stay back while I’m swinging.”

“I know how an axe works.”

The point was to finish before the weather got worse. I brought the maul down, splitting the round with a crack that echoed off the stable wall. Hannah stepped forward once I was clear, gathered the two halves, and carried them to the lean-to.

“Not bad,” she said.

“Not bad?”

She laughed. “I’m just saying. You look like you’ve done this before.”

“What did you expect?”

“A businessman who bought a farmhouse and then learned to pretend he belonged there.” She was grinning as she bent to collect the next pieces. “No offense.”

“Some taken.”

“You know what I mean. Most men with your resources hire people to do this. They stand on the porch with a whiskey and watch other people sweat.”

“I used to be that man.” I set another round. “Then I bought this place and realized that standing on the porch gets old faster than doing the work yourself.” The maul came down, and the wood split. “Besides, whiskey tastes better after you’ve earned it.”

“Now that,” she said, lifting the pieces, “I can agree with.”

We worked together, me splitting and Hannah stacking the pieces against the wall of the lean-to where they’d stay dry. The mist thickened to actual rain, fat drops hitting the metal roof above us, but under the shelter we were mostly protected. Hannah’s flannel darkened at the shoulders where the wind drove rain beneath the eaves. Her hair clung to her neck in damp strands, and when she bent to gather split wood, the curve of her back caught my attention.

She caught me looking. The third time her eyes found mine as she straightened with an armful of kindling, she held my gaze.

“See something you like?” she asked.

“I see a woman who knows how to work. It’s attractive. Sue me.”

“I might.” She turned back toward the stack, a flush rising in her cheeks.

The rain came harder. What had been a mist became a steady downpour, drumming on the metal above us, and the wind found new angles to drive water under our shelter. Hannah’s jeans were dark at the thighs where the rain had soaked through. My jacket was doing its job, but my hands were wet and cold around the maul handle.

“We should head in,” I said. “This is becoming masochism.”

“One more round.” She nodded toward a thick piece of oak beside the block. “That one’s been staring at me.”

I set it upright. “You have a personal problem with a piece of wood now?”

“It knows what it did.”

I swung. The maul bit deep but didn’t split the wood, sticking fast in the grain. I pulled at the handle, but the oak came off the block with it.

“Stubborn,” Hannah said.

“I’ve got it.”

“You absolutely do not have it. That piece weighs thirty pounds and the maul is wedged in there like it’s set

in concrete.”

I braced the round with my boot and worked the handle back and forth until the maul finally came free.

Hannah laughed. “Very graceful.”

“Thanks.”

“Any time.”

Thunder cracked directly overhead, close enough that the stable windows rattled. Hannah looked toward the open side of the lean-to, where the rain was coming down harder by the second.

“Okay. Now I’m convinced. Inside.”

We gathered armfuls of the split wood and made a damp, hurried dash for the back porch. Hannah went first, her boots splashing through puddles that hadn’t been there twenty minutes ago, and I followed with an armload that threatened to spill with every step. We reached the covered porch breathless and dripping and dumped the wood in the stack by the door.

Hannah pushed her wet hair back from her face and looked out at the yard, where the rain fell in sheets and the gravel drive had become a shallow creek.

“Good timing,” she said.

“Perfect timing.” I was still breathing hard, my jacket soaked through at the shoulders, my hands raw from the maul handle. Hannah stood beside me with her arms crossed, water dripping from her sleeves onto the porch boards. She was flushed from the work, soaked and smiling, and I couldn’t stop looking at her.

She turned to me and smiled.

“Thanks for letting me help,” she said. “Even though you tried not to.”

“Anytime,” I said.

We went inside together, tracking water across the tile, and the warmth of the house hit us immediately. From the kitchen came the smell of Viktoria’s stew, rich and meaty, and the sound of women talking over the rain on the roof. Hannah peeled off her wet flannel and hung it by the door in her T-shirt. I watched the movement of her shoulders as she reached for a towel. Whatever was happening between us had stopped being hypothetical somewhere between the kiss on horseback and splitting wood together in the rain.

* * *

Viktoria’s stew made you forget whatever you’d been worrying about. Beef and red wine and carrots cooked down until they surrendered, the whole thing thick enough to stand a spoon in, served in bowls that warmed your hands when you held them. Olivia had made bread to go with it, the crust crackling when you broke it open, steam rising from the center. We ate at the big table with the rain loud on the roof and the fire going in the living room and the windows showing nothing but darkness and the occasional flash of lightning that turned the glass white for a second before fading back to black.

Hannah fit at the table like she’d been eating there for years. She told stories about the farm, about Hailey’s various veterinary emergencies, about a chicken that had somehow gotten itself stuck in the rain gutter and required a ladder, a net, and vocabulary that made Olivia cover her ears. The women laughed. I watched them from the head of the table, enjoying how easily Hannah fit in with them.

“So,” I said when the bowls were mostly empty and the conversation had quieted. “You’re staying. That’s settled. Guest room’s made up, bathroom’s stocked, whatever you need.”

“Thank you.” Hannah tore another piece of bread and dragged it through the remains of her stew. “I really do appreciate it. Riding home in this would have been…”

“Suicidal,” Nathalie supplied.

“I was going to say ‘unpleasant,’ but sure. Suicidal works.”

“Ryan’s very protective,” Viktoria said. She was leaning back in her chair with her wine glass, watching Hannah with the calm, assessing look she got when she was deciding whether she approved of someone. She’d decided. “It’s one of his better qualities, honestly. Annoying sometimes, but generally useful.”

“I’ve noticed.” Hannah’s eyes found mine across the table. “The protectiveness. It’s… not unwelcome.”

The table went quiet. Then Olivia, who had been mostly listening, set her spoon down and said, “I’m going to make tea. Anyone else?”

Tea was made. Dishes were cleared. The storm pounded the roof and showed no sign of letting up, while the house stayed warm and solid against the weather. Hannah helped with the dishes without being asked, drying while Olivia washed, and the two of them fell into a conversation about gardening that I only half followed from where I stood wiping down the island.

Later, moving through the hallway toward the living room with an armful of firewood we’d brought in from the porch, I passed the guest bathroom and heard Hannah through the partially closed door. She was on the phone. I hadn’t meant to eavesdrop. The hallway was narrow, the door wasn’t shut, and I could hear her clearly over the rain.

“Completely fine, I told you. The horse is in the stable with Pearl, they’re dry, they’ve got hay, everyone’s accounted for.” A pause. “Yes, I’m serious. The weather’s genuinely awful, Hailey. You should see it from this end. The driveway’s underwater in places.”

Another pause. I should have kept walking. I didn’t.

“At Ryan’s place. The estate. Yes, that Ryan.” Her tone tightened. “No, I’m not ‘stranded’ here. I’m choosing to stay here because riding home in a thunderstorm is objectively stupid, and unlike some people, I try to avoid doing objectively stupid things when there’s a reasonable alternative.”

I could hear Hailey through the phone, though I couldn’t make out the words.

“Of course I like him. Yes, I’m aware of how old he is. Yes, I’m aware he has money. I have eyes, Hailey, and also a functioning brain.” Hannah spoke more sharply now. “No, I haven’t known him long. That doesn’t mean I’m incapable of deciding whether I’m attracted to someone after spending time with them. Jesus Christ.”

Hailey spoke again, slower this time.

“I’ve met them. All three of them. They’re happy. They’re clearly, obviously happy with him and with each other, and if you’re suggesting that I’m too naive to understand what I’m walking into, you can stop right there because I’m twenty-three, not twelve, and I don’t need my sister deciding which men I’m allowed to want based on her assessment of my emotional maturity.”

I moved away, down the hallway and into the living room, where the fire was burning and Nathalie was curled on the couch with a book and Viktoria was adding another log to the flames.

Eventually, Hannah came back and joined us. We watched a movie together, Viktoria, Olivia and Nathalie cuddled up against me. I caught Hannah glancing at us, looking a bit left behind. After the movie we talked for a bit more and decided to head for bed.

Viktoria stretched and stood first, her hand brushing my shoulder as she passed. “Shower time,” she said. “Nathalie, Olivia, coming?”

“In a minute.” Nathalie yawned into her hand, then peeled herself off my side. “I’m exhausted. Storm makes me sleepy.”

The three of them drifted toward the stairs, and Hannah watched them go. Once they’d disappeared, she turned to me.

“Can I see it?” she asked. “The master bedroom. I’m curious how it actually works. Like, physically. Is there a schedule taped to the door, or—”

“No schedule.”

“Show me anyway.”

I led her up the stairs and down the hall, past the guest room where her bag already sat on the bed, to the double doors at the end. I pushed them open. The room was dark except for the glow of the outdoor fixtures through the rain-streaked windows, but even in low light the scale of it was obvious: the bed large enough to sleep four comfortably, the sitting area near the fireplace, the doors leading to the bathroom and the walk-in closet beyond.

Hannah stepped inside slowly, taking it in. “It’s bigger than my entire bedroom at the farm. Possibly bigger than my bedroom and Hailey’s combined.”

“It needed to be.”

She ran her hand along the footboard, then looked at me. “So you all just… pile in? Every night?”

“Most nights. Not always all three at once. Sometimes it’s one of them, sometimes two, sometimes everybody ends up here because nobody wants to be the one who leaves.” I leaned against the door frame. “They each have their own room too, down the other hall. For when they want space, or privacy, or just a night alone. Nobody’s required to be here.”

“But you sleep here. Every night.”

“Every night.”

She nodded slowly, processing that, her eyes moving over the room again like she was trying to picture it populated: Viktoria’s side, Nathalie’s side, Olivia curled somewhere in the middle. “It’s not what I expected,” she said finally. “I thought it would feel like… I don’t know. A hotel room. Instead it feels lived in.”

“It is lived in.”

We stood there for a moment longer, the rain still hammering the windows, before I stepped back into the hall. “Come on. Let me get you settled in the guest room. It’s late.”

She followed me down the hall, past the closed doors of the other bedrooms, to the guest room where her canvas bag sat on the neatly made bed. I flipped on the bedside lamp, casting the room in warm yellow light. Fresh towels were folded on the dresser.

“This is nice,” Hannah said, setting her bag down properly. “Really nice. Thank you. For all of it. The stew, the storm shelter, letting me tag along on your family portrait upstairs.”

“You don’t have to thank me. You’d have done the same for any of us.”

“Maybe.” She smiled, tucking a strand of damp hair behind her ear. “Probably. But I’m still saying it.”

I turned to go, already thinking about the stairs, about Viktoria’s shower running somewhere above us, about the shape the rest of the night would take. Hannah caught my wrist before I made it to the door.

“Hey … Nighty night hug?”

I laughed. “That an official request?”

“Very official. I’m codifying it right now.”

I opened my arms and she stepped into them without hesitation, her body settling against mine like she’d done it a hundred times before. Her arms went around my neck, and I felt the press of her breasts flatten against my chest, full and warm even through the damp cotton of her shirt. She didn’t pull back the way a polite goodnight hug called for. She held on, her hips angling into mine, her cheek resting against my collarbone, and I felt every soft line of her body settle into me like water finding its level.

My hands moved along her back, over the curve of her spine. She tilted her head back to look up at me, her blue eyes catching the lamplight, and for a moment neither of us moved to let go.

“That felt like more than nighty night,” I said quietly.

“I know … that’s the point,” she said with a wink.

I pecked her on her forehead, even if I wanted more, and then I broke the hug and left her there.

* * *

I woke to darkness and the sound of the storm. The bedroom was warm, Viktoria, Nathalie and Olivia asleep beside me. I hadn’t been asleep long. An hour, maybe less. My mind wouldn’t rest. The hug, the kiss and the conversation I’d overheard kept replaying, Hailey’s concerns and Hannah’s defense.

I slipped out of bed without waking the girls and pulled on a pair of sweatpants and a T-shirt. Downstairs, the fire had burned low, embers glowing orange behind the screen. I added a log, stirred it with the poker, and sat in the armchair. The rain had eased from its earlier fury to a steady drumming, and through the glass doors I could see the terrace lights reflecting off puddles that had grown into shallow pools across the paved surface.

The house creaked. Old timber settling, or the wind finding a new angle against the eaves. Then a footstep on the stairs, and Hannah appeared at the bottom of the staircase in sweatpants and a T-shirt, her hair loose around her shoulders, her feet bare on the hardwood.

“Hey,” she said.

“Hey.”

“Couldn’t sleep?”

“Storm woke me. You?”

“Same. Plus my brain wouldn’t shut up.” She came into the living room and sat on the couch across from me, tucking her feet under her. In the dim room, she looked both like the carefree country girl who teased me about my splitting technique and the woman who had shouldered a farm and its debts without complaint.

We sat in silence for a minute. The fire popped. Rain ticked against the windows.

“I should tell you something,” I said.

She looked at me. “Okay.”

“I overheard part of your conversation with Hailey. Not all of it but I heard enough to get the gist. I moved away once I realized what I was hearing, but… I heard enough.”

Hannah closed her eyes. When she opened them, she was looking at the fire. “Great, that’s exactly how I wanted you to find out that my sister thinks I’m making a catastrophic life choice by being attracted to you.”

“She doesn’t think that. She’s worried. There’s a difference.”

“Semantics … She’s my older sister by seven minutes, and she’s spent those seven minutes and every minute since acting like it’s seven years. It’s exhausting.”

“She has a point about some of it.” The words weren’t easy to say. “The age gap. The fact that we haven’t known each other long. The… situation I’m already in. Those are real things, Hannah. They’re not nothing.”

She was quiet for a long time. A log collapsed inward with a shower of sparks.

“Are you saying you regret it?” she asked finally. “The kiss?”

“No.” The answer came without thought. “I don’t regret it. I’ve thought about it every minute since.”

“Me too,” she said quietly. “That’s the part that pisses me off about Hailey’s whole concerned-sister routine. She acts like I’m some naive kid who saw a handsome older man and got dizzy, and the truth is I’ve been aware of exactly what I was doing since the moment I met you. I know how old you are. I know you have money. I know you have three women living with you who love you, and I’ve met them, and they’re happy, and that matters to me. I know what your relationship is. I know what my farm looks like on paper. I know all of it. Every single piece. And I still kissed you. I still rode over here in questionable weather because I wanted to see you. I still stacked wood in the rain because being near you was worth getting wet for. I still hugged you. None of that was an accident or a lapse in judgment. It was a choice. My choice.”

She was sitting forward now, her elbows on her knees, her eyes holding mine.

“I’m twenty-three. I’m not a child. So when my sister suggests that I’m too young or too inexperienced to know whether I want you, what I hear is that she doesn’t see me. She sees the version of me she needs to protect, and that version stopped being accurate a long time ago.” She turned to face me fully, her knee pressing against mine on the couch cushions. “I want you. I’ve wanted you since you mistook me for my sister. I want the complicated, messy, not-conventional thing you’ve built here, with these women, in this house. I want to be part of it. I want it because when I’m here, I feel like myself again, and because when you look at me, I feel seen.”

Her hand found mine on the couch between us. Her fingers were warm, and they closed around my hand.

“So if you’re having second thoughts because of what you overheard, or because of the age thing, or because this is more complicated than either of us expected, just tell me. But don’t decide for me that I’m too young to know what I’m doing. That’s the one thing I can’t stand.”

I lifted her hand and turned it over, studying her palm. The calluses ran across the base of her fingers, evidence of years spent doing physical work. I ran my thumb across them, feeling the ridges, and Hannah watched me without pulling away.

“I don’t have second thoughts,” I said. “I see you, Hannah. The way you work. The way you care for things. The way you showed up here and fit into a house full of people you barely knew. I see all of that, and it matters to me more than the age on your driver’s license.”

She looked at me for a moment, then leaned forward and kissed me. This time there were no horses between us. No impending goodbye, no reason to hold back or hurry. Her mouth was warm and sure, and when her hand came up to my jaw, I felt a faint tremor in her fingers.

I kissed her back. One hand at her back, pulling her closer, the other still holding hers between us on the couch. She made a quiet sound against my mouth, and her free hand slid into my hair, her fingers tightening.

When we broke apart, we were both breathing hard. Hannah’s cheeks were flushed, her lips parted, and she looked at me with open desire. “I think the guest bedroom is better,” she said while biting her bottom lip. “Unless you want to wake up the girls.”

I grinned. She led me down the hall and into the guest room. Hannah closed the door behind us and leaned against it, her hand still in mine, her breathing husky.

She stood there, looking at me, a smile on her lips. “Is this weird?” she asked.

“No.” I moved closer, and her hands came up, fingers twisting in the hem of my shirt. “It’s not weird. It’s perfect.”

“Good.” Her arms went around my waist. We kissed again, her lips addictive.

We undressed each other by halves. I peeled her shirt over her head and ran my hands over her sides, memorizing the width of her shoulders and the strength in her arms. She pushed her sweatpants down and stepped out of them, leaving nothing but a plain sports bra and dark cotton panties. When I reached for the bra clasp she stilled my hand.

“Let me,” she said.

She turned away and unclasped it, the muscles of her back flexing under the skin. She shrugged the bra off, then faced me again, her bare breasts small, cute and high, pink nipples stiff. I took one in my hand, just to feel the contrast of softness against my rough palm, and she sighed.

I slid her panties down and she stepped out of them, standing naked and unselfconscious in the dim lamplight. Her body was athletic, hard-edged in places from work, with faint tan lines at her hips and a pale strip at the base of her ribs. Her pubic hair was a light triangle, not trimmed, a bit wild, and I found it beautiful. She watched my eyes trace her body, and a flush climbed her chest.

“Your turn,” she said, nodding at my clothes.

I undressed, slower than I meant to, and when I dropped my underwear her gaze went straight to my cock, already mostly hard. She blinked, startled, then grinned.

“You weren’t kidding about the proportions, were you?”

“I never kid about proportions.”

She moved to the bed and sat on the edge, legs apart. Her eyes stayed on my cock as I approached, and her hand reached out to wrap around it. The touch was hot, cautious at first, then firmer as she tested the feel of me in her hand.

“I want to try something,” she said.

“Anything you want.”

“I’ve never… not really. Not like this.” She slid her hand up and down my shaft, looking at it with wonder and a little nervousness. “Is this okay?”

“It’s more than okay.”

She bent forward and licked the tip. The contact made me twitch, and she giggled. The sound was pure mischief. She licked again, then ran her tongue down the underside of my cock, studying the veins, then back up, and put the head in her mouth. She sucked gently, her lips soft and wet, then bobbed down an inch and came back up, looking up at me through her eyelashes.

“I don’t know what I’m doing,” she admitted, the words muffled.

“You’re perfect.”

She grinned around me, then sucked harder. Her technique was raw but enthusiastic, and I could have lasted two minutes if I hadn’t stopped her. I ran my hand through her hair, holding her in place as I rocked my hips forward just enough for her to take a little more of me. She gagged, then pulled off and laughed, wiping her chin.

“Oh my God,” she said. “You’re a lot.”

“Let me try something.” I pulled her up, and she climbed onto the bed, lying back against the pillows. I knelt between her legs and kissed my way up her thigh. The smell was clean and fresh, with a note of sweat and something wild. I pushed her legs open and ran my tongue up the crease of her thigh, tasting salt and the faintest tang of her arousal.

She was already wet. Her pussy was tight, the lips pale pink and hidden in the blond hair, and I used my fingers to open her, then licked gently, then harder when she moaned. I circled her clit with my tongue and felt her hips jerk under me. She threaded her fingers through my hair and pulled, hard enough to hurt a little, and I smiled into her flesh.

“Is that good?” I asked, my voice muffled.

“Don’t stop.”

I sucked her clit and pressed two fingers inside her. She was tight, her pussy gripping me, and when I moved my fingers slowly in and out she started to breathe faster. I pulled out and licked her juices.

She laughed and pulled me up to kiss her, then rolled me onto my back and climbed on top of me. Her hair was everywhere, wild and sticking to her shoulders, and she bit my lower lip as she kissed me.

“I want you inside me,” she said. “Right now.”

She guided me to her entrance and sank down in one motion, taking me inside all the way to the base. The feeling was intense: slick, hot, velvet tightness, and she gasped at the fullness of it.

“Jesus,” she said again. “You’re … fuck. Give me a second.”

I waited, watching the way her body adjusted to me. She closed her eyes and rocked slowly, getting used to the size, then started moving up and down with more confidence. Her hands went to my chest, nails digging in as she rode me, faster and faster, her hair falling across her face.

I gripped her hips and thrust up to meet her, and she cried out, then clapped a hand over her mouth to muffle the sound.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “Walls are thick.”

She let her hand fall and rode me harder. I watched her breasts bounce, watched the flush rise to her neck and face. She was beautiful, not in the delicate way of a model or actress, but in the alive, raw, work-hardened way of a woman who’d spent her life outside and never doubted what her body could do.

She rode me till she gasped and orgasmed, then went rigid, her whole body trembling as she came, her pussy squeezing my cock so tight I almost lost it.

She collapsed onto my chest, breathing hard, and I held her there, not moving, just feeling her heartbeat against mine.

When she recovered, she rolled off and pulled me with her, onto my side, then my back, then over her, and I entered her again, this time slow and deep. She wrapped her legs around my waist and held on as I fucked her, every thrust making a sound in the back of her throat.

I lasted as long as I could, but I was too turned on, and when I came it was with a shudder that left me dizzy. I kept pumping her pussy full of cum till it leaked around the base, but I stayed inside her, breathing hard, and she stroked my back with her hands, bliss all over her young face.

Eventually I pulled out, and the evidence of what we’d done was messy and slick between her legs. She didn’t care. She lay back, smiling at the ceiling.

“That was … fuck,” she said. “That was a lot.”

I lay beside her, my hand on her stomach, tracing circles. “You were amazing.”

“I’m going to feel this tomorrow.”

“You’ll be back in the garden, splitting fence posts before noon.”

“Maybe. Or maybe I’ll stay in bed all day thinking about this.” She turned to look at me. Her eyes were clear, blue in the dim light. “Are you okay?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Because I’m new. Because there are three other women in this house and you might be feeling like you’re betraying one of them by being here with me.”

I was silent for a moment. “It’s not like that.”

“I know.” She rolled onto her side, facing me. “But it’s going to be a lot. For everyone, especially Hailey.” She smiled, bittersweet. “She’s going to kill me, you know.”

“Do you want me to tell her?”

“No,” she said, then thought about it. “Not yet. I want to enjoy this for a little while before she starts making lists and telling me what I’ve done wrong.”

“I don’t want to damage what you have with her. With your sister.”

Hannah ran her fingers through my hair, pushing it off my forehead. “You won’t,” she said. “Hailey will get over it … and possibly want in on it too.”

I arched an eyebrow, but she kissed me instead. “Sweet dreams.”

I had no doubts about that.


Chapter 5

Iwoke before she did. The storm had passed, and through the guest room window I saw pale morning light where yesterday there had been only gray and rain. Hannah lay beside me, one arm thrown across the pillows, her hair wild across the sheet. I watched her breathe and didn’t move to wake her.

The storm had left the air clean. Through the partially open window came the sound of water dripping from the eaves and the smell of wet earth, and underneath that the sweet smell of her skin, still on my hands and in the sheets around us.

She stirred. Her eyelids fluttered, then opened, and for a moment she looked confused, as though she’d forgotten where she was. Then she saw me and smiled.

“Morning,” she said sleepily.

“Morning.”

She stretched, and I watched the movement of her shoulders, the curve of her back under the sheet. Then she rolled toward me and pressed her face against my chest. Her arms went around my waist, and I held her there, my hand on the warm skin between her shoulder blades.

“Did you sleep?” she asked.

“Eventually.”

“Good.” She tipped her head back to look at me. “I slept like I’d been hit by something. Something very large and very thorough.”

I laughed. “Sore?”

“A little.” She touched her lower belly, then her thighs. “You’re not small, Ryan. It’s not a complaint, just an observation.”

“Noted.”

She kissed me then, right on the lips, and when she pulled back, her eyes were bright. “That was the best night I’ve had in a very long time. Possibly ever.”

“Same.”

She grinned and sat up, letting the sheet fall to her waist. In the morning light her body was exactly what it had felt like in the dark: smooth, beautiful, fair, with the lean muscle of someone who’d spent years lifting and carrying things heavier than she was. A bruise had formed on her hip where I’d gripped her too hard, purple against the pale skin, and she noticed me looking at it.

“Battle wound,” she said. “I’m keeping it.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I earned it.” She swung her legs over the edge of the bed and stood, stretching again, arms overhead. Then she turned and held out her hand. “Shower? I feel like I stacked an entire forest yesterday.”

The master bathroom was down the hall. We walked there together, Hannah’s hand in mine, both of us naked and unconcerned about it. The tile was cool underfoot. I turned the water on and let it heat while she found soap and shampoo in the cabinet, examining each bottle with interest.

“Fancy,” she said, holding up something Viktoria had bought. “This costs more than my monthly car insurance.”

“Use as much as you want. Stick it to the man.”

The shower was large enough for both of us without crowding. Steam filled the glass enclosure, and Hannah stepped under the spray first, her head tipped back, water running through her hair and down her body. I watched her, struck by the simple fact that she was standing in my shower that morning, real and unhurried.

She washed my hair. Her fingers worked through it, scrubbing at my scalp with more vigor than necessary, and I closed my eyes and let her. Then I returned the favor, sudsing her hair while she stood with her eyes closed, water streaming down her face. She was beautiful like this, relaxed and comfortable with me.

After the shower, we dried off with towels from the heated rack. Hannah wrapped hers around her chest and stood at the mirror, finger-combing her wet hair. Then I dressed in jeans and a T-shirt while she dug through her canvas bag for clean clothes.

“Can I borrow a shirt?” she asked. “Mine are all damp from yesterday.”

I handed her one of mine, a gray henley that was too big for her. She pulled it over her head and the fabric fell past her hips, the sleeves covering her hands. She rolled them up and smiled at herself in the mirror.

“I look like I’m playing dress-up,” she said.

“You look good.”

We went downstairs together. From the kitchen came the sound of someone moving, cabinets opening and closing, and the smell of coffee. Viktoria stood at the island with a mug in her hand. She was dressed in leggings and a sweater, her light brown hair loose around her shoulders, and when she saw us she set the mug down slowly and smiled.

“Well,” she said. “Good morning.”

Nathalie came through the doorway from the garden, barefoot, dirt on her knees, a trowel in one hand. She stopped when she saw Hannah in my shirt, and delight spread across her face.

“Someone had a good storm,” she said.

Olivia appeared from the direction of the pantry, a carton of eggs in her hand. She looked at Hannah, then at me, then back at Hannah, and her cheeks went pink.

“I’m making breakfast,” she said quickly. “Scrambled eggs. With cheese. Lots of cheese.”

Hannah stood beside me in the kitchen doorway, my shirt hanging off her frame, and for a moment she looked uncertain. Then Nathalie crossed the room and hugged her, trowel and all.

“I’m really happy for you,” Nathalie said into Hannah’s ear, loud enough for all of us to hear. “And just so we’re clear, this changes exactly nothing about you and me. You’re still my horse friend. You’re still coming back to ride with me. The fact that you also slept with the man who owns the stable is a separate issue that I am choosing to find hilarious rather than complicated.”

Hannah laughed and relaxed. “Thank you. For all of that.”

“I’m happy for you too,” Viktoria said from the island. She was smiling. “Both of you. Though I reserve the right to tease Ryan mercilessly for the next several days. It’s in the contract.”

“There’s a contract?” Hannah asked.

“There is now,” Olivia said playfully, cracking eggs into a bowl. “We wrote it last night while you two were… busy.”

Breakfast was normal, which was the surprising part. We ate at the kitchen table with the windows open to the morning air, and the conversation moved as it always did: garden talk from Viktoria, horse talk from Nathalie and Hannah, Olivia asking questions and making observations that were smarter than they sounded. Nobody treated Hannah differently. Nobody acted like the household balance had been disturbed. They welcomed her with the same warmth and humor they’d shown each other.

After we’d cleared the plates, Hannah and I walked out to the stable together. The gelding stood in his stall, alert and rested, and Hannah checked him over with the same thorough attention she gave everything.

“He’s good,” she said. “Ready to go.”

The sky had cleared to a pale, washed blue. Puddles stood in the low spots of the driveway, reflecting the morning sky, but the trail would be passable. Hannah saddled the gelding and tightened the girth while I held the bridle.

“I meant what I said last night,” she told me as she worked. “This isn’t casual for me. I don’t do casual, especially not with someone I…” She paused, adjusting the stirrup. “With someone I already care about. I want to keep seeing you, regularly. Like, actually regularly, not just when my car breaks down or there’s a convenient thunderstorm.”

“I want that too,” I said.

She nodded, satisfied, and finished with the saddle. “But I also don’t want to abandon my sister.”

“Take your time,” I told her. “We aren’t in a rush.”

She turned to me and put her hands on my chest. “Good. Then I’ll be back soon. With or without a broken transmission.”

“I’ll be here.”

She kissed me. Her mouth was soft, warm and smooth, and when she pulled back, she bit her bottom lip. “Tell Nathalie I’ll text her about riding next week. And tell Viktoria her shampoo is officially stolen.”

We brought her canvas bag out from the guest room and strapped it behind the saddle. Then she swung up onto the gelding with the same easy motion and clicked her tongue. The horse moved forward, hooves striking wet gravel, and Hannah turned in the saddle to look back at me once before the bend in the drive took her out of sight. I stood there until the sound of hooves faded. Then I walked back to the house, where the women were waiting.

* * *

Later that day, Hailey’s vet truck came up the drive just after lunch. I was on the terrace replacing a section of railing that the storm had loosened, and I heard the engine before I saw the vehicle: the diesel rumble lower and steadier than Hannah’s aging sedan.

She parked near the stable and got out. Same blonde ponytail, same clear blue eyes, same straight nose and full lips. She wore jeans and a button-down shirt with the sleeves rolled neatly to the elbows, and her boots were clean enough that she must have wiped them between calls.

“Hey,” she called, closing the truck door. “Sorry to drop in without calling. I’m between appointments.”

“No problem.” I set the hammer down and wiped my hands on my jeans. “What can I do for you?”

She paused. “I left a bag here. Veterinary supplies. I think it might be in the stable, from when I treated Pearl’s abscess. I’ve been turning my truck upside down looking for it, and it just occurred to me that I might have set it down and walked away without thinking.”

“I’ll help you look.”

We walked to the stable together. The morning’s warmth lingered in the timber, and the air inside smelled of hay and horses that had spent a rainy day indoors. Pearl stood in her stall with her head over the door, ears forward, and when she saw Hailey she nickered softly.

“Hey, girl,” Hailey said, reaching to stroke the mare’s nose. “Looking good. Really good.”

I found the bag on a shelf near the tack room, a black nylon case with a red cross stitched on the flap. “This it?”

Hailey took it from me and checked the contents quickly, moving through the pockets before zipping it closed. “Yes. Thank you. I’ve been looking for this for days.” She slung the strap over her shoulder. “I appreciate it.”

“Anytime.”

We stood in the stable aisle. Pearl lipped at Hailey’s sleeve, and Hailey scratched the mare’s forehead while she looked at me. I recognized the same careful consideration I’d seen during her visits for Pearl. She had something else to say.

“Did Hannah make it back okay?” she asked. “The storm was pretty serious.”

“She left this morning. The trails were wet but passable. She seemed… good and happy.”

Hailey nodded. Her fingers kept moving through Pearl’s forelock.

“You can ask,” I said.

She looked up. “Ask what?”

“Whatever you’re holding back. I won’t be offended.”

The color climbed her neck. She was worse at hiding embarrassment than her sister, or maybe she just bothered less with it. “Hannah told me,” she said. “About last night. She called me this morning after she got home.”

I waited.

“I’m not here to… I don’t care about your living situation. That’s not my business. Hannah’s an adult, and the women here seem…” She searched for the word. “They seem happy. That matters. What I wanted to know is whether she was okay, after. Whether she seemed like herself, or upset, or…” She stopped and blushed. “I’m doing this badly.”

“You’re doing fine,” I said. “She was herself. More than herself, maybe. A bit relaxed. She wasn’t upset. She was clear about what she wanted, and she got it, and she left here this morning looking like someone who’d had a very good night and wasn’t pretending otherwise.”

Hailey took that in, and some of the tension left her shoulders. “And you? Are you… is this something you plan to continue? Or was it just because she happened to be here when the weather turned?”

The question was fair. I’d asked myself the same thing, lying awake after Hannah had fallen asleep, her body warm against mine in the guest room bed.

“I want to continue seeing her,” I said. “Yes. It wasn’t the storm. It wasn’t convenience. It was her.”

She studied my face. I let her look. After a moment she nodded. “Okay.” She turned back to Pearl, her hand finding the mare’s neck. “Hannah acts like nothing scares her. She always has. She’ll jump into things I would spend six months thinking about, and most of the time it works out fine. She’s resilient. But she’s not… she feels things more than she lets people see, especially rejection. Especially from men. Our father left when we were young, and she watched our mother pick up the pieces for years, and I think somewhere in there she decided that loving someone meant being prepared for them to walk away.” Hailey looked down at Pearl. “I don’t want her to get hurt. That’s all. I don’t want her to attach herself to someone who sees her as… I don’t know. A diversion. A country girl with a pretty face who’s fun to flirt with when the mood strikes.”

“I don’t see her that way,” I said.

“I believe you.” She gave me a faint smile. “I just needed to hear you say it.”

We walked back to her truck together. The afternoon had warmed, and the gravel crunched under our boots. Hailey opened the passenger door and set the bag on the seat, then turned to face me with her hand on the door frame.

“Be good to her,” she said quietly. “However this goes. However complicated it gets with the other women, with the farm, with everything. However much she acts like she doesn’t need anyone looking out for her. Just be good to her.”

“I’ll do my best,” I said.

She held my gaze, then nodded, got into the truck, and started the engine. The diesel rumble filled the yard, and she backed down the drive carefully, one hand on the wheel, her eyes on the mirrors.

I stood there until the sound of the truck faded. Hailey had come here because she was worried about her sister and wanted to know I was serious about Hannah. Whatever discomfort she felt about the situation, she’d put it aside to ask me directly.

Behind the professional reserve and careful manner, Hailey was shy, but fiercely loyal to her sister. I respected that … More than I’d expected to.

* * *

When I came back in, I found my girls in the kitchen. Viktoria was at the island slicing peaches for a pie, the fruit bright against the white marble. Nathalie sat on a stool beside her, legs swinging, stealing slices when Viktoria wasn’t looking. Olivia stood at the sink rinsing a colander of berries, her auburn hair tied back with a bandana.

Three women, a countertop of summer fruit, and the quiet of a household moving through its afternoon. They looked up when I came in.

“Was that Hailey?” Nathalie asked.

“Hailey,” I said. “She came for a bag she left here. Veterinary supplies.”

Viktoria set the knife down. “Just the bag?”

I pulled a stool out and sat. “Not just the bag. She wanted to know about Hannah. Whether she got home safe, how she seemed this morning. Whether what happened last night was… you know.”

“Real,” Olivia said softly from the sink. “Not just a storm thing.”

“Yeah.” I reached for a peach slice and Nathalie slapped my hand away.

“Those are for the pie. Get your own fruit.”

“Sorry, fruit police.”

Viktoria laughed. “So what did you tell her?”

“I told her the truth. Hannah left happy. I’m planning to keep seeing her. It wasn’t about the weather.”

Nathalie leaned her elbows on the island, her chin in her hands. “That’s actually really sweet. That she came all the way out here to check on her sister. I like that about her. She’s got that whole serious veterinarian thing going on, but underneath it she’s just… worried, about Hannah.” She pointed a finger at me. “You’d better not give her a reason to come after you with a sedative dart. I’m not joking. She knows how to use those.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Good.” Nathalie stole another peach slice and Viktoria didn’t stop her. “Because I like Hannah, a lot. And I like that Hailey cares enough to drive over here and make sure her sister’s heart isn’t getting trampled by the local rancher with a complicated love life. That’s good sister behavior. That’s what I would do.”

Viktoria wiped her hands on a towel. “So Hannah comes with a built-in quality control department. That’s convenient. Most people have to hire that out.”

“Very convenient,” I said. “Nothing like having your girlfriend’s identical twin show up to interrogate you about your intentions. Really takes the mystery out of dating.”

Olivia turned from the sink, berries dripping in the colander. “My mom did the same thing. When I first told her about… about us. About moving in here.” She set the colander in the drain board and dried her hands. “She sat me down at her kitchen table and asked me every question you can imagine. Was I sure? Did I understand what I was getting into? Did I feel safe? Did I feel pressured? She must have asked me twenty times whether I was happy, and every time I said yes, she’d look at me like she was trying to see through the word to whatever was behind it.”

The kitchen went quiet. Olivia rarely talked about those early days, the conversations with her mother that had preceded her move to the estate.

“It meant everything when she finally believed me,” Olivia said. “When she stopped asking and started watching, and what she saw made her relax. She trusted you before she trusted me, in a way. She had to see it for herself.”

Nathalie nodded. “My mother was worse, but Ryan talked to her and even helped her out,” she said and came and hugged me from behind, making me smile.

“Anything for you,” I said.

“So you think Hailey trusts you, yet?” Nathalie asked, letting go of me.

“I don’t expect it,” I said. “I get it. If I had a sister, and she came home talking about a man twice her age with a houseful of partners, I’d have questions too. Lots of them.”

“Twice her age is pushing it,” Nathalie said. “She’s twenty-three. You’re thirty-eight. That’s… let me do the math… carry the one… still within the bounds of socially acceptable, barely.”

“Thank you for that generous assessment.”

“You’re welcome. I’m nothing if not generous with my math.”

Viktoria was watching me. She had that look she got when she’d noticed something the others hadn’t and was deciding whether to share it.

“You care what she thinks,” she said. “Hailey. You care whether she approves of you. I can tell. You’ve been sitting there looking thoughtful since you walked in, and it’s not about Hannah. It’s about the conversation you just had with her sister.”

“That’s not…”

“It absolutely is.” Viktoria smiled. “You’ve already charmed one twin. Now you want the other one’s stamp of approval. That’s very you, Ryan. Very ‘I need everyone to like me, even the people who have every reason to be suspicious.’”

“I don’t need everyone to like me.”

“Name one person in your life you haven’t tried to win over.”

I opened my mouth and closed it. She had me.

“See?” Viktoria reached across the island and patted my hand. “It’s okay. Wanting to be liked is not a character flaw. It’s just very transparent in your case.”

“I respect her,” I said. “That’s different from wanting her approval.”

“Is it, though?”

Olivia laughed. Nathalie stole another peach slice, and this time Viktoria caught her wrist and held it, both of them grinning.

What I didn’t say, because saying it would have proven Viktoria right and I wasn’t ready to concede, was that the conversation with Hailey had shown me more of who she was than all her previous visits combined. The woman who’d stood in my stable asking careful questions about her sister’s heart was someone I wanted on my side. She didn’t give her trust easily, and I respected that.

The afternoon moved on. Peach pie went into the oven. Olivia went back to her berries. Nathalie talked about a trail ride she wanted to plan with Hannah once the ground dried, and Viktoria listened with interest. I sat at the island with my coffee and let the conversation move around me, thinking about sisters, protection, and the complicated math of a life that kept adding variables faster than I could solve for them.

* * *

Hannah came back two days later, on the same bay gelding, her hair loose around her shoulders, a canvas bag strapped behind the saddle just like before. I was in the stable when I heard the hoofbeats, and by the time I reached the yard she was already dismounting, her boots hitting the gravel with the same confident sound.

She saw me and smiled. Then she was in my arms, her body warm against mine, her face pressed into my chest, and I held her there and didn’t hurry to let go.

“I missed you,” she said into my shirt.

“Two days.”

“Two very long days. I had to fix a fence and listen to Hailey make pointed comments about responsible decision-making. It was exhausting.”

We unsaddled the gelding together. Hannah moved through the routine with the ease of long practice, her hands finding buckles and straps without looking. The stable was cool and shadowed, smelling of hay and horses that had been indoors too long during the rain.

“Hailey was here,” I said once the gelding was in his stall with water and hay. “The day you left. She came for a veterinary bag she’d forgotten.”

Hannah’s hands paused on the saddle she was hanging. “She did not.”

“She did. Black nylon case with a red cross. It was on the shelf near the tack room.”

“And that’s all she came for? The bag?”

I leaned against the stall door. “Not exactly.”

Hannah turned to face me, one eyebrow raised. “What did she ask you?”

“Whether you got home safe. How you seemed. Whether what happened between us was real or just a storm thing. Whether I planned to keep seeing you.”

Hannah closed her eyes. “God. I’m sorry. She has no boundaries when it comes to me. The concept does not exist in her vocabulary.”

“You’re not angry?”

“No.” She opened her eyes and smiled ruefully. “Embarrassed, maybe. But not angry. That’s just Hailey. She’s been the cautious one since we were born. I jump. She looks first. I fall in love. She runs background checks. It’s been this way our whole lives, and most of the time it works because someone needs to be the voice of reason and God knows it’s not me.” She picked up a brush and started working it over the gelding’s flank. “What did you tell her?”

“The truth. That you left happy. That I want to keep seeing you. That it wasn’t about the weather.”

Hannah nodded, satisfied. The brush moved in long strokes along the gelding’s coat, and the horse stood still, ears relaxed, enjoying the attention.

“Tell me about you two,” I said.

She thought about that. The brush kept moving. “We’re different people who happen to share a face. Hailey built a career. I built my life around the farm.” Hannah shrugged. “It wasn’t a sacrifice. I love that place. I love the work. I just… never found a version of success that looked like hers. Mine looks like fence posts and morning feedings and knowing every inch of a piece of land because I’ve fixed every inch of it.”

“And she worries about you.”

“Constantly. About everything. The farm, the money, whether I’m eating enough and so on.” Hannah smiled. “She’s not wrong to worry. I give her plenty to work with.”

We left the stable and walked toward the house. The afternoon was warm for September, and the grass in the pasture had dried to a pale gold after the rain.

“You’re attached to that place,” I said. “I could see it when I rode back with you that night. The way you looked at it. It’s not just a property to you.”

“It’s everything I’ve ever done. Every repair, every animal I’ve raised, every season I’ve worked from dawn till dark because the work needed doing and I was the one there to do it.” She stopped walking and faced me. “Hailey has something legitimate to worry about, Ryan. Just not you. The farm is in trouble. Real trouble.”

I waited.

“You already know about the repairs. The roof, the well pump, the tractor, my car. What I haven’t told you is that we inherited debt along with the property. Not catastrophic debt, not yet, but significant. Property taxes, equipment loans, the usual parade of expenses that never stops.” She spoke matter-of-factly. “Hailey’s veterinary work helps. It brings in steady income, which is more than the farm does most months. But the operating costs eat away at whatever we earn, and putting things off is what you do when the list is longer than the budget.”

She wasn’t asking for help. She was stating facts, the same way she’d stated facts about Pearl’s bandage or the trail conditions. This was her reality, and she had accepted it with the same clear-eyed practicality she brought to everything.

“What’s the total debt?” I asked.

“I don’t know exactly. Hailey handles the numbers. I know it’s more than we can comfortably carry, and less than we’d need to walk away from. Somewhere in that uncomfortable middle.”

“Property value?”

“Hard to say. The land is good. The improvements are… mixed. The house needs work. The barn needs work. The fences are a patchwork of repairs spanning three decades.” She smiled. “It’s not exactly turnkey.”

I asked more questions. Debt structure. Interest rates. Tax burden. Operating costs broken down by category. Hannah answered what she could and admitted when she didn’t know, which was often. Hailey handled the books. Hailey knew the numbers. Hannah knew the work.

By the time we reached the porch, I had a rough picture. Not complete, but enough to know that their farm had problems affection alone wouldn’t fix, and those problems had shaped the lives of two women who had lived with them for years.

“We should sit down,” I said. “The three of us. You, me, Hailey. Look at everything together. The debt, the property, the income streams, what you both actually want for the future. Not because I’m offering to write a check. Because sometimes a fresh set of eyes sees options you’ve stopped looking for.”

Hannah studied my face. “You’d do that? Sit down with us and our spreadsheet of misery?”

“I would. If you want me to.”

She was quiet for a moment. Then she nodded. “I’ll talk to Hailey. She’ll have opinions. Many, many opinions, delivered at length and with charts. But I’ll talk to her.”

“Good.”

We went inside, and Hannah dropped her bag by the door and turned to me with the same open smile that had drawn me in from the beginning. There was relief there too, now that she’d finally told me how bad things were.

I pulled her against me and held her there, and she buried her face in my chest and didn’t say anything for a long time. Getting involved with Hannah meant getting involved with everything she carried. The farm wasn’t separate from her. It was the work of her hands, the history of her family, the place she had fought for when fighting made no financial sense. I couldn’t love her without loving that too, and I couldn’t love that without understanding exactly what it would take to keep it standing.


Chapter 6

The Porsche looked ridiculous in Hannah’s driveway. I parked it beside her blue sedan with the hood still propped open, the engine block exposed to the morning sun like a patient waiting for surgery, and sat there for a minute with the engine ticking cool behind me. Hannah had been texting for days.

Come see the place when it’s not midnight.

Help me with chores.

Meet Hailey when she’s not wearing scrubs and carrying a medical bag.

The messages arrived at odd hours, sometimes three in a row, and I’d found myself checking my phone more often than I wanted to admit.

Hannah came out of the barn at a jog when she heard the car, her boots kicking up dust, her blonde hair loose around her shoulders. She wore jeans and a faded green T-shirt with the sleeves rolled up, and she was grinning before she reached me.

“You actually came,” she said, and threw her arms around my neck.

I held her there, my hands on her waist, and she felt warm against me. When she pulled back, she kissed me, quick and warm, then stepped away and took my hand.

“Come on. I’ve got a list of things that need doing, and you’re not allowed to stand around looking handsome while I work. That’s the rule.”

“The rule.”

“My farm, my rules.”

What I’d glimpsed at night became clear under the September sun. Their farm sat on flat land that stretched toward tree-covered hills to the east, the property bordered by wire fencing that ran in straight lines where it was new and sagged gently where it was old. The farmhouse was low and timber, with a porch that wrapped around two sides just as Hannah had described. The barn stood beside it, its roof patched in at least three places I could see, the red paint faded to the color of dried blood. Beyond the barn lay fenced pasture where cattle grazed, and beyond that, more open land where the grass grew high and uncut.

The place was beautiful in the way working things could be beautiful when someone cared for them. It was also a place that had been making do for a long time.

Hannah handed me a pair of work gloves that were too small and led me to the first task: mending a section of fence along the east pasture where a post had rotted at the base. She’d already dug the old post out and set a new one in concrete that morning. Now we needed to reattach the wire.

“Hold this,” she said, passing me a roll of fencing pliers. “I’ll tension it.”

I held the wire while she worked the tensioner, her forearms flexing, sweat already darkening the fabric between her shoulder blades. She worked quickly, with no wasted motion. The wire sang as it tightened.

“Good,” she said. “Now the clips.”

We worked side by side, securing the wire to the new post with metal clips that Hannah drove home with three solid hits of a hammer. The sun climbed higher. My shirt stuck to my back. Hannah’s hair clung to her neck in damp strands, and when she wiped her forehead with the back of her wrist, she left a streak of dirt across her temple.

“Next,” she said, and we moved to the cattle.

The herd was small, maybe twenty head, mostly black Angus with a few Hereford mixes. They watched us with the placid indifference of animals that had seen humans come and go with tools for generations. Hannah checked their water trough, which needed cleaning, and I helped her dump it and refill it from the hose while she scrubbed algae from the concrete with a wire brush.

“You’re good at this,” I said.

“Twenty-three years of practice.” She straightened, brushing hair from her face with a wet hand. “You’re not bad yourself. For a city boy with a Porsche.”

We fed the horses next. Hannah’s gelding stood in his stall with his head over the door, ears forward, and he nickered when he saw her. She scratched his forehead and poured grain into his feeder while I forked hay into the manger. The stable smelled of leather and hay and the warm musk of animals that had lived their whole lives in one building.

“You love this,” I said, watching her move through the routine.

She paused, one hand on the gelding’s neck. “Yeah. I do.” She said it simply and went back to work.

By noon, we’d fixed the fence, cleaned the trough, fed the animals, and repaired a hinge on the barn door that had been squealing for months according to Hannah. My hands were raw inside the too-small gloves, and my lower back had opinions about the fence post, but there was satisfaction in the work that office buildings had never provided.

What I noticed, moving through the property with Hannah, was the pattern of repairs. Every fix was visible if you knew how to look. The barn roof: three different patches, three different materials, spanning what had to be a decade of leaks stopped one at a time. The fencing: new wire spliced into old, posts braced with timber that didn’t match, the whole structure holding together through ingenuity rather than investment. The tractor under the lean-to: its tires worn smooth, its frame welded in places where metal had given up. The garden beyond the porch: raised beds built from salvaged lumber, the soil dark and rich, tomatoes heavy on the vine despite the deer that Hannah cursed with genuine creativity.

This was a farm that had been loved hard and worked harder, by people who had given it everything they had and then been asked for more.

We were washing up at the outdoor spigot when Hailey called from the porch.

“Please tell me you’re not making our guest fix fences on his day off.”

She stood on the porch steps in cutoff shorts and a plain white T-shirt, her blonde hair in a loose ponytail, barefoot. No scrubs, no medical bag, no professional reserve, just a woman on her day off, watching her sister hose dirt from a stranger’s forearms.

“He volunteered,” Hannah said. “Very enthusiastically. Wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

“You didn’t say no.”

“I was going to. Then I realized free labor is free labor.”

Hailey came down the steps and crossed the yard toward us. Without the veterinary uniform and the distance she’d maintained during her visits to my property, she looked younger. Or maybe I was seeing a side of her I hadn’t before.

“You’ve been here three hours and she’s already got you doing manual labor,” Hailey said. “That’s record time, even for her.”

“I offered,” Hailey said.

“She always offers,” Hannah said. “Then acts surprised when people say yes.”

We ate lunch on the porch: sandwiches Hailey had made that morning, thick with tomatoes from the garden and cheese Hannah had bought because, as she put it, “making cheese is where I draw the line.” We sat on the steps with our plates balanced on our knees, and the twins talked as easily as people who had known each other all their lives.

“Remember when you tried to fix the well pump yourself,” Hailey said, “and Mom found you waist-deep in the casing with Dad’s toolbox and absolutely no idea what you were looking at?”

“I had a general idea,” Hannah said.

“You had the wrong end of the multimeter. You were testing for voltage by touching the probes to your tongue.”

“I was nine.”

“You were seventeen.”

Hannah threw a tomato slice at her sister. Hailey caught it and ate it, grinning.

The teasing moved back and forth, stories traded easily between them. Hailey was quieter than Hannah, her humor drier, delivered with a straight face that made the punchlines land harder when they came. But she was warmer here, on her own porch, than I had ever seen her. Her guard was down. She laughed freely. She touched Hannah’s shoulder when she teased her, and Hannah leaned into the contact without thinking about it.

I watched them and began to understand their differences better. They were physically identical, but the longer I sat between them on a sun-warmed porch step, the less their sameness registered. Hannah moved through the world with her hands open. Hailey was more careful, thinking before she acted. Hannah reached. Hailey considered. Both approaches had kept this farm standing longer than the numbers said it should have.

I found myself watching Hailey’s mouth when she talked. The same full lips as her sister’s, but she bit the lower one when she was thinking, a habit Hannah didn’t share. I watched her hands, capable and steady, resting on her thigh while she ate. I noticed the fine hairs on her forearm and had to look away.

Hannah noticed. She was sitting close enough that our knees touched, and when she leaned over to kiss my cheek, her lips lingering for a second, I saw Hailey’s eyes follow the movement. Color climbed her neck. She looked down at her sandwich and pressed her lips together, the blush rising from her collarbone to her cheeks.

Hannah saw it too. She didn’t comment. She just smiled and went back to her lunch, and the conversation moved on to the garden and the deer and whether the remaining tomatoes would ripen before the first frost, which Hannah insisted was still weeks away and Hailey said was coming sooner than her sister wanted to admit.

We spent the afternoon working and talking, the three of us moving through the property together while the September sun crossed toward the hills. By four o’clock, my shirt was salt-stiff and my hands had found new blisters, and I had seen enough of the farm to understand what Hannah had been carrying all these years, and why the thought of letting it go frightened her as much as it did.

Hailey had relaxed completely. She joked about Hannah’s driving. She told stories about veterinary school that made both of us laugh. She showed me the garden properly, kneeling in the dirt to point out the varieties she’d planted, her fingers brushing soil from a tomato stem with the same care she’d shown Pearl’s injured hoof.

Then the irrigation pump gave out while we were checking the back pasture. One minute it was running, the motor grinding through its usual soundtrack of metallic complaint, and the next there was a sound like someone had dropped a wrench into the works, followed by silence, followed by the distinct smell of electrical burning.

Hannah killed the power at the junction box before I could reach for it. She stood there with her hand on the switch, looking at the pump housing where thin gray smoke curled from the vent slots.

“Well,” she said. “That’s new.”

The pump was old. Not antique old, but old enough that replacement parts came from salvage yards rather than dealerships, and the housing bore the faded logo of a manufacturer I didn’t recognize. It sat on a concrete pad beside the irrigation ditch, its pipes running out to the pasture where the cattle grazed, and without it, the troughs would go dry within a day unless we ran hose from the barn, which meant someone would be standing there holding a nozzle for hours.

Hannah crouched beside the housing and peered at the motor through the vent slots. “Bearings, probably. Or the capacitor. Hard to tell without taking it apart.” She stood and brushed her hands on her jeans. “I’ll call someone.”

She said it as casually as if she were going to change a lightbulb. Another problem, another temporary solution, another afternoon spent making something broken function well enough to get by. Fence post? Brace it. Tractor tire? Patch it. Barn door hinge? Weld it. Nothing was beyond salvage if you were willing to invest the time and accept that the result would be functional rather than perfect.

Hailey had been checking the cattle when the pump died. She came over now, her boots quiet on the dry grass, and stood looking at the housing with her arms crossed.

“How old is this thing?” she asked.

Hannah shrugged. “Older than me. Younger than you, probably.”

“Very helpful.” Hailey knelt and examined the pump. Unlike Hannah, she seemed more concerned with the cost than how to fix it. “The bearings have been going for months. You could hear it. And the capacitor’s been weak since spring. I told you we should replace it before the summer heat.”

“You did tell me. And I told you we didn’t have fourteen hundred dollars for a new pump when the old one was still running.”

“It’s not running now.”

“It will be. Something in there will fit, or close enough.”

Hailey stood. The sisters faced each other over the dead pump, and for the first time since I’d known them, I saw tension between them instead of affection or teasing. They’d clearly had this argument before.

“We’ve been doing this since dad left,” Hailey said matter-of-factly. “Something breaks. We fix it with whatever’s cheapest. Something else breaks while we’re fixing the first thing. We fix that too, but cheaper, because now we’re stretched thinner. The roof. The well pump. The tractor transmission. Your car. Now this.” She gestured at the pump. “How many more things can we patch before there’s nothing left to patch with?”

“The roof’s holding,” Hannah said. “The well pump works. The tractor runs. My car is… temporarily between operating states.”

“Your car is barely functioning. The tractor transmission makes a noise that should not exist in nature. The well pump is from 1994 and sounds like it’s grinding glass every time it cycles.” Hailey wasn’t raising her voice. She didn’t need to. “We’re not maintaining this place, Hannah. We’re delaying its failure. There’s a difference.”

Hannah’s jaw tightened. “So what’s the alternative? We just stop fixing things? Let it all go to hell because perfect solutions cost money we don’t have?”

“The alternative is deciding which problems actually matter and which ones we’re fixing out of habit. The alternative is acknowledging that we can’t keep everything running forever on used parts and hope, and maybe it’s time to make some harder choices about what this place is worth to us.”

They stood there, identical physically and nothing alike in the way they held themselves. I stayed quiet. This wasn’t my conversation. I was a guest on their property, a man who had known them for weeks, not years, and whatever history lived between these sisters about this farm was theirs alone.

Hannah turned to me. “What do you think?”

“I think this is exactly why we talked about sitting down with the numbers.”

Hailey looked between us. “What numbers?”

“I told him about the debt,” Hannah said. “Not the details. Just enough to explain where we are. He offered to look everything over with us.”

Hailey looked at the ground. She had built her life around self-sufficiency, and now she was being asked to expose its limitations to a man whose driveway contained a car worth more than most of the equipment on her property.

“I’m not offering financial advice,” I said. “Just a second set of eyes. No obligation, no expectation, and definitely no checkbook.”

Hailey was quiet for a moment. The irrigation ditch gurgled beside us, the water still moving from gravity alone, the pump silent on its pad.

“Okay,” she said finally. “If you’re willing.”

“I am.”

“Good,” Hannah said. “I need to call someone about this thing anyway. You two can have your spreadsheet summit.”

We walked back toward the farmhouse together, the dead pump receding behind us, and the conversation turned to dinner and whether there were enough eggs for the recipe Hannah had been talking about since morning. But the tension lingered between the sisters. Hailey stepped carefully over a rut in the path, while Hannah walked slightly ahead, already moving toward the next problem, the next fix, the next day of holding together something that had been coming apart for longer than either of them wanted to admit.

* * *

Hailey spread the records across the kitchen table. Spreadsheets printed on paper gone soft at the creases. Bank statements paper-clipped by month. Tax forms going back three years. A ledger in her handwriting, each entry dated and annotated in blue ink so precise it might have been typed. She placed each document with its edges aligned, creating a landscape of numbers that covered the scarred pine surface from one end to the other.

Hannah had made herself scarce. She’d claimed a pressing need to check the cattle and call someone about the pump, but before she left, she’d squeezed Hailey’s shoulder and said, “Be nice to him. He’s trying to help,” in a tone that suggested this wasn’t the first time she’d refereed between her sister and a well-intentioned outsider.

Now it was just Hailey and me and eighty acres of financial history laid out between us like a patient’s chart.

“Where do you want to start?” she asked.

“Beginning’s good.”

She started with the debt. Inherited from their mother, who had inherited some of it from her father. Two mortgages, the second taken out to cover operating losses during a drought year before the twins were born. An equipment loan for the tractor, now four years old and still carrying a balance because the payments had been deferred twice when cash was tight. Property taxes, which Hailey had highlighted in yellow on each year’s statement. Insurance. Utilities. Feed costs for the cattle, which fluctuated with the market and which Hailey tracked in a separate column because, as she put it, “if I don’t separate feed from operating, the numbers lie to me.”

I listened. I asked questions when the picture blurred. How much of the farm’s income came from cattle sales versus the leased pasture? How consistent was that income year to year? What were the property taxes as a percentage of gross revenue? Hailey answered each one without reaching for the spreadsheet, which told me she’d memorized these numbers, had lived with them so long they’d become part of her mental geography.

“The cattle operation breaks even most years,” she said. “Sometimes a little above, sometimes a little below. The leased pasture brings in steady income, but it’s not enough to cover the debt service on its own. My veterinary work helps. It’s the most reliable income stream we have, which is why I kept building the practice even after I graduated. We needed the cash flow.”

She said it plainly, without self-pity. A fact, like the weather or the soil type. Her veterinary income, the career she’d worked so hard to build, functioned primarily as life support for a farm that consumed money faster than it could generate it.

I turned a page and found a handwritten list titled “Deferred Maintenance.” The items were numbered, thirty-seven of them, each with an estimated cost beside it. Some were small: Replace barn door hinges ($150). Others were not: Replace well pump ($3,200). Replace roof sections, barn ($8,500 est.). The list went on, and beside many items, Hailey had written dates. Dates when the repair had first been identified. Dates when it had been postponed. Dates when it had been partially addressed with a temporary fix that Hannah had engineered. The oldest date was seven years ago.

“These are just the ones I’ve tracked,” Hailey said when she saw me looking at the list. “There are probably twenty more that Hannah has fixed well enough that I stopped worrying about them. For now.”

I set the list down and looked at her. The afternoon light came through the kitchen window and fell across the table between us, and in that light, Hailey’s face was composed in the way that people’s faces get when they’ve stopped expecting relief and learned instead to measure the distance between one problem and the next.

“There isn’t a single expense here that’s the problem,” I said. “If I wrote a check today for Hannah’s car and the irrigation pump and the next three items on this list, you’d be back in the same position six months from now. Maybe eight, if nothing else breaks. The pattern doesn’t change. The math doesn’t work.”

She nodded. She’d known this. She’d been living inside this math for years, watching the margins narrow, making the calculations each month that determined which bill got paid and which got stretched.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “That’s not what you wanted to hear.”

“It’s what I already knew. Hearing it from someone else just makes it real in a different way.” She gathered a stack of bank statements and aligned their edges against the table. Her hands were steady. “The farm generates enough income to cover about sixty percent of its operating costs in a good year. In a bad year, it’s closer to forty. My income covers the gap, plus some of the debt service, but not all of it, and nothing for capital improvements. So each year we fall a little further behind on maintenance. Each year the list gets longer. Each year something else breaks that we can’t afford to fix properly, so we fix it temporarily, and the temporary fix becomes permanent until it fails again, and then we’re right back where we started but with less cash and one more problem.”

She spoke without heat. This was the voice of someone who had reconciled herself to a reality so thoroughly that describing it required no emotional effort. The effort had been spent long ago, in private, in the dark, on nights when sleep wouldn’t come and the numbers wouldn’t change no matter how many times she rearranged them.

“What would it take?” I asked. “To break even. Not to thrive, just to stop the slide. What’s the number?”

She thought about it. “Fifty thousand. Minimum. To address the deferred maintenance, pay down enough debt to reduce the monthly service, and create a buffer for the next repair that we know is coming.” She smiled, a small, tired curve of her mouth. “Fifty thousand we don’t have and aren’t likely to see unless one of us wins the lottery or invents a time machine and goes back to tell our grandfather not to take out that second mortgage.”

I reached across the table and put my hand over hers, just for a second and just enough to let her know I was there, that I had heard her, that the weight she’d been carrying had been witnessed.

She didn’t pull away. She looked down at our hands, then up at me, and the gratitude in her eyes was so naked it almost hurt to hold her gaze.

“Thank you,” she said. “For not… for listening. Most people hear ‘farm’ and ‘financial trouble’ and they either offer money immediately or they change the subject. You asked questions. You let me answer them. That matters.”

“I built a business once. I know what it’s like to live inside numbers that don’t add up the way you need them to.”

“You sold it, though. You got out.”

“I got lucky. The market was right. The brand had momentum. I caught a wave at the exact moment it was breaking. That’s not skill. That’s timing.”

She studied me. “Hannah said you were humble. I didn’t believe her.”

“Hannah says a lot of things. Most of them are greatly exaggerated for comic effect.”

“Not that one.” Her thumb moved against the edge of the spreadsheet, a small, unconscious gesture. “She was right about you.”

Our eyes held. The kitchen was quiet except for the tick of the wall clock and the distant sound of Hannah’s voice from somewhere outside, talking to one of the horses.

She looked away first, gathering another stack of papers, and the moment passed.

I asked more questions. About the property value, about comparable sales in the area, about whether the leased pasture could be expanded to generate more income. Hailey answered each one with the same thorough attention, her hands moving through the documents, her voice calm and precise. The more we talked, the more I saw the person beneath the professional reserve: a woman who had shouldered responsibility because someone had to, and she had drawn the short straw, or perhaps she had simply been the one who couldn’t look away from a problem once she’d seen it.

Hannah came in through the back door while we were discussing tax implications. She stood in the doorway for a moment, taking in the scene: her sister and me bent over the table, papers everywhere, the afternoon light gone golden through the west window. She looked from Hailey to me, then back to Hailey, and a grin spread across her face so wide I could see it from across the room.

“Don’t mind me,” she said. “Just passing through. Continue whatever this is. It looks very serious and professional and not at all like two people making eyes at each other over a depreciation schedule.”

Hailey’s blush was instant and catastrophic. She grabbed a tax form and held it in front of her face like a shield. “We’re working.”

“You’re blushing.”

“I am not.”

“You’re the color of that tomato on the counter.”

“I’m warm. It’s hot in here.”

“Sure it is.” Hannah crossed the kitchen, kissed the top of my head as she passed, and disappeared into the hallway, calling back, “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do! Which is almost nothing, so carry on!”

The door closed behind her. Hailey lowered the tax form slowly, her cheeks still pink, and refused to look at me.

“Sorry about that,” she said to the spreadsheet.

“Don’t be. She’s been waiting for that moment since I walked in the door.”

“Probably longer.” Hailey gathered the papers, her movements brisk now, all business. But the blush hadn’t fully faded, and when she thought I wasn’t looking, I caught her studying me from the corner of her eye, the way someone studies a puzzle they haven’t decided whether to solve.

We finished going through the records as the light faded. By the time we stacked the last spreadsheet, I had a picture of the farm that was clearer than either sister had probably intended to give me. Not just the numbers. The story they told. Two women, a property that demanded more than it gave, and a choice that had been deferred for so long it had begun to feel like not choosing was itself a kind of decision.

Hailey closed the ledger and set her hands on it, palms down, as though sealing something.

“So,” she said. “Now you know.”

“Now I know.”

“What are you thinking?”

I told her the truth. “I’m thinking that you’ve carried this longer than anyone should have to. And I’m thinking that whatever happens next, you deserve better than another year of temporary fixes and deferred maintenance and watching the list get longer while the cash gets shorter.”

She was quiet for a long time. Then she nodded, and gathered the papers into a stack that she carried to the counter, where she set them beside the coffeemaker with the care of someone putting a loved one to bed.

The words came out of Hailey’s mouth so quietly I almost missed them. We were still at the kitchen table, the records stacked beside the coffeemaker, the evening light gone thin through the west window, and she said it while looking at her hands, “Maybe we should sell.”

Hannah had just walked back into the kitchen. She stopped in the doorway with a dish towel over her shoulder. The smile vanished. Her shoulders went rigid. She looked at her sister as though Hailey had spoken in a language she didn’t recognize.

“What did you say?”

“I said maybe we should consider selling. Not… not right now. Not without planning. But as an option. Something to think about.” Hailey kept her eyes on her hands. “The numbers don’t work. You saw what Ryan saw. We’ve been pretending they work for years, and they don’t. They’ve never worked.”

Hannah crossed the kitchen and sat down at the table. She didn’t sit beside her sister. She sat directly across from her.

“This is our home,” she said steadily. I’d expected anger first. What came out was more wounded. “This is where we grew up. This is where Mom raised us after Dad left. This is where you came back to after vet school because it was still here, because I kept it here.” She pressed her palms flat on the table. “You can’t just… you can’t say ‘maybe we should sell’ like it’s a fence post or a transmission. This isn’t equipment, Hailey. This is our family. This is everything Mom worked for. Everything I’ve worked for.”

“I know what it is.” Hailey looked up. Her eyes were bright, but she wasn’t crying. “I’ve lived here too. Every repair you’ve made, I’ve paid for half of it with money I earned taking temperatures and pulling calves at two in the morning. I love this place. You know I do. But loving it doesn’t change the math. Loving it doesn’t put fifty thousand dollars in our bank account or make the roof stop leaking or fix the well pump that’s going to fail completely any day now.”

“So what? We just walk away? After everything? After all the years we’ve put into this place, all the work, all the… everything?” Hannah’s voice cracked on the last word. She recovered fast, but I’d heard it.

“I’m not saying walk away. I’m saying consider the possibility that staying might cost us more than leaving. Our futures. My practice is growing. I could open a proper clinic if I wasn’t pouring every spare dollar into a farm that loses money every year. You could… you could do anything, Hannah. Anything you want. Instead of spending every day fixing things that break faster than you can repair them.”

They sat across from each other, these identical women, with years of shared responsibility between them. Years of Hannah holding the physical structure together while Hailey held the financial one. Years of neither sister wanting to be the first to say aloud where the numbers might eventually lead.

“I stayed,” Hannah said. “When you left for school, I stayed. I held this place together so there would be something for you to come back to. And now you’re telling me that was… what? A waste? A mistake?”

“No.” Hailey reached across the table and took her sister’s hand. “Not a waste. Never a waste. You kept us afloat. You kept this place standing. You did what needed doing when I couldn’t be here to do it. But Hannah… that was then. This is now. And now looks different. Now has numbers that don’t add up, and a roof that leaks, and a sister who’s twenty-three years old and hasn’t taken a vacation since she was nineteen because every time we have extra cash, something breaks that can’t wait.”

Hannah looked down at their joined hands. She didn’t pull away.

“I don’t want to go bankrupt,” Hailey said quietly. “I don’t want to wake up one morning and find out we’ve run out of options because we waited too long to make a choice. That’s all I’m saying. I’m not saying sell tomorrow. I’m saying… let’s at least look at what selling would mean. What we’d walk away with. What we’d walk toward.”

I stayed quiet. This was theirs. Every word of it belonged to them, drawn from years I hadn’t been present for, and I had no place interrupting.

When the silence had held long enough, I said, “There’s a middle step.”

They both looked at me.

“You don’t have to decide to sell in order to find out what selling would look like. You can get a valuation. Talk to a Realtor who knows agricultural properties. Calculate what the net would be after paying off the debt and covering selling costs. Compare that number to what it would cost to keep the farm running for another five years, including the deferred maintenance. Knowing your options isn’t the same as exercising them. It’s just information. And right now, information is what you’re short on.”

Hannah was still holding Hailey’s hand. She looked at me, then at her sister, then back at me.

“Just a valuation,” she said. “Nothing else.”

“Just a valuation. You don’t have to list. You don’t have to sign anything. You just get the number and sit with it. However long you need.”

She was quiet. Then she nodded. “Okay. We can do that.”

Relief showed on Hailey’s face. She’d finally shared a fear she’d been keeping to herself.

“Thank you,” she said quietly.

Hannah squeezed her sister’s hand and let go. “I’m going to start dinner. We’ve been sitting in this kitchen talking about money for so long I’m starting to smell like old tax forms.” She stood and moved to the counter, pulling pots from cabinets. Keeping busy gave her something else to focus on after what her sister had just said.

While Hannah chopped onions at the sink, her back to us, Hailey caught my eye across the table. She held my gaze, and I saw a warmth I hadn’t expected from her. She smiled at me, more openly than she ever had during her veterinary visits, her eyes crinkling at the corners.

Hannah turned from the sink, knife in hand, and saw it. The smile. The look between us. She didn’t say anything. The grin that spread across her face was enough.

Dinner was simple. Pasta with tomatoes from the garden, bread Hannah made from dough she’d had rising since morning, a salad Olivia would have been proud of. We ate at the kitchen table with the financial records stacked neatly on the counter, out of sight if not out of mind, and the conversation moved to safer ground: Hailey’s latest veterinary cases, a foaling she’d attended at three in the morning, a dog who’d eaten an entire sock and lived to bark about it. Hannah told stories about someone’s salvage yard, about the pump part he thought he might have, about the creative profanity she’d employed when he quoted her a price that made her eyes cross.

They were finding their way back to each other after the argument. It wasn’t resolved, but they talked and laughed again, leaving the harder questions for another day.

After dinner, Hailey went outside to check the cattle. “One of the heifers was off her feed this morning,” she said, pulling on boots by the door. “I want to make sure she’s okay before it gets dark.”

Hannah watched her go. Then she turned to me, her eyes bright, and took my hand.

“Come with me.”

She led me down the hallway to her bedroom. It was small, much smaller than the guest room at my place, with a single window that looked out toward the barn and walls painted a blue that had faded with time. The bed was narrow, just a double, with a quilt at the foot. There was a dresser, a closet with sliding doors that didn’t quite track right, and on the nightstand, a photograph of the sisters as teenagers, arms around each other’s shoulders, grinning with the particular fearlessness of youth that hasn’t yet learned what it will cost.

Hannah closed the door and kissed me, her tongue quickly sliding into my mouth, and her hands went to the hem of my shirt, pulling it up and over my head before I could help her. I reached for the buttons of her jeans, and she stepped out of them, then her underwear, standing naked in the dim room with the last of the daylight coming through the window and turning her skin gold.

We made love on her narrow bed, slowly, taking our time. She was so wet, I slid in without resistance and bottomed out on the first thrust. She was vocal, biting her lip to keep quiet when her sister might hear through the thin walls. I fucked her so our flesh slapped and after a couple of thrusts I came hard inside her, filling her pussy with my seed.

Afterward, we lay tangled together, sweating in the close heat of the small room, and she pressed her face against my chest and didn’t speak for a long time.

“I don’t want to leave,” she said finally. Her voice was muffled against my skin. “I know what the numbers say. I know what Hailey’s saying makes sense. But this place… Everything I know how to do, I learned here. Every animal I’ve raised, every fence I’ve fixed, every sunrise I’ve watched from that porch. If we sell it, what am I? Who am I, without this?”

I stroked her hair. “You’re Hannah. With or without eighty acres. The land doesn’t make you who you are.”

“It feels like it does.”

“I know.” I kissed the top of her head. “And whatever happens, whatever you decide, that doesn’t change. The work you’ve done here, the life you’ve built, that’s yours. Nobody can take that from you, not even a Realtor with a clipboard and a comparative market analysis.”

She laughed and held me tighter.

We dressed slowly. Hannah found clean clothes in her dresser and pulled them on, and I buttoned my shirt while she watched from the edge of the bed, her hair wild around her shoulders.

“I should get going,” I said. “It’s getting late.”

“I know.”

We walked out to the kitchen together. Hailey was there, washing the dinner dishes, her back to us, and she turned when she heard our footsteps.

“All good?” she asked. Her eyes moved from Hannah to me, taking in our rumpled clothes, Hannah’s flushed cheeks, the general dishevelment of two people who had very clearly not been discussing farm finances for the past hour.

“All good,” Hannah said. She crossed to her sister and hugged her, a proper hug, arms around Hailey’s neck, and Hailey held her with one hand still wet from the sink.

I gathered my keys from the counter. Hannah walked me to the door, and on the porch steps, with the night air cool around us, she kissed me goodbye. A long, slow kiss, and when she pulled back, she was smiling.

“Drive safe,” she said. “Text when you get home.”

“I will.”

She glanced back toward the kitchen, where Hailey stood in the doorway, watching us. Then Hannah looked at me and said, quietly, “You can hug her too, you know. She won’t bite. Probably.”

I crossed the porch to where Hailey stood. She was drying her hands on a dish towel, her eyes on mine.

“Thank you,” she said. “For today. For listening. For not… for being who you are, instead of who I thought you might be.”

I opened my arms, and she stepped into them without hesitation. She was smaller than she seemed, her body compact and strong against mine, and she tucked her face against my chest the way her sister had, and I held her there, my hand on the back of her head, feeling the fine strands of her hair between my fingers.

When she pulled back, her cheeks were pink and her eyes were bright, and she didn’t quite meet my gaze. “Goodnight, Ryan,” she said.

“Goodnight, Hailey.”

I walked to the Porsche in the darkness, started the engine, and backed down the driveway with the headlights sweeping across the barn, the pastures, the low timber house.

I drove home with the windows down and the night air filling the car, and the image that stayed with me was Hailey’s face when I’d hugged her, the way she’d pressed against me, the trust in that gesture from a woman who gave her trust so rarely that when she offered it, you felt the weight of the gift long after she’d taken it back.


Chapter 7

The property valuation arrived in my email on a Thursday morning, printed and folded in my jacket pocket as I drove back to Hannah and Hailey’s farm. The numbers told a story the sisters already knew, but seeing it in black and white from a Realtor who specialized in agricultural land made it harder to ignore.

I parked the Porsche beside Hannah’s blue sedan. The patches on the barn roof stood out against the faded red. The wire fencing ran straight where it was new and sagged gently where it wasn’t. The cattle grazed in the far pasture, black shapes against yellow grass. Everything looked exactly like what it was: a property that had been loved hard and worked harder by people who had given it everything they had.

Hannah came out of the barn when she heard the car. She wore the same jeans, a different flannel, her blonde hair tied back in a loose ponytail. She smiled when she saw me, which warmed my heart.

Hailey appeared on the porch a moment later. She wore scrubs, fresh from a morning call, her hair pulled back tight. She watched me cross the yard, and her eyes went to the folder in my hand. She knew what was in it.

We sat at the kitchen table. The same scarred pine surface, morning light coming through the window. Hannah made coffee without asking.

“I talked to the Realtor we discussed, the one who handles agricultural properties,” I said. “Someone who doesn’t know you, doesn’t know me, just looked at the land, the improvements, the comps in the area, and gave me a range.” I opened the folder and slid the paper across the table. “This is what he thinks you could list for, assuming normal market conditions and a sixty-day closing.”

Hailey picked up the paper. Her eyes moved down the page, taking in the numbers, the breakdown by acreage and improvements, the comparable sales. She read slowly and thoroughly.

Hannah leaned over her sister’s shoulder. I watched her face as she saw the number. She stared at it for several seconds, then sat back.

“It’s enough,” Hailey said steadily. “After paying off both mortgages, the equipment loan, covering selling costs… we’d walk away with something. We wouldn’t be bankrupt.”

“That’s the picture,” I said. “You clear your debts. You have a cushion. Not life-changing money, but breathing room. Freedom from the monthly payments, from watching the maintenance list get longer while the cash gets shorter.”

Hannah looked at the ceiling, then at the window, then at her hands on the table. “So we sell. We pay everything off. Then what?”

The question hung in the kitchen. I’d expected it. Every conversation about selling eventually arrived here.

“Then we find somewhere to live,” Hailey said. “I have my practice. My income is steady. We could rent something. Not in Sacramento, maybe, but nearby. Somewhere with enough land that we could keep a horse or two, if we wanted.”

“Rent,” Hannah repeated. “Have you looked at rents lately? Anything with land, anything that isn’t a studio apartment above a laundromat, costs more than our mortgage payment. We’d be burning cash every month. We’d escape one financial problem just to create another one.”

“Buying something else isn’t realistic either,” I said. “Not with what you’d net. You’d be taking on new debt, probably at a higher rate than what you’re carrying now. The math doesn’t improve.”

“So we’re supposed to sell the only home we’ve ever known so we can… what? Live in someone’s converted garage? Sleep on a futon in your waiting room?” Hannah’s voice sharpened. “I’m not doing that, Hailey. I’d rather keep fighting with the roof and the well pump than end up paying some landlord twelve hundred dollars a month for the privilege of not owning anything.”

The sisters looked at each other across the table. They’d spent years sharing the responsibility for this place, Hannah keeping the physical structure together while Hailey handled the financial side.

“There’s another option,” I said.

They both turned to me. Hannah looked hopeful. Hailey watched me carefully, the same way she had the first time I’d met her in my stable.

“My estate has room. More than enough. You’d each have your own space with plenty of privacy. The stable’s already there. You could bring your gelding, Hannah. Hailey could continue her practice exactly as she does now. The commute might even be shorter, depending on where her clients are.” I kept my tone even. “I’m not against having both of you there. The house was built for more people than live in it now. The guest wing is empty. You’d be welcome.”

Hannah looked at me, then at her sister, and broke into a wide smile.

“Yes,” she said. “Yes. That’s… Ryan, that’s perfect. I’m already there half the time anyway. I love the horses. I love Nathalie. Viktoria and Olivia feel like friends already. And you…” She reached across the table and took my hand. “You know how I feel about you. Moving there wouldn’t feel like moving. It would feel like coming home.”

I squeezed her hand. The enthusiasm was pure Hannah, leaping before looking, and I loved her for it.

Hailey looked down at the valuation, then at her sister’s hand in mine, then toward the kitchen window.

“Hannah moving in with her boyfriend is one thing,” she said quietly. “Her identical twin moving into her boyfriend’s home is… something else.”

“I understand that,” I said. “You’d have your own room. Your own bathroom. Your own life. Nothing about your veterinary career changes. Nothing about your independence changes. You wouldn’t be making any romantic commitment to me simply by living under the same roof. You’d be a tenant who doesn’t pay rent. A friend who needs a place to stay. Whatever label makes you comfortable.”

“I’d be your girlfriend’s sister,” Hailey said. “Living in your house. Watching you and my sister build a life together while I… what? Exist in the guest wing? Try not to feel like a third wheel at dinner?”

“You’d be Hailey Winters. The woman who fixed my horse’s abscess and reads balance sheets for fun and cares more about her sister’s happiness than her own comfort. You’d be exactly who you are, in a house full of people who already like you exactly as you are.”

The color climbed her neck. She pressed her lips together and looked at the table. “I appreciate the offer,” she said. “I do. More than I can say. But I need time to think about it. This isn’t… this isn’t a small decision.”

“No one’s asking you to decide today,” I said. “The offer stands. Whenever you’re ready, whatever you decide. No pressure, no timeline.”

She nodded, and some of the tension left her shoulders.

Hannah watched her sister for a moment before speaking.

“Knowing we have somewhere to go,” she said slowly, “changes everything. Doesn’t it? The biggest reason to keep this place has always been that we had nowhere else. No safety net. No plan B. If we sell and have nowhere to land, we’re just trading one set of problems for another. But if we have the estate…” She looked at Hailey. “The estate is a solution.”

Hailey met her sister’s gaze, then nodded once.

I left them with the valuation. They needed to talk, just the two of them, without me in the room. I walked outside with the autumn air cool against my face and the sound of the sisters’ voices carrying through the kitchen window behind me, working through the numbers and what leaving the farm might mean.

* * *

Later, I found them in the back pasture, walking the fence line together, Hannah’s arm linked through her sister’s, their blonde heads bent close in conversation. They stopped when they saw me coming across the grass, and their posture told me they’d reached a conclusion without me.

Hannah’s eyes were red from the effort of holding tears back. Hailey looked composed, but her hand held her sister’s elbow firmly.

“We’ve been talking,” Hailey said.

“I figured.”

“Walk with us?” Hannah asked carefully.

We walked the perimeter of the property. Hannah led, one hand trailing along the top wire of the fence, her boots leaving prints in the dry grass. The farm was beautiful in the autumn afternoon, even with its weathered barn and sagging fences.

“Mom planted those apple trees the year after Dad left,” Hannah said, pointing toward the orchard that ran along the east fence. “She said we needed something that would outlive us. Something that would keep giving even when everything else felt like it was taking.” She smiled faintly. “They’ve never produced a decent apple. Every fall we get these tiny, sour, rock-hard things that the deer won’t even eat. But she was right about one part. They’re still here.”

“Dad built the barn,” Hailey said quietly. “The original structure was already here. But he framed the addition, the north wing where the tack room is. I remember watching him work. He’d let me hold the nails. Hannah had no interest. She’d just sit in the dirt and eat handfuls of it while Mom screamed from the porch.”

Hannah laughed, though the sound caught in her throat. “I was an efficient child. If it wasn’t nailed down, I’d eat it.”

“We found her wedding ring in the well pump housing,” Hailey said. She was looking at the barn, at the timber her father had raised with his own hands. “After he left. Mom must have thrown it in there. Or dropped it. We never asked. Hannah found it when we were cleaning the filter. Years later, and there it was, sitting in the sediment like it had been waiting for us.”

The stories came as we walked. The tire swing their grandfather had hung from the oak beside the house, the rope now frayed to its core but still holding. The creek bed where Hannah had broken her arm at seven, falling from a tree she’d been expressly forbidden to climb. The vegetable garden where their mother had taught them to plant in straight rows, her hands guiding theirs into the dark soil, saying This is how you make something grow. Straight lines, deep roots, and the patience to wait for what you can’t see yet.

By the time we reached the front porch, Hannah had stopped trying to hide her tears. She cried quietly as she sat on the top step, her elbows on her knees, looking out at the yard where her blue sedan sat with its hood open and tools scattered across the engine block.

“I always thought I’d grow old here,” she said. “I thought I’d fix every fence and feed every animal and watch every sunset from this porch until I was too old to climb the steps, and then Hailey would have to carry me up, and we’d laugh about it, and that would be enough. That would be the whole thing. This place, her, me, and enough work to fill the days.” She wiped her face with the heel of her hand. “Stupid, right? To plan your whole life around a piece of land that was never really yours to begin with.”

“It’s not stupid,” Hailey said. She sat beside her sister, their shoulders touching. “It’s loyal.”

I stood on the gravel below them, my hands in my pockets, and let them talk. This wasn’t my conversation to shape. What they needed from me was presence, not solutions.

“After Dad left,” Hailey said, “Mom worked three jobs. Waitressing during the day, cleaning offices at night, weekends at a gas station off the highway. She’d come home at two in the morning and fall asleep at the kitchen table with her uniform still on. Hannah and I would find her there when we woke up for school.” She looked at me. “We were eight. We made our own breakfast. Packed our own lunches. Did our homework at the kitchen table while Mom slept upstairs because she’d finally made it to a bed. We learned to be quiet. We learned to take care of each other. We learned that adults leave, and systems fail, and the only thing you can count on is the person standing next to you.”

Hannah reached for her sister’s hand. Their fingers interlaced on the step between them, two identical hands, one callused from fence posts and feed bags, the other from years of veterinary work.

“I’ve been so afraid,” Hannah said. “All this time. Afraid that if we let this place go, we’ll end up like Mom. Working until we collapse. Living paycheck to paycheck in some apartment with thin walls where we can hear the neighbors fighting. I thought if I just held on tight enough, worked hard enough, fixed enough things… I could keep us safe. I could be the one who didn’t fail.”

“You didn’t fail,” Hailey said. She turned to face her sister fully. “Hannah. Look at me. You did not fail. You held this place together with your bare hands while I was in school. You kept the roof over our heads and the animals fed and the lights on. That’s the opposite of failure. That’s…” She stopped, searching for the word. “That’s extraordinary. And it’s also enough. You’ve done enough.”

I stepped onto the porch and sat on Hannah’s other side. I put my arm around her, and she leaned into me, her face against my chest, and I held her while she cried. Then I reached for Hailey with my other arm. She paused before coming closer, tucking herself against my side, her face pressed into my shoulder.

We sat there on the porch steps, the farm around us, and for a few minutes nobody spoke.

When Hannah finally lifted her head, she looked at the yard, at the barn, at the apple trees her mother had planted. “Keeping this place because I’m afraid of losing it,” she said, “is keeping both of us trapped. Isn’t it? That’s the truth. I’ve been using this farm as a shield. As long as we’re here, as long as I’m fixing things and feeding animals and pretending the numbers don’t matter, I don’t have to be afraid of what comes next. Because there is no next. There’s just this, forever.” She shook her head. “That’s not fair to you. It’s not fair to either of us.”

Hailey was quiet. Then she said, “I’ve been afraid too. Of pushing you to sell. I knew how much this place meant to you. I watched you pour yourself into every fence post, every broken hinge, every animal that needed tending. How could I be the one to say it was time to let go? How could I look at my sister and tell her the thing she’d fought for all these years wasn’t worth fighting for anymore?” She squeezed Hannah’s hand. “So I didn’t. I let the numbers get worse. I let the list get longer. Because I was more afraid of hurting you than I was of bankruptcy.”

They looked at each other. Then Hannah smiled through her tears and said, “Let’s sell it.”

“Let’s sell it,” Hailey echoed.

The decision felt less like an ending and more like a door opening. They had reached it together after years of being afraid to take the first step.

“Don’t rush the listing,” I said. My businessman’s brain, the part that had built and sold a fitness brand, was already mapping the territory. “The property has qualities. Good soil. Mature trees. That creek bed adds value. The barn, despite the patches, is structurally sound. But it needs presentation, inexpensive cleanup. Minor repairs that make it look cared-for rather than struggling. The right buyer will pay for potential if the potential is visible.”

Hannah nodded, grabbing onto the practicalities. “What kind of cleanup?”

“Start with the obvious. The yard. The broken car parts. The scrap pile behind the barn. Haul whatever doesn’t belong. Pressure-wash the porch. Paint the front door. Replace the hinges on the barn doors, the ones that squeal. Little things that signal maintenance rather than neglect.”

“I can do that,” Hannah said. She stood, brushing her palms on her jeans. “I can start today. The yard first. Then the scrap. The hinges I’ll need to order, but I can get the old ones off tonight.” She looked at Hailey, then at me, suddenly energized. “This is good. This is actually good. We’re not giving up. We’re preparing.”

She kissed me, then bounded down the steps toward the barn where her tools waited. I watched her go. Fixing things was how Hannah loved, and now she had something she could do instead of sitting with the pain of leaving.

Hailey stayed on the step beside me. Her eyes followed her sister, worry and pride clear on her face.

“She’ll be okay,” I said.

“I know,” Hailey said. “She always is.”

* * *

The next morning, I drove them all over in the Porsche. Nathalie rode beside me, her camera bag on her lap, talking a mile a minute about lighting and composition and how she’d need at least three hours of good sun to get the shots she wanted. Viktoria and Olivia rode in the back, both of them wearing clothes they didn’t mind getting dirty, which for Viktoria meant an old sweater and for Olivia meant the same boots she wore to muck stalls. We were heading to the twins’ farm, helping them make the place presentable for sale.

Hannah was in the yard when we pulled in, already hauling scrap metal to a pile near the barn. She straightened when she saw us, and surprise gave way to a smile. “What’s all this?” she called.

“Reinforcements,” I said. “You said you wanted to clean the place up before listing. These three are better at making things look good than anyone I know.”

Nathalie was already out of the car, camera in hand, circling the farmhouse and studying it from different angles. “The light’s perfect right now. Morning sun on the east face, those trees casting just enough shadow to add depth. Hannah, does the porch swing still work?”

“It creaks.”

“Perfect. Creaks are character. Character sells.” Nathalie adjusted her lens. “I need you to walk me through the property. Every building, every view, every spot that means something to you. I’ll take the photos, but you tell me the stories. The listing needs both.”

I explained it to Hannah while the others unloaded. “Nathalie has an eye. She’s been taking pictures before we met. She knows how to make a space look like somewhere people want to be, even when the space itself is…” I glanced at the patched barn roof. “Challenging.”

“You’re saying she can make this place look good enough that someone will want to buy it.”

“I’m saying she can make it look like what it is. A farm with good bones and a lot of history. The right buyer will see that.”

Hannah looked at Nathalie, who was already crouching in the dirt to frame a shot of the farmhouse with the orchard behind it. “She’s really good, isn’t she?”

“The best.”

The work divided itself naturally. Olivia took the practical cleanup: the scrap pile, the broken car parts, the debris behind the barn that had accumulated over years of making do. She sorted metal from wood, salvageable from trash, her auburn hair tied back under a bandana. When Hannah showed her the vegetable garden, Olivia knelt in the soil and began pulling weeds from between the tomato plants, her hands finding the roots by feel.

Viktoria claimed the farmhouse interior. She’d brought cleaning supplies, fresh towels, a bundle of wildflowers from our garden that she arranged in a mason jar on the kitchen windowsill. She opened every curtain, wiped every surface, rearranged furniture to let in more light. When Hannah peered through the screen door an hour in, the kitchen, the same kitchen where we’d spread financial records across a scarred pine table, looked warm and inviting.

“Did you move the table?” Hannah asked.

“Three inches toward the window,” Viktoria said. “The light hits it better here. Makes the wood look richer.”

“It does look richer.”

“That’s the point. People don’t buy houses. They buy the feeling they get standing in them.”

Nathalie and Hannah worked as a pair. Hannah led, pointing out the features she wanted captured: the barn’s timber framing, the creek bed where she’d broken her arm, the mature oak with the frayed tire swing. Nathalie followed, camera to her eye, finding angles Hannah hadn’t considered. She had Hannah stand on the porch, one hand on the railing, looking out at the pasture. She photographed the apple trees from below, the branches against the sky. She lay on her stomach in the grass to get a low-angle shot of the farmhouse with the hills behind it.

“It’s weird,” Nathalie said during a water break, sitting on the porch steps with her camera in her lap. “I learned this stuff taking pictures of myself in bedrooms with bad lighting, trying to make twenty square feet look like somewhere worth paying to see. Now I’m doing it for an actual farm. With actual horses. Life is strange.”

“You’re good at it,” Hannah said. She sat beside Nathalie, their shoulders touching. “Really good. I’ve lived here twenty-three years and I’ve never seen this place the way you’re showing it. You make it look… I don’t know. Like somewhere I’d want to live, if I didn’t already live here.”

Nathalie smiled. “That’s the idea. Though personally, I think the real selling point is the current occupants. Two hot blonde twins with a veterinary degree and a work ethic that would put most men to shame. We should put you both in the photos. Standing in the pasture with the cattle. Very… pastoral. Very… profitable.”

Hannah laughed. “I think that might violate some kind of Realtor ethics.”

“Probably. But the views would go through the roof.”

I moved between work zones, checking progress, offering direction where it was wanted. My role was less physical and more strategic. I walked the property with a buyer’s eye, noting what a prospective owner would see first: the sagging fence line, fixable; the patched roof, concerning but not catastrophic; the mature trees, valuable; the creek, a premium feature. I had Hannah focus on the creek bed, clearing the deadfall and exposing the stone. I had Olivia tidy the vegetable garden because it showed that someone cared for the property.

By mid-afternoon, the difference was visible. The yard was cleared. The scrap pile had been reduced to a neat stack of salvageable metal beside the barn. The farmhouse windows gleamed. The vegetable garden rows stood straight and weed-free, the tomato plants staked properly for the first time in what might have been years. Nathalie had taken over two hundred photos, culling as she went, her laptop open on the porch steps where she reviewed each shot and discarded anything that wasn’t good enough.

Hannah stood in the center of the yard and turned slowly, taking it all in. “I don’t know what to say,” she said. “You all just… showed up. On your day off. To pull weeds and haul scrap and take pictures of a farm that isn’t even yours.”

“It’s yours,” Viktoria said simply. She was wiping her hands on a rag, dirt smudged across one cheek. “That’s enough.”

“It’s more than enough,” Olivia added. She sat on the porch steps beside Nathalie’s laptop, a water bottle between her knees, her face flushed from hours in the sun. “This is what families do. They show up. Even when it’s messy. Especially when it’s messy.”

* * *

After we’d eaten, Hannah, Nathalie, Olivia and Viktoria were inside looking at the photos, choosing which to use. I was outside with Hailey, who sat with her knees drawn up, her arms wrapped around them, watching the pasture where the cattle had gathered near the water trough. She’d changed out of her scrubs into jeans and a faded blue sweatshirt, her blonde hair loose around her shoulders. For the first time since I’d known her, some of the tension had left her body.

“Thank you,” she said, looking at the cattle, the grass, the hills beyond the property line. “For today. For bringing them. You showed up with people who care and helped us see this place through eyes that aren’t desperate. I didn’t realize how much we needed that.”

“You’re doing the hard part,” I said. “We just helped with the cleanup.”

“It was more than that.” She turned to look at me, her eyes clear and direct. “It matters, Ryan.”

We sat in silence for a while. The light was fading, and the temperature had begun to drop. Hailey pulled her sweatshirt sleeves over her hands.

“I’ve been thinking about your offer,” she said. “The estate. More than I expected to. It makes practical sense. God knows it makes financial sense. And I like them. Viktoria, Nathalie, Olivia. They’re… they’re good people. The kind of people who show up on a Saturday to pull weeds for someone they barely know. That says something.”

“It does.”

“But moving in with my sister’s boyfriend…” She trailed off. “It feels complicated. In ways I’m not sure I’m ready for.”

“You don’t owe me an answer,” I said. “The offer stands. Whenever. However. No pressure.”

She nodded. Her eyes found mine and held.

I said, “Can I ask you something?”

“Sure.”

“Am I imagining it? The way you’ve been looking at me since… I don’t know. Since the kitchen table. Since the hug. Since before that, maybe.”

The color climbed her neck. She looked down at her hands, at the sweatshirt sleeves pulled over her knuckles, and the blush spread from her collarbone to her cheeks.

“No,” she said quietly. “You’re not imagining it.”

I waited. She didn’t offer more, and I didn’t push.

“It feels strange,” she said after a moment. “Hannah’s already your girlfriend. That’s… that’s not nothing. That’s my sister. My identical twin sister, who I’ve shared everything with since before we were born, and now she’s serious about you, and I’m sitting here feeling things I have no business feeling, and the whole situation is…” She shook her head. “Complicated doesn’t begin to cover it.”

“It doesn’t have to be resolved tonight,” I said. “Feelings aren’t problems. They’re information. You can sit with information as long as you need to.”

She looked at me. “How are you so calm about this? This should be a disaster. This should be the kind of situation that ends with someone getting hurt and everyone regretting everything.”

“Because I trust you,” I said. “And I trust Hannah. And I trust that whatever happens between us, whatever this is, we can handle it without rushing anything.”

She was quiet. Then she smiled. She held still, her eyes on mine, and the space between us narrowed until I could feel the warmth of her breath against my face. I moved slowly, giving her every chance to retreat, and when my lips touched hers, she met me.

The kiss was brief. A few seconds, no more. Her lips were warm, and she tasted like her sister but slightly sweeter. When my hand found her jaw, her skin was hot under my fingers. She kissed me back, then gently pulled away.

Her eyes were wide. Her breath came quick. She pressed her fingers to her lips, then lowered her hand to her lap, the blush spreading to her ears.

“I need time,” she said steadily. “This is… I need to figure out what I’m doing. What I want. What this means. I can’t… I can’t just jump. Not the way Hannah does. I need to look first. I need to be sure.”

“I understand,” I said. And I did. Hannah reached. Hailey considered. Neither approach was wrong.

“Thank you,” she said. “For letting me set the pace.”

“Most men haven’t had the privilege of knowing you.”

She smiled at that and reached across the space between us to take my hand. Her fingers were cold. I wrapped mine around them, and we sat there on the porch steps as the light faded completely and the first stars appeared above the barn roof.

“You and your girls should head home,” she said. “It’s getting late.”

“We should … just a minute longer.” That made her smile.


Chapter 8

The message from Hannah arrived early, before I’d finished my breakfast. Two words, We’re coming. A minute later, a longer text explained they were riding over just to spend the day. Her gelding and Hailey’s mare, the trail dry enough after the last rain. She’d convinced her sister to come. That was the phrase that stayed with me: convinced her sister.

I told the girls. Nathalie was already in the kitchen, cutting fruit, and she set the knife down and grinned. “Both of them? On horses? This is going to be good.” Viktoria looked up from her laptop at the island and smiled. Olivia, who had been watering the kitchen garden through the open door, came inside wiping her hands on her jeans. “Should I make extra lunch?” she asked.

“Definitely,” I told her.

By ten, the sound of hooves on the gravel drive brought us all to the porch. Hannah rode first, her gelding’s head bobbing at a relaxed walk, Hannah easy in the saddle with one hand on the horn and the other holding the reins loose. Behind her came Hailey on a chestnut mare, a lighter-built horse with a smooth gait and alert ears. Hailey sat straighter than her sister, her hands quiet on the reins.

They dismounted together. Hannah dropped to the ground and tossed her reins to me with a smile. Hailey stepped down more carefully, adjusting her shirt before she looked up. The difference between them was visible even before they spoke: Hannah already at home, Hailey still getting comfortable.

“Welcome,” I said. “Both of you.”

“Thank you for having us,” Hailey said. She smoothed her hair, a gesture I’d seen her make when she was nervous. “Hannah insisted.”

“I did not insist,” Hannah said. “I presented a compelling case based on the superior quality of your coffee and the fact that my sister has been staring at the same four walls for nearly two decades.”

“I have clients.”

“You have a day off. I checked your calendar. Don’t look at me like that, I didn’t forge your signature. I just looked.”

I took their horses to the stable. Both were cool and dry, the ride gentle enough that they hadn’t worked up a sweat. Pearl whinnied from her stall when she heard new horses, and Hannah’s gelding answered.

When I came back to the house, the kitchen had the energy of women who were still getting to know each other but had decided not to be strangers about it. Olivia was showing Hailey the garden, walking her through the raised beds, pointing out which herbs were which. Viktoria had Hannah at the island, talking about the listing photos, the feedback they’d gotten from the Realtor. Nathalie moved between conversations, adding commentary wherever she thought it was needed, which was everywhere.

I stood in the doorway and watched. This was what I’d been hoping for: Hailey here not as Pearl’s veterinarian or as Hannah’s worried sister, but as herself. As someone who might, eventually, belong.

By late morning, the distance Hailey had maintained had begun to shrink. She sat at the kitchen table laughing at something Nathalie said about a client’s dog who’d mistaken a taxidermy raccoon for a friend. Her laugh was quieter and more contained than Hannah’s, but genuine.

A little later, I found Olivia and Hailey on the terrace. They sat on the low wall that bordered the hot tub, their legs dangling, facing the pasture where the horses grazed. Olivia was talking, her hands moving as she spoke, and Hailey listened closely.

“It felt strange at first,” Olivia was saying. “I kept thinking I was intruding. That I’d walked into someone else’s life and there wasn’t room for me.” She picked at a loose thread on her jeans. “But that wasn’t true. They made room. Ryan made room. He’s good at that. Making space for people who need it, even when he doesn’t realize that’s what he’s doing.”

Hailey nodded. “And you’re happy here?”

“I’m happier than I’ve ever been.” Olivia said it simply. “It’s not perfect. We argue. We get on each other’s nerves. Viktoria rearranges the kitchen cabinets when she’s stressed and Nathalie leaves her boots exactly where people will trip over them. But it’s fun. It’s people who chose each other, and keep choosing each other, even on the days when choosing is hard.”

I stepped back from the terrace door before they saw me. Some conversations weren’t meant for eavesdropping.

Inside, Viktoria had Hannah cornered at the island with a cup of tea, discussing what moving in would mean.

“If you move in,” Viktoria was saying, “you need to know that nobody here thinks in terms of territory. Not mine, not hers, not his. The house is big enough that everyone gets their own space, but the life we build is shared. That’s the only way it works.”

“I’m not worried about territory,” Hannah said. “I’m worried about Hailey. She overthinks everything. She’ll convince herself she’s imposing even if we’re standing in the doorway holding her luggage.”

“She won’t be imposing,” Nathalie said from the couch, where she was flipping through a magazine without reading it. “She’ll be family. Same as you. Same as Olivia. Same as me and Viktoria. Ryan collects strays. It’s his thing. You’re just the latest model.”

“Gee, thanks.”

“You’re welcome. I’m very supportive.”

I caught Hailey alone in the hallway later, on her way back from the bathroom. She stopped when she saw me, and for a moment neither of us spoke. The memory of the kiss on her porch steps was still there between us.

“You seem more comfortable today,” I said.

“I am.” She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “It’s easier when Hannah’s here. She does the talking. I just… exist.”

“You do more than exist.”

She smiled. “I’m still considering your offer. About moving in. After the farm sells. I haven’t decided. There’s a lot to figure out. My practice. Where I’d keep my truck. Whether I’d feel like myself in a house this size.” She paused. “But being here helps. Seeing it. Seeing them. It makes the idea less abstract.”

“That’s all I wanted. For you to see it as a possibility, not a commitment.”

She nodded, and I thought she might say more, but Hannah appeared at the end of the hallway.

“Hey,” Hannah said. “You two plotting something?”

“Just talking,” Hailey said.

“Uh-huh. Talking. With the intense hallway stare. I know that look. That’s the ‘we’re having a meaningful conversation but pretending it’s casual’ look. I invented that look.”

“You did not invent that look.”

“I perfected it.” She winked.

I left them to it and went to check on the horses. When I came back, Hannah had Hailey by the wrist, dragging her toward the guest bathroom with the door half-closed behind them. I heard Hannah speaking more quietly than usual, Hailey’s answering murmur, and then Hannah’s bright laugh.

They emerged a minute later. Hailey’s face was pink. Hannah looked delighted, which usually preceded trouble.

Whatever Hailey had told her, Hannah clearly wasn’t upset. She caught my eye across the living room and grinned, but for once she kept whatever she was thinking to herself.

* * *

We ate lunch on the terrace because the day had warmed enough to justify it, the September air carrying the last heat of summer. Olivia had made a frittata with garden vegetables, the eggs from Jody’s hens down the road, and we passed plates around the table while Nathalie told a story about a trail ride that had ended with one of the horses refusing to cross a stream and Olivia falling in trying to coax her. Everyone laughed. Even Hailey, who had been quiet through most of the meal, smiled at that.

The conversation moved to the farm listing, to the Realtor’s feedback, to the offers that had started coming in. Not serious offers yet, but interest. People who wanted to walk the property, see the creek, the barn, the mature trees. Hannah handled this part easily, talking about comps and acreage after memorizing the valuation down to the decimal. Hailey listened, adding corrections when her sister’s numbers drifted, but her mind seemed elsewhere.

Then Hannah set her fork down and looked at her sister across the table.

“So,” she said. “About you kissing Ryan.”

The table went quiet. Olivia’s eyes widened. Viktoria, who had been reaching for the water pitcher, set it down without pouring. Nathalie put her hand over her mouth, but not before a sound escaped that was definitely a laugh poorly disguised as a cough.

Hailey closed her eyes. “Hannah. We discussed this.”

“We did. And now we’re discussing it at lunch. With friends. Who live here. Who will presumably be living with us if certain people stop overthinking things and just admit what they want.” Hannah turned to me. “Ryan. Back me up. Tell her it’s fine. Tell her you’re not secretly horrified that you kissed my identical twin sister who you’ve known for not a long time and who may or may not be moving into your house depending on how this conversation goes.”

I looked at Hailey. Her cheeks were bright pink, her eyes fixed on her plate as though the frittata might offer escape. “It’s fine,” I said. “More than fine. But it’s also Hailey’s to talk about, not mine to share.”

“Thank you,” Hailey said to her plate.

Hannah reached across the table and took her sister’s hand. The teasing dropped away.

“Listen to me,” she said. “I need you to hear this. Whatever you feel for Ryan, you don’t have to protect me from it. I’m okay. What would bother me is watching you talk yourself out of something you want because you’re too busy being the responsible one to let yourself have it.”

The table was quiet. Viktoria nodded. Nathalie, uncharacteristically, said nothing.

“It’s not just about you,” Hailey said finally. She looked up, meeting her sister’s eyes, then mine, then scanning the faces around the table. “It’s about… everything. How fast this has all happened.” She shook her head. “Now I’ve kissed him too, and I’m sitting at his table with his… with all of you, and part of me is still waiting for the other shoe to drop. For someone to say this isn’t real, or it’s too complicated, or I’m moving too fast or not fast enough or in the wrong direction entirely.” She pressed her lips together. “It’s a lot to process. For anyone. But for someone who plans every decision six months in advance, it’s… it’s like being asked to navigate in the dark.”

I set my napkin down. “You don’t have to decide everything at once. The kiss doesn’t obligate you to anything. Not to being my girlfriend, not to moving in, not to any label or commitment you’re not ready for. It was a moment between two people who care about each other. That’s all it has to be, if that’s all you want it to be.”

Hailey looked at me. “Thank you for saying that.”

“Most men haven’t built what he’s built,” Viktoria said quietly. “Most men see complexity and run. Ryan sees complexity and… I don’t know, rearranges the furniture until it makes sense. It’s annoying, actually. Very annoying how good he is at making impossible situations feel possible.”

“That’s his superpower,” Nathalie said. “Along with the disproportionate…”

“Nathalie,” Olivia said.

“What? I’m complimenting him. Disproportionate generosity. That’s what I was going to say.”

“Sure it was.”

The tension broke. Hailey smiled, and some of the color left her cheeks.

Hannah watched her sister, the teasing gone from her face.

“You already know,” Hannah said. “Don’t you? This isn’t about whether you’re attracted to him. You already are. That ship has sailed. The problem is that you’re attracted to him, and you’re my sister, and you’re considering moving into his house with his three other girlfriends, and the whole thing feels like something out of a novel your mother would confiscate.” She leaned forward. “The question isn’t if, Hailey. It’s how. How do you want this to look? How do you want to belong here? What version of this makes sense for you?”

Hailey was quiet for a long time. The remains of lunch were scattered across the table, and beyond the low wall the pasture stretched toward the tree line where the horses grazed.

“I don’t know yet,” she said finally. “But I’m… I’m considering it.” She glanced at me, then away. “That’s as far as I’ve gotten. Considering.”

“That’s enough,” Hannah said. “For now. That’s plenty.”

The conversation moved on. Olivia started clearing plates. Hailey began a story about a client’s parrot who had learned to mimic the sound of a smoke alarm, and Viktoria groaned at the thought of living with a bird like that. Hailey laughed more easily than she had all day.

Later, as afternoon leaned toward evening, Hannah caught my eye across the living room and nodded toward the terrace doors. The message was clear: go talk to her.

I found Hailey outside, alone, sitting on the low wall with her hands in her lap, looking out at the pasture where her mare grazed beside Hannah’s gelding. The horses stood close, their noses almost touching.

“Mind if I join you?” I asked.

She shook her head. I sat beside her, not too close, leaving room between us.

“Your sister is something else,” I said.

“She’s been like this since we were kids. No filter. No patience for people who complicate things that don’t need complicating.” Hailey smiled. “It’s exhausting and wonderful and I wouldn’t change a single thing about her.”

“Neither would I.”

We sat in silence for a while. The horses moved across the pasture, following some equine logic invisible to humans.

“I meant what I said,” I told her. “No obligations. No timeline. Whatever you need.”

“I know.” She turned to look at me. Her eyes were the same blue as her sister’s, but calmer and more measured. “That’s part of what makes this hard. You’re just… letting me breathe. Letting me think. I’m not used to that.”

“Sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry. It’s… it’s good. It’s just new.” She reached across the space between us and took my hand. Her fingers were cool, and they closed around mine more firmly than before.

We sat for a long time like that, watching the sky go orange and pink over the pasture, her hand in mine. Neither of us spoke, but it wasn’t an awkward silence. After a while the horses drifted away from the fence and headed back toward the stable, where the water buckets would be full and the first evening insects were humming just inside the shade.

“I should help you with evening chores,” Hailey said, her thumb running over my knuckles.

“I’d appreciate it.”

We walked together across the lawn and down the gravel path to the barn. The air inside was cooler, touched by the shade and the scent of hay. I closed the big door behind us to keep the bugs out, and we moved through the aisle, checking feed buckets, topping off the water, running hands down legs and under bellies for ticks. It was easy work, the kind that let two people move together without needing to fill the air with talk.

She paused beside Pearl’s stall and reached in to stroke the mare’s nose. The horse’s eyes closed in pleasure. “She’s happy here,” Hailey said. “I can always tell. Horses don’t hide their moods for anyone.”

“I like to think I’m doing right by them.”

“You are.”

She watched Pearl for a moment, her fingers absently rubbing the horse’s cheek. The quiet stretched. “Are you still nervous around me?” I asked softly.

She didn’t turn. “A little.”

“Why?”

Hailey pulled her hand back from the horse and faced me. Her eyes found mine in the dim barn light. “I’m a grown woman,” she said. “But I’ve never met anyone who made me feel quite the way you do. And I don’t know what to do with that.” She shifted, leaning on the stall door. “After the kiss on the porch, I kept replaying it. Not because I regretted it.” She looked away, chewing the inside of her cheek. “I was afraid I wouldn’t want to stop at just a kiss.”

A long pause.

“You don’t have to stop,” I said. “Not unless you want to.”

Hailey looked up at me, searching my face. I stayed still and let her decide. After a moment she took a step closer, then another, and she was in my arms, her body pressed against mine. Then she looked up at me and we kissed once again. I ran my hands up her sides, feeling the shape of her waist through her shirt, the strong line of her back. She broke the kiss with a small intake of breath, then kissed me again, harder this time, her hands on my jaw.

We kissed until we both needed air, then she pulled back and leaned her forehead against my chest.

“I want this,” she said. “I want you. I just… it feels fast. And I’m used to thinking things through before I do them.”

“Then we don’t have to rush.”

She shook her head. “I think maybe I want to rush a little.”

Our lips found each other again, tongues swirling and hands roving. Hailey’s hands slipped under my shirt, exploring my chest, my stomach, the line of my ribs. I tugged her shirt out of her jeans and slipped my hands up her back, feeling the warmth of her skin.

She pulled away just long enough to strip off her shirt. Her bra was pale blue, her skin tanned and unmarked. I slid the straps from her shoulders and unclasped it, letting it fall. Her breasts were round and full, her nipples a dusky pink that tightened as the air touched them. She watched my face as I looked at her, and when I reached to touch her, she closed her eyes and let out a long, slow breath.

“God, you’re beautiful,” I said.

Her hands found the button of my jeans, and she undid it with hands that shook only a little. I stepped out of my jeans and underwear, and she stared openly at my cock, her cheeks pink but her eyes hungry. She reached for it, her hand small against the length and girth.

“Jesus,” she whispered. “No wonder Hannah’s been walking funny.”

I laughed, and she did too. The tension went out of her. She ran her thumb along the vein on the underside, then looked up at me.

“Is it okay if I…”

“Whatever you want.”

She knelt in the hay, the straw flattening under her knees, and brought her mouth to the head. She licked it once, then again, tasting, her tongue careful. She wrapped her lips around it and took me in, inch by inch, her eyes never leaving mine.

She couldn’t take more than half, but she tried, her cheeks hollowing as she sucked me in. Her hand stroked what her mouth couldn’t fit. She gagged, pulled back, and smiled.

“I’ll get better at that,” she said, breathless.

“You’re perfect.”

I pulled her to her feet and kissed her, tasting myself on her lips. She pressed into me, her hands at my hips, then reached for her jeans and pushed them down, taking her underwear with them.

She stood naked before me in the barn light, her body a perfect match for Hannah’s and yet not the same at all. Her pubic hair was a pale triangle, her hips a little wider than her sister’s, her stomach soft above the firm line of muscle from years of physical work. Her pussy was pink and wet, the lips parted already.

She leaned back against a hay bale and pulled me with her. I knelt and spread her legs, running my hands along her thighs, kissing the skin there, then licking the length of her pussy. She was soaked, her taste clean and sharp. I found her clit and circled it with my tongue until she arched her back and grabbed my hair, moaning.

She came quickly, her whole body tensing, her thighs clamping my head. When the spasms passed, she let out a shaky laugh.

“Okay,” she said. “Now I really get what Hannah was talking about.”

I climbed up to kiss her, and she pulled me onto her, guiding my cock to her dripping pussy. She was tight, and I went slow, easing in inch by inch. Her eyes went wide as I stretched her, but she didn’t tell me to stop.

When I was fully inside, she gasped. “God, you’re so deep.”

I fucked her, letting her adjust, then started to slam into her as she started to rock her hips in time with mine. She held me tight, her arms around my back, her nails digging into my shoulders.

We fucked hard, the sound of flesh on flesh loud in the empty barn. I watched her breasts bounce with every thrust, watched the way her mouth opened in a silent cry every time I bottomed out. Her pussy gripped me, slick and hot.

When I felt myself getting close, I tried to pull out, but she wrapped her legs around me and held me in. She didn’t leave me with a choice. I came hard, pumping her full of cum, and she moaned as she felt the heat inside her. I’d marked her. Just as I’d marked her sister. We looked at each other, catching our breaths. Then I pulled out, her pink flesh gaping open before closing.

Afterward, we lay in the hay, my head on her stomach, her fingers tracing circles on my back. The air was thick with sex and straw and the animal heat of bodies spent.

Hailey was quiet for a long time. Then she said, “I think I was always going to do this. I just needed to convince myself it wasn’t a bad idea.”

I kissed her hip. “And?”

She smiled. “Still deciding.”

“Fair.”

She ran her hand through my hair. “But I’m glad I stopped thinking long enough to find out.”

I touched her cheek. “So am I.”

She nodded, then pulled me into another kiss, her hands exploring my face like she was learning it for the first time.

When she finally pulled back, she smiled.

“I don’t regret this,” she said. “Not even a little.”

“I’m glad.”

We dressed in the half-light, picking hay from our hair and laughing at the mess we’d made. I helped her with the buttons on her shirt, and she kissed my cheek when I finished.

Just as we were about to leave the barn, the big door creaked open. Viktoria poked her head in, then stopped short when she saw us.

“Oh,” she said, and smiled. “Sorry. I was just coming to check on Heather. I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s okay,” Hailey said, straightening her shirt. She smiled at Viktoria, and for the first time I saw real warmth pass between them.

Viktoria nodded. “Good. I’ll give you two a minute.”

She closed the door behind her, and Hailey laughed. “Well, I guess everyone will know now.”

“They probably already did.”

She took my hand. “Let’s go inside. I’m starving.”

We walked back to the house together, her hand still in mine.

* * *

That night, the house was quiet. Olivia had retreated to her room to practice piano, the sounds of scales echoing softly from down the hall. Viktoria and Nathalie had left me with Hannah for the night, giving us some time together after everything that had happened that day. Hailey had taken the guest bedroom. I’d kissed her goodnight. I’d offered her to come sleep with us, but she didn’t want to intrude.

Hannah had showered before joining me in the master bedroom, her hair damp. She wore nothing but one of my shirts, which she called a perfect nightgown. She crawled onto the bed and over me, straddling my hips, her hands planted on my chest. She looked at me like she could eat me alive.

“You and my sister,” she said, shaking her head, but she was smiling. “Was it good?”

“I’ll plead the fifth if you want me to,” I said.

She laughed and leaned down to kiss me. “That’s the correct answer.” She traced my jaw with her thumb. “I’m glad she finally admitted it. The way she’s been looking at you for weeks, I was about to have her eyes checked for infection.”

I rolled her off me and she curled against my side, her head on my shoulder, her hand tracing shapes on my chest.

“I never want you to think you have to pick between us,” she said. “Me or Hailey. Or any of them, honestly. I’m not competing. I want her to be happy. I want you to be happy.”

“You are,” I told her. “You make me happy.”

She bit my nipple, gentle but enough to make me yelp. “You’re supposed to say that, but I still like hearing it.”

I lay there with her for a while, her weight warm against me, thinking how different she was from every woman I’d known before. There was no insecurity in her, no need to be the only, the best, the winner. She just wanted to be chosen, and she never doubted she was.

The door creaked open. Hailey peeked in, wearing loose pajama shorts and a tank, her hair pulled back.

Hannah saw her first. “Come in,” she said. “We’re decent. For now.”

Hailey hovered in the doorway. “I was just going to the guest room. I didn’t mean to—”

“Yeah right,” said Hannah, rolling over to face her. “You wanted to see if I was mad. Or jealous. Or both.”

Hailey laughed. “Maybe.”

“I’m not. I’m thrilled.”

“Did you change your mind?” I asked Hailey, remembering the invitation.

“Maybe,” she said shyly. She looked at me, then at her sister. “Are you sure it’s okay?”

Hannah grinned. “If I wasn’t sure, I’d lock the door and throw the key in the pool.” She wiggled her eyebrows. “Live a little, Hailey. You only have one twin.”

Hailey stepped inside, closed the door. She slid into bed on the other side of me, careful at first, then letting her bare leg touch mine under the covers. She lay on her back, hands folded over her stomach, staring at the ceiling.

After a minute, she exhaled. “This would have sounded impossible a week ago. Both of us. With you.”

Hannah snorted. “Speak for yourself. I knew it was going to happen the moment you showed up at the ranch and kept staring at his hands.”

“I did not.”

“You did. You still do.” Hannah reached across me and poked her sister’s arm. “You have a type. It’s called ‘giant and emotionally competent.’”

Hailey laughed and blushed. “Shut up.”

Hannah grinned and rested her head on my chest again. “Sorry. I’m done.”

The three of us lay there, me between them. Hannah looked completely at ease. Hailey was quieter, still adjusting to something that would have sounded impossible to her a week ago. But there was no real awkwardness between us.

Hailey broke the silence. “I don’t know what happens next,” she said. “I’m not good at improvising. And this… all of this… is so far outside what I thought my life would be, I can’t even see normal from here.”

“That’s a good thing,” Hannah said. “Normal is for people who can’t do better.”

Hailey turned her head to look at her sister, and I felt the connection move across me like static. They smiled, the same smile, mirrored on both faces.

Hannah reached for her sister’s hand, across my stomach. Hailey took it, and they held hands over me, fingers twining together.

I didn’t say anything. There was nothing to add. We stayed like that until the rhythm of their breathing evened out, until both their hands went slack. I listened to the sound of the night through the open window, and the quiet that came with knowing that nobody expected me to fix anything tonight. That sometimes, having both twins in bed was less about sex than it was about not having to be alone with your own thoughts.


Chapter 9

Iwoke with Hannah’s face pressed against my chest and Hailey’s hand still resting on my stomach, her fingers curled loose in sleep. Morning light filled the room through the east window, and for a moment I lay there watching dust turn in the air above the bed, listening to their breathing. Hannah slept the way she did everything, all of herself committed to the moment, her body curled against mine with the trust of someone who had never learned to hold back. Hailey slept on her back, her face calm, one arm across her middle, the other stretched toward me. Even in sleep they were different. Hannah reached. Hailey kept a careful distance until she was sure.

Hannah stirred first. She blinked up at me, smiled, and pressed her lips against my chest before burying her face again. “Good morning,” she said into my skin.

“Morning.”

Hailey’s eyes opened a minute later. She looked at the ceiling, then at me, then at her sister wrapped around my side, and color climbed her neck before she could stop it. “I’m still here,” she said.

“You’re still here,” I agreed.

She sat up slowly, the sheet falling to her waist, and ran a hand through her tangled hair. “I should go check on the horses.”

“They’re fine,” I said. “Olivia does morning feed. She’s been up since five.”

Hailey looked relieved, then embarrassed about looking relieved. “Right. Of course.”

Hannah stretched, her body arching against mine, and threw an arm across both of us. “Shower,” she said. “All three of us. Water conservation. Very environmentally responsible.”

Hailey’s eyebrows went up. “That’s not…”

“It absolutely is. Ryan has a water bill. I’m helping.” Hannah was already climbing over me, pulling the sheet with her, heading for the bathroom. She turned at the door, naked and grinning. “Coming?”

The master bathroom was large enough for the absurdity of three adults trying to share one shower. Hannah turned the water hot and stepped under the spray first, her blonde hair darkening as it wet. Hailey paused at the threshold, clutching a towel to her chest, until Hannah reached out and pulled her in by the wrist.

“Stop thinking,” Hannah said. “Just stand here.”

Steam filled the glass enclosure. Water ran down their identical bodies in identical rivulets, and the similarity ended there. Hannah soaped her arms casually, comfortable with her body. Hailey moved more carefully, her hands following the contours of her own skin.

I watched them through the steam. Hannah caught me looking and winked. Hailey noticed and looked away, but she was smiling.

We dried off with towels that were too small for the task. Hannah wrapped hers around her hair and nothing else, padding across the bedroom floor leaving wet footprints. Hailey secured hers properly at her chest and stood with her arms crossed, water beading on her shoulders.

“We need clothes,” she said.

“Viktoria and Olivia,” I said. “They’re about your size. More or less.”

Viktoria was already in the kitchen when we came downstairs. She took one look at the twins in borrowed bathrobes and smiled. “I wondered where my good robe went.”

“Sorry,” Hailey said. “I’ll give it back clean.”

“Keep it. I have three.” Viktoria reached for a mug. “Coffee?”

Olivia appeared from the garden door with dirt on her knees and a basket of late tomatoes. She set the basket on the counter and looked at Hannah, who was wearing nothing but my shirt from the night before, and laughed.

“You can’t go to breakfast like that.”

“Why not? It covers the important parts.”

“Barely,” Olivia said, but she was already heading for the hallway. “I have something that might fit. Come on.”

Ten minutes later, Hannah came back in a faded blue sundress of Olivia’s that hit her above the knee and made her look younger than twenty-three. Hailey wore Viktoria’s gray shirt and a pair of jeans that were a fraction too long, the cuffs rolled twice. They looked like themselves in other people’s clothes, which was its own kind of belonging.

We settled down and started eating. Nathalie was nowhere to be seen, but we were halfway through breakfast when Hannah’s phone rang on the table. She looked at the screen.

“It’s the Realtor.”

She answered, listened for a moment, and went completely still.

“They made an offer,” she said when she hung up. “On the farm. An actual offer.”

Hannah’s fork stopped halfway to her mouth. “What?”

“An offer. Four hundred twenty thousand.” Nathalie set her phone on the table and slid into the empty chair beside Viktoria. “The photos worked. The Realtor said the buyer specifically mentioned the barn shots, the creek, the mature trees. They saw the potential.”

Hannah set her fork down carefully and looked at the number on Nathalie’s screen. “Four hundred twenty thousand,” she repeated. “That’s… that’s more than I thought. That’s way more.”

“It’s a good number,” I said.

“It’s a great number,” Hannah said. “That’s… we could pay everything off and have… I don’t know, a lot left. Right?” She turned to Hailey. “That’s a lot, isn’t it?”

Hailey had gone still. She was looking at the number, then at me, then back at the number. “It depends on the terms,” she said quietly.

I reached for Nathalie’s phone and scrolled through the offer details. The headline number was solid for the market, but the contingencies started on page two. Inspection within ten days. Seller to cover well and septic certification. Seller to include all farm equipment currently on premises. Closing in thirty days. Commission at six percent.

I did the math in my head while the table waited. Four hundred twenty, minus the two mortgages, ninety-eight thousand and sixty-two thousand, minus the equipment loan at eighteen thousand, minus property taxes prorated at four thousand, minus commission at twenty-five thousand, minus title insurance, transfer taxes, and recording fees, call it eight thousand. The net, before accounting for the deferred maintenance the buyer would inevitably find during inspection, came to roughly two hundred five thousand. Then subtract whatever the inspection turned up, which on an eighty-acre farm with a barn that needed a new roof and a well pump from the nineties, would not be trivial.

“Two hundred thousand,” I said. “Maybe a little less, depending on the inspection.”

Hannah’s face fell. “Two hundred? But the offer is four twenty.”

“The offer is four twenty before debt, taxes, fees, commissions, and whatever the buyer asks you to fix after they poke around.” I set the phone down. “It’s not four twenty in your pocket, Hannah. It’s four twenty before reality shows up with its calculator.”

Hailey nodded. She’d been living with these numbers for years. She looked at her sister.

“Oh,” Hannah said. She picked up her fork and set it down again. “So we’re not… we’re not going to be rich.”

“No,” I said. “You’re going to be free. There’s a difference.”

The word hung in the kitchen. Free from monthly payments that had stretched every paycheck for years. Free from watching the maintenance list get longer while the cash got shorter. Free from a property that consumed more than it produced.

Hannah took that in, then nodded once and reached for her coffee.

“Okay,” she said. “So we counter.”

I looked at her. “You want to counter?”

“Why wouldn’t we?” She turned to me. “You don’t like the offer. I can tell. You’ve got that look.”

“What look?”

“The one where you’re already three steps ahead and trying not to be obvious about it.” She smiled. “Tell us what’s wrong with the offer.”

I laid it out. The contingencies were aggressive. Ten days for inspection on eighty acres was unreasonable. Asking the sellers to cover well and septic certification was standard, but combined with the tight timeline, it put all the pressure on Hannah and Hailey. Including all farm equipment was vague. Did that mean the tractor with the failing transmission? The irrigation pump that had given out last week? The thirty-seven items on Hailey’s deferred maintenance list?

“This buyer is moving fast because they think you’re desperate,” I said. “They’re not entirely wrong. You need to sell. But Nathalie’s presentation created enough interest that you’re not negotiating from a position of weakness anymore. You have options. That means you have leverage.”

Hailey was watching me closely, as though she’d suspected this version of me existed but hadn’t seen it operate until now.

“So we counter,” Hannah said again. “Higher price. Longer inspection period. Clarify what equipment stays. Right?”

“Right.”

“And if they walk away?”

“Then we wait for the next offer. The property has good soil. Mature trees. That creek. The right buyer will pay for those things if they’re presented properly.” I glanced at Nathalie, who was sitting very still, her camera bag clutched to her chest. “Which they were.”

Nathalie’s eyes met mine. She didn’t say anything, but the pride in her face was answer enough.

* * *

The twins changed back into their own clothes before we left. The Porsche felt smaller with both of them in it. Hannah rode shotgun, one boot propped on the dash until I gave her a look, then moved it to the floor mat with an apologetic grin. Hailey sat behind her sister, her knees pressed together, hands folded in her lap, watching the familiar road to their farm through the window like she was visiting a hospital patient.

“He’s going to dig in,” Hannah said. “I can feel it. The moment he sees you, he’s going to assume we brought in a ringer and refuse to budge.”

“Then we walk away,” I said.

“We can’t walk away. We need this offer.”

“We need a good offer. There’s a difference.” I turned onto the long gravel drive that led to the farmhouse. The barn stood red against the morning sky, its patched roof visible from half a mile out. “Remember what we discussed. Let me ask the questions. You two answer when it’s about the property. If he tries to go around me to get to you, redirect him back. This isn’t personal. It’s business.”

Hailey leaned forward between the seats. “What if he asks who you are?”

“I’m a friend helping with the sale. That’s all he needs to know.”

The buyer arrived in a Lexus SUV with dealer plates still on it. Mid-fifties, golf shirt, sunglasses pushed up on his forehead, with the tan of someone who spent weekends on golf courses rather than working land. He shook Hannah’s hand first, then Hailey’s, then mine with a fraction more pressure than necessary, his eyes doing the quick inventory men do when they’re sizing up another man in a negotiation.

“Mike Donovan,” he said. “You must be the boyfriend.”

“Ryan,” I said. “I’m advising on the sale.”

“Advising.” He smiled. “Sure.”

The Realtor was a woman in her forties with a tablet and a professional demeanor that didn’t quite mask her discomfort. She led us through the property while Donovan walked a half-step ahead, pointing at features like he was already planning where to put his fishing chair by the creek.

“These mature oaks are what sold me,” he said, stopping beneath the tree with the frayed tire swing. “You don’t see specimens like this anymore. Hundred years old, minimum.”

“Closer to eighty,” Hailey said. “Our grandfather planted them. We have photos.”

Donovan nodded like he’d known that all along. “The creek’s the real gem, though. Year-round flow?”

“Most years,” Hannah said. “It dries to a trickle in August if we don’t get rain, but it’s never gone completely dry. Not in our lifetime.”

I watched Donovan during the walk. He lingered at the creek, running his hand along the stone bank. He spent less time at the barn, glancing at the patched roof and calculating repair costs. When we reached the vegetable garden, now weeded and staked thanks to Olivia’s work, he nodded approval but kept moving. The well housing got a cursory glance. The irrigation pump, still dead on its pad, he pretended not to see.

Back at the farmhouse kitchen table, Donovan laid out his position. The offer stood at four twenty. Inspection within ten days. Seller to cover well and septic. All farm equipment included. Closing in thirty.

“Thirty days is aggressive,” I said.

“The market’s moving. Interest rates won’t wait.”

“Interest rates affect buyers more than sellers in this case. Your offer isn’t contingent on financing.”

Donovan paused. He hadn’t expected me to have read the pre-approval.

“Ten days is tighter than I’d like,” I continued. “There’s the well, septic, structural, electrical, roof, the outbuildings. Fifteen days gives everyone more room.”

“I can do fifteen,” Donovan said. “If we can keep the thirty-day close.”

“Let’s talk about the equipment clause. ‘All farm equipment currently on premises’ is vague. Does that include the irrigation pump that’s currently non-operational? The tractor with transmission issues? The well pump that’s twenty years past its service life?”

The Realtor looked down at her tablet. Donovan’s smile tightened.

“I’m not asking for broken equipment,” he said.

“Then the clause should specify which equipment stays. The tractor and implements, explicitly listed. Nothing else.”

We went back and forth for twenty minutes. Donovan conceded on the inspection timeline. He agreed to clarify the equipment. On price, he held firm. Four twenty was fair market, he insisted. The comps supported it.

After he left, Hannah paced the kitchen floor. “We pushed too hard. He’s going to walk. I can feel it. He had that look, like he was already mentally driving to the next property on his list.”

“He’s not walking,” I said. “He spent twenty minutes talking about the creek. He didn’t once mention the roof or the well. He wants this place, Hannah. Specifically this place. The creek, the trees, the barn timbers. He’s emotionally invested, which means he’ll pay more than he should.”

Hailey sat at the table, her hands flat on the scarred pine surface. “How do you know that?”

“Because I’ve been him. Not the golf shirt part. The part where you find a property that speaks to you and suddenly the numbers become negotiable.” I pulled out a chair and sat across from her.

Hannah stopped pacing. “So we wait.”

“We wait.”

The callback came three hours later, while we were eating sandwiches on the porch steps. The Realtor’s voice came through the speakerphone: four fifty. Fifteen-day inspection. Equipment clause limited to tractor and implements explicitly listed. Closing in thirty days, non-negotiable.

Hannah’s face lit up. “Four fifty. That’s thirty thousand more.”

“About twenty-eight thousand more after commission,” Hailey corrected quietly. She’d done the math in her head faster than I could.

I took the phone. “One more point. The inspection contingency. After inspection, the buyer has the right to request repairs or a price reduction. We want the right to review the inspection findings before any price reduction is negotiated. Seller’s option to repair instead of reduce.”

Silence on the line. Then the Realtor said carefully, “I’ll present it.”

We sat on the porch steps while the afternoon light faded. Hannah had stopped pacing. She sat beside her sister, their shoulders touching, and watched the pasture where the cattle grazed.

“He’ll say yes,” Hailey said.

“He’ll say yes,” I agreed.

The callback came as we were loading into the Porsche to head back to my place. All terms accepted. Four fifty. Fifteen-day inspection. Seller’s right to review findings. Closing in thirty days.

Hannah took the call. She listened and handed the phone to Hailey without speaking. Hailey listened, nodded, said “We accept,” and ended the call.

They stood side by side on the gravel drive, looking at the farmhouse, the barn, the apple trees their mother had planted. Neither of them cried. Hannah reached for her sister’s hand, and Hailey took it. They stood there for a long time while I waited by the car with the engine running, giving them whatever minutes they needed.

When they finally turned toward me, Hannah’s face was composed and Hailey’s eyes were bright. They were leaving the only home they could remember, and the sale was finally happening.

* * *

We drove back to the estate in silence, the twins in the Porsche with me, the radio off and the windows down. Hannah had her hand on my thigh, her fingers tapping idly against the denim. Hailey watched the foothills slide past her window, her profile calmer than I’d seen it before.

The estate looked different when we pulled through the gate. Or maybe I was looking at it differently, through their eyes now. The timber farmhouse with its wide porch. The stable beyond the terrace where Hannah’s gelding would stand beside Pearl. The guest wing with its own bathroom and separate entrance, where Hailey could come and go without feeling like she was walking through someone else’s life. I watched them take it in from the gravel drive. Hailey studied the house for a long moment before looking toward the stable.

Inside, I pulled out my laptop at the kitchen island and opened a spreadsheet. Hannah sat on one side, her chin in her hands. Hailey stood behind her sister, one hand on the back of Hannah’s chair.

“Four hundred fifty thousand,” I said, typing the number at the top. “Minus the first mortgage: ninety-eight thousand.” I entered it. The cell turned red. “Minus the second: sixty-two thousand.” Red. “Equipment loan: eighteen thousand. Property taxes prorated: call it four thousand. Commission at six percent: twenty-seven thousand. Title insurance, transfer taxes, recording fees: eight thousand, conservatively.”

The numbers stacked down the screen. Red, red, red, until the final line: net proceeds before inspection, two hundred thirty-three thousand.

“Then the inspection,” I said. “They’ll find things. They always do. The roof patches. The well pump. The irrigation system. Budget fifteen to twenty thousand for repairs or price reduction. Call it two hundred fifteen thousand net, all said.”

Hannah stared at the screen. “Two fifteen. That’s… that’s it? After selling the whole farm?”

“That’s it,” Hailey said quietly. “After twenty-three years. Two hundred fifteen thousand dollars.”

“It’s not nothing,” I said. “It’s freedom from two mortgages, an equipment loan, property taxes that have been eating you alive. It’s no more monthly payments. No more watching the maintenance list get longer while the cash gets shorter. It’s breathing room, Hannah.”

Hannah was quiet for a long time. She looked at the spreadsheet, then at her sister, then at the kitchen window where the afternoon light came through across the marble.

“I thought it would be more,” she said. “I know that’s stupid. I’ve lived with the numbers. Hailey’s shown me the spreadsheets a hundred times. But hearing it and seeing it…” She shook her head. “Two hundred thousand for everything. Every fence I ever fixed. Every animal I ever raised. Every sunrise from that porch.”

“It’s not for everything,” Hailey said. She put her hand on her sister’s shoulder. “It’s for the land. The buildings. The things that break. The work is still yours. No one can take that from you.”

Hannah looked up at her sister. They held each other’s gaze for a moment.

“You’ll move in after closing,” I said. “The guest wing is ready. Hannah, your gelding comes with you. Hailey, your practice continues exactly as it is. You’ll commute. You’ll have your own space, your own routine. This isn’t about dependence. It’s about choice. You’re choosing this, both of you. That’s the whole point.”

Hailey nodded. “I know.”

“And the two fifteen?” Hannah asked.

“It sits in a savings account until you decide what to do with it. It’s yours. For whatever comes next.”

Hannah looked back at the spreadsheet, but the disappointment had eased. Hailey stood beside her with her shoulders relaxed, no longer staring at the numbers as though another bill might appear.

Hannah turned to me first. She put her hand on my cheek, her eyes serious in a way they rarely were, and said, “Thank you.”

Hailey moved at the same time, from the other side, her hand finding my arm. “Thank you for helping us get here,” she said.

Then they were both kissing me, Hannah from the left, Hailey from the right, their lips warm against my skin. I stood there between them with my hands on the island and let it happen.

I put an arm around each of them and held them there, my girls, these identical women who were nothing alike.

* * *

Olivia lit the outdoor fireplace as the last light left the hills. The flames caught and climbed, throwing warm orange across the terrace where we’d dragged every chair we owned, plus two from the living room that nobody was supposed to move but everyone did anyway. The hot tub steamed beside us, unattended for once, its blue light glowing under the surface.

Jody arrived with a basket of bread still warm from her oven and a bottle of wine she’d been saving. She hugged Olivia first, then me, then greeted Hannah before turning to Hailey.

“So you’re Hailey,” she said. “I’ve been hearing plenty about you.”

Hailey glanced at Hannah. “Should I be worried?”

“Probably,” Jody said.

“We’re identical,” Hannah said. “That’s the special part. He can’t tell us apart in the dark.”

“I absolutely can,” I said.

“You really can’t,” Hailey murmured.

Viktoria had set out glasses and plates on the long table we usually reserved for summer lunches. Nathalie came from the house with her camera, took one look at the scene, and set it down on a chair. “Tonight’s not for documenting,” she said. “Tonight’s for being in.”

We ate outside because the night was warm enough and because celebrations, in my experience, expanded to fill whatever space you gave them. Olivia’s food included roasted vegetables from the garden, the venison I’d grilled, and bread from Jody’s basket torn into pieces and passed hand to hand. Wine for everyone except Viktoria, who didn’t drink and nursed a glass of sparkling water with lime.

I raised my glass when the plates were half-empty and the conversation was flowing. “I want to say something about Nathalie,” I said.

Nathalie looked up, a piece of bread paused halfway to her mouth.

“Those photos. The ones you took at the farm. The Realtor told me the buyer specifically mentioned three of them. The barn timbers. The creek in morning light. The tire swing under the oak. Those images helped get the right buyer through the door. He specifically mentioned the barn, the creek, the tire swing. That gave us something to work with when the first offer came in, and we ended up with another thirty thousand and better terms. So.” I lifted my glass higher. “To Nathalie. Who somehow parlayed a career taking pictures of herself in bedrooms with bad lighting into a side gig as an agricultural real estate photographer. Life is strange.”

The table laughed. Nathalie’s cheeks went pink, but she was smiling. “It’s not that strange,” she said. “When you’ve spent two years figuring out how to make twenty square feet look like somewhere worth paying to see, eighty acres is just… more square feet. The principles are the same. Find the light. Find the angle that makes people feel something. Make them want to be there.” She shrugged. “Also, farmhouses have better natural light than most apartments. It’s not a high bar.”

Hannah half-rose from her chair, one hand on the table for balance, her wineglass in the other. “I want to thank everyone,” she said. “Nathalie, for making our broken-down barn look like something out of a magazine. Viktoria, for rearranging our entire kitchen and making it look like people actually lived there instead of just… survived there. Olivia, for weeding a garden that hadn’t been properly weeded since the Clinton administration. Ryan, for…” She paused, looking at me. “For seeing the whole picture when all I could see was the next fence post. For making us negotiate when I wanted to take the first offer and run. For giving us somewhere to land when the landing was the part I was most afraid of.”

She took a breath. Her eyes were wet. “I’m happy,” she said. “I really am. The debt is gone. The monthly payments are gone. The feeling of watching something you love slowly come apart because you can’t afford to hold it together, that’s gone too. But the reality of leaving hasn’t hit me yet. I haven’t packed a single box. I walked through the house today and touched every doorframe like I was memorizing it, and part of me still thinks if I just fix one more thing, if I just patch one more leak, maybe we don’t have to go. And I know that’s not rational. I know selling is the right choice. But the rational part and the part that loves that place have never been on speaking terms, and I don’t expect them to start now.”

She sat down. The table was quiet.

Jody set her wineglass on the table and leaned forward. “Can I say something?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “Land gets in your blood. It just does. I’ve worked my farm for years, and there are mornings I stand on my porch and look at those fields and I think: This is me. This dirt, these rows, the way the east pasture looks in fall, that’s not just where I live. That’s who I am.” She looked at Hannah. “Feeling sad about leaving doesn’t mean you made the wrong choice. It means you loved it well. And loving something well is what makes you capable of loving the next thing well too. The capacity doesn’t go away. It just… relocates.”

Hannah nodded. She didn’t speak, but she reached across the table and squeezed Jody’s hand, and Jody squeezed back.

The conversation moved on. Hailey started a story about a client’s parrot that could recite emergency broadcast system alerts, and Viktoria groaned at the thought of living with a bird like that. Olivia asked Hailey a question about veterinary school that led to Hailey describing a cadaver lab in such vivid detail that Hannah threw a napkin at her sister and said, “We’re eating.”

I moved through the space, topping off glasses, adding wood to the fire, listening to fragments of conversation around me. Hannah had her arm around my waist, her body pressed against my side as she laughed at something Nathalie said. Her hand found mine under the table and held it. Across the fire, Hailey sat on the low wall with her wineglass balanced on her knee, and when our eyes met she smiled and didn’t look away.

Viktoria caught the exchange and leaned toward Nathalie. “He has a type,” she said, loud enough for everyone to hear. “It’s called ‘blonde and about half his age.’”

“Hey,” Olivia protested. “I’m auburn.”

“You’re the exception that proves the rule,” Nathalie said. “Also, you play piano. That’s his other type. ‘Musically talented and financially irresponsible.’”

“I’m not financially irresponsible,” Olivia said.

“None of us are,” Viktoria said. “That’s what makes it a terrible theory.”

They were teasing the twins now, drawing them into the humor of the house without making them feel like outsiders. Hannah gave as good as she got. Hailey watched, smiling, and when Nathalie called her “the serious one” and Hannah objected on her sister’s behalf, Hailey laughed and said, “She’s not wrong.”

Later, when the fire had burned low and people had drifted into smaller groups, I found myself on the sofa with Hannah curled against one side and Hailey sitting close enough that our shoulders touched. Olivia was at the piano in the living room, playing something gentle that carried through the open doors. Viktoria and Nathalie had claimed the hot tub, their voices carrying across the terrace. Jody was in the kitchen, the clink of plates barely audible under the music.

Hannah’s head was on my chest, her breathing slow. Hailey’s hand rested on my thigh, her fingers loose. I put an arm around each of them and sat there in the near-dark, watching the last embers glow in the fireplace.

Hannah stirred against my chest. “I’m going to miss that porch,” she said quietly.

“I know,” I said.

“But I’m not going to miss the well pump. Or the roof. Or the feeling of lying awake at two in the morning wondering if we’ll go bankrupt.”

Hailey’s fingers tightened on my leg. “Neither am I.”

We sat there while Olivia played something older and slower, a piece I didn’t recognize but whose melancholy suited the moment. The fire burned low. The night cooled. Around us, the household wound down toward sleep, and nobody asked me to fix anything.


Chapter 10

The farm looked wrong when we pulled up the driveway, like someone had reached in and hollowed it out. Most of the furniture was gone. The kitchen table, where Hailey had spread the farm records that first day, stood alone in the empty room, waiting for its turn in the trailer. Hannah was on the porch, just standing with her hands on the railing, watching the pasture like she was counting the cattle one last time.

I parked my Porsche and Viktoria, Olivia, Nathalie and I stepped out. We were here to help Hannah and Hailey move.

Hailey met us on the gravel. She wore jeans and a T-shirt, her hair in a tight ponytail. She looked tired.

“She’s avoiding the house,” Hailey said, nodding toward Hannah on the porch. “Won’t come inside. Keeps finding reasons to check the fence line, feed the chickens, tighten the hinges on the barn doors. She’s been out here since five.”

I understood. I’d watched people leave things before. Some people rushed the ending. Others found reasons to put it off.

“I’ll help her with the barn,” I said. “You three take the house with Hailey. Kitchen first, then bedrooms. Label everything.”

Nathalie squeezed Hailey’s shoulder as she passed. “We got this.”

Hailey nodded and led the women inside.

I crossed the yard to where Hannah stood. She didn’t turn when my boots hit the porch steps. Her eyes stayed on the pasture, on the cattle moving slowly in the morning light, on the oak tree with its frayed tire swing.

“The buyers don’t want the cattle,” she said. “They’re keeping the land, leasing the pasture to the neighbor. The cattle go with him. I made sure. In writing. They’ll be okay.”

“They’ll be okay,” I agreed.

She turned then, and the brightness I was used to seeing in her face had dimmed. “I need to check the tack room. One last time. Make sure we got everything.”

We walked to the barn together. The morning light came through the gaps in the siding and laid stripes across the dirt floor. The stalls were empty. The horses had left two days earlier, trailered to my stable where Pearl waited. Only the smell remained, that deep animal warmth of hay and leather and years.

Hannah stopped at the oak post where her grandfather’s initials were carved into the timber. She ran her fingers over the letters, weathered by decades of barn air.

“He built this part,” she said. “My dad helped him. I don’t remember much of it, but Hailey does. She used to sit on that railing and watch them work, handing nails when they asked.”

We moved through the barn, and she showed me the places that weren’t on any floor plan. The beam where she’d carved her height each birthday from age seven to sixteen, the dates and inches climbing the wood. The corner stall where she’d found a litter of kittens one spring, the mother cat long gone, the kittens so small she’d fed them with an eyedropper. The loft where she and Hailey had hidden during thunderstorms, huddled under horse blankets while the roof shook.

Outside, she led me to the creek. The water ran low, just a thread between the stones. She knelt and put her hand in it.

“I broke my arm here,” she said. “Climbing that sycamore. Mom told me not to. I did it anyway, fell twenty feet, landed on the bank. Hailey ran for the house screaming. Mom carried me to the truck and drove sixty miles an hour to the emergency room with one hand on the wheel and the other holding my arm straight.” She smiled. “The doctor said she probably saved me from a worse break. She never let me forget it. For about six months after, every time I wanted to do something stupid, she’d just look at my arm and say, ‘Remember the creek?’”

We walked back toward the house. The well housing stood beside the path, its concrete lid mossed at the edges. Hannah stopped there too.

“This is where we found her wedding ring,” she said. “After Dad left. Hailey was cleaning the filter and her fingers touched metal. A gold band, sitting in the sediment after all those years. Mom never talked about throwing it in. Maybe she dropped it. We never asked.”

By the time we reached the porch, Hannah had grown quieter. She sat on the top step, her elbows on her knees, and looked out at the yard where her blue sedan sat with its hood closed for once, the engine finally fixed.

“It made sense on paper,” she said. “I understood. I still understand. But someone else is going to own this place. Someone’s going to sit on this porch and look at these trees and these fields, and they won’t know about the wedding ring in the well or the height marks on the barn beam or the creek where I broke my arm. They’ll just see eighty acres and a barn that needs a new roof.”

I sat beside her. I didn’t try to convince her she should be happy. She was leaving something she loved. She was allowed to grieve it.

“The memories don’t belong to whoever bought the property,” I said. “They belong to you and Hailey. No deed transfer includes those.”

She nodded, but remained quiet.

Hailey came out through the screen door and sat on Hannah’s other side. Without speaking, she put her arm around her sister’s shoulders, and Hannah leaned into her. They sat facing the empty yard and the pasture beyond, and I put an arm around each of them and held them there.

I held them both, feeling the rise and fall of their breathing, the warmth of their bodies against mine.

“What happened to your mother?” I asked. The question had been there since the first day, in the background of every conversation about the farm and every reference to holding things together.

The twins were quiet. Hannah looked at her hands. Hailey spoke first.

“Cancer,” she said. “Ovarian. They found it late. She was forty-two.”

“It was the stress,” Hannah said flatly. “The doctor didn’t say that. Doctors don’t say things like that. But she worked three jobs, Ryan. Waitressing, cleaning offices, weekends at a gas station. She came home at two in the morning and fell asleep at the kitchen table because she couldn’t make it upstairs. She raised two kids alone on a farm that never stopped taking. Every month was a scramble. Every season was another repair she couldn’t afford. And she never complained. Not once. She just… kept going until her body quit.”

Hailey’s hand found mine on the step between us. Her fingers were cold.

“We won’t go through that,” I said. The promise came out harder than I meant it to. “Not you, not Hannah, not anyone in my care. Whatever happens from here, whatever this becomes, stress like that doesn’t get a vote. Not anymore.”

Hannah looked at me. The tension in her face eased.

“We already feel better,” she said. “Being here, with you, with them.” She nodded toward the house, where through the screen door I could see Viktoria labeling a box, Nathalie wrapping something in newspaper, Olivia carrying a stack of plates to the kitchen. “It’s not just the money. It’s… I don’t know. Not being alone with it.”

I kissed her first, there on the porch step with the empty yard in front of us and the barn behind. Then I turned to Hailey and kissed her too, more carefully, and she met me with her hand on my jaw, her body leaning into mine.

When we pulled apart, both of them were flushed, and Hannah was smiling despite everything.

“We should finish,” Hailey said. “The moving truck will come soon.”

“We should,” I agreed.

But we sat there for a few minutes longer, the three of us on the porch steps of a farm that wouldn’t be theirs by sunset. Nobody moved until Hannah finally stood and brushed her palms on her jeans.

“Okay. Let’s go be grown-ups.”

* * *

The moving truck was packed. Not much to show for twenty-three years: furniture, clothes, a few boxes of keepsakes, the tools Hannah couldn’t bear to leave behind. The rest had been sold or given away or simply abandoned because some things aren’t worth it.

Hannah stood in the driveway with her hands on her hips, looking at the loaded truck like she was double-checking a math problem. “That’s it?” she said. “Twenty-three years, and it fits in one trip?”

“Twenty-three years of living light,” Hailey said. She was leaning against the fender of the truck, arms crossed. “We never accumulated much. Hard to when every spare dollar goes into a roof that leaks anyway.”

“We should walk,” Hannah said. “One last time. All of it.”

So we walked. All six of us, strung out along the gravel path that led from the house to the barn to the creek and back. Viktoria and Olivia walked behind, talking quietly. Nathalie trailed with her camera but didn’t raise it, the lens cap on, the camera hanging at her side like an afterthought. I walked beside the twins, close enough to hear but not so close I crowded them.

They started at the barn. Hannah ran her hand along the timber framing, her fingers finding the grooves and knots she knew by touch. She paused at the post with her grandfather’s initials, then moved on without saying anything.

They moved to the tack room, empty now, the hooks bare where bridles had hung. “This is where I taught myself to braid rope,” Hannah said. “YouTube videos on my phone because we didn’t have wifi. I’d sit in here for hours, making bracelets nobody wanted, until my fingers blistered.”

The farmhouse came next. They stood in each room, naming what had been there. The kitchen, where their mother had fallen asleep at the table. The living room, where a Christmas tree had stood in the same corner every year until the ceiling started leaking too badly to risk the lights. Hannah’s bedroom, the faded blue walls, the window that faced the barn. “I used to lie here at night and count the stars through the gaps in the curtains,” she said. “I got to forty-three once. Then I fell asleep.”

The vegetable garden came next, weeded and staked now, the tomato plants heavy with late fruit. Hannah stopped there for a moment, looking over the rows their mother had planted every spring.

By the time we reached the creek, the twins had slowed. Their voices had gotten quieter. I hung back with the others, giving them the last stretch alone, but close enough that I could still hear them when the wind carried.

They stood at the water’s edge. Hannah knelt and put her hand in the stream, and her shoulders started to shake.

Hailey knelt beside her. She put her arm around her sister’s shoulders and held her while she cried, and I heard her say, “I’m hurting too, Hannah. I know you think I’m not, but I am.”

“You wanted to sell,” Hannah said. “You’ve been ready for years.”

“I wanted us to survive.” Hailey’s hand moved in circles on her sister’s back. “And leaving for school wasn’t the same. When I left for Davis, I knew the farm would be here when I came back. I knew you’d be here, holding it together, keeping the lights on. Every holiday, every break, I drove home and there it was. The porch. The barn. You, waving from the driveway like nothing had changed.” She paused. “This time it’s gone. For real.”

Hannah looked up. Her face was wet, her eyes red. “You never said that. You never said you were scared.”

“I’m saying it now.”

They stayed by the creek for a while longer, talking in voices too low to carry. Then they stood, brushed the dirt from their knees, and walked back toward us where we waited by the Porsche.

Nathalie met them first. She didn’t hug Hannah. She punched her lightly on the arm and said, “You know what you’re not giving up? Horses. Land. Country air. You’re moving to a place with a stable bigger than this barn and pastures that make yours look like a postage stamp. You’re upgrading, farm girl. Act like it.”

Hannah laughed through the last of her tears. “When you put it that way.”

“Plus,” Viktoria said, “you’ll have people who actually know how to cook. Present company excluded.” She nodded toward Olivia, who rolled her eyes.

Olivia stepped forward. She didn’t joke. She took Hannah’s hand and held it. “I understand,” she said gently. “Better than most. Leaving land that’s been in your family… it’s like leaving a person.”

Hannah squeezed Olivia’s hand. “Thank you.”

“We should go,” Hailey said. She was looking at the farmhouse, at the empty porch, at the apple trees their mother had planted. “Before I change my mind.”

Hannah nodded. She took one last look, a long one, her eyes moving over every familiar line of the place. Then she turned to her sister and held out her hand.

Hailey took it. They walked to my car together, these identical women, their fingers intertwined, and nobody said another word until the engines started and the gravel spun under the tires and the farm fell away behind us.

* * *

The estate looked different when we pulled through the gate. Or maybe I was looking at it differently, through their eyes now. The timber farmhouse with its wide porch, the stable beyond the terrace, the guest wing with its own entrance. All of it was familiar to me, but they were coming home to it for the first time.

We parked in the circular drive. The moving truck was already there, and they’d started unloading. Two men in matching polo shirts carried the last dresser down the ramp while a third checked items off a clipboard, and I walked over to the crew leader, a heavyset guy named Marcus who’d been running the job all morning without complaint.

“That’s everything off the truck,” Marcus said, tearing a receipt free and holding it out to me. “Want us to help with placement? Get things into rooms?”

“We’ve got it from here,” I said. “You’ve done enough.”

I pulled the envelope of cash from my jacket, counted out what we’d agreed plus enough extra that Marcus glanced at it twice before folding it into his shirt pocket. “That’s generous,” he said.

“You worked a full day and didn’t break anything. That’s worth something.” I shook his hand, then the hand of the younger guy standing beside him, whose name I hadn’t caught but who looked like he’d spent the entire day hauling boxes. “Appreciate it. Drive safe.”

“Anytime you need movers, you call,” Marcus said. “Not many jobs where the client tips like this and nobody’s screaming about a scratched table leg.”

“We try to keep things simple.”

They loaded the dollies back into the truck, and I stood in the drive with Hannah and Hailey while the engine started and the truck pulled away down the gravel, gears grinding faintly as it turned onto the county road. The sound faded, and then it was just us, the boxes stacked in the entryway, and the afternoon settling over the property.

Hannah exhaled. “That’s it, then. We’re here.”

“You’re here,” I said.

Hailey stood a few feet back, looking up at the farmhouse the way she’d looked at everything that day, carefully, like she was cataloging it before committing to a feeling. “It’s a lot of boxes for twenty-three years of living light,” she said, echoing her own words from that morning.

“We’ll get through it,” I said. “No rush. Nobody’s timing you.”

Jody arrived. She came up the driveway in her car, a basket of something covered with a cloth on the passenger seat, and climbed out easily.

“Moving day,” she said. “I brought bread. And hands. The bread is better but the hands are more useful.”

She hugged Olivia first, then me, then she talked to the twins, asking how the move had gone so far. They were both smiling, and it was great to see.

Once the moving truck was gone, some of the sadness of leaving gave way to the work of settling in. Boxes were carried into rooms that would become theirs, and unpacking began.

Eventually, I found Hannah in the guest wing hallway, standing over a box marked KITCHEN in Hailey’s careful block letters, though it clearly held clothes, a faded flannel sleeve hanging out over the cardboard flap. She was holding a t-shirt up to the light, the fabric gone thin and soft at the collar, a small tear at the hem she’d never bothered mending.

“That one looks like it’s been through a few wars,” I said, leaning against the doorframe.

Hannah smiled and ran her thumb over the tear at the hem. “It has.”

Hailey appeared in the hallway behind her, a box in her arms, and set it down when she caught the tail end of the conversation. “That shirt was from the year we got the tractor,” she said. “Hannah wore it every summer until the collar gave out.”

“It’s not about needing it,” Hannah said. She folded the shirt carefully, more carefully than the fabric probably deserved, and set it in the box. “It’s about where it’s been. New clothes don’t smell like hay and diesel and the inside of that barn. They don’t have grass stains from falling off the fence when I was fourteen.” She looked up at me, and there was no argument in her face, just a kind of patient certainty. “You’re generous. We know that. But some things aren’t about money.”

Hailey nodded, coming to stand beside her sister. “We’re not trying to be stubborn. We appreciate everything you’ve offered, and we’ll take you up on plenty of it. But this,” she gestured at the box, at the flannel and the worn jeans and the boots with the resoled heels, “this is what’s left of home. We’re not ready to trade it in for something that fits better.”

I understood. I’d known enough people who mistook comfort for sentiment and enough who mistook sentiment for weakness, and the twins were neither. They were just holding onto the only proof they had that a life existed before this one, that the years on the farm had been a real struggle. “I respect that,” I said.

* * *

By mid-afternoon, we’d unloaded all the boxes. Hannah had vanished. I found her in the stable, standing in the aisle between stalls, her hand on her gelding’s neck. The horse lipped at her shirt sleeve, searching for treats that weren’t there.

“He likes it,” she said when she saw me. “The stall’s bigger. The footing’s better. And he’s got company.” She nodded toward Pearl’s stall, where Pearl stood watching us with ears forward. “They’ve been talking. I can tell. Horse gossip.”

Nathalie appeared from the tack room with a bridle in her hand. “We’re riding tomorrow,” she said. “Both of us. Early, before it gets hot. And don’t give me that look, Ryan, I know how to sit on a horse without falling off, mostly.”

“Mostly,” Hannah agreed. She turned to me, her face bright for the first time that morning. “I’ve been thinking. Now that I live here, I can help with the stable. The horses. The property stuff. I’m good at that.”

“You’re hired,” I said.

“Pay is negotiable. I accept hugs, kisses and home-cooked meals.”

“We can work with that.”

She laughed and went back to her gelding, and Nathalie followed, already talking about trail routes and creek crossings and whether my property connected to the national forest land to the east. I left them to it and went looking for Hailey.

She was in the guest wing, organizing her closet. I stood in the doorway and watched her fold a shirt, then another.

“How are you feeling?” I asked.

She set the shirt down on the shelf, smoothed it once, and didn’t turn around right away. When she did, her expression was open in a way I hadn’t seen from her before, none of the careful measuring she usually did before answering a question that mattered.

“I’m in love with you,” she said. “I didn’t expect to say that out loud yet, but there it is. And I’m in love with this place. The whole feeling of it. Waking up this morning and not doing math in my head before my feet hit the floor. Not calculating what the well pump costs against what the vet supplies cost against what we owe on the equipment loan.” She shook her head. “I’ve done that every morning for years. Today I woke up and just… existed. For a few minutes before I remembered where I was, I didn’t even know what day it was, because it didn’t matter. Nothing was going to break today that I couldn’t afford to fix.”

“That’s a good feeling to wake up to.”

“It’s terrifying, actually. I keep waiting for the catch.” She stepped closer. “But underneath the terror there’s just this quiet. I feel healthy. I feel like my shoulders have been up around my ears for years and I only just noticed them come down.”

I pulled her in, and she came easily, her arms sliding around my waist, her cheek against my chest. We stood there in the doorway of her closet, surrounded by half-unpacked boxes, and I felt the tension leave her by degrees, the way it does when someone finally believes they’re allowed to relax.

“You’re not going to end up like your mother,” I said into her hair. “I mean that. Not the stress, not the three jobs, not falling asleep at a kitchen table because your body gave out before you could climb the stairs. You’re going to be healthy. You’re going to have a life that doesn’t cost you everything just to keep it running. I’ll make sure of it, and so will everyone in this house, because that’s what we do here.”

She pulled back enough to look at me, her eyes bright but steady. “I believe you,” she said, and she hugged me again. I could feel her smile against my chest.

* * *

Dinner that night felt like something we’d been doing for years. The table was full. Olivia had cooked, venison from the freezer and vegetables from the garden, the bread Jody brought was delicious. We passed plates around without ceremony, everyone reaching for what they wanted and passing the rest.

Hannah sat between Nathalie and me, her plate already half-empty because Hannah did everything at speed, including eating. Hailey was across from her sister, next to Viktoria, cutting her food into precise portions before she took a bite. Olivia sat at the far end with her mother, their auburn heads bent close over some conversation about the garden. Jody held court from the middle, telling a story about a neighbor’s goat that had learned to open screen doors, gesturing as she talked.

Nobody treated the twins like guests. The conversation moved to chores and schedules without anyone asking permission first.

“Stable rotation,” Viktoria said, pointing her fork at Hannah. “You’re on mornings. Olivia does evenings. Ryan tries to help but mostly stands around looking concerned while the horses ignore him.”

“I’m learning,” I said.

“You’ve been learning for months. At this rate, Pearl will be teaching you.”

“Pearl already teaches him,” Nathalie said. “Every time he gets on her, she takes him exactly where she wants to go and pretends it was his idea.”

Hannah laughed. “That’s every horse with every human. They’re all con artists. My gelding’s been running the same scam since he was four.”

The talk turned to meals, to who cooked on which nights, to the garden schedule and which beds needed attention first. Hannah listened closely.

“So let me get this straight,” she said. “I’ve gone from maintaining eighty acres, a barn, a well pump, a roof, and thirty-seven items on a deferred maintenance list to living in a place where I might actually get a day off? This feels fraudulent. Like I’ve hacked the system.”

“What do you want to do?” I asked her. “Now that keeping the farm alive isn’t your full-time job. What interests you?”

She thought about it. Her knife paused halfway through cutting a piece of venison. “I don’t know yet. And that’s… kind of amazing? For years, every decision I made was about survival. Fix the thing that broke today so we can eat tomorrow. There was no ‘what do I want.’ There was only ‘what has to happen.’” She set her knife down. “I need time to figure out what the want part looks like. If that’s okay.”

“It’s more than okay,” I said. “You don’t have to have your entire future mapped by Tuesday. Take the time. The want part is worth getting right.”

Across the table, Hailey was discussing her practice with Viktoria. Clients, scheduling, how the estate would change her driving routes. Her work would continue from a different starting point.

I looked around the table while they talked. Viktoria to my left, her light brown hair loose around her shoulders, explaining something to Hailey. Nathalie beside Hannah, gesturing with a bread roll to emphasize whatever point she was making about trail riding. Olivia at the far end, listening to her mother describe a new planting technique, her fingers absently tracing the rim of her water glass. Jody, warm and steady, part of this world without living in it full-time, her independence intact. And now the twins, Hannah bright and already embedded, Hailey quieter but present in a way that felt permanent.

The household had changed, and changed for the better. Viktoria was first, then Nathalie. Olivia came next, along with her mom. And now Hannah and Hailey were here too, after carrying a farm until it nearly broke them.

* * *

Later, after the plates were cleared and Jody had hugged her daughter goodbye and driven home to her own farm, I found the twins on the terrace. They sat on the low wall that bordered the hot tub, their backs to the water, looking out at the pasture where their horses grazed in the gathering dark. Hannah’s gelding and Hailey’s mare, side by side, the way they’d been at the farm.

I sat between them. Hannah leaned into me immediately, her head on my shoulder. Hailey took a moment longer, then her hand found mine on the stone between us.

“This is really good, Ryan. I know I cried half the morning and probably said seventeen depressing things about well pumps, but… this is good.”

“It’s good,” Hailey agreed.

I put an arm around each of them and held them there while the last light left the hills and the pasture turned dark and the horses became shadows moving against deeper shadow.

“We love you,” Hannah said.

“We do,” Hailey said.

“I love both of you,” I said, holding onto them dearly.


Epilogue

After a month, the twins had settled down. Hailey cut her hours back not long after moving in. She told me over breakfast, “I’m going part-time,” she said. “Three days a week when I can manage it. I’m keeping my regular clients, but I don’t need to fill every available hour anymore.” She looked up then. “Is that okay?”

“It’s more than okay,” I said. “It’s the point. Do what you love.”

She worked three days a week now, sometimes four if an emergency call came in or a calving ran long, and she admitted she’d never been happier. The rest of the time she was here, reading or walking the pasture with Hannah or sitting at the kitchen table with a veterinary journal open, reading about something she wanted to learn.

The difference in her was visible. The tightness around her eyes that had been there since the day I met her had eased. She laughed more easily. She touched people without thinking about it first, a hand on Viktoria’s shoulder as she passed, a hip bump against Olivia at the sink, her fingers finding mine across the table during dinner.

Hannah found her place in the stable. She was up at first light, mucking stalls, checking water, running hands down legs and under bellies with the confidence of someone who’d done it ten thousand times. Nathalie joined her most mornings, the two of them moving through the aisle together, Nathalie talking, Hannah listening or not listening depending on her mood, both of them comfortable in the animal warmth of the barn.

They rode together every few days. Hannah on her gelding, Nathalie on Pearl, both of them disappearing down the trail that led east toward the national forest boundary. They returned hours later, dirt on their boots and stories about streams they’d crossed and deer they’d spooked and the time Nathalie tried to take a selfie on horseback and nearly dropped her phone in a mud puddle.

“I’m good at this,” Hannah told me one evening, sitting on the terrace. She’d been here a month and already looked like she’d never lived anywhere else. “The animals. The land. The work. It’s what I know how to do, and I’m good at it.” She took a sip. “I hope you like it.”

“Seeing you and Hailey happy is all that I’m asking for.”

The financial picture resolved itself quietly. The farm sale closed at four hundred fifty thousand, just as we’d negotiated. After the mortgages, the equipment loan, taxes, commissions, fees, and the final inspection concessions for the well pump, barn roof, and failing irrigation system, the net came to one ninety-three. Less than the two fifteen I’d estimated, but enough.

There was still debt that hadn’t been tied directly to the property sale. A small farm credit line, medical bills from their mother’s illness that had gone to collections and been negotiated down but never fully paid, and the remainder of Hailey’s student loans.

I paid all of it. The total came to forty-two thousand dollars, which was less than I’d spent on the kitchen renovation and infinitely more useful. I didn’t make a ceremony of it. I wrote the checks, mailed them, and told the twins a week later when the confirmation letters started arriving.

“You didn’t have to do that,” Hailey said. We were in the kitchen. She had a textbook open on the island and a pen between her teeth, and she set the pen down carefully when I told her.

“I know,” I said.

Hannah was quieter. She looked at the letters, then at me, then at the letters again. “We could have paid it ourselves, eventually. It would have taken time, but we could have done it.”

“I know that too,” I said. “But eventually isn’t now. Now is better.”

Hannah bought a pair of boots she didn’t need because she liked the way they looked, and the transaction didn’t come with a three-day guilt hangover. Hailey scheduled a dental appointment she’d been putting off for two years because the cost no longer meant choosing between her teeth and the roof.

One evening, I found both of them on the terrace, sitting on the low wall with the hot tub steaming beside them, neither of them in the water. Hannah had her boots off, her feet bare on the cool stone. Hailey wore sweatpants and one of my shirts, the sleeves rolled twice.

“You know what’s weird?” Hannah said. She was looking out at the pasture where the horses grazed in the last light. “I don’t miss it the way I thought I would. The farm. I thought it would be this constant ache, like I’d lost a limb or something. But it’s not. It’s more like… I had a friend who moved away. I think about them sometimes. I’m sad they’re gone. But I don’t wake up hurting.”

Hailey nodded. Her hand found her sister’s on the stone between them. “It was a good place,” she said. “And we left it better than we found it. That’s enough.”

I sat beside them, and Hannah leaned into me immediately, her head finding the hollow between my shoulder and chest. Hailey took a moment, then her hand settled on my knee.

The household had grown to give women under one roof, with Jody down the road, the animals in the stable and pasture, and more activity around the estate than I could have imagined a few months ago. Hannah rested against me while Hailey kept hold of her sister’s hand, and we watched the horses graze until the light was gone.

* * *

The following day, Hailey came through the kitchen door with her hair coming loose from its ponytail and the smell of antiseptic and hay still on her clothes. She’d been out, a calving on a ranch that had taken most of the day, and her boots left dried mud on the tile that she noticed immediately and tried to wipe with her sock.

“Don’t,” Hannah said from the island, where she’d been waiting with a glass of water, barely containing her excitement over whatever news she had. “The floor’s seen worse.”

“I’m getting changed,” Hailey said. She looked at me, then at her sister, then back at me. “Why do you both look like you’re about to ask me something I’m going to say no to?”

“Because you say no to everything first,” Hannah said. “It’s your default setting. You say no, then you think about it, then you say yes, but only after making everyone wait.”

“I do not.”

“You absolutely do. Ryan, back me up.”

I stayed out of it. “I’m taking you both into town this afternoon,” I said. “I want to buy you some clothes.”

Hannah’s face lit up. She’d been primed, clearly. Hailey’s did not.

“Do we really need it?” Hailey asked. She set her keys on the counter and began untying her boots. “I have plenty. So does Hannah. We’re fine.”

“You have three pairs of jeans,” I said. “One of them has a hole in the knee that you’ve been meaning to sew for six months. Hannah owns exactly one dress, and she bought it for her mother’s funeral.”

“That’s not…” Hailey stopped. She looked at her sister, who was doing a poor job of hiding her smile. “We’ve managed this long.”

“You’ve spent years making do.” I leaned against the counter. “For six years, every decision you made started with ‘Can we afford it?’ Before that, it was your mother making those calculations. I’m asking you to spend one afternoon choosing things because you like them instead of reaching for the least expensive option in the store.”

Hannah was already pulling her boots on. “I’m in. One hundred percent in. Do not try to talk me out of this, Hailey. I’ve been wearing the same flannels since high school.”

Hailey stood with one boot off and one boot on, looking between us. The resistance was visible in the set of her shoulders, but I also recognized the relief I’d seen in her eyes the night I told her about paying the debt.

“Fine,” she said. “But I’m driving separate. In case I change my mind.”

“You’re not driving separate,” Hannah said. “You’re riding in the Porsche like a normal person who accepts generosity without overthinking it. Put your other boot back on. We’re leaving in ten minutes.”

* * *

The drive to Sacramento took forty minutes with afternoon traffic. Hannah rode shotgun, one hand out the window catching the air. Hailey sat behind her, quieter, watching the foothills give way to suburbs through the passenger window. By the time we reached the shopping district, Hannah had talked her sister through three different stores she wanted to hit and Hailey had conceded to two of them.

The first store was Hannah’s pick. Mid-range, with jeans that would hold up to barn work and look good doing it. Both sisters disappeared into the racks, quickly falling back on years of shopping for necessity. I watched them from near the fitting rooms.

Hannah picked up a pair of dark wash jeans, checked the price tag, set them down. Selected a simpler pair, checked that tag, set them down too. Moved to the sale rack.

Hailey was doing the same thing three racks over, her fingers finding each tag before she even looked at the garment itself.

I walked over to where they stood, two blonde women with identical habits despite their different demeanors, and said, “Stop it.”

They both looked up.

“Stop looking at the prices,” I said. “That’s not the exercise. The exercise is finding things you actually want to wear. Things that make you feel good when you put them on. The number on the tag is my problem. For this afternoon, pretend money is not a thing that exists.”

Hannah stared at me. Then she laughed and reached for the dark wash jeans she’d put back. “These,” she said. “I want these. They make my ass look fantastic and I don’t care what they cost.”

“Good,” I said. “That’s the idea.”

She loosened up after that. Boots next with leather that would soften instead of crack. A dress she held against herself in front of the mirror, turning side to side, asking me if the color worked with her hair. Jeans that actually fit her. She piled items over her arm until she couldn’t carry more, then dumped them in a fitting room and emerged ten minutes later in the first outfit.

“What do you think?” she asked, turning in front of the three-way mirror. The jeans, a cream-colored sweater, the boots. She looked like herself, wearing clothes she’d chosen because she wanted them.

“I think we should buy all of it,” I said.

“I think you’re right.”

Hailey took longer. She moved through the same store cautiously, picking up items, setting them down, circling back. I left her alone. Pushing Hailey never worked. She made decisions on her own timetable.

Twenty minutes in, she disappeared into a fitting room with three items. When she came out, she was wearing a pair of black jeans that hugged her hips and a navy top that dipped lower in front than anything I’d ever seen her wear. She stood in front of the mirror and didn’t ask for my opinion. She studied herself, and then straightened.

“These,” she said quietly, still looking at the mirror.

“Those,” I agreed.

After that, she grew more confident. A skirt. A blouse that buttoned high but revealed enough of her collarbones to make it difficult to maintain eye contact. Boots that matched Hannah’s but in a different color. Each time she came out of the fitting room, she stood a little straighter, asked a little less, trusted her own judgment a little more.

By the third store, they were conducting a fashion show. Hannah would emerge in something chosen for impact, a dress that stopped above the knee, a top that revealed the curve of her waist, turn slowly in front of me, and say, “Well? Would you take this off me later?” Hailey, emboldened by her sister and three stores of accumulated confidence, began doing the same thing, though her version was quieter, a raised eyebrow instead of a direct question.

I sat on the fitting room bench and let them parade. The clothes were just fabric and thread. What mattered was watching them choose things simply because they wanted them. Hannah had always been better at that than her sister, but watching Hailey try on a dress she would have walked past three months ago, study herself in the mirror, and nod once was worth every dollar on every tag.

We left with more bags than either of them had expected. Hannah carried hers with a grin. Hailey carried hers more carefully.

Then I took them out to eat. Upscale without being formal, with a patio where we could enjoy the evening. We took a table outside beneath the string lights.

Hannah ordered the steak without looking at the price. Hailey paused over the salmon, then ordered it and added the wine without a second thought. We ate slowly, talking about the horses, Nathalie’s latest photography client, and a story from Hailey’s morning about a farmer who thought his pregnant mare was constipated.

My phone buzzed during dessert. A DM from Viktoria: a photo of the kitchen table at home, three plates of pasta, a bottle of sparkling water, Nathalie making a face at the camera with her fork raised in protest. The caption: Abandoned for fancy dinner with the blonde twins. The betrayal is real. Also, Olivia made bread.

I showed the phone to Hannah, who laughed and grabbed it.

“Give me that,” she said, and turned the camera on our table, the remains of three meals, the wine bottle, Hailey mid-bite with her napkin still in her lap. She typed: The food is better here. Also, Ryan bought us so many clothes he might need a second Porsche. Love you, mean it, save us some bread.

She sent it, then set the phone down and reached for her wine. “They’re fine,” she said. “They’re probably glad to have the house to themselves for one night.”

“Or plotting revenge,” Hailey said. “Nathalie’s face in that photo was not the face of a woman who forgives easily.”

“They’ll survive,” I said. “We all will.”

The check came. I paid it, and we walked to the car with the shopping bags filling the Porsche’s modest trunk and spilling into the back seat where Hailey would have to sit among garment bags for the drive home.

Hannah climbed into the passenger seat and said, “That was the most fun I’ve had with money that wasn’t mine since… ever.”

Hailey, arranging bags around herself in the back, said, “I still think you spent too much.”

“You loved every minute of it,” I said.

“I did,” Hailey admitted. “God help me, I really did.”

* * *

We pulled through the gate. The house lights were on against the gathering dark, and through the living room windows I could see Viktoria at the kitchen island, Nathalie on the couch, and Olivia coming down the hallway with a towel in her hands.

Hannah was out of the car before I’d turned off the engine, gathering armfuls of bags from the trunk. “We’re back,” she called toward the house, though no one inside could possibly have missed our arrival. “And we bought just about everything. Fair warning.”

Hailey emerged more slowly, arranging the bags from her lap into a manageable stack. “She’s not exaggerating,” she said. “I tried to stop her. I failed.”

“You did not try,” Hannah said. “You bought that skirt that makes your legs look seven feet long and you know it.”

“I…” Hailey stopped. The color climbed her neck. “That’s not the point.”

Viktoria appeared in the doorway, wiping her hands on a dish towel. “Let me see,” she said.

Nathalie was right behind her, phone already in hand. “I’m documenting this. Don’t fight me on it.”

Olivia hung back, smiling, but her eyes were on the bags. “Did you get the boots? The ones you texted about?”

What followed was fifteen minutes of chaos. Hannah dumped her purchases onto the living room couch and began holding items up one by one. The dark wash jeans. The cream sweater. The dress that had made me say “yes” without being asked. Boots, a scarf, a jacket she’d found in the last store and talked herself into after three laps around the rack.

Hailey’s presentation was quieter. She laid her items on the coffee table in a neat row, each one folded or arranged carefully. The black jeans. The navy top. The skirt. Boots that matched Hannah’s but in espresso brown instead of black. A sweater she’d found on a clearance rack and chosen because she liked the color. She even pointed that out.

“Try them on,” Nathalie said. She was perched on the arm of the couch, camera ready. “Both of you. Full fashion show. I want to see the goods.”

Hannah needed no encouragement. She disappeared down the hallway toward her room and returned five minutes later in the dress, the boots, her hair loose around her shoulders. She did a turn in the center of the living room, one hand on her hip, and said, “Well?”

“You look,” Viktoria said, “like someone who has been severely under-shopped for years.”

“Longer,” Hannah said. “Try decades.”

Hailey took longer. We heard her moving around in the guest wing, the soft click of hangers, the rustle of tissue paper. When she finally came back, she was wearing the skirt, which did, in fact, make her legs look seven feet long, and the navy top, her hair brushed and falling around her face. She looked younger and more confident.

She stood in the doorway and waited, and the room went quiet.

“Hailey,” Olivia said. “You look beautiful.”

“Thank you,” Hailey said. She stepped into the living room, self-conscious but smiling, and did a slow turn.

Nathalie raised her phone and took the picture before Hailey could object. “Too late,” she said. “I already took it.”

“The people can wait,” Viktoria said. She looked at the pile of bags, the clothes spread across the furniture, and the twins standing in the center of the room. She turned to me. “You created monsters.”

“I told them not to look at the prices,” I said. “They listened.”

“Bold strategy,” Nathalie said. “Let’s see if it pays off.”

The household began to wind down an hour later. Olivia retreated to her room with a book. Nathalie and Viktoria disappeared into the kitchen, their conversation too low for me to make out. Hannah found three glasses and a bottle of champagne and carried them out to the terrace where the hot tub steamed under the string lights.

“Clothes off,” she said to her sister. “All of them. The new ones go on hangers, not in the water. I didn’t spend all afternoon letting Ryan bankrupt himself so you could soak your seven-hundred-dollar skirt in chlorine.”

“Technically,” I said, “I bankrupted myself. You just carried the bags.”

“Semantics.”

We undressed on the terrace. Hannah went first, dropping her clothes on the stone wall in a pile that would drive Viktoria to reorganize it tomorrow. Hailey folded each item before setting it down, the skirt last, laid carefully across the wall.

I stepped into the hot tub first, the water almost too hot for the first thirty seconds. Hannah followed, sinking until the water reached her collarbones, her blonde hair darkening where it touched the surface. Hailey came last, lowering herself slowly, her eyes closing as the heat reached her skin.

We sat in the quiet for a while. The water moved around us, gentle currents from the jets along the bench. Beyond the terrace, the pasture was dark, the horses invisible in their stalls. The pool filter hummed in the distance, and farther off, an owl called from the tree line.

“So,” Hannah said. She had her arms resting on the tub’s edge, her chin propped on her forearms, looking at her sister across the steam. “Dr. Hailey Winters. Who objected strenuously to the very concept of this outing. Who spent the first forty-five minutes checking every price tag she touched and then somehow ended up buying a skirt she absolutely did not need.”

Hailey’s eyes opened. She was sitting across from us, the water lapping at her chest, her arms loose at her sides. “I blinked,” she said. “Internally. Multiple times.”

“But you bought them anyway.”

“I got them because I wanted them.” She took a moment before continuing. “They weren’t practical or the least expensive option. I just wanted them. So I got them.”

“Revolutionary concept,” Hannah said. “I’ve been trying to explain it to you since we were sixteen.”

“It’s easier when someone else is paying.”

“It’s easier when the option exists at all.” Hannah moved through the water until she was beside me, her shoulder against mine. “Six months ago, the option didn’t exist. For either of us. We shopped the clearance rack because that’s what you do when every dollar has five jobs and none of them include making you feel pretty.”

The champagne was on the tub’s edge. I reached for it, poured a finger into each glass, and passed them around. Hailey took hers and held it without drinking, the glass warm against her palm from the tub’s heat.

“I still miss it sometimes,” Hannah said. She was looking out at the dark pasture, though I doubted she could see much beyond the string lights. “The farm. I miss the land. The trees. The creek. I drove past it last week, on my way back from town. The new owners have painted the barn doors. Blue. They should be red. But it looks cared for, and that’s… I don’t know. That’s something.”

“It’s enough,” Hailey said.

“It is.” Hannah took a sip. “I don’t doubt it anymore. Selling was right. Leaving was right. Being here is right.” She turned to me. “This place feels like home. The farm hadn’t felt that way in years. By the end, everything there was an obligation. Here, I get to choose.”

Hailey nodded. She was sitting with her knees drawn up now, her arms wrapped around them. “It does feel like home,” she said quietly. “I didn’t expect that. I thought it would take longer. I thought I’d spend months feeling like a guest in someone else’s house.” She shook her head. “About three weeks in, I stood in the entryway and thought: Oh. This is where I live now. This is my kitchen. These are my people. And I believed it.”

I reached for her hand under the water. Her fingers found mine and held.

Hannah’s head settled against my shoulder. Her hair was wet where it touched my skin, cool against the heat of the tub. “We’re okay,” she said. “Both of us. For the first time in… I don’t know how long. Maybe ever.”

“We’re okay,” Hailey echoed.

The temperature was perfect in the hot tub. I had Hannah on my right, Hailey on my left, and the jets whirred in the silence between us. No one seemed to want to speak first, but the longer we soaked, the less it felt like a pause and the more it felt like the calm before something. Every once in a while, Hannah would stretch her legs and accidentally press her foot against mine under the surface, or Hailey’s thigh would drift against mine, but nobody moved away.

After a few minutes, Hannah made a sound somewhere between a sigh and a groan. “You know what I miss?” she said. “Other than nothing, because this is already the best life has ever been?”

“I’m guessing it’s not barn chores,” I said.

She grinned, propped her chin on her arm. “I miss doing something reckless. Like, something you would not put in a family newsletter.”

Hailey looked at her sister, then at me, and then rolled her eyes. “You mean sex,” she said. “Just say it.”

“Sex with a side of reckless,” Hannah said. She raised her eyebrows. “I mean, we’re sitting here naked. In a hot tub. With the guy who rescued us from a lifetime of misery. Why are we not thanking him properly?”

“Because I’m trying to maintain the illusion that we are sophisticated adults,” Hailey said, and kicked her sister gently under the water. “And also because you are completely shameless.”

“You love that about me.”

“I tolerate that about you.”

I looked between the two of them. The twins, for all their differences, had the same look in their eyes: a spark that made my chest go tight. Maybe it was the champagne, maybe the months of tension, maybe just the fact that it was late and the air was cool on our skin, but I could feel the electric charge in the water.

“I mean, I wouldn’t say no to being thanked,” I said.

Hailey bit her lip. “We’re going to regret this,” she said, but she didn’t move away when Hannah slipped her hand onto my thigh.

“I’m not,” Hannah said. She pushed herself up onto her knees, the waterline dropping below her breasts, and grinned at her sister. “Come on. Live a little.”

“Since when are you the one corrupting me?” Hailey said, but she was already moving closer, her eyes fixed on Hannah’s, her mouth twisted in a mix of exasperation and excitement.

I put my hands on the edge of the hot tub, waiting to see how far they’d take it. Hannah moved first. She scooted across the seat until she was right beside me, her thigh sliding over mine, her wet hair flung back. She put her lips against my ear and said, “We talked about this. You know. Before.”

I turned to Hailey, who was still sitting on the bench with her arms crossed. She met my gaze, and I saw the answer in her eyes before she said it. “She means we talked about you,” she said. “In the way sisters talk about things they’re not supposed to want.”

“Frequently,” Hannah added. “Especially after that one night when you helped us move the hay bales in nothing but a t-shirt. You have no idea how many times we—”

“I’m going to drown myself in the hot tub if you finish that sentence,” Hailey said, but her cheeks were pink, and when she looked at me she didn’t look away.

I said, “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to.”

Hannah said, “I want to.”

Hailey’s smile was nervous but real. “I do too. Just don’t make it weird.”

“Define weird,” I said.

She laughed. “If you have to ask, you’re already there.”

The twins moved together. I wasn’t sure who started it, but one moment they were bickering, and the next they were both on either side of me, hands on my arms, lips on my neck. It was Hannah who took control, which shouldn’t have surprised me. She bit my ear, then whispered, “Let’s go inside. The jets are making my ass numb.”

Hailey laughed, a nervous exhale, and I stood up out of the water. The twins followed with a towel in their hands, not bothering to cover themselves. In the porch light, they looked almost identical, but Hannah’s hips were rounder, and Hailey’s shoulders were narrower, and I could see the differences more clearly with their hair wet and clinging to their skin.

They followed me into the master bedroom, leaving a trail of wet footprints across the tile. Hannah toweled her hair off and dropped the towel on the floor. Hailey wrapped hers around her chest for exactly three seconds before tossing it aside.

Hannah turned to her sister. “You want to go first, or should I?”

Hailey rolled her eyes. “If I go first, you’ll complain the whole time. Just get it over with.”

“Get it over with?” I said.

Hailey grinned at me. “She’s terrible at sharing.”

“Not true,” Hannah said. “I just know what I want, and I want this.”

She dropped to her knees in front of me and wrapped her hand around my cock. It was already halfway hard, but the sight of her there, looking up at me with her wet hair and her wide blue eyes, made it thicken instantly. Hailey hovered at the edge of the bed, arms folded, watching with a skepticism that didn’t fool anyone.

Hannah licked the tip, swirling her tongue around the head, then took me into her mouth. She was a little sloppy, which made it hotter. She sucked me in, making loud, wet sounds, her hand stroking the base.

Hailey watched for a moment, then knelt beside her sister. “You’re hogging,” she said, and nudged Hannah’s shoulder until Hannah moved her head aside.

“Go on,” Hannah said. “Show me you’re better.”

Hailey opened her lips and slid down slowly, her hand wrapped tight at the base. Her eyes never left mine. She bobbed up and down, working me with her mouth and her hand at the same time, and I felt the pressure building already. Hannah leaned in and kissed the side of my shaft, then licked the place where Hailey’s mouth ended.

“You know what’s crazy?” Hannah said, pausing to suck my balls into her mouth. “We always joked about this, but I didn’t think we’d actually do it.”

“Speak for yourself,” Hailey said. She went back down, this time taking me deeper, until her lips met her sister’s on the other side. Their mouths bumped, and for a second, both sisters were kissing the length of my cock at the same time, tongues meeting in the middle.

I nearly lost it right there. They took turns, sometimes competing, sometimes collaborating. Hannah would take the tip in her mouth while Hailey licked the shaft, then Hailey would switch and push herself down until her nose met my stomach. Their saliva coated me, dripping onto their chins and pooling on the hardwood floor beneath us.

I was seconds away from coming. I tried to warn them. “I’m close,” I said.

Hannah grinned, pulled off, and turned to her sister. “Switch to the bed,” she said. “I want to see his face when he fucks you.”

Hailey looked at me, uncertain for a moment, but the moment she lay back on the sheets, the nervousness faded. I lifted her onto the bed, her body still damp and glowing, and kissed her. She kissed me back, her hands in my hair, pulling me closer. Hannah crawled onto the bed beside us, watching.

I moved down Hailey’s body, kissing her neck, her collarbones, her breasts. Her nipples were small and pink, hard under my tongue. I sucked each one in turn, making her arch her back. Then I went lower, and I traced the same line with my mouth, and Hailey’s legs parted. Her pussy was smooth and wet, the lips flushed and parted, the clit visible. I licked her slowly, top to bottom, then circled her clit with the tip of my tongue.

Hailey moaned, her hands fisting in the sheets. I flicked her clit with my tongue, then sucked it gently. She cried out, her hips lifting off the bed, and I kept at it, licking her in long, patient strokes until her thighs trembled against my ears. Hailey’s breath broke into little shattered sounds, the kind she would have swallowed in any other room of the house. Hannah watched from an inch away, her wet hair dripping onto Hailey’s hip, her mouth parted like she was tasting the same thing I was.

When Hailey’s hips started to chase my tongue, I lifted my head.

“Your turn,” I said to Hannah.

She didn’t wait. She rolled onto her back beside her sister, knees falling open. Her pussy was different, fuller lips, a darker flush, already slick from the hot tub and from watching. I settled between her thighs and dragged my tongue through her in one slow pass, from the tight furl of her entrance up over her clit. She tasted sharper than Hailey, salt and heat. I licked her the way she liked things done: thorough, a little messy, no hurry to finish the job.

Hannah’s fingers found my hair. Hailey’s hand found Hannah’s. I worked Hannah with the flat of my tongue, then the tip, then two fingers sliding in while I sucked her clit, until she was swearing under her breath and trying not to laugh at how loud she was being. When I pulled off, a thin string of spit and her wetness stretched between my mouth and her pussy.

I kissed Hailey again, letting her taste her sister on my tongue. Then I kissed Hannah the same way. Their juices were already mixing in my mouth.

I lined up with Hailey first. She was tight even soaked, the kind of grip that made my vision tunnel for a second when the head of my cock pushed in. I sank into her missionary, slow enough that she could feel every inch, her legs hooked around my waist, her hands on my shoulders. Hannah propped herself on an elbow and watched the place where I disappeared into her sister. I fucked Hailey in long, deep strokes, the wet sound of it filling the quiet room. Each time I drew back, I could see how glossy I was with her.

I pulled out of Hailey and immediately pushed into Hannah.

The difference was immediate. Hannah took me easier, greedier, her pussy already fluttering like it had been waiting all evening. I buried myself to the root and stayed there a second, feeling her squeeze. Then I started fucking, same pace, same depth, so they would both feel that I was using the same rhythm on both of them. When I withdrew from Hannah, I was shining with her. I slid back into Hailey without wiping anything off.

Their juices mixed on my cock. Hailey’s thinner slick coating Hannah’s thicker cream, then back again, until I couldn’t tell whose wetness was whose. I switched every half-dozen strokes: Hailey’s tighter clutch, Hannah’s wetter welcome, the filthy drag of one sister’s pussy coating the next. Hailey’s mouth fell open every time I left her empty. Hannah made a low, pleased sound every time I filled her again. I reached down and rubbed Hailey’s clit while I was inside Hannah, then switched hands and did the same for Hannah while I was buried in Hailey. Their hips rolled in the same rhythm, two bodies learning the same motion from opposite sides of the same cock.

I kissed whoever was closest. Sometimes it was Hailey’s throat. Sometimes it was Hannah’s mouth. Once I pulled out of Hannah and pushed into Hailey and their faces were so close their lips brushed. I kept moving between them until the sheets under their asses were dark with what we were making.

When the angle started to feel too careful, I pulled out, turned them both over, and put them on their hands and knees side by side.

Hannah’s ass was rounder. Hailey’s back was longer. I pushed into Hannah first from behind, gripping her hip with one hand and reaching around to find her clit with the other. She shoved back onto me immediately. After a handful of hard, wet slaps I pulled out of her and guided myself into Hailey. Hailey’s pussy clenched like it had been waiting for the sudden fullness. I fucked her doggy with the same force, watching her spine dip, then switched again.

Back and forth. Hannah, then Hailey, then Hannah. Their juices ran down their thighs and onto each other. When I was in Hannah I could see Hailey’s empty pussy twitching, shiny and open. When I was in Hailey I could see Hannah’s dripping, the lips slightly swollen from use. I reached between them and dragged my fingers through whichever one I wasn’t inside, then painted the other sister with it. The room smelled like sex and chlorine.

I could feel it building, the heavy, inevitable pressure at the base of my spine. I chose Hannah. I slammed into her and stayed deep, grinding while I came. It hit hard. I spilled into her in thick pulses, holding her hips flush to mine so none of it escaped yet. Hannah moaned like she’d been waiting for that exact weight. I kept coming, filling her until I could feel it start to leak around my cock.

I pulled out of her while I was still pulsing. A rope of come followed me, stretching, then breaking, landing on the inside of her thigh. I immediately pushed into Hailey. She took the rest of it. I finished inside her, shorter, sharper bursts now, the last of it emptying into her while I was still twitching from Hannah. Hailey’s pussy fluttered around me as she felt the heat. I stayed buried in her until the last spasm faded, then pulled out slowly. Come slid out of both of them, mixed with their own slick, dripping onto the sheets in the same pale, messy threads.

I sat back on my heels, breathing hard. Hannah dropped onto her stomach, laughing once, wrecked. Hailey stayed on her knees a second longer, then folded down beside her sister. Their shoulders touched. Between their thighs, the evidence of the last ten minutes was identical and not identical at all.

When it was over, the three of us collapsed on the bed, tangled in a mess of limbs and sweat. Hannah draped her leg across my hip. Hailey curled against my side, her head on my chest.

Nobody spoke for a long time. I listened to their breathing, the way their bodies slowly relaxed. At some point, Hailey started to laugh.

“What?” Hannah said.

Hailey shook her head. “I just… I never thought I’d do this.”

“I did,” Hannah said. “I knew it the moment we met him.”

I stroked Hailey’s hair. “You can do anything you want here. That’s the whole point.”

She sighed, and I felt the tension leave her body. “Yeah. I’m starting to believe that … This is a dream come true.”

“You took the words out of my mouth,” Hannah said with an equally satisfied smile.

We drifted off to sleep like that, the three of us together in the master bed, no barriers left. The last thing I heard was Hannah whispering, “Best life ever,” before she fell asleep.

I agreed. I couldn’t imagine anything better.


Afterword

Thanks for reading Ryan And His Beauties 3 If you enjoyed this book, please leave a short (or long!) review on Amazon or Goodreads.

If you want a free taboo harem book and want to know when I publish a new story, you can go to my website https://jackpinkhunter.com/ and sign up for my newsletter.

Or if you want to get in touch with me, you can contact me at jackpinkhunter@protonmail.com
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