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Chapter 1: The Spreadsheet

I woke up in the center of a king-size bed with two pregnant women pressed against me and thought, for another morning in a row, that my life had become statistically improbable.

Tracy was on my right, sprawled on her back with one arm flung above her head and the sheet tangled around her ankle. Her platinum hair fanned across the pillow like she’d been caught mid-explosion. She slept like she lived: completely, without reservation, taking up exactly as much space as she wanted. Her t-shirt, one of mine, had ridden up during the night, and the soft curve of her belly was visible in the morning light. Ten weeks. Not dramatic yet. But there. A gentle swell beneath her navel that hadn’t existed a month ago, the first physical evidence of what the house had given her.

Courtney was on my left, tucked against my shoulder with her hand flat on my chest. She slept more precisely than Tracy, her body arranged rather than abandoned, even in unconsciousness maintaining a certain composure. Her dark hair was spread across the pillow we shared, the silver at her temples visible in the pale morning. She was four weeks along, barely begun, nothing visible yet. But she’d told me yesterday that her breasts were already tender, that she could feel her body beginning the long, slow project of change. Her silk camisole had shifted in the night, revealing the swell of one breast, the dark nipple just visible at the edge of the fabric. Even asleep, Courtney Sable managed to look like something a painter would beg to put on canvas.

I eased myself out from between them without waking either one. This was a skill I’d developed over the past few weeks, the art of extracting a body from between two sleeping women who had a tendency to drape themselves across me like I was a piece of furniture they’d grown fond of. Tracy made a soft sound and rolled toward the warm spot I’d left behind. Courtney didn’t move. Her breathing stayed even, measured, controlled. Even her sleep was controlled.

The house was quiet at six AM. I pulled on jeans and a henley and walked the property as I did every morning now, barefoot on the wide-plank floors, checking rooms, listening to the structure. The kitchen was heated beyond what the thermostat could explain, the cast-iron stove radiating a low heat that seemed to come from the building itself rather than from anything mechanical. Harold’s study was still, the green glass lamp on the desk catching the first slant of daylight through the garden-facing window. The living room fireplace held last night’s embers, a faint glow beneath gray ash.

The east wing was my next project. I walked through the corridor, my notepad already in my back pocket, and catalogued. Seven bedrooms, all structurally sound, all needing work. Floors to be sanded. Walls to be painted. Three bathrooms with plumbing that needed replacing, the galvanized pipes corroded at every junction. The sitting room at the end of the hall was the best space: tall windows facing east, its own fireplace, built-in bookshelves. I’d cleaned it out two weeks ago, but it needed furniture, paint, and a reason to exist.

The east wing had been Harold’s expansion plan, I realized. He’d maintained it, kept the bones solid, but sealed it off because he didn’t need it. He’d had his west wing, his study, his women. But he’d preserved the east wing like a guest room kept made up. Ready. Waiting.

I made my notepad list. East wing first bedroom: sand floors, paint walls (color TBD, probably ask Courtney). East wing bathroom: replumb entirely, new fixtures. Sitting room: furniture from storage, fireplace test, shelving. The list filled a page and spilled onto the next. I tore it out, folded it, tucked it into my back pocket with the notepad. Six weeks of work, minimum.

Back in the kitchen, I started coffee. Harold’s French press, the copper-framed one with the glass intact despite decades of use, was my daily ritual now. I’d graduated from instant to actual grounds after Courtney had given me a look of such profound disappointment at the instant coffee that I’d driven to town and bought beans from the only place that sold them. The grinder was loud. I kept it brief.

Tracy appeared at seven, barefoot, padding down the hallway in my t-shirt and nothing else. Her legs were long and tanned, the tan lines from her bikini still sharp despite the season. She moved through the kitchen with a loose, easy grace, humming something I didn’t recognize, her platinum hair tousled and uncombed. She opened the refrigerator, stood in the light of it, and made a face.

“I need pickles and eggs and something with cheese,” she announced. “Also I might throw up. Fifty-fifty.”

“Good morning to you too.”

She started making eggs, scrambled, and when they were done she pulled the pickle jar from the fridge, sliced three pickles directly onto the eggs, and ate a forkful with an expression of transcendent satisfaction.

“Don’t look at me like that,” she said. “The baby wants what the baby wants.”

She grinned at me. That megawatt grin, bright blue eyes sparkling, the one that could light up a room that didn’t have electricity yet. She crossed the kitchen and kissed my cheek, then my mouth, lingering just long enough to remind me that she tasted like sleep and coconut lip gloss.

“Morning, stud.” She hopped up onto the counter, legs dangling, t-shirt riding up her thighs. Her breasts strained against the fabric, fuller than when she’d arrived, the dark circles of her nipples visible through the thin cotton. She didn’t own a bra and had no intention of starting. “What’s the plan today?”

“East wing assessment. Plumbing in the first bathroom. Maybe start on floors if the wood’s in good shape under the carpet.”

“Sexy.” She reached for the pickle jar. “I mean the plumbing. Shirtless plumbing. With the tool belt. I might watch.”

“You always watch.”

“Watching is my love language.” She bit into a pickle and closed her eyes with an expression of pure religious ecstasy. “God, that’s good. Pregnancy cravings are the best thing that ever happened to pickles.”

Courtney appeared twenty minutes later, which was unusual. She was normally the first one up, her coffee precise and timed to the minute, her morning structured with the efficiency that fifteen years in corporate finance had built. But the past week had disrupted her schedule. She came into the kitchen slowly, one hand on the wall, her raven hair loose and slightly tangled, the silver streaks catching light she wasn’t ready for.

She looked green.

“Don’t say anything,” she said.

“I wasn’t going to.”

“Good.” She sat at the table with the deliberate movement of someone who didn’t entirely trust her own stomach. She looked at Tracy’s plate and the eyebrow rose. One millimeter. The most eloquent millimeter in the house.

“Are those pickles on your eggs?”

“Pickles ON eggs. The baby demands it.” Tracy pushed the plate closer. “Want some?”

“I would rather eat the table.” Courtney closed her eyes and breathed through her nose. Tracy slid a cup of ginger tea in front of her, already brewed, already at the right temperature. Courtney looked at the tea, then at Tracy.

“Thank you,” she said quietly. The words cost her something. Courtney Sable did not require care. She organized care for others. Receiving it was a different currency, one she was still learning to accept.

Tracy rubbed Courtney’s back, her hand moving in slow circles between the silk camisole’s straps. “Saltines are in the cabinet by the stove. Four boxes. I bought backup backup.”

“You bought four boxes of saltines.”

“Courtney, I’ve been doing this for a month. The saltine economy in this house is robust.” Tracy slid the box across the table. “Eat one within ninety seconds. Your own research.”

Courtney ate a saltine. Then another. Color returned to her face by increments, the olive tone warming, the greenish cast retreating. She sipped the ginger tea and straightened in her chair, her control reassembling itself piece by piece like a wall being rebuilt after a storm.

“Better?” I asked.

“Manageable.” She smoothed her hair with one hand. “I have a proposal. After you’ve assessed the east wing, I want to look at the estate’s finances together. The property taxes are covered through next quarter with Tracy’s and my rent, but if we’re opening the east wing for additional tenants, the renovation costs need a budget.”

“You want to make a spreadsheet.”

“I want to make a budget. A spreadsheet is merely the vehicle.”

Tracy snorted. “Speaking of spreadsheets.” She looked at me. “Have you looked at that email yet? The one from the nerd?”

I pulled out my phone. Diana Pritchard’s email had been sitting in my inbox for three days. I’d read it the night it arrived, alone in Harold’s study, and I’d replied with a polite invitation. We’d exchanged two more messages since then. She was precise, formal, and relentless. Every email signed with “Regards.” Every question asked with the expectation of a complete answer.

I opened the latest message and read it aloud to both women.

“Dear Mr. Reeves. Thank you for your willingness to discuss the property. Before my visit, I want to ensure full transparency regarding my research. Attached is the updated dataset. I’ve expanded the analysis to include conception timing relative to arrival date, which reveals a statistically significant correlation between duration of residency and speed of conception. Women who stayed longer than eight weeks conceived at a rate meaningfully faster than those who stayed four weeks or fewer. Additionally, I’ve cross-referenced the estate’s geological survey records with the county well-drilling logs. Your property sits over the deepest aquifer in the region, which I believe warrants water testing as a potential variable.”

I paused. “She goes on.”

“Of course she does,” Courtney said.

“I’ve arranged for professional-grade water testing equipment to accompany my visit. I intend to test samples from every water source on the property, including the well, and submit them to an independent laboratory for analysis. I am also bringing pH strips, mineral testing kits, and soil collection equipment. I believe a methodical approach to isolating variables is the only way to determine whether the estate’s fertility anomaly has a measurable environmental cause.”

Tracy was grinning.

“Her closing line,” I said. “Based on current data, this makes the Reeves Estate the most statistically anomalous fertility location documented in modern reproductive science. Should the water testing reveal no unusual composition, I will need to reconsider my hypothesis and explore alternative explanations. However, I am confident that a systematic investigation will yield actionable data. Regards, Diana Pritchard.”

“She’s bringing a lab,” Tracy said. “To a breeding house. I love her already.”

Courtney had her laptop open. She’d pulled up the spreadsheet Diana had attached to her original email, the one with ninety-seven rows. Ninety-seven women across four decades, all with confirmed conceptions. A hundred percent success rate in a non-clinical residential setting.

“Her methodology is sound,” Courtney said, scrolling through the data. “She sourced from multiple independent databases. Clinic records, fertility network registrations, county birth records. The cross-referencing is clean. She’s accounted for self-reporting bias by only including women with verified medical conception confirmation.”

“So she’s legit.”

“She’s more than legit. This is publishable-quality research.” Courtney looked up from the screen. “She’s also calculated the probability of the conception rate occurring by chance. Approximately one in four point seven trillion.”

Tracy whistled. “What’s the probability that she’s going to show up here with a clipboard and a color-coded binder?”

“High,” Courtney said. “Very high.”

I took my coffee to Harold’s study. The morning light came through the garden-facing window and fell across the desk in golden rectangles. The green glass lamp on the desk caught the light and held it, the shade translucent and glowing in a way that had nothing to do with electricity.

I pulled a journal from the shelf. Mid-1990s, the spine embossed with 1996. I’d been working through Harold’s collection chronologically, but Diana’s mention of the aquifer had sent me looking for something specific.

I found it halfway through the volume.

April 14, 1996. Dr. Fenton came to the house today. He’s a hydrologist from the university, retired, but still sharp. He’s been curious about the aquifer since he drilled the well expansion in ’88. Said the estate sits over the deepest aquifer in the county, three hundred feet to the water table, and the water that comes up is the cleanest he’s ever tested. No iron. No manganese. No sulfur. Nothing.

He wanted to test it again. I let him. He took samples from the kitchen tap, the garden hose, the well head, and a deep draw from the aquifer itself using a probe he brought. Said he’d have results in two weeks.

I flipped forward.

May 2, 1996. Fenton’s results came back. Same as the county lab in ’94. Same as the private firm in Glendale I hired that year. Normal. Everything normal. pH 7.1. Mineral content within standard range. No unusual compounds. No trace elements that shouldn’t be there. Nothing that any laboratory in the country would flag as anomalous.

Fenton was baffled. He said every deep aquifer in this region shows elevated mineral content. Limestone, iron, calcium, usually at levels that require filtration. This one is pristine. Cleaner than municipal supply. He called it “the purest well water he’d encountered in forty years of drilling.”

I asked him if pure water could affect fertility. He looked at me like I’d asked if the moon was made of cheese. “Water is water,” he said. “Clean water is good for you. It doesn’t make women pregnant.”

He’s right, of course. The water is just water. Clean, cold, deep, and utterly ordinary. I’ve crushed this theory like I crushed the last one. Dr. Varga tested my blood. Fenton tested my water. Both came back normal. I’m running out of things to test.

I closed the journal. Harold had been here before. Every theory Diana was going to chase, Harold had already run down and hit the same wall. The blood was normal. The water was normal. The house did what it did, and the explanation stayed just out of reach.

But Diana didn’t know that yet. She was going to arrive with her equipment and her spreadsheets and her conviction that the right data would crack the mystery open. She was going to test every faucet in the house and send the samples to a lab and wait for results that would tell her exactly what Harold and Fenton and every other scientist who’d looked at this place had already learned.

The water was just water.

I typed a reply to Diana’s latest email.

Diana, Saturday works. The estate has rooms available in the east wing. I should mention that my great-uncle Harold tested the water in 1994 and 1996, both times with normal results. But I understand if you want to verify independently. I’ll have a room ready for you. Best, Caleb.

Her response arrived within four minutes.

Mr. Reeves. Prior testing does not eliminate the need for replication. Scientific rigor requires independent verification of all previously reported results. I will bring my own equipment. Saturday at 10 AM. Regards, Diana Pritchard.

I pocketed my phone and looked around Harold’s study. The bookshelves lined with journals. The leather armchair shaped to his body. The green lamp. The photograph on the desk in the master bedroom, Harold and the woman I didn’t recognize, both of them smiling in front of a house that was still standing.

I pulled another journal from the shelf. 1989. I’d been working through the late eighties for the past few nights, and a passage had stuck with me. I found it again.

November 3, 1989. Margaret has been here for six weeks and has not conceived. This is the longest of any resident. She is a professor of biochemistry at the state university. She arrived with a binder of research, a plan for every day of her stay, and a conviction that she could identify the mechanism if she measured enough variables.

She has measured the water. The air. The soil from the garden beds. She took samples from the walls of her bedroom, scraping plaster into sealed containers. She tested the wood in the floor joists. She even asked to analyze the mortar between the foundation stones.

Everything came back normal. She was furious.

I told her what I’ve told every scientist who’s come through here: the house isn’t a laboratory. Stop measuring and start being here.

She cried. I hadn’t expected that. She sat at the kitchen table and wept, and when she was done, she closed her binder and put it in her suitcase. She went for a walk in the garden. She cooked dinner. She sat with me by the fire and talked about her childhood instead of her research.

She didn’t conceive for two more weeks. But she conceived. And when she left, she hugged me and said: “I spent my whole life looking for answers. This is the first place that taught me the answer might not be the point.”

I closed the journal. 1989. A biochemistry professor who tested everything and found nothing. Diana was going to be Margaret with better equipment and thirty years of additional data. The outcome was going to be the same.

But Harold’s observation haunted me. The house doesn’t respond to schedules. It responds to surrender. Women who arrived desperate took longer. Those who arrived open, willing, ready to inhabit the space rather than interrogate it, conceived faster. Tracy had been pregnant in weeks. Courtney, more guarded but ultimately willing, had taken a month. The woman who arrived with a binder of research had taken eight weeks.

Diana was going to bring testing equipment and a spreadsheet and a scientific framework that would crumble against the same wall Harold had hit a hundred times. The question wasn’t whether her water theory would fail. The question was what would happen to her when it did.

The old AM radio in the living room crackled to life. Faint jazz, scratchy and low, drifting through the hallway. Nobody had turned it on. Tracy had gotten it working weeks ago, but it had a habit of activating on its own, filling the house with music at moments that felt chosen. The tune was slow, mellow, a saxophone winding through a melody I almost recognized.

I walked back to the kitchen. Tracy was teaching Courtney how to make her pasta sauce from scratch, the one with tomatoes and garlic and herbs from the garden. Courtney was chopping with surgical precision while Tracy dumped ingredients by feel and instinct. The kitchen smelled like basil and garlic and the fresh bread Tracy had put in the oven.

“She’s coming Saturday,” I said.

Tracy looked up from the stove. “The spreadsheet girl?”

“Diana. Ten AM. She’s bringing water testing equipment.”

Courtney set down her knife. “Is she bringing a hypothesis?”

“She thinks it’s the aquifer. The estate sits over the deepest one in the county.”

“Harold tested the water,” Courtney said.

“Twice. Both times normal.”

“And she wants to test it again.”

“She says prior testing doesn’t eliminate the need for independent verification.”

Courtney’s eyebrow rose. “I think I’m going to like her.”

Tracy bounced on her toes, which set her braless breasts swaying beneath my t-shirt in a way that momentarily derailed the conversation. “I’m making her a welcome basket. Muffins and bath salts and a list of all the rooms in the house ranked by vibes.”

“Ranked by vibes,” Courtney repeated.

“The master bedroom is number one. Obviously. The kitchen is number two. Harold’s study is number three. The garden is four.”

“And the east wing?”

“Unranked. Pending renovation.” Tracy pointed her wooden spoon at me. “Get that girl a nice room, Caleb. Paint the walls. Fix the plumbing. Make it warm.”

“I’m working on it.”

“Work faster. She’s bringing a lab to a love house. She needs a room that’ll melt her brain.”

Saturday. Diana Pritchard was coming to the Reeves Estate with testing equipment and ninety-seven questions.
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Chapter 2: Morning Sickness

The sound that woke me was not the alarm I didn’t own or the birds outside the master bedroom window or the creak of the old house settling into a new day. It was Courtney, in the bathroom, being violently sick.

I found her on her knees in front of the toilet, one hand braced against the porcelain, the other holding her dark hair back from her face. The silver streaks were tangled in with the black, and in the harsh bathroom light she looked pale and furious and dignified all at once, which was a combination only Courtney could pull off while kneeling on a tile floor at five-thirty in the morning.

“Go away,” she said between retches. “I don’t need an audience.”

“Too bad.” I knelt beside her and gathered her hair, holding it away from her face with both hands. The strands were thick and heavy and smelled like sandalwood, even now. She tried to wave me off. I stayed. She retched again, and I felt her body convulse under my hand where it rested on her back, the muscles contracting beneath the thin silk of her camisole.

She sat back on her heels and closed her eyes. A sheen of sweat glistened on her forehead. Her composure, the wall she maintained even during sex until the very last moment when it shattered, was nowhere to be found. She was pale and shaking and human in a way she rarely let anyone see.

“This is undignified,” she said.

“It’s pregnancy.”

“Those aren’t mutually exclusive.” She pressed the back of her hand against her mouth. Her other hand was still gripping the toilet rim. Her knuckles were white.

A shadow appeared in the doorway. Tracy, barefoot, hair a mess, wearing a robe that barely covered her thighs. She was carrying a box of saltines and a mug of something steaming.

“Ginger tea,” Tracy said. “Two bags. Extra honey.”

“You didn’t have to,” Courtney started.

“Shut up and drink it.” Tracy set the mug on the edge of the sink and sat down on the bathroom floor, cross-legged, the robe falling open across her tanned thighs. She reached over and rubbed Courtney’s back, her hand making slow, firm circles between the shoulder blades. “I know exactly what this feels like. The first week is the worst. It gets better around week six.”

“I’m four weeks.”

“So you’ve got two more weeks of this. Maybe less. Bodies are different.”

Courtney looked at Tracy. Something passed between them that I couldn’t fully read. Courtney Sable, who negotiated mergers and managed portfolios and never asked for help with anything, was sitting on a bathroom floor accepting care from a woman she’d initially dismissed as a shallow blonde. And she was letting it happen. Not gracefully, not easily, but she was letting it happen.

Tracy’s hand moved in steady circles. Courtney’s breathing slowed. The tension in her shoulders eased by degrees, like ice thinning in spring. Not a dramatic crack. A gradual yielding.

“Thank you,” Courtney said quietly.

Tracy kissed the top of Courtney’s head. “That’s what we do here.”



By eight AM, Courtney was on the couch with her laptop and a cup of herbal tea, color returning to her face, her hair smoothed and her walls partially rebuilt. She was working on a spreadsheet. Courtney worked on spreadsheets like other people meditated: it was the practice through which she regained control of her universe. This particular spreadsheet tracked the household expenses, the renovation budget, and a column she’d labeled “miscellaneous” that included Tracy’s pickle consumption, which was trending upward at a rate Courtney described as “exponential and fiscally alarming.”

Tracy was in the kitchen making eggs and toast, wearing a bikini top and denim cutoffs despite the fact that the morning was cool. Her pregnancy was visible now in certain positions: a gentle rounding below her navel, a softness at her waist that hadn’t been there eight weeks ago. Her breasts had swollen noticeably, the bikini top straining at its strings, the fabric digging into her shoulders with the new volume. She moved through the kitchen loose and easy, completely at home in her body, never once uncomfortable in her own skin and not about to start.

She’d started talking to the baby. Not in a whisper, not self-consciously. She narrated her cooking. “Eggs for breakfast. Your mama makes the best eggs in this house. Don’t tell Courtney. Her eggs are fine but they’re too precise. Eggs need chaos.”

“I can hear you,” Courtney called from the living room.

“You were meant to.”

I ate quickly, kissed Tracy on the mouth (she tasted like salt and butter), and headed for the east wing.

The first bedroom was the one I’d started stripping earlier in the week. The carpet was gone, peeled up in long strips that I’d hauled out the back door and stacked by the workshop. The hardwood underneath was in better shape than I’d expected: wide-plank oak, same as the west wing, tight grain, some boards twelve inches across. A few needed replacing where water damage from a long-fixed roof leak had warped the wood, but most of it just needed sanding and staining.

I set up the orbital sander and went to work. The machine vibrated through my arms and shoulders, the whine of it filling the empty room, sawdust rising in fine clouds that caught the light from the east-facing windows. Physical work had always been the thing that quieted my brain. The rhythm of it, the simple progression from rough to smooth, the visible evidence of labor, one pass and then the next, the floor beneath me slowly revealing its potential.

While I sanded, I pulled baseboards loose with a pry bar. Checked behind them for water damage, mouse damage, rot. Found some crumbling plaster in the corners where moisture had seeped in from the exterior wall. I marked those spots with blue tape for patching later. Opened the windows to clear the sawdust and let the room breathe.

The east wing was different from the west wing. Not worse, not better. Different. The rooms were slightly larger. The windows were taller. The hallway was wider, as if the architect had intended this wing for something grander. Harold had kept it sealed but maintained, the structure sound, the roof solid, the walls plumb. It was a wing waiting for purpose.

As I worked, a draft came through the open window. Not cold. Warm. Carrying the scent of lavender from the garden two stories below. The garden shouldn’t have been blooming this enthusiastically. The lavender Harold had planted decades ago was putting out growth that defied the calendar, thick purple stalks rising from beds that had been choked with weeds a month ago. I’d cleared them, watered them, and stood back, and they’d responded with a vitality that made the word “neglected” seem like a temporary condition rather than a death sentence.

The house did that. Things grew here. Plants, relationships, babies. The mechanism was invisible. The results were not.



I worked through the morning. By noon, the first bedroom floor was sanded smooth, the baseboards were stacked in the hallway, and the plaster damage was patched with joint compound drying in the corners. I’d checked the east wing bathroom and confirmed what I already suspected: the galvanized pipes were corroded beyond repair. Full replumb. PEX tubing, compression fittings, probably a two-day job. I added it to the list.

Lunch was Tracy’s minestrone soup, thick with vegetables and served with bread still fresh from the morning. The three of us sat at Harold’s oak table, the same one that had held a hundred meals before ours, and the kitchen was fragrant and loud and noisy with the specific hum of people who’ve stopped being polite and started being real.

Courtney ate slowly, managing her nausea with concentration etched into her face like someone acclimatizing to high altitude. Each spoonful was timed, evaluated, precise. She’d developed a system: three bites, pause, sip of ginger tea, assess. If the assessment was favorable, three more bites. If unfavorable, she set the spoon down with quiet dignity. She would rather die than vomit at the table.

Tracy ate with abandon, tearing bread and dipping it, talking between bites about the garden and the nursery and the names she’d been considering. She ate her soup and half of mine and was eyeing Courtney’s bowl with covetous focus, her appetite upgraded to military-grade.

“Rose is taken,” she said. “Larissa named her baby Rose. I can’t copy Larissa.”

“You could ask Larissa if she minds,” Courtney suggested.

“She’d say she doesn’t mind because she’s a good person. But she’d mind. I know her. She’d mind.” Tracy chewed thoughtfully. “What about Lily? Or Violet? Something floral.”

“You’re assuming it’s a girl.”

“I’m not assuming. I’m manifesting.” Tracy rubbed her belly. “She’s a girl. I can feel it.”

“You can feel a blueberry-sized embryo’s gender.”

“Courtney, I can feel a lot of things.” Tracy grinned. “That’s kind of how I got here.”

“If it’s a boy?”

“It’s not a boy.”

“But if.”

“Then I’ll love him and name him something floral anyway. Basil. Sage. Rosemary.”

“Those are herbs.”

“They’re gender-neutral herbs.” Tracy turned to me. “Caleb, do you have opinions about baby names?”

I looked at her. A month ago I’d been sleeping on a mattress on the floor of an apartment above a dry cleaner. Now I was being consulted on baby names by a pregnant woman who’d walked into my life and announced she wanted me to breed her.

“I’m still processing the fact that I’m going to be a father,” I said. “The naming conversation is several layers of shock away.”

“Fair,” Tracy said. “I’ll narrow it down to five and let you pick.”

“That’s generous.”

“I’m a generous person. Ask anyone.” She gestured at Courtney. “Am I generous?”

“You’re eating my soup,” Courtney said.

Tracy looked at Courtney’s bowl, which she had indeed been slowly migrating toward her side of the table. She slid it back. “The baby was hungry.”

“The baby is ten weeks old and doesn’t eat soup.”

“The baby communicates through cravings and the cravings said minestrone.”

I excused myself and went to the garden. The afternoon was mild for the season, mild enough to make the old stone bench by the greenhouse comfortable. I sat and looked at the raised beds. Harold’s herbs were thriving. The rosemary was a full bush now, dense and fragrant. The thyme had spread across its bed in a thick mat. The lavender was tall and heavy with blooms. I’d planted tomato starts along the greenhouse’s south wall a few weeks ago, and they’d already put out new growth, the vines reaching for the wired trellis I’d rigged up.

Tracy appeared with two glasses of lemonade and a blanket. She spread the blanket on the grass near the bench and sat down, her legs stretched out, her face turned to the sun. Her bikini top was fighting a losing battle against the new fullness of her breasts, the strings digging into her tanned shoulders. She caught me looking.

“They’re still growing,” she said. “Every day I think they’ve stopped and then the next morning there’s more. It’s like being inflated.” She cupped them with both hands, lifting and weighing. “I’m going to need new bikinis. Bigger ones. Or I’ll just stop wearing them. Save money.”

“Practical.”

“I’m a practical woman, Caleb.” She patted the blanket beside her. “Sit. You’ve been sanding floors all morning. Your arms look incredible, by the way. The veins are doing something.”

I sat. She put her hand on my arm, tracing the line of a vein from my wrist to my elbow with one fingertip. Her touch was light and purposeful and designed to make me forget that I had an east wing to replumb.

“Can I tell you something?” she said.

“Always.”

“I’m so happy I don’t know what to do with it.” She looked at the garden, the greenhouse, the back of the estate rising behind us. “Three months ago I was in a clinic in a paper gown crying because my body wouldn’t do the one thing I wanted it to do. And now I’m lying in a garden with a baby inside me and a man who looks at me like I’m the sun.” She turned her head to look at me. Her blue eyes were bright, wet at the edges. “This house gave me everything. I know we can’t explain it. I don’t care. I don’t need an explanation. I just need this.”

I pulled her close. She curled against me, her head on my shoulder, the gentle curve of her belly pressing against my side. The lavender scent surrounded us, thick and sweet, and somewhere in the house the AM radio was playing something slow.

“The new girl’s going to try to explain it,” I said.

“I know. Let her try. She’ll figure out what we figured out.”

“What’s that?”

“That some things are bigger than data.” Tracy tilted her face up. “Now kiss me before I say something else profound. It freaks me out when I’m deep.”

I kissed her. She tasted like lemonade and coconut lip gloss and sunlight, and the garden hummed around us.



Evening came and the house settled into its night rhythms. Tracy fell asleep on the couch watching a movie she’d picked and Courtney had tolerated, her hand on her belly, mouth slightly open, blonde hair spilling over the armrest. I covered her with a blanket and turned off the television.

Courtney was in the master bedroom, reading. A hardcover, something thick, propped on a pillow on her lap. She was wearing cotton shorts and a silk camisole, the nightwear that had become her uniform, and the lamplight made her skin glow amber and honeyed.

She looked up when I came in. Set the book aside face-down at the exact page.

“How’s the east wing?” she asked.

“First bedroom is sanded and patched. Bathroom needs a full replumb. Two days, maybe three.”

“And the room for Diana?”

“Third one down the hall. It’s the warmest. I’ll paint it this week. Sand the floors. Get a bed frame from storage.”

Courtney nodded. She pulled the camisole strap back onto her shoulder where it had slipped. Then she stopped. Let it slip again. Looked at me.

“I want to show you something,” she said.

She pulled the camisole over her head. Slowly. The fabric dragged across her breasts and they fell free, heavy and full, and I stopped breathing for a moment because they were different. Not dramatically, not overnight. But the changes of early pregnancy had begun their quiet work. Her breasts were fuller. Weightier. They hung lower, pulling with new gravity, the dark nipples somehow wider and more sensitive-looking than even a week ago. She cupped them gently, holding something precious and fragile and new.

“They’re already changing,” she said. “I’m only four weeks along and I can feel it. The tenderness. The weight. Everything is different.” She guided my hand to her left breast. The moment my palm made contact, I felt the difference. Heavier. Denser. The skin impossibly soft, the nipple hardening instantly against my palm. She inhaled at the touch, a sharp, involuntary breath.

“Sensitive?” I asked.

“More than before. Everything is more.” She pressed my hand closer. “I need you to touch me. Not like last week, not like normal. I need you to be careful with me tonight.”

She straddled me on the bed. Her hips settled over mine, her weight familiar and grounding, her thighs pressing against my sides. Her fuller breasts hung free, swaying with each small adjustment of her position. She pulled my shirt over my head and ran her palms across my chest, her fingers tracing the lines of muscle that months of renovation had carved deeper than any gym could.

She reached back, found me already hard through my jeans, and her hand gripped with a firmness that contradicted every word she’d just said about being careful. She unzipped me. Freed me. Held me in her palm, her dark eyes locked on mine, her dark hair falling forward around her face.

“Watch me,” she said.

She rose on her knees and positioned me beneath her. Sank down. Slowly. Her pussy parting around me, slick and hot, the tight clench of her body drawing me in inch by purposeful inch. Her eyes fluttered closed. Her lips parted. A sound escaped her that was low and vibrating and entirely involuntary, a hum in her chest that resonated through the contact between our bodies.

She began to move. Slow, grinding rolls of her hips. Her signature. The rhythm that belonged only to her, measured and commanding, her pussy clenching around me on each downward grind, the slick walls of her squeezing and releasing in time with her hips. Her body claimed mine with each rotation, the wet heat of her enveloping me completely, the angle of her hips driving me deep with every roll. Her swollen breasts rocked with the motion, the new volume creating a pendulum swing that was hypnotic, the dark nipples tracing patterns in the lamplight, the pregnancy-swollen flesh bouncing with each stroke.

I reached for them. She caught my wrists and pinned them above my head against the headboard. “Not yet. Watch.”

I watched. Courtney Sable, silver-streaked hair wild around her shoulders, riding me with measured cadence, needing to be in command of something because her own body was slipping out of her control. Her hips rolled in wide, grinding circles, her pussy clenching around me on every downstroke, squeezing and releasing, a rhythmic grip that sent pulses of heat from my cock to the base of my spine. Her breasts swayed with increasing amplitude as her pace increased, the pregnancy-enhanced weight making the motion deeper, more dramatic, each sway a visual that my brain filed in a folder labeled “things I will never recover from.”

She released my wrists. Her hands found the headboard instead, gripping the carved oak, her knuckles going white, and she rode me harder. Faster. The control cracking. The measured rhythm becoming urgent, ragged, her hips slamming down with force that drove me deep enough to feel the back of her. Her breasts swung freely, slapping against my chest on each downstroke, and she threw her head back and moaned, a raw, exposed sound that the boardroom had never heard and wouldn’t have survived.

“Breed me again,” she gasped. Her voice was hoarse. “Even though I’m already yours. Even though you already put it there. I want to feel it. I need it.”

I gripped her hips. My fingers sank into the soft flesh above her hipbones, the full width of her, and I thrust up into her from below while she ground down from above. The collision point was electric. Wet, relentless, the sound of our bodies meeting filling the bedroom in rhythmic percussion. Her pussy clamped around me, tighter than before, the pregnancy hormones doing something to her body that made everything more, and I felt her orgasm build before she voiced it. The trembling in her thighs. The quickening grip. The way her breaths shortened into sharp, staccato pants.

She came hard. Her spine bowed, her hands released the headboard, and her body convulsed around me in rolling waves of contraction that rippled along my cock in pulsing rings of heat. She cried out. Not the controlled moan I was used to. A raw, broken sound, high and desperate, and her eyes stayed shut as the orgasm tore through her in a way that looked almost frightening in its intensity.

The pressure pulled my own release from me. I pressed as deep as her body would take me and came inside her, pulsing, flooding her with cum that had nowhere to go because her body was clenched so tight around me that nothing was escaping. She felt it. Her eyes opened. Wet. Shining. Not tears of sadness or joy but of overwhelm, the body betraying the mind, the emotions too big for the container that usually held them.

She stayed seated on me. My cock still inside her, softening slowly in the grip of her body. Her breathing was ragged, her hair was wild, her breasts rose and fell with each labored breath. She looked down at me with an expression I’d never seen on her face before. Unguarded. Bare. Stripped.

“I can’t control this,” she said. Her voice cracked. A tear tracked down her cheek, leaving a shine on her olive skin. “The feelings. The hormones. I can’t hold it together like I used to. Everything is bigger and louder and I don’t know how to be this person who can’t manage herself.”

I pulled her down to my chest. She came without resistance. Her body settled against mine, heavy and still, her head tucked beneath my chin, her hair spread across my shoulder. I felt her tears, hot and small, against my collarbone.

“Then don’t,” I said.

Her composure didn’t rebuild. She fell asleep without it.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter 3: Saturday

Saturday morning I was on the front porch replacing railing spindles when I heard the car on the driveway.

The original spindles were Victorian, turned wood, decorative, and completely rotted. I’d found the profile when I pulled the first one free: a bulbous center section with thin necks at top and bottom, a profile that belonged in architectural magazines and houses with six-figure maintenance budgets. Harold’s workshop had a lathe, a big cast-iron beast that looked like it had been manufactured before my parents were born, and I’d spent two afternoons teaching myself to turn replacement spindles that matched the originals. They weren’t perfect. Close, but not perfect. I could see the differences. Nobody else would.

I was fitting the fourth spindle when the sound reached me. Not the crunchy pop of Tracy’s bright yellow Volkswagen Bug on the gravel. Not the smooth purr of a town car like the one Courtney had arrived in. This was a sensible engine, economical, maintained. A car that got good gas mileage and had been recently inspected.

A dark blue sedan appeared at the end of the oak-lined driveway, the canopy of trees dappling its roof with shifting light as it rolled up the quarter mile to the house. The car pulled to a stop beside my truck and sat for a moment, the engine ticking as it cooled. Through the windshield I could see a figure consulting something in her lap. A notebook, maybe. Or a phone with a map. Verifying she was in the right place.

The driver’s door opened.

She stepped out carefully, checking the ground before committing her weight. Sturdy shoes, brown leather, sensible flat soles. Thick calves that rose to knees half-hidden by khaki trousers, the kind with a crease pressed into them, the fabric pulling tight across her thighs as she straightened. The trousers strained at her hips. Not like Tracy’s cutoffs, which strained as deliberate provocation. Straining because the body inside them was built wider and fuller than the clothing had been designed to accommodate, the fabric taut across hips that flared dramatically from a proportionally smaller waist.

My eyes traveled up. A button-down shirt, light blue, tucked into the trousers, and the buttons were having a bad day. Every one of them was engaged in a private struggle with the chest behind them, the fabric puckering between the buttons in small horizontal gaps that revealed slivers of white cotton underneath. Her breasts were heavy and full, not as large as Tracy’s but denser, rounder, dense enough to press forward against fabric with an insistence that no button-down was engineered to handle. A cardigan over the shirt, gray, buttoned once in the middle, clearly serving as armor rather than insulation. It wasn’t cold enough for a cardigan. She was wearing it because without it the button situation would have been classified as an incident.

Her hair was pulled back in a tight bun, the kind that takes bobby pins and determination. Dark auburn, maybe brown, hard to tell in the morning light. A few strands had escaped at her temples and curled against her skin. Thick-framed glasses sat on her nose, rectangular, black. Behind them, brown eyes, sharp and evaluating, cataloguing the estate like a building inspector: top to bottom, foundation to roofline, systematically.

She was carrying a canvas tote bag in each hand. One bulged with file folders, the corners of papers sticking out at angles. The other contained what appeared to be water testing equipment: vials, strips, a coiled probe, a digital meter. She’d brought a laboratory to a country house. Of course she had.

I set down my chisel and stood. Wiped my hands on my jeans. Sawdust fell from my forearms.

She walked to the porch steps. The new steps. The ones I’d rebuilt. She paused at the bottom and looked at them, then at the spindle I’d been fitting, then at the lathe visible through the open workshop door behind the house. She processed the connection. He’s turning his own spindles. Her expression didn’t change but her focus did, a quick flicker of attention that went from the woodwork to me and lingered one beat longer than a building inspection warranted.

“Diana Pritchard,” she said. Firm handshake, dry palm, strong grip. “Thank you for agreeing to this.”

“Caleb.” I shook her hand. Her fingers were shorter than mine, her grip businesslike. She released exactly when the handshake was complete. Not early, not late. Precise. “Welcome to the estate.”

She turned to face the house and I watched her process it. Eyes up: roofline, chimney, window condition, gutter alignment. Eyes across: siding, paint condition, the new railing spindles beside the rotted ones I hadn’t replaced yet. Eyes down: foundation, the stone visible where the siding met the ground, the drainage grade. She pulled a notebook from the tote bag and wrote three lines before I’d finished my sentence.

“The foundation is original?” she asked.

“Stone. Set deep, into the hillside. Harold maintained it.”

“The well. Municipal or private?”

“Private. Deep aquifer. Harold had it drilled deeper in ’88.”

“Water treatment system?”

“None. The water comes up clean.”

She wrote something else. “I’d like to see the well house first, if that’s acceptable. Before meeting anyone. I want baseline samples before the property is influenced by additional variables.”

“Additional variables being people.”

“Yes.” She pushed her glasses up with the back of her wrist, an unconscious habit worn smooth by ten thousand repetitions. The sleeves of her cardigan rode up and I caught a glimpse of her forearms: soft, pale, freckled at the wrists. “People contaminate sample sites. Skin oils, residual soap, fabric softener aerosols. I need clean draws.”

“The well house is behind the workshop. I’ll show you.”

We walked. She kept pace beside me, her stride shorter but determined, the canvas bags bumping against her legs. She didn’t make small talk. She scanned the grounds with the same systematic attention she’d given the house, recording observations in her notebook without breaking stride. I noticed her write “herb garden, vigorous growth, anomalous for reported neglect period” as we passed the raised beds.

The well house was a small stone structure, barely larger than a closet, with a heavy wooden door that I had to shoulder open. Inside: the wellhead, capped with iron, Harold’s hand-pumped backup system rusted but intact beside the electric pump. The air was cool and damp and smelled like stone.

Diana set her bags down and went to work. She pulled on rubber gloves. Safety glasses over her prescription glasses, which looked faintly ridiculous and entirely appropriate. She opened a case of testing vials, labeled them with a marker (WELL-HEAD, DATE, TIME, DEPTH-EST), and drew water from the tap at the wellhead into three separate containers. She dropped a testing probe on a thin cable down the pipe opening, waited for a reading, noted it in her notebook. She tested the pH with a strip. She held a vial up to the light and squinted through it.

Her guard dropped when she worked. The stiffness in her posture eased. Her shoulders relaxed. She muttered something to herself that I didn’t catch. Her face, which had been a mask of professional neutrality since she stepped out of the car, became animated: a small frown when a reading wasn’t what she expected, a slight nod when it was, the tip of her tongue appearing between her lips when she concentrated on a label.

“pH seven point one,” she said, more to the notebook than to me. “Consistent with prior reports. Mineral content pending lab analysis.” She capped the vials and stored them in a padded case. “I’ll need samples from every faucet in the house. Kitchen, each bathroom, garden hose, and any basement access point near the pipe junctions.”

“I’ll show you around.”

“After I meet the residents.” She peeled off the gloves, folded them methodically, and put them in a ziplock bag. “I should be transparent with you, Mr. Reeves.”

“Caleb.”

“Caleb.” She said my name deliberately, like she’d weighed the syllables and found them acceptable. “I should be transparent. I’m not here only as a researcher.”

Her hand went to her glasses, paused on the frame, holding it, as if deciding whether to lower a shield.

“I’m twenty-five,” she said. “I’ve been trying to conceive for two years. Ovulation tracking, timed intercourse with my ex-boyfriend, two rounds of IUI at a clinic in Hartford. Nothing worked.” Her voice stayed clinical. Data points delivered in a neutral tone. But her jaw tightened on the word “nothing,” the small muscles at the hinge flexing, and I recognized the tension. It was the same tension Tracy had carried into the house months ago, the same frustration Courtney had voiced in the study that first evening. The body failing the mind’s plan.

“He left when I suggested IVF,” Diana continued. “Graham said he wasn’t prepared for ‘that level of commitment.’ He was an actuary. He calculated the cost-benefit ratio of conceiving a child with me and determined the investment was suboptimal.” The clinical tone cracked on the last word. Just a hairline fracture, barely audible, but it was there. “I want to understand why this place works. And I want what it offers. Both. I thought you should know that before I unpack.”

“I appreciate you telling me.”

“Transparency is essential for rigorous observation.” She picked up her bags. “Now. The residents.”



Tracy was waiting in the kitchen. She’d been waiting in the kitchen since seven AM, despite my suggestion that she might want to play it cool. Tracy did not play it cool. Tracy played it Tracy.

She was wearing a sundress, yellow, bright as her car, the thin fabric draped over her pregnant belly and stretched across her fuller breasts. Barefoot, hair loose in beachy waves, toenails painted electric pink. She’d made muffins. She’d arranged wildflowers from the garden in a mason jar. She’d placed Diana’s welcome basket on the kitchen table, wrapped in tissue paper, containing bath salts, a scented candle, and a handwritten card that I suspected said something along the lines of “Welcome to the breeding mansion! XOXO Tracy.”

Diana stepped into the kitchen and Tracy crossed the room in three strides and hugged her.

Diana stiffened. Her spine locked straight, her arms pinned to her sides by Tracy’s embrace, her canvas bags crushed between them. Tracy was four inches taller and had the advantage of momentum and complete lack of social inhibition. Diana’s face, pressed against Tracy’s shoulder, was a portrait of someone experiencing an unexpected weather event.

Then she softened. Not all at once. By degrees. Her shoulders dropped. Her spine unlocked. She didn’t hug back but she stopped resisting, and that was something.

Tracy pulled back, keeping her hands on Diana’s shoulders. “You’re the spreadsheet girl! I’m Tracy. I’m ten weeks pregnant, I make amazing muffins, and I’m so glad you’re here.”

“Barely ten weeks,” I said.

“I’m rounding up. By the time she unpacks I’ll be eleven.”

Diana blinked. “Your pregnancy is progressing well?”

“My pregnancy is the best thing that ever happened to me. After Caleb. And muffins. Sit down. Eat a muffin. Tell me everything about yourself.”

“I’d rather start with the water samples.”

“The water samples can wait twenty minutes. Your blood sugar cannot. Sit.”

Diana sat. She placed her bags on the floor beside her chair, aligned parallel to the table leg. She accepted a muffin and a glass of water and held them both without consuming either, as if she needed to analyze the inputs before allowing ingestion.

Courtney appeared. She’d recovered from the morning’s nausea and reassembled herself: tailored blouse, dark trousers, hair sleek. She extended her hand across the table.

“Courtney Sable. I reviewed your dataset. Your methodology is rigorous.”

Diana’s posture changed. Not relaxing, exactly, but recalibrating. Intellectual respect was her native language, and someone had just spoken it fluently.

“You checked my cross-referencing?” Diana asked.

“I checked everything. The sourcing from independent databases eliminates self-reporting bias. Your statistical calculation on the conception rate is conservative, which I appreciate. Most researchers would have rounded up for dramatic effect.”

“Rounding up would be intellectually dishonest.”

Courtney smiled. It was a small, precise smile. She’d found something she hadn’t expected. “Yes. It would.”

Tracy pushed the muffin closer to Diana. “Eat. Bond later.”

Diana ate the muffin. Courtney poured her coffee. The kitchen was quiet, the AM radio silent for once, and the four of us sat at Harold’s kitchen table, the oak worn smooth by decades of elbows and shared meals.

The dynamic was immediately different from Tracy and Courtney’s arrival. Tracy had swept in like sunshine, Courtney had glided in like a weather system. Diana sat at the table like a student at a new school: alert, cautious, taking in data faster than she could process it. She watched Tracy’s casual physicality, how she touched her belly and talked with her hands and leaned across the table without regard for personal space. She watched Courtney’s controlled elegance, the measured sips of sparkling water, the precise placement of her hands. She watched me, too. Quick glances, sharp evaluations, her eyes tracking my hands, my forearms, the wood dust still on my jeans. She looked away when I caught her. Every time.

“I’d like to see the room,” Diana said after the muffin and two cups of coffee. “And then I need to take water samples from every faucet in the house.”

I walked her to the east wing. The bedroom I’d prepared was the third one down the hall: hardwood floors freshly sanded and stained, the golden honey color I’d used throughout the house. Walls painted a soft cream. A bed frame I’d found in storage, iron, sturdy, with a mattress I’d bought new and delivered earlier in the week. A nightstand. A lamp. A window facing east, morning light pooling on the floor.

Diana stood in the doorway and surveyed the room. Her expression remained neutral. But I saw her hand release its grip on the canvas bag. Just slightly. The way someone loosens their hold on something when they realize they might be somewhere safe.

“The floor is new?” she asked.

“Sanded and stained this week. The wood is original. Same species as the west wing.”

“And the heating?”

“Radiator, same system as the rest of the house. The east wing was sealed off but maintained. Harold kept the infrastructure intact.”

She stepped inside. Set her bags on the floor beside the bed. Touched the windowsill with her fingertips, testing for dust, for finish quality. Finding none, she nodded once.

“The room is warmer than the hallway,” she said.

She was right. It was. The east wing bedrooms I hadn’t prepared were noticeably cooler, the air in them still carrying the chill of disuse. But this room, the one I’d cleaned and painted and furnished for her, was warm. Not from the radiator, which was set to the same temperature as every other radiator in the wing. From something else. From the house itself, responding to the preparation, to the intention, as it always seemed to.

“Good insulation on this side,” I said.

Diana looked at me. Behind the thick-framed glasses, her brown eyes were sharp and unimpressed. She didn’t believe in good insulation. She believed in measurable variables.

“I’ll unpack after the water samples,” she said. “May I have access to your great-uncle’s journals?”

“Harold’s study is on the ground floor, back of the house. The journals are organized by year on the shelves. You’re welcome to read anything.”

“Thank you.” She paused in the doorway. Her hand went to her glasses again, the habitual push. The sleeves of her cardigan slid back and I saw the freckles at her wrists again, and the fine dark hair on her forearms, and her fingers gripping the frame a beat longer than necessary.

“Your spindle work is impressive,” she said. “The profile matching, given the age of the originals, is within acceptable tolerance. I noticed the grain direction is consistent with lathe-turned replication. You taught yourself?”

“Harold’s lathe. YouTube. Trial and error.”

She nodded. Her expression shifted. Not evaluation this time. Interest, maybe. Or recognition. She processed it, filed it, and moved past before I could be sure.

“I’ll begin the water samples in twenty minutes,” she said, and walked down the hall to her room.



She spent the rest of the day testing water.

Every faucet. Every bathroom. The kitchen tap, the garden hose, the basement pipe junction where the well line fed into the house’s plumbing. She wore rubber gloves and safety glasses at every station, labeled every vial with location and time and date, and filled out a chain-of-custody form for the lab samples with meticulous detail, every vial prepared as if her work would be peer-reviewed.

Tracy found this fascinating.

“She’s labeling the vials,” Tracy reported, leaning against the kitchen doorway with a sandwich in one hand and her other hand on her belly. “With a Sharpie. In block letters. And a timestamp. She timestamps her water samples.”

“That’s standard sample collection protocol,” Courtney said from the kitchen table, where she was reviewing the estate’s insurance documents.

“She has safety glasses over her regular glasses. Double glasses. Courtney, she’s double-glassed.”

“Leave her alone, Tracy.”

“I’m not bothering her. I’m observing. I’m being scientific.”

“You’re eating a sandwich in a doorway and commentating.”

“That’s what scientific observation looks like when you’re pregnant.”

I followed Diana through part of the collection, showing her where the access points were, opening basement doors and crawl space hatches. She worked with focused efficiency, her movements economical, no wasted motion. In the basement, the ceiling was low and the light was a single bare bulb on a pull chain, casting sharp shadows. She navigated the cramped space with the focused attention of someone cataloguing every surface, every material, every junction point.

When she knelt to access a low pipe junction near the wellhead intake, her khaki trousers pulled tight across her wide ass, the fabric outlining the wide curve of each cheek, the seams straining at her hips, and I looked away because looking felt like reading someone’s diary.

She caught me looking away, which was somehow worse than if she’d caught me looking.

“The pipe material is PEX in the renovated sections,” she said, as if she hadn’t noticed anything. “And galvanized steel in the original. That’s worth noting. Different pipe materials can leach different compounds.”

“Good point.”

“I know.” She labeled another vial and stood. Her bun had loosened during the crawl space expedition, strands curling at her temples. Without the hair pulled tight, her face was softer. Rounder. Younger.

That evening, the four of us sat at the kitchen table for dinner. Tracy had made pasta, her from-scratch sauce with tomatoes and garlic and herbs from the garden, and the kitchen smelled like basil and olive oil and home. Tracy served with heaping portions, someone who believed food was love made edible. Courtney ate in small, deliberate bites, her nausea a manageable hum rather than a roar. Diana ate methodically, her fork moving in efficient patterns, consuming nutrition without theater.

The dynamic at the table was new. Three women and one of me. Tracy was the social engine, filling silences, drawing Diana out with questions about her research, offering seconds, touching everyone’s arm as she talked. Courtney was the ballast, steady and precise, asking Diana about her methodology with genuine interest, making observations that signaled intellectual partnership.

Diana was stiff. Analytical. She answered questions with data rather than stories. When Tracy asked about her ex, Diana said: “He determined the cost-benefit analysis of conception was unfavorable.” When Courtney asked about her career, Diana said: “I’m a research analyst at a biotech firm. I specialize in reproductive outcomes data.” When I asked how she’d found the estate, Diana said: “Fertility network databases, county birth records, and a cross-referential analysis of residential tenure patterns at properties with documented above-average conception rates.”

Tracy leaned forward. “But how did you find us? Like, the real version. Not the data version.”

Diana set down her fork. Looked at the table.

“I was at a conference in Boston,” she said. “A poster session on unexplained fertility outcomes. A woman, a former patient at a clinic I’d consulted with, mentioned a house. An estate in the country where women went when nothing else worked. She said her cousin had gone there five years ago and come home pregnant after six years of trying. She didn’t remember the name. She remembered the address.”

“Fourteen Ridgecrest Road,” Courtney said.

“Yes.” Diana’s voice was quiet. “I looked up the property records. I found Harold Reeves’s name. I started pulling data. And the more I pulled, the more I found. Ninety-seven documented conceptions across four decades. A hundred percent success rate. No medical intervention. No clinical oversight. Just a house and a man.”

She looked at me. At my hands on the table, the calloused fingers, the scar on my left knuckle from a box cutter accident years ago. At the sawdust still ground into the creases of my palms. She looked at my forearms, the ropy muscles, the veins that Tracy commented on and Courtney assessed.

She looked away quickly. Picked up her fork. Resumed eating with meticulous efficiency.

But I’d seen her look. The quick scan, bottom to top, the professional mask slipping for a moment to reveal something underneath. Something she wasn’t ready to name. Something she filed in a category her spreadsheets didn’t have a column for.

After dinner, Tracy washed dishes and Courtney dried. Diana offered to help and Tracy handed her a towel and put her between them at the sink. Three women, shoulder to shoulder, domestic and close.

I stepped out onto the front porch. The evening air was cool. Inside, I could hear Tracy laughing at something. Courtney’s low voice responding. And Diana, quiet, present, beginning to fill a space in the house that had been waiting for her.

Four people under this roof now. Harold had written about three.
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Chapter 4: Testing the Water

Diana was awake before the sun.

I found evidence of her at six AM: a row of labeled vials lined up on the kitchen counter like glass soldiers, each one containing water from a different source. KITCHEN-FAUCET-AM. GARDEN-HOSE-AM. BASEMENT-JUNCTION-AM. She’d repeated every sample from yesterday, this time in the morning, because time of day could theoretically affect mineral content if the aquifer had tidal influences. I didn’t know aquifers could have tidal influences. Diana apparently did.

She was outside when I found her, kneeling beside the well house in khaki trousers and a fresh button-down, this one pale green, the buttons losing the same war they’d lost yesterday. Rubber gloves. Safety glasses over her regular glasses, the doubled-lens look that made her look like a scientist in a cartoon and somehow, against all logic, worked on her face. She was lowering the probe into the well pipe on its thin cable, reading the digital meter with her lips moving silently, recording numbers in her notebook with a pencil that she kept tucked behind her ear.

Her hair was in the tight bun again. Fresh bobby pins. But the same strands had escaped at her temples, curling against her skin like they had a mind of their own.

“Morning,” I said.

She startled. The probe cable slipped half an inch in her grip before she caught it. “Good morning. I didn’t hear you.” She nudged her glasses higher. “I’m taking morning samples for comparison with yesterday’s evening readings. If there’s a diurnal variation in mineral content, it would indicate active geochemical processes in the aquifer that could be relevant.”

“Or the water is just water.”

“That’s also a valid hypothesis.” She wound the cable around her forearm with practiced loops. “But I won’t know until the lab confirms it.” She stood, brushing dirt from her knees, and I got a clear look at her in the morning light. Without the defensive hunch of arrival day, she was slightly different. Still precise. Still buttoned-up. But the set of her shoulders was a degree less rigid, and when she turned to pick up her tote bag, I noticed she’d left the cardigan in her room. The button-down had to handle things alone, and it was struggling. The fabric stretched across her chest in the morning light, the gaps between buttons revealing white cotton underneath, her full breasts shifting as she straightened and settled the bag on her shoulder.

“I’d like to see the well driller’s records,” she said. “Your great-uncle’s journals from 1988 mention a well expansion. There should be depth logs and geological survey data.”

“Harold kept everything. Try the bottom drawer of the study desk, under the 1998 journals.”

She nodded and headed for the house. I watched her walk. Not deliberately. But she walked past me at close range and I noticed. Her hips moved with a wide sway in the tailored trousers, the fabric pulling with each step, the full curve of her ass visible in profile when she turned at the porch steps. She moved like someone who’d spent her life trying to take up less space than her body required, shoulders slightly hunched, arms close, everything pulled inward. The body wanted to occupy its full territory. The mind kept drawing the borders tighter.



Tracy ambushed Diana at breakfast.

“Sit down,” Tracy said, pulling out a chair. She was in a bikini top and denim cutoffs, her pregnant belly a gentle swell above the waistband, her tanned legs bare and crossed beneath the table. “Eat eggs. Tell me your story.”

“I’ve already eaten.”

“Eat more. You’re too thin.” This was objectively untrue. Diana was built thick and abundant, her hips and ass and breasts occupying space that Tracy’s lean bombshell frame never would. But Tracy operated in a reality where food equaled affection and refusing it was a personal insult.

Diana sat. She accepted eggs. Tracy sat across from her and leaned forward, elbows on the table, blue eyes bright with the focused warmth she reserved for people she’d decided to love.

“So,” Tracy said. “Your ex was an actuary.”

“Yes.”

“And he calculated whether having a baby with you was a good investment.”

“He framed it in those terms, yes.”

“And he determined you weren’t worth the investment.”

“He determined that the projected costs of IVF exceeded his risk tolerance.”

Tracy stared at her for a long moment. Then she reached across the table and squeezed Diana’s hand.

“Honey, he was an idiot.”

Diana looked at Tracy’s hand on hers. At the easy, unselfconscious affection in the gesture. She didn’t pull away. She didn’t reciprocate. She sat very still, as if she’d been handed something fragile and wasn’t sure how to hold it.

“I arrived at a similar conclusion,” Diana said quietly.

“Good. Now put the notebook away and eat your eggs.”

Diana put the notebook away. She ate her eggs. And for a few minutes, the researcher disappeared and she was just a twenty-five-year-old woman sitting in a sunlit kitchen with someone who touched her arm when she talked and called her “honey” without irony.



I spent the morning in the east wing bathroom, on my back under the sink, pulling corroded galvanized pipe from the wall. The work was brutal. Galvanized steel corrodes from the inside out, and what looks like solid pipe from the exterior crumbles in your hand when you try to unscrew the fittings. I had to cut sections with a reciprocating saw, the blade screaming through rust-furred metal, and pull the pieces out of the wall cavity like a dentist extracting diseased teeth.

PEX tubing would replace everything. Flexible, modern, reliable. I’d done this in the west wing for Courtney’s bathroom and knew the process: compression fittings at every junction, routing angled to avoid freezing in the exterior walls, proper support every thirty-two inches. The work took concentration and upper body strength, crawling in tight spaces, bracing myself against wall studs while I wrenched fittings loose, labor that left your shoulders screaming and your forearms corded.

I was shirtless by ten AM. The crawl space under the east wing bathroom was hot, enclosed, the air thick with the dust of decades. Sweat ran down my back and dripped from my jaw. I could hear the house around me: Tracy in the kitchen, music playing, something being baked. Courtney on the phone in the study, her low voice carrying through the floors in a rhythmic murmur. And then footsteps in the east wing hallway. Measured. Precise.

Diana appeared in the bathroom doorway. She was holding her notebook. Her eyes went to me on my back under the sink, shirtless, sweating, a wrench in one hand and a section of corroded pipe in the other. Her eyes tracked across my chest, my shoulders, the muscles in my arms that were braced against the cabinet frame. Down to my stomach. Back up to my forearms. The veins there were prominent from the exertion, running in blue-green lines beneath skin dusted with copper pipe filings.

She was staring. She knew she was staring. I knew she was staring. The notebook in her hand hung forgotten at her side, her pen uncapped.

“Need something?” I asked.

She disappeared down the hallway. I heard her door close. Ten seconds later, I heard it open again. Her footsteps retreated toward the west wing.

When I came out for water twenty minutes later, I found her notebook on the floor of the east wing hallway. She’d dropped it. Or set it down and forgotten it. The page was open to her latest entry. I didn’t read it. But I noticed that the last line of writing trailed off mid-word, as if her attention had been captured by something the notebook couldn’t contain.



Dinner was the first meal with all four of us at the table.

Tracy had made pasta from scratch, the sauce built from tomatoes and garlic and rosemary she’d cut from the garden beds. The kitchen smelled like Italy and home and the living energy Tracy generated in any space she occupied for more than five minutes. She’d set the table with plates I’d found in a cabinet in the east wing, cream ceramic with a blue pattern, probably older than I was.

Courtney sat at her usual place, her glass beside her plate, her nausea managed down to a low simmer by a combination of saltines, ginger tea, and iron discipline. She refused to let her body dictate her schedule. She’d done something with her hair tonight, pulled it back in a loose twist that showed her temples, and she was wearing a wrap dress in deep green that made her dark eyes deeper.

Diana sat across from me. She’d changed into a clean button-down, white this time, still fighting the good fight against her chest. Her hair was still in the bun but more strands had escaped than usual, curling at her jaw and the back of her neck. She’d pushed the sleeves of her button-down to her elbows, exposing her forearms, soft and freckled. A small concession to the heat of the kitchen that read, to me, like a woman loosening defenses she wasn’t sure she needed.

Tracy served generously, believing seconds were a compliment and thirds were poetry.

“So, Diana.” Tracy twirled pasta on her fork with the casual confidence of a woman about to detonate a social grenade. “What’s your ovulation window?”

Diana’s fork froze between her plate and her mouth.

Courtney set down her water glass with a precise click. “Tracy.”

“What? We’re all here for the same reason. No point being weird about it.” Tracy looked at Diana. “I told Caleb I wanted him to breed me on day one. Courtney calculated her ovulation and mentioned it at breakfast. We’re not shy about this stuff.”

“I’m aware of the nature of the arrangement,” Diana said, her tone flattening. Her voice had shifted into the detached register she used when something made her uncomfortable. “My current cycle suggests a fertile window beginning in approximately six days.”

“See?” Tracy beamed. “That wasn’t so hard.”

“Tracy asks everyone this,” Courtney said. “She asked the mail carrier.”

“I did not ask the mail carrier.”

“You asked the mail carrier when her next cycle was because she looked ‘fertile.’”

“She was glowing. I thought she might be pregnant. It was a reasonable observation.”

“It was a federal employee doing her job.”

“She was very nice about it.”

“She stopped delivering to the door. We get our mail at the road now.”

Tracy waved a hand. “She’s shy. She’ll come around.”

Diana resumed eating. Color rose in her cheeks, a pink bloom visible even in the lamplight. Her eyes found mine once, quickly, across the table. Then at her plate. Then at her water glass. Her hand was slightly unsteady when she lifted it.

“I’d like to review more of the journals after dinner,” she said to Courtney, redirecting to safe ground. “Specifically the entries from 1996 regarding Dr. Fenton’s well expansion and the subsequent water testing.”

“I’ve marked the relevant pages,” Courtney said, allowing the conversational redirect with grace, understanding that some people needed to approach intimacy through footnotes. “There’s also a set of entries from 1998 where Harold mentions the Glendale lab wanting to retest because finding nothing unusual was itself unusual.”

Diana leaned forward. The flush was fading as the conversation shifted to data, her natural habitat. “The anomalous absence of anomaly. Yes. Every deep aquifer in that geological stratum should show elevated mineral content. Limestone, iron, calcium. The fact that this one is pristine is interesting.”

“Interesting enough to explain the fertility rate?”

“No.” Diana was quiet for a moment. “I don’t think so. But it’s worth documenting.” Her attention returned to me, eyes tracking to my forearms before returning to my face. “Has anyone ever tested the air quality? Radon levels, specifically?”

“Not that I know of.”

“I brought a monitor. I’ll set it up tonight.”

Tracy reached across the table and patted Diana’s hand. “You’re adorable. Welcome to the family.”

“I’m not adorable. I’m methodical.”

“I’d argue they’re the same thing,” Courtney said, which earned her a surprised look from Diana and a snort from Tracy.

The color returned to Diana’s cheeks. She adjusted her glasses with a hand that trembled very slightly.



Late evening. I was in the east wing hallway, fitting the last section of PEX tubing into the bathroom wall cavity, the compression fittings snugged with a wrench. The hallway was dim, the new light fixtures I’d installed casting amber pools on the freshly sanded floor. Diana’s door was ten feet away. The light beneath it was on.

Tracy appeared at the end of the hall. She was wearing a silk robe, cream-colored, tied loosely at the waist. It barely closed over her pregnant belly, and beneath it she was wearing nothing. I knew because the robe was thin enough to show the shadow of her body underneath, the darker circles of her nipples, the curve of her hips. She walked toward me with that knowing sway, her breasts full and shifting beneath the silk with each step.

“You’ve been working all day,” she said quietly. Not whispering. Just quiet enough to be intimate without being secretive. “Take a break.”

“I’m almost done with the plumbing.”

She stopped in front of me. Untied the robe. Let it fall open. The hallway light painted her body in amber: the tanned skin, the tan lines that framed her breasts like a pale border, the fuller curve of her belly, the darker nipples that pregnancy had changed. She was glowing. The word was overused but there was no other. She radiated.

“The plumbing can wait,” she said. She took my belt in both hands and pulled me toward her.

She pressed her back against the hallway wall. Ten feet from Diana’s closed door. She knew exactly what she was doing. Tracy always knew exactly what she was doing.

I pressed against her. Kissed her. She tasted like the wine she shouldn’t have been drinking (one sip, she claimed, Courtney had given her the look but hadn’t stopped her) and the toothpaste she’d used after. Her tongue found mine and she kissed me like the next twenty minutes belonged to her and she intended to spend them loudly. Her hands worked my belt open, my zipper down. She reached inside and wrapped her fingers around my cock, already hard, and her eyes widened the way they always did, the way they’d widened since the first night in my bedroom months ago, bright blue irises going round and hungry. She stroked me once, twice, her thumb smearing the precum that had gathered at the tip, and grinned.

“I want her to hear us,” Tracy whispered, her grin wicked and bright. “She needs to know what happens in this house.”

I lifted her thigh with one hand. She hooked her leg around my hip, the robe falling completely open, her pregnant belly pressing against my stomach. I reached between us, my fingers sliding through the slick heat of her pussy, parting the swollen lips, finding her clit and circling once. She shuddered and pulled my hand away. “Inside me. Now. I’ve been wet since dinner.”

She had. She was soaked. Dripping. Her inner thighs already glistening in the amber hallway light. She’d been soaked since she walked down the hallway, since she’d decided this was happening, since the exhibitionist in her had chosen this location with the precision of a stage director blocking a scene. I positioned my cock at her entrance and felt the heat radiating from her, the swollen lips parting around the head.

I pushed inside her. She moaned. Loud and deliberate, a full, throaty sound that carried down the hallway and bounced off the walls and filled the east wing with the unmistakable sound of a woman being fucked. Her pussy stretched around me, slick and hot and gripping, the familiar tightness of her amplified by pregnancy hormones that had rewired her entire body for sensation.

“God, yes.” She gripped my shoulders, her nails biting into muscle. “Right there. Harder. I want her to hear what you do to me.”

I pinned her against the wall and drove into her. Standing, one of her legs hooked over my hip, the other braced on the floor, her back against the plaster I’d patched two days ago. Her breasts, swollen with pregnancy, bounced against my chest with each thrust, spilling from the open robe, the dense fullness of them slapping softly against my skin on each stroke. Her nipples dragged across my chest, darker than before, the texture of them changed by hormones into something denser, thicker, more sensitive. She gasped every time they made contact, each brush of my skin against her swollen nipples sending a visible shudder through her body.

“Harder,” she demanded. Louder now. Performing. The hallway was her stage and she wanted every seat filled. “Fill me up. I know I’m already full of your baby but I want more. I want everything you’ve got.”

I gripped her ass with both hands and lifted her off the floor. She wrapped both legs around my waist, ankles crossed behind my back, the robe falling away entirely. I held her against the wall, her full weight in my arms, and fucked her with the desperate urgency she was demanding. Each thrust pressed her deeper into the wall. Each thrust sent her breasts swaying upward before gravity pulled them back. Her pregnant belly was pressed between us, taut and firm, and the knowledge of what was growing inside her while I was inside her too, the layered intimacy of it, sent heat flooding through every part of me.

“Don’t stop,” she gasped. “Oh god, don’t stop. I want her to hear everything. I want her to know what this house does to a woman.” She arched against the wall, throwing her head back, her platinum hair cascading over her shoulders. “I want her to know what you do.”

I drove deeper. She screamed. A real scream, high and sharp and echoing in the hallway, ringing off the walls loud enough to carry to every room in the east wing. Her orgasm was a performance even when she wasn’t trying: her back arching off the wall, her mouth open to the ceiling, the tendons in her neck standing taut, every line of her body drawn for an audience. Her pussy spasmed around me in violent, stuttering pulses that rippled along my entire length. Her thighs gripped my hips, squeezing, the muscles in her legs shaking with the force of it, and her voice filled the hallway with sound that was half-moan, half-triumph.

The release hit me from the base of my spine and I drove as deep as I could go, my cock kicking inside her, emptying in thick surges that I felt pour into her warmth. Her legs tightened with each one, heels digging into the small of my back, locking me in, and a low, satisfied moan rolled out of her that sounded like gratitude and tasted like triumph.

“Every drop,” she whispered against my ear, her breath hot and ragged. “Even though I’m already yours. I want every drop. Fill me up. I want to feel it dripping down my thighs when I walk back to bed.”

We stayed like that for a long moment. Me holding her against the wall, her legs around me, both of us breathing hard. I could feel my cum inside her, thick and pooling, and when she shifted her hips the first trickle escaped, sliding down my shaft, slick between us. The hallway was quiet except for our breathing and the distant tick of the radiator and the slick heat of our bodies still joined.

She unwrapped her legs. I set her down gently, her bare feet on the hardwood floor. She pulled the robe closed, barely, a symbolic gesture. Her face was flushed, her hair a disaster, her eyes bright and satisfied.

She glanced at Diana’s door.

The light underneath was still on. And at the bottom edge, where the door didn’t quite meet the floor, a shadow moved. Someone standing close. Someone who’d been standing there. Listening to everything.

Tracy grinned. That blinding, incandescent grin that turned the absurd into the inevitable.

“She heard everything,” Tracy said. She kissed my cheek, slow and smelling like coconut and sex. She sauntered down the hall toward the master bedroom, the robe open, not caring, her naked body catching the hallway light as she walked. The gentle swell of her belly. The bounce of her fuller breasts. The confident stride of a performer who knew the review would be five stars.

I looked at Diana’s door. The shadow was still there.

I picked up my wrench and finished the plumbing.
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Chapter 5: Cracks in the Data

Diana was in Harold’s study before breakfast, cross-referencing journals with her spreadsheet.

I found her there at seven AM, curled in Harold’s leather armchair with her legs tucked beneath her, three journals spread across the desk, her laptop open beside them, and her notebook dense with handwriting on both sides of the page. Her bun was looser than yesterday, a pencil stuck through it at an angle, loose strands escaping at her temples and the back of her neck. She’d been here for a while. The coffee beside her laptop was cold.

“I found something,” she said without looking up. She was deep in the 1998 volume, the year Harold had revisited the water theory for the third time. “The Glendale lab flagged the results. Not for what they found, but for what they didn’t.”

I sat on the arm of the couch across from her. “What do you mean?”

“Every deep aquifer in this geological formation shows elevated mineral content. Limestone dissolution, iron leeching, calcium deposits. It’s basic hydrogeology. Water that sits in rock for thousands of years absorbs what the rock is made of.” She tapped a passage in Harold’s journal. “This aquifer is pristine. The Glendale lab noted it in their report: ‘Sample composition inconsistent with expected geological profile. Recommend resampling.’ Harold had them retest. Same result.”

“So the water is weird because it’s too clean.”

“The water is anomalous for what it lacks, not what it contains.” She pulled up a tab on her laptop, a geological survey map. “The county well-drilling logs show that every other well within a ten-mile radius has measurably higher mineral content. The estate’s well is an outlier. The purest water in the region coming from the deepest source, which is the opposite of what hydrogeology predicts.”

“Does that explain the fertility rate?”

She sat back in the chair. The pencil shifted in her bun and a longer strand of hair fell across her cheek. She didn’t push it back.

“No,” she said. “Clean water doesn’t cause conception. If it did, every Brita filter in America would be a fertility treatment.” She closed the journal. “But it’s interesting. It means the estate is sitting on something that doesn’t behave the way it should.”

“Harold said that about the whole property.”

Diana looked at me for the first time since I’d sat down. Her brown eyes, sharp behind the thick frames, held something I hadn’t seen before. Frustration, maybe. Or the beginning of the long process of accepting that her analytical framework might not have a category for this place.

“I’ve been analyzing his data,” she said. She turned the laptop toward me. A spreadsheet, more detailed than the one she’d emailed, with additional columns. “Average conception time across all documented cases: six point two weeks. But when I segment by psychological profile, based on Harold’s journal descriptions, a pattern emerges.”

She pointed to a column. “Women Harold described as ‘relaxed,’ ‘open,’ or ‘willing’: average conception time four point one weeks. Women he described as ‘guarded,’ ‘controlled,’ or ‘resistant’: average conception time nine point eight weeks.”

She let that sit.

“The only variable that correlates with conception speed isn’t environmental,” she said. “It’s psychological. The house doesn’t respond to chemistry. It responds to…” She searched for the word. “Openness.”

“Surrender,” I said.

Her expression tightened. The word landed somewhere uncomfortable. She adjusted her glasses, the motion sharper than usual.

“That’s not a scientific term.”

“Harold used it.”

“Harold wasn’t a scientist.” But her voice was quieter than the objection warranted. She knew what she’d found. She knew which category she fell into. The woman with the spreadsheet and the testing equipment and the hypothesis for every variable. Nine point eight weeks, if the data held.

She closed the laptop.



The morning passed in the quiet domestic rhythm the household had developed. Tracy made pancakes, singing along with the AM radio that had tuned itself to a station playing Frank Sinatra. She danced at the stove, barefoot, her pregnant belly swaying, her platinum hair catching the light as she flipped pancakes with a skill that suggested she’d been doing this her whole life and enjoying it. She added blueberries to the batter and chocolate chips to her own stack and peanut butter on top.

“That’s not a pregnancy craving,” Courtney observed from the table, where she was managing her morning sickness with grim efficiency, refusing to let nausea dictate her schedule. “That’s just your regular eating habits.”

“Everything is a pregnancy craving when you’re pregnant. The baby endorses all my choices.”

“The baby is the size of a plum and has no opinion on peanut butter.”

“The baby has excellent taste. Like her father.” Tracy looked at me and winked. I was on my second cup of coffee, watching the two of them with the same quiet attention I gave the house, noting the small changes, the shifting dynamics, how they’d become something that wasn’t just two women living under the same roof but something closer to family.

Diana ate breakfast at the kitchen table with her notebook open. She was transcribing Harold’s journal entries, her handwriting small and precise, filling margins with cross-references to her own data. She ate Tracy’s pancakes without comment, which was itself a comment: Tracy’s cooking had crossed the threshold from hospitality to expectation. Diana expected pancakes. She ate them while working. This was domestic.

She listened to the conversation around her without participating, but she was present in a way that was different from her first days. She smiled, once, when Tracy called the baby a plum. She looked up when Courtney made a dry observation about prenatal vitamins tasting like chalk mixed with regret. She was absorbing the domestic comfort as the house absorbed everything: quietly, without acknowledgment, but noticeably fuller for having done so.

After breakfast, I went to the garden. The greenhouse door frame was rotting at the bottom, the wood soft and spongy where decades of rain splash had eaten into the grain. I pulled the old frame with a pry bar, the wood coming apart in wet, fibrous chunks that smelled like decay and earth. Measured for a replacement. Cut new pieces from cedar in Harold’s workshop, the table saw screaming through the tight-grained planks, sawdust flying in amber clouds. The work was straightforward: mortise and tenon joints at the corners, the pieces fitted together with the snug precision that good joinery demands. Cedar was expensive but worth it. It would outlast the next hundred years of rain splash without complaint.

The garden was the part of the property that made me believe, in moments when my rational brain tried to explain it away, that the house was something more than a house. Harold’s herb beds were producing growth that defied explanation. The rosemary was chest-high. The lavender was thick enough to lose things in, the purple blooms heavy and fragrant, filling the garden with a scent that drifted up to the second-floor windows. I’d planted tomato starts along the greenhouse’s south wall three weeks ago, and they were already knee-high, the vines reaching for the trellis with green tendrils that seemed to grow between visits.

The stone bench near the greenhouse was warm in the morning sun. The bench where Tracy had laid naked in broad daylight and told the sky she was pregnant. I ran my hand across its surface. Warm. Always warm, even when the morning was cool. The estate did that to stone and wood and skin: warmed things that should have been cold.

Diana appeared while I was fitting the new frame into the greenhouse doorway. She was carrying soil sampling equipment: small tubes, a hand auger, ziplock bags. The scientific apparatus looked almost defiant in the garden’s sunlight, instruments of measurement brought to a place that refused to be measured.

“I’m taking soil samples along the garden perimeter,” she said. “If there’s a geochemical anomaly, it might be more concentrated in the topsoil than in the aquifer.”

“Harold tested the soil too.”

“I know. I’m replicating.” She knelt at the edge of the nearest raised bed, her khaki trousers pulling tight across her thighs, the fabric stretching across the wide spread of her hips, and began augering a core sample from the garden soil. The motion required her to lean forward, bracing one hand on the raised bed’s stone wall, and her button-down gaped at the collar, showing the curve of her neck and the hollow of her throat, the skin there pale and delicate.

I handed her a trowel from the greenhouse shelf. Our fingers touched. Hers were cool and dry, mine were warm and rough and dusted with cedar shavings. Three seconds of contact. The trowel between us, the metal warm from the greenhouse heat. She didn’t pull away. I felt her pulse through the contact, quick and steady, a pulse that meant awareness, not fear.

Then she did pull away. Slowly. Setting down something delicate. Something you know you’ll pick up again.

“Thank you,” she said. She went back to her soil samples. But her hand, the one that had touched mine, was slightly less steady with the auger. And the sample she took was shallower than the previous ones, as if the depth of her attention had been redirected from the earth to something standing four feet to her left.

We worked in parallel for an hour. I rebuilt the door frame, fitting the mortise joints with a mallet, the satisfying thunk of wood seating into wood. She sampled soil at six-foot intervals around the garden perimeter, kneeling and augering and labeling with the methodical attention that was her default state. We didn’t talk. The silence between us was not uncomfortable. It was the silence of two people working in proximity, aware of each other’s bodies in space, each movement tracked by the other’s peripheral vision. The silence held its own conversation, spoken in glances and proximity and the deliberate maintenance of a distance that was shrinking by the hour.

At one point she stood to move to the next sampling location and her bun finally gave up. The pencil fell into the lavender bed and her hair came down in a cascade of dark auburn, falling past her shoulders, thick and slightly wavy. She stood there, hands dirty, hair everywhere, glasses slightly askew, and for a moment she wasn’t the researcher with the spreadsheet and the hypothesis. She was a woman in a garden with dirt on her knees and her hair in the wind.

She caught me looking. This time she didn’t look away.

Then she bent to retrieve the pencil from the lavender and twisted her hair back up, less tightly than before. As if the bun was a habit she was questioning.



Evening. Harold’s study. The green lamp on, the desk between us, three journals stacked at my elbow.

Diana sat in the leather armchair with a glass of water she wasn’t drinking. She’d changed out of the khakis into something softer: cotton pajama pants, loose, and a gray t-shirt that did nothing to disguise the generous fullness of her chest. Her hair was down, the auburn waves lying on her shoulders. Without the bun, without the cardigan, without the shield of formal clothing, she looked younger. Softer. The way a building looks different when you strip the scaffolding away.

Our conversation had drifted from the journals to her research to something more personal, as conversations do in old rooms with low light and nowhere to be.

“Graham and I had sex on a schedule,” she said. Her voice was clinical but her jaw tightened on his name. “We used an ovulation tracking app. The alarm would go off and we’d have intercourse. Efficient. Timed. Productive.” She paused. “It was the least arousing thing I’ve ever experienced.”

“Sounds like filling out a form.”

“It felt like filling out a form. Except the form never got submitted.” She pulled off the frames and rubbed her eyes. Without them, her face was different. The sharp analytical quality softened into something more vulnerable, the brown eyes larger and less defended. She squinted slightly, the world blurring at the edges.

“I don’t know how to do this,” she said quietly. She wasn’t talking about the research. “Be here. In this house. With these people. Tracy walks around in a bikini and talks about breeding like it’s ordering takeout. Courtney calculates ovulation windows at breakfast. Everyone is so…” She searched for the word. “Comfortable. With wanting things.”

“And you’re not comfortable with wanting things.”

“I’m comfortable with data. I’m comfortable with hypotheses and variables and replicable outcomes. I’m not comfortable with…” She gestured vaguely at the room, at me, at the space between us. “This.”

“This being what?”

She put them back on. The mask settling into place. But her eyes, behind the thick frames, were unguarded in a way I hadn’t seen before.

“Everyone here knows what they want,” she said. Her voice dropped to nearly a whisper. “Tracy knows. Courtney knows. You know.”

The study was very quiet. The clock ticked. The radiator hissed. Through the window, the garden was dark.

“I’ve never known what I want,” she said. “Not like that. Not in my body. Graham and I had a plan. A timeline. A spreadsheet with projected outcomes. And the entire time I felt like I was watching myself from across the room, taking notes on a life I wasn’t actually living.”

She looked at her hands. They were resting on her thighs, the fingers still.

“This house is full of people who live in their bodies,” she said. “Tracy is all body. Courtney is body and strategy. You’re hands and purpose.” She paused. “I’m a brain with a body attached, and the body has been sending me signals I’ve been filing under ‘inconclusive’ for eight months.”

“What kind of signals?”

She held my gaze for a beat longer than her usual analytical assessment. “Signals I don’t have a framework for yet.” She looked at me. “I don’t know if I can be like them. But I think I want to try. Being here. Not just as a researcher.”

“You don’t have to do anything,” I said. “Not on a schedule. Not because the data says it’s time. Not because Tracy and Courtney did.”

“That’s almost worse,” she said. “If there were a schedule, I’d know what to do.”

“The house doesn’t work on schedules.”

“I’m beginning to understand that.” She stood. Smoothed her pajama pants. Tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “Good night, Caleb.”

“Good night, Diana.”

She walked to the study door. Paused. Turned back.

“Your hands,” she said.

“What about them?”

She looked at them. My hands on the desk, calloused and scarred, still carrying the faint scent of cedar from the greenhouse door frame. She studied them with focus and attention, cataloguing details.

“Nothing,” she said. “Just noting an observation.”

She left. Her footsteps were quiet on the stairs, measured, precise, each one placed like a word in a sentence she was still composing.



I lay awake in the master bedroom, Tracy sleeping on my right, Courtney on my left, and thought about Diana in the east wing.

I knew what was happening. Not because I could hear it through the walls. Because I’d seen her face when she left the study. The heat in her skin. The quickened breathing. The way her eyes had lingered on my hands before she caught herself and walked away.

She’d been aroused since the garden. Since the trowel. I’d seen the warmth spreading at her throat, the way her hand went unsteady on the auger, how she’d looked at my arms instead of her notebook. She’d gone home to a room that I’d built for her, warm and new and smelling of linseed oil and lavender, and she’d lain in the bed I’d made and thought about my hands.

I knew this as I was learning to know things in this house: not from evidence but from the quiet certainty that came from paying attention.

She told me about it later. Weeks later, in the dark, her head on my chest, her voice barely above a whisper. Not all of it. Enough.

How she’d lain in bed with her glasses still on, her mind running calculations it couldn’t solve. The sounds she’d heard through the walls from Tracy and me in the hallway. Every moan and gasp and the raw, unmistakable sound of a woman being fucked against a wall ten feet from where Diana stood frozen. The unguarded pleasure in Tracy’s voice. The slap of skin. The cry at the end that rang through the east wing, and the silence afterward that was somehow louder.

She told me she’d been soaked. That she’d touched herself thinking about my hands, about my forearms, about the sounds through the walls. That she’d thought about what it would feel like to be the one pinned against that wall. That the images wouldn’t stay neutral no matter how hard she tried to detach.

She told me she came with her lip between her teeth, stifling the sound because the walls might be thin and Tracy might hear. She told me the orgasm lasted longer than any she’d given herself in months, and that afterward she’d looked at the ceiling and whispered to the empty room: “This is not scientific.”

The detail she added, almost as an afterthought: the radiator had been clicking softly. Rhythmically. She hadn’t turned it on.
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Chapter 6: The Results

The envelope arrived on a Tuesday.

Diana had been checking the mailbox twice a day since she’d sent her samples to the independent lab in Glendale. She’d chosen the same lab Harold had used in 1996, which I suspected was deliberate: replication requires identical conditions. She’d also sent duplicate samples to a second lab in Hartford, because Diana Pritchard didn’t trust a single data point when she could have two.

She opened the envelope at the kitchen table with the rest of us watching. Tracy sat across from her with a bowl of pickles and cream cheese, a pregnancy craving combination that made everyone else in the room question the limits of human nutrition. Courtney sat beside me, her usual glass in hand, morning sickness manageable today, her dark eyes focused on Diana’s face with the analytical intensity that Courtney brought to everything that mattered.

Diana pulled the report from the envelope with the precision of a surgeon opening a patient file. She scanned it. Her eyes moved left to right, top to bottom, the speed of someone accustomed to reading dense technical documents. Her expression didn’t change. But a tension appeared along her jawline, and I recognized the expression. The same one she’d worn when her data on conception timing correlated with psychological openness instead of environmental variables.

“pH seven point one,” she read. “Neutral. Mineral content within standard parameters for deep aquifer sources. No unusual compounds detected. No heavy metals. No hormonal contaminants. No phytoestrogens. No elevated radon. No anomalous trace elements.” She set the first page down and picked up the second. “Soil analysis: standard loam composition with typical organic matter content. No unusual mineral deposits. No heavy metals above background levels.”

She set the report on the table.

“The water is clean,” she said. “Cleaner than average, actually. The lab noted, and I quote, ‘sample purity is consistent with a deep, well-maintained aquifer with minimal surface contamination.’ The mineral content is within normal range but at the low end, which is consistent with the 1996 findings and with the county lab results from 1994.”

“So it’s just water,” Tracy said.

“It’s just water.” Diana’s voice was flat. Not defeated. Processing. “I cross-referenced the results with Harold’s 1996 report and the Glendale retest from 1998. The composition is identical within measurement error. The water has been unremarkable for at least thirty years.”

“And the soil?” Courtney asked.

“Normal. Garden-variety loam.” Diana paused. “That wasn’t intended as wordplay.”

Tracy grinned. “It was a little funny.”

“It wasn’t funny. It was descriptive.” But Diana’s mouth twitched, the corner of it pulling in a direction that could have been amusement if she’d permitted it.

She pulled up the air quality readings on her laptop. “I’ve had the radon monitor running for ten days. Levels are well below EPA action thresholds. Particulate matter is low. Humidity is consistent with a heated residential structure. There’s no environmental variable I can identify that distinguishes this property from any other well-maintained estate in the region.”

She closed the laptop. The click of it was louder than it should have been. Final.

“I don’t understand,” she said. The words came slowly, as if each one was being weighed before release. “Every variable I can measure is normal. The water, the soil, the air. Harold’s blood work was normal. Caleb’s blood work is normal. There is no environmental factor that explains a ninety-seven out of ninety-seven conception rate.” Her gaze moved between the three of us, searching each face for the explanation her data couldn’t provide. “The data says this house is perfectly ordinary. The outcomes say it’s anything but.”

Tracy reached across the table and squeezed Diana’s hand. “Maybe it’s not something you can put in a test tube.”

Courtney took a sip of her sparkling water. “Maybe it’s something you can only feel.”

Diana looked at both of them with an expression I recognized from Harold’s journals: the scientist reaching the end of the empirical road and seeing something beyond it that she didn’t have instruments to measure.

“I don’t work with feelings,” she said. But her voice was less certain than before, something in it shifting, settling under a weight it hadn’t expected to carry.

Tracy broke the silence. “Babe, I got pregnant in two weeks by having extremely loud sex with Caleb in every room of this house. There was nothing in a test tube. There was nothing scientific about it. Unless you count the amount of times he came inside me, which was a lot, and could technically be quantified, but I didn’t bring a clipboard.”

“Please stop,” Diana said. But the corner of her mouth twitched.

“I’m saying. The house doesn’t care about your pH levels. It cares about whether you’re living in it or analyzing it. And right now, you’re analyzing.”

“That’s what I do.”

“It’s what you did.” Tracy reached across and tapped the lab report. “The data is in. It says nothing. Now what?”

Diana looked at the report. Then at Tracy. Then at Courtney, who was watching with quiet patience. She’d once sat in this same kitchen and decided to stop waiting for answers and start living in the question.

“Now I figure out what comes after nothing,” Diana said.



I spent the afternoon in the workshop building shelving for the east wing sitting room.

Harold’s workshop was my favorite space on the property. The smell of sawdust and machine oil and decades of patient work. Everything in its place, Harold’s system preserved like a museum, the pegboard shadows matching tools I’d come to know by feel.

I was cutting shelf brackets from white oak when Diana appeared in the workshop doorway.

She’d changed since breakfast. The button-down was gone, replaced by a t-shirt that fit more closely than her usual uniform. Dark gray, soft cotton, the fabric draping over the dense swell of her chest rather than straining against it. Without the structured shirt and the cardigan, her body was a different landscape: the full curve of her chest, the narrow waist relative to her hips, the width of her hips in loose cotton pants that sat low on her waist. Her hair was down, the waves lying on her shoulders. Glasses still on.

“Can I help?” she asked.

“Ever used a hand plane?”

“No.”

“I’ll show you.”

I set up a piece of oak on the bench, clamped it in the vise, and handed her the plane. The tool was old, Harold’s, the sole burnished from decades of use. I stood behind her, close enough to guide her hands, and positioned them on the plane’s handles.

“Angle is everything,” I said. “Too steep and you gouge. Too shallow and you skip. Feel the grain through the sole. The wood will tell you when you’re right.”

She pushed the plane along the board. The first pass was tentative, the shaving thin and ragged. I adjusted her grip, my hands over hers, and showed her the angle. “Let the tool do the work. Don’t force it.”

She made another pass. Better. A clean curl of wood peeled from the board, thin and even, and dropped to the floor. She made another. And another. The sound of the plane on wood filled the workshop, a rhythmic shhhk that was one of the oldest sounds in the world.

She pressed back against me. Not a lot. An inch. Maybe less. The solid press of her body against my chest, her hips against my thighs, the weight of her settling against me as she focused on the wood in front of her.

She set the plane down. Turned. We were close enough that I could count the freckles at her wrists, see the pulse in her throat, smell the faint clean scent of her shampoo. She looked at my face. My mouth. Then up to my eyes.

“I heard you with Tracy in the hallway,” she said. “My first night here. I stood at my door and listened to every sound. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t stop.”

“I know.”

“You know?”

“Tracy saw the shadow under your door.”

Diana’s cheeks flushed pink. A bloom that started at her throat and spread upward, coloring her pale skin, visible even in the workshop’s amber light.

“I’ve never heard anyone sound that free,” she said. “Tracy sounds like a woman who has never once in her life wondered whether she’s allowed to want something.” Diana’s voice dropped. “I’ve never felt free like that. Not once. I wonder, every time. I run the calculation on whether wanting something is justified by the data and by the time I’ve finished the calculation, the wanting has turned into something else. Something quieter. Something I can ignore.”

“What are you ignoring right now?”

She looked at my hands. At the wood shavings on my forearms. At the tool belt hanging on the pegboard behind me. She looked at my chest through my henley, at the shoulders that months of renovation had made broader than the day I’d arrived.

“I’m ignoring the fact that I’ve been thinking about your hands since the garden,” she said. “Since you handed me the trowel and your fingers touched mine. I’m ignoring the fact that I touched myself in my bedroom that night thinking about your hands. I’m ignoring the fact that when you stood behind me just now and put your hands on mine, my heart rate increased by approximately forty beats per minute, which I know because I can feel my pulse in my throat and I’ve been counting.”

I lifted sawdust from her hair. A small curl of oak, pale against the auburn. My fingers brushed her cheek. She froze. Then she leaned into the contact, her cheek pressing into my palm, her eyes closing behind her glasses.

She stayed like that for three heartbeats. Four. Five.

Then she stepped back. Her eyes opened. The color was still high in her cheeks, her breathing still elevated, her hands trembling at her sides.

“I’m not ready,” she said.

I nodded. “I know.”

“But I’m not ignoring it anymore.” She held my eyes for a long moment. Something passed between us that her spreadsheets didn’t have a column for. “Thank you for showing me the plane.”

She left the workshop. I stood among the wood curls and the tools and the ghost of Harold’s organizational system, and I thought about Diana counting her own heartbeat to confirm what her body already knew.



Evening. Courtney found me in the master bathroom.

I was cleaning the clawfoot tub, which was becoming a weekly task. The tub was enormous, cast iron, porcelain-coated, a fixture nobody manufactures anymore because neither the foundry capacity nor the floor joists exist to support the weight. It sat on brass claw feet that I’d polished until they gleamed. Courtney had claimed it as her territory from the day she’d arrived.

She appeared in the doorway wearing a robe, dark silk, belted at the waist. Her hair was loose, dark and damp at the ends. Her feet were bare, small on the tile floor. She looked at the tub. Then at me.

“I need that,” she said. “Now.”

She didn’t mean the tub.

Her robe hit the floor. Underneath: nothing. No black lace tonight. No silk camisole. Just Courtney, naked, her body more alive in the bathroom light than I’d ever seen it. The pregnancy was working on her. Her breasts were fuller, denser, the dark nipples wider. Her hips, already wide, seemed to have expanded by a fraction, the body beginning its ancient project of making room. Her belly was flat still, no visible change at five weeks, but she carried herself differently. Lower. Heavier. Anchored to something growing inside her.

She turned on the water. Steam rose. She tested the temperature with her fingers and stepped in, lowering herself with controlled grace, treating her own body like an instrument that required calibration. The water rose around her, the surface disturbed by the displacement of her hips, her thighs, the generous swell of her breasts as they settled at the waterline. Dark nipples broke the surface like islands in a steaming sea.

Her eyes found me through the steam. Her guard was thin tonight. The hormones were eating at the edges. I could see it in her eyes, the brown gone darker, the intelligence still there but running alongside something rawer, something that didn’t care about data or schedules or the measured cadence of a controlled life.

“Get in,” she said. “Now.”

I stripped. She watched me undress the way a woman watches a meal being prepared: with anticipation and impatience and the certainty that waiting is going to be worth it. I stepped into the tub, the hot water closing around my legs, and sat facing her. Her legs found mine beneath the surface. She pulled me closer.

The kiss was immediate and demanding. No preamble. No restraint. She gripped the back of my neck and pulled my mouth to hers and kissed me like her body had declared a state of emergency that her mind couldn’t countermand. Her tongue found mine. She tasted like ginger tea and something richer underneath, something the pregnancy had changed, a new chemistry in her mouth that I couldn’t name.

Her hand went underwater. Found me already hard, the hot water and the sight of her body having done most of the work. She gripped my cock beneath the surface and stroked with an unhurried rhythm, her fingers tight around my shaft, squeezing on each upstroke, her thumb circling the head, the water making her grip slick and frictionless. Slow, squeezing pulls that made my vision blur and my hips lift to meet her hand.

“I can’t do gentle tonight,” she said against my mouth, her grip tightening, her strokes quickening. “The hormones are making me someone I don’t recognize. I’m soaking wet and it has nothing to do with the bathwater. I need you to fuck me like you mean it.”

She turned in the tub. Braced her hands against the far rim, the porcelain edge pressing into her palms. Her back arched, the water streaming down her spine in rivulets, her ass breaking the surface. The width of her hips in the tub was staggering, the round swell of each cheek glistening with water, the dark cleft between them, her pussy swollen and visible from behind, the lips parted and flushed. She looked back at me over her shoulder, her silver-streaked hair wet and clinging to her neck, her eyes molten and desperate.

“Don’t be gentle,” she repeated. “I can’t take gentle tonight.”

I gripped her hips. The flesh was slippery and yielding, my fingers sinking into the soft width of her. I positioned the head of my cock against her entrance from behind and felt the heat of her, hotter than the bathwater, the swollen lips of her pussy parting against the tip. I pushed inside in one stroke. All the way. She cried out. Raw. Uncontrolled. The sound bounced off the tile walls and echoed in the bathroom, carrying a frequency I’d never heard from Courtney Sable: desperation.

The water resisted every thrust, adding pressure, slowing the rhythm, making each stroke slow and forceful. I drove into her with the intention she’d asked for, gripping her hips and pulling her back onto me as I pushed forward. Water sloshed over the tub edge and splashed onto the tile floor. Her breasts, swollen with pregnancy, swung beneath her with each impact, the momentum of them creating an arc that I could see when I looked down past the curve of her spine.

“Harder,” she gasped. “God, harder. I don’t care about the water. I don’t care about the mess. Just fuck me.”

I drove harder. The tub protested. The brass feet scraped against the tile. She took everything I gave and demanded more, her pussy clenching around me with a fierceness that the hormones had amplified from urgent to savage. She was soaking wet from more than the bath, the silky heat of her arousal mixing with the water, and every thrust made a sound that was obscene and musical.

She reached between her thighs underwater and rubbed her clit while I fucked her, her fingers working in fast circles, the water swirling around her hand. The dual stimulation broke something open. She dropped her head between her arms, forehead nearly touching the water, and came with a shuddering cry that was pulled from somewhere deep and primal. Her pussy seized around me in a single, crushing grip that held and held, the tight walls bearing down on my cock with the fierce, possessive pressure that was uniquely Courtney, her body claiming mine from the inside. The grip pulsed, tightened further, and a second wave hit before the first had finished. The water churned around us, sloshing over the rim in sheets that splashed across the tile floor. Her arms shook where they braced against the porcelain, her ass pressing back against me, her body doing what pregnancy had programmed it to do: hold on and take everything.

I gripped her hips and sank fully into her and came. Long and rolling, the orgasm unwound from somewhere deep in my spine. I emptied into her in thick, heavy waves, pressed so deep I felt the heat of her body around every inch, and she took it all. Pressed back against me, grinding, keeping me locked inside while she groaned with raw satisfaction, her body shaking with aftershocks that rippled through her in diminishing waves.

She turned in my arms. Water streaming off her breasts, her stomach, her thighs. She pressed her forehead against mine. Her hair was plastered to her face and neck, the dark strands clinging to her skin. Her breathing was ragged. Her eyes were wet. Not tears. Overwhelm.

“I didn’t know I could still want something this badly,” she said. Her voice was raw and quiet, stripped of the boardroom cadence. “Fifteen years. Fifteen years of wanting things on a schedule. The promotion by thirty. The corner office by thirty-two. The baby by thirty-four.” She laughed, short and sharp. “I never once wanted something with my body. Only with my plan.”

I kissed her forehead. “And now?”

“Now I want things that terrify me.” She pressed her forehead against mine. “I want this baby to be healthy. I want Tracy to stop putting pickles on everything. I want Diana to stop testing the bathwater and start living in it.” Her hand found mine under the surface and squeezed. “I want you to keep looking at me the way you’re looking at me right now. When I’m enormous. When I’m sleep-deprived. When the composure is gone and it’s just me underneath.”

We sank into the tub together, her back against my chest. My hand rested on her belly, flat and still, the life inside her invisible but present.

The bathroom was steamed and silent except for the slow plink of water from the faucet.

“I’m going to be a terrible mother,” she said.

“No you’re not.”

“I’m going to alphabetize the baby’s toys. I’m going to color-code the feeding schedule. I’m going to create a spreadsheet for diaper changes.”

“Courtney.”

“The child will rebel by age three.”

“The child will be loved by age zero.”

She was quiet for a long time. Her fingers laced through mine on her stomach. The tub cooled slowly. The steam thinned.

“That might be the best thing anyone’s ever said to me,” she said. “And you said it in a bathtub.”

The radiator clicked in the hallway.
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Chapter 7: The Journal Entry

I read the passage to Diana in Harold’s study with the morning light coming through the garden window.

She sat in the leather armchair with her legs tucked beneath her, glasses reflecting the page I held. Her hair was down today. It had been down more often lately, the tight bun appearing less frequently, the dark auburn waves lying on her shoulders like they’d won a negotiation with her scalp. She wore a soft gray t-shirt and cotton pants, the formal khakis abandoned somewhere in the transition from researcher to resident.

“September 12th, 1989,” I read. “Margaret arrived with a briefcase and a plan.” Diana already knew the details. I’d told her about the biochemistry professor who tested everything and found nothing. But hearing Harold’s voice through his own words was different from hearing my summary. I read the key passage.

“I told her what I’ve told every scientist who’s come through: the house isn’t a laboratory. Stop measuring and start being here.” I looked up at Diana. She was very still. I continued. “She cried. I hadn’t expected that. She sat at the kitchen table and wept, and when she was done, she closed her binder and put it in her suitcase. She went for a walk in the garden. She cooked dinner. She sat with me by the fire and talked about her childhood instead of her research.”

Diana’s teeth were clenched. A tension set along her jawline.

“She didn’t conceive for two more weeks,” I read. “But she conceived. And when she left, she hugged me and said: ‘I spent my whole life looking for answers. This is the first place that taught me the answer might not be the point.’”

I closed the journal and looked at Diana. She was perfectly still. Her hands were folded in her lap. Her breathing was controlled, measured, slow and forced and deliberate, each exhale a decision not to react.

“He’s describing me,” she said.

“He’s describing someone like you.”

“No. He’s describing me.” She took off her glasses and rubbed her eyes. Without them, her face was open and young and frightened. “I’ve been here two weeks. I’ve tested everything I can test. The water is normal. The soil is normal. The air is normal. And I’m sitting in the same chair where Margaret probably sat, hearing the same message Harold gave her, and I know he’s right.” She put her glasses back on. “The answer might not be the point. But I don’t know how to stop looking for it.”

“Maybe that’s the point,” I said. “Not stopping. Just not needing the answer before you let yourself be here.”

She looked at me for a long time. Then she looked at the desk, at the journals lined up on the shelves, at the green glass lamp that caught morning light and held it.

“I want to try,” she said. “Being here. Not just as a researcher.”

“What does that look like for you?”

“I don’t know.” Her voice was quiet. Honest in a way her precise vocabulary usually prevented. “I think it starts with not sleeping in a separate wing. Eating breakfast without a notebook open. Letting Tracy hug me without counting the seconds until it’s socially acceptable to pull away.” She paused. “Letting you stand behind me in the workshop without calculating my heart rate.”

“You calculated your heart rate.”

“Old habits.” The corner of her mouth twitched. Almost a smile. The closest thing to humor I’d seen from Diana Pritchard.



The morning was warm enough for outside work, and I had a list that needed attention. The east wing hallway light fixtures were next: Harold had left the wiring intact but disconnected, the ceiling mounts empty. I’d bought fixtures from Brickman’s Hardware, simple porcelain mounts that matched the west wing, and the installation required being eight feet in the air on a ladder in a hallway with a ten-foot ceiling.

Diana offered to hold the ladder.

“You don’t have to,” I said.

“I’m aware. I want to help.” She positioned herself at the base of the ladder, both hands on the uprights, feet planted on the hardwood. She looked up.

I was above her, shirtless because the east wing had been sealed long enough that the dust was a physical presence, coating everything, turning the air thick and gritty whenever I disturbed it. The wiring was cloth-insulated, Harold’s era, and I was replacing it with modern romex at every fixture location. The work required arms overhead, tools in both hands, concentration split between wire strippers and voltage testers and the ceiling mount that had to be level.

Diana held the ladder and stared.

She wasn’t staring at the ceiling. She wasn’t staring at the light fixture. She was staring at me. At my chest, visible above her between the ladder’s uprights. At my arms, extended overhead, the muscles along my ribs stretching as I worked. At my stomach. At the line of dark hair that started below my navel and disappeared into my jeans. At my forearms, which were ropy and prominent from the effort, veins standing in sharp relief, the tool belt hanging from my waist framing everything below.

She gripped the ladder tighter. Her knuckles whitened.

“You okay down there?” I asked.

“Fine.” Her voice was slightly higher than usual. “Just holding the ladder.”

I finished the fixture, tested it, and climbed down. She was standing very close when I reached the bottom rung. Close enough that I could see the faint freckles across the bridge of her nose, a detail the glasses usually obscured. Close enough that I could smell her shampoo, something clean and herbal, and beneath it the deeper scent of her skin, which had been heating in the hall’s enclosed air.

She looked at my hands. At the wire strippers in my right, the voltage tester in my left. At the calluses. At the scar.

She stepped back. Cleared her throat. “The fixture is level.”

“Thanks.”

“I’m going to help Tracy with lunch.” She walked down the hallway. Briskly. Purposefully. The way someone walks when they’re trying to outpace something that has longer legs than they do.



Group dinner was becoming the household’s anchor.

Tracy cooked. She’d made a roast, something she’d learned from watching videos and improvising with ingredients from the garden and the grocery store in town. Rosemary from the raised beds, thyme, garlic, potatoes from a bag she’d bought at the farmer’s market. The kitchen smelled like Sunday at someone else’s family’s house, a feeling of home that I’d never grown up with but was learning to build.

Tracy served in a sundress that barely covered her thighs, her pregnant belly now a visible curve that she framed by resting both hands on it whenever she stood still. Her breasts, fuller by the week, strained the sundress’s thin straps. She was barefoot, hair loose, radiant in a way that had nothing to do with cosmetics and everything to do with carrying a life she’d fought three years to create.

“So,” Tracy said, settling into her chair with a plate that defied the concept of a single serving. “Diana. First night in this house. I told Caleb I wanted him to breed me within four hours of arriving. Walked up to his bedroom door in a silk robe and nothing else. Knocked. Dropped the robe. Said ‘I don’t believe in wasting time.’” She grinned. “Your turn.”

Diana’s fork paused mid-trajectory. A piece of potato balanced on the tines, suspended in the airspace between her plate and her mouth.

“My turn to what?”

“Tell us your move. When you’re ready. What’s the Diana Pritchard opening statement going to be?”

Diana set down the fork. The potato went with it. Her cheeks were flushed, the pink bloom spreading from her throat to her ears. Her hand went to her face, touching the frame of her glasses like a talisman.

“I don’t have an opening statement,” she said.

“Everyone has an opening statement. Mine was ‘breed me.’ Courtney’s was blowing Caleb in Harold’s study.”

Courtney set down her water glass with a precise click. “Tracy.”

“What? It happened. We all know it happened. The study remembers. Harold’s chair remembers.” Tracy turned back to Diana. “There’s no wrong answer, honey. There’s no script. That’s kind of the point of this place.”

“What about you?” Diana asked Courtney, deflecting. “After the, um, study. What was your approach?”

Courtney dabbed the corner of her mouth with her napkin. “I assessed.”

“She lurked,” Tracy translated. “She lurked elegantly for days and then one afternoon she told Caleb something in her room was broken. Nothing was broken.”

“The pretense served a structural purpose,” Courtney said.

“The pretense served a getting-naked purpose.”

“The best things usually are.”

Tracy pointed her fork at Diana. “See? This house runs on pretenses that lead to nudity. Find your pretense, honey. We’ll wait.”

Diana looked at the table. At the roast. At the three of us watching her with different versions of the same patience: Tracy’s with tenderness, Courtney’s with understanding, mine with a steady gaze that said nothing and offered everything.

“I’ve never had an opening statement,” Diana said quietly. “I’ve never had a pretense. With Graham, we scheduled intercourse using an app. An alarm went off. We had sex. He set a timer because he’d read that post-coital elevation of the hips for fifteen minutes increases conception probability.” She paused. “He timed everything. Including the act itself. Average duration: eleven minutes.”

The table was silent.

“He timed it,” Tracy said.

“He was an actuary. He measured everything.”

“Eleven minutes,” Courtney said. “Including foreplay?”

“There was no foreplay. He considered it an inefficient allocation of time. The eleven minutes was penetration to completion.”

Tracy’s fork hit her plate. “I’m sorry. I need a minute.” She pressed both hands flat on the table. “He had a timer. Running. On the nightstand. While he was inside you.”

“On his phone. The same app that tracked my ovulation.”

“One app for the ovulation and the sex timer.”

“It was efficient.”

“Diana, I would rather conceive a child through interpretive dance than have sex with a man who’s running a stopwatch.”

“And when the timer went off?” Courtney asked. Her voice was dangerously quiet.

“He’d get dressed and go back to his laptop. Sometimes he’d make a note in the app. Duration, position, estimated depth of penetration. He had categories.”

“Estimated depth of penetration,” Courtney repeated. “He measured that.”

“He estimated. He wasn’t going to use a ruler. He had some boundaries.”

“Thank god for small mercies,” I said.

“Small is probably the operative word,” Tracy muttered into her water glass.

Courtney coughed. I was fairly certain it was a laugh that had been intercepted and reclassified.

Tracy reached across the table and covered Diana’s hand with hers. “Honey, I’m going to need you to stop talking about this man before I drive to Hartford and key his car.”

Something happened on Diana’s face. A crack in the mask. The corners of her mouth trembled. Not with tears. With something that might have been, in another life, a laugh.

“He drove a Prius,” Diana said.

Tracy threw her head back and laughed. The sound filled the kitchen, bright and ringing, and even Courtney’s composure cracked into a genuine smile. Diana’s mouth trembled again and this time the laugh escaped, small and surprised, like a bird finding an open window.

“Of course he drove a Prius,” Tracy said, wiping her eyes. “Of course. Fuel efficiency. Optimal miles per gallon. Probably calculated the depreciation curve before he bought it.”

“He did,” Diana said. “He showed me the spreadsheet.”

Tracy was still shaking. “A spreadsheet for the car and an app for the sex. Diana. Promise me something.”

“What?”

“Promise me that the first time you sleep with Caleb, you’ll throw your phone across the room.”

Diana looked at me. Quick. The flush deepened. “I don’t think that will be a problem. My phone doesn’t have a sex timer app.”

“There’s an app for that?” Courtney asked, one eyebrow raised.

“There are seventeen,” Diana said. “Graham reviewed them all before selecting one.”

“Life’s too short for subtext, babe,” Tracy said, squeezing Diana’s hand.

“Life’s too short for actuaries,” Diana said, and the kitchen erupted.



After dinner, Diana dried dishes while I washed. Side by side at the farmhouse sink, shoulders nearly touching, the hot water running between us. Tracy and Courtney had retired to the living room, the murmur of their voices and the scratch of the AM radio’s jazz drifting through the hallway.

Diana dried each plate with methodical attention, placing them in the cabinet in the order she’d observed Tracy stack them. She was adapting to the household’s systems. Learning the routines. Not organizing them, as Courtney did, but joining them. Fitting herself into the spaces between other people’s habits.

“Tracy is right about one thing,” Diana said, not looking at me. “I don’t have an opening statement. I’ve never been someone who walks into a room and announces what she wants.” She set a plate in the cabinet. “But I want to try being here. Fully. Not measuring. Not timing. Not treating this like a research site.”

She turned to me. Water droplets on her hands.

“I think it starts with not sleeping in the east wing,” she said. “I want to move to a room in the west wing. Closer to the rest of you.”

“There’s a room available. Two doors down from the master bedroom. I can have it ready tomorrow.”

She nodded. Then she looked at me with the same directness as in the workshop, the same unguarded stare from the base of the ladder: direct, unguarded, her analytical framework struggling to contain something that occupied more space than a spreadsheet cell could hold.

“Thank you,” she said. “For being patient.”

“That’s what the house teaches.”

“I’m beginning to understand that.” She handed me the dishtowel. Her fingers brushed mine. She didn’t pull away. Two seconds. Three. Then she folded her hands at her sides and walked toward the stairs.



Morning. The garden. Tracy found me working on the greenhouse glass panels.

Two of the original panes were cracked beyond patching, and I’d ordered replacement glass from a specialty supplier in town. The old panes were hand-blown, slightly wavy, the kind that distorted light in soft ripples. The replacements were modern float glass, perfectly flat, but once I fitted them into the iron frame they’d be close enough.

Tracy was in a sundress, white, thin enough that the morning sun turned it translucent. Her bump pressed against the fabric, a gentle dome that cast its own shadow. Her breasts, fuller every week, strained the spaghetti straps, the darker nipples visible through the cotton like two coins pressed behind a veil. She was barefoot on the garden path, toes in the soft dirt.

“Break time,” she announced.

She spread a blanket on the grass near the stone bench. The same blanket, the same spot where we’d made love the day she’d told me about the pregnancy. She pulled the sundress over her head in one fluid motion. Naked in the morning sun, her body on display for the garden and the sky and anyone who happened to glance out a window.

Her pregnancy was visible now. The rounded belly, smooth and tanned, catching the light. Her breasts were noticeably larger, the volume of them swaying as she moved, the tan lines framing them in pale borders that made the golden skin look richer by contrast. Her nipples had darkened further, wider areolae, the texture changed by hormones into something denser.

She lay on the blanket and stretched, arms above her head, legs extended, a full-body display of sun-drenched pregnant beauty that she offered to the open air without a trace of self-consciousness.

“Get down here,” she said. “I need you.”

I set down the glass pane and the putty knife. She pulled me onto the blanket by my belt, her fingers quick and sure, the sundress pooled around her feet like a shed skin.

The morning air was cool on bare skin, a contrast with her heat. I kissed her mouth, tasting the coffee she’d drunk and the honey she’d put in it. Her tongue found mine and she kissed me with her whole self, her body pressing against me, the taut dome of her belly nudging my stomach, her swollen breasts flattening against my chest.

Her hands worked my shirt over my head. She ran her palms across my chest, down my stomach, her fingertips tracing the lines of muscle that months of renovation had carved deeper than my early twenties had any right to produce. She unhooked my belt. Popped the button on my jeans. Slid her hand inside and wrapped her fingers around my cock, already hard, and stroked with sure, familiar fingers. She knew exactly what she was holding.

“Good morning to you, too,” she whispered against my mouth, squeezing gently.

I kissed down her body. Her throat, where the pulse jumped under my lips. Her collarbone, tanned and smooth. The swell of her breasts, rounder than they’d been the month before, the fullness of pregnancy adding volume that her already generous chest hadn’t needed but wore spectacularly. I took one dark nipple in my mouth and she arched beneath me, gasping, her hands tangling in my hair. Pregnancy had made her breasts more sensitive, the nipples responding to the lightest touch with a sharpness that made her buck.

“Careful,” she breathed. “They’re tender. God, they’re so tender. In the best way.”

I licked a slow circle around the darkened areola, feeling the texture change under my tongue, the flesh puckered and responsive. She moaned, the sound carrying across the open garden. I switched to the other breast, giving it the same attention, and her fingers dug into my scalp, holding me there. I sucked gently and she cried out, her hips lifting off the blanket.

“Your mouth is going to make me come before you even get inside me,” she said. “Which is fine. But I want the full experience.”

I moved lower. Kissed the curve of her belly, the taut skin, the life beneath it. I pressed my lips there and felt the heat radiating outward, the dense, specific pulse of a body building something new. Lower. Her thighs parted for me and I settled between them, the blanket rough against my knees, the garden open around us, the sky blue above.

I put my mouth on her. She tasted like honey and salt and clean arousal, the musk of her sharp and ready. She’d been wet since she walked out the door. Her clit was swollen and responsive, and the first stroke of my tongue made her cry out, loud and free, the sound carrying across the garden toward the greenhouse and the trees and the windows of the house.

“God, yes.” She grabbed fistfuls of blanket. “Right there. Don’t stop. Let the whole world hear.”

I worked her with my tongue. Long, flat strokes from her entrance to her clit, circling, pressing, finding the rhythm that made her legs tremble. I sealed my lips around her clit and sucked gently, and her hips came off the blanket, pushing against my face, grinding, chasing the sensation. I slid two fingers inside her and curled them forward, pressing against the front wall while my tongue kept its rhythm on her clit. She was drenched, her arousal coating my fingers, slicking my chin, the slick sounds of my mouth on her mixing with the birdsong overhead.

Her moans escalated, each one louder than the last, the exhibitionist in her amplified by the open sky and the knowledge that the house’s windows overlooked this exact spot. She spread her legs wider, her tanned thighs opening for the garden and the sun and anyone who cared to see, her body an offering to the morning.

She came against my mouth with a shudder that traveled through her body in a wave, her thighs clamping around my head, her pussy pulsing against my tongue in rhythmic contractions. She cried out to the sky, a sound that belonged outdoors, wild and ringing and joyful. My fingers felt each contraction squeeze and release, squeeze and release, and I kept my tongue on her clit through all of it, drawing the orgasm out until she was shaking and pushing my head away.

“Inside me,” she panted before the aftershocks had finished. “Now. I want to feel you.”

I moved over her, mindful of her belly, supporting my weight on my forearms. She guided me in with her hand, wrapping her fingers around my shaft, slick with her spit from a quick lick she gave the head before positioning it, and rubbed me through her wet folds. She teased herself with the tip of my cock, sliding it between her swollen lips, over her clit and back down to her entrance, coating me in the slick heat of her arousal until I glistened. Then she positioned me and pulled my hips forward. I sank into her and the sound she made was pure satisfaction, a long exhale that carried her voice with it. The slick heat of her body closed around me, her pussy stretching to take me, the tight grip of her walls pulling me deeper with each inch, fluttering around my length, welcoming me with the same open hunger she brought to everything.

She wrapped her legs around my waist, her pregnant belly snug between us, her fuller breasts pressed against my chest, the darkened nipples hard points dragging against my skin. The sun fell across her face and turned her hair into a platinum halo against the blanket.

“I want to see the sky while you breed me,” she whispered. Her blue eyes were wide open, catching clouds and sunlight. “I want to feel the sun while you fill me up. I want the whole garden to hear what you do to me.”

I fucked her slow and deep, each stroke a long slide that pressed me as deep as her body allowed, bottoming out inside her, and pulled almost free before pressing home again. Each withdrawal drew a slick, intimate sound from between us, and each thrust drove a small gasp from her lips. The outdoor setting amplified every sensation: the cool breeze on bare skin, the grass scent mixing with the thick musk of sex, the birdsong that continued unconcerned above us, the warm earth beneath the blanket pressing against my knees.

Then she pushed against my chest. “My turn.” She rolled me onto my back on the blanket with a strength that surprised me, and straddled me, her knees sinking into the soft grass on either side of my hips. Cowgirl in the garden, her belly catching the sunlight, her fuller breasts swaying above me, the tan lines framing them in pale geometry. She planted her palms on my chest and rode me, her hips rolling in confident circles, grinding down with each rotation, taking me at the angle she wanted, at the depth she chose.

The view from below was staggering. Tracy Fontaine silhouetted against a cloudless sky, platinum hair streaming behind her, her pregnant body golden and powerful, her breasts bouncing with each stroke. She tipped her head back and moaned for the trees and the greenhouse and every window facing the garden.

“Harder,” she breathed. “I want to feel you tomorrow.”

Her pace quickened. She slammed her hips down with force that drove me deep enough to make us both groan, the slap of skin sharp in the open air. I gripped her thighs and thrust up to meet her, and the collision wrung a cry from her that echoed off the greenhouse glass. Her pregnant belly tightened with the effort, her muscles working, her body taking what it wanted with the shameless authority of a woman who’d stopped asking permission years ago.

She came riding me, her back arching, her hands releasing my chest to grip her own hair, pulling it skyward, her whole body a taut line of pleasure against the blue. Her pussy fluttered and seized around me in rapid bursts, each one wringing a new cry from her throat, and the sound she made belonged entirely outdoors: wild and carrying and joyful, pitched for the trees and the sky and anyone who cared to listen.

“Right here,” she gasped as the aftershocks rippled through her. “Under the sky. Fill me up where the whole garden can see. Breed me in the sunshine, baby.”

I gripped her hips, thrust deep, and came inside her. The release hit me in a rush that emptied me completely, and she ground down, keeping me buried, her pussy squeezing in slow, possessive contractions. The satisfied sigh she let out carried across the garden toward the trees.

“Keep it in me,” she whispered, her hips tilted, her body holding me deep. “I want to walk back inside dripping. I want the house to smell like what we just did.”

She stayed on top of me, my cock softening inside her. The sun moved across her face, casting shifting patterns through the branches above us. The herb beds surrounding us exhaled lavender and rosemary and something sweeter, a scent that the garden produced only when the sun was warm and the house was full and the women inside were content.

“I’m going to get so much bigger,” she said, her hand on her belly between us. Her voice softened. The performer stepping offstage. “Sometimes I get scared that my body is going to change so much you won’t look at me the way you’re looking at me right now.”

“Tracy.”

“I know. I know it’s stupid. But three years of my body failing me left some dents.” She pressed her forehead against my chest. “Tell me you’ll still want me when I’m enormous.”

“I’ll want you when you’re enormous. I’ll want you after. I’ll want you when you’re sixty.”

She laughed. Wet and warm and golden against my skin. “Sixty. God. You’ll be forty-four. We’ll be disgusting.” She lifted her head and kissed me, and the garden hummed around us.
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Chapter 8: The Faucet

Diana moved to the west wing on a Tuesday.

The room was two doors down from the master bedroom, the one I’d prepared over the weekend. Floors sanded and stained the same golden honey as every other room in the house. Walls painted soft cream. A nightstand I’d built in the workshop from white oak, the first piece of furniture I’d made from scratch. The dovetail joints weren’t perfect. They were close. I’d sanded them flush and oiled the wood until the grain glowed, and when I ran my hand across the top, it felt like something worth keeping. A bed frame from storage with a new mattress, and curtains that Tracy had picked out: linen, dove gray, soft enough to puddle on the floor when they were pulled back.

Tracy had also left a welcome gift on the pillow: a jar of lavender bath salts from the garden and a hand-written note that read “Your room is beautiful. YOU are beautiful. Wear the sundress. XOXO Tracy.” The note had a lipstick kiss on it. Electric pink.

Diana carried two suitcases and her canvas tote bag. She unpacked methodically, each item placed with precision. Books on the nightstand, stacked by size. Laptop on the desk I’d moved from the east wing sitting room. Glasses case beside the lamp. She hung three button-downs in the closet, spaced evenly, and placed Tracy’s note on the nightstand between the glasses case and the lamp, where she would see it every morning.

Her testing equipment stayed in the east wing, left behind like a scientist leaving a field station she no longer believed in.

The move changed the household’s geometry. She was closer now. Present at breakfast without having to cross the house. Audible through walls that were solid but not silent. When Courtney ran a bath in the master bathroom, Diana could hear the water running. When Tracy laughed in the hallway, Diana was there to see what was funny. When I walked past her door at night, I could see light beneath it, and sometimes her shadow, moving or still, the outline of a woman learning how to be in the same orbit as other people without measuring the distance.

She was changing. Small things. Her hair was always down now, the waves lying loose on her shoulders, the tight bun abandoned. She’d left the cardigan somewhere in the east wing. The button-downs persisted, but she wore them untucked, sleeves rolled to her elbows, the formality loosening by degrees. Tracy had given her a sundress, pale blue, which Diana had accepted with the wide-eyed caution of someone being handed a live grenade. She hadn’t worn it yet, but I’d seen it hanging in her closet, between the pressed khakis and the research posters she’d pinned to the wall.

She watched me differently now. Not the furtive glances of the first days, quickly redirected when caught. She looked, and she didn’t pretend she wasn’t looking. In the kitchen when I reached for something from a high shelf. In the hallway when I carried lumber. In the workshop when I sanded a piece of oak and the sawdust settled on my forearms. She looked at my hands like a puzzle she’d almost solved.



Thursday afternoon. Her faucet dripped.

A persistent, rhythmic plink that Diana reported at breakfast with the specificity I’d come to expect. “The hot water faucet in my bathroom. Approximately twenty-four drops per minute. Likely a degraded valve seat.”

“I’ll look at it after lunch.”

“Thank you.” She went back to her eggs. But her eyes followed my hands when I picked up my coffee mug.

I arrived at her room after one. Shirtless, because I’d been sanding east wing doors in the morning heat and hadn’t bothered to put a shirt back on. Tool belt slung around my hips, the weight of it familiar, the wrench and pliers and valve seat tool hanging in their loops. I knocked.

“Come in.”

She was sitting on the bed. Not reading, not writing, not researching. Sitting. Her hands were in her lap. Her hair was down. She was wearing the button-down, untucked, sleeves rolled, and the cotton pants she slept in. No shoes. Her toes curled against the floor.

I went to the bathroom. Found the faucet. She was right: degraded valve seat. A ten-minute fix. I opened my tool roll on the bathroom floor, dropped to one knee, and got to work.

I was aware of her in the doorway. Watching. Not the furtive glance from two weeks ago. Not the detached evaluation from her first day. Watching like someone watches a fire: steadily, completely, unable to look at anything else.

I worked the wrench. Removed the handle. Extracted the valve seat with the specialized tool, a T-handle with a hexagonal head that bit into the brass and turned it free. Replaced it with a new one from the kit I carried. Reassembled the faucet. Tested it. No drip.

I gathered my tools and turned.

She was standing closer than the doorway. Two feet away. Close enough that I could see the pulse in her throat, a quick, steady beat beneath her skin. Close enough that I could smell her shampoo, herbal and clean, and the deeper scent underneath, the scent her body made when her heart rate was elevated and her skin was flushing.

“You’re staring,” I said.

A pause. “I know.”

Her hand came up and touched my chest. Palm flat on my sternum, fingers spread. Shaking. She felt my heartbeat through the contact, or maybe I felt hers through the vibration, the two rhythms meeting in the space between skin and skin.

“I haven’t been touched in eight months,” she said. Her voice was low and steady, measured and terrified. “I don’t know how to do this without a schedule. Without an alarm. Without a timer measuring whether I’m doing it right.”

“There’s no schedule,” I said.

“I know.” She swallowed. “That’s what makes it terrifying.”

I took her hand off my chest. Not to remove it. To hold it. I folded my rough fingers around her soft, unsteady ones and pulled her closer. Gently. Close enough to feel, far enough to leave.

I kissed her forehead first. She closed her eyes. She inhaled sharply but she didn’t step back. Then her mouth. She kissed me back awkwardly, uncertain, the mechanics unfamiliar without the choreography of a schedule. Then the heat found her. Her lips softened. Her mouth opened. She kissed me with building urgency, her free hand coming up to grip my shoulder, her body leaning into mine.

I reached up and took her glasses off. Set them on the nightstand gently, as if they were something precious. She blinked. The world blurring at the edges, the sharpness gone, the sharp precision replaced by something softer and more vulnerable.

“I can’t see as well without those,” she said.

“You don’t need to see. Just feel.”

I unbuttoned her shirt. Slowly. One button at a time. She watched my hands, or tried to through the softened focus, her breath quickening with each button that released. Underneath: a plain white bra, cotton, functional, the kind that came in multipacks. No lace. No silk. The bra a woman wears when she’s given up on being looked at.

I unhooked it. The cotton parted and her breasts spilled forward, round and pale, dense enough to fill my hands twice over, the dark pink nipples tightening in the cool air. She inhaled sharply. Her hands went to cover herself, instinct, modesty, the reflex of someone who’d spent two years being told by an actuary that their scheduled intercourse had a suboptimal return on investment.

I took her hands. Moved them away. Cupped her breasts in my palms and felt them fill my palms, yielding and dense, the nipples stiffening against my calluses. She gasped. A small, involuntary sound that escaped between her teeth.

“You don’t have to cover anything,” I said.

“I know.” She breathed. “I’m trying.”

I lowered my mouth to her nipple. She gripped my shoulders with both hands, her fingers digging in, and when my tongue circled the dark peak of her breast, a moan escaped her that sounded like surprise. Like she’d forgotten her body could make that sound. I sucked gently, drawing the nipple between my lips, and she arched beneath me, her spine curving off the mattress. Her hands moved from my shoulders to my hair, gripping, pulling me closer. I switched to the other breast, cupping the generous weight of it, running my thumb across the nipple before taking it in my mouth.

“Oh,” she breathed. “Oh, that’s…” She trailed off. Her vocabulary failing to describe what sensation was doing to her.

I took my time with her breasts. They deserved it. Round and full and untouched, the dark pink nipples responding to every touch with an immediacy that told me nobody had given them this kind of attention in a long time, if ever. I kissed the soft skin between them, the soft valley where her heartbeat vibrated against my lips. She held my head there and breathed, and for a moment we were both still, her heart pounding against my mouth, the connection between us simple and overwhelming.

I guided her to the bed. Laid her back against the pillows. Removed her pants, the cotton sliding over her hips, her thighs, revealing skin that was cream-white and soft and plentiful. White cotton panties, soaked through. The dampness visible, unmistakable, a dark stain spreading through the cotton, the evidence of a want that no amount of rationality could override.

I pulled them down. She was a different landscape on the bed than Tracy’s lean golden limbs or Courtney’s olive curves. Thick. Wide-hipped. Generous in the thighs and the ass and the belly and the breasts. Dense, soft, built for bearing weight, for holding close, beauty that belonged in oil paintings and fertility statues. Her hips flared wide from a waist that was proportionally narrower, creating curves that were architectural in their drama. Her thighs were substantial and fair-skinned and touched at the top, a detail that struck me as impossibly intimate, the body keeping its own secrets even while offering itself.

I kissed her stomach. Her hands found my hair. I kissed her hips, the soft crease where thigh met torso, and she shivered. I moved lower, between her thighs, and put my mouth on her.

She tasted clean and musky and achingly alive. Eight months without a man’s mouth on her and two weeks of escalating want, and the evidence of both was on my tongue. Her clit was swollen, protruding from its hood, responsive to the lightest pressure. The first stroke of my tongue drew a gasp from her that sounded pulled from somewhere deep and involuntary.

I worked her with my tongue, long strokes and slow circles, finding the rhythms that made her legs tremble, the pressures that made her grip my hair tighter. She was quiet at first. Absorbing. Feeling sensation through the filter of her rational mind, sorting each response. I could almost hear her brain working: clitoral stimulation, increased blood flow, nerve density approximately eight thousand, sensitivity threshold. Then the filter broke. A moan escaped, low and surprised, and she pressed her hips up against my face with a desperation that had nothing to do with data.

“Oh god,” she whispered. “Oh.”

I slid two fingers inside her. She was tight and slippery, the walls of her pussy gripping my fingers with a clench that was part muscle memory and part eight months of starvation. I curled my fingers forward, stroking the front wall, and her hips lifted off the mattress, her whole body following the sensation upward.

“There. Oh god. Right there.”

I brought her close, backed off, brought her close again. Building her like a fire, each pass of my tongue adding heat, my fingers finding the spots that made her gasp and hold and gasp again, letting the tension accumulate until her body was taut and her breathing was rapid and every rational thought had drowned in what my mouth was doing to her.

She came against my mouth with her thighs clenched around my head, a shudder that moved through her body in a wave, her hands gripping the sheets, a sound escaping that was half-moan, half-sob. The orgasm rolled through her in pulses that I felt against my tongue and around my fingers, her body clenching and releasing in rhythmic waves that went on longer than she expected, surprising her, her hips bucking against my face as each new contraction hit.

When the trembling subsided, I moved up her body. Her unfocused eyes found me, the glasses on the nightstand, her vision soft and her defenses softer. Her mouth was parted, her breathing still fast, and her cheeks were flushed a deep pink that spread down her throat and across her chest.

“I want to feel you,” she said. “Inside me. Please.”

I positioned myself between her thighs. She opened for me, her legs parting, her hips tilting. I pressed against her entrance and paused. She was dripping, the heat of her radiating against my cock, and the anticipation was its own kind of torment. I rubbed the head through her folds, coating myself in her, and she whimpered and reached down and gripped my shaft with shaking fingers.

“Now,” she whispered. “I need to feel you now.”

I entered her slowly. Inch by gradual inch, she stretched to accommodate me, the tight heat of her enclosing me in increments. She tensed. I waited. She exhaled, deliberately, the exhale of a woman choosing to let something happen, and she opened for me. I pressed deeper. Deeper. Until I filled her completely, until my hips met hers and there was nowhere left to go.

Her mouth formed an O. Her eyes went wide, then heavy-lidded, then closed. She was silent for the first strokes, her mind trying to sort the sensation the way it sorted everything: naming, measuring, filing. My cock stretching her, filling her, the thickness of it pressing against walls that hadn’t been touched in eight months. Then a moan escaped. Low, surprised, pulled from somewhere beneath the analysis. Like she didn’t know she could make that sound.

“Oh god,” she breathed. “Keep going. Don’t stop.”

I built a rhythm. Slow and deep, long strokes that filled her completely and drew almost free before pressing home. She wrapped her arms around my neck and pulled me close, her full breasts pressed against my chest, soft and dense, the nipples dragging across my skin with each stroke. Her face pressed against my throat. Her legs came up, her thick thighs pressing against my hips, and the angle changed, deeper, and she whimpered.

“Oh. Right there. That’s… oh god, keep going. Right there.”

She wasn’t asking for words. Wasn’t reaching for the language that Tracy wielded like a weapon or Courtney summoned in her darkest moments. Diana’s body was doing something simpler: relearning that it was capable of pleasure and connection, that sex could be closeness and presence instead of a scheduled obligation measured by a timer on a nightstand.

I fucked her slow and thorough. Each stroke deliberate, each withdrawal drawing a slick sound from where we were joined, each push met by the rising of her hips, her body learning the rhythm, her rational brain finally quiet beneath the flood of sensation. She gripped my back, my shoulders, her nails leaving crescents in my skin, and the sounds she made escalated from whispers to moans to a continuous, breathless stream of syllables that resolved into words.

“Don’t stop. Please. I’m so close. Oh god, I’m so close.”

I slid my hand between us, found her clit with my thumb. Pressed. Circled. She gasped and her eyes flew open and her eyes met mine with an expression of pure, stunned disbelief that her body could feel this much at once.

I drove deeper. She arched beneath me, her breasts pressed up against my chest, her thick hips lifting off the mattress, meeting my thrusts with a force that surprised us both. Her orgasm hit her like a wave breaking. Not the gripping intensity of Courtney or the theatrical crest of Tracy. Diana’s orgasm was a tremor: her whole body shaking, her eyes going wide and unfocused, her mouth forming a perfect O as if her brain had shut down and rebooted in a language it didn’t speak. Her arms tightened around my neck. Every muscle in her body seized and released and seized again, and the sound she made was not a word but a vibration that traveled through her body and into mine.

I came inside her. Not the controlled finish I might have planned. A rush that seized my whole body and poured out of me, spilling into her heat in thick, uncontrolled surges while her pussy clenched around me and her legs held me locked deep. The thought that filled my head wasn’t about the sensation. It was simpler than that. This woman trusted me. After eight months of nothing, after an actuary with a stopwatch, after fertility clinics and rejection, she’d let me inside her body and she wasn’t letting go. I couldn’t have pulled out if I’d wanted to. Her body had decided I was staying.

Her eyes opened. Wide. Surprised. Stunned. Her hands gripped my arms hard enough to leave marks.

“I felt that,” she whispered. Her voice shook. “All of it. I can feel your cum inside me. It’s warm. It’s…” She trailed off, searching for a word, words failing against the sensation of being filled by a man whose hands she’d been fantasizing about for weeks. “It’s everything.”

I stayed inside her. She slowly relaxed beneath me, the tension draining from her muscles, the shaking subsiding into stillness. My cock softened inside her, held in the heat of her body and the slickness of my cum pooling around us, and she made no move to let me go. Her legs stayed wrapped around my waist. Her heels stayed locked. Her heartbeat, rapid against my chest, decelerated in small increments, and I felt the first slow trickle of cum seep from where we were joined, warm against her thigh. She didn’t move to clean it. She held me tighter.

She reached for her glasses. Fumbled on the nightstand. Found them. Put them on. The world sharpened around her and she studied me, close-up, through lenses that probably couldn’t focus at this distance.

“That was…” She searched for the right word. Her mind reaching for a category, a data point that would organize what had just happened into something manageable. She gave up. “That was really good.”

I laughed. She almost laughed. The sound she made was not quite a laugh but adjacent to one, a small surprised exhale that carried the ghost of amusement, the closest thing to genuine humor I’d heard from Diana Pritchard.

I lay beside her. She didn’t curl into me like Tracy. Didn’t lay against my chest like Courtney. She stayed on her back, staring at the ceiling, still. But her hand found mine under the sheet. She held it. Her fingers laced through mine, soft and steady and sure.

Neither of us spoke.
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Chapter 9: Opening

Days passed. The household found its four-person rhythm the way a song finds its key: not all at once, but by small adjustments, each voice learning where it fit.

Diana slept with me every other night. Not in the master bedroom. In her room, the west wing room I’d built for her, with the oak nightstand and the dove gray curtains and the warm honey floors. She’d come to me or I’d go to her, and afterward she’d lie beside me, her hand in mine, and eventually her breathing would slow and she’d sleep. In the morning she’d be in the kitchen before me, coffee made, glasses on, notebook open. But the notebook was different now. Less data, more observations. She was reading Harold’s journals for the stories, not just the numbers.

She was reading about women who’d arrived at the estate with hope and left with children. About the woman who planted roses in the garden and came back every spring to prune them. About the woman who named her son after Harold and sent birthday cards for thirty years. About Margaret, the biochemistry professor, who’d returned to the estate once, years after her daughter was born, and sat with Harold in the study drinking wine and talking about a mystery neither of them had solved.

Diana sat in Harold’s armchair and read these stories with her glasses sliding down her nose and her hair falling across her face, and I watched the researcher become a reader, which was a different thing entirely.

She was changing in other ways. Softer clothes: the sundress Tracy had given her appeared on a Wednesday, the pale blue fabric draping over her curves with a gentleness that her button-downs had never managed. Tracy nearly dropped a spatula.

“You’re wearing it,” Tracy said.

“It seemed appropriate for the weather.”

“It’s gorgeous on you. Your legs are incredible, by the way.”

Diana looked down at her legs. Thick, freckled at the knees. Legs that had spent their entire adult life hidden inside khaki trousers. “These legs have never been shown off in their lives.”

“There’s a first time for everything,” Courtney said from behind her glass, and the look she gave Diana was warm and knowing.



The east wing yielded another secret.

I was cleaning the sitting room, moving furniture from storage, when I noticed that one of the built-in bookshelves didn’t sit flush against the wall. The gap was small, maybe a quarter inch, visible only from the side. I ran my hand along the edge and found a latch, concealed behind the decorative molding, a brass mechanism that clicked when I pressed it.

The bookshelf swung open on hidden hinges. Behind it: a small room, barely larger than a closet, with a single window, a writing desk, and a shelf holding one journal and a photograph.

The journal was thin. Newer leather than the study collection. I opened it and recognized Harold’s handwriting, but the content was different from the other journals. More personal. Less clinical. These weren’t records of women and conception timelines. These were Harold’s private thoughts, written in a room he’d hidden from everyone.

The photograph was in a simple frame. A woman, dark-haired, standing in the estate’s garden, smiling. The same woman from the master bedroom photograph, older here, lines at her eyes, but the same smile. I turned the frame over. On the back, in Harold’s handwriting: “Margaret. 1989.”

Margaret. The biochemistry professor who’d tested everything and found nothing. Who’d cried at the kitchen table and put away her binder and conceived two weeks later. She’d come back, and Harold had kept her photograph in a hidden room, and the journal beside it contained thoughts he’d shared with no one.

I didn’t read it yet. It felt private. Even for a dead man’s secrets, some doors should be opened slowly.

I told Diana about the room that evening. Her eyes lit up.

“A hidden study,” she said. “With a private journal. That’s significant.”

“It’s personal.”

“Personal data is still data.” She caught my expression. “I won’t treat it like a research paper. I promise.”

She went to the hidden room and sat at the desk and read. I left her there, and when she emerged an hour later, her eyes were bright and her expression was softer than I’d ever seen it.

“He loved her,” Diana said. “Margaret. He loved her and she loved him and she left anyway because her life was somewhere else.” She held the journal against her chest. “He wrote about her for years. She visited twice. Once in 1992, once in 1997. She brought her daughter both times. Harold’s daughter.”

“Harold had a daughter?”

“Margaret’s daughter. His biological child. He never told anyone.” Diana’s voice was quiet. “The journals in the study are about the house and the women and the mystery. This journal is about a man who fell in love and couldn’t keep her.”

The house was very quiet. The east wing sitting room held the information like a held breath.

“He wasn’t just a caretaker,” Diana said. “He was a father. And he was alone.”



Movie night was Courtney’s idea, which surprised everyone, most of all Courtney.

“We need something that doesn’t involve data, renovation, or bodily fluids,” she said. “I’m choosing the film.”

“No documentaries,” Tracy said immediately.

“It’s not a documentary.”

“No art films where everyone is sad and French.”

Courtney gave her a look. “It is French.”

“I knew it.”

“You don’t even know the title.”

“I don’t need the title. You chose it. It’s going to be French and moody and someone is going to stare out a window for six minutes while a cello plays.”

Courtney selected the movie without further consultation.

It was French. Someone did stare out a window. But Tracy stopped complaining fifteen minutes in because the plot involved a woman inheriting a house in the countryside and the parallels were impossible to ignore. She sat up straighter. Her hand moved from the popcorn bowl to her belly.

“Wait,” Tracy said. “Is this about us?”

“It’s about a vineyard in Burgundy, Tracy.”

“She inherited a falling-down property and hot people keep showing up. This is our movie. Courtney, you found our movie.”

“Be quiet. The subtitles require literacy.”

They sat on the green velvet couch in the living room. Tracy on one end with her feet tucked under her, a blanket pulled across her lap despite the warmth, her hand drifting between the popcorn and her belly. Courtney on the other end with her legs crossed, her glass on the side table, her posture suggesting she was at a screening rather than a movie night. Diana in the middle, not quite touching either of them but close enough that their warmth reached her.

I sat in the armchair across from them and watched the three women more than the movie. Tracy’s face cycling through twelve emotions per scene, her mouth working silently around commentary she was barely containing. Courtney’s eyebrow rising at a plot twist, a micro-expression that constituted a standing ovation by her standards. Diana, in the middle, her body gradually relaxing into the couch cushions.

I moved to the couch at some point. Sat on the end beside Diana. Her head gradually tilted until it rested against my shoulder. She didn’t move away. Her hair smelled like her herbal shampoo and something warmer underneath, and the weight of her head against my shoulder was light and intentional and profound.

Tracy cried at the ending. “Don’t look at me. I’m hormonal. She kept the vineyard. It’s fine.”

“You’re crying because a fictional French woman kept a fictional vineyard,” Courtney said.

“I’m crying because she built something and it lasted.” Tracy wiped her eyes. “Shut up. You liked it too.”

“I did,” Courtney said. “The cinematography was excellent.”

“The cinematography. God. Just say it made you feel things.”

“It made me feel things about cinematography.”

Later, after the movie, Tracy and Courtney drifted to the master bedroom. Tracy was painting her toenails on the bed, her bare legs stretched out, the electric pink polish catching the lamplight. Courtney was reading, a hardcover propped on her knees, her water on the nightstand. The door was open.

Diana stood in the hallway, looking in.

“Come in,” Tracy said without looking up. “There’s room.”

Diana stepped to the threshold. “Is this normal? All of you in one room?”

“Nothing about this house is normal,” Tracy said. “But this is what we do. We’re a weird family. Come be weird with us.”

Diana entered the room. She sat on the edge of the bed, careful, as if testing the structural integrity of the arrangement itself rather than the mattress. She crossed her ankles. Uncrossed them. Placed her hands on her knees. Moved them to her lap.

Tracy offered to paint her toenails. Diana declined. Tracy painted them anyway, holding Diana’s foot in her lap and applying electric pink to nails that had never been painted in their owner’s adult life. Diana tried to pull away twice. Tracy held her foot firmly and kept painting.

“Hold still. Beauty takes sacrifice.”

“Beauty is a social construct with limited empirical underpinning.”

“Your toes are going to be pink and you’re going to like it.”

Diana watched Tracy work, the precise strokes, the concentration on Tracy’s face that replaced her usual theatrical ease. Tracy painted nails with complete attention and zero self-consciousness, humming something tuneless, her pregnant belly resting against Diana’s ankle.

“This is the strangest thing that’s ever happened to me,” Diana said. “And I once spent three days in a lab measuring the pH of breast milk samples.”

“Welcome to the family,” Tracy said. “Hold still, I’m doing the second coat.”

Courtney looked over the top of her book. “They suit you.”

Diana looked at her pink toes. Wiggled them. The color was absurd and bright and completely unlike anything she’d ever chosen for herself.

“They’re structurally irrelevant,” she said. But she was staring at them with the expression of someone who’d been given something she didn’t know she wanted.



Later still. Diana’s room.

We’d had sex. She’d pulled me onto the bed with a directness that was new, her hands on my belt, her mouth on mine, the tentative hesitation of their first time replaced by something more primal. She stripped my shirt, my jeans, her own sundress, and pulled me on top of her with a hunger that showed in the flush spreading down her chest and how her thick thighs opened wide for me without being guided.

Missionary. Her growing confidence showing in how she moved, arching into my thrusts, meeting each one with a lift of her heavy hips that said she’d stopped thinking about technique and started feeling. Her breasts rolled with each impact, the cream fullness of them shifting against my chest, her dark pink nipples dragging across my skin. I cupped one, squeezed, thumbed the stiff peak, and her back bowed off the mattress.

Her moans had evolved from surprised whispers into sounds that carried weight and intention, sounds that filled the small room and belonged to her and no one else. She wrapped her legs around my waist and pulled me deeper, her heels digging into the small of my back, and the angle changed, deeper, the head of my cock pressing against the front wall of her pussy with each stroke.

“Don’t stop,” she breathed, her glasses abandoned on the pillow beside her, her eyes unfocused and dark with want. “Please, right there.” The please was raw and unrehearsed, a word pulled from wanting rather than politeness. “You’re so deep. I can feel all of you. Right there. Please.”

I fucked her with long, unhurried strokes, each one pressing deep enough to make her gasp, each withdrawal drawing a slick sound from where we were joined. Her pussy gripped me with a rhythmic squeeze on each downstroke, the walls fluttering around my cock, and the sensation of being inside Diana was its own distinct experience. Tight and wet and purposeful, her body holding me with the focused attention she brought to everything she cared about.

She came with her arms locked around my neck, pulling me close, her face pressed into my shoulder, a shuddering moan vibrating against my skin. Her body trembled from the inside out, the orgasm rippling through her in concentric rings that I felt in her thighs, her stomach, her fingers where they dug into my shoulders. Her thick thighs tightened, pulling me impossibly close. “I’m coming,” she gasped, like she was surprised by it, like the orgasm was data she hadn’t predicted. “Oh god, I’m coming.”

The orgasm seized me without warning. I drove deep and let go, spilling into her in thick surges while she gasped and widened her eyes and tightened around me, her body instinctively holding me there with every part of her. Her thick thighs gripped my hips, her hands flattened against my back, her heels locked behind my waist. The sensation of being held by her was different from Tracy or Courtney. Not tighter. Not looser. More conscious. Like she was choosing to hold me with every part of her body simultaneously, each muscle group making a conscious decision to keep my cock inside her, to keep my cum inside her, to let nothing escape.

Afterward, she lay on her stomach, bare, her generous ass on full display. The curve of it in the lamplight was a landscape unto itself, the skin pink from exertion, each cheek full and round and separated by a shadowed cleft that drew the eye. Her hair was spread across the pillow, auburn against white cotton. She was relaxed. Truly relaxed. The usual tension absent from her muscles, her breathing slow and deep.

I ran my hand down her spine. She hummed. A contented sound, the vibration of it moving through her ribs. I traced the curve of her lower back, the dip where her spine met the swell of her ass. My hand moved over the ample curve, cupping, kneading. She pushed back against my palms.

“That feels good,” she murmured into the pillow.

I massaged her. Both hands on her ass, working the dense, soft flesh, my thumbs pressing into the muscle beneath, finding tension she carried without knowing it. She groaned. A different sound from the moans during sex. Deeper. More animal. Her hips shifted against the mattress.

My thumb traced the cleft between her cheeks. Slowly. Gently. Following the line of her body from the small of her back downward. She tensed.

Then, deliberately, she relaxed. A conscious choice. I felt the muscles under my hands loosen, the rigidity dissolving, her body making a decision that her mind confirmed with a single word.

“I’ve been thinking about something,” she said. Her voice was muffled by the pillow but clear. “Something I’ve never done.”

I waited. My thumb rested at the edge of her cleft, warm against her skin, not pressing, not retreating.

She turned her face on the pillow. Her glasses were off. Vulnerability without a shield. Her brown eyes were dark and wanting and afraid and brave all at once.

“I want you to touch me there,” she said. “Where your thumb is.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’ve been sure since I was nineteen. I read about it in a journal article on erogenous zones. The concentration of nerve endings. The potential for a distinct type of orgasm. I couldn’t stop thinking about it.” She swallowed. “I never told Graham. I never told anyone. I was afraid they’d think I was…” She searched for the word and didn’t find one she was willing to say.

“You’re allowed to want things, Diana.”

“I know. I’m learning that.” She pressed her face into the pillow and breathed. “Go slow. I’ll tell you when.”

My thumb pressed gently against her asshole. Featherlight. A touch that announced itself without demanding entry. She gasped. Her body went rigid for a heartbeat, every muscle firing at once, the reflex of a thousand years of socialization telling her that this was forbidden. Then she breathed out. Slowly. Deliberately. And the tension left her body like water draining from a tub.

I circled. Slow, gentle rotations, the pad of my thumb tracing the puckered ring of muscle, warm and soft and exquisitely sensitive. She moaned into the pillow. Not a detached observation. Not a surprised sound. A moan of pure, unadulterated pleasure, deep and sustained, the sound of a woman discovering that a nineteen-year-old hypothesis was correct.

“Oh god,” she whispered. “That’s… oh.”

I applied more pressure. Not penetrating. Pressing. Massaging the tight muscle with slow, patient circles. My other hand slid between her thighs from behind, found her pussy soaking wet, the arousal from the back flowing to the front or the other way around, her whole body a circuit of sensation. I stroked her clit while my thumb worked her ass. Dual stimulation. Two points of contact, two pathways of pleasure, converging.

Her hips began to move. Grinding against the mattress, pushing back against my thumb, pressing forward against my fingers. A desperate, instinctive rhythm that she couldn’t have choreographed and didn’t try to.

I pressed my thumb in. Just the pad. The first joint. She gasped, sharp and loud, and her ass clenched around me, the tight ring of muscle gripping my thumb with reflexive force, the heat inside her scorching and impossibly snug. Then she exhaled. A conscious, shuddering breath. She forced herself open. Let me in. The muscle yielded around my thumb, softening, accepting.

“More,” she breathed. “Oh god. That’s what I thought it would feel like. More. Please.”

I gave her more. My thumb sinking deeper, the tight heat of her ass closing around it in a grip that pulsed with her heartbeat, while my fingers worked her pussy in tandem. Two fingers inside her, curling forward to press against the front wall, my palm pressed against her clit, and she was so wet that my hand was drenched, her arousal dripping between her thighs and pooling against the mattress. She came apart. Completely. Her face buried in the pillow, her hands twisted in the sheets, her wide hips grinding against the mattress and my hands simultaneously, fucking herself against both points of contact with desperate, instinctive rolls. The moan that came out of her bypassed language entirely, a sustained resonance that moved through her body in rolling waves, thrumming through the mattress and my hands and the close air of the room like a chord struck on an instrument tuned to a frequency only her body knew.

She came with her whole body. Not the controlled orgasm from their first time, the controlled shudder she’d managed to file away. This was a full-body tremor that started between her legs and radiated outward in widening pulses of pleasure, her ass clenching around my thumb in tight, rhythmic pulses, her pussy spasming around my fingers, the walls gripping and releasing in waves, her clit throbbing against my palm. Her legs straightened, her toes pointing, her back arching off the mattress until her spine curved like a bow, and a sound came from her mouth that she would later describe as “acoustically unprecedented.” It was a cry that climbed and broke and climbed again, her body convulsing, her thick thighs shaking, the dual stimulation overwhelming every circuit in her brain simultaneously.

I held her through it. Both hands, both points of contact, riding the waves with her until the shaking subsided and she went boneless against the mattress.

She rolled onto her back. Breathing like she’d run a mile. Her breasts rose and fell with each gasping breath, the generous weight of them shifting and settling. Pink heat spread from her hairline to her collarbone. Her hair was everywhere.

She didn’t reach for her glasses. That was new. She lay there without them, the world blurred and soft at the edges, and she didn’t need to sharpen it. She looked at the ceiling with naked eyes and laughed.

Not the small, surprised exhale from the hallway or the tentative half-sound from their first time. A real laugh, breathless and full and startled out of her by the sheer absurdity of the distance between who she’d been an hour ago and who she was now, lying naked and sweating beside a man who’d just made her come so hard she’d invented a new sound.

“Since I was nineteen,” she said. “Half my life I’ve been thinking about that. And the whole time I was terrified it would be awkward or painful or weird.” She turned her head on the pillow. Her eyes were bright without the frames. Fierce. Unguarded in a way the glasses never allowed. “It wasn’t any of those things.”

“No.”

“It was better than every scenario I imagined. Significantly better. By a statistically meaningful margin.” She propped herself on one elbow and looked down at me. Her hair was a disaster. Pink heat spread from her face to her chest. She looked like someone who’d just discovered that the locked door had been open the whole time. “I want to keep going. With the progression. I want all of it. Eventually.”

“At your pace.”

“At my pace.” She held my gaze. “This is the first time I’ve told anyone what I actually want. Not what the data suggests. Not what a schedule dictates. What Diana wants.”

I pulled her close. She let me. For the first time, she settled against my chest instead of staying on her back, her head on my shoulder, her hair against my throat. The glasses stayed on the nightstand. She didn’t need them.

“I’m staying tonight,” she said. “I’m not going back to my room.”

“Good.”

She fell asleep against me. Her breathing slowed, deepened, the rapid heartbeat decelerating into the steady rhythm of a woman at rest. Her hand was curled on my chest.
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Chapter 10: Four Walls

The east wing sitting room was finished on a Friday.

I stood in the doorway and looked at what we’d built. Sage green walls, the color Courtney had chosen from a fan of samples she’d ordered from a paint company with a name that sounded like a law firm. Bookshelves lined one wall, white oak, built in the workshop and installed with finish nails that I’d countersunk and puttied until they disappeared. Furniture from storage: two armchairs, a small couch, a reading table. The fireplace, cleaned and tested, the flue drawing perfectly, the first fire I’d lit in it burning steady and warm.

The room had been sealed for years. Harold had maintained it but never used it, the east wing’s crown jewel preserved like a gift meant for someone who hadn’t arrived yet. Now it was alive. The fire crackled. The bookshelves held a mix of Harold’s collection and books the women had brought. The tall east-facing windows caught the afternoon light and turned the sage walls golden.

Tracy was the first to see it.

“Caleb.” She stood in the doorway with her hand on her belly, twelve weeks now, the curve unmistakable beneath her sundress. Her eyes moved from the walls to the shelves to the fire to the windows and back to me. “You built this.”

“I painted some walls and installed some shelving.”

“You built a home.” She crossed the room and kissed me on the mouth, firm and sweet. “This house has two living rooms now. We’re going to need them.”

Courtney arrived next, moving through the doorway with her unhurried stride. She surveyed the room with her usual appraisal and thoroughness. She touched the bookshelf with her fingertips. Checked the paint coverage at the corners. Sat in one of the armchairs and tested its firmness. Then her eyes settled on me.

“The sage was the right choice,” she said. It was the highest praise Courtney Sable dispensed. An acknowledgment that her judgment, applied to a decision, had produced the correct outcome.

Diana came last. She stepped into the room and stood very still, her hand on the door frame, her glasses catching the firelight. She didn’t speak for a long time. She looked at the bookshelves, at the fire, at the windows, at the room that had been hidden and sealed and was now alive and open and full of light.

“Harold wrote about this room,” she said. “In the hidden journal. He said it was where Margaret used to read in the evenings. She’d sit by the fire and he’d sit at the desk in the study and they’d be in different rooms but connected, because the house carried warmth between them.” She touched the bridge of her nose, a reflex. “He sealed it after she left for the last time.”

The room absorbed that information as the house absorbed everything. Quietly. Completely.



Pregnancy milestones marked the passage of time like buoys in a river.

Tracy at twelve weeks was through the first trimester and radiant. The morning sickness had subsided. The nausea was replaced by an appetite that defied physics, by energy that defied the hour, by a glow that defied cosmetics. She ate constantly: pickles dipped in peanut butter at six AM, entire sleeves of crackers between meals, midnight raids on the refrigerator that I could hear from the master bedroom, the soft padding of bare feet on hardwood followed by the clink of a jar and a satisfied hum.

Her body was changing in ways I stopped trying not to stare at. She’d abandoned bikini tops entirely, walking through the house in denim cutoffs and nothing else, her breasts bare and catching every window’s light. The new volume of them shifted when she moved, a pendulous sway that was magnetic and unignorable. A faint network of blue veins had appeared beneath the golden skin, tributaries feeding something growing. Her belly was a smooth, tanned dome that she rubbed with cocoa butter every evening, the motion slow and circular and loving.

She FaceTimed her mother on the couch in the living room and they both cried. I heard it from the hallway: Tracy’s bright sobs and her mother’s voice, distant and tinny through the phone speaker, saying “Oh, honey. Oh, sweetheart. Finally.”

“She’s happy,” Tracy said afterward, wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. “She’s been waiting for this since I was twenty. She knit a blanket already. Pink.”

“You still think it’s a girl?”

“I know it’s a girl.” She rubbed her belly with both hands. “Mother’s intuition. Don’t argue with science.”

“You keep using that word. I don’t think it means what you think it means.”

“It means I’m right and everyone should stop questioning me.” She kissed my cheek. “My mother wants to meet you, by the way. She asked if you’re ‘nice.’ I told her you’re nice and also you got me pregnant in two weeks when three years of doctors couldn’t. She said ‘He sounds like your grandfather.’” Tracy paused. “I’m choosing to take that as a compliment.”

Courtney at six weeks was managing through sheer force of personality. She’d refined her anti-nausea protocol into a system of grim efficiency, the details memorized and executed without consultation. The only new development was the food aversions: coffee, which she mourned like a death in the family, and the smell of rosemary from the garden, which now sent her retreating indoors with her hand over her nose. She kept a small notebook by the bed tracking her symptoms with the thoroughness of a quarterly earnings report. Cravings: none yet, which offended her sense of symmetry with Tracy’s prolific appetite.

But the hormones were doing something else, something she couldn’t manage. They were making her feel.

She broke down once, on a Tuesday afternoon, in the master bedroom. I found her sitting on the bed with tears on her cheeks, looking at a photograph on her phone. Harold’s photo from the nightstand, which she’d taken a picture of. The woman in it, Margaret, smiling beside a man who’d loved her from a distance.

“I’m afraid,” Courtney said. “Of doing this alone.”

I sat beside her. “You’re not alone.”

“I know. I know that rationally. But the hormones don’t listen to rationale. They show me every fear I’ve been ignoring. Fifteen years of fears. Daniel leaving. The sperm bank. The sterile waiting rooms. Sitting in my apartment at thirty-six with a divorce decree and a career that never kept me warm at night.” She wiped her cheeks with the back of one hand, the gesture controlled, deliberate, managing even her tears. “I’m thirty-eight and pregnant by a twenty-two-year-old in a house that nobody can explain. The rational part of me knows this is insane.”

“And the irrational part?”

Her dark eyes met mine, wet and luminous, and she looked like a woman who’d been holding herself together for so long that she’d forgotten what it felt like to let go.

“The irrational part knows this is the first time in my life I’ve felt home.”

I held her. She leaned against my shoulder and breathed. Not crying anymore. Just breathing. Letting the fear exist without trying to analyze it away. My arm around her shoulders, her head against my neck, the solid weight of her body against mine. She smelled like sandalwood and ginger tea and something new, something the pregnancy had added to her chemistry, a richness underneath everything else that I couldn’t name but would have recognized anywhere.

“Tracy cries about vineyard movies,” she said after a while. “I cry about picture frames. This house is turning all of us into lunatics.”

“Emotionally available lunatics.”

“Is that what we’re calling it.” She wiped her eyes one final time and straightened. Her poise returned, but different. Softer. A wall rebuilt with windows this time.

Diana’s research had shifted from testing to pattern analysis. She sat in the east wing sitting room most evenings now, the hidden journal on her lap, cross-referencing Harold’s private entries with the public journals from the study. She’d begun writing something of her own: not a scientific paper but a history. A narrative of the estate, the women who’d come through it, the children who’d been conceived within its walls.

“The only variable that correlates with conception speed is psychological openness,” she told us over dinner one evening. “The water, the soil, genetics, none of it matters. The house doesn’t do anything measurable. It does something unmeasurable.”

“That’s a terrible scientific conclusion,” Courtney said.

“I know. It’s also the only one the data supports.”



Dinner in the east wing sitting room. The first fire in the new fireplace. The room held the four of us with a closeness that had nothing to do with the BTUs coming off the oak logs.

Tracy had made a roast. She was becoming a genuinely good cook, the improvisation of someone who treated recipes as suggestions and instinct as the primary ingredient. The food was abundant and steaming and the table Courtney had found in storage, a round pedestal that fit in the alcove by the window, was set with the cream plates from the east wing cabinet and wildflowers from the garden.

Tracy raised her glass. Sparkling water. “To the weirdest family in the county.”

Courtney raised hers. Sparkling water. “To manageable nausea.”

Diana raised hers. Water. Then she paused. “To statistically anomalous outcomes.”

Tracy grinned. “Nerd.”

Diana looked at Tracy. Held the look. The corner of her mouth twitched. “Bimbo.”

Tracy’s face split into a grin that could have powered the county. Courtney covered a laugh with her hand. Diana’s mouth twitched again and this time the smile broke through, real and bright and unprecedented, reaching her eyes behind the thick frames.

Diana’s hand went to her face. She pressed her palm against her cheek as if checking whether the smile was still there. It was.

“I missed this,” she said quietly. “I didn’t know I missed it because I’ve never had it. But I missed it.”

Nobody asked her what she meant. They knew.

I raised my glass. “To the house.”

“To the house,” they said together. The fire crackled. The AM radio in the living room, audible through the open door, scratched out a slow jazz melody that wound through the rooms like a thread connecting every space we’d made livable.



Night. Master bedroom.

Tracy and Courtney arrived together. They’d coordinated. I could tell because Courtney was wearing the black lace, sized up to accommodate her changing body, the bra straining against breasts that were measurably fuller than a month ago. Tracy was in the silk robe that barely closed over her pregnant belly, the thin fabric translucent in the lamplight.

“We want you tonight,” Courtney said. “Just the three of us.”

Tracy pushed me onto the bed. “Diana will join us when she’s ready. Tonight is ours.”

Tracy went first. She knelt between my legs, her belly resting on the mattress edge, and took me in her mouth without preamble. She was enthusiastic even during oral, loud, theatrical, the obscene sounds she made amplified by the bedroom’s acoustics. She wrapped her lips around the head and sucked, her tongue swirling the tip, dipping into the slit, tasting the precum that gathered there. Then she slid down the shaft in one smooth stroke that made my vision blur, her lips stretched tight around my cock, the head pressing past the back of her tongue. Her platinum hair cascaded over my thighs in a wave of gold. Her hands gripped my hips, her nails leaving light crescents on my skin. She bobbed with confident rhythm, her cheeks hollowing on each upstroke, her tongue pressed flat against the underside of my shaft on each downstroke, and her blue eyes looked up at me through her lashes with pure mischief, knowing exactly how she looked with a cock in her mouth, performing for every eye in the room. Saliva glistened on her chin and dripped onto the sheets between her arms.

She pulled off with a wet pop and stroked me with her hand, slow and twisting, her grip slick with spit, her thumb smearing the mixture of saliva and precum across the swollen head. “You taste so good,” she said, loud enough for Courtney to hear. Loud enough for the house to hear. She licked a long stripe from the base to the tip, her tongue flat and wet, then took me deep again, deeper than before, the head pressing into her throat, her lips stretched around my girth, and hummed around me. The vibration traveled through my entire body, from my cock to my spine to the base of my skull.

Courtney straddled my face. She lowered herself with practiced grace, treating every physical act as a negotiation she intended to win. Her thighs framed my head, thick and pressing, and I could smell her arousal before I tasted it, rich and deep, her hormones having turned desire into something close to necessity. The fabric of her lace panties was already damp against my mouth. I pulled the lace aside with my fingers and pressed my tongue against her. The flavor of her was different, the pregnancy changing her chemistry, warmer, deeper, almost sweet. She gasped above me, a low sound that vibrated through her thighs into my skull.

The contrast was immediate and electric. Tracy’s bright moans below, enthusiastic and unfiltered, muffled around my cock. Courtney’s low gasps above, controlled and precise until they weren’t. I worked Courtney with my tongue, long strokes from her entrance to her clit, circling, pressing into the swollen bud with the flat of my tongue, while Tracy’s mouth worked me below. The dual sensation was overwhelming. My brain couldn’t process both inputs simultaneously, so it stopped trying and surrendered to the flood.

Courtney ground against my face, her hips rolling in the measured rhythm that was her signature, her thighs squeezing, her hands gripping the headboard. I sealed my lips around her clit and sucked gently, and her rhythm stuttered, a ragged gasp breaking free.

Tracy released me and climbed up onto the bed. She straddled my hips while Courtney moved aside, and sank down onto me with a moan that filled the room. The wet heat of her closed around my cock in a tight, slick grip, and she settled her weight with a sigh of satisfaction that sounded like coming home. Cowgirl, riding me with easy confidence, settling into her favorite seat and intending to break it in thoroughly. Her pregnant belly was a gentle dome between us, her breasts bouncing above it, swollen and darker-nippled, the fullness of impending motherhood making every motion more dramatic. The tan lines framed her breasts in pale borders against golden skin. She rode me hard, her hips rolling and snapping, her pussy gripping me in waves of clenching heat, the slick percussion of each stroke filling the room.

Courtney sat beside us, watching. She’d pulled her lace panties aside and her fingers pressed against her clit, circling with steady focus even while her breath came faster and her control thinned. She watched Tracy ride me with dark, molten eyes, and leaned in to kiss Tracy’s shoulder, her lips lingering against the tanned skin. Her palm ran down Tracy’s spine, feeling the muscles work, and her hand came around to cup one of Tracy’s bouncing breasts and squeeze, olive fingers against golden skin, the dark nipple visible between Courtney’s fingers.

Tracy moaned louder. The touch of another woman while she rode me pushed her exhibitionism to its peak. She was being watched, being touched, being fucked, all at once, and the combination of sensation made her wild.

Tracy came riding me. Her head thrown back, her platinum hair cascading down her spine, her pregnant belly catching the lamplight, her cry ringing through the room like a bell struck in a cathedral. Her body went taut above me, every muscle visible, a full-body display of pleasure performed for the room, her pussy fluttering and gripping in quick, stuttering spasms that tried to drag my orgasm out of me by force. I held her hips, gripped the soft flesh, rode the spasms, and managed to hold back.

She climbed off me, flushed and trembling and satisfied, a trail of wetness connecting us for a moment before breaking, a string of her arousal glistening in the lamplight. She lay beside me, one hand on her belly, the other reaching for Courtney.

“Your turn,” she said, breathless. “Take him.”

Courtney took the lead. Missionary, her demand, her position of ultimate surrender. She pulled me between her thighs, her powerful legs wrapping around my waist with inescapable strength, her wide hips opening for me, the dark thatch between her legs glistening with the evidence of how wet she’d made herself watching. I entered her in one stroke. She was dripping, drenched, the orgasm she’d been building on her own fingers having left her pussy swollen and slippery and achingly empty, and I filled her completely on the first thrust, the head of my cock pressing deep, her body swallowing every inch. She gasped. Her whole body lifted to receive me, her nails raking my shoulders hard enough to sting.

The hormones had transformed her appetite from controlled to ravenous, and she met every thrust with a lift of her heavy hips that drove me deep enough to make us both groan, the wet slap of our bodies meeting in a rhythm that was raw and primal. Her pussy clenched around me with a fierceness that bordered on desperation, the tight walls gripping and releasing in a rhythm that matched my strokes, each contraction squeezing my cock with the urgency of a body that had been building toward this all evening.

“Breed me harder,” she gasped, her silver-streaked hair wild on the pillow, the dark strands tangled with silver like storm clouds threaded with lightning. “I don’t care that I’m already pregnant. I want to feel you. Every time. Fill me up, baby. Fill me up like you’re trying to put another one in me.”

I drove into her. Hard. Deep. Each thrust bottoming out, my cock pressed against the deepest part of her, and she took it all with a raw, open-mouthed moan that sounded nothing like the composed woman who organized household budgets and made French press coffee with military precision. The noise of skin meeting skin filled the bedroom, primal and rhythmic beneath Courtney’s escalating cries. Tracy lay beside us, stroking Courtney’s hair, whispering encouragement that was tender and filthy simultaneously.

“Give her everything,” Tracy murmured, her lips close to Courtney’s ear. “She needs it. Look at her. She’s beautiful. Give her every drop.”

Courtney broke open. The poise, the control, every careful boundary she’d built, all of it dissolved under the combined assault of my cock and Tracy’s gentleness and the hormones that had been eating at her foundation for weeks. She came with a cry that started low in her chest and rose, climbing, breaking, her eyes squeezed shut, her back arching off the mattress. Her pussy bore down on me with a crushing, sustained grip, the walls tightening in slow, powerful contractions that felt less like spasms and more like a fist closing, her body claiming me with the deliberate force of someone who’d decided I wasn’t leaving. Her thighs clamped around my waist with inescapable strength, and the word that escaped her lips was the one that always escaped when her walls came down: “Baby.” Torn from her in a voice that sounded nothing like composure.

“Baby,” she whispered. The word she used during sex. The word that carried layers: maternal, possessive, sexual, devastated. “Baby, don’t stop. Fill me up. I want to feel you come inside me.”

I drove deep and came inside her, the release erupting from somewhere behind my ribs. Her legs locked around my waist with crushing force. Her hands clawed my back. She held me inside her with every ounce of strength her trembling body could produce while I finished, emptying into the body that already carried my child. The breeding was already complete. Her belly already had my baby growing inside it. But Courtney’s body didn’t care about completion. It wanted the act itself, the claiming, the proof that she was wanted beyond purpose, and she took everything I gave with a desperation that had nothing to do with conception and everything to do with the woman she was becoming.

I collapsed onto her chest. She held me. My cock softened inside her but she didn’t let me withdraw, her strong thighs clamped around my waist, her heels locked behind my back. Her breathing was ragged. Her heartbeat was rapid against my face. Her hand found my hair and stroked, long passes from my forehead to the crown of my skull, and the gesture was maternal and sexual and tender and possessive all at once.



Three bodies in the king bed. Tracy on one side, belly up, her hand resting on the curve that grew more prominent each week. Courtney on the other, curled against my ribs, her dark hair spread across the pillow, her defenses reassembled loosely, like a house after a storm: standing, but different.

“We need to include Diana soon,” Tracy said softly. “She’s one of us.”

Courtney’s hand found mine across my chest. “She’ll come when she’s ready. We don’t push.”

“I know.” Tracy was quiet for a moment. “But I’m buying her real pajamas. Those cotton things she wears are depressing.”

“Tracy.”

“Silk. Something soft. Something that makes her feel pretty instead of practical.”

Courtney didn’t object. Which, from Courtney, was agreement.

Through the wall, two doors down, I could hear Diana’s light click off. Four people in this house. Two pregnancies. One mystery that still refused to explain itself. And a woman two doors away who was learning, night by night, that some experiments require participation rather than observation.
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Chapter 11: Deeper

Diana stopped wearing the cardigan entirely. She stopped wearing button-downs. She stopped tucking anything in. She wore soft t-shirts and sundresses and, once, a pair of Tracy’s denim cutoffs that were too long in the leg and too tight in the hip and made her look like someone who’d been hiding a body under academic camouflage for the better part of a decade.

“Holy shit,” Tracy said when Diana walked into the kitchen in the cutoffs. “You have an ass.”

“Everyone has an ass, Tracy.”

“Not like that they don’t. Caleb, look at this ass.”

I was looking. Diana’s ass in denim was a revelation. Wide, full, each cheek straining the fabric, the hem cutting across the thick curve of her thighs in a way that turned functional clothing into an act of engineering hubris. She walked with her usual measured stride, but the cutoffs transformed the motion, each step creating a sway of dense, abundant flesh that the denim couldn’t quite contain.

Diana touched the frames of her glasses, a habitual fidget. “These are structurally insufficient for my body type.”

“They’re perfect,” Tracy said. “Leave them on all day. Doctor’s orders.”

“You’re not a doctor.”

“I’m a mother. It’s basically the same thing.”

“Those are profoundly different things.”

“Diana, I grew a human. I can diagnose cutoff sufficiency.”

Courtney looked up from her glass. “For what it’s worth, the cutoffs suit you.”

Diana looked at Courtney. Courtney didn’t often comment on clothing. She dressed as if wardrobes were architectural plans and every garment served a structural purpose. The fact that she’d weighed in on denim cutoffs was, by Courtney Sable standards, a standing ovation.

“Thank you,” Diana said. And then, quieter: “I’ve never owned a pair of shorts. Of any kind.”

“What?” Tracy’s hand went to her heart. “Ever?”

“I wore khakis. And trousers. And slacks. My ex preferred women who dressed ‘professionally.’”

“Your ex preferred his spreadsheets to have sex. His preferences are inadmissible in this household.”

Diana sat at the kitchen table and opened her notebook. But she was smiling. A small, private smile that reached her eyes and stayed there, and when she reached for her coffee, she touched my arm. Not accidentally. Not briefly. She placed her hand on my forearm and let it rest there for the duration of a sentence Courtney was saying about the east wing budget, her fingers resting against my skin, her thumb tracing the line of a vein without seeming to notice she was doing it.

She noticed.



The workshop. Afternoon.

The light in Harold’s workshop came through two high windows and fell in dusty shafts across the workbench, turning the sawdust into gold. I was building a shelf for Diana’s room. Her nightstand was overflowing with books and the night lamp competed for space with her laptop and the growing stack of Harold’s journals she’d been reading before bed. She needed a bookshelf. I was making her one. White oak, dovetail joints, three shelves. A project Harold would have finished in an afternoon and I was stretching across two because I wanted it to be right. I wanted her to run her hand across the wood and feel that someone had built this for her. Specifically. Intentionally.

Diana was helping. She stood at the workbench beside me, planing a piece of oak for the shelf’s side panel, the denim cutoffs riding up her thighs as she leaned into the work. Her form was better than the first time I’d shown her: the angle steady, the strokes even, the curls of wood peeling clean and consistent. She’d learned. She learned everything quickly, her quick mind converting observation into technique with an efficiency that would have made Harold proud.

She was focused. Her glasses had slid down her nose and she nudged them higher with a dust-smeared knuckle. Her hair was tucked behind her ears, the waves lying against her neck. Sweat gleamed at her temples. The t-shirt clung to her back between her shoulder blades, and the outline of her breasts was visible in profile each time she completed a stroke, the dense outline of them shifting with the motion.

I stood behind her to correct her grip. My hands over hers on the plane handles, my chest against her back, my mouth near her ear. The oak dust mixed with her shampoo, herbal and clean. “Lower angle. Feel the grain. Let the blade find the path.”

She pushed back against me. Deliberately. Her ass pressed into my hips, the denim soft against my jeans, the full width of her filling the space between us completely. She held the position for three heartbeats. Four. Then she set the plane down on the bench. Turned in the circle of my arms. Looked up at me.

Her eyes, behind the thick frames, were dark and certain. The distance was gone. She’d spent weeks arriving at a decision and had reached it the way she reached all conclusions: through thorough examination of the available evidence.

She kissed me. Not the tentative kiss of the first time, unsure of the mechanics. This was hungry. Her hands gripped my shirt and pulled me closer, the fabric bunching in her fists. Her mouth was hot and urgent, her tongue finding mine, and the kiss tasted like coffee and determination and a decision made, risks no longer worth calculating.

She pulled back. Reached into the pocket of the cutoffs. Produced a small box. Inside: a slim silicone plug, tapered, medical-grade, the kind that came with its own carrying case and cleaning instructions that Diana had certainly read in their entirety.

“I’ve been preparing,” she said. Her voice was steady but her hands trembled. “On my own. With smaller versions. Building up.” She met my eyes. “I want the next step.”

The scientific distance was stripped away, and underneath it: pure want. Six years of imagining this, and she’d finally found a person and a place that made the wanting safe enough to voice.

“Your pace,” I said. “Always.”

“Tonight,” she said. “My room.”



Diana’s room. Evening. Low light from the bedside lamp, the honey-stained floors glowing in the amber. Through the window, the garden was dark, the lavender invisible but not silent: the scent of it drifted through the cracked pane and mixed with the close air of the room.

She’d prepared. The room looked like a laboratory that had been converted to a bedroom or a bedroom that had been organized by a scientist. Both. A towel on the bed, white, folded with precision, every act treated as an experiment worthy of proper protocol. Three extra pillows arranged at the head of the bed, because she’d done the research and optimal positioning mattered. A bottle of lubricant on the nightstand, high-end, water-based, the brand selected after what I was certain had been extensive research involving comparison charts and peer-reviewed studies on biocompatibility and viscosity ratings. The plug beside it in its case, small and sleek and waiting.

She’d also placed a glass of water and a hand towel within reach, because Diana Pritchard did not enter any experience without a contingency plan. I was fairly certain there was a printed article somewhere in the room with highlighted passages about relaxation techniques for first-time anal penetration. She’d probably annotated it.

She was wearing a cotton sleep shirt. Gray. Soft. She stood beside the bed and looked at me and then she pulled it over her head and let it fall. No bra. Her breasts settled free, the lush weight of them pulling them slightly apart, falling naturally, full and bare, the dark pink nipples already stiff from anticipation or nervousness or both. The sight of her body in the lamplight was something I would never tire of: the lamplight turning her fair skin golden, shadows pooling in the dip of her waist before the dramatic flare of her hips, a body that had become a landscape I was learning by heart. The dark triangle between her thighs was visible through the cotton underwear she still wore.

She stood in the lamplight in just cotton underwear and her glasses, and she was the most beautiful contradiction I’d ever seen: the thick-framed lenses of a researcher perched above a body built for worship, pale skin and ample curves and a vulnerability that only arrived when every layer was stripped away.

She took the glasses off. Set them on the nightstand the way you set down a loaded weapon.

“Actually,” she said. She picked them up again. Put them back on. Adjusted them. “I want to see everything. This is important and I want full visual data.”

I almost laughed. She caught the expression.

“Don’t laugh at me.”

“I’m not laughing. I’m falling in love with you.”

The words were out before I’d planned them. She went very still. Then her jaw softened, and the fear in her eyes was replaced by something softer, something that looked like the moment a hypothesis is confirmed by data so overwhelming that doubt becomes impossible.

“That’s not a peer-reviewed statement,” she said. But her voice was shaking.

She lay on the bed. Face up, arms at her sides, her body spread across the white towel like a offering. Full breasts rising and falling with each breath. The gentle curve of her belly. The wide swell of her hips, broader than the pillow. The dark triangle between her thighs visible through the cotton underwear.

I started slow. Kissing her mouth, tasting the nervousness and the want. Her neck, the pulse there quick under my lips. Her collarbone, the hollow where her scent gathered. Her breasts, taking each one in turn, my mouth on her nipples, my tongue circling the stiffened peaks until she gasped and her hands found my hair.

I kissed down her body. Her stomach, soft beneath my lips. Her hips, the skin sensitive at the crease where her thigh met her torso. I pulled her underwear down and she lifted her hips to help, and the scent of her arousal was immediate and overwhelming.

I put my mouth on her pussy first. Getting her wet. Getting her ready. Long, flat strokes of my tongue from her entrance to her clit, each one drawing a sound from her that was halfway between a moan and an academic observation about nerve density. She was dripping within minutes, her thighs parting wider, her hips rolling against my face.

“Roll over,” I said.

She rolled onto her stomach. Her ass presented itself in the lamplight, full and round, the ivory skin smooth and unblemished, the skin smooth except for a faint dusting of freckles at the base of her spine. Her face turned on the pillow, glasses still on, one lens partially obscured by the pillow’s edge. She looked back at me. Trusting. Terrified. Ready.

I kissed down her spine. Slowly. Vertebra by vertebra. Lingering at the small of her back, where the curve began, where her body transitioned from waist to ass in a sweep that defied geometry. I kissed lower. My hands parted her cheeks, gentle but firm, and I pressed my tongue against her asshole.

She gasped. Sharp. Loud. Her hands gripped the sheets and her body went rigid and then, deliberately, with the conscious effort of a woman overriding every instinct, she relaxed.

“Oh my god,” she whispered.

I rimmed her thoroughly. Slow circles with my tongue, lapping at the tight ring of muscle, applying pressure and retreating, letting her body adjust to the sensation. The nerve endings were still new to this kind of attention, desperately sensitive, every pass of my tongue sending shockwaves through her body that I could feel in the trembling of her thighs.

While my tongue worked her ass, my hand slid between her legs from behind. My fingers found her clit, swollen and slippery, and stroked in tandem. Dual stimulation. She moaned into the pillow, a sustained, wavering note that rose and fell with each stroke.

I lubed my thumb. Pressed it against her. She was relaxed now, open, the rimming having softened the muscle until it yielded to pressure. My thumb slid in to the first knuckle. She exhaled hard. Her ass clenched once around me, reflexive, then released.

“More,” she breathed. “Don’t stop.”

I worked her open with patient, gradual pressure. My thumb deeper, circling, stretching gently. She pushed back against me, her body asking for more than her words could formulate. When I withdrew and picked up the plug, she reached back with one hand.

“Let me see it,” she said. I placed it in her palm. She held it. Examined it. Her fingers testing its weight, its smoothness. Then she handed it back. “I’m ready.”

The plug was slim and smooth and warm from my hand. I lubed it thoroughly and pressed the tapered tip against her. She breathed out. The tip entered. She gasped but didn’t tense. The plug slid in gradually, her body opening for it, the tight ring of muscle stretching around the widest point and then closing behind it, holding it inside her.

“Oh.” A single syllable that contained every calculation she’d ever made about this moment, every fantasy she’d nursed in the dark, every article she’d read and every scenario she’d imagined, all of it collapsing into the reality of the thing inside her. “Oh god. That’s… I’m full.”

I entered her pussy from behind. Slowly. The plug was visible between her cheeks, the flat base pressed flush against the pale skin between those full, creamy cheeks, a small circle of black against pink and white. The sight of it, the physical proof of her surrender, of the plug filling one hole while I pressed into the other, was almost more than I could process.

I gripped her hips and pushed into her. The difference was immediate and staggering. The plug in her ass changed everything: the pressure, the tightness, the geometry of her body compressed around me from every direction. Her pussy was impossibly tight, the walls squeezed inward by the plug, the friction along every inch of my cock amplified to something nearly unbearable.

Every inch I pushed deeper shifted the plug inside her, moved it, pressed it against nerve endings that made her whole body jolt.

She cried out. A voice I’d never heard from Diana Pritchard.

Stripped of every controlled, clinical, measured quality she’d ever cultivated. A voice that came from the animal underneath the academic, the woman who’d been hiding a hunger so deep and so specific that she’d buried it under years of silence and a wall of data. A raw, broken, astonished sound that all that quiet discipline had been holding back, released all at once because reality had outrun the fantasy so completely that the fantasy was gone.

“It’s so much,” she gasped. “I can feel both. Oh god, I can feel everything. Your cock and the plug. Every inch. Both. I’m so full. I’ve never been this full.”

She buried her face in the pillow. I turned her head gently. My hand on her jaw, firm but careful.

“I want to hear you,” I said. “Every sound. Don’t hide from this.”

She let go. The dam broke. She gasped and moaned and talked in fragments, her words reduced to sensation, her mind finally and completely overwhelmed by the body it lived in: “There. Right there. So deep. Both. I feel both. The plug shifts when you move. I feel it shift. Don’t stop. Please don’t stop. It’s too much. It’s not enough. More. God, more. Harder. I need harder.”

I fucked her slow and deep. Long strokes that filled her completely, each one shifting the plug inside her, the twin sensations building on each other in a feedback loop that made her whole body vibrate. The firm pressure against my shaft added a dimension to the friction that was completely new, her body gripping me from both sides, squeezing me in a corridor that felt narrower and hotter with every thrust. Each stroke pushed the plug deeper, shifted it, and each shift drew a new sound from her.

Her breasts were compressed against the mattress, the pale flesh spreading beneath her weight. Her full ass raised and displayed, the plug visible between her cheeks with every withdrawal, the flat base catching the lamplight. Her wide hips were the perfect grip, my fingers sinking into the soft flesh, holding her steady as I drove into her.

The orgasm hit her like a natural disaster. A full-body convulsion that started in her core and radiated outward, her ass clenching around the plug, her pussy clenching around my cock, the dual contraction squeezing me so tight that I couldn’t move. She screamed. Into the pillow first, then turning her head and screaming into the room, a sound that surprised her so completely she laughed in the middle of it, a breathless, astonished laugh that became a moan that became a whisper: “Oh god. Oh my god.”

The pressure of her double contraction pulled the orgasm from me in a rush, flooding her pussy while the plug held her ass full, both of us shaking, the bed frame creaking, the room close and still and utterly without pretense.

She rolled onto her back. Breathing like she’d summited something. Her chest rose and fell, her breasts trembling with each labored breath. Her hair was everywhere. Her face was flushed from her scalp to her chest. And her glasses were still on, askew, one earpiece caught in her tangled hair, the frames sitting crooked on her flushed face like something forgotten during an earthquake.

She reached up and straightened them. Blinked at the ceiling.

“I need a moment,” she said. “My entire body just became a single data point and I have no control group.” She paused. “Empirically, that was the most intense physical experience of my life. And I don’t think the peer-reviewed literature prepared me for it.”

She removed the plug herself, gently, with steady hands and a soft exhale. We cleaned up together. Side by side in the bathroom, domestic and tender, the intimacy of the mundane following the intensity of the act.

Back in bed, she let me hold her. She settled against my chest, her head on my shoulder, her hair damp with sweat at her temples. She was fully relaxed. Not sorting anything. Not filing anything away. Just breathing.

“I want to keep going,” she said quietly. “With the progression. All of it. Eventually.”

“At your pace.”

“I know.” She pressed her face against my neck. “This is the first time I’ve ever wanted something and asked for it and received it and not immediately started analyzing whether I deserved it.”

“You deserved it.”

“I’m learning to believe that.” She was quiet for a moment. Then: “The room is warmer than when we started.”

She was right. The temperature had risen noticeably, the air dense and soft, like a room that had been holding its breath and finally exhaled. The old radiator in the corner clicked softly. Rhythmically. Like a heartbeat. Diana hadn’t turned it on.

“The house,” I said.

“The house,” she agreed. Her eyes closed. Her breathing deepened. The radiator kept clicking, steady and patient, keeping time for both of us.
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Chapter 12: Convergence

Tracy had been building a bridge to Diana for weeks, and I’d watched the construction without interfering.

It started with sundresses. Tracy’s closet was an ecosystem of barely-there clothing, and she treated it as a lending library, depositing items on Diana’s bed with notes that said things like “This would look amazing on you” and “Trust me” and “Your boobs will thank me.” Diana wore them with increasing frequency and decreasing reluctance, the pale blues and soft greens replacing her monochrome academic wardrobe until the transformation was visible to everyone.

Then the hair. Tracy braided Diana’s hair one evening while they watched a movie, sitting behind her on the couch, weaving the dark auburn into a loose plait that fell over Diana’s shoulder. Diana held very still during the process, her hands clasped in her lap. When Tracy finished, Diana touched the braid as if it belonged to someone else.

“You look pretty,” Tracy said.

“I look different.”

“Same thing.”

Courtney’s approach was more surgical. She’d positioned herself as Diana’s intellectual peer, the two of them spending evenings in the east wing sitting room discussing Harold’s journals and Diana’s evolving understanding of the estate. Courtney had reframed Diana’s crisis of methodology into something productive.

“You’re documenting an effect,” Courtney told her. “Not looking for a cause. The effect is real. Ninety-seven women. A hundred percent. That doesn’t stop being remarkable just because you can’t explain it.”

“That’s not how science works.”

“No. But it’s how this house works.” Courtney handed Diana a cup of tea. “Document the effect. Let someone else find the cause. What you’re writing is a history, not a hypothesis. And it matters.”

Diana had started writing. Not a research paper. Not an academic publication. A narrative history of the Reeves Estate, tracing every woman Harold had recorded, every child conceived within these walls, every theory tested and crushed. She wrote in the east wing sitting room by firelight, her laptop balanced on the arm of the chair, and the act of writing transformed her relationship with the house from interrogation to documentation. She was no longer trying to explain it. She was trying to describe it. The difference was profound.



I read the journal entry to all three women in the east wing sitting room.

The fire was burning low, the last log collapsing into embers. Tracy was curled on one end of the couch with her feet tucked under a blanket, her hand on her belly, thirteen weeks now. Courtney sat in the armchair, legs crossed, sparkling water in hand, her poise present but softer, her defenses worn thin by weeks of hormones and vulnerability. Diana sat on the floor between the couch and the fireplace, her legs crossed, the firelight on her face.

“December 8th, 1991,” I read from the journal. “Three women under this roof for the first time in eleven years. The house is warmer than the heating system can account for. The garden shouldn’t bloom in December, but the rosemary is pushing new growth. I lit the east wing fireplace tonight and the whole house felt like it took a breath. Something about the number three. Something about the energy in this house when it’s full. I can’t measure it. I’ve stopped trying.”

The fire crackled. The east wing sitting room held the words like it had been waiting for them.

“He felt it too,” Diana said. “The warmth. The response.” She looked at the fireplace, at the embers, at the walls she’d watched Caleb paint sage green. “I came here for data. I’m staying for…” She gestured at the room. At the women. At the fire and the bookshelves and the honey floors and the house that hummed around us. “This.”

Tracy leaned over and took Diana’s hand. “That’s the most romantic thing a nerd has ever said.”

“I mean it.” Diana’s voice was small and certain. “I’ve been happier here than anywhere in my adult life. Not because of the research. Because of you. All of you.” She looked at me. “I want to be part of this. All of it. Not the arrangement. The family.”

Courtney set down her glass. “You already are.”

Tracy’s eyes swept the room, reading each of us in turn. Her smile appeared, but softer than usual, tempered by something gentler. “I think it’s time. Don’t you?”

Courtney nodded.

Diana took a breath. Held it. Released it. “I want to be part of this,” she said again. “All of it.”



Master bedroom. King bed. The lamp casting amber light across sheets that had held three bodies and were about to hold four.

Tracy led Diana by the hand through the doorway. Courtney was already there, sitting on the edge of the bed in black lace, the bra and panties sized up to accommodate her changing body, the fabric straining against breasts that were measurably fuller than the pair she’d worn the first time I’d seen her in this bed. Her dark hair was loose, the silver threads catching lamplight, her expression calm and knowing.

Tracy stood Diana in front of the bed. Diana was shaking. Not with cold. With the vibration of a body about to cross a threshold it had been approaching for weeks.

“You’re beautiful,” Tracy said. “Stop thinking.”

Tracy stripped first. Exhibitionism was her native state, and she performed the removal of her sundress like an unveiling: the thin straps sliding off her tanned shoulders, the fabric dropping past her fuller breasts, catching on her pregnant belly, and falling to the floor. She stood naked, golden and glowing, her pregnancy a gentle dome between her hips, her breasts ripe with the darkened nipples of impending motherhood, her total lack of self-consciousness radiating outward like heat from a fire.

She turned to Diana. Undressed her gently. The button-down, one button at a time, the same unhurried pace I’d used the first time but with a tenderness that was different. Tracy’s fingers were gentle where mine had been careful. She removed Diana’s bra, the plain white cotton, and Diana’s breasts fell free, round and full and ivory. Tracy ran her palm across Diana’s shoulder. Down her arm. A touch that said: I see you. You’re safe.

“Come on,” Tracy said, pulling Diana onto the bed.

Courtney reached for Diana’s hand from the other side. Three women on the bed. I stood at the foot.

Courtney moved first. She rose from the bed and walked to me, unhurried, treating the moment like a negotiation she intended to close on her terms. She unclasped her bra with practiced fingers, a single motion, and her breasts spilled free. Fuller than before. The pregnancy adding volume and density that made each breast a handful and then some, the dark nipples wider, the areolae darkened by hormones into rich mahogany circles. She placed her palm flat on my chest and pushed me onto my back.

Cowgirl. Her position of power. She gripped my cock and positioned me at her entrance and sank down slowly, her eyes closing as she took me inch by inch, the tight grip of her body drawing me in. Her mouth opened. A low, sustained moan that started in her chest and traveled upward, and her composure fractured like ice in spring.

She rode me with focused intensity, her hips rolling in the grinding circles that belonged only to her, her pussy clenching around me with each rotation. Her breasts swayed above me, heavier than months ago, the pregnancy adding momentum to each pendulum swing, the dark nipples tracing arcs in the lamplight.

While Courtney rode me, Tracy moved to Diana. Not shy about it. She sat behind Diana on the bed, legs bracketing her, and pulled Diana’s back against her chest. Tracy’s tanned hands on Diana’s pale skin. Tracy’s lips against Diana’s ear.

“Watch her,” Tracy whispered. “Watch how she takes what she wants.”

Diana watched. Her eyes were wide behind her glasses, her breathing rapid. Tracy’s hands moved while Diana stared: along Diana’s stomach, up to her breasts, cupping them, feeling their weight. Diana whimpered. The touch of another woman while watching a third ride me was a sensory collision she couldn’t process. Tracy’s thumbs circled Diana’s dark pink nipples and Diana gasped, her head falling back against Tracy’s shoulder, her glasses fogging at one edge.

“Does that feel good?” Tracy murmured against Diana’s ear.

Diana nodded. She couldn’t speak. She was watching Courtney’s olive hips grind against mine, watching my cock disappear into her body with each rotation, and Tracy’s fingers on her nipples were sending electric jolts through her that met the visual input and multiplied.

I gripped Courtney’s hips. Thrust up into her from below while she ground down from above. Her breasts bounced with each impact. Her silver-streaked hair fell across her face in tangled waves.

“Baby,” Courtney gasped. The word. Her word. Low and rough and stripped of everything except need. “Baby, don’t stop. Harder. Give me everything.”

She came with a cry that was half-growl, half-prayer, her body convulsing on top of me, her pussy squeezing me in tight, rhythmic contractions that I felt from the base of my cock to my spine. I held her hips and thrust up into her through the orgasm, extending it, and she gripped the headboard and shuddered and said my name in a voice that sounded like it was being pulled from somewhere she’d kept locked for decades.

Courtney climbed off me, breathing hard, her hair wild, her control a memory. She settled to one side of the bed with a satisfied exhale that carried her name for me on its trailing edge. “Baby.” Barely audible. Tender.

Tracy took her turn. She’d been patient, which was not Tracy’s natural state, and the patience had made her hungry. She pulled me onto her, missionary, her pregnant belly pressing between us, and I entered her in one stroke. She was vocal from the first thrust, the bright performative moans that were her signature, filling the room because Tracy always filled the room.

“God, yes.” She turned her head toward Diana, making sure Diana could see every expression that crossed her face. “Right there. Don’t hold back.”

Courtney, recovering beside them, reached for Diana’s hand. Squeezed it. Two women touching her while she watched a third take me. Diana’s fair skin was flushed pink from throat to breasts, her breathing ragged, her free hand gripping the sheet.

Tracy came beneath me with her head thrown back and a cry that rang off the walls. Her pregnant belly tightened, her whole body arching into the sound, performing even in surrender, her pussy gripping me in quick, possessive spasms while her nails raked my back and her voice broke into a breathless laugh of satisfaction.

“Give me every drop,” she whispered, her voice raw and satisfied. “Even though I’m already yours. Fill me up, baby.”

My whole body seized. The release poured into her while her legs locked around my waist and her pussy squeezed me dry. She sighed with complete satisfaction and kissed my cheek as I withdrew. A trail of cum followed, glistening between us before settling on her inner thigh.

Tracy settled into the pillows with her hand on her belly and a smile that could power the eastern seaboard. She kept her thighs together, holding my cum inside her. Courtney on one side, Tracy on the other, tanned and olive, pregnant and pregnant, their bodies contrasting in every way: bright and dark, lean and full, sunshine and firelight. They flanked the empty space in the center of the bed.

They looked at Diana.

Diana was shaking. Trembling. Color rose from her throat to her breasts in a pink wave. Her cheeks burned. The white cotton panties she still wore were soaked through, the dampness a visible stain in the lamplight, her arousal from watching having drenched her completely.

I moved to her. Gently. The way you approach something rare and skittish and precious. I cupped her face in my hands. Her skin was warm and damp and quivering against my palms. I took her glasses off and set them on the nightstand. She blinked at me, the world softening, the sharp edges dissolved into softness.

“I can’t see,” she whispered.

“You don’t need to. Feel.”

I kissed her. She kissed back with a desperation that tasted like tears and courage. She’d spent her entire adult life calculating whether she was allowed to want things. Tonight she’d stopped counting. Her hands gripped my shoulders, my arms, my hair. She pulled me closer as if she could eliminate the space between us through sheer force of wanting.

I undressed her. The panties, the last layer, sliding down her thick thighs. She lay back on the bed, naked and milk-white and vibrating, the full weight of her breasts rising and falling with rapid breaths, the dark pink nipples hard and straining. Her wide hips spread against the white sheets, her body open, her thighs parting for me, and the visual of her was entirely its own thing. Not Tracy. Not Courtney. Diana. Generous and soft, freckled at the wrists and the knees, her body a landscape of generosity that belonged in a different century’s ideal of beauty and was arresting in this one.

The others were quiet. Tracy, golden and pregnant, watching with soft eyes, her hand on her belly. Courtney, olive and spent, calm again, a gentle observer, her hand resting on Tracy’s arm. They were giving Diana this moment. Her moment. The one she’d been building toward since she’d stepped out of a dark blue sedan with a canvas bag full of water testing equipment and a belief that data could explain everything.

I kissed down her body. Her throat. Her collarbone. Her breasts, taking each one in my mouth, feeling the weight, the responsiveness, her nipples hard against my tongue. Her stomach, soft and yielding. Between her thighs, where she was dripping, the taste of her rich and musky, her clit swollen and standing. I licked her until she moaned, until her hips rolled against my face, until Tracy whispered “that’s it, honey, let him taste you” and Diana gasped at the sound of another woman’s voice during the most intimate act of her life.

I moved up her body. She was soaking, the arousal from watching and from my mouth having done everything foreplay was supposed to do and more. Her pussy was swollen and flushed, the lips parted, visibly wet, her clit still protruding. I pressed the head of my cock against her entrance and paused. She whimpered. Her hips lifted, trying to take me in, and I held back, letting her feel the pressure, the proximity, the promise.

“Please,” she whispered.

I entered her slowly. Inch by careful inch, watching her face change as I filled her, the thick walls of her pussy stretching around me, hot and slick and gripping. She wrapped her arms around my neck and buried her face against my shoulder. Her body took me completely, her thick thighs gripping my hips, her heavy breasts pressed soft and dense against my chest, the stiff nipples dragging across my skin. She was tight and wet and achingly responsive, and the feeling of her around me was its own category of sensation, distinct from Tracy’s athletic grip and Courtney’s commanding squeeze. Diana held me with all of herself: arms, legs, pussy, heart. Her walls fluttered around my cock in small, involuntary contractions, her body adjusting, welcoming, pulling me deeper.

I fucked her slow and deep. Each stroke patient, a long withdrawal that drew a slick sound from between us and a thrust that pressed against the deepest part of her. She’d spent half her adult life wondering if she was allowed to want this. The answer was the rhythm of our bodies, the heat between us, her fingers digging into my back, holding onto something she’d finally decided not to let go.

Her moans built. Quiet at first, buried against my neck, then louder, drawn out by Tracy’s whispered “let us hear you, you’re beautiful” and Courtney’s hand reaching over to stroke Diana’s hair away from her face. Diana turned her head and looked at the two women beside her, both of them watching with expressions of such genuine tenderness that something in her face changed. The last wall fell. Not crumbled. Opened, like a door she’d been keeping locked and finally chose to swing wide.

I increased the pace. Deeper. Her hips rose to meet each thrust, her strong thighs squeezing my waist, the slick rhythm of my cock driving into her filling the room alongside the breathing of four bodies. Her pussy clenched around me, tightening, the walls gripping in rhythmic squeezes that matched her breathing, and her moans built into something urgent.

Then, so quiet that only I could hear it, her mouth against my ear, she whispered: “Give me what you gave them. I want it too. Fill me up. I want you to… breed me.” The word came out like a confession, tentative and raw, a woman trying on language that didn’t belong to her vocabulary and finding that it fit her body perfectly.

She came quietly. Her orgasm sounded nothing like Tracy’s theatrical cries or Courtney’s devastating moans. Hers was a trembling, tearful, whole-body surrender that shook her from her core outward, her pussy clenching around me in slow, rolling waves, her face pressed against my neck, her tears hot on my skin. Not pain. Not sadness. Relief. The kind that makes you realize how heavy the thing you were carrying actually was. She pressed against me and cried and didn’t apologize for it.

I came inside her. The orgasm didn’t arrive like the others tonight, sudden and sharp. It built from somewhere low and deep and broke over me in slow waves, each one pouring into her, my cock pressed deep in a body that refused to let me go. Her ample thighs tightened around my waist. Her arms stayed locked around my neck. Her pussy gripped me through every wave, a slow squeeze that wrung me empty, and her legs didn’t relax even after the last tremor passed. She held me there, inside her, as if letting go would break something she’d spent weeks building.

Her eyes opened, suddenly focused despite the missing glasses, the brown irises bright and startled and wet.

“That’s what they felt,” she whispered. “Every woman who came here. Every one of Harold’s ninety-seven.” She looked at the ceiling, at the walls, at the house that hummed around us. “That’s what the house gives.” Her voice broke. “Connection. That’s what it’s always been.”



Four bodies in the king bed.

Tracy on the outside edge, belly up, one hand on her stomach, the other reaching across toward the center. Satisfied, smiling, radiant. The exhibitionist at rest, her performance complete, her joy uncontained.

Courtney beside her, her calm returned but different. Softer. Worn-in rather than rebuilt. Her hand resting on my arm, her dark eyes soft, her dark hair catching the last of the lamplight. She was the architect of what we’d built, the woman who organized and structured, and tonight she’d let the structure dissolve and found that she was strong enough without it.

Diana on my other side, curled against my ribs, her glasses abandoned somewhere in the sheets, her hair a dark auburn cloud on the white pillow. She was smiling. A full smile, the kind that came from somewhere deeper than calculation could reach. Her hand was on my chest, her palm flat over my heart, counting the beats without meaning to.

I lay in the center.

The house hummed. Not a sound. A vibration. A resonance in the walls and floors and foundation that I felt through the mattress, through my spine, through the contact points where four bodies touched. The radiator clicked. The lavender scent drifted through the cracked window. The fire in the east wing sitting room had burned to embers but the heat lingered, carried through the hallway like a pulse.

Tracy spoke first, because Tracy always spoke first.

“Four heartbeats in this bed,” she said softly. Then she paused. Counted. Touched her belly. Touched Courtney’s belly. “Six, actually. If you count the passengers.”

“We count the passengers,” Courtney said.

Diana pressed closer against my side. Her breathing was slow and deep. Already halfway to sleep, the exhaustion of surrender pulling her under. But before she went, she said one thing more.

“I need to update my dataset.” Her voice was drowsy and thick and almost amused. “The variable I’ve been missing isn’t environmental. It’s this.” Her fingers curled into my shoulder, pulling herself closer. “It’s always been this.”
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Chapter 13: What the House Gives

Two weeks later, and Diana slept in the master bedroom.

Not every night. Some nights she retreated to her own room with a stack of Harold’s journals and the hidden journal from the east wing study, writing her history of the estate until the words blurred and she fell asleep with the laptop still open. But most nights she was in the king bed, tucked against my side, her hand on my chest. Learning to share space. Learning that proximity didn’t require a schedule or an alarm.

Tracy at fourteen weeks was a force of nature. Her belly was prominent now, a smooth dome beneath whatever minimal clothing she chose to wear, which increasingly meant a bikini bottom and nothing else. She walked through the house bare-breasted and glowing, talking to the baby, rubbing cocoa butter into her skin, her hands tracing the stretch marks that were beginning to appear at her hips with a pride that defied every beauty standard she’d been raised on.

“Tiger stripes,” she told Diana, who was staring. “I earned these.”

“They’re a result of rapid dermal expansion exceeding the elastic capacity of the collagen matrix,” Diana said.

“They’re tiger stripes and they’re beautiful. Say it.”

“They’re… tiger stripes.”

“And?”

Diana looked down at them. “And they’re beautiful.”

Tracy kissed her cheek. “See? You’re learning.”

Courtney at eight weeks was turning a corner. The worst of the morning sickness was receding, replaced by a hunger that arrived without warning and a tenderness in her breasts that made her wince when she put on a bra. She’d taken to wearing silk camisoles without one, the dark fabric draping over breasts that were measurably fuller, the nipples visible through the thin material. She cried watching me hang a picture frame in the east wing sitting room, which horrified her more than the nausea had.

“It’s a picture frame,” she said, wiping her eyes with furious precision. “I’m crying about a picture frame.”

“It’s a nice frame,” Tracy offered.

“It’s from Brickman’s Hardware. It cost four dollars.”

“The hormones don’t care about the price point, babe.”



Diana’s pregnancy test was negative.

She took it on a Saturday morning, four weeks after her arrival. She sat on the closed toilet in her bathroom and waited the three minutes with the disciplined patience of someone accustomed to waiting for lab results. The control line appeared. The test line stayed blank.

She looked at it for a long time. Then she found me in the kitchen.

“Negative,” she said. She held the test with steady hands. “Harold’s data shows an average of nine point eight weeks for women in my psychological profile. I’ve been here four weeks. The data suggests patience.”

“Stop timing it, Diana.”

She almost smiled. “I’m trying. The timing is habitual.” She set the test on the counter. “My body is the last variable I can’t control. Everything else, I’ve surrendered. The research. The data. The need to understand. But this.” She touched her stomach. “This is the one thing I still approach like an experiment.”

“It’s not an experiment.”

“I know.” Her eyes met mine. “I’m learning the difference.”



Evening. Diana’s room.

She’d requested this. Privacy. Her room, not the master bedroom. She wasn’t ready for the group to witness this particular act. What they’d shared in the king bed had been about integration, about belonging, about the emotional threshold of being part of something larger than herself. What she wanted tonight was about something older and more personal. A fantasy she’d carried since she was nineteen. A piece of herself she’d hidden from every partner, every relationship, every regimented schedule.

She’d prepared differently this time. Less laboratory, more intention. Candles on the nightstand, three of them, the lavender bath salts Tracy had given her lending their scent to the still air. The lubricant within arm’s reach but not displayed like a specimen. Music playing softly from her laptop, something she’d chosen herself, a cello piece that filled the room with a low, steady pulse. She’d prepared the practical elements too, because Diana would always be Diana. But this time the preparation felt less like setting up an experiment and more like setting a stage for something she already knew would change her.

She was wearing her glasses and a soft gray t-shirt. Nothing else. She stood beside the bed and pulled the shirt over her head and dropped it. Naked except for the glasses, and I noticed something new: a confidence in how she stood. Not the hunched posture of her first days, shoulders curled inward, arms drawn close. She stood with her hips square, her weight even, occupying the space her body actually needed. Weeks at the estate had taught her that.

“I’m ready,” she said. “For everything.”

I kissed her. Slow and deep. My hands on her waist, thumbs tracing her hipbones, feeling the width of her, the wide architecture of a body built for exactly this. She kissed me back with the hungry confidence that had replaced her initial tentativeness, her tongue finding mine, her hands gripping my shirt and pulling it over my head.

I laid her on the bed. Kissed down her body. Her throat, where the pulse hammered against my lips. Her collarbone, the delicate ridge of it beneath soft skin. Her breasts, taking each heavy handful in my palms, feeling their weight settle into my grip, the lush density of them, how her body responded to having them held. I took one dark pink nipple in my mouth and circled it with my tongue, slow and thorough, and she arched beneath me, her hands finding my hair, gripping. I sucked gently, then harder, and the sound she made was pure need, a moan that traveled through her body and vibrated against my mouth. I switched to the other breast. Licked. Sucked. Bit the nipple softly and she gasped and pressed my head harder against her chest.

“Your mouth,” she breathed. “God, your mouth.”

Her stomach, soft and alive beneath my mouth. I kissed the trail of fine dark hair below her navel, the skin sensitive, and she squirmed beneath my lips. Lower. Between her thighs, spreading them gently, settling between the spread of her hips, my hands on her inner thighs, holding her open.

I put my mouth on her. Long strokes and pressured circles that made her grip the sheets and roll her hips. She was wet. Dripping. The arousal had been building since she’d decided tonight was the night, since she’d prepared the room and set out the supplies and dressed in nothing but a t-shirt, and by the time I was working her with my tongue she was soaked, her pussy slick and swollen and visibly glistening, her clit hard and protruding beneath my tongue.

I sucked her clit between my lips and she cried out, her hips bucking off the bed. I held her down with one forearm across her lower belly and worked her steadily, my tongue circling, pressing, finding the patterns that made her legs shake. I slid two fingers inside her and curled them forward, stroking the front wall while my tongue kept its rhythm, and the dual stimulation made her grip the pillow behind her head and pull, the muscles in her arms straining, her full breasts shifting with the motion.

“I’m going to come,” she gasped. “Don’t stop. Please. Right there.”

I didn’t stop. She came against my mouth, her thighs clamping around my head, her pussy pulsing in rhythmic contractions around my fingers, her cry sharp and unrehearsed. I kept my tongue on her through the aftershocks, gentle now, lapping at the flood of wetness that followed.

When the trembling subsided, I moved lower. My tongue traced the path from her pussy to her ass, the transition slow and unhurried, and she exhaled, a long breath that carried the last of her tension out of her body. I rimmed her with patient attention. Slow circles around the tight ring of muscle, gentle pressure, the tip of my tongue tracing the puckered skin, and she moaned into the pillow with the low, sustained sound of a woman receiving exactly what she’d wanted for six years. She was relaxed and open, weeks of progression having taught her muscles to welcome this touch, and she pushed back against me, her hips tilting to give me better access.

I ate her ass thoroughly. Long strokes of my tongue, firm circles, pressing the tip inside her and feeling the muscle yield, the tight heat opening for me. She was making sounds that were nothing like the precise, guarded woman who’d arrived with a spreadsheet: guttural, sustained moans that vibrated through the mattress, her fingers twisting the sheets, her thick thighs trembling on either side of my head.

When she was wet and relaxed and shaking with want, I lifted my head. She looked back at me over her shoulder, hair falling across her face, her expression raw and desperate and completely without pretense.

I stood and lubed myself thoroughly. She watched me do it, her eyes tracking every motion, following my hand as I stroked the lubricant along my full length, coating myself until my cock glistened in the candlelight.

She positioned herself. On her knees, chest on a pillow, ass raised. The view was staggering: the broad sweep of her hips, the full curve of each pale cheek, the dark cleft between them, her pussy glistening and swollen below, everything presented and offered and open. She looked back at me over her shoulder, her hair falling across her face, glasses slightly askew.

“Go slow,” she said. “I’ll tell you when.”

I pressed against her. The tip of my cock against the tight ring of muscle, slick with lube, warm. She exhaled. I pressed. The tip entered. She made a sound that was somewhere between a gasp and a groan, her hands clutching the pillow, her body tensing and then deliberately, consciously relaxing.

“Keep going,” she whispered.

I pushed deeper. Inch by inch. Her body opened for me with the gradual yielding of muscle that had been trained and prepared, the tight heat of her ass closing around my shaft in increments. She moaned with each inch, a sustained note that climbed in pitch as I went deeper. Her back arched. Her fingers dug into the pillow. The frames slid down her nose and she pushed them back up with one hand, the gesture so automatic and so absurdly Diana that I almost laughed.

I was fully inside her.

“Oh.” Her voice was barely a whisper. “Oh god. I’m full. I’m so full. There’s no room for anything else in my body right now except you.”

I held still. Letting her adjust. Feeling the incredible tightness of her ass around my cock, the ring of muscle gripping every inch, every inch of her pulsing with the effort of accommodation. She breathed. In through her nose, out through her mouth. Controlled breathing. Steady breathing. And then the breathing changed, becoming ragged, becoming hungry, becoming something that no terminology could describe.

She pushed back against me. The movement was small, an inch, maybe less. But it was her. Asking. Demanding. Crossing the final threshold.

“Move,” she said.

I pulled back slowly. Pressed forward. The friction was intense and exquisite, the tight heat of her gripping every nerve ending. She dropped her head to the pillow and moaned, a sound for each stroke, a rising scale of pleasure that she couldn’t contain and didn’t try to.

Her hand slid between her legs. She rubbed her clit while I took her ass, her fingers working fast and sure, the dual stimulation building rapidly. I could see her fingers moving, could see the slick shine of her pussy below where my cock disappeared into her ass, the visual overwhelming in its intimacy.

I increased the pace as she demanded it. “Faster. Please. I’ve wanted this for so long. Since I was nineteen. Since I read about it in that article and couldn’t stop imagining what it would feel like. Half my life, Caleb. Please. Faster. Give me what I’ve been wanting.”

I gripped her hips and fucked her ass with the urgency she was begging for, each thrust driving deep, the tight grip of her body like nothing else, the friction intense and exquisite through the slick of the lube. The slap of skin and the low, obscene rhythm of each stroke filled the room, and her ass took every inch I gave her, the muscle loosened and hungry, her body built for this, every thick lush curve of her on display as I drove into her from behind.

Her moans became cries. Loud, unfiltered, surprised by their own volume. She shook beneath me, the dense weight of her breasts swaying against the pillow she was clutching, her thick thighs trembling. She turned her head to the side, her mouth open, her glasses fogged on one lens, her eyes squeezed shut, and the sounds she made were not words anymore but pure, animal expressions of a pleasure so intense it had dismantled language.

Her fingers between her legs moved faster, rubbing her clit in frantic circles, and I could see her pussy clenching below where my cock disappeared into her ass, the two responses feeding each other, building toward something massive.

She came. A full-body convulsion that seized every muscle simultaneously, her ass clenching around me so tight that I couldn’t thrust, the ring of muscle gripping my shaft in a vice that pulsed with the rhythm of her orgasm. Her pussy visibly clenched beneath my view, her thighs shaking, her back arching until her spine curved like a bow, and a scream tore from her throat that surprised her so completely she went silent for a beat, mouth open, no sound, the pleasure too big for her lungs. Then the second wave hit and she screamed again, louder, her fists pounding the pillow, her whole body a single contraction of pleasure that lasted longer than any orgasm I’d felt from her before. It rolled and rolled, wave after wave, her ass squeezing me in rhythmic pulses, her cries rising and falling with each crest.

I came inside her ass. The sensation was unlike anything else. Tighter. Hotter. The resistance of her body making every spasm of release feel amplified, the cum fighting its way deeper against the grip of muscle that didn’t want to let me move. I groaned with each throb, the pleasure sharper here, more concentrated, and she felt it all. The heat spreading inside her in the one place she’d dreamed about since she was nineteen, and the reality bore no resemblance to the quiet fantasies she’d nursed alone, the articles she’d highlighted in the dark, the imagined sensation she’d mapped in her mind like a country she’d only read about. She groaned with me, a sound of raw completion, her body accepting what I gave with a shudder that traveled from the base of her spine to the top of her skull. Her ass clenched one final time, tight and purposeful, holding me inside, keeping me exactly where she wanted me.

“I can feel it,” she whispered into the pillow, her voice wrecked and wondering. “I can feel you inside me. It’s warm. God, it’s so warm.”

She collapsed forward. I stayed inside her for a long moment, both of us breathing hard, both of us shaking, my cock still pulsing with the last fading throbs of orgasm inside the tight grip of her body. Then I withdrew gently, slowly, and she moaned softly at the sensation of me leaving her, the emptiness replacing the fullness, and she rolled onto her back.

Her face was flushed from her hairline to her chest. Her hair was everywhere, the dark auburn a storm against the white pillow. Her breasts rose and fell with gasping breaths. Her glasses were still on. Both lenses completely fogged, opaque, rendering her blind behind the frames, the woman who’d insisted on full visual data now seeing nothing at all except the afterimage of what her body had just experienced.

She stared at the ceiling.

“I’m going to need a moment,” she said. Her voice was hoarse and shaking. “To recalibrate my entire understanding of my own body.” A beat. Her mind reached for a way to categorize it, found one, discarded it. “That was not what the journal articles described. That was something else entirely.”

I cleaned us both up. Warm water, soft towel, careful hands. She let me. She let me take care of her completely, emptied of resistance, content to receive rather than manage. I pulled her into bed and she tucked herself against me, her head on my chest, her glasses finally removed and folded on the nightstand, her hair damp at the temples.

She was smiling. A full, real, unprecedented smile that reached her eyes and stayed there, drawing on muscles that hadn’t been used in years.

“I know what the house gives now,” she said. She pressed her palm against my chest, over my heart. “Permission. It gives you permission to want what you want.”



Morning. The household moved through its Sunday routine.

Tracy was in the kitchen making French toast, wearing one of my t-shirts that now functioned as a crop top across her fourteen-week belly. She’d stopped fighting the growth and started celebrating it, rubbing cocoa butter into her stretch marks while the bread sizzled, humming a song she’d either invented or badly remembered. Courtney sat at the table with her laptop and her glass, working on the household budget, her morning sickness reduced to a manageable five-minute window that she navigated with saltines and grim precision, refusing to let biology dictate her schedule. Diana appeared last, in the sundress Tracy had given her, hair down, looking like she’d slept deeply and woken slowly and was still deciding whether the world deserved her full attention.

“Good morning,” she said, sliding into the chair beside me. She reached for her coffee and took a sip and then her hand found my thigh under the table and rested there, steady and certain. Just present.

Tracy set a plate of French toast in front of her. “You’re glowing.”

“I’m not glowing. That’s not a measurable phenomenon.”

“Your face is doing something it wasn’t doing yesterday. Courtney, isn’t she glowing?”

Courtney looked up from her laptop. Assessed. “She’s smiling. That might be the glow you’re detecting.”

“I’m always smiling,” Diana said.

The table went silent. Even the AM radio seemed to pause.

“Diana,” Tracy said gently. “Honey. You’ve been here a month. That’s the first time you’ve said something that inaccurate.”

Diana looked at her French toast. Looked at me. Looked at the two women across the table, one tanned and pregnant and radiant, the other olive and elegant and fighting nausea with the force of her entire personality.

“I’m smiling now,” she said. “That’s the relevant data point.”

“I’ll take it,” Tracy said, and kissed the top of her head on the way back to the stove.



After breakfast, I went to Harold’s study.

I opened the 1996 journal, the year’s final entry. Harold’s handwriting, steady and slanted.

The water tests came back clean again. Fenton is baffled. I am not baffled because I stopped expecting answers years ago. The aquifer is deep and pure and it waters my garden. It fills my women’s baths. It is not magical. It is water. I’ve crushed this theory like I crushed the last one. The herbs, the blood, the soil, the water. All normal. All ordinary. And yet the house continues.

Maybe the next theory will be different. Maybe it won’t. The house gives what it gives. Be grateful.

I closed the journal. Theory 2: the water. Tested by Harold in 1994 and 1996, retested by the Glendale lab in 1998, replicated by Diana with modern equipment and independent laboratory analysis. The water was pristine. Anomalously clean. And utterly, completely, unremarkably normal. The purest well water in the county, and it did absolutely nothing to explain why every woman who drank it and slept under this roof left pregnant.

Diana was in the kitchen when I came downstairs. She read Harold’s entry without expression. Set the journal on the table.

“Some phenomena resist reductionist explanation,” she said. “That doesn’t make them less real.” She looked at the journal, at the decades of questions without answers, at the man who’d stopped asking and started living. “I think I understand Harold now. He wasn’t giving up. He was accepting.”

“Accepting what?”

“That the question might be more valuable than the answer.” She picked up her coffee. “I’m a scientist. Accepting that is the hardest thing I’ve ever done.” She took a sip. “Harder than last night.”

I looked at her.

“That was a joke,” she said. “I’m trying humor.”

“It was good.”

“I know.”



Afternoon. My phone buzzed.

Two new inquiries about the estate listing. The first was polite, generic, a woman asking about availability and lease terms. I replied with the standard information.

The second was not polite.

I’ve seen your listing. It’s overpriced, the house looks like a dump, and frankly I’m only inquiring because my sister swore by this place and I think she was scammed. She came here three years ago and got pregnant and she’s convinced your magic house did it, which is obviously ridiculous because pregnancy is the result of unprotected sexual intercourse and not Victorian architecture.

If you’re running some kind of fertility con, I’ll figure it out. But fine. I need a place to stay for the summer, and your rent is the cheapest in the county. When is the earliest I can move in?

Sloane K.

I read it aloud at the kitchen table. Tracy set down her pickle.

“Oh,” she said. A grin spread across her face that left afterimages. “She’s going to be fun.”

“She called the house a dump,” I said.

“I heard. She also called it ‘overpriced,’ which, given that our rent is the lowest in the county, suggests she’s angry about something other than money.”

Courtney looked up from her laptop. “That level of hostility usually means something. Nobody writes three paragraphs of anger at a rental listing unless they’re working through something. Read the last line again.”

I read it. “‘When is the earliest I can move in?’”

“She insults the house. She insults you. She threatens to expose what she calls a ‘fertility con.’ And then she asks when she can move in.” Courtney raised an eyebrow. “That’s not a skeptic. That’s a woman who’s already decided to come and is building a defense mechanism in advance so she can say ‘I told you so’ when she inevitably does exactly what every other woman in this house has done.”

Tracy pointed at Courtney with a pickle. “That’s brilliant. You’re brilliant. I love you.”

Diana leaned forward. “Defensive aggression as a displacement mechanism. She’s afraid. The sister’s pregnancy challenged her worldview and she’s compensating with hostility rather than examining the source of her discomfort.” She paused. “I was similar. Less hostile. More spreadsheets.”

“You had better manners,” Tracy said.

“I had a larger dataset.” Diana took off her glasses and cleaned them on her sundress, an absent gesture while thinking hard. “Her sister came here three years ago. That puts the sister in Harold’s data. Row sixty-something, probably. The sister conceived, left, and went home with a story that Sloane has spent three years trying to debunk.” She put her glasses back on. “She’s not coming to prove the house doesn’t work. She’s coming because she’s terrified that it does.”

“Are we ready for that?” I asked. “Another personality? The house is full. The dynamics are good.”

Tracy reached across the table and took my hand. “Baby, this is the Reeves Estate. The house is never full. Harold had seven bedrooms in the east wing for a reason.” She squeezed my fingers. “We didn’t come here because it was convenient. We came because something told us to. She’s hearing the same thing. She’s just louder about how much she doesn’t want to listen.”

Courtney nodded. Diana nodded. The three women looked at me with the unified patience of people who’d already been where Sloane was heading.

“Reply,” Diana said. “Give her a date.”

I typed a response.

Sloane, thanks for the inquiry. The estate has rooms available in the east wing. Move-in available the first of next month. The house isn’t a dump. I’ve been renovating it. You’re welcome to see for yourself. Best, Caleb.

I pocketed the phone and walked to the front porch.

The evening light was golden. The repaired steps held my weight without a sound. Inside, Tracy was singing to her belly. Courtney was typing. Diana was writing a history of a place that had given her permission to want what she’d always wanted.

The east wing had seven bedrooms. Ready. Waiting.

Somewhere in the county, a woman named Sloane was packing a bag full of anger and driving toward a house that had all the patience in the world.
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Thank you for reading!

Hey, it’s Cole Cross. If you enjoyed this book, here’s how to get more:

	Visit my website — Character galleries, sample chapters, and bonus content.

	Follow on Amazon — Get notified when new books drop. No spam, just releases.



More books from Cole Cross are waiting.

Thanks for being here.
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