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The gravel drive gave way to a wide stone path, and Claire stood there a moment longer than she needed to, arms crossed over her chest the way she always crossed them, as if she could fold herself smaller and someone might finally stop looking. The farmhouse rose up pale and buttery in the late afternoon light, ivy combed neatly along one wall, smoke curling soft from a chimney that shouldn’t have needed lighting in early autumn. It looked like the kind of place that baked its own bread. It did not look like the kind of place where a woman went to be milked.

She adjusted the strap of her bag, which had slid, as it always slid, into the crease beneath her breast, and she thought — not for the first time that week — that she should have worn something looser. Everything she owned pulled tight across her chest by midmorning, buttons straining, seams complaining, and she had spent twenty-nine years apologizing for it, tugging cardigans closed, standing at an angle in photographs. Her body had always been too much of everything, soft where other women were sharp, full where other women tapered, and she had learned early to make herself smaller in doorways.

The door opened before she reached it.

“You must be Claire.” The woman who said it had dark hair pulled back loose at the nape of her neck, strands escaping around a face that held nothing but open, unguarded warmth. She wore a linen dress the color of clotted cream, and beneath it her chest sat as full and heavy as Claire’s own, unhidden, unapologetic, simply there. “I’m Sophie. This is Ruby.”

The second woman stepped up beside Sophie, shorter, rounder through the hips, her hair a burnished red that caught the last of the sun. Ruby’s dress had a low scoop neck, and when she smiled it reached all the way to her eyes. “We’ve been so excited for you to get here,” Ruby said, and she said it like she meant it, like Claire’s arrival was an event worth being excited about rather than an inconvenience to be tolerated.

Claire felt the old reflex rise — cross the arms, angle the shoulders — and then, strangely, she didn’t. Something about the way these two women stood, breasts full and forward and entirely unbothered, made the reflex feel foolish, like bringing an umbrella to a room already full of rain.

“Come in, come in,” Sophie said, stepping back to let her through. “You must be tired. It’s a long drive from the station.”

The farmhouse smelled of woodsmoke and something sweeter beneath it, warm milk and clean linen, and the front room they crossed was all deep chairs and low lamps, the kind of light that made everyone look like they’d been carved from something soft. Claire followed the two women down a hallway lined with closed doors, her flats silent on the runner, and at the end of it Sophie opened onto a suite that made Claire’s breath catch a little in her throat.

The bed was enormous, piled with pillows the color of butter. A chaise sat angled near the window, upholstered in something plush that looked built for lying back rather than sitting up straight. There was a chair, too — high-backed, cushioned, with an odd apparatus mounted on either armrest that Claire didn’t let herself look at directly.

“This will be yours for the week,” Ruby said, moving to draw the curtain half-closed, softening the light further. “Private, unless you want company. And you will, most women do, but there’s no rush.”

A knock came at the open door, and the owner entered — an older woman, silver-haired, dressed simply, with the unhurried authority of someone who had explained this a thousand times and never once found it dull. “Claire,” she said, and took both her hands in greeting, warm dry palms against Claire’s cold ones. “I’m glad you came. Did Sophie tell you how it works?”

“Not yet,” Claire said. Her voice came out smaller than she meant it to.

“Then let me.” The owner gestured to the chaise, and Claire sat, and the two younger women settled to either side of her like bookends, close enough that Claire could feel the warmth coming off Ruby’s skin. “Your body makes a great deal more than most women’s ever will. That’s not something to hide. Here, it’s not wasted — it’s collected, gently, at whatever pace feels good to you. Twice a day, sometimes more if you want it. The pump is soft, the suction adjustable. Most women find, after the first day or two, that being emptied feels better than anything they’ve felt in years.” The owner’s voice was matter-of-fact, almost clinical, and yet something in the plainness of it made the words land harder, made heat bloom low in Claire’s belly, unbidden and startling. “We feed what we collect back to the animals here, and to families in the valley who need it. Nothing goes to waste. You’ll be cared for the whole time. Fed well, rested well. Milked well.” A small smile. “Does that sound like something you want?”

Claire thought of every bra that had left welts across her shoulders, every man who’d stared too long and said nothing, every time she’d hunched to disappear. She thought, too, of the ache that had lived in her chest for months now, a fullness that never quite resolved, that throbbed dull and low no matter how she pressed against it in the shower, alone, ashamed of how good it felt to press.

“Yes,” she said. “I want that.”

Sophie’s hand found her shoulder, and Ruby’s found the hem of her blouse, and between them they eased the fabric up and over her head with a gentleness that undid something in Claire’s chest more than any word could have. Her bra came next, the clasp sprung loose by Ruby’s practiced fingers, and Claire sat bare from the waist up in the soft lamplight, her breasts full and heavy and finally, finally seen.

“Oh,” Sophie breathed, cupping one in each palm as though weighing something precious. “Look at you.”

Claire shivered. Ruby’s fingers brushed the underside of her other breast, tracing the faint blue veins beneath pale skin, and a wet heat gathered low between Claire’s thighs, sudden and shameless, and she understood — with a clarity that frightened her a little — that she had never wanted anything so much in her life.
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They led her to the chair still bare from the waist up, and Claire went without hesitation, the strange floating feeling in her chest carrying her the last few steps like a current. The seat cradled her, high-backed and deep, cushioned in something that gave beneath her like it had been shaped for exactly this body and no other. Ruby knelt at her side and guided her arms to rest along the padded rails, and Sophie crouched at her feet, tucking a folded cloth over her lap, murmuring something about mess that Claire barely registered.

“Just relax,” the owner said from somewhere near the window, her voice low and unhurried. “The first pull is always the strangest part. After that, your body remembers what it wants.”

Sophie lifted the first cup — soft-lipped silicone, warmed already from some unseen heater, smaller than Claire expected — and pressed it gently over her right nipple. The seal caught with a small, wet sound, and Claire’s breath hitched at the sensation of it settling flush against her, snug and close and strange. Ruby fitted the second in the same unhurried way, thumb grazing the underside of Claire’s breast as she guided it home, and for a moment they simply knelt there, watching her, as though giving her time to decide she wanted to run.

She didn’t move.

The pump began low, a soft mechanical hum somewhere beneath the chair, and then the first pull came — a firm, deliberate suction that dragged at her nipple and released, dragged and released, rhythmic as a heartbeat. Claire’s spine arched off the cushion before she could stop it.

“Oh — “ The sound escaped her before she’d decided to make it, high and surprised, and Sophie laughed softly, not unkindly.

“There she is,” Sophie said.

The rhythm found its pace, pull and release, pull and release, and within a dozen strokes Claire felt the change begin low in her chest, a loosening, a warmth spreading outward from somewhere behind her ribs. She looked down and saw it before she felt it — the thin white line beading at the seal of the cup, then a thread of it, then a steady pale stream drawn down the clear tubing toward the bottle fastened beneath the chair. Her milk. Coming because the pump asked it to come, because her body had been waiting, apparently, for someone to simply ask.

“God,” she said, and didn’t recognize her own voice.

“That’s it,” Ruby murmured, watching the tubing fill with something like pride. “Look how much you’ve got in there. You’ve been holding all this back.”

The pump kept working, patient and untiring, and Claire’s hips shifted against the seat, seeking friction that wasn’t there, her thighs pressing together around nothing. Each pull sent a bright thread of sensation straight down through her, gathering low and insistent, and she moaned again, longer this time, not caring who heard.

That was when Sophie leaned in.

She lifted
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