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Winter Mortgages 

The rain had been drumming on the tin roof of the porch for three days without a break, a sound everyone in Coquille had known since childhood and no one really heard anymore, except on the nights when something was keeping you awake. The wood stove in the kitchen crackled softly, the only real warmth in the house, while outside the wind bent the branches of the firs like fingers trying to grab hold of something.

Petra stared at the open letter on the kitchen table, her bowl of soup still steaming and forgotten in front of her. The bank had written in black, impersonal type that the mortgage payment would go up twenty-two percent starting next month, due to an adjustment of the variable rate. Next to the letter lay the electric bill, the final number circled in red by Petra herself a few days earlier, and on top of that the yellow slip from the propane company, which in winter cost as much as a second rent in Coquille.

“Twenty-two percent,” Orrin said from across the table, his spoon frozen in midair above the soup that was going cold. “I didn’t even understand what that meant in dollars until I ran the numbers.”

“So how much is it?”

“Almost three hundred more a month.”

Petra closed her eyes for a second. Three hundred dollars was two weeks of groceries, or the new shoes they needed to buy her niece for Christmas, or the muffler on the car that had been rattling since September and that they kept putting off from month to month, hoping it would hold a little longer.

“I don’t understand how they can raise it like that, without even a phone call,” she said, picking up the letter and reading it for the third time, as if the words might change if she looked at them harder.

“They put it in the fine print, at the end of the contract. The variable rate could go up this far. It said so five years ago when we signed.”

“Five years ago we were thirty-five and we thought things would get better, not worse.”

Outside, the wind shook the branches of the Douglas firs surrounding the house, an old one-story wooden building that Orrin’s father had left him twenty years earlier, back when the sawmill still gave work to half the county. The inheritance hadn’t been the gift it looked like on paper: the old man had taken out a second mortgage on the property in his last years to pay for medical treatment that in the end hadn’t done much good, and Orrin and Petra had ended up inheriting the house along with the debt that came with it, on top of having to redo the roof and the wiring in the first years of their marriage, work that had only stretched the monthly payment longer instead of easing it. Now the sawmill had been closed for ages, its windows boarded up with gray planks, and Orrin worked as an administrative clerk at city hall, a steady job with a salary that barely covered the fixed expenses.

“We could sell the old car,” she said, without conviction, more to say something than out of any real hope.

“It’s worth two thousand dollars, maybe. That would carry us seven months, no more. And then we’d be right back where we started.”

“What about my job? I could ask for a few more hours at the laundromat.”

“They pay you six dollars an hour, Petra. You’d have to double your hours to make a difference, and there aren’t any hours to give.”

They sat in silence, listening to the rain hammering on the roof. Petra got up to clear the table, and as she carried the plates to the sink she felt Orrin’s eyes follow her. It wasn’t a new look. She felt it often, the way he watched her when he thought she wasn’t noticing, his eyes sliding down her back, over her full hips, over the breasts that still filled out her sweater despite the years and the two pregnancies.

At forty, Petra was still a woman people turned to look at on the street, even in Coquille, where everyone had known everyone for a lifetime and nobody looked at anybody anymore. Natural blond hair that she wore long, halfway down her back, full lips that didn’t need lipstick to get noticed, a curvy body that the years had only rounded without ruining. Orrin, by contrast, was a small man, his brown hair already thinning at the temples, his shoulders narrow, the kind of man nobody in a bar would have noticed first, the one who stayed seated off to the side while the others talked louder.

He had courted her for two years, when they were barely in their twenties, with a patience no other boy in Coquille had ever shown her, and he was the one who had convinced her that real love had nothing to do with how tall a man was or how broad his shoulders were. She had believed him, and deep down she still did, even if on certain evenings, watching him sit at that table with the bank’s red numbers in front of him, she wondered what had happened to those two kids full of plans they used to be.

That night, after washing the dishes, they sat on the couch in front of the wood stove, the fire crackling and throwing shadows on the dark wooden walls. Orrin had his laptop on his lap, the bank’s page open, the red numbers of the future payments seeming to stare back at him every time he closed the window and opened it again, as if he hoped they’d have changed.

“Petra,” he said, without looking up from the screen, “can I tell you something strange?”

“Go ahead.”

“I’ve been thinking of a way to bring in some extra money. But it’s something I have to ask you, not decide on my own.”

“A second job?”

“No.” He closed the laptop and set it on the coffee table, the screen going dark with a small click. He looked her in the eyes, and she saw he was nervous, his hands clasped tight together the way they always were when he had something hard to say, a habit he’d had as long as she’d known him. “I’ve been thinking about you. About how beautiful you are, Petra. I think about it every day, even after twenty years. And I’ve been thinking that there are men willing to pay to be with a woman like you. I’m not talking about the street, nothing like that. I mean something discreet, controlled. Just... once in a while.”

Petra sat motionless for a long moment, her eyes fixed on him, trying to tell whether he was joking. He wasn’t. The fire in the stove popped, a spark flying against the glass.

“Are you asking me to have sex for money?”

“I’m not asking. I’m thinking out loud. If the very idea disgusts you, we never talk about it again.”

“And if it didn’t disgust me?”

Orrin looked at her, more surprised by the question than by the answer he’d expected. “Then we’d talk about it, I guess. Slowly.”

She got up and went to the window, watching the rain slant down through the cone of light from the streetlamp in front of the house, the drops tracing thin lines on the cold glass. Her first reaction had been anger, an instinctive flash of offense, as if he had put a price on something that should have stayed beyond commerce. But beneath the anger, as she stood there watching the rain, she felt something else, a kind of tingling she didn’t quite know how to name. It wasn’t arousal, not yet. It was closer to curiosity, the kind you feel in front of a closed door when you don’t know what’s behind it.

“Let’s not talk about it anymore tonight,” she said at last, without turning around. “But I didn’t say no.”

Orrin nodded, even though she couldn’t see him, and for the rest of the evening they didn’t touch the subject again. They watched a documentary about the Oregon coast that neither of them really followed, eyes on the screen and minds somewhere else, and later they went to bed the way they did every night, with the same ritual as always: her taking off her makeup at the bathroom mirror, him checking that the door was locked, the familiar sound of the deadbolt clicking into place.

But that night, under the covers, things were different.

Petra turned toward him and kissed him, a longer kiss than usual, her tongue seeking his with an urgency she hadn’t felt in months. Orrin responded at once, his hands slipping under her nightshirt, over her full breasts, her nipples hardening under his fingers.

“You were thinking about what I said,” he whispered against her neck.

“Maybe.”

“And what were you thinking?”

Petra didn’t answer right away. She pulled off her nightshirt herself, letting him look at her in the half-dark of the room, lit only by the dim glow that filtered in from the window. Then she pushed him onto his back and straddled him, her knees on either side of his hips, feeling through his boxers how hard he already was.

“I was thinking about what it would be like,” she said, moving her hips slowly against him, “if you were a man who paid to be with me. A stranger.”

Orrin held his breath. His hands rose to her hips, guiding her movement. “And what would you do, if you were with a stranger?”

“I don’t know yet.” Petra slipped off her panties, then pulled his boxers down, feeling how hard he was pressed against her. “Maybe I’d act shy at first. Or maybe I’d just do whatever he wanted, no questions asked.”

She took him in her hand and guided him inside her slowly, an inch at a time, savoring the way he closed his eyes and clenched his teeth. When she felt him all the way in, she stopped for a moment, her breath short, then began to move, slowly at first, then faster.

“Say it to him,” he whispered, his half-closed eyes looking up at her, “tell him what kind of woman you are for him.”

It was a new game, one they had never played before, and Petra was surprised at how naturally it came to her to step into it. “I’m the wife you paid for tonight,” she said, rolling her hips in circles, feeling him slide deeper. “And I’ll do anything you want, because you paid me well.”

Orrin groaned, his hands gripping her hips harder, pulling her down onto him with every movement. Petra bent her head, brought her mouth to his, kissed him as she kept moving, feeling the pleasure rise in both of them at the same rhythm.

She stopped for a moment, lifted herself, and before he could say anything slid lower along his body, her mouth moving down his chest, down his stomach, until it came to rest between his legs. She took his cock in her hand, wet with her own fluids, looked at it for a moment before bringing it to her mouth.

Orrin lifted his head from the pillow to watch her, his breath breaking as she closed her lips around him and began to move slowly, her tongue circling the tip before taking him deeper. The taste was familiar, the one she knew, mixed now with her own, and she found it more exciting than usual, as if the game they’d just invented made her want everything a little more than usual.

“Petra,” he said in a husky voice, a hand sliding into her hair without pushing, just to feel her, “like that, exactly like that.”

She sped up, taking him deeper each time, her saliva making everything slicker, her free hand stroking his thighs, his balls, while her mouth kept working him. She felt his breathing grow shorter and shorter, his hips starting to lift slightly toward her mouth.

“I’m going to come,” he said, his voice almost strangled.

Petra didn’t stop. She took him even deeper, and when he came she felt him fill her mouth in waves, the thick, salty taste spreading across her tongue. She swallowed slowly, without hurry, still moving her mouth on him until she felt him go completely soft, then slid back up his body and kissed him, letting him taste himself on her lips.

Orrin pulled her close, his hand sliding between her legs, his fingers finding the right spot and starting to move in slow circles. Petra closed her eyes, her body giving itself over to the pleasure, her breaths coming shorter and shorter as he went on patiently, without hurry, as if he had the whole night ahead of him. After twenty years his fingers knew every corner of her, knew exactly where to slow down and where to press, and Petra found herself moving her hips against his hand, wanting more.

“Like that,” he whispered, his mouth still against her neck. “Let go, Petra.”

And she let go, the orgasm rising from low in her belly until it arched her against him, a muffled moan escaping her as he carried her over with his mouth against her neck whispering her name, again and again, like a kind of private prayer. When it was over, she lay breathless for a few moments, her head resting on his shoulder, and thought that maybe, just maybe, that crazy idea wasn’t so crazy after all.

Outside, the rain kept falling on Coquille, on the wet firs, on the tin roofs, on the bank’s letter still lying open on the kitchen table, forgotten for a few hours, the red numbers still there waiting for morning.
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The Remark 

Coquille’s city hall occupied a low red-brick building on Second Street, with windows that always fogged up in winter from the dry heat of the old radiators. Orrin worked on the second floor, in an office he shared with two other clerks, among building-permit paperwork and records requests that piled up faster than they could get through them. On his desk there was always a cup of cold coffee left over from the morning before, and the calendar on the wall still showed the wrong month.

That Tuesday morning, around ten, he heard a knock on the frosted glass of the door. It was Taggart, in his orange work coveralls, his rubber boots still caked with mud even though he’d scraped them on the mat at the entrance. He worked for the county sanitation department, the kind of job nobody wanted but that seemed to suit Taggart fine, maybe because it left his afternoons free early and he didn’t have to answer to anybody. He was a broad-shouldered man with big hands marked by years of outdoor work, scruffy stubble covering a square chin.

“I need to sign something for the shed permit,” he said, holding out a crumpled sheet, damp around the edges. “My wife says if I don’t turn it in today she’s throwing me out of the house.”

“Same old story with you and deadlines,” Orrin said, taking the paper.

“Not all of us have a job where you sit in the heat all day,” Taggart replied, dropping into a chair in front of the desk while he waited.

Orrin laughed, checked the form quickly, hunted for the stamp in the top drawer. While he was stamping, the phone on his desk buzzed with a message, and the screen lit up showing the wallpaper: Petra, taken last summer at the beach in Bandon, her hair in the wind, her swimsuit a little tight across the chest, her wide smile aimed at whoever was holding the camera.

Taggart looked at the screen without meaning to, and Orrin saw him go still, his eyes lingering a beat too long on that photo, his body stiffening slightly in the chair.

“Is that your wife?”

“Yes.”

“I’d never seen her in person, you know. I know you’ve been married twenty years, but I’ve seen your wife maybe twice, and always just in passing at the supermarket.”

Taggart shook his head slowly, a low whistle between his teeth. “Hell, Orrin. I didn’t know you were married to a woman like that.” He paused, his eyes still on the screen, then added, almost without thinking, in the voice of a man tossing off something between friends: “Man, for a woman like that I’d pay a hundred dollars.”

He said it laughing, like any other joke, the kind of line men say to each other in bars or at the gas pump, never expecting to be taken seriously. Orrin laughed too, signed the last document and handed it back.

“Careful what you say,” he answered, still laughing, pushing the stamped sheet toward him. “I might take you up on it.”

“Go ahead,” Taggart said, getting up from the chair and already turning toward the door, the paper rolled in one hand. “See you around, I have to get back to the nine o’clock route. And say hi to your wife for me. If I ever run into her at the supermarket again I’ll buy her a coffee.”

He left with that hoarse laugh that always came so easily to him, and Orrin stayed there staring at the phone, still lit on the desk, Petra’s photo looking back at him from the screen until it dimmed on its own. Taggart’s line was nothing special, he’d heard it in a thousand forms over the years, compliments tossed off without weight, the kind of thing the men of Coquille said to each other without really meaning it. But that morning, with the bank’s letter still fresh in his memory and the conversation of the night before still alive, those words stuck to him differently, like a stone that keeps rolling long after someone has thrown it.

A hundred dollars. For one time with Petra.

It wasn’t a huge sum, but it was something. It would cover almost half the increase on the payment. And the fact that it had come out like that, spontaneously, from a man who had known him for years, who had seen Petra only in a faded photo on a screen, felt like a kind of confirmation of what he had already been thinking the night before, as if the universe were telling him the idea wasn’t so absurd after all.

He drove home that evening with the line still in his head, the car lurching over the potholes of Fairview Road, flooded from the rain of the past few days. Petra had made beef stew, the smell filling the whole kitchen the moment he walked in, and while they ate he told her about it, trying to make it light, a funny little anecdote to share at the table.

“Taggart saw your picture on my phone,” he said, tearing off a piece of bread, “and said he’d pay a hundred dollars to be with you.”

Petra raised her eyebrows, a smile forming at the corners of her mouth, her spoon frozen in midair. “Taggart? The big guy from sanitation, with the wife who works at the pharmacy?”

“That’s the one.”

“And how did something like that even come into his head?”

“His eye caught the photo from Bandon, the one from last summer. He said he didn’t know I was married to such a beautiful woman.”

“And what did you tell him?”

“That I might take him up on it.”

Petra burst out laughing, a real laugh that shook her shoulders, but when she calmed down she looked at him more seriously, her eyes searching his over the steam from the stew. “You keep saying that more and more, this thing about taking him up on it.”

“Maybe because I keep thinking about it more and more.”

“And what if you really said it to Taggart? What if you asked him if he was serious?”

Orrin set down his fork and looked at her across the table. “Would you want me to?”

Petra didn’t answer right away. She finished chewing, took a sip of water, and when she spoke her voice was lower, less light than before. “I don’t know yet. But I didn’t say no this time either.”

They finished dinner almost in silence, but that night, as they cleared the table together, they both knew the remark hadn’t been made by chance. It was the second time in twenty-four hours that the idea had come knocking, first in their bed and now outside the house too, carried by another man who didn’t even know he had set it burning again. It was getting hard to pretend it was only a joke.

Later, after tidying the kitchen, Petra went to take a shower. The house had only one bathroom, small, with an old tub that Orrin had never had the money to replace, and a wood stove in the hallway outside that warmed the whole space and left it humid and hot even on the coldest nights. The white tiles were chipped in one corner, and the mirror above the sink had a thin crack at the bottom left that neither of them had ever bothered to fix.

Orrin joined her while the water was still running, steam fogging the mirror and the panes of the little window. He undressed, leaving his clothes in a heap on the floor, and stepped into the tub behind her, his hands slipping around her waist as the hot water poured over them both, the spray beating on Petra’s shoulders before running down her back.

“I was thinking about Taggart,” he said, his mouth close to her ear, his breath warm against her wet skin.

“Again?”

“I keep thinking about what it would be like if he were serious.”

Petra turned in his arms, the water sliding down her body, her blond hair darkened and plastered to her skin, a few strands stuck to her neck and shoulders. “And if he were serious, what would you do?”

“I don’t know.” Orrin looked at her, the steam around them making everything more intimate, the noise of the water covering every other sound in the house. “Maybe I’d say yes.”

“Only maybe?”

“I’d say yes,” he corrected, more sure this time.

She smiled, a slow smile that spread across her face as she pushed him against the shower wall, the sudden move catching him by surprise. She knelt in the bottom of the tub, the hot water running over her back and down her arms, her knees pressing against the cold enamel. She looked at him, already half hard under the spray, took him gently in her hand, feeling how he responded to her touch, then raised her eyes to his before taking him in her mouth.

“Tell me,” she said, pulling back for a moment, her voice low, almost a whisper in the noise of the water. “Tell me what Taggart would do if he were here instead of you.”

Orrin closed his eyes, his head going back against the cold tiles, the contrast between the chill behind him and the heat of her mouth making him shudder. “He’d say you’re even more beautiful in person than in the picture. He’d look at you like he couldn’t believe his luck.”

“And what would he do with his hands?”

“He’d hold your hair back, so he could watch you while you do it.”

Petra took him in her mouth again, deeper this time, one hand rising to grip the base while her mouth worked the rest, her throat opening to take all of him. Orrin groaned, a hand sliding into her wet hair without pushing, just resting there, gathering it into a ponytail so he could see her better.

“And then?” she asked, pulling away once more, short of breath, her lips red and swollen.

“And then he’d ask you to do exactly this. To kneel for him the way you’re kneeling now, and he’d tell you it was worth every dollar he spent.”

She smiled, and went back to him, this time without stopping, the rhythm building, saliva mixing with the shower water as it ran down her chin. Orrin watched her from above, the steam blurring everything, the sound of the water mingling with Petra’s muffled moans as she kept taking him deep, her throat tightening around him with every movement.

“Petra,” he said, his voice breaking, “stop, I’m going to come and I want to be inside you.”

She stopped at once, raising her eyes to his, her mouth still wet, and let him pull her up by the arms. He kissed her hard, the taste of himself still on her tongue mixed with the hot water. Then he turned her against the shower wall, one hand lifting a leg, and entered her from behind, her body bending forward to brace against the tiles.

“Tell him yes,” she whispered, her voice broken with pleasure as he moved inside her, hard, the water streaming over them both, making everything slick. “The next time he says it, tell him yes.”

Orrin didn’t answer right away, one hand gripping her hip while the other climbed to find her breast, his thumb brushing the hardened nipple. He moved inside her with a building rhythm, the sound of their bodies mixing with the sound of the water, Petra’s moans bouncing off the tiles of the little room.

“Say you’ll do it,” she said again, pushing back against him with every thrust. “Say that next time you’ll tell him yes.”

“I will,” he said at last, his voice husky against the nape of her neck. “I promise.”

It was that promise, more than the movement itself, that pushed her over the edge. Petra clenched around him with a muffled cry against the arm braced on the tile, her body trembling, and Orrin followed a few moments later, his hips going still against hers as he came inside her with one last deep thrust, his breath breaking in his throat.

They stayed like that for a few seconds, still joined, the water still pouring over them both, before he withdrew slowly and held her against him from behind, his chin resting on her wet shoulder.

They stayed under the water a few more minutes, in silence, the tub slowly filling and draining, the hot water starting to cool into a lukewarm stream. Petra turned in his arms one last time and kissed him softly, without hurry, a kiss different from all the ones they’d traded a little earlier, more like a silent confirmation than an act of desire.

Outside, beyond the thin walls of the house, the rain of Coquille kept falling on the roofs, on the soaked woods, on the whole small sleeping county. They shut off the water, dried off in silence, trading only a few glances, and when they finally slipped under the covers Orrin felt Petra move closer, her back against his chest, as if she needed to feel him near after everything they had just said without really saying it.

The next day, at work, Orrin would see Taggart again. And this time he wouldn’t let the remark drop the way he had the other times.
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The Dare 

On Wednesday morning city hall was almost empty, the waiting room deserted because of the rain that had flooded half of Fairview Road and discouraged anyone with nonurgent business. Orrin had stayed awake most of the night thinking about how to approach Taggart, trying out and discarding words in his head like an actor before an audition, and in the end he had decided not to plan anything, to let things come out on their own.

He took the chance to slip out to the yard early, where he knew the sanitation truck stopped every Wednesday around eleven, the crew taking ten minutes for a smoke before the second run. The air outside smelled of wet earth and diesel, the city hall yard full of puddles that reflected the gray sky like dull mirrors.

He found Taggart leaning against the truck, a lit cigarette between his fingers despite the light rain still falling, the hood of his coveralls pulled up over his hair. Another worker, younger, was loading bags near the back of the truck, but far enough away not to hear the conversation.

“Hey,” Orrin said, walking over with his hands in his pockets.

“Hey yourself. You here to check that we’re actually working, or just to bust my balls?”

“I wanted to ask you something. That thing you said the other day.”

Taggart took a drag, his eyes narrowing slightly. “What thing?”

“About my wife. That you’d pay a hundred dollars.”

“Oh, that.” Taggart laughed, a low sound from deep in his chest. “I was just talking, Orrin. You’re not offended, are you?”

“A little. Those aren’t things you say. She’s beautiful, I know, but paying, in times like these, with mortgages going through the roof. Those are heavy words,” Orrin answered, his voice steadier than he had expected.

Taggart gave him a strange look, as if trying to work out whether he was joking.

“Would you really pay to be with my wife, even knowing me?” Orrin went on. “That’s not the point. The point is that you said it, and I’m asking whether you meant it or whether you were just talking.”

“Don’t take it the wrong way, I was just talking.”

“What’s that supposed to mean? That you don’t like her? That you were only saying it to let off steam?”

“No, I like her plenty,” Taggart said, raising his hands as if to defend himself, “but it’s a crazy idea, just talk. You don’t do things like that between friends.”

“I knew it,” Orrin said, shaking his head with a little smirk that was meant to be provocative. “You couldn’t do it. You’re all talk.”

Taggart’s face changed, a flash of wounded pride crossing his eyes. He was the kind of man who couldn’t stand being doubted in front of himself, much less in front of another man he considered weaker than he was.

“You know what? Here.” He stuck a hand into the pocket of his coveralls, pulled out a worn wallet, and counted out four twenties and two tens. “A hundred dollars. Are you convinced now that I mean it?”

Orrin looked at the bills for a long moment, his heart beating harder than he would have liked to admit, then took them, folded them, and slid them into the inside pocket of his jacket.

“You make me laugh,” he said, trying to keep his tone light even though his hands trembled slightly. “Tonight, at my house. I really want to see if you’ve got the nerve.”

“I’ve got the nerve,” Taggart said, dropping his cigarette and grinding it out with his boot. “I’m the one who doubts you, Orrin. I doubt your wife knows anything about this conversation.”

“She will tonight.”

Taggart nodded slowly, a mix of disbelief and curiosity written across his face. “Eight o’clock, then. After dinner.”

He walked off toward the truck, called over by one of the other men who had already started the engine, and Orrin stood still in the light rain, the bills weighing in his pocket like a hundred pounds of pennies.

He came home earlier than usual that afternoon and found Petra in the yard, taking the laundry off the line before the rain started falling harder again. He helped her without saying anything, and only when they were back inside, the full basket set down on the kitchen table, did he find the words.

“I have to tell you something,” he said, “and I don’t know how to say it except to just say it.”

Petra stopped, a shirt half-folded in her hands. “You’re scaring me.”

“I talked to Taggart today. I asked him whether he meant it, that line about a hundred dollars.”

“And?”

“He said no, that he was just talking. But I pushed him, told him he couldn’t do it, and he...” Orrin pulled the bills from his pocket and laid them on the table between them. “He gave me the money. He’s coming tonight at eight.”

Petra looked at the bills as if they were something dangerous, something that might explode if touched the wrong way. The silence stretched between them, broken only by the patter of rain against the window.

“Tonight,” she repeated, as if she needed to make sure she’d heard right.

“If you don’t want to, I’ll tell him. I’ll give the money back and that’s the end of it.”

“I didn’t say that.” Petra sat down, her legs suddenly seeming unable to hold her. “It’s just that I thought it would take longer. I thought I’d have weeks to think about it, not hours.”

“So did I. But the money’s here now, on the table, and Taggart’s waiting for an answer.”

Petra picked up one of the bills and turned it in her fingers, studying the texture of the paper as if she’d never seen it before. “It’s strange,” she said softly. “I’m afraid, but it’s not only fear that I feel.”

“What else do you feel?”

She raised her eyes to his, and in that look Orrin saw the same spark he’d seen the night they made love thinking about Taggart for the first time. “Curiosity. And that scares me more than the fear itself.”

“We can stop at any moment,” he said, sitting down across from her. “If you don’t feel like it tonight, one word and I’ll send him away.”

“And if I change my mind halfway through?”

“Then he stops, period. I don’t care what he paid.”

Petra nodded, seemed to think about it a moment longer. “I want him to use protection. Always, no exceptions.”

“Of course.”

“And I don’t want you in the room watching. Not tonight, at least.”

“I’ll go out. I’ll go to the garage, or drive around if I have to.”

“Driving around in this rain seems cruel even for you,” she said, a smile escaping her despite the tension. “Stay in the garage. It’s enough for me to know you’re close.”

They ate early that evening, both too tense to really eat, the plates going back to the kitchen still half full. At seven Petra went to get ready, and when she came out of the bedroom she was wearing a dress Orrin hadn’t seen on her in years, snug across the hips, the neckline hinting at her full breasts without overdoing it.

“One hour left,” he said, his voice husky at the sight of her.

“I know.” Petra came over and sat on his lap on the couch, her arms around his neck. “I need you before he gets here.”

“Petra...”

“I need to feel you’re mine before I’m his, even if only for tonight.”

Orrin kissed her, a deep kiss that tasted of desperation and desire together, his hands sliding under the dress, along her full thighs, up to her hips. Petra moaned against his mouth, moved on his legs seeking friction, her fingers clutching his thinning hair.

“Tell me what kind of woman I am for him,” she whispered, the game by now familiar between them, but with a new urgency that hadn’t been there before.

“You’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever paid to see,” Orrin said, his voice low against her ear. “The one who’ll kneel for him the minute he walks through that door.”

Petra slid off his lap, knelt between his legs on the living room rug, her hands quickly unfastening his belt, his pants sliding down to his ankles. She took him, already hard, in her hand, looked at him a moment before licking him slowly from base to tip, her tongue tracing circles around the swollen head.

“Like that,” he said, his head going back against the back of the couch.

She took him in her mouth, slowly at first, then with a rhythm that built with each movement, saliva running down to the corners of her mouth, her hand gripping the base while her lips slid up and down. Orrin watched her from above, her blond hair falling around his lap every time she lowered her head deeper, and thought that no man in the world would have deserved that sight more than he did, and yet in an hour another one would come and pay to have her.

“Petra,” he said, his voice shaking, “look at me while you do it.”

She raised her eyes without stopping, her blue eyes meeting his as she kept moving her mouth, and that sight, that connection held while she took him deeper and deeper, was almost too much for him. He felt the orgasm rising fast, a heat climbing from the base of his spine.

“I’m going to come,” he said, his voice strangled.

Petra didn’t slow down, she even took him deeper, her throat tightening around him, one hand moving down to cup his balls gently. When he came she felt him burst straight down her throat, thick waves that she swallowed without pulling away, the muffled sound of her breathing as she kept working him until she felt him go completely soft between her lips.

She climbed back up his body, sat on his lap again, and kissed him, letting him taste what still lingered on her tongue. Orrin pulled her close, his hands sliding under the dress until they found her already wet, ready.

“Now it’s your turn,” he said, laying her down on the couch, the dress riding up her thighs.

He pushed her panties aside, two fingers sliding slowly into her, discovering how wet she already was. He began to move them at a steady rhythm, his thumb pressing the most sensitive spot while his hands gripped her hips as she arched toward him with every movement. The dress was still bunched at her waist, the fabric pressing against her hot skin, and Orrin lowered his head to kiss her breasts through the thin cloth, her hard nipples noticeable even through the material.

Petra closed her eyes, her fingers clutching his shoulders, her nails leaving small red crescents in his skin, and as he kept moving his fingers inside her faster and faster, she felt the pleasure rise along with the awareness that in a few minutes another man would be walking into that same house.

“Harder,” she whispered, her hips lifting to meet his hand. “I want to feel you again, before.”

Orrin obeyed, the rhythm growing more intense, the old couch creaking under their weight, the sound of the rain against the windows mingling with her moans. He added a third finger, feeling her tighten around him, and Petra moaned his name, her voice breaking with every movement.

“Tell me I’ll still be yours after tonight,” she whispered, her breath short.

“You’ll always be mine,” he said, speeding up his hand, “even when you’re his for an hour.”

That sentence, that contradictory promise that mixed possession and surrender, pushed her over the edge. Petra came with a long moan, her body clenching around his fingers, her head arching back against the arm of the couch.

They stayed in each other’s arms on the couch a few more minutes, their breathing slowly returning, until the clock above the fireplace read seven forty.

“I have to get ready,” Petra said, getting up on legs that were still unsteady.

“Petra.”

She turned at the bathroom door.

“Thank you,” he said, not really knowing what else to add.

She smiled, a smile that mixed tenderness and nerves. “Don’t thank me yet. Wait and see how it goes.”

She disappeared down the hall toward the bathroom, and Orrin stayed on the couch listening to the shower start to run, imagining her under the hot spray as she got ready for another man. He dressed again, straightened the couch cushions, carried the leftover plates in the kitchen to the sink, trying to find something to do with his hands so he wouldn’t think too much.

Outside, the rain had started falling harder again, and in the distance, beyond the sound of the water, he could hear the engine of a pickup slowly making its way down Fairview Road, headed toward their house.
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Taggart Arrives 

The pickup pulled into the driveway with a crunch of wet gravel, its headlights cutting through the rain for a moment before going dark. Orrin saw it from the kitchen window, his heart tightening in a way he hadn’t expected, and without a word he took the jacket hanging by the door and went out toward the garage, as they had agreed. The door closed behind him with a dull thud, and Petra was left alone in the living room, listening to the heavy footsteps approaching on the gravel.

She heard the knock a few seconds later, three firm raps on the front door. She looked at herself one last time in the hallway mirror, fixed a strand of hair, took two deep breaths, feeling her heart pound so hard she thought it might be audible in the silence of the house, and opened up.

Taggart looked different out of his coveralls. He wore a dark flannel shirt, clean jeans, his boots left outside on the mat before she’d even had to ask. He seemed bigger than Petra remembered from the few times she’d seen him at the supermarket, his shoulders filling the whole doorway, his hair still damp from the rain and combed straight back.

“Hi,” he said, his voice less sure than Petra would have expected from a man who always put on so much confidence.

“Come in before you get any wetter.”

Taggart stepped inside and looked around the living room with the polite curiosity of someone who had never been in that house before, his eyes resting on the old furniture, the cold fireplace, a family photo on the wall that showed Orrin and Petra many years earlier, younger, smiling in front of the ocean at Bandon.

“Nice place,” he said, more to say something than out of any real interest.

“Thanks. Can I get you something to drink?”

“I don’t think I came for a drink,” he answered, a smile forming at the corners of his mouth, the tension starting to melt into something closer to desire.

“I don’t think you did either,” Petra said, surprised at her own boldness.

Petra stepped closer, feeling her heart pound even harder, and without another word laid a hand on his chest, feeling the muscles under the shirt, the warmth of his body coming through the fabric. “Then come on,” she said, leading him toward the bedroom at the end of the hall, her fingers laced with his for a moment before she let go.

The room was lit only by a small lamp on the nightstand, its warm light softening everything and hiding the flaws in the old wallpaper. Taggart sat on the edge of the bed, the mattress sinking under his weight, and Petra knelt in front of him without waiting, her hands quickly undoing his belt, the jeans sliding down his strong legs covered in dark hair, the tense muscles of his thighs showing in the dim light of the lamp.

When she freed him from his boxers, Petra stopped for a moment, surprised. He was bigger than she’d imagined, bigger than Orrin, thick and already hard against his stomach, the veins visible along the shaft. She took him in her hand, feeling the weight, the heat, and leaned in close. The smell hit her before she touched him, and it was almost a physical wave: hot, thick, briny, the smell of a man who had worked ten hours and hadn’t had time to wash, hot sweat and salty skin, and beneath it, lower down, the more intimate and heavier smell of sex itself, a hint of stagnant sea and warm milk that rose into her nostrils and went straight down to the pit of her stomach. It was completely different from her husband’s, and for a moment she couldn’t catch her breath.

“Want me to put it on now?” Taggart asked, his voice betraying a mix of apology and desire. “I didn’t think you’d get to the point this fast.”

He reached for the jeans on the floor, fished in the back pocket and pulled out his wallet, from which he took a small square packet.

“I have one,” he said, showing it to her. “Your husband told me...” He broke off, as if the word felt strange to say out loud. “Orrin said I have to use it.”

Petra looked at the packet, then at him, his big body above hers, the strong smell still filling her senses, and felt a desire rising in her that was different from what she had expected.

“No,” she said, surprising even herself. “I don’t want you to use it.”

Taggart stopped, the packet still in his hand, his eyes looking at her uncertainly. “Are you sure? You told Orrin you wanted...”

“I know what I said.” Petra reached out, took the packet from his fingers and set it on the nightstand. “But now I’m here, and I want to really feel you, with nothing between us. I want to feel you inside me.”

“Petra...”

“I want you inside me,” she repeated, her hand still closed around him. “And I want you inside me to the end. Even when you come. But first I want to taste you like this, with nothing.”

Petra stayed for a moment with her face a few inches from him, her mouth half open, unable to decide. The smell was too strong, so hot and thick it seemed like something you could touch, and for an instant her body told her to pull back, to catch her breath, to not be that woman yet. She realized she had turned her head slightly away. Taggart noticed too.

“If you’re not up for it...” he began.

He didn’t finish the sentence. He laid a big hand behind her neck and pulled her to him, gently, but without leaving her a choice. Petra’s lips touched the warm skin, and the smell became taste, and the taste filled her: salty, full, almost intoxicating, with a sweetish undertone that made her head spin and made her forget in an instant why she had wanted to pull away. She took him in her mouth, and stopped thinking about anything at all.

Taggart groaned, a hand sliding into her blond hair with surprising gentleness for a man his size. Petra moved slowly at first, getting used to his size, her jaw having to open wider than she was used to, her hand making up the difference by gripping the base while her mouth worked what it could take. Saliva was already running down her chin, and she let it run, using it to make her hand’s movements slicker along what her mouth couldn’t reach.

“Like that,” he whispered, his hips moving slightly toward her. “You’re even more beautiful than I imagined, Petra.”

Hearing her name in his husky voice made her shiver, and she sped up, saliva running down her chin and mixing with his full smell, that blend of sea and salt and sex that by now filled her head and wet her thighs. She took him deeper, her throat opening just enough, her eyes watering from the effort but never pulling away, and Taggart held his breath, his hand tightening a little more in her hair.

“Stop,” he said after a few minutes, his voice strained. “Stop or this ends right here, and that’s not how I want tonight to go.”

Petra pulled back slowly, her lips swollen, her eyes shining as she looked up at him. Taggart lifted her by the arms, sat her beside him on the bed, and his hands sought the zipper of her dress at her back, lowering it with movements that betrayed urgency under a struggling control.

“Wait,” Petra said, stopping his hands for a moment as she took off the dress herself, letting it fall at the foot of the bed. She was left in her underwear alone, her full breasts filling the black bra, and Taggart looked at her as if he still couldn’t believe his luck.

She undressed completely, and Taggart did the same, his shirt thrown over a chair, and when they were both naked he laid her down on the bed, his body settling over hers with a weight different from what she was used to, heavier, more cumbersome in a way she liked.

He positioned himself against her, the tip pressing at her already wet entrance. He entered her slowly, an inch at a time, and Petra felt the different stretch, more intense than she was used to, a pleasure mixed with a mild and pleasant pain together.

“God,” she whispered, her nails sinking into his broad back.

“Is this okay?” Taggart asked, stopping halfway, the control visibly costing him effort.

“Keep going. Don’t stop.”

“Are you sure? We can still stop.”

“I don’t want to stop,” she said, her hips lifting slightly toward him as if to prove it. “I want to feel all of you.”

He sank in completely, and Petra moaned loudly, the sensation of being filled more than she ever had been sending shocks of pleasure through her whole body. Taggart began to move, slowly at first, then with a building rhythm, his big hands gripping her hips, his chest pressing against hers with every thrust, his scruffy beard scraping her neck lightly as he bent to kiss her.

“You’re so tight,” he said, his voice husky against her ear. “I didn’t think you’d feel like this after two kids.”

“Don’t talk about that now,” she said, laughing despite the pleasure, then moaning again when he thrust deeper.

The rhythm picked up, the bed creaking under their weight, their bodies meeting with a wet sound that mingled with their ever shorter breaths. Petra wrapped her legs around his hips, trying to take him even deeper, her hands sliding along his broad back, her nails tracing thin lines on his skin. The sensation of his smell, of his weight, of that different size filling her completely, all of it together carried her toward a pleasure she hadn’t felt in years, a kind of physical fullness she had almost forgotten.

“Look at me,” Taggart said, slowing for a moment to meet her eyes. “I want to see you while I take you.”

Petra opened her eyes, fixed them on his, and that sudden connection, that closeness she hadn’t expected from a paid encounter, surprised her almost more than the physical pleasure itself.

“I’m going to come,” Taggart said, his rhythm becoming almost desperate.

“Inside,” she said, her legs tightening even more around him. “Come inside me, all of it.”

He groaned loudly, a deep sound from his chest, and thrust one last time before coming, the heat Petra felt filling her in waves, different from what she was used to, more abundant, thicker. That sensation, that hot liquid filling her without barriers, pushed her over the limit, and she came a few moments after him, her body clenching around his as she cried out, muffled, against his shoulder.

They stayed like that, still joined, their breathing slowly calming, the rain still beating against the bedroom window. Petra could feel his weight still on top of her, his heart pounding against her chest, the sweat of them both mingling in the warm air of the room.

“I shouldn’t have,” Taggart said after a moment, propping himself on an elbow to look at her, but without any real regret in his voice, “but I’m glad you said no to the condom.”

Petra smiled against his skin, feeling his semen begin to slide out of her mixed with her own fluids, a warmth still lingering between her legs, the strange new sensation of being wet without barriers. “Me too,” she said softly. “Don’t tell Orrin, though. Not right away.”

“It’ll be our secret,” he said, pulling out of her slowly with one last shared shudder, their bodies separating and leaving a sudden feeling of emptiness.

Taggart lay beside her for a few minutes, his breathing returning to normal, before getting up and beginning to dress in silence. Petra stayed on the bed, wrapped in the sheets, watching him pull on his jeans, button his shirt with fingers still a little unsteady.

“See you around,” he said at the bedroom door, one last look mixing gratitude and something harder to define.

“See you around,” she answered, and listened to him walk down the hall, the front door opening and closing, the pickup’s engine starting in the driveway.

Outside, the rain kept falling on Coquille, on the soaked woods, on Taggart’s pickup slowly pulling out of the driveway, and in the garage, sitting on an old chair next to his father’s tools, Orrin listened to the silence of the house, wondering what had happened behind those walls, not knowing that the answer had already gone beyond any agreement they’d made.
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After the First 

Orrin heard the pickup pull away down Fairview Road, the sound of the engine slowly fading into the rain, and sat a few more minutes on the old chair in the garage, unable to move. He had heard everything, or almost: the muffled moans through the thin walls of the house, the rhythm of the bed creaking, a man’s voice that wasn’t his saying his wife’s name in a tone he had never heard anyone else use. He had clenched his fists on his knees the whole time, unsure whether what he felt rising inside him was closer to rage or to desire.

Then he stood up, crossed the wet yard in a few steps, the cold rain soaking his thinning hair, and went into the house. The living room was empty, the couch cushions still slightly out of place from before, and at the end of the hall the bedroom door stood ajar, the warm light of the lamp spilling out.

He found her still in bed, wrapped in the sheets, her blond hair spread over the pillow, her eyes searching for him the moment he opened the door. He said nothing. He came closer, sat on the edge of the mattress, and smelled it before he even touched her: her sweet perfume, and beneath it, hot and heavy, the smell of another man, of sex just finished, which made his stomach clench in a way he couldn’t tell was disgust or desire.

“How are you?” he asked, his voice unsteady.

“Good,” she said, but there was something different in her voice, a vibration Orrin hadn’t heard in years, as if a part of her that had slept for a long time had suddenly woken up.

“Did he hurt you?”

“No.” Petra propped herself on an elbow, the sheet sliding to show her bare shoulder. “On the contrary.”

He said nothing more. He bent over her, pushed back the sheet, and kissed the inside of her thighs before moving higher, driven by an impulse he hadn’t planned, something that came from a place inside him he didn’t know well. Even before he touched her with his mouth, the smell struck him: her sweet scent beneath a stronger, unfamiliar layer, hot, briny, a hint of warm milk and salt, the smell of another man’s semen still alive between her thighs, which rose to his head and flooded his mouth with saliva. He tasted it the instant his tongue touched the tender skin, different from usual, more intense, mixed with Petra’s own flavor but with something on top, something foreign and thick that filled his mouth, salty and creamy, with a sweetish undertone and a bitterish aftertaste he had never tasted on his wife.

Petra held her breath, her fingers clutching the sheet. “Orrin...”

He didn’t stop. He kept licking her slowly, his tongue moving between the still-sensitive folds, the taste growing clearer with every movement, that blend of her and Taggart sending contradictory jolts through his whole body. He recognized every nuance of his wife, the sweet taste he had learned by heart in twenty years, but beneath it now there was something else: a different density, a fuller taste that clung to his palate and that he kept tasting even between one stroke of his tongue and the next, as if that foreign flavor had imprinted itself there to stay.

“I couldn’t say no to him,” Petra said, her voice breaking between pleasure and confession. “I wanted to stop, Orrin, I swear I did, but when he asked if he should put on the condom I said no. I wanted it. I really wanted it.”

Orrin stopped for a moment, lifting his head slightly. “I can tell. He said he’d use one, so why?”

“He was decent,” she went on, one hand sliding into his thinning hair, not to push him away but to keep him there. “Kind. I didn’t expect that.”

“Kind,” Orrin repeated, the word leaving a strange taste in his mouth, mixed with the one already there. “I didn’t think I’d hear that word tonight.”

“Neither did I,” she admitted, a small smile crossing her face in spite of everything.

“But without...” Orrin couldn’t finish the sentence, his throat tight. “And what if...?”

Petra took his head in her hands again, her fingers lacing through his hair, and pushed him back down toward her. “Lick,” she said, her voice low but firm. “Keep going.”

He obeyed, his tongue moving again, and Petra arched slightly, a moan escaping her as she kept speaking, the words coming out between short breaths.

“This time I want to keep it,” she said. “Now I know how to make money, Orrin. Now I’ve found a job I like.”

Orrin froze again, his heart hammering in his chest for a reason other than desire. He lifted himself just enough to speak, his face still close to her, the taste of Taggart still on his tongue. “But it would be the child of...”

“It would be our child.” Petra looked him straight in the eyes, her voice leaving no room for doubt. “How long have we been trying without protection, you and I? Years, Orrin. Who knows if we’re still capable, after all this time.”

They stayed silent for a moment, the weight of those words filling the room more than the rain against the glass. Orrin thought of the two babies given away years before, when they were younger and more frightened, when the fear of not making it had been stronger than the love they already felt for them before they were even born. He still remembered the signature on the papers, Petra’s hand shaking as she held the pen, the social worker saying kind words that hadn’t helped at all. They almost never talked about it. It was a wound that stayed closed inside their house like a room with the door boarded shut, but that both of them knew was always there, behind every silent Christmas, behind every time they saw a child the same age the first one would have been, or the second.

“I think about them sometimes,” Petra said, her voice growing smaller. “I wonder how they are, whether they’re happy, whether someone loves them the way we would have.”

“I know,” Orrin said, lifting his head a little to look at her. “I think about them too.”

“We didn’t abandon them out of cruelty,” she said, almost as if trying to convince herself more than him. “We did it because we thought it was the right thing. Because we had nothing to offer.”

“I know, Petra.”

“But now I have something to offer,” she said, her voice firm again. “Now I can earn enough not to repeat the same mistake.”

“This time it’s different,” she continued, more softly, her hand stroking his hair gently. “This time the money is there. There will be more and more of it, if I keep going.”

“Petra...”

“Lick now,” she said, cutting him off, her hips lifting slightly toward his mouth. “Do you taste him? He’s earned it, he paid a hundred dollars.”

Those words, spoken with a calm that contrasted with the obscenity of their meaning, made his hands tighten on her thighs, a knot rising in his throat while the rest of his body responded in a completely different way. He went back to licking her, the taste disgusting and arousing him at the same time, a contradiction he couldn’t resolve but that his body seemed to have already accepted while his mind still resisted. His tongue moved faster now, driven by something that was no longer just obedience but a desire of his own, twisted and new, to be part of that moment in whatever form he was allowed. He felt himself pressing hard against the mattress, aroused by something that should have humiliated him and that instead pushed him deeper and deeper into that mix of flavors.

“Like that,” Petra whispered, her voice growing more and more broken. “Don’t stop, Orrin. Never stop.”

He took her more firmly, one hand sliding under her hips to lift her slightly toward his mouth, his tongue finding the exact spot and concentrating there at a steady rhythm. Petra moaned louder, her fingers tightening in his hair almost to the point of hurting him, but he didn’t care, lost now in that blend of tastes and sensations he would never have imagined he could want. Taggart’s salty flavor now mingled with her sweeter, more familiar one, a contrast that filled his mouth with every movement of his tongue, and the more he moved the more the two flavors seemed to merge into one, indistinguishable, as if in that moment there were no longer a clear line between what belonged to him and what belonged to the other man. The smell rose to his nostrils with every breath, thick and hot, mixed with the sweat of her skin, flushed and wet, and with the unmistakable smell of two bodies that had just done what he had only listened to from the garage.

“He said I was tight,” she said between breaths, as if Taggart’s words still had a power over her that she wanted to share. “He said he didn’t think I’d feel like this after two kids.”

Orrin groaned against her, the vibration making her flinch, and kept working her with his tongue faster and faster, his mind full of images he didn’t want to see and at the same time couldn’t chase away: Taggart on top of her, inside her, coming inside her without barriers, his semen mixing with what Orrin was now licking away, trying to take back something he felt he had lost that night. Every time he plunged his tongue deeper, the taste grew more intense, more concentrated, as if the center of her still held the purest part of that encounter, and he sought it with an almost desperate stubbornness.

“I’m going to come,” Petra said, her hips lifting again, her legs tightening around his head, her heels pressing into his back.

Orrin didn’t slow down, he intensified the rhythm, two fingers joining his tongue, sliding inside her while his mouth kept working the most sensitive spot, and when she reached her climax she did it with a cry he had never heard come from her mouth, her body arching completely, her hands pulling his hair with an almost painful force as waves of pleasure washed through her one after another.

She lay like that for a few moments, her breathing slowly calming, before pulling him up by the arms and kissing him on the mouth, without any hesitation over what he had just done, over the flavors they now shared. She tasted herself on his tongue, and beneath that known taste she found another, stronger, salty and creamy, that by now belonged to them both in the same way. The kiss was long, deep, their saliva mixing with everything else, and Orrin felt something between them had shifted, like a room rearranged during the night whose furniture was no longer in its usual place.

“Thank you,” she whispered against his lips.

Orrin didn’t answer right away. He held her close, his face buried in her blond hair, smelling her perfume mixed with the evening’s now-familiar scent, and as the rain outside kept falling on Coquille he thought that something had changed forever between them that night, something he didn’t yet know whether to call ruin or rebirth.

“Have you really thought about it, the pregnancy?” he asked after a long silence, his voice low against her hair.

“I’ve thought about it since we signed those papers,” she answered without hesitation. “I think about it every single day, Orrin. I just never said it out loud.”

“And if it doesn’t work? If we’re not capable anymore?”

“Then at least we’ll have tried,” she said, lifting her face to look him in the eyes. “And if it works, this time we keep it. No matter what, no matter what the money lets us do or doesn’t.”

“If it really happens,” he said at last, his voice barely audible, “if you get pregnant... we’ll keep it. I promise.”

Petra smiled against his chest, her eyes already closed, and didn’t answer, letting the silence and the rain speak for her. Orrin stayed awake a long time after her breathing grew regular, his eyes fixed on the dark ceiling of the bedroom, thinking how strange it was that an evening that began with a hundred dollars and a consensual betrayal could end with the most important promise he had ever made to his wife.
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Beckett 

Two weeks had passed since the first time with Taggart, and he had come back a second time. Two weeks in which the money they’d earned had already covered more than half of the mortgage increase, when Taggart showed up at city hall again, this time with no permits to sign.

“I’ve got a friend,” he said, standing in the doorway of Orrin’s office with an air that had none of the shyness of his first visit. “Beckett. He’s a supervisor at the sawmill in Bandon, the big one, not the one that closed here in Coquille. I told him about Petra.”

Orrin set down his pen, feeling his stomach tighten in that by-now-familiar way, half anxiety and half something else he had stopped calling shame. “You told him about her?”

“I told him there might be an opening. He said he’s in, and that he pays well. Two hundred dollars, not one hundred.”

“Two hundred.” Orrin repeated the figure as if he needed to make sure he’d heard it right.

“He’s a different kind of man than me,” Taggart said, with a shrug that looked almost proud. “Elegant. He’s got the money for it, and the manners not to make her uncomfortable. I figured he was the right guy to expand Petra’s new line of work.”

“And how do you know him?”

“We work together some weeks, when the mill sends over scrap to dispose of. Good guy, as far as I know. Trust me.”

That evening Orrin talked to Petra about it while she ironed shirts on the kitchen table, the iron hissing with every pass.

“Two hundred dollars,” she said, without stopping. “For a man I don’t know.”

“Taggart says he’s fine. Elegant, he said. A supervisor at the mill in Bandon.”

“And where would it happen? Here?”

“There’s a motel on 101, just outside Bandon. The Seaview. Taggart says it’s clean, discreet.”

Petra set the iron on its rest and looked at him through the steam still rising from the shirt. “A motel,” she repeated, as if she were tasting the word to see what flavor it had. “It would be the first time away from home.”

“If you don’t want to, I’ll say no.”

“I didn’t say that.” She went back to ironing, but more slowly. “It’s just different. Here at least I know where the doors are, where you are. A motel is no-man’s-land.”

“I’ll go with you. I’ll wait in the car in the parking lot, if you want.”

Petra thought it over, the iron stopping again. “All right,” she said at last. “But stay close.”

The following Saturday they drove along Highway 101 under a light rain, the gray ocean appearing and disappearing between the trees at every bend in the coastal road. The Seaview was a low one-story building, its neon signs reflected in the puddles of the parking lot, the smell of salt air and seaweed mixing with the smell of fried food drifting over from the diner next door.

Beckett was already waiting in room number seven, the door ajar when Petra knocked. He was different from how she had pictured him: tall, well-groomed gray hair, a fine wool sweater that must have cost more than Orrin earned in a week. He had a quiet elegance, the kind of man who had nothing to prove to anyone.

“Petra,” he said, pronouncing her name with an almost excessive care. “Taggart was right. The photos don’t do you justice.”

“Thank you,” she said, suddenly feeling more at ease than she’d expected.

The room was simple but clean, a double bed with a dark blue bedspread, a window that looked onto the back of the motel where all you could see was a gray concrete wall. Beckett closed the door gently, then turned toward her.

“There’s no rush,” he said. “If you’d like something to drink, I brought some wine.”

“I’m fine,” Petra replied, surprised by that calm kindness, so different from Taggart’s urgency.

They sat on the edge of the bed, and Beckett took her hand, turned it gently and kissed her palm, a gesture no other man had ever made with her, not even Orrin in the most romantic moments of their twenty years together. His scent was different from Taggart’s, subtler, sandalwood, but beneath the sandalwood, as soon as he came close, Petra caught the warm, sweetish smell of his skin, that of a man who had already begun to want her.

“May I?” he asked, his hand moving toward the zipper of her dress.

“You may,” she said, and let him undress her slowly, with an attention to detail that made her feel studied, admired more than desired only to do what he would pay for.

When she was completely naked, Beckett stayed a moment looking at her, then took off his sweater and his shirt, revealing a lean but toned body, different from Taggart’s massive one. He laid her down on the bed, and instead of getting straight to the point, as she would have expected, he moved down with his mouth along her neck, then her breasts, taking a nipple between his lips with a gentleness that made her moan softly.

“You’re beautiful,” he murmured against her skin, his voice low, almost a whisper meant only for her.

He kept moving down, his mouth leaving a trail of light kisses along her stomach until it stopped between her legs. Petra felt his warm breath an instant before his tongue touched her, and when it did it was with a slowness that surprised her, circular, deliberate, completely different from the urgency she had known until then. His smell, Beckett’s, was subtler even there, a warm, sweetish hint of skin and soap barely covered by desire, nothing like Taggart’s heavy musk, and it made her feel as if she were discovering a completely different way of being touched.

“God,” she whispered, her fingers sinking into the rough bedspread.

Beckett took his time, his tongue drawing precise patterns, lingering where he felt her respond most, and Petra found herself breathing harder and harder, the pleasure building with a gradualness that was almost unbearable. Her own smell, as he worked her, must have been different from what she was used to, more intense with pure arousal, and Beckett seemed to savor it with a pleasure all his own, low groans coming from his chest as he continued, his nose pressing against her sensitive skin with every stroke of his tongue, as if he wanted to breathe her in completely before he even tasted her.

“Come here,” she said after a few minutes, pulling him up by the shoulders. “I want to return the favor.”

She laid him down and knelt between his legs, discovering that there too he was different: not especially large, but well proportioned, his skin smoother than Taggart’s. She took him in her mouth, and the taste was more delicate than Taggart’s but anything but neutral: warm skin, a base of salt, a light sweetness that grew more pronounced with every movement, and a warm, intimate smell that rose straight to her head. Beckett groaned, a hand stroking her hair without ever pushing, leaving her complete control of the rhythm.

“Like that,” he said, his voice cracking slightly. “Take all the time you want.”

Petra moved slowly, savoring that difference, the way his taste changed slightly as he grew more aroused, becoming more intense, saltier, with a sweet, creamy note she hadn’t expected and a hint of white wine, the one he had brought and that they hadn’t yet opened. She took him deeper, saliva running down her chin, and felt his breathing shorten, his hips lifting slightly toward her mouth with a control that even pleasure didn’t seem able to fully break.

“Stop,” he said after a moment, “or I won’t last long enough for the rest.”

Petra climbed back up his body, kissed him, and Beckett laid her down again, this time positioning himself between her legs. “I brought protection,” he said, “but if you’d rather go without, like with Taggart...”

“How do you know about Taggart?”

“He talks a lot, our friend,” Beckett said with a smile. “I don’t judge. If anything, it made me curious.”

Petra thought a moment, then shook her head. “With you I use a condom,” she said. “Taggart was... different. An exception.”

Beckett nodded without asking questions, took the packet from the nightstand, and Petra watched him put it on with sure movements before he positioned himself against her again. He entered her slowly, a fluid, controlled movement that pulled a deep moan from her, and began to move with an elegant, almost musical rhythm, his hands stroking her hips without ever gripping hard. His smell, so close now, mixed with the detergent on the motel sheets and a hint of cologne by now faded, and beneath all that came the warm, sweetish scent of their bodies heating up, the more intimate smell of sex beginning to dampen the bed.

“Look at me,” he said, his eyes seeking hers as he moved.

Petra looked at him, and in that look she found something different from everything she had felt with Taggart, a calmer kind of intimacy, almost affectionate despite the nature of the encounter. The rhythm rose gradually, never abrupt, and Petra felt the pleasure build in her with the same gradualness with which it had begun, a long wave instead of a sudden explosion, the sweat starting to form between their bodies mingling their scents into a new one, shared only for that moment.

“I’m going to come,” he said after several minutes, his control beginning to crack.

“Come,” she said, her legs tightening around his hips.

Beckett thrust one last time and stiffened, a low, contained groan escaping his throat as he came, and Petra followed a few moments later, the orgasm longer and sweeter than she’d expected, different in quality from the violent one she’d had with Taggart but just as intense in its own way.

They lay in each other’s arms on the narrow motel bed, their breathing calming, the rain having started up again against the windowpane.

“Thank you,” Beckett said, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “For the time you gave me.”

“Thank you,” she answered, surprised at how sincere that gratitude was. “I didn’t expect... this.”

“What did you expect?”

“I don’t know. Something more like the first time, maybe.”

Beckett smiled and got up to dress with the same care with which he had undressed. “Every man is different,” he said. “I hope that wasn’t a problem.”

“Not at all,” she said, and she meant it.

When she left the motel an hour later, she found Orrin waiting in the car, the windshield fogged from the wait. She got in, shut the door, and he looked at her without asking questions right away, waiting for her to speak first, as they had learned to do in these weeks.

“It was different,” Petra said, buckling her seat belt. “Kind in a different way from Taggart. Slower.”

“Did you like it?”

“Yes,” she said, and in her voice there was no shame, only a simple truth that they were both still learning to accept. “I liked it a lot.”

“Did he use protection?”

“Yes. I asked him to this time.” She glanced at him, looking for his reaction. “Taggart was an exception, not a rule. I want that to be clear.”

Orrin nodded, his eyes fixed on the wet road ahead. “I know.”

“Two hundred dollars,” she said after a moment, almost to herself. “If this keeps up, the mortgage will be taken care of sooner than we thought.”

“I think about it every time I write a check,” he said, a half-bitter smile. “I can’t do the math the way I used to.”

Petra reached out and laid her hand on his thigh, a simple gesture that seemed to say more than any words. Orrin started the engine, and as they pulled out of the Seaview parking lot headed for home, the rain drumming on the windshield in a steady rhythm, he thought that every encounter seemed to open a different door in his wife, and that he no longer knew how many doors there were still to discover.
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Routine 

In the weeks that followed, what had begun as a desperate exception turned into something closer to a habit. Taggart came by now and then, almost always on Saturdays, Beckett once every two weeks with the same quiet elegance, and through them Petra’s name began to circulate in a small, discreet circle of men in the county who knew how to keep their mouths shut. The money piled up in a metal box hidden in the bedroom closet, and every week Orrin did the accounts with an almost obsessive precision, subtracting the mortgage payment, the utility bills, the little that was left over for groceries.

It was Beckett who brought Silas, one October afternoon when the rain had given way to a pale, cold sun filtering through the low clouds over Coquille. Silas owned a small sawmill near Myrtle Point, a man almost six and a half feet tall, with dark skin and shoulders so wide they completely filled the doorway when he arrived in his mud-covered pickup. He looked like none of the other men Petra had met in those weeks, and even less like Orrin.

“Beckett spoke very highly of you,” Silas said, his deep voice seeming to fill the whole room.

“I hope I live up to expectations,” Petra answered, feeling an excitement different from what she’d felt with the others, something tied to exactly that sharp difference.

As they undressed in the bedroom of her own house, Orrin having gone that evening to visit a cousin in Bandon and left her the place to herself, Petra found herself thinking about something that had been nagging at her for days. With Beckett she had insisted on the condom, she’d said she wanted clear rules, but now, watching Silas’s body as he undressed in front of her, she felt a subtle regret growing inside her, a remorse she couldn’t entirely explain even to herself.

Why had she said yes to the condom with Beckett? Every chance, she knew by now, could be the right one. Every time she said yes to a man without barriers it was one more possibility, and she had wasted a whole evening on a rule that no longer made any sense, not after what she and Orrin had said to each other that night with Taggart. She wondered how many other chances she had let slip out of modesty, out of an idea of respectability that now seemed out of place considering everything else she was doing with her body.

“Everything okay?” Silas asked, noticing her thoughtful expression.

“Everything’s fine,” she said, coming back to the present. “I was just thinking about how different you are from my husband.”

Silas laughed, a deep sound that made something vibrate in her chest. “Different how?”

“In every way,” she said, stepping closer to touch his bare chest, the warm skin under her fingers feeling so different from Orrin’s pale skin. “Tall, strong, dark. He’s small, fair, almost shy in his body.”

“And does that bother you?”

“No,” Petra said, and the answer came out with a conviction that surprised her. “If anything, the opposite.”

She didn’t care, at that moment, what a child born from an encounter like this would look like. In fact, the more she thought about it, the more it seemed almost right that it should be that way, that a child born of her new work should carry on its body the obvious proof of where that money came from, instead of hiding behind a plausible resemblance to Orrin. It was a thought that should have frightened her, and in part it did, but beneath the fear there was also something that dangerously resembled desire.

She knelt in front of him, looking at his already partly aroused cock, darker than that of the other men she had known, almost as imposing as Taggart’s. She took him in her hand, feeling the different weight, then leaned in with her face. The smell stopped her halfway. It was full and heavy, the kind that arrives before words do: dark, salty sweat after a day at the sawmill, resin and warm sawdust, and beneath it, much more intimate and much stronger, the smell of his sex itself, sweetish and spicy, warm as fresh-baked bread and sharp as skin in the sun. It rose into her nostrils and sank down her throat, and for a moment Petra stayed motionless, her lips a few inches from him and her nose wrinkling without her meaning it to.

“No protection,” she said, raising her eyes to his before taking him in her mouth. “Not with you.”

Silas looked at her, surprised but not displeased. “However you want.”

But she didn’t move. The smell was too much, hot and thick as a hand over her face, and her body asked her to pull away for a moment, to breathe clean air before sinking into that. Silas noticed. He said nothing. He laid an enormous hand behind her neck, his fingers covering almost all of it, and pulled her to him with a gentle firmness, leaving her no way out.

Petra’s face pressed against him, and the smell became taste. For a second she felt a rush of refusal, then something inside her gave way. She took him in her mouth, and the taste filled her tongue, different from all the others she’d tasted, strong, almost smoky, salty as the sea on a windy day, with a sweetish, creamy undertone that made her head spin. After a few moments she no longer wanted to pull away. She breathed deeply, her nose against his warm skin, and with every breath she wanted more. She moved slowly at first, then with a building rhythm, her hand making up for what her mouth couldn’t take, saliva running down her chin and mixing with his smell that by now filled her senses completely, thick and warm, something you breathe in more than you taste.

“Like that,” he groaned, a hand sliding into her blond hair, the contrast between his dark fingers and her pale hair making her feel even more conscious of that difference that excited her.

She took him deeper, her throat opening to receive him, the taste growing stronger with every inch gained, and Silas held his breath, his hips moving slightly toward her. Petra thought, as she kept going, about what it would be like to carry that man’s child in her womb, the living, undeniable proof that would be impossible to hide or explain away with any lie, and that thought, instead of frightening her, sent a wave of heat between her legs.

“Stop,” he said after a few minutes, his voice strained. “Or this ends here.”

Petra pulled back, her lips swollen, and lay down on the bed, opening her legs for him without waiting for him to ask. Silas positioned himself over her, his weight completely different from Orrin’s, more crushing, more total, and when he entered her he did it with a slow movement that drew a long moan from her.

“Are you sure you don’t want protection?” he asked, pausing a moment before sinking in completely.

“Sure,” Petra said, her legs tightening around his hips to draw him deeper. “I want to feel all of you.”

Silas sank in completely, and Petra felt that different fullness she now recognized as typical of every man other than her husband, every time a new discovery of her body and of how it could still surprise her. He began to move with a powerful rhythm, his big hands gripping her hips, and Petra clung to his broad shoulders, the warm skin under her fingers, his smell mixing with the sweat of them both into something primitive and thick, the same smell she knew would stay on her even after a shower, trapped in her hair like the smoke of a bonfire.

“Tell me you want it,” he said, his voice husky against her ear.

“I want it,” she said, no longer quite sure whether she was answering him or the larger thought that accompanied her in every encounter now. “I want it inside me to the end.”

The rhythm built, the bed creaking under their weight, their bodies meeting with a wet sound that filled the room along with their ever shorter breaths. Petra closed her eyes, letting herself be carried by the pleasure and by that secret thought that now always went with her, the silent hope that something from that encounter might really take root inside her. His taste had stayed on her tongue, and every time she swallowed she seemed to taste it again, a constant reminder of what was happening between their bodies.

“I’m going to come,” Silas said, his rhythm becoming almost desperate.

“Inside,” she said, her legs tightening even more. “All of it inside.”

He groaned loudly, a deep sound that seemed to come from somewhere farther down in his chest, and thrust one last time before coming, the heat that Petra felt fill her in abundant waves, different from all the others she had felt, thicker, hotter. That sensation, along with the thought of what it might mean, pushed her over the edge, and she came with a muffled cry against his broad shoulder.

They stayed like that, still joined, their breathing slowly calming, before he pulled out gently, leaving a feeling of warm emptiness between her legs.

“You were incredible,” Silas said, lying down next to her.

“So were you,” Petra said, her hand moving instinctively to her stomach, a gesture she hadn’t planned but that came naturally, almost as if to guard what might have just happened inside her.

When Orrin came home later that evening, he found her sitting in the kitchen, a cup of tea in her hands, her eyes lost in some faraway thought.

“Everything okay?” he asked, hanging up his rain-soaked jacket.

“Everything’s fine,” she said, looking up at him with a smile that seemed to hide something deeper. “I was just thinking about how much money we’ve put aside this month.”

“How much?”

“Almost a thousand dollars, counting everyone. Silas paid two hundred fifty.”

Orrin whistled softly, sitting down across from her. “At this rate we’ll pay off the mortgage increase before spring.”

“Maybe even sooner,” she said, but her mind was elsewhere, back at that thought that had been going around in her head for weeks now, a thought she had begun to call, to herself, her greatest secret.

“What are you really thinking about?” Orrin asked, noticing the distance in her eyes.

Petra hesitated a moment, then decided to take the plunge. “What would you think if the baby looked very different from you? Physically, I mean.”

Orrin’s face changed, an obvious discomfort crossing his features. He had run into Silas a couple of times, once in front of city hall and once at the supermarket, and that enormous body and that very dark skin had stayed in his mind more than he would have liked to admit. His eyes went wide.

“You used one with him, right? Tell me you used one, please.”

Petra was surprised by the direct question, by the panic she read on him, and lied almost without thinking. “Yes, with him I did.”

She touched her stomach instinctively, a gesture she pretended was casual, and for an instant imagined the moment of birth, the surprise on the midwife’s face, a baby who looked like Silas, perfectly healthy, already big at birth, with those dark cheeks she would have wanted to cover with kisses, one after another. The image warmed her chest in a way no lie could have cooled.

Then she looked at Orrin, got up and went over to him, reaching out a hand to stroke his cheek. “You’re not jealous of Silas, are you? Of my work?”

He lowered his eyes, avoiding her gaze, his jaw tight. “I dreamed of a different future for us. Not this. I dreamed of making you happy.”

Petra smiled, a smile meant to be reassuring. “But I’m happy now, Orrin. For the first time in my life I have a job I really like, and I hope it lasts a long time. I’m already forty, and unfortunately I started late. Think how much money we could have made if I’d started earlier. Think how many new people I could already have met.”

He didn’t answer. He thought of something he couldn’t say to her openly, the fact that all of it had started with his own idea, that night in front of the laptop with the bank’s red numbers. He stroked her thigh, and with his hand moved slowly up toward her underwear. He found it damp, and understood in that same instant that she had lied to him. He said nothing. He thought about how different Silas was from him, about how embarrassing, maybe unbearable, a child who looked like Silas rather than like him would be.

He stayed like that, with his hand between her thighs, feeling against his will that he was getting hard, imagining Petra in Silas’s arms, the weight of that enormous body on top of hers. He wanted to tell her to stop, to call the whole thing off, to go back to before the hundred dollars and the bills and Taggart laughing in the yard. He only told her he needed her.

Petra smiled, reached out a hand and pulled him out of his pants, already half hard. It was quick, only a few minutes, her hand moving with automatic, almost distracted gestures, while both of their minds stayed elsewhere. He came on her hand in a few clear drops, almost odorless. She brought them to her lips out of habit, and realized in that moment how bland they were compared to all the others she had tasted in the last few weeks, how little life there was in that nearly transparent semen, like water compared to something thick and real.

“Let’s go to bed now,” she said, wiping her hand with a tissue. “Tomorrow I have clients, I don’t want to disappoint them. I want to be rested.”

He followed her like an automaton down the hall, thinking about other things, about how he was slowly becoming more of a friend than a lover, about how far away the first times now were, when Petra insisted he lick all the way through the pleasure of whoever had paid, when that act still felt like a gesture of complicity and not a simple habit to be fulfilled. He thought about how slowly he was slipping out of his wife’s intimacy, replaced piece by piece by men he didn’t even know, while she moved away toward something he could no longer fully reach.

Outside, the wind had changed direction, carrying the salty smell of the ocean into the rooms of the house, a silent reminder that Coquille remained a border town, suspended between solid ground and something much larger and indifferent.
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Jealousy 

The fight broke out over a small detail, the way it always does with things that have been smoldering for weeks beneath the surface. Petra had come back late from a session with Rowan, the high school teacher who had taken her to dinner before going to a rented apartment in Bandon, and when she finally walked into the house she found Orrin sitting in the dark kitchen, a half-empty glass of whiskey in front of him, the bottle already a third lower than it had been that morning.

“It’s eleven,” he said, without looking at her.

“Rowan wanted to eat first. It’s part of the package, you know that by now.”

“I didn’t know the package included dinner.”

“Orrin.” Petra hung her coat on the chair, the fabric still damp with rain. “Let’s not start this again.”

“What am I supposed to think, sitting here alone for three hours, imagining what you and he are doing? I checked the clock so many times I lost count.”

“You have no idea how boring dinner was, if it makes you feel better. He talked for forty minutes about school curriculum reform.”

Petra kicked off her heels and let them drop by the door with a sharp sound. “I thought we were past this part.”

“We’re not past it. I just kept it shut away somewhere.” He finally raised his eyes to her. “Tell me what you feel. When you do it. I really want to know, not the details tossed out in passing.”

“It’s not right for you to know,” she said, sitting down across from him. “Some things should stay mine.”

“Why? I said yes to all of this. I have the right to know what it really means to you.”

Petra looked at him for a long time, the whiskey glinting amber between them in the half-light of the kitchen. “If I tell you, you won’t be able to pretend you don’t know anymore.”

“I don’t want to pretend anymore.”

She got up, went over to him, and sat on his lap, her arms around his neck in a gesture that felt more like surrender than opening. “All right,” she said at last. “But you asked.”

She began to speak softly, her mouth close to his ear. “When they undress, the first thing I look at is the size. Some are enormous, Orrin. Taggart, Silas. Things I never imagined I’d have to take inside me.” She felt his body stiffen beneath her, but she went on. “Then there’s the smell. The hot, intimate one that rises from the groin the moment they drop their pants, salty, sweetish, that goes straight to your head and makes everything spin. Some are so strong I can barely breathe, and a moment later I can’t stop breathing them in. Others are lighter, warm milk and skin. And then the taste, that stays on my tongue for hours, that I find again when I least expect it, while I’m washing dishes or driving home, and it makes my thighs wet without anyone touching me.”

“Petra...”

“You asked,” she said, her voice not stopping. “When they’re inside me, I feel how they fill me, some until it hurts in a way that then becomes pure pleasure, a pain I never want to end. And when they come, when I feel the heat flooding me, it’s like...”

She broke off, feeling something change beneath her. Orrin had stiffened in a different way now, and when she looked down she saw the obvious bulge in his pants, something he himself seemed not to have anticipated, his face flushing with shame at that involuntary reaction.

“You’re getting aroused,” she said, almost incredulous.

“I... I didn’t mean to.”

“I can see that.” Petra reached out a hand and laid it over the bulge, feeling it pulse beneath the fabric. “Keep asking me to tell you, then, if that’s what you really want.”

She unfastened his belt without waiting for an answer, pulled out his already half-hard cock, and began to move her hand slowly as she resumed talking. “They caress my breasts while they do it. All of them, every time. They say it’s the first thing they notice about me, and I don’t blame them. They hold them like they’re weighing gold, they kiss them, they bury their faces in them like babies.”

Orrin said nothing. He didn’t have the courage to stop her, neither the story nor the hand that kept moving on him at a steady rhythm, and as she spoke he felt his body betray him more and more, every word pushing him closer to a pleasure he should have been ashamed to feel. The fire in the stove had gone out by then, the kitchen cold around them, but neither of them seemed to notice.

“Silas,” she said, noticing how his name made Orrin’s body respond even more under her hand. “Silas is the biggest of all. The first time I thought I wouldn’t be able to take all of him, but then I opened for him, and when he was all the way in I felt fuller than I ever had in my life. I thought I would burst, Orrin. Every inch stretched me in a way I didn’t think was possible.”

Her hand sped up, and Orrin groaned, his eyes closed, his breathing growing shorter and shorter.

“You’re going to come,” Petra said, it wasn’t a question.

“Petra, stop...”

“You didn’t tell me to stop before,” she said, keeping the rhythm, her eyes studying his face with a mix of curiosity and amusement. “But tell me something. You wouldn’t have wanted a child who looked like Silas. You told me yourself, with your eyes if not your words, that night in the kitchen. So why are you getting so aroused now, while I tell you about him?”

He couldn’t answer, his mind muddled by pleasure and shame mingling so that he had no room to think clearly, his body continuing to respond to her hand regardless of what his head told him to feel.

“I want to hear it from you,” she insisted, deliberately slowing the rhythm, denying him relief, her hand almost stopping and leaving him hanging at the edge of pleasure. “Why?”

“I don’t know,” he panted, his forehead beaded with sweat.

“You don’t know,” she repeated, almost amused by that confession. “Or maybe you don’t want to admit it.”

“Would you like to watch me?” she asked, her voice dropping lower, becoming almost a whisper. “While I do it with Silas, I mean.”

Orrin’s breathing quickened, his chest rising in jerks as he tried to hold back, not to answer, but his body had already answered for him long before his mind could decide.

“Say it,” Petra said, her hand taking up a firmer rhythm, her eyes fixed on his without mercy. “Say you want to see me kneeling in front of Silas, my mouth full, him holding my head while he comes, his cock pulsing, filling my throat all the way down. Say it.”

Orrin exploded at that moment, his body going completely rigid, his back arching against the back of the chair, the pleasure overwhelming him as he came in her hands in hot spurts, his broken voice whispering: “Yes, please, I want to see it. I want to kiss you after.”

Petra smiled, watching him go limp between her fingers, his breath still ragged. “You want to kiss me after Silas has come in my mouth? You really want that?”

Orrin looked down at her bare feet, and before he even realized what he was doing he let himself slide to the floor, bending to kiss them with a pleading he had never felt before. “Yes, please. I want to be there. I love you, and this thing, that you get pleasure without me, it destroys me. I want to share your pleasure, even if only by watching.”

“Get up,” she said, “and look me in the eyes. Say it properly: do you really want to watch me come with other men?”

He rose, his eyes still shining, and looked at her straight on. “Yes. I want to watch. Please.”

“And do you think,” Petra said, folding her arms, “that someone should pay to have sex with me while you watch? How can you even think of such a thing?”

“For free then,” he said quickly, “no money. Please.”

“We’ll see,” she said, a smile crossing her lips, the power of that moment running through her like something warm and familiar. “If you behave. If you’re worthy of it.”

“I’ll do anything you want,” he said, “please, let me watch. Just once.”

“We’ll see.” Petra got up, smoothed her skirt, and looked down at him with an expression that mixed affection and contempt in almost equal parts, a new power running through her veins like something she had always wanted without knowing it. “I’m tired now. I’m going to bed. I worked today, I had several clients. I didn’t warm a chair like you. Clean up the kitchen before you come to bed, and do a good job.”

“Yes,” he said, his voice still trembling, his eyes unable to tear themselves away from her even as he pulled up his pants. “Thank you.”

Petra stopped at the kitchen doorway and turned to him one last time, a slow smile spreading across her face. “And tell me, who would you want me to do it with? Who do you want to see me with?”

“With him,” Orrin said, almost without thinking, his voice still thick with the pleasure he had just felt. “The one who turns you on the most.”

“I want you to say the name,” she insisted, visibly enjoying the demand.

“Silas. I want you to do it with Silas.”

“For free?”

“Yes. For free.”

“Good.” Petra smiled again, a smile that held something new, a power she had never felt so fully hers before that night. “Start cleaning up. Tomorrow I’ll ask him, but I’m not promising anything.”

“Thank you,” he said, staying on his knees a few moments after she had already disappeared down the hall, the sound of her steps fading toward the bedroom, leaving him alone with the dirty dishes and a feeling of shame and desire he no longer knew how to tell apart.

He rose slowly, his legs still unsteady, and began collecting the glasses scattered on the table, putting the whiskey bottle back in the cupboard with hands that trembled slightly. He washed the dishes in cold water, not having the strength to wait for it to warm, and as he did he replayed every word Petra had said to him, trying to work out when exactly he had stopped being the one steering that story. He found no clear answer, only the certainty that something between them had flipped that night, and that it would probably never go back to its original place.

When he finally reached the bedroom, he found her already asleep, or maybe only with her eyes closed so she wouldn’t have to look at him, and slid under the covers on his side of the bed, his body still running with a strange arousal he couldn’t tell whether to call desire or humiliation, or maybe both at once, by now indistinguishable like everything else in that house.

He slid with his head under the covers and rested his face on her thighs, right above her sex. He breathed in to take in the smell, then blew out all the air, almost as if to clear his olfactory cells so he could breathe in again and smell it anew. The male smell coming from Petra’s intimate place overwhelmed him: hot, sweetish, with that salty density of milk and sea that Silas’s semen had when it dried on skin and in the hair. It went straight to his lower belly, and he couldn’t stop smelling it. He felt his wife’s hand come to rest on his head, stroking the tuft of hair that every morning he carefully combed from one side to the other, to hide what time had left bare.

He fell asleep like that, with that smell in his nostrils and that hand on his head. He dreamed that night. He dreamed things he would never have had the courage to tell, and yet woke up aroused. His body and his mind were betraying him too, and Petra as well, but this he had asked for himself, only he.
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The Important Client 

The invitation came through Beckett, as always: a man named Thatcher, who owned something to do with importing lumber to Asia, who passed through Portland twice a month and was looking for company for a whole night. Fifteen hundred dollars, Beckett had said on the phone, plus the hotel expenses.

“Fifteen hundred,” Orrin repeated when Petra told him, the number coming out of his mouth as if he were tasting something too sweet to be real.

“A whole night,” she said. “In Portland. I’d have to take the car Friday afternoon.”

“Alone? It’s a three-hour drive.”

“Beckett says everything’s arranged. The hotel, everything. I just have to show up.” Petra carefully folded the dress she would wear and set it on the car’s back seat the next morning. “And it’s not the first time I’ve driven to Portland alone. I’ll survive.”

The trip took almost three hours, Highway 42 winding through the wooded hills before joining I-5 north, and Petra drove alone, the radio low, her mind returning again and again to that number, fifteen hundred dollars, a sum that would have covered the mortgage for two whole months. The landscape changed slowly outside the window, the dense forests giving way to more open valleys, then to the first suburbs of Portland, gray and damp under a low sky.

The hotel was in the heart of the Pearl District, a renovated brick building with tall windows and a lobby that smelled of fresh flowers and polished wood, so different from the motel on 101 that for a moment Petra felt out of place, her dress suddenly too plain for the setting. A doorman in livery opened the door for her without asking questions, as if women traveling alone to rooms booked by men who didn’t accompany them were the most normal thing in the world in that building. Thatcher was already waiting in the suite on the seventh floor, a man in his sixties, silver-gray hair combed back, a suit that must have cost more than Petra’s whole car.

“You’re even more beautiful than Beckett described,” he said, kissing her hand with a gesture that belonged to another era.

The suite had a view of the city slowly lighting up as the sun went down, lights multiplying along the Willamette River, and Petra stayed for a moment at the window, enchanted by that vastness so different from the narrow streets of Coquille.

“Champagne?” Thatcher asked, already pouring two glasses from a bottle he kept in a silver bucket.

“Thank you.”

They ate in the suite, a room service that was more like a banquet: oysters arranged on crushed ice, a perfectly cooked filet, a chocolate dessert Petra had never tasted in her life, something with a French name that the waiter had pronounced with care. Thatcher talked easily about everything, about his trips to Japan, about a house he had in Lake Oswego with a view of the lake, about a marriage that had ended years before without any particular bitterness, only roads that had drifted apart.

“And you?” he asked at one point, pouring her a little more wine. “Tell me about yourself. Not the details Beckett already told me. Tell me about you, really.”

Petra hesitated, her glass frozen in midair. “There isn’t much to tell. I live in a small town on the coast. I’m married.”

“I know you’re married.” Thatcher smiled, kindly, his eyes studying her face with an attention that no other client had ever shown her. “But who are you, beyond that?”

The question caught her unprepared, and for an instant her gaze drifted beyond the window, toward the lights of the city that had nothing to do with the constant rain of Coquille, with the small kitchen where Orrin did the accounts every night, with the mortgage hanging over them like a permanent cloud.

“What is it?” Thatcher asked, noticing the change in her expression. “Your face darkened all of a sudden.”

“Nothing,” she said, returning to the present with a visible effort. “I was just thinking about home.”

“Do you miss it?”

“No,” she lied, too quickly. “It’s just different, all this. I’m not used to it.”

Thatcher didn’t press, but Petra noticed his eyes stayed on her a moment longer than necessary, as if reading something she hadn’t said out loud.

Later, after the waiters had cleared the table, wheeling away the carts with a discreet clink of silverware, they moved to the wide couch in front of the window, the city lights reflected in the still half-full glasses. Thatcher took her hand and squeezed it gently, his thumb stroking her knuckles with an almost paternal gesture.

“May I tell you something, Petra?”

“Of course.”

“I come to Portland twice a month, sometimes three times, on business I could manage from far away by now but that I prefer to follow in person. I’m a man who gave up long ago looking for things that don’t last.” He paused, his eyes seeking hers with a new intensity. “What I mean is that I could see you regularly, not just through Beckett or through occasional arrangements. I could take care of you in a different way. An apartment here in the city, perhaps, for when you come. Clothes, jewelry, whatever you want. I’m not asking you to leave your husband,” he added quickly, seeing her expression change, “but to consider something more stable between us. Something that goes beyond a night every now and then.”

Petra felt a knot form in her throat, a mix of flattery and vertigo she didn’t know how to handle. For a moment she let herself be carried away by that picture, a bright apartment overlooking the river, new clothes, dinners like the one they’d just had becoming the norm instead of the exception. She moved a hand instinctively to her belly, a gesture that now came naturally whenever she thought of the possibility she was carrying inside her, and for a moment she imagined that different life Thatcher was offering her, the apartments, the dinners, the river flowing outside the window instead of the rain on Fairview Road.

But then she thought of Silas, of the child who might already be growing inside her, of those dark cheeks she had imagined so vividly that night in the kitchen, and she understood with a painful clarity that whatever Thatcher was offering wasn’t for her. It couldn’t be. Not after everything she had done, not after everything she still hoped to do. A man like Thatcher deserved someone who could offer him something clean, not a woman with a growing secret in her womb and a husband waiting at home for her stories like they were gifts.

“I’m a whore,” she said, cutting off whatever Thatcher was about to add, her voice trembling slightly. “That’s all. A whore, Thatcher. I’m sorry, but I don’t deserve everything you’re offering me.”

He stopped, surprised by the sudden harshness of those words turned against herself, and squeezed her hand harder. “What you do doesn’t matter. I like you just as you are.”

He was about to add more, his mouth opening to continue, but Petra reached out her index finger and laid it gently on his lips, silencing him with a gesture that left no room for further talk. Then she leaned in and kissed him, a slow kiss that tasted of champagne and of something dangerously like gratitude.

“This one’s on me,” she said, her hands moving down to his belt, undoing it with sure fingers.

Thatcher let her, his breathing growing heavier as she unbuttoned his pants and freed his already partly aroused cock. Petra knelt on the soft rug in front of the couch, looking at him for an instant before bending over, the smell that hit her soft and warm, the expensive cologne and beneath it, slightly more intimate, that of a mature man’s warm skin after an evening of wine, sweet and faintly salty, like sheets warmed in the sun.

She took him in her mouth slowly, savoring that difference once again, the soft taste, barely salty, with a sweetness of wine and champagne, so different from Silas’s intense one that she now carried with her like a permanent memory. Thatcher moaned softly, a hand stroking her hair with the same gentleness with which he had kissed her hand on arrival, never pushing, leaving her complete control of the rhythm as Beckett had done.

“Petra,” he whispered, his voice betraying an emotion deeper than simple physical pleasure.

She sped up, saliva running down her chin, and felt his body respond more and more intensely, his hips lifting slightly toward her mouth. She took him deeper, her throat opening to receive him, his taste growing slightly stronger as his arousal built, and when she felt him stiffen completely she knew he didn’t have long.

“Stop,” he said, “I want to come inside you, not like this.”

Petra rose, took off her dress with slow, almost ceremonial movements, and let him watch her as she undressed completely, the city light drawing soft shadows on her skin through the uncurtained window. Thatcher stayed seated watching her, his eyes traveling over every inch of her body with an admiration that seemed genuine, free of the hurry she had known with other men.

“Come here,” he said, reaching out a hand to her.

She lay on the wide couch, opening her legs for him, and Thatcher joined her, positioning himself above her with a weight that seemed almost reverent, his arms resting at the sides of her body without crushing her.

“No protection,” she said, before he could ask.

Thatcher looked at her, surprised but asking no questions, and entered her slowly, a movement that drew a deep moan from her. He began to move at a patient rhythm, his hands stroking her face, her hair, as if every gesture had to prove something the words hadn’t managed to say fully. His scent, that expensive cologne now mixed with sweat, filled her senses with every movement, a smell she already associated, somehow, with all that sudden luxury that had surrounded her for one evening.

“You’re special, Petra,” he said, his breathing growing short. “Whatever you think of yourself.”

She didn’t answer, letting herself instead be carried by the pleasure that rose slow but steady, the thought of Silas and of the possible baby mixing with the present one, with that generous man offering her something she could never accept. The rhythm picked up, the couch creaking under their weight, and Petra closed her eyes, letting everything else disappear for a few minutes, her hands clinging to his shoulders as he sank deeper and deeper, every thrust seeming to want to bridge a distance greater than the purely physical.

“I’m going to come,” he said.

“Yes, keep going like that,” she said, her legs tightening around his hips.

Thatcher thrust one last time and stiffened, a low moan escaping his throat as he came, the heat Petra felt filling her in long, thick waves. She followed him a few moments later, the orgasm arriving with an unexpected sweetness, different from all the other times, almost melancholy in its intensity.

They lay in each other’s arms on the couch a long while, the lights of Portland still shining beyond the window, both their breathing slowly returning to normal. Thatcher stroked her back with slow gestures, saying nothing, as if he understood that any further word about his proposal would be out of place in that moment.

“Will you stay until morning?” he asked after a while, his voice already lighter.

“Until morning,” she confirmed. “Then I have to go back.”

“I know.” He kissed her forehead, an almost paternal gesture that contrasted strangely with everything that had happened a little earlier. “But know that the offer stands. Even just as a friend, if you’d rather call it that.”

Petra smiled without really answering, and thought that that night, in that room too beautiful to really be hers, she had perhaps found the final confirmation of something she already knew: that whatever different road was offered her, she would always go back to Coquille, to the rain, to Orrin, and to whatever was growing inside her. She fell asleep with her hand still resting on her belly, a gesture that had by now become as automatic as breathing, and dreamed, for the first time in weeks, not of strange men but of an empty crib in a room she had never seen, waiting to be filled.
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Coming Home 

The drive back from Portland seemed longer than the drive there, Highway 42 winding through the hills under a low gray sky, and Petra drove nearly three hours with the radio off, her thoughts returning to the night just past, to that room too beautiful, to Thatcher kissing her forehead as if she were something precious to be protected. Fifteen hundred dollars lay folded in the inside pocket of her purse, a wad of bills that weighed more than their number could justify.

She reached Coquille in the early afternoon, the rain greeting her as soon as she passed the town sign, familiar and almost reassuring after the sterile luxury of the hotel, the faded signs of the diner on Main Street, the hardware store with the same dusty window as ever. Orrin was in the kitchen when she walked in, the table set for two even though it was only the middle of the day, as if he had wanted to prepare a welcome for her no matter what had happened in Portland.

“How did it go?” he asked, his voice trying to sound neutral and not quite succeeding, his hands drying on a dish towel even though there was nothing to dry.

“Good,” Petra said, setting her purse down by the door. “Very good, actually.”

She went up to him, kissed him quickly on the lips, and Orrin noticed at once something he had never seen before on her neck, a reddish mark just above the collarbone, a light bruise already darkening at the edges.

“What’s that?” he asked, reaching out two fingers to touch it.

“Nothing. Thatcher got a little carried away, toward the end.” Petra touched her neck with an almost proud smile. “It doesn’t hurt.”

Orrin looked at her more closely, noticing other details that had escaped him before: a small bruise on the inside of her wrist, as if someone had held her down too hard in a moment of passion, and when she took off her sweater to stay in her tank top, putting away her travel clothes, he saw fainter marks on her hips too, fingerprints already fading but still visible if you looked carefully. He sat on the chair near the washing machine, pretending to check the laundry, but really unable to tear his eyes from those marks as she moved around the room.

“Did he hurt you?” he asked, his voice betraying a genuine concern mixed with a dull jealousy, the kind that burns slowly.

“No, Orrin. I liked it.” Petra turned to him and took his face in her hands. “They’re marks of a good night, not of something bad. You have to learn to see them that way.”

He nodded, but that evening, as they got ready for bed, he kept staring at those marks on her body with an attention that had something almost obsessive about it. During dinner, a simple minestrone reheated from the day before, his eyes returned repeatedly to her neck, and Petra noticed but said nothing, letting him look in silence as they ate.

“How’s work at city hall?” she asked, trying to steer the conversation back to more familiar tracks.

“Same as always. Permits, paperwork, people complaining about property taxes.” Orrin fiddled with his spoon in the soup. “Taggart asked about you today, by the way. He wanted to know how Portland went.”

“What did you tell him?”

“That you’d gotten back fine. I didn’t tell him anything else.” He looked up at her. “The details are none of his business.”

Petra smiled, appreciating that small form of protection he offered without even realizing it. They finished eating almost in silence, and when they moved to the bedroom, Petra took off her tank top, and the light of the lamp on the nightstand lit up even better the bruises on her hips, on her neck, a small bite barely noticeable on her left shoulder that she hadn’t even mentioned.

“May I?” Orrin asked, his voice low, coming closer to her on the bed.

“May you what?”

Instead of answering, he bent down and gently kissed the bruise on her neck, his lips barely brushing the sensitive skin. Petra held her breath, surprised by that unexpected gesture.

“What are you doing?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted, continuing to kiss every mark he found, moving down her shoulder, then toward her wrist where the bruise was darker, then again on her hips where the foreign fingerprints had already faded but remained visible under the lamplight. “I just want to... recognize them, I think. To know they’re there.”

Petra let him, her body relaxing under those unexpected attentions, and as Orrin went on tracing every mark another man had left on her skin, she felt something stir inside her, a mix of tenderness and a strange arousal she hadn’t anticipated.

“You like seeing me marked by him,” she said, a crude, direct statement.

Orrin stopped, his face still close to her skin. “I don’t know if I like it. But I can’t stop looking at them. It’s as if every mark tells me something I wasn’t there to see.”

“It’s the same thing,” she said, a hand sliding into his thinning hair, drawing him toward her again. “Keep going.”

He resumed kissing her, his mouth now moving toward her breast, taking a nipple between his lips with a gentleness that contrasted with the growing urgency in his body. Petra moaned softly, her fingers tightening in his hair, and felt her desire wake despite the fatigue of the trip, despite the already intense night she had just spent with another man.

“Tell me about him,” Orrin said, his mouth moving down her stomach. “What did he do to leave these marks?”

“He held me tight, toward the end,” Petra said, her breath already growing shorter. “He said my name as if it mattered, as if I mattered to him in a way that goes beyond the money.”

“And do you?” Orrin asked, pausing a moment, his eyes seeking hers from below.

Petra thought about it, her hand still stroking his hair. “Maybe a little. But not the way you do.”

“What do you mean?”

“He sees me as something precious to protect, almost a collector’s item,” she said, searching for the right words. “You see me as someone to share everything with, even the parts that are hardest to look at. They’re different things, Orrin. I can’t explain it any better than that.”

That answer seemed to be enough for him, and he went back down, his mouth finally reaching the place between her legs, his tongue beginning to move at a slow, almost reverent rhythm, as if he were trying to take back something he felt slipping through his fingers more and more every day.

“Orrin,” she whispered, her hips lifting slightly toward his mouth.

He continued, his tongue tracing precise circles, and Petra surrendered to the pleasure, the thought of Thatcher and the night in Portland slowly receding, replaced by that presence between her legs, by those hands that knew every corner of her body after twenty years together. His smell, so different from that of all the other men, more delicate, the sweet warmth of a man who had waited all day and smelled of held-back arousal, filled her senses with an intimacy she had almost forgotten to appreciate, something she associated with home, with the bed they had shared for so long, and that no luxury hotel could ever replicate.

“Don’t stop,” she said, her fingers tightening in his hair.

Orrin didn’t stop, the rhythm building gradually, and when he felt her body begin to tremble under his attentions, he added two fingers, moving them inside her while his mouth kept working the most sensitive spot. Petra moaned louder, the pleasure rising fast now, fed by that combination of tenderness and possessiveness she felt in his every gesture, a sharp contrast with Thatcher’s almost reverent delicacy the night before.

“I’m going to come,” she said, her voice breaking.

He didn’t slow down, and when she reached her climax she did it with a muffled cry, her body arching, her legs tightening around his head for a long moment before relaxing completely.

Orrin climbed back up her body, and Petra pulled him to her, her hands moving down to his pants, freeing him with quick gestures. She guided him inside her without preamble, feeling him slide in easily given how wet she still was. She turned him and laid him on his back, began to move on top of him at a rhythm that started slow but quickly built, her hands resting on his thin chest for balance.

“You’re mine,” he said, his voice broken with pleasure, his hands gripping her hips over the bruises Thatcher had left, as if he wanted to cover them with his own marks. “Whatever marks they leave on you, you’re still mine.”

“I’m yours,” she confirmed, moving faster, “and I’m also what I’m becoming. You have to accept both.”

The rhythm built, the bed creaking under their weight, and Petra closed her eyes, letting herself be carried by a pleasure that mixed everything together: the fatigue of the trip, the memory of Portland, the renewed certainty of still being desired by that small, faithful man she had chosen twenty years ago. She bent to kiss him as she kept moving, tasting his lips, mixed with something that was only theirs, no other man’s. His hands never left her hips, as if to anchor her to that bed, to that house, to everything that remained familiar amid so much change.

“I’m going to come,” Orrin said, his control beginning to crack.

“Come inside,” she said, moving even faster on top of him. “Always inside, Orrin. With you I’ve never wanted anything else.”

He groaned loudly, his hips lifting to meet hers, and came with one last deep movement, the heat Petra felt filling her in a way she now recognized but that with him always kept a different meaning, more intimate, more his own. She followed a few moments later, the orgasm arriving with a familiar sweetness, different from all the other times but no less intense for that.

They lay in each other’s arms in the dark of the bedroom, their breathing slowly calming, the rain having started again against the windows with its steady rhythm. Petra could feel Orrin’s heart still racing against her ear, a rhythm that seemed more sincere to her than any elegant speech delivered in a luxury suite.

“Thank you for welcoming me like this,” Petra said, her head resting on his chest.

“I’d have welcomed you anyway,” he said, his hand slowly stroking her back. “But these marks... I can’t explain it, they made me feel closer to you, not farther away. As if they were part of me too, in a strange way.”

“Maybe they’re part of both of us,” she said. “Everything I’m becoming, in the end, started from an idea of yours.”

“I never thought it would get this far.”

“Neither did I,” Petra admitted, a small smile in the dark. “But I’m not sure I want it to stop.”

Orrin didn’t answer right away, his fingers still tracing slow circles on her back. “I don’t want it to either,” he said at last, his voice barely audible. “And that scares me more than the bruises do. It scares me how much I liked it tonight, touching them, kissing them as if they were a gift you brought me on purpose.”

Petra smiled in the dark, her hand moving instinctively toward her belly, that gesture by now automatic. “Maybe it’s because you’re learning to share what I’ve become, instead of fearing it.”

Orrin didn’t answer, but held her tighter, and as sleep began to take them both, Petra thought that maybe, among all the things she should have feared in that new life, losing Orrin was no longer one of them. Outside, the wind had started blowing again from the sea, bringing with it that smell of salt air she now associated with every homecoming, with every end of a story that always had a new beginning waiting. She fell asleep with his hand still resting on her hip, over one of the bruises, like a silent seal on everything that had been said and unsaid between them that night.
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Extreme Proposals 

Beckett called her on a Tuesday evening, while Petra was washing the dishes after dinner and Orrin was watching the local news in the living room, his voice carrying that light, measured tone he always used, as if everything he said had already been considered from every possible angle before being spoken.

“I have a proposal,” he said, after the initial pleasantries. “A little different from the usual.”

“Go ahead.” Petra dried her hands on a dish towel, leaning against the kitchen counter.

“Taggart and I talked about it. That time you told me he’d made you curious, talking about him... I never got it out of my head.” He paused, as if choosing his words carefully. “We’d like to be there together, next time. Both of us at once, if you’re willing.”

Petra felt something tighten in her stomach, a mix of excitement and vertigo she hadn’t yet learned to fully tell apart. “Together how?”

“In the room, Petra. With you. At the same time.” Beckett’s voice stayed calm, but there was an underlying tension that betrayed how much he had thought about it, probably for days before finding the courage to call her. “We’d pay double, of course. Four hundred dollars, two hundred each.”

“I need to think about it.”

“Of course. Take whatever time you need. There’s no rush.” Beckett paused, then added, almost shyly for a man who usually seemed never to have doubts. “If it makes you uncomfortable, just tell me. I don’t want you to feel obligated.”

“I don’t feel obligated,” Petra said, surprised at her own sincerity. “I’m just surprised. I didn’t expect you to want to share.”

“Neither did I,” Beckett admitted. “But some ideas, once they get into your head, are hard to chase out.”

That evening, after dinner, Petra talked to Orrin about it when they were already in bed, the lights off except for the small one on the nightstand, the rain beating its steady rhythm against the windows.

“Beckett wants me to do it with him and Taggart together,” she said, without preamble, knowing that however she chose to say it wouldn’t make it any less direct.

Orrin was silent for a long moment, his eyes fixed on the dark ceiling. “Together how, exactly?”

“In the same room. At the same time.” Petra turned onto her side to look at him better. “Four hundred dollars.”

“Four hundred.” Orrin repeated the figure softly, the way he always did when he had to process something big. “That’s more than we’ve ever made in a single night.”

“I know.”

“How do you feel about it?”

Petra thought about it, trying to be honest with herself before she was honest with him. “Scared. But also... curious, in a way I don’t quite know how to explain. Two men together, their hands, their mouths, everything at once. I don’t know if my body could handle everything that would happen.”

“You’ve already said yes to things that seemed impossible,” Orrin said, a half smile in the dark. “You’ve always adapted.”

“This is different. Two people together means twice as much to handle, two mouths, two bodies wanting attention at the same time.”

Orrin turned toward her, his hand sliding down her side. “Tell me what you imagine.”

“Why?”

“Because I want to know. I want to be there with you, even if only through words, before it really happens.”

Petra closed her eyes, letting her imagination take shape out loud. “I imagine Taggart taking me from behind, like the first time, while Beckett is in front of me, his mouth on mine. I imagine not knowing where to look, where to focus, with two bodies surrounding me completely, two hot, different smells, of sweat and skin and sex, mixing together around me.”

Orrin’s hand moved lower, finding the edge of her panties. “Go on.”

“I imagine their hands everywhere on my body, four hands instead of two, and the feeling of being completely overwhelmed, in a way even Silas didn’t manage to make me feel on his own.” Petra felt her breath grow shorter as she talked, the image becoming more and more vivid in her mind. “I imagine having my mouth take one of them and the other inside me, at the same time, then switching, not knowing anymore where one ends and the other begins, their tastes blending on my tongue.”

Orrin moaned softly, his hand slipping under her panties, finding her already wet. “You’re aroused just talking about it.”

“Yes,” she admitted, her voice trembling slightly. “I don’t know if I should be, but I am. I can already feel the heat, Orrin, just imagining it.”

“There’s nothing you shouldn’t be,” he said, his fingers beginning to move slowly against her. “Not anymore.”

Petra let herself go into that familiar touch, his fingers knowing exactly where and how to move after twenty years together, and she went on telling it, her voice breaking more and more often as the pleasure rose. “I imagine them coming almost together, one in my mouth and one inside me, and not knowing anymore which taste belongs to whom, everything mixed, everything together.”

“God, Petra,” Orrin whispered, his breathing growing heavy as he listened, his fingers speeding up against her.

“Touch me here, the way they would,” she said, reaching out a hand to guide his toward her breast, “while I talk. I want you to be part of this, even if only like this.”

Orrin obeyed, one hand still moving between her legs while the other stroked her full breast, his thumb brushing the already hardened nipple. Petra moaned louder, her body arching toward him, and went on describing that shared fantasy, every word seeming to bring them both closer to a pleasure that grew in parallel with the telling. The mattress creaked softly under their movements, and outside the rain seemed to intensify, as if the sky over Coquille too were answering that rising tension in the little bedroom.

“I wish you could be there to watch,” she said, remembering the promise made weeks before, that evening in the kitchen that now seemed light-years away. “I wish you could see every moment, every expression on my face as they fill me both.”

“I want that too,” Orrin admitted, his voice husky. “I want to see everything. Every detail, every sound you make when you can’t hold back anymore.”

Petra turned to him, pushing him onto his back with a decisive movement, and moved down his body, her mouth quickly finding his already fully hard cock. She took him without hesitation, the taste she knew perfectly filling her tongue, and began to move at a rhythm that reflected the urgency she felt inside after that shared story, saliva running at the corners of her mouth from how hard she was working.

“Imagine it’s Taggart,” she said, pulling away for a moment, her eyes shining in the half-light, “the head of his bigger than yours, his taste stronger, salty and hot, that stays in your throat for hours.”

Orrin groaned, his eyes closed, his head going back against the pillow as he let himself be carried by that shared imagining, his body responding to those words almost as much as to the physical touch. Petra took him in her mouth again, deeper this time. He didn’t reach her throat the way Silas and Taggart did, she took all of him, down to the base, where the smooth hair tickled her nose. She kept moving at an ever more intense rhythm, one hand reaching behind him, lingering there with a finger, gently.

“And now imagine Beckett,” she continued, her voice husky after speaking with her mouth still close to him, “more elegant, slower, always using a rhythm different from what you expect.”

“Petra,” he groaned, his hips lifting slightly toward her mouth, unable to hold back any longer.

“I’m going to come,” he said after a few minutes, his voice strained, his fingers tightening in her hair without pushing, just to feel her there.

Petra didn’t stop, she took him even deeper, and when he came she felt him fill her mouth in hot waves, the light taste mixing with the thick one she had just imagined, with that fantasy of two men that would soon become reality. She swallowed slowly, without hurry, savoring that moment of intimacy that she knew would remain different from everything to come, then climbed back up his body and kissed him, letting him taste himself on her lips.

“I’ll call Beckett tomorrow,” she said, stretching out beside him, her breath still short. “I’ll tell him yes.”

Orrin pulled her close, his heart still pounding against her chest. “Are you sure?”

“No,” she admitted, a smile crossing her face in the half-light. “But that’s why I want to do it.”

“What about the condom?” he asked after a moment, his voice more hesitant. “With both, I mean.”

Petra thought about it, a hand moving instinctively to her belly, that gesture now almost a reflex whenever the subject neared that line. “I don’t know yet. Maybe with one yes and with the other no. Or maybe with neither.”

“Two men without protection, in the same evening,” Orrin said, his voice betraying a thought he couldn’t finish voicing out loud, his eyes fixed on an indefinite point in the dark of the room.

“I know what you’re thinking,” she said, turning to look him in the eyes. “That if I got pregnant after that night, we’d never know for sure whose child it was. I wouldn’t know either, really, and maybe that’s the strangest part of all.”

“Does that thought bother you?”

Petra was silent for a moment, honestly weighing her reaction before answering. “No,” she said at last. “In fact, in a strange way, I like the idea. A secret that not even I could ever fully uncover, even if I wanted to. A kind of freedom, you understand?”

Orrin nodded slowly, though Petra wasn’t sure he had really understood, or that she herself had really understood all the way what she was saying. They stayed in each other’s arms in the dark, listening to the rain keep falling on Coquille, each lost in their own thoughts about what would happen in the coming weeks, about that new threshold they were about to cross together, in different ways but equally involved.

“Do you think something will change between us?” Orrin asked after a long silence.

“Everything has already changed, Orrin,” she said, her hand seeking his in the dark. “This is just one more step in the same direction. There’s no longer a distinct before and after, now. There’s only the road we’re traveling together.”

“Are you afraid?”

“A little,” Petra admitted. “But fear hasn’t stopped me so far. If I’d waited to not be afraid before doing things, I probably wouldn’t have done any of this.”

“Not even the first step with Taggart,” Orrin said, almost laughing softly in the dark.

“Exactly. And look where we’ve ended up.”

Orrin didn’t answer right away, his fingers still lacing with hers under the covers. “Sometimes I wonder whether the man who had that idea, that first night with the bank letter on the table, ever would have imagined all this.”

“Probably not,” Petra said. “But maybe that’s for the best. If we’d known where we would end up, maybe we wouldn’t have had the courage to begin.”

“Or maybe we would have anyway,” he said, his voice softer now, almost sleepy.

“Maybe,” she conceded, closing her eyes.

Orrin didn’t answer, but squeezed her hand tighter, and as sleep slowly began to take them both, Petra thought about how many more thresholds she would still have to cross before that story found its true destination, whatever it was destined to be. Outside, the wind drove the rain against the glass in irregular gusts, and somewhere far off, toward Myrtle Point, she pictured Silas asleep in his bed, unaware that he had already become part of something that went beyond any paid encounter.
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Two Men 

On the day of the appointment Orrin drove her to the Seaview without saying almost anything the whole way. He drove with his hands tight on the wheel, his eyes fixed on the road along the ocean, and Petra left him to his silence, because she knew that any word would make things worse. When he parked in front of room number seven, next to Taggart’s pickup and Beckett’s gray sedan, he shut off the engine and stayed looking at the neon sign flickering above the motel office.

“I’ll stay here,” he said.

“I’ll be a couple of hours.”

“I know.” He took her hand and squeezed it for a moment. “Call me if you need anything.”

Petra got out of the car with the ocean wind carrying the smell of salt air and seaweed over her, and knocked twice on the door. Beckett opened it, in shirtsleeves, a glass of white wine in his hand. Behind him, sitting on the edge of the bed with his elbows on his knees, was Taggart, enormous in that small room, who watched her come in the way you watch something arrive that you’ve been waiting for.

“There she is,” Taggart said, in that husky voice that seemed to come from under his chest.

“Good evening,” she said, and noticed her knees were trembling a little.

“Wine?” Beckett asked.

“Later.”

She set her purse on the chair, took off her coat, and stood there in the middle of the room in the black dress she had chosen with care, aware of the two gazes traveling over her from head to toe. No one spoke for a few seconds. All you could hear was the hum of the refrigerator in a corner and, outside, the distant sound of a truck on 101.

Taggart was the first to stand. He came up to her, laid a hand on her hip and with the other brushed her hair off her neck, and Petra smelled him before they even touched, hot, salty sweat, that scent of stormy sea and skin she hadn’t forgotten, and already beneath it, lower down, the more intimate one that made her clench her thighs. Beckett came from behind, more slowly, and she caught the scent of sandalwood, and under the sandalwood the sweetish warmth of his skin, as his lips brushed the nape of her neck. Two different smells, one in front and one behind, mingling in the air between their bodies.

“What a strange feeling,” she whispered.

“Good or bad?” Beckett asked against her ear.

“Good.”

They undressed her together, Taggart lowering the zipper at her back while Beckett slid down the straps, and the dress fell to the floor in a dark pool. She was left in black underwear, her full breasts pressing against the bra, and felt both their hands climbing her body, four hands moving in different ways, Taggart’s broad and rough, Beckett’s long and sure.

They undressed in turn, and when all three were naked she knelt on the worn carpet, one on each side. She took Taggart’s cock in her hand, thick and already hard, and brought it to her mouth while with her other hand she stroked Beckett, slimmer and smoother. Taggart’s taste filled her tongue at once, strong, salty, with that note of smoke she remembered, and she felt Beckett hold his breath above her.

“Alternate,” Beckett said softly, imposing nothing. “If you like.”

Petra moved to him, and the change was sharp, like going from a hot dark room into one full of light. Beckett tasted of warm skin and a faint trace of salt, a soft taste that intensified slowly as she took him deeper, with a sweet note at the end, almost like milk. She went back to Taggart, then again to Beckett, back and forth, saliva running down her chin and down to her breasts, the moans of the two men overlapping above her head. Each time she returned to Taggart she found his taste stronger, bitter and salty, and his smell more intense, hot and briny, of sweat and sex, that almost made her head spin. Taggart held her hair in a fist, Beckett stroked her cheek with his thumb, and she realized she was already wet down to her thighs, without anyone having touched her there yet.

“Look how good she is,” Taggart said, short of breath. “Look how well she takes it, she gets better every time.”

“I’ve noticed,” Beckett replied. “I’ve noticed, she does this work with passion. I’ve been with plenty of women, none is like her.”

When she pulled away to breathe, her lips swollen and wet, it was Beckett who spoke first, with that courtesy of his that never left him even in the rawest moments.

“Petra, Taggart and I were wondering about something.”

“What?”

“Whether you’d want to try taking both of us at the same time. Inside you, at the same moment.”

She looked at them, first one then the other, and felt her stomach flip. “At the same time,” she repeated. “Inside the same...”

“Yes,” Taggart said, without beating around the bush. “In your pussy. Both of us.”

Petra was silent. She felt her heart beating everywhere, in her temples, in her belly, in her throat still full of the taste of the two of them. She had imagined many things in those weeks, but not that, not so precisely.

“I don’t know if I can,” she said. “You’re big, both of you. Especially you, Taggart.”

“We’ll go slow,” Beckett said. “If it hurts, we stop.”

“And it’s not something I’ve ever done.”

“We figured.” Taggart smiled, then added, with the same simplicity with which he would have offered a cigarette: “A hundred dollars more. For this and nothing else.”

A hundred dollars. Petra thought of the mortgage, of the metal box in the closet, of the numbers Orrin wrote down every night in the notebook. She also thought, and the thought surprised her, about how exciting it was to be treated as a woman whose price could be raised at will. The heat rose from her lower belly up to her cheeks.

“All right,” she said. “But on one condition.”

“Name it.”

“You can’t tell Orrin. Ever. He knows there are two of you, but he can’t know this.” She looked at them one after the other. “Promise me.”

“I promise,” Beckett said.

“Not a word,” Taggart said. Then he lay back on the bed, the massive body making the springs creak, his cock standing against his flat stomach. Beckett opened the nightstand drawer and took out a tube of gel, but Petra shook her head. She was already so wet that her thighs slid against each other. She climbed onto the mattress, straddled him, and before lowering herself she looked into his eyes, dark, attentive, already full of a desire that made no effort to hide. She guided him with one hand to her opening and lowered herself onto him slowly, feeling that wide girth open her inch by inch, a long moan escaping her throat without her being able to stop it.

“Like that,” he murmured. “Look at me.”

She looked at him. She felt him reach the bottom, full, hot, and stayed motionless for a few seconds, her breath broken, her hands resting on his chest covered in dark hair. Behind her the mattress sank under Beckett’s weight, and she felt his hands on her back, on her hips, the warm and slimmer tip pressing against her next to Taggart’s.

“Relax,” Beckett said softly. “Breathe.”

“I don’t know if...”

“Breathe, Petra.” He stroked her back from top to bottom, slowly, the way you do with a frightened animal. “You’ve already taken Taggart all the way. You’re opening up well. One more moment and it’s done.”

“Are you sure it’ll fit?”

“I’m sure of you,” he said. “Trust your body.”

Taggart, beneath her, gripped her hips and stayed still, immobile as a rock, so Beckett could advance without jolts.

She breathed in deeply, and felt Beckett enter, an inch at a time, joining Taggart inside her. It was an invasion that resembled nothing she had known, a fullness that grazed the limit of pain and went beyond it toward something else, a stretching that took her breath and made her dig her nails into Taggart’s chest. She felt open as never in her life, filled by two different parts that touched each other through her, and tears rose in her eyes without her being able to say whether it was pain or something else.

“God,” she said, her voice reduced to a thread. “God, I’ve never...”

“We know,” Taggart said, his jaw clenched with the effort of control. “You’re so tight.”

They began to move slowly, first one then the other, then with a rhythm that alternated and overlapped, and Petra felt her body respond in ways she hadn’t foreseen. Every movement reached her from two directions, every thrust added to the other, and the pleasure rose in waves so strong it took away her ability to think. Taggart’s smell beneath her, sweat and sea, mixed with Beckett’s behind, sandalwood and warm skin, and the taste of both stayed on her tongue.

“I’m a whore,” she said suddenly, her voice broken, surprising even herself that she had said it out loud. “I’m a whore, aren’t I?”

Taggart looked at her, and something harder passed through his eyes. “Yes, you are.”

“Say it again.” She gripped his shoulders, her face a few inches from his. “Insult me. Call me what I deserve.”

“You’re a whore,” Taggart said. “A whore who lets two men fill her for a hundred dollars.”

“More.”

“The biggest whore of all,” Beckett said behind her, his voice low and with no trace of elegance left. “Look how you grip us. Look how you come, whore.”

Those words reached inside her like a shock, stronger than any thrust. She felt something give way deep in her belly, a wave that rose up her spine and made her arch her back, and she cried out, a strangled, animal sound she didn’t recognize as her own. She kept coming while they didn’t stop, one orgasm after another, her body shaken by spasms that squeezed them both inside her.

“It’s too much,” Taggart panted. “I can’t hold on.”

“Neither can I,” Beckett said. “Petra, we’re about to...”

“Come inside,” she said, and didn’t hesitate even a second. “Both of you come inside. Fill me.”

Taggart was first. She felt him stiffen beneath her, his hips lifting with one last thrust, and a hot, abundant jet hit the bottom of her belly, then another, and another, the warmth spreading in her. Beckett followed almost immediately, with a held-back groan, and she felt his semen join Taggart’s, two different flows mingling inside her until they filled her, made her overflow.

They stayed still for a few seconds, all three panting, their bodies glued together with sweat. Then Beckett pulled out slowly, and Taggart did the same, and Petra felt a warm softness run down her thighs, the semen leaking out of her in amounts that seemed incredible, lukewarm, sticky, with that unmistakable smell of milk and salt, she felt it on her, felt what she had become, with pride: a whore. She let herself fall onto Taggart’s chest, without strength, her face against his skin that smelled of sea and sex. She reached two fingers between her legs, brought them to her mouth almost without thinking, and tasted that mixture that belonged to two men together, salty, a little bitter, with a slightly sweeter note that must have come from Beckett. The two watched her in silence, and none of the three said anything for a long moment.

“Are you all right?” Beckett asked, stroking her back.

“I’m great,” she said, and laughed, a tired and almost surprised laugh. “I didn’t know it was possible.”

“Neither did I,” Taggart admitted, and for the first time since she’d known him he seemed truly embarrassed. “Did I hurt you?”

“A little. But it was beautiful.”

She dressed slowly, with a tissue clutched between her thighs to hold back what kept coming out, and Beckett handed her the bills folded in an envelope. Five hundred dollars. She counted them twice, out of habit, and slipped them into her purse.

“Remember the promise,” she said at the door, looking at them one by one.

“Remembered,” Taggart said.

“Nothing,” Beckett said. “Not even under torture.”

When she got back in the car, Orrin’s face was pale under the yellow light of the streetlamp. He looked at her, searched her eyes for something he couldn’t decipher, and only asked whether she was all right.

“Yes,” she said. “It went well. I’ll tell you at home.”

He started the car without adding anything. After a few miles, as the headlights lit up the wet curves of 101, he couldn’t hold back.

“Were they nice?”

“Very.”

“Did they use...” He broke off, looking for a way to ask without asking.

“Not now, Orrin,” she said gently. “At home, calmly. I’ll tell you whatever you want to know.”

He nodded, his eyes fixed on the road. Petra leaned back against the seat, her legs pressed together, and felt the semen of two different men still slide between her thighs, soak her underwear, hot and slick against her skin, with a smell she felt filling the car. She knew he could smell it now too, she knew the question he’d asked a moment before now had an answer. What had happened in the motel room had opened a new world for her, that word spoken in those moments had excited her. She really felt like one of those women now, and yet she wasn’t ashamed. She watched the black ocean slide past the window and thought that that evening she had discovered something about herself she could never explain to anyone, not even to the man sitting next to her, who was absently squeezing her knee, unaware of everything.

She turned to him and asked: “Am I a whore to you?”

He stiffened, they had never approached the subject in such a raw way. Second thoughts, he thought, just when things were going so well.

“No, love. You’re just a woman who knows how to handle hard times, with practical sense.”

She turned to him again, looked at him embarrassed as he drove. “So I’m a whore. Say it! Find the courage to say it!”

Those words disoriented him, said that way, with anger, he couldn’t lie anymore. “Yes, love, you’re a whore, I know that...”

She didn’t wait any longer, she cut him off immediately. “Thank you, I wanted to hear you say it. It’s the truth, but I don’t mind.”

Orrin kept his eyes fixed on the road, avoiding hers. You’re a whore, he thought without saying it, and me? What am I? He didn’t want to give himself an answer. He kept driving with shining eyes, hoping she wouldn’t notice.
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Voyeurism 

Petra waited until Thursday to call Silas. She wanted to do it calmly, after dinner, when the kitchen was in order and Orrin had no more excuses to leave the table. She set the phone between the teacup and the account notebook, and turned on the speaker before she even dialed the number.

“That way you can hear too,” she said. “I don’t want you to have any doubts about what I say.”

Orrin didn’t answer. He kept his hands clasped on the table and stared at the screen as if a sentence might come out of it.

Silas answered on the third ring, in that deep voice that seemed to come from a cellar. “Petra.”

“Hi, Silas. I need to ask you a favor, and I’d like you to hear me out before you answer.”

“Go ahead.”

“Saturday, when you come. My husband would like to be in the room. Just to watch.”

On the other end there was a long silence, and in the background came the high whine of a circular saw slowly winding down. “Watch,” Silas said.

“Sitting in a corner, not saying a word.”

“And what rate do you charge in this case?”

“None. You don’t pay anything. I’m the one asking you the favor.”

“Free,” he repeated, and from his tone you could tell he was smiling. “I don’t usually turn down things that are free. But I have one condition.”

“Name it.”

“I don’t want him coming near me. He’s not to touch me, not to touch anything, not to get in the middle. If he watches, he watches. That’s all.”

“Of course not,” Petra said, with the patience of a teacher reassuring an anxious parent. “He’ll stay in his place and keep quiet. He’s already been given the rules. Right, Orrin?”

“Yes,” Orrin said, and his voice came out thinner than he would have liked.

A short, husky laugh came from the phone. “Hi, Orrin.”

“Hi, Silas.”

“Saturday at three, then,” Silas said, and hung up.

Petra turned off the speaker and stayed looking at her husband. She fixed his tuft of hair with two fingers, the one he combed so carefully every morning from one side to the other. “Did you hear? He said yes.”

“I heard.”

“Are you happy?”

“I don’t know.”

“You are,” she said, and gave him a little pat on the cheek, the way you do with a pupil who has given the right answer without realizing it.

Saturday was a cold, clear day, with a low sun that came in through the bedroom windows and drew yellow rectangles on the floor. Orrin dragged the old velvet armchair in from the living room and set it where Petra had told him, in a corner five feet from the bed, with a full view of the mattress. He sat with his hands on his knees, like a schoolboy before an oral exam, and waited.

Silas arrived at three on the dot. He wiped his boots for a long time on the mat, then came in ducking his head under the doorframe, and the room seemed to shrink all at once. He looked at Orrin, and for a moment neither of them knew where to put their eyes.

“Orrin.”

“Silas.”

Silas held out his hand. Orrin shook it, and his own vanished inside the other’s like an object handed to a child.

“All right,” Petra said, standing next to the bed, her hands clasped in front of her dress. “Orrin, today you have two jobs. Watch and keep quiet. Understood?”

“Understood.”

“Good. And you, Silas, act as if he weren’t here.”

“That’ll be hard,” Silas muttered, but he smiled.

She undressed him slowly, with the calm of someone presenting a lesson already prepared. She undid the buttons of his flannel shirt one by one, uncovering the broad chest, the dark smooth skin with a short fuzz of hair down the center, the breastbone rising and falling slowly. She lowered his belt and jeans, and when she freed him from his boxers his cock fell into her hand with a weight none of the other men had ever had, long and thick, dark, the glistening tip already a little exposed.

“Orrin, look,” she said, turning slightly. “Look how big it is, see? My hand can’t close around it.”

Orrin looked. He was six feet away, and he could see every vein, the way her fingers, which he knew so well, couldn’t reach all the way around.

“It’s not a contest, Orrin, they’re just facts,” Petra added, gently, and his ears burned.

She bent over Silas’s cock and breathed in deeply. Orrin smelled it too, from the other side of the room: warm resin, the dark, salty sweat of a man who had worked all morning and hadn’t had time to wash, and beneath it, more intimate and more penetrating, the smell of his sex itself, sweetish, spicy, warm as fresh-baked bread.

“Do you smell how strong it is?” Petra said, without lifting her face. “I love it. Tell me you can smell it from there too.”

“I smell it.”

“Good. It wouldn’t be fair for you to miss that too.”

She lay on the bed and guided him over her. Silas settled between her thighs, and Orrin noticed at once what he had hoped not to notice: there was no wrapper, no barrier, no gesture of precaution. He remembered his own voice, weeks earlier, in the kitchen, that tell me you used one, please, and her answer, serene, a yes spoken looking him in the eyes. Petra met his gaze for a fraction of a second, and said nothing. He lowered his eyes and raised them again an instant later, because watching was the only thing he’d been allowed to do.

Silas entered slowly. The broad tip parted her glistening lips, then slid in a little at a time, and Petra arched her neck and closed her eyes with a low moan.

“See how it opens?” she said, reopening them to find Orrin’s. “First the tip, then all the rest, without hurry. It’s never done in a hurry, remember that. I love it when he goes in, Orrin, I love it so much.”

Silas sank all the way in, and she let out a long sound, almost a sob, her hands closing on his arms. He began to move, slowly, his broad hips rising and falling, the wet sound in the room each time he pulled out halfway and went back in. The bed creaked. The smell of both of them rose and mingled, sweat, cedar, her sharp sweetness, and Orrin felt his heart beat in his throat, in his wrists, in his temples.

After a while Petra touched his chest. “Stop a moment. I want to turn over.”

She got on all fours, doing it calmly, turning toward the armchair so Orrin had her face in front of him. Her heavy breasts, the size that made all of Coquille turn their heads, hung beneath her chest and dragged across the sheet with every movement, her hard nipples leaving two dark trails on the cotton. Silas knelt behind her and took her hips in his enormous hands, so large that his fingertips nearly touched across her stomach.

“Look,” Petra said to Orrin, her voice already breaking. “Look how he grips my hips. Look what a man he is.”

Silas entered again, with a long thrust that tore a cry from her, and began taking her at a full, deep rhythm, skin slapping against skin. Petra’s back arched with every thrust, her blond hair fell across her face, her breasts slid back and forth on the sheet with a continuous rustle. She kept her eyes fixed on her husband’s, without blinking.

“Don’t I look like a good whore?” she asked him.

Orrin swallowed. “Yes.”

“I can’t hear you.”

“Yes, you look like a good whore.”

Behind her, Silas let out a short, low laugh, and his grip on her hips grew harder. He quickened the pace, his breath coming from his nostrils in bursts, and drops of sweat rolled down his chest and fell on her back. Petra moaned without restraint, her voice breaking into syllables, and with every word she managed to say she named Orrin again, as if she wanted to keep him hooked.

“Do you feel the bed? Do you feel how he makes me shake? Look me in the face, Orrin, don’t look at him. Look at my face.”

Silas stiffened suddenly. A low sound came from his chest, his hands tightened on her hips until they left white marks, and Petra closed her eyes and cried out as he came inside her, one hot jet after another, without stopping, in such quantity that soon the semen began to leak out of her with each movement. They stayed still, joined, breathing hard, and Orrin saw a thick whitish thread run down his wife’s thigh and stop on the sheet.

Silas pulled out with a groan, and the rest came out in a warm rush that soaked the bed beneath her. They let themselves fall on their sides, one next to the other, panting. Silas lay on his back with an arm over his forehead. Petra stayed with her knees drawn up, and from the armchair Orrin smelled the full, sweetish smell of fresh semen filling the room.

Nobody spoke for a few minutes. The afternoon light slowly shifted its yellow rectangles across the floor. Orrin hadn’t moved an inch, his hands gripping the armrests, his pants by now tight, and he hadn’t been able to do anything to prevent it.

“Silas,” Petra said at last, turning her head toward him. “Can I ask you another favor?”

“If I have to say no, I’ll say no,” he answered, without removing his arm from his forehead.

“Orrin would like to clean me. With his mouth. Only me. He wouldn’t touch you, wouldn’t come near you.”

Silas snorted, at length, his chest rising and falling. He ran a hand over his face. “Damn.” Then, after a moment: “Do what you want. I’ll look at the ceiling.”

“Thank you.” Petra propped herself on an elbow and looked at her husband. “Orrin, come here. Quietly.”

He rose from the armchair with trembling legs, crossed the distance separating him from the bed, and knelt on the edge of the mattress, between her open thighs. Up close the smell hit him full in the face: salt, his wife’s sharp sweetness, and over it, hot and penetrating, the smell of Silas’s semen, of warm milk and sea, which entered his nose and went straight down to his lower belly. The semen gleamed on her skin, along the inside of her thighs, between the swollen, reddened lips.

“Clean thoroughly,” Petra said, in a low voice, laying a hand in his hair. “Everything. Don’t leave anything.”

Orrin bent his head and began to lick her. The taste filled his mouth at once, salty and creamy, with a sweetish undertone and a bitter aftertaste, hot, viscous, clinging to his tongue and palate and sliding down his throat with every pass. He worked down the inside of her left thigh, then the right, cleaning every thread, then went back up, lapping gently between the folds, collecting what kept leaking out of her, thick and abundant, a taste unlike any other he’d ever had on his tongue. Petra moaned, her hand gripping his hair, and he felt her thighs close slightly against his cheeks.

“Good,” she murmured. “Like that. There too. Don’t leave anything.”

Silas, his eyes on the ceiling, muttered something that sounded like a prayer. When Orrin had finished, his mouth glistening and his chin wet, Petra stroked his cheek and pointed to the armchair with a nod.

“Go sit down. You did a good job.”

He went back to his place with the taste still in his mouth, and kept it there, without swallowing, until there was none left.

Half an hour passed. Silas drank a glass of water Petra had brought him, lay down again, and for a while the three of them spoke in low voices about the weather, about the sawmill, about a road the county had been supposed to fix for two years. It was an absurd conversation, with Orrin answering in monosyllables from his armchair and Silas occasionally throwing him a glance the way you look at something you can’t classify. Then Petra knelt beside his legs.

“This is to thank you,” she said. “For your patience. And for everything else.”

She took his cock in her hand, by now limp and glistening, and brought it to her mouth. She licked it softly at first, collecting what remained of her and him, then took it between her lips, and a murmur of pleasure came from deep in her throat. Orrin saw his wife’s cheek swell, the slow movement of her head, the saliva shining.

“Orrin,” she said, pulling away for an instant and looking toward the corner, “taste how good he is. Salty, with that strong flavor, a little of me and a little of him. Even like this, half soft, he fills my mouth.”

She went back down. Silas began to swell slowly, and Petra accompanied him with her lips and her hand, gripping the base, and every so often she paused to give explanations out loud.

“Look how he grows, Orrin. Look how big he is, I can’t even take all of him. Take notes, because I won’t repeat it.”

He took notes, in silence, his throat closed. Silas was by now hard again, and Petra took him in her mouth as far as she could, her eyes shining with effort, and then even deeper, with a wet, deep sound. His hands came to rest on her hair, without forcing her. The big man’s breathing grew short, his thighs tense, his heels pressed into the mattress.

“Petra,” he said in a thick voice. “I’m about to...”

She didn’t pull away. She stopped with her lips closed around his cock and let him come, and Orrin saw his wife’s throat working as Silas emptied himself in long discharges, one after another. When he had finished, she rose slowly, keeping her mouth closed, and turned her face toward Orrin. She opened her lips. Her tongue lay in a thick white pool, glistening, that ran down the corners of her mouth.

Then she got up from the bed, crossed the room and knelt in front of the armchair.

“You asked for this,” she whispered, and kissed him.

It was a long, open kiss, and Silas’s semen passed from her mouth to Orrin’s, warm and bitter, salty, mixed with the saliva of them both. He received it trembling, his hands gripping the armrests, his eyes closed. He felt her tongue move in his, push in what remained, and the whole time he stayed motionless as he had been ordered, while on the bed Silas watched them with wide eyes and murmured, to no one, once again: “I don’t believe it.”
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The Delay 

Almost a month passed since the afternoon Orrin had watched Petra and Silas from the velvet armchair, and in that month life in the house on Fairview Road settled into a rhythm neither of them could have imagined in October. Petra saw almost one client a day. Tuesday belonged to Rowan, the teacher, who arrived with a folder of papers to grade and always ended up forgetting it on the kitchen table. Thursday belonged to Everett, the organic farmer, who brought apples and a jar of honey and apologized every time for the dirt under his fingernails. Saturday belonged to Taggart, or to Beckett, in alternating weeks, and on the other days there were new men, sent by word of mouth, who knocked on the door with their hats in their hands and a sum already ready in their wallets.

Orrin’s account notebook was filling up with numbers that a few months earlier would have seemed made up. The mortgage increase was covered with three payments in advance, and even the old debt his father had left on the house, the one that had weighed like a stone in his stomach, was finally starting to go down. The metal box in the closet wasn’t enough anymore, and they had opened an account in his name, where the deposits came in small amounts, so as not to draw attention.

Petra no longer asked anyone to use a condom. If someone pulled one from a pocket, she took it from his fingers and set it on the nightstand with a smile, and no one had yet had the nerve to insist.

That Tuesday it had been Rowan’s turn. He arrived at two, with his leather satchel and the smell of chalk and coffee he always carried on him, thin, his glasses sliding down his nose. He was the only one of her clients who apologized before starting and after finishing, and Petra found it almost touching. She undressed him on the bed, the striped shirt, the corduroy pants, the white, slender body trembling slightly under her hands. When she took him in her mouth, he let out a surprised sound, as if it were the first time, and sank his fingers into her hair with a shyness that asked for nothing.

He had a lukewarm taste, slightly sweetish, with a touch of salt, and a smell of warm skin and wool, the shy smell of a man who gets aroused in silence. She sucked him patiently, listening to his breath grow short, and guided him inside her when he was about to give way. Rowan lasted a short time, as always. He came inside her with a muffled groan and an “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” and Petra lay beneath him with her legs around his hips, her hand resting on her belly, counting the days in her head.

“Are you all right?” he asked her, pulling out carefully.

“Perfectly,” she said, and smiled. It was the truth. She felt the lukewarm semen slowly run between her thighs and thought, with an almost painful sweetness, that maybe something was already happening in there, unknown to her, while she washed cups and answered the phone.

It was a Thursday evening in November when Petra gave him the news. Everett had left a couple of hours earlier, and in the kitchen there remained the smell of apple and cinnamon from the cake he’d brought. She was washing two cups with a strange slowness, and at one point she stopped and stayed with her hands in the water, looking at the window fogged by the cold.

“I’m late,” she said.

Orrin raised his head from the notebook. “Late by how much?”

“Ten days. Almost eleven.”

The pen stayed motionless on the paper. “Did you take the test?”

“No. Not yet.” She dried her hands on a dish towel, and turned, and on her face was an expression Orrin hadn’t seen on her in many years, a tense brightness, almost childlike. “I don’t want to know right away. I want to keep it a little longer, this doubt. It makes me feel good.”

“Petra, if you were to...”

“I know.” She sat down across from him. She took a piece of cake with her fingers, chewed it, and her gaze drifted off again. “Do you know what I think about? I think about what it would be like. If it looked like Silas, it would be a real giant. Already at six months with broad shoulders, with those big hands, with skin dark like his. The cheeks, Orrin. Think of the cheeks, round, made for biting.”

Orrin felt something close in the pit of his stomach. It wasn’t the height that scared him, nor the build, nor even the certainty that the child wouldn’t be his. It was the skin. He thought of Coquille, a town where everyone knew everyone’s license plate, where something like that would talk on its own in front of the supermarket, in the dentist’s waiting room, in church. Dark skin in the crib of their house would tell the world what no one was supposed to know, and no city hall record could erase it.

“You’re not saying anything,” Petra said.

“I’m thinking.”

“About what?”

“About what people would say.”

She looked at him for a long time. Then her face hardened, and that brightness vanished. “People. Always people. Did I put myself up for sale because of people?” She pushed her plate away with a sharp gesture. “Years ago we gave away two children out of fear of not making it. I thought we were done with that fear.”

“It’s not the same thing.”

“It’s exactly the same thing.” Her voice shook with anger. “You’re afraid of a skin color. I was afraid of being left with nothing. Let’s see which of the two is more stupid.”

“Petra...”

“You know what I’m telling you? That if it looks like him I’ll ask him to be with me. Silas. I’ll tell him I want to raise his child and that he has to be close. I want him in my life.”

“Silas is married,” Orrin said.

It was as if he had dropped a cup. Petra stayed motionless, her mouth slightly open. “What?”

“He’s been married fifteen years. Two grown kids, the wife has a flower shop in Myrtle Point. I saw the sawmill’s records, at city hall. Everybody knows.”

“I didn’t know.” Her voice came out thin, almost broken. She looked at the table, the cake, the cups. “He never told me. I never asked. I hadn’t thought of it.”

“Petra...”

“Married,” she repeated, as if it were a foreign language. Her eyes filled with tears all at once, without warning. She got up, the chair scraping on the floor, and left the kitchen without another word. Orrin heard her go down the hall, the bedroom door close with a bang, the key turn in the lock.

He stayed seated a few seconds, the cake in front of him, the notebook open to the numbers. Then he got up and went to the end of the hall.

“Petra.”

Silence. From behind the door came a muffled sob, then the rustle of a pillow.

“Open up, please.”

“Leave me alone.”

“I’m not moving from here.” He sat on the floor, his back against the wall, his knees against his chest. “I can wait all night. I’ve spent years waiting, I know how.”

Ten minutes passed, maybe fifteen. The hallway was cold, and a thin strip of yellow light seeped under the door. Orrin listened to the sounds coming from the other side: the bed creaking when she turned over, a nose being sniffled, a trembling breath. At one point he heard her whisper something, a single word repeated, and he thought he recognized Silas’s name. He hugged his knees tighter and said nothing. The crying on the other side grew slower, then sparse. At last the key clicked, and the door opened a crack.

Petra was on the bed, sitting, her face swollen and her cheeks streaked, her blond hair tousled over her shoulders. Orrin came in and sat beside her, without touching her. He waited for her to breathe.

“Listen to me,” he said softly. “I didn’t tell you to hurt you. I just wanted you to know.”

“I know.”

“Silas isn’t a man who ties himself down. He has lots of women, in Myrtle Point and everywhere. And he doesn’t pay for all of them, you know. A lot of them look for him on their own. A woman like you, to him, is one of many.”

“That doesn’t console me.”

“I don’t want to console you with lies. But I don’t want to let you hope for something that isn’t there either.”

Petra wiped her nose with the back of her hand, and stayed silent a long while. When she spoke, her voice was almost childlike, low, full of that sincerity that comes only after crying.

“I love it, Orrin,” she said. “Not him. His cock. How big it is, how it fills me, how it opens me, how I smell him on me for hours after he’s gone. I only have to close my eyes and I feel him still. I don’t want to lose him. I can’t even think about it.”

Orrin didn’t answer. He took her hand, squeezed it, and felt her fingers close around his. Somewhere inside, something contracted and melted at once, a small, hard jealousy mixed with a tenderness larger than the jealousy itself.

“You won’t lose him,” he said. “As long as he makes you feel good, you won’t lose him. We’re the ones who decide.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

She let herself fall against him, her face against his neck, and they stayed like that a long time. Then Petra lifted her head and looked at him with her eyes still shining.

“Make me forget,” she whispered. “For a moment. Just a moment.”

Orrin laid her down on the bed, and undressed her slowly, one garment at a time, kissing her skin as he uncovered it. Her body still carried the smells of the day, the morning’s soap, the kitchen’s cinnamon, and beneath, lower down, something warm, earthy and sweet, the smell of another man and of sex still lukewarm, that wasn’t his. He moved down her belly, brushed the inside of her thighs, and felt Petra hold her breath.

“Everett was here today,” she murmured, as if to warn him.

“I know.”

He kissed her, and the taste was Everett’s, recognizable like a signature: the warm salt of a man who works outdoors, and beneath it, creamy and sweetish, something of ripe apple and wet earth. He gathered it with his tongue, slowly, without hurry, and Petra sank her fingers into his thinning hair, her hips lifting slightly.

“I miss him already, when he’s not here,” she said with her eyes closed, her voice cracking. “Silas. I still feel him inside, you know? How big he is. When he takes me it’s as if I had no room left for anything else, not even for thoughts.”

Orrin continued. His tongue slid between the warm, swollen folds, and each of her words entered his chest like a thin nail. He didn’t stop. He increased the rhythm a little, his hands under her thighs, his nose pressed against her, and in the breath that came to him in jolts he smelled the full scent of her pleasure mingling with that of the others.

“Tell me he’ll stay,” Petra said, panting. “Tell me we’ll make him stay.”

“He’ll stay.”

“Even if he never marries me.”

“Even so.”

She came with a long, hushed cry, almost a sob, her legs clasping his cheeks, her hands pulling his hair. She stayed taut for a few moments, then slowly released, and he climbed up to kiss her forehead, her eyelids, the tears by now dry.

“Thank you,” she murmured.

She fell asleep in his arms with a hand on her belly, her fingers spread above her navel, as if to shelter it from the cold. Orrin stayed awake, staring at the ceiling in the dark, Everett’s taste still on his tongue and the silence of the house all around him. He thought of a child with Silas’s skin running in the field behind the house, and for the first time, beside the fear, he found something that resembled curiosity. Then, slowly, sleep took him.

In the morning fog rose from the river and covered the firs halfway up, and the house smelled of coffee and damp firewood. Petra was already in the kitchen when he came down, in her robe, her hair gathered in a hasty braid. Her eyes were swollen but her voice was calm.

“I bought the test,” she said. She showed it to him, a little pink box, still closed in the pharmacy bag. “Yesterday, before Everett came.”

“And are you taking it today?”

“No.” She set it on the windowsill, next to the pot of herbs. “I’ll take it when I decide. I want a few more days with this delay on me. It feels like having a beautiful secret.”

Orrin nodded, and poured coffee for them both. Outside the neighbor’s pickup started up, coughing, and the fog swallowed the noise. She took his hand across the table.

“Thank you for last night,” she said.

“I didn’t do anything.”

“You sat on the floor in the hallway for a quarter of an hour.” She smiled, and for a moment she was again the girl who at twenty had looked at him a long time before saying yes. “You did something.”

Then she glanced at the clock above the door, got up, and began tidying the dishes. At ten she had a new client coming, a man from Bandon who had written to her twice, and Orrin knew because she said it with the same naturalness with which she’d have announced an errand to the butcher. He finished his coffee, took his jacket, and left for city hall without looking back.
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Independence 

It all started with a complaint from Taggart, or at least that was how Petra explained it to herself. One Saturday he had told her that his friends were asking too many questions, that rumors were starting to circulate in Coquille, that maybe it was better to wait a while before sending her more men. Beckett hadn’t said anything, but he had cut back his visits. For the first time in months, Petra found herself with three free days in a row and a phone that didn’t ring.

She didn’t tell Orrin. At the supermarket in Coos Bay she bought a prepaid burner phone, paying cash, and hid it at the bottom of the laundry supply basket. In the evening, when he sat down to do the accounts in the kitchen, she shut herself in the bathroom on the pretext of a face mask and scrolled the pages of a classified ads site for adults, the kind where nobody uses their real name and everyone seems to know exactly what they want.

She wrote the profile calmly, the way you fill out an important form. Forty-year-old woman, blond, curvy, discreet and punctual. By appointment only. Gentlemen only. She posted three photos Orrin didn’t know, taken in the bathroom mirror, from the neck down: her full breasts in the black bra, her wide hips, her fair skin. She set a rate, thought about it, and raised it by fifty dollars.

In the first twenty-four hours forty-three messages came in. She deleted half of them without reading to the end: men who sent photos nobody had asked for, men who wrote only how much, men who promised things they had no intention of delivering. She answered those who wrote whole sentences, who introduced themselves, who asked permission before proposing anything. She discovered she had a talent she hadn’t suspected, a kind of instinct for telling from the tone of a single line who was a calm man and who was a man to avoid.

The fifteenth message made her stop still, her thumb frozen in midair.

Looking for a companion for light sessions. Blindfold, wrists tied with soft rope, a few strokes of the flogger on the buttocks and thighs, no bruises, no blood, nothing extreme. Safe word agreed before we begin. Two hundred fifty an hour. If you’re curious, I can explain everything calmly and answer any question. My name is Leland.

She read it twice. She thought of the room at the Seaview, of Taggart and Beckett, of her voice asking to be insulted, to be called what she deserved, and of that sudden heat that had risen from her belly. It wasn’t something she had ever sought. And yet she felt her cheeks warm, in the quiet bathroom, under the cold light of the fluorescent tube.

She answered him the next day. They talked for two evenings, in writing, and he was patient as a doctor: he explained what he meant by soft rope, which parts of the body he wouldn’t touch, how a safe word worked. She chose lemon. They set an afternoon, at a house on the lake near Lakeside, an isolated place he said he used for weekends.

Before leaving, she told Orrin only that there was a new client in Lakeside, for three hundred dollars. He wrote the figure in the notebook. He didn’t ask who had sent him, and Petra didn’t tell him. On the kitchen windowsill the little pink test box was still in its place, closed, with a shadow of dust on the lid.

Leland was waiting for her on the porch, a man of fifty with neat hair and thin glasses, a checked shirt buttoned to the collar, the look of an accountant who had never raised his voice in his life. Inside, the house smelled of firewood and beeswax. In a corner of the living room a dark leather bag lay open on an armchair, and Petra saw a bundle of long soft strips come out of it, like braided leather tails.

“We can talk some more, if you like,” he said. “There’s no hurry.”

“I have a condition,” Petra said. “Not on the stomach. Ever. Not even lightly.”

He nodded without asking why. “All right. Buttocks, thighs, back. The rest is up to you.”

He blindfolded her with a silk scarf, and the world shrank to the sound of his steps and a smell she didn’t know, polished leather, pipe tobacco, bergamot. He tied her wrists in front, with a soft rope that didn’t bind, and had her kneel on the rug beside the bed. When he told her to open her mouth, she did so without hesitation.

She smelled it first. It was a warm, discreet smell, the cologne and the tobacco and beneath them, after hours of waiting and tension, the sweetish sweat of his groin, and when she took him between her lips the taste was salty and creamy, slightly bitter, with a hint of mint, as if he had rinsed his mouth before seeing her. She took him in slowly, her tied wrists keeping her from helping with her hands, saliva running down her chin, and he took a deep breath and laid a hand on her hair without pushing.

“Good girl,” Leland said. “Like that.”

Then he pulled away. He lifted her and had her lean forward, on all fours, with her chest on the edge of the mattress. Petra felt the first caress of leather on her buttocks, slow, almost a trial touch. Then the first stroke, light, a line of heat that crossed her skin and took her breath away.

“Color?” he asked.

“Green,” she said, in a thread of a voice.

The second stroke came firmer, and the third, and at every crack her body arched, and she felt her skin grow warm, alive, pulsing. The pain was small, precise, and behind the pain there was something different, a slow wave rising between her legs. Leland alternated the strokes with long caresses on her thighs, and with each pause she smelled the leather more strongly, the smell of herself mingling with his.

“You’re a beautiful whore,” he said, with an almost paternal sweetness. “You know that, don’t you?”

“Yes,” she whispered.

“Say it.”

“I’m a whore.”

He removed the ropes and the blindfold only at the end, and laid her on her back. He entered her with deliberate slowness, and she, still trembling from the strokes, felt every inch with a new clarity, her buttocks burning against the bedspread, his warm breath against her cheek. He came inside her without a word, with a tight, held-back groan, and Petra didn’t complain. They stayed still a long time, in silence. Then he stroked her hair and asked if she was all right.

“Very,” she said.

Leland brought her a cup of lemon tea, joking about the safe word, and spread a cool cream on her thighs that smelled of chamomile. He did it with an almost clinical care, without malice, and Petra stayed lying facedown on the couch, with the wool of a blanket against her cheek, listening to the crackle of the fireplace. When she took out the envelope, he added twenty dollars and said they weren’t for the work but for the trust. She accepted them with a smile.

She drove home as the sun was setting behind the woods, and her skin throbbed beneath her dress at every curve of the road.

Orrin saw her by chance, three evenings later. She was coming out of the shower, and he came in to get the razor, and for a moment she stood with her back to him, naked, the towel halfway. On her buttocks and thighs there were thin pinkish lines, parallel, by now faded but still clearly visible in the yellow light of the lamp. Orrin counted them without meaning to. Then he looked at the rest, her stomach smooth and untouched, without a mark, and understood why. On her side, where the skin was lighter, there wasn’t even a shadow. Her body told two stories together, one red and one pale, and between them was a little pink box still closed on the kitchen windowsill.

“What are those?” he asked.

Petra turned, and for a moment she had the impulse to lie. “A new request.”

“From whom?”

“From a client.”

“Which client? Taggart hasn’t sent anyone, neither has Beckett.” His voice dropped. “Who is it, Petra?”

She wrapped herself in the towel. “I found him myself. On a website. I started looking on my own.”

The silence that followed was longer than any other. Orrin stood with the razor in his hand, and felt something shift inside him, a mechanism that had worked for months and was now jamming.

“You didn’t tell me.”

“I don’t need to tell you every time.”

“You didn’t even ask me.”

“I don’t have to ask, Orrin.” She said it gently, but without softening anything. “I’m the one who receives them. I’m the one who decides.”

“How many?”

“With this system? Four, in two weeks. I chose well, don’t worry. I screened out the ones who seemed dangerous.”

“And who says you were right?”

“The fact that I’m here.” She smiled slightly. “And that I’ve earned more than we ever took in with Taggart’s help.”

“And me?” He set the razor on the sink, with a gesture too slow. “What am I, then? I kept the accounts, I found the clients, I waited in the car. What use am I?”

“I need you,” Petra said, and maybe she really meant it. “But not like before.”

It was that last sentence that broke something. Orrin looked at her and saw a woman he didn’t know, a woman with her neck straight and her eyes steady, with the marks of another man on her skin and no intention of apologizing. He felt a dull anger rise from his chest, an old anger, one he had never had the courage to look in the face.

He grabbed her by the wrist. She looked at him, surprised. Then he pushed her out of the bathroom, into the bedroom, and made her fall on the bed facedown, with a strength he didn’t know he had.

“Orrin...”

“Quiet.”

Petra said nothing more. She felt his weight on her back, his mouth on her neck, his teeth grazing her skin. The towel slipped away. He ran his fingers along the pinkish lines on her thighs, one by one, and pressed on the marks with his thumbs, and she moaned.

“Who did this to you?”

“A man from Lakeside.”

“Did you like it?”

“Yes.”

He slapped her, and not with the force he would have liked, but enough to draw a low sound from her. Then again. Petra buried her face in the pillow. She smelled the soap still on her skin, tasted her own breath, and felt a sort of relief, of recognition.

“Harder,” she said.

“What?”

“Harder, Orrin. Make me feel it.”

He turned her over abruptly. He was hard, she could see, hard in a way he had never been with her, and he freed himself from his pants with trembling hands. He took her by the hair and made her kneel on the edge of the bed. She took him in her mouth without a word, and he pushed deeper than he had ever dared, until she choked, and she let him, with shining eyes and her hands resting on his thighs.

His taste was the same as always, lukewarm, light, a little sweet, but that evening it also tasted of salt and anger. And yet, that evening, it had something more. It was hot, urgent, and with every thrust Orrin softly moaned her name, and his hand gripped her hair with a rage she had never known.

He lifted her and flipped her onto the bed. He entered her with a single thrust, and Petra cried out, and for a moment he stopped, frightened. “Don’t stop,” she said, dragging her nails down his back. “I’m here. Don’t stop.”

He moved, hard, without grace, his hips slamming against hers, the bed banging against the wall, their bodies wet with sweat. He held her wrists pinned to the mattress, and with every thrust he repeated a single word, the same one, in a broken murmur.

“Mine. Mine. Mine.”

“Yes,” she gasped. “Yours. Even now. Even with all the others.”

He came inside her with a muffled cry against her shoulder, his body shaken, and Petra followed almost at once, clenching around him, her legs locking behind his back. They stayed like that, panting, not speaking.

Then Orrin burst into tears. It was a short, dry weeping, a sob that came from his chest without warning, and she held him close, one hand in his thinning hair, and said nothing.

“I’m sorry,” he murmured. “I didn’t mean to.”

“You’ve never behaved like this, in twenty years.” Petra kissed his forehead. “You don’t have to apologize. I liked it.”

“I’m afraid I won’t be of use to you anymore.”

“I need you,” she repeated, and this time she said it softly, with her eyes closed, holding his face in her hands. “But you have to decide for yourself, Orrin. Whether you want to stay like this, in the middle, or whether you want to become something else.”

He didn’t answer. He stayed a long time with his face against her neck, breathing in the smell of her sweat and of another man’s marks, and when he finally fell asleep Petra stayed awake, listening. From the bottom of the laundry basket, in the hallway, the burner phone began to vibrate in the dark, once, twice, then again.
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The Limit 

It took Orrin nine days to decide. He never said it out loud, but Petra understood the night he set a new notebook with a green cover on the kitchen table and opened it in front of her to the first page. He had written, in his neat block-letter handwriting, a list of numbered lines.

1. You give me the address before you leave. 2. I drive you and wait outside. 3. Every half hour you text me “ok.” 4. If the ok doesn’t come, I go in. 5. If you say “lemon,” you call me and I come.

“I don’t want to be your jailer,” he said, without looking at her. “I want to be the one who waits for you outside.”

Petra read the list twice. Her eyes grew moist, but she only picked up the pen and signed at the bottom, the way you sign a contract. “All right,” she said. “I like it.”

That was how Orrin stopped feeling stuck in the middle and began to feel useful, a kind of sentinel who by day did his job at city hall and at night kept the phone on the nightstand. He kept the phone in his pocket, the notebook under the seat, and in the evening after each appointment Petra told him what had happened, and he wrote down only the amount.

Leland’s message came on a Thursday. I have two friends who’d like to meet you. Three hundred total for the afternoon. Nothing different from what you already know, but with more hands. If you’re not up for it, no problem. Petra read it to Orrin out loud, and he stayed silent for a long time.

“Three men?”

“Three. Leland and two I don’t know.”

“How do you want to handle it?”

“I want the usual terms. Not the stomach, safe word, the rest I decide there.” She looked at him. “If you don’t like it, I’ll tell Leland.”

“I’m fine with it, as long as the ok comes.”

The following Saturday he drove her to Lakeside, in the afternoon, the road wet with sun and the shadows of the pines cutting across the asphalt. He parked under a tree, two hundred yards from the house, and kissed her forehead before she got out. She straightened her dress and set off with the calm step of someone who knows where she’s going.

Leland greeted her on the porch with the same gentle manners, and behind him were two men whom Petra sized up in a single glance. The first, Hollis, was tall and broad, around fifty-five, with a graying beard and a belly protruding beneath his flannel shirt, the deep voice of someone who had spent his life in a truck cab. The second, Alden, was younger, around thirty-five, thin, with his sleeves rolled up on his forearms and a shy smile that only went halfway.

“Pleased to meet you,” Hollis said, and shook her hand with a strength that made her smile. “Leland says you’re the best he’s ever met.”

“Leland is a man of his word.”

“The rules are the usual ones,” Leland said, to all of them. “Safe word, lemon. No one touches the stomach, not with hands or anything else. Clear?”

“Clear,” they said in chorus.

Before taking off her dress, Petra pulled the phone from her purse and wrote Orrin a single word, ok, under Hollis’s amused gaze. “My accountant,” she explained, and Leland smiled. They undressed in the living room, with the fireplace lit and the afternoon light coming in in strips through the shutters. Petra stayed in her underwear, and felt them looking at her, and liked it. Leland had her lie facedown on the bed, her hands tied to the headboard with the usual soft rope, and she smelled the leather approaching, the bergamot on his skin, the pipe tobacco in her hair. The first lash landed on her buttocks, light, almost a greeting, then another, then another.

“Can I try?” Hollis asked at one point, his voice already thick.

“Go easy,” Leland said, and passed him the flogger.

Hollis didn’t go easy. The first stroke made her arch her back, the second tore a cry from her, and at the third she turned abruptly to see what he was doing. She saw him standing there, his arm raised, and from the direction of his hand she understood the stroke wasn’t aimed at her buttocks. It was aimed lower, to the side, toward her belly.

“Not the stomach!” she shouted, so loud that Alden took a step back. “I said not the stomach!”

Hollis stopped with his arm in midair. Leland took the flogger from his hand without a word and set it on the table. Then he undid the knots of the rope with quick movements and put a blanket over her shoulders.

“I was talking to you, Hollis,” he said, in a low voice. “The rules are the rules.”

“Sorry,” the other said, and the red climbed to his ears. “I didn’t mean to. I got carried away.”

Petra was breathing hard, her hands on her belly, and for a moment couldn’t say anything. It wasn’t fear, or not only fear. It was that sudden void she had felt when Hollis’s hand rose, the thought of that little pink box on the kitchen windowsill, and of something small and stubborn that might be growing under her palm.

“Lemon,” she said, in a thread of a voice.

“Everybody stop,” Leland said. “Alden, a glass of water.”

Petra took the phone from her purse with trembling fingers. The rule was clear, and she knew what Orrin would do if he read that word without explanation. She wrote quickly, and hit send.

Two hundred yards away, in the car parked under the pine, Orrin’s phone buzzed twice. He had already received the ok at the start, and had looked at it for a full minute. This time he read: lemon, but I’m fine, a misunderstanding, I’m continuing, ok. He put a hand on the door handle. The green notebook lay on the seat next to him, open to the page with the fifth rule, and his neat handwriting seemed to judge him. If you say lemon, you call me and I come. She hadn’t called. She had written that she was fine. He stayed still, his heart beating in his ears, counting his breaths, and for the first time understood that loving someone could also mean not moving.

In the house, meanwhile, they brought her water, and a blanket, and for five minutes no one spoke. Hollis stayed off to the side, head down, like a little boy. It was Leland who knelt in front of her, with his accountant’s calm.

“We can stop here,” he said. “I’ll pay you for the whole afternoon, and there’s no problem.”

Petra took a sip of water. She felt her heart slowing. “No,” she said. “I don’t want to stop.”

Leland hesitated, then glanced at the other two. “Hollis and Alden have a proposal. It’s not a demand, and you can say no without giving me any explanations. Five hundred more, to have the three of us together.” He paused. “Also behind.”

Hollis’s eyes snapped up, and Alden cleared his throat.

“I don’t like behind very much,” Petra admitted.

“We know,” Leland said. “That’s why the price.”

She thought of the mortgage payment, of the box in the closet, and of that dry heat that still burned on the skin of her buttocks. She thought too, and it almost frightened her, that a part of her wanted to know how far she could go. “For five hundred I can make an effort,” she said. “But go slow, with gel, and you stop when I say.”

“Word,” Leland said.

“Word,” Alden said.

“Word,” Hollis said, and this time it was serious.

They undressed her again with a gentleness that hadn’t been there before. Alden lay down on the bed, and Petra mounted him with her back against his chest, guiding him inside her with one hand. She felt his warmth, the smooth skin, the smell of a young, aroused man, soap barely dried over sweat, and mint, and he whispered a thank-you so sincere it almost made her laugh. Leland knelt in front of her, his cock already hard in his fingers, and when she took him in her mouth she tasted the salty, creamy flavor, a little bitter, of an afternoon of tobacco and waiting, with the warm smell of his groin rising to her head.

Behind her, Hollis opened a tube. The gel was cold, and made her hold her breath when he spread it with warm fingers, slowly, a broad and patient movement, while his other hand stroked her back. “Tell me when,” he said, his voice low, and for the first time he no longer seemed like the trucker from before but a man who was learning.

“Slowly,” she said, around Leland. “One inch at a time.”

He entered cautiously, a slow pressure, and Petra felt the burning before anything else, a sharp, tight pain that made her clench her fists on Leland’s shoulders. They all stopped. Then, one breath after another, the pressure changed into something else, into a strange fullness, an oscillation between what burned and what gave way. Hollis sank in completely, and she felt Alden inside her and Hollis behind, two presences touching through the thin wall of flesh, and the taste of Leland on her tongue anchoring her to the room.

“Good girl,” Leland murmured. “Look how you’re opening up.”

They began to move, first one, then the other, then all three in a slow rhythm that took away all thought. Petra moaned around Leland, the sound vibrating in her throat, and she smelled the odor of all of them fusing in the air, leather, hot and heavy sweat, sex, mint, gel. Hollis’s wet skin slid against her buttocks still marked by the flogger, and with every thrust that small, precise pain mixed with the pleasure in a way she hadn’t foreseen. She didn’t much like behind, but it wasn’t only unpleasant. It was another kind of surrender.

Leland came first, with a short breath, holding her head. The semen filled her mouth, hot, salty and creamy, with a tobacco aftertaste, and she swallowed it all, slowly, while the two men below and behind kept moving. Then it was Alden, with a tight moan, who came inside her in a long, warm jet. Hollis was last, and before coming he stopped for an instant, and asked her: “May I?”

“Yes,” she said, her voice broken. “Come.”

He did, with a grunt, and Petra felt behind her a new, strange warmth, spreading slowly and sliding into her. They stayed joined, panting, motionless, until one by one they withdrew, slowly, and she collapsed on the bed with trembling legs.

Leland brought her a warm towel, and Alden a cup of tea, and Hollis stood by the door, wringing his hands. “I apologize again,” he said. “For before. Really.”

“I know,” Petra said. “But don’t do it again.”

Before getting dressed she wrote Orrin one last message, done, coming out in ten minutes, I’m fine, and stayed a moment looking at the screen, imagining him sitting down there with his hands tight on the wheel. Then she had Alden pour her more tea, he no longer dared look her in the face, and calmly counted the bills Leland handed her in an envelope.

When she came out, the sun was going down behind the pines. She walked carefully to the car, her step slightly stiff, and Orrin saw her coming through the windshield. He got out, opened her door, and said nothing. She sat down with a grimace, and took his hand.

“I’ve had a long day,” she said.

“I can see that.”

At home he filled the tub, waited for the water to be lukewarm, and helped her in. Petra let herself slide down to her chin, her eyes closed, her body still shaken by small tremors. Orrin knelt beside the tub and with a soft sponge washed her shoulders, her back, then her legs, with the delicacy of someone cleaning an object he fears to break. He spread the cream on the marks, on the reddened skin, without saying a word.

“They tried to hit me on the stomach,” Petra said at one point, in a flat voice. “One of the two. I said lemon.”

He stopped, the sponge in his hand. “Are you all right?”

“Now I am.” She opened her eyes. “I was afraid, Orrin. More than I’ve ever been.”

“You were right to say stop.” He took her wet hand. “You did exactly right.”

“And then I took five hundred dollars to let them in behind.” A bitter laugh escaped her. “What kind of woman am I, huh? I say no to one thing and then sell myself for another.”

“You’re a woman who set a limit,” he said. “And decided the price of the rest herself.”

Petra looked at him a long time. Then she smiled, her eyes shining. “I can never tell when you’re talking like an accountant and when you’re talking like a poet.”

“Neither can I.”

Later, in bed, he moved close to her and laid his head on her belly, his ear against the warm skin. She stroked his thinning hair. They stayed like that a long time, without speaking, while outside the wind moved the pines.

“Can I do something for you?” he asked, softly. “With my mouth, I mean.”

“Not tonight.” Petra kissed his head. “Tonight I just want you to hold me.”

He held her. He stayed beside her until her breathing grew regular, and before falling asleep he whispered two words against her skin, so softly that not even she, in her sleep, could have said whether they were meant for her or for someone else.
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Control 

That Sunday Petra served dinner with an unusual calm. She had made a roast with potatoes, and she ate with appetite, while Orrin leafed through the green notebook beside his plate and arranged the columns of the week’s accounts. At one point she set down her fork, wiped her lips with her napkin and said, as if she were talking about the weather:

“Tomorrow night you’re my client.”

Orrin looked up. “What?”

“Tomorrow night. At nine. Like all the others.” Petra poured herself a glass of water. “A hundred dollars, like the first time. The ones Taggart paid. It seems only fair that you pay them too, at least once.”

“But I’m your husband.”

“Exactly. With you I’ve never set a rate, and maybe that’s why I’ve never given you what I give the others.” She smiled, without harshness. “For three months you’ve watched me from outside, Orrin. Tomorrow night I’ll let you in.”

He didn’t answer right away. He felt something tighten in the pit of his stomach, a subtle fear mixed with an anticipation that made his palms sweat. “Why now?”

“Because at Lakeside I understood something.” Petra toyed with the rim of her glass. “When Leland tied me up, he wasn’t the one in charge. I was, even with my wrists in a rope, because I held the word. And he knew it, and behaved accordingly.” She raised her eyes. “Whoever ties has a responsibility. It’s not only a pleasure. It’s a commitment.”

“And you want to tie me.”

“I want to try to find out whether you know how to be the one who lets me tie him.” She brushed his hand. “It’s not a punishment, Orrin. It’s something I want to do with you, not necessarily to you.”

“With your money?” he asked, in a last attempt at joking.

“No. With yours. With your salary, not with what’s in the box.” She looked at him. “If you don’t want to, tell me now.”

“I want to.”

“Good. Then at nine.”

Monday passed with unbearable slowness. At city hall Orrin went over the same form twice without reading it, and at six, as he put on his jacket, he took a hundred-dollar bill from his wallet, new, folded in half, and held it in his hand as if it might burn. At home he found the kitchen dark, the table cleared, and a soft light filtering under the bedroom door.

Petra had spent the afternoon getting ready, and not for just any client. She had put Everett off with an excuse, for the first time in months, and had spent three hours arranging the room: clean sheets, the lamp covered with a shawl to soften the light, the ropes and the silk scarf laid out on the bedspread like the tools of a job to be done well. She had taken a bath unhurriedly, had chosen the black lingerie Orrin had bought her for Christmas and that she had never worn, and had looked at herself in the mirror a long time. She was afraid, and she liked it. It was strange, she thought, to be afraid of her own husband.

At nine on the dot, Orrin knocked.

“Come in,” said a voice that wasn’t quite his wife’s.

Petra was waiting for him standing beside the bed, in a black satin robe open over her lingerie, black stockings with a seam up the back, her hair loose down her back. The lamp on the nightstand cast a long shadow on the floor, and the room smelled of perfume, amber and vanilla, a scent Orrin only half recognized, because she wore it only for the others.

“Close the door.”

He obeyed.

“First of all, the rules.” Petra folded her arms, and in her posture there was something of the teacher of a large class. “You don’t speak unless I question you. You don’t touch without permission. You always say please and thank you. Understood?”

“Understood.”

“Understood what?”

“Understood, ma’am.”

Her eyes sparkled. “Good. The payment.”

Orrin handed her the bill, his fingers trembling slightly. Petra took it, looked at it against the light the way she did with all of them, and tucked it into her bra. “Perfect. Now undress. Slowly.”

He took off his shirt, his pants, his socks, his underwear, under her gaze as she watched him the way you watch merchandise you’ve just paid for. He folded each garment carefully on the chair, because at home he had always done it that way, and Petra let him, with an amused and attentive air. When he was naked, already half hard, with his narrow shoulders and his hairless chest rising and falling quickly, she circled him slowly, her heels tapping softly on the floor.

“Raise your arms,” she said. “Turn around. Stay still.”

She examined him from head to toe, her fingers brushing his back, his hips, the inside of his thighs. At one point she stopped behind him, laid her lips on the nape of his neck, and whispered in his ear: “Do you know you’re the first one I’m doing this with calmly? With all the others it’s a job. With you it’s an exam.”

“It’s not much,” she said then, coming back in front of him, with a cruel sweetness. “We both know it. But it’s yours, and tonight I’m using it.”

She laid him on the bed, and took two soft ropes from the leather bag at the foot of the mattress, the same ones she had seen Leland handle with such patience. She tied his wrists to the headboard, one at a time, without binding too tight, then passed a silk scarf over his eyes and knotted it behind his head.

“How are you?” she asked.

“Fine, ma’am.”

“If you want me to stop, say lemon. Like with me.”

“Lemon,” he repeated, his voice coming out thin from the darkness of the silk.

Petra sat on the edge of the bed. For a few seconds she did nothing, and he heard only the rustle of satin, her breathing, the sweet smell of her perfume. Then two fingers brushed his chest, moved down his breastbone, stopped on his belly.

“Still,” she said. “Don’t move. Don’t come without my permission. If you do, it’s all over and I send you home.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

She bent over him. Before even touching him, she breathed in deeply, and smelled his skin: the faint, sweetish warmth of a man who has waited three days, a hint of held-back arousal rising from his groin, barely veiled by the lavender soap. It was a mild smell, almost childlike, which she hadn’t paid attention to in years, and for a moment it felt like discovering it. The first contact was the tip of her tongue, light, on the head, a caress so faint it seemed imagined. Orrin held his breath. She came back, and this time her tongue slid slowly along the whole length, from base to tip, and he felt the wet warmth of her mouth take him halfway. He had the taste she knew by heart, clean, slightly sweet, without that something animal, male, that always excited her about Silas. Petra found it almost tender in that simplicity. Then she pulled away.

“Too soon,” she murmured. “Breathe.”

She started again, deeper. She took him all the way into her mouth, her lips tight around the base, her throat opening, and he arched his back with a moan. Saliva ran down his thighs, cold on his burning skin. Then she pulled away again, suddenly, and he let out a whimper.

“Please,” he said, without realizing it.

“Please what?”

“Please, don’t stop.”

“You don’t decide,” Petra said, with a calm that tensed his arms against the ropes. “I decide.”

She brought him to the edge three times. Each time she took him in her mouth, sucked him with a slowness that seemed endless, her hand gripping the base to slow him down, and when she felt his thighs tense, the muscles of his belly contract, her mouth pulled away and only her warm breath was left on the wet skin. At every stop he trembled more, his forehead beaded with sweat, his wrists pulling at the ropes without being able to change anything. From the tip ran a clear thread almost without taste, and Petra gathered it with her tongue, slowly, drop after drop, while the air of the room grew thick with sweat and amber and his broken breath. She had always thought of him as a man who made do with little. She had never tried to see what he could become if you brought him to the limit and decided not to let him fall.

“Tell me who’s in charge tonight,” she said, between one pause and the next, her voice low near his ear.

“You, ma’am.”

“And tomorrow?”

“You.”

“And the day after tomorrow?”

Orrin hesitated. In that second of silence he felt the weight of the whole question, the road ahead of him, the choice his wife had asked him to make on a night of tears and bruises. Then he answered, and his voice came out steadier than he expected.

“Always you.”

Petra said nothing. She stayed motionless, and then he felt her lips settle on his, a brief, firm kiss, almost a signature. When she pulled away, her breathing had changed.

She got up from the bed, and he heard the rustle of the robe falling to the floor, then that of the stockings being slowly peeled off. The mattress sank under her weight. Petra climbed on top of him, straddling him, and for an instant only brushed him, her swollen, wet lips sliding along him without taking him in.

“Now you go in,” she said. “But I’m the one who moves.”

She guided him inside her with one hand, and Orrin felt her warmth envelop him, a tight, wet heat that took his breath away. She stayed still, her hands resting on his chest, and began to move slowly, in circles, with a mastery no one had taught her and that was all her own. Her heavy breasts swayed above his blindfolded face, the nipples brushing his chin with every movement, and the smell of her body, sweat, amber, the sweet musk of her arousal, hit him in waves.

“Do you want to come?” she asked.

“Yes, ma’am. Please.”

“I can’t hear you.”

“Please, may I come?”

“Not yet.” Petra increased the rhythm, slightly, then slowed again, and when he tried to lift his hips to follow her, she laid a hand on his chest and pinned him to the mattress. “I told you I’m the one who moves. Tell me what you feel.”

“I feel your warmth,” he gasped. “I feel that you’re wet. I feel that you’re tight.”

“And what else?”

“I smell you. It’s everywhere. Sweet, warm.”

“Good. Keep talking. The more you talk, the longer you last.”

He obeyed, the words coming out in pieces, broken sentences, a river of small true things: her breast brushing his chin, the wet sound they made together, the sweat running down his sides. And at every sentence she smiled, in the dark of the room, her eyes half closed and her mouth slightly open, because she understood that she wasn’t just dominating him. She was listening to him as she never had before.

Petra slowed, nearly stopped. She looked down at him, his face covered by the silk, his lips parted, the expression of a man awaiting a verdict. And there, in that precise moment, she understood that she was doing something more than a game. She was giving him back the place that he, that first night with the bank letter on the table, had decided to cede to her.

“Yes,” she said. “Now you may.”

Orrin came with a strangled cry, his body taut as a bow, the ropes cutting into his wrists, and Petra felt him pulse inside her in long, warm contractions. She laid a hand on his cheek and accompanied him, without hurry, until the spasms died and his breath became a tired hiss.

Then she untied his wrists, one at a time, and removed the blindfold. He blinked in the yellow light, his eyes shining.

“How are you?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “I’m... fine.”

“You still have your place,” she said. “It’s just that now I know where it is.”

She brought him a glass of water, and a blanket, and stayed beside him until he stopped shaking. She massaged his reddened wrists with a chamomile cream, the one Leland had given her, and Orrin let her, his eyes half closed, in the quiet silence of a room where no one had to prove anything.

“Can I tell you something?” he asked, after a while.

“Tell me.”

“I liked it. More than I would have thought.” He hesitated. “And it scares me that I liked it.”

“Me too.” Petra stroked his hair, and the tuft he usually combed with such care got ruffled under her fingers without his protesting. “I don’t know where we’ll end up, Orrin. But I’d rather not know it with you than without you.”

“Did you come?” he asked her.

“I liked it. I didn’t come completely, if that’s what you mean.”

“And with the others? Do you come completely?”

“Yes, but it’s a different thing. There’s no love with them.”

“Not even with Silas?”

At that question Petra’s face darkened. “Love with Silas? I don’t know if that’s what it is. It’s something strong, with him, I’d want him inside me always. It’s something more instinctive than love.”

He didn’t want to know anything more.

Later, while he dozed with his head in her lap, Petra reached a hand toward the nightstand, took the green notebook he had left there and opened it to the last page. She took the pen, and beneath the fifth rule, in her rounder handwriting, wrote:

6. The final decision is mine.

Then she closed the notebook, set it on the nightstand, and turned off the light.
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The Bet 

It was a Friday in late November, and the wind off the ocean was banging the shutters against the walls like someone asking to be let in. In the kitchen the air smelled of roast chicken and rosemary. Petra and Orrin were eating alone, for once without hurry, with a bottle of red wine open between the plates and the green notebook closed on the windowsill, next to the little pink test box that neither of them mentioned anymore.

“Tomorrow I have to go to Bandon,” Petra said, cutting a drumstick. “A new man, they told me he’s fine.”

“I’ll drive you.”

“I know you’ll drive me.”

They both smiled, almost at the same moment, and that was when the doorbell rang, once, then twice, then three times in a row, with the fury of someone who has no intention of waiting.

Orrin set down his napkin. “Who could that be at this hour?”

“Go see.”

He opened the door, and the wind slapped him in the face with a smell of whiskey and cigarettes and cold night. On the porch there were three men. Silas, whom he recognized at once, enormous under the yellow porch light, with a canvas jacket open over his chest. And behind him two others, who looked remarkably like him: same height, same shoulders, same dark skin, one with a short beard and the other with a wool cap pulled down to his eyebrows. Their eyes were bright and their movements a little loose, those of men who have been drinking for three hours and aren’t tired yet.

“Where’s the whore?” Silas said.

Orrin stood with his hand on the knob. “Silas, what...”

“We want to have fun.” Silas laid a hand on his chest, without force but without leaving him a choice, and moved him aside the way you move an open door. He came in, followed by the other two, who shut the door with a heel and walked past Orrin without looking at him. He felt them pass, and the hallway filled with the dense smell they carried on them, many hours’ sweat, smoke, alcohol, and beneath it, lower and hotter, something animal and stale, of bodies that hadn’t washed in a day and had touched other bodies.

In the kitchen, Petra had stood up. Silas reached her in three strides. He pulled a wad of bills from the inside pocket of his jacket, counted out five hundreds and tossed them on the table, among the plates, next to the chicken.

“For the three of us,” he said. “All night.”

Orrin appeared in the doorway, his face pale. “What kind of manners are these? How dare you walk into my house and...”

Petra turned. She went to him and put a finger on his lips, with a gesture so calm it took the air out of him. She didn’t look at him with anger, or with fear. She looked at him with that firm sweetness you use to quiet a child.

“I’ll take care of it, Orrin,” she said softly. “You sit on the couch and watch TV.”

He tried to answer, and nothing came out. Petra brushed his cheek, turned to Silas, took his hand in hers and led him out of the kitchen. She paused a moment at the hallway door, and spoke to the other two.

“Follow us.”

Orrin watched them file past him, one after another, as Petra opened the bedroom door. She let all three in. Then she went in herself, shut it behind her, and the click of the key turning in the lock was clearly audible.

He stood in the middle of the living room. The kitchen was motionless, the chicken by now cold, the money scattered on the table, his glass of wine still full. For a long moment he didn’t move. Then he dragged himself to the couch, sat down, turned on the TV and raised the volume.

It was no use.

From the bedroom came first a laugh, deep, low, the laugh of a man with nothing to lose. Then the rustle of clothes, the thud of a belt, the creak of the bed under a weight. Then Petra’s voice, low and cheerful: “Easy, boys. One thing at a time.” And then silence, and then the first moan.

They undressed her quickly, all three pairs of hands together, and Petra let them, her heart pounding in her wrists. They were enormous. One more than the next. She felt the bed sink under their weight, big calloused hands climbing her thighs, gripping her breasts, opening her legs. The smell hit her all at once. The whiskey on their breath, the smoke soaked into their clothes, and beneath it, stronger, that of their bodies after hours of drinking and driving, and of a brothel where they had left something that was more than money. Hot, salty, sharp sweat, and beneath it, hidden between the thighs and the groin, the heavy smell of the sex of men who hadn’t washed in a day, sweetish and rank at once, of stale milk and lukewarm sea. She breathed it in with full lungs and noticed, with a kind of astonishment, that her mouth was watering.

“I like it,” she whispered, and laughed. “You’re filthy.”

“We’ve been around,” Silas said, his voice thick with alcohol.

She took Dorsey, the one with the beard, in her mouth, while Silas pulled her astride him. Dorsey’s taste was strong, hot, salty, with a bitter hint of sweat that made her clench her thighs. Silas entered her with a slow, deep thrust, and she moaned around the cock in her mouth. Ellis, the third, the one with the cap, knelt behind her with a tube of gel in one hand. Petra felt the cold, then the pressure, and let herself go forward.

They took her all together. It was an invasion with no breath, a single mass of skin and heat that filled every opening, her mouth, her belly, her back, her hips, and she found herself crying out around what held her, unable to say anything but sounds.

Dorsey’s body pressed against her face, and with every thrust she breathed deeper, her nose crushed against his skin, in the damp heat where the smell was strongest: dried sweat, faint urine, the sweetish and salty scent of a body that had already sweated and already come. Beneath her Silas’s chest slid glistening, and his breath tasted of whiskey and cigarettes. Behind her, Ellis panted a different smell, drier and sharper, of chewing tobacco and wind-burned skin. It was like being inside a hot, heavy cloud made of three men, and every breath of air she took went straight between her legs.

In the living room, Orrin stared at the screen without seeing anything. A man was talking about the weather forecast, about a front moving in along the coast. From the hallway came the rhythmic noise of the headboard banging against the wall, dull, regular, one crash after another. And over the noise, his wife’s moans, at times muffled, at times swollen and shameless, and the men’s voices laughing, urging, cursing.

He stood up. He found himself in front of the door without knowing how. He laid his hand on the knob, and found it locked. He stayed still. Behind the wood he heard a long scream, which could have been of pain or pleasure, or both. He remembered the green notebook, the rules, the fifth: if you say lemon, you call me and I come. She hadn’t called. She had locked the door.

He knocked twice, softly.

“Petra? Is everything okay?”

For a moment nothing happened. Then her voice, broken, muffled, wet with saliva, came in fragments from the bedroom.

“Mmh... yes... mmh... everything... ah! ... fine... don’t... mmmh... don’t... come in...”

Orrin understood almost nothing. He heard only a broken voice and something that sounded like a yes. Behind the door, a man’s laugh; then the sound of a slap, and Petra letting out a high moan, and the rhythm again. He pulled away from the wood. He went back to the couch, sat down, and stayed still with his hands clenched on his knees.

Inside, the three changed positions several times. They put her on all fours, with Silas beneath her and Ellis behind and Dorsey in front. They had her climb onto Ellis, who took her from below while Silas entered her in the other place, and she found herself screaming with her mouth full of Dorsey’s cock, as he held her head with one hand. Sweat ran down her back. Her buttocks, her breasts, her thighs were covered in sweat and saliva. The three smells merged into one, thick, hot, briny, a smell of animals and sea and night that filled her head and made her wetter.

At a certain point, when the hours had lost all meaning, Silas laid her on her back on the bed and collapsed beside her, panting. Dorsey and Ellis lay down on the other side, with limp legs and skin glistening with sweat. For a few minutes no one said anything. Semen ran from her mouth, from her belly, from her back, gluing her hair to her forehead.

“We were at a brothel, earlier,” Silas said, in a low voice, with a laugh that shook his chest. “Professionals, no passion. Statues. We were disappointed, and so I told them I know one hell of a whore. One who gets off while she works. You.” He turned toward her, looked at her with shining eyes. “I bet them you wouldn’t let us down. That you’d do whatever it took to get us up every time, until morning. Don’t make me lose the bet.”

Petra laughed, and it was a broad, free laugh, shaken by something new. She reached out her hands in the dark, found Dorsey’s cock and Silas’s and gripped them, one in each hand, still slick and warm, while she bent over Ellis and took him in her mouth, tasting the strong, bitter flavor of his remaining semen, of salt and sweat and whiskey.

She pulled away slightly, leaving him on her tongue. She held two men in her hands and one between her lips, and raised her eyes to Silas.

“Is this good enough?”

He laughed too, and Dorsey and Ellis burst out laughing, a big laugh that shook the bed and made the walls tremble. From the living room, barely audible under the drone of the television, came a cough.

The night didn’t end until they were finished. The hours passed between short sleeps and savage wakings, and more than once Petra felt herself seized, turned over, opened again, filled again. Around five in the morning, when the window began to lighten, one of the three was still inside her, with a broken moan, and she had stopped counting. She was destroyed, wet down to her hair, dirty with everything those three enormous bodies had to give. And she couldn’t remember ever having been so alive.

When they came out of the bedroom, at six, Orrin was still on the couch. He hadn’t slept. The TV was off, and the cold chicken on the table now had an accusing look. The three men crossed the living room with heavy steps, putting their jackets back on, trading slurred phrases and tired laughter. Petra came behind them, wrapped in a sheet that covered nothing.

Ellis was the first to stop in front of Orrin. He bent down and slapped him on the shoulder.

“Your wife is the best whore in the world,” he said. “Try her yourself sometime.”

Dorsey chuckled. “She emptied me completely, your missus. She latched onto my cock to drain me down to the last drop. She swallows like it’s all she wants.”

“You should put her on the street,” Ellis added. “She’s insatiable.”

Petra laughed along with them, a low, satisfied laugh. “On the street? That would be an interesting idea.”

Orrin didn’t laugh. He kept his eyes down, on his feet, and his hands clenched.

It was Silas who noticed the rest. He stopped, looked at Petra, the dried semen crusting her hair at the nape, the drops running down her cleavage and chest, the soiled sheet. He smiled, a slow, mean smile.

“Hug your little husband.”

She hesitated an instant, then played along. She went to the couch, sat on Orrin’s lap just as she was, naked under the sheet, with all that filth on her, and wrapped her arms around his neck. Orrin buried his face in her neck without meaning to, and the smell hit him full: salt, sweat, whiskey, the stale sweetness of three men’s semen, and beneath it, farther away, his wife’s.

“Look at me,” Silas said to that strange couple.

The two of them turned toward him, as he already had his phone in hand. He pointed it at her, with a broad smile. He took the shot.

“I’m sending this to my friends,” he said, studying the screen. “With your cell number underneath, Petra. You’ll see how many bookings.”

She looked at the lens, with Orrin’s face hidden in her neck and her arms tight around him. She stayed still for an instant, then smiled.

“The number’s the one on the new phone, not the home one,” she said. “And I want gentlemen.”

“Perfect gentlemen, like the three of us,” Silas promised, and his laugh made the window glass vibrate.

They left laughing, all three, into the gray light of dawn, jackets over their shoulders and the door left open behind them. The wind came into the house in waves. Petra stayed where she was, on Orrin’s lap, her head resting against his, until the sound of the pickup faded away down Fairview Road. Neither of them moved. On the table, next to the cold chicken, the five hundred-dollar bills still looked, in the morning light, as if they had just fallen.
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The Child 

Petra slept until three in the afternoon. Orrin saw her only once, in passing, when he went into the bedroom to get a clean shirt: she was sprawled crosswise on the bed, naked, her hair glued together with dried semen and her mouth half open, wearing an expression of total peace he hadn’t seen on her in months. He closed the door without making a sound. Then he gathered the five hundred-dollar bills from the kitchen table, folded them and put them in the metal box, next to the green notebook.

The burner phone began to vibrate that same evening. Petra found it on the nightstand when she woke, its screen lighting up at regular intervals, one message after another, and picked it up with the curiosity of a child who finds an unexpected present. She sat on the edge of the bed, wrapped in the sheet, and began to read.

“How many?” Orrin asked from the doorway, a cup of coffee in his hand.

“Thirty-one. Since this morning.” She scrolled with her thumb, and laughed softly. “One from Roseburg, one from Gold Beach, two from Coos Bay. One asks if I’m the lady of the couch.”

“The lady of the couch.”

“Looks like the photo made the rounds.” She raised her eyes, and there was no fear in her look. “They all have my number. And they all write with the commas in the right place, as promised.”

Orrin sat down beside her. The coffee shook a little in his cup. “Doesn’t it bother you?”

“It bothers me that what they did to us keeps going around in my head, but not the rest.” She laid a hand on his knee. “Orrin, last night you sat on the couch for nine hours.”

“I know.”

“You knocked once.”

“I didn’t know what to do.”

“You did what you had to. You waited.” She took his hand. “I didn’t say lemon to you, and you knew it. You weren’t a bad husband. You were a good guardian.”

Later, Orrin filled the tub for her. Petra let herself slide into the hot water with a long sigh, and for a few minutes said nothing. The steam rose carrying a thick smell, that of a whole night coming off her: rancid whiskey, the sweat of three men, the stale sweetness of dried semen dissolving and floating in whitish threads on the surface. Orrin knelt beside the tub and washed her hair, for a long time, his fingers loosening the crusts one by one.

“Does it disgust you?” she asked, with her eyes closed.

“No.” It was the truth, and he knew it. It went straight to his chest, that smell, and he couldn’t pull away from it. “It does something else to me.”

“I know.”

He washed her neck, her back, her swollen, red breasts where hands had squeezed too hard. She let him, the bruises surfacing on her thighs like small violet flowers, and at one point she laughed, for no reason, a short, tired laugh.

“Do you know what Silas told me, while they were putting me to bed, around four?” she murmured. “He told me he had never met a woman like me.”

“What did you answer?”

“That I had never met a man like my husband either.” She opened one eye and looked at him. “And I meant it.”

They talked for a long time that afternoon, sitting at the table with the green notebook open between them and two cups of tea gone cold. Petra dictated, and Orrin wrote, in his neat handwriting, under rule number six. 7. No more than two men a day. 8. Anyone who wants more than an hour pays double. 9. Never without Orrin knowing where I am. 10. If more than two men lock the door, Orrin has the right to knock three times.

“Three times,” he repeated, looking at the line. “Why three?”

“Because once sounds like a prayer. Three times is an order.” Petra smiled. “But you’ll only use it if you need to.”

There was a pause, and he was the one who broke the silence. “The couch,” he said softly. “You can see the couch in the photo.”

She didn’t answer right away. It was true. Silas, in the haste of dawn, had shot from an angle that included the striped cushions, the lamp with the burned shade, a piece of the bookcase. Anyone who had been in that house would recognize it.

“I know,” she said. “I thought of that too.”

“If someone recognizes it...”

“Then we’ll deal with it when it happens.” She looked him in the eyes. “We can’t live afraid of what might happen. We already lived that way once, and we gave away two babies.”

Orrin said nothing. He lowered his eyes to the notebook, and reread the rules one by one, and they seemed to him sturdier than anything else.

On Tuesday, at city hall, he got the first confirmation that the weather was changing. He was in the records office, a file in his hand, when the clerk at the next desk, a man of sixty with glasses on his forehead, looked at him longer than necessary.

“Is your wife doing all right, Orrin?”

“Great. Why?”

“Nothing. Something my brother-in-law told me, at the supermarket in Bandon.” The man shook his head, with a half smile that said nothing. “It must be a rumor. These towns...”

Orrin went back to his desk with sweaty hands. He reread the same line of a form three times without understanding it. When he went out into the yard at noon, the sanitation truck was parked as it was every Tuesday, and Taggart wasn’t there. He didn’t know whether to be relieved or frightened. He went home and said nothing to Petra, but that evening, for the first time in weeks, he locked the front door with both bolts.

Taggart showed up the following Saturday, at seven in the evening, the smell of smoke and sweat coming into the house a moment before him. Orrin greeted him from the doorway, without looking him in the eyes, and went off to the kitchen with his notebook. Petra welcomed him in the bedroom with a wide smile.

“I have to tell you something,” Taggart said, taking off his jacket. “The photo. It was going around last night at the bar, in Myrtle Point. Someone recognized the couch.”

“Who?”

“A guy who’s been to see you once, two months ago.” Taggart sat on the bed, his hands on his knees. “He asked me if I knew who the woman was. I said no. But I took the phone out of his hand and deleted the photo.”

Petra looked at him in surprise. “Why?”

“Because I respect you more than it looks.” He said it in a low voice, almost embarrassed. “I thought you should know.”

She went up to him, and kissed him on the cheek, a brief kiss. Then she knelt in front of him and unzipped his jeans. The smell hit her as always: hot, salty, the sweat of a man who had worked ten hours and carried on him the smoke of every cigarette of the day, and beneath it, warm and sweetish, the scent of his sex hardening under the yellow light of the nightstand. A month earlier, that smell would have gone straight between her legs. This time, for the first time, it rose in her throat.

She stopped, her lips two inches from him, and swallowed. A thin, acid nausea rose into her mouth like a tide.

“Are you okay?” Taggart asked.

“One moment.” She breathed deeply, with her eyes closed. A second passed, then another, and the nausea slowly withdrew, leaving behind a cold trail on her skin. She smiled. “I’m fine. I ate too much.”

She took him in her mouth, slowly, tasting what she now knew by heart, salty and warm, with that undertone of sea that had never failed her. He groaned, a hand stroking the back of her neck with a gentleness almost surprising for a man his size. But something had changed, and Petra felt it: her body told her to stop more often, to catch her breath, to listen to something that was no longer only pleasure.

He took her on the bed, with her on top, astride, his big hands on her hips. He used no protection, and she didn’t ask for it. He came inside her with a deep groan, and Petra stayed still, above him, with a hand on her belly, wondering, with an almost solemn calm, whether at that moment there was already something there listening to them.

When Taggart left, she shut herself in the bathroom. Orrin heard her from the kitchen: a retch, then another, the sound of water. It was strange, Petra thought, bent over the sink with her forehead on the cold edge of the ceramic: the smell that for months had made her wet, that of a man’s hot sweat and sex, now seemed to her a thick smoke clinging to her hair. Even the smell of coffee, the morning before, had bothered her. Even the smell of soap. She rinsed her mouth with ice-cold water, for a long time. When she came out, her face was pale and her eyes shining, but her lips curved in a smile.

“I’m fine,” she said. “Too much work.”

“Petra.”

“I know what you’re thinking.”

“It’s almost seven weeks now.” He handed her a glass of water, his hands trembling slightly. “You’ve had it on the windowsill for over a month.”

She looked at the little pink box, still closed, with dust on the lid. Then she looked at him. “Tomorrow morning,” she said.

They didn’t sleep that night. They lay in bed, side by side, with the lamp off, listening to the wind rising on the roof. She took his hand and placed it on her belly, and he left it there, without asking anything. Around four Petra fell asleep, her breathing slowing.

She woke at dawn. Orrin heard her slip down from the bed, barefoot on the cold floor, and cross the hall. He heard the bathroom door close, the rustle of the little box being torn open. Then silence, a very long silence, in which he heard only the beating of his own heart.

The door opened.

Petra stood in the doorway, in her nightgown, the test in her hand. She said not a word. She raised her hand and showed him the stick, with two pink lines, clear and parallel, in the gray morning light.

Then she began to laugh. Not a laugh, but something broader and less controllable, that shook her shoulders, came out of her eyes, made her legs uncertain. She crossed the room in two steps and threw herself into Orrin’s arms, and he caught her in midair, his hands gripping her back.

“I’m pregnant!” she shouted, against his neck. “We’re pregnant, Orrin! Look! Look!”

“I see it.”

“This time we keep it! We’re not giving it away!” She pulled back to look at him, her face wet with tears and her eyes shining as he had never seen them. “You promised me, that night, remember? If you get pregnant, we’ll keep it.”

“I remember.”

Petra kissed him, a long, salty kiss, and then pulled away again, leaping off the bed and spinning barefoot, with her arms open. She was still laughing. She stopped in front of the window, put her hands on her belly, and stood watching the garden brighten, the black firs against a pearl-colored sky, the empty road.

Orrin watched her from the bed. He was smiling, but the smile stopped halfway, like something that can’t find a way in. He was thinking of a crib in the living room, and of skin that might be too dark, or too light, or neither. He was thinking of Silas, of Taggart, of Beckett, of Thatcher and the suite in Portland. He was thinking of a town where everyone knew everyone’s license plate. And beneath all those thoughts, slower and more stubborn, another one was growing, that didn’t seem real to him: that that child, whatever face it had, would be in his house, and that there would be no more two signatures to put on an adoption form.

“I’ll call Dr. Haskell Monday,” Petra said, still facing the window, her hands on her belly. “I want to know how far along I am. And whether everything’s okay.”

“And work?”

“I’ll keep going, as long as I can. With more care.” She turned. “No flogger, obviously. Nothing violent. And no more nights like that one.” Then she smiled. “Well, maybe one every now and then, until the belly gets in the way.”

“Petra.”

“I’m kidding.” But she wasn’t entirely kidding, and they both knew it.

“Orrin?” she asked, studying him. “What are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking we need to buy a crib,” he said, and this time the smile reached all the way.

“You’ll be a wonderful father, you know that?”

“I don’t even know if you’ll let me be a father.”

“Who?”

“Everyone. The town, people, that face it’ll have.” He fell silent a moment. “But I will be, Petra. If you let me, I will.”

“I’ll let you,” she said, and for an instant her face turned serious. “I’ll let you have everything you ask for. As long as you never stop staying.”

She laughed again. But when she turned toward the window, he stayed looking at her a moment longer, his hands clasped between his knees, wondering whose eyes they would be, and how he would manage, one day, to look into them.
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A Year Later 

The morning always began the same way. The baby woke at six with a thin cry, then a more insistent one, and Orrin was already on his feet before the second one ended, barefoot on the cold floor, with his hair mussed and the tuft that nobody saw him comb so carefully anymore. He lifted the baby from the crib, held him against his chest, and talked to him in a half voice about things that didn’t matter, about the coffee, the wind, a truck going by.

The baby had skin the color of dark honey and black, curly hair, and two big, very serious eyes that took in the world with an almost adult attention. Orrin watched him for a long time, some mornings, without tiring. A few months earlier he had stopped looking for resemblances, and had begun to feel only the warm, living weight in his arms.

“Give him to me,” Petra would say from the bed, her nightgown already open at the chest.

She nursed him sitting on the new couch, the one they’d bought in the spring after burning the old one in the yard, her feet up on the ottoman and a blanket over her knees. The baby latched on with a fierce hunger, and Petra closed her eyes and smiled. She had become softer, fuller, with a sweetness in her hips and breasts that she had never had, and the scent she wore, warm milk, skin, a sweet, almost buttery smell, spread through the living room like something alive.

Breakfast was a ritual. Orrin made scrambled eggs with toast, Petra ate with the baby in her lap, and every so often he cut her a piece of apple and put it in her mouth the way you do with a little girl, and she pretended to protest. The baby followed the fork with his eyes, gravely, like a tiny judge.

“He has your nose,” Petra said one morning, blowing on her mug.

“He doesn’t have my nose.”

“He has your way of frowning when he thinks.”

“That, yes,” he admitted, and laughed. Then he bent to kiss the baby’s head, and Petra looked at him with a tenderness so open that for a moment he lost his breath. At seven thirty he took his jacket, and the baby grabbed his collar with chubby fingers, and every time it took a minute to pry him loose.

The mortgage had been paid off in April. Orrin still remembered the day the bank clerk handed him the letter, in that anonymous, impersonal print he had seen only once, a long time ago, in the kitchen, under the rain. Paid in full. He had read the words three times. Then he had gone out to the street and sat on the curb, with the paper in his hands, breathing. His father’s old debt was gone too, and with it the weight that had kept him bent for twenty years.

The clients had become few. Silas twice a month, sometimes three times. Beckett when he was passing through. Taggart, who in the meantime had stopped calling and had started sending holiday greetings. Leland, from time to time, for a quiet session, now that she was back in shape. The green notebook, in the kitchen drawer, had two new lines at the bottom. 11. The baby never goes in the bedroom when there is a client. 12. Orrin stays with him.

In town, after the first months of murmuring, people had stopped asking questions. Some looked at the baby with curiosity, some with suspicion, and some with an embarrassed tenderness that didn’t know where to settle. Orrin had learned to answer with a single sentence, said in a steady voice: He’s my son. He had repeated it so many times that he no longer felt the need to add anything.

Once a week they went to the supermarket together, with the stroller that Beckett had given them without a word and a three-line note. Petra pushed, Orrin carried the basket. In the frozen food aisle a woman with a perm, whom Orrin had known since school, stopped to look into the stroller, and for a moment her smile faltered.

“What a beautiful baby,” she said. “Whose...?”

“Ours,” Orrin answered, before she finished. He said it softly, but without lowering his eyes.

The woman nodded, red in the face, and went off toward the dairy. Petra squeezed his hand on the handle of the cart, and for the rest of the shopping neither of them spoke, but he walked straighter, with a new lightness in his shoulders.

In the evening, bath time was his job. He filled the little tub with lukewarm water, tested the temperature with his elbow, and the baby slapped the water and splashed everywhere, laughing with his whole body, while Petra, leaning in the doorway, watched with her arms folded and the smile of someone looking at something she doesn’t yet know whether she deserves.

“You’re a ridiculous father,” she’d say. “You talk to him like a colleague.”

“I explain things to him.”

“What things?”

“How the world works.”

“And how does it work?”

Orrin thought about it a moment, with the baby in his arms wrapped in a towel, and always gave the same answer. “That they love you anyway.”

It was a Saturday afternoon in December, almost a year since the evening Silas had brought his friends, and outside the wind carried the smell of the ocean against the windowpanes. The baby, just fed, was dozing against Petra’s chest with his mouth half open and a tiny drop of milk on his chin. Orrin was sitting on the arm of the couch, with a book open on his knees that he hadn’t read for half an hour.

“Do you remember the bank letter?” Petra said, without opening her eyes. “That night, in the kitchen.”

“I remember it.”

“When you said there were men willing to pay for a woman like me, I thought you’d gone crazy.”

“So did I.” Orrin closed the book. “For a year I thought it was the worst thing I had ever said.”

“And now?”

He looked at the baby, sleeping with his fist clenched on her breast, and then looked at her. “Now I don’t know whether I’d do it all again. But I wouldn’t change how it ended.”

“It hasn’t ended, Orrin.” Petra opened her eyes and smiled, a slow, full smile. “It was never a story that ends.”

“What time is it?” she asked then.

“Ten of four.”

“Then he’s about to arrive.” She smiled, without opening her eyes. “Silas booked for four.”

The doorbell rang at four on the dot.

Orrin got up and went to answer. On the porch was Silas, enormous as always, with his canvas jacket zipped to his neck and a box of cookies under his arm. Behind him, in the low afternoon light, the sky looked like gray glass.

“Orrin,” he said, with a nod.

“Silas.”

He came in, wiping his boots on the mat, and shut the door behind him with one hand. He held the box of cookies out to Orrin, in an almost shy gesture.

“For the tea. Not for the little one, who doesn’t have teeth yet.”

“Thanks,” Orrin said, and took it. It was a strange thing, he thought, to receive a gift from the man who in a few minutes would be in his bed. And yet they both took it with the same naturalness with which you pass the salt at the table. In the living room Petra had gotten up from the couch, the baby in her arms, wrapped in a light blue blanket. She went to meet him without hurry, and when she was a step away from him she rose on tiptoe and kissed him on the mouth, with tongue, for a long time, with no embarrassment, while with her free arm she held the baby against her chest.

Orrin stood still, his hand still on the door. Then he went to put the water on for tea.

“More and more beautiful, this baby,” Silas said, pulling away, and his big hands brushed the blanket. “Can I hold him?”

“Of course.”

She handed him over. The baby, in Silas’s enormous hands, looked even smaller, a soft bundle that had already fallen back asleep, his dark cheek resting against Silas’s dark wrist. Silas looked at him for a long time, with an expression Orrin had never seen on him, quiet and almost astonished.

“Look, Orrin,” Petra said, turning toward the kitchen, her eyes shining. “What a lovely scene. Two drops of water. Don’t you think?”

Orrin came back to the doorway, the spoon still in his hand. He looked at the man and the baby, the two round heads, the two broad noses, the same cut of the eyes, the same skin of ebony and honey. It was true. It had always been true.

He nodded, timidly.

Silas came over to him, the baby on his arm, and smiled, a broad, almost kind smile. “You hold him now,” he said. “I have things to do.”

He put him in Orrin’s arms with a delicacy surprising for those hands. Orrin took him against his chest, supporting his head, and the little one, barely awake, opened his black eyes, looked at him a moment, then closed them again.

Silas took Petra by the hand. She followed him without a word, down the hall, to the bedroom door. They went in, and the door closed. The click of the key was clearly audible.

“Let’s go easy, Silas,” Petra’s voice said, from the other side, with a held-back laugh. “I wouldn’t want the baby to think badly of his mommy.”

Silas laughed, a deep, long laugh that made the wood of the door vibrate. In the living room Orrin sat on the new couch, the sleeping baby against his chest, and listened. A year earlier he would have clenched his fists, held his breath, counted the seconds. Now the sounds coming from the bedroom, the creak of the bed, Silas’s low voice, her laughter, seemed to him part of the house, like the wind in the shutters and the ticking of the stove. They hurt him no less than before. But he had learned that pain, if you didn’t leave it alone, could sit in the next room beside something bigger.

Inside the bedroom, Silas had taken off his jacket, and the room had filled with his smell, the same smell Petra had learned to love and to recognize anywhere: hot sweat, resin, the sharp sweetness of his skin after a day of work, and beneath it, deeper, that of his desire, full and salty, that rose to her nostrils and melted her knees before he even touched her. She unbuttoned her nightgown, and her breast, swollen with milk, fell heavy into his hands. From one nipple a white drop beaded.

“Now that you’re nursing, your breasts are even bigger,” Silas said, in a low voice. “Can I taste?”

“Of course.”

He bent down, took the nipple between his lips, and began to suck. Petra threw her head back with a long moan, her fingers sinking into his short hair. The milk came out in small warm jets, and Silas drank it slowly, with deep breaths, without pulling away, moving from one breast to the other, and a white thread ran down his chin, sweet, almost of butter and almond. She watched him with half-closed eyes, her belly contracting with every swallow, and the smell of milk mingled with that of his skin, and with that, rising on its own, of her already wet sex.

Silas lifted her bodily. He threw her on the bed with a slow, powerful movement, and the mattress bounced under her body. He opened her thighs with his broad hands, pulled down his pants, and stayed a moment looking at her, already short of breath.

“Do I have to use protection, now?”

Petra smiled. She reached out her arms to him, her hair spread across the pillow, her breast still leaking small drops of milk, and stroked his cheek with one finger.

“What are you saying,” she said. “A little brother for our son would be nice.”

Silas laughed, and entered her with a single thrust, and Petra arched her back with a short cry, her hands clinging to his broad shoulders. He moved slowly at first, sinking all the way in, then with a full, deep rhythm that made the headboard knock against the wall. The milk still dripped from her breast and slid across her chest, mingling with the sweat, and the smell of their sex rose hot and sweetish, salty and creamy, like something alive.

“Come inside me,” she moaned, her legs tight around his hips. “Like always. All the way.”

Her moan crossed the hall and was lost in the living room, where Orrin gently rocked the sleeping baby, his cheek resting against the baby’s little black, curly head, and whispered to him in a half voice, as he did every morning, things that didn’t matter. About the coffee. About the wind. About a truck going by.
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