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Chapter 1

The air conditioner died in the middle of the worst July I could remember, and the quote to fix it came back at a number that made James go gray in the face. That was the week we finally said out loud the thing we had been circling for months.

"We could take someone in," James said. He said it to his coffee, not to me. "The second bedroom's just sitting there."

I hated the idea. Our house was the one thing we had gotten right. Small, a little shabby, but ours, bought with everything we had and a wedding held in the backyard eight months ago because a real venue was money we did not have. The thought of a stranger in it, hearing us through the walls, leaving his life in our bathroom, made my skin crawl.

But I knew what our bank account looked like. I did the budget.

"Okay," I said. "We put up an ad. We see who answers."

Nobody good answered. For three weeks it was a parade of the unemployable and the strange. A man who wanted to store equipment he would not describe. A kid who showed up high. A guy in his fifties who called me young lady and looked at our framed photos too long. I started to think we would have to give up, and I was almost relieved.

Then Devin.

He texted first, which I liked. Full sentences, no games about the price. He said he needed a room, he was clean and quiet, and he could pay three months up front. That last part is what made James text back within the minute.

He came by on a Thursday, while James was still at work, so I was the one who opened the door. I was in cutoffs and a tank top with the box fan roaring behind me because the house was ninety degrees and there was nothing to be done about it.

He was gorgeous. Not in a soft way. He filled the doorway and I had to tip my head back to look at him, built like something that got looked at for a living, a thin T-shirt clinging in the heat and hiding nothing. Dark skin, damp at the collar. A jaw you wanted to be angry at. He had a duffel over one shoulder like it weighed nothing, and he looked down at me and smiled like he already knew something I didn't. I resented him for it before he'd said a word.

"Ashley," he said. Not a question. He had remembered from two texts.

"Devin. Come in, it's, sorry, it's an oven in here. The AC's broken and we can't fix it right now, it's a whole thing."

His eyes moved over me before he answered, unhurried, the whole way down and the whole way back up. There was no bra under the thin cotton because it was too hot for one, and I felt the look land on every part of me it touched, the curve of my chest, the bare stretch of my legs, the width of my hips, like his attention had weight. My nipples had gone hard under the thin cotton. I felt it happen while he looked at me, and there was no blaming the cold for it in a ninety-degree house. He noticed. Of course he noticed. His mouth curved, slow and certain, and I wanted to slap the look off his face and I wanted to cover myself and I did neither, stood there furious at my own body.

"I don't mind heat." He stepped past me, close, closer than he needed to, and I got the full size of him, the heat coming off his body layered on the heat of the room. "I run hot anyway."

He walked into my living room like it was already partly his. His eyes went around the small rooms taking inventory and came back to me with the same private amusement he'd had on the step, like he'd noticed me notice him. It irritated me instantly, all of it, the size of him, the ease, the fact that a man had walked into my house and my body had answered before my brain got a vote.

"Kitchen's back there," I said, too brisk, walking ahead of him so I did not have to stand there being looked at. "Bathroom you'd share with us. Your room's the one on the left. It's small, but it gets the morning light."

James got home just then and the two of them shook hands and talked about the practical things. The up-front money, the schedule, the parking. I stood in my kitchen with a glass of ice going to water in my hand and watched my husband's whole body loosen with relief. The gray went out of his face. Three months up front meant the mortgage was covered into the fall. It meant breathing room. It meant we were fine.

"He seems solid," James said in bed that night, the fan pushing the thick air around the room. "Right? Easy. Pays upfront. Honestly, best case."

"Yeah," I said. "Best case."

James fell asleep fast, the way he always did. I didn't.

Through the wall I could hear the new sounds of another person in the house. Water running. A door. The creak of weight settling onto the bed in the room that used to be empty.

The house felt smaller with him in it. That was the thing I let myself think about, lying there, that we had traded our privacy for a number in a bank account, that nothing was only ours anymore. That was true and it was annoying and it was easy to be annoyed about.

I did not think about the other thing. The way he had looked down at me in the doorway. The way my irritation had a strange warmth underneath it that I did not want to name. I turned over, away from the wall, put my arm across my husband, and made myself go to sleep.


Chapter 2

Eleven days in, I had a list.

Devin left his dishes in the sink like they would wash themselves. He took forty-minute showers in the one bathroom we shared, which meant I learned to wake up before him or wait. He called me "Ash" after I told him twice it was Ashley, and he did it with a little smile that made clear he'd heard me fine and simply preferred his version. He gave James unsolicited opinions about our life, the car we should sell, the job James should have negotiated harder for, and James, God help him, took it as wisdom instead of arrogance. Eleven days and the man had opinions about everything we owned and everything we had done wrong to end up needing him.

So no. It was not hard to dislike him. That part came easy.

It was a Friday and the heat had sat on the house all day and would not leave. James came home with a case of beer sweating through the box and said he'd surrendered, there was no sleeping before two anyway, and we ended up in the living room with the windows open and the fan going and the beer going warm faster than we could drink it. Devin came out of his room in a tank and gym shorts and took the armchair without asking if it was anyone's spot, which it wasn't, but that was not the point. The point was he never asked.

"You know your gutter's coming off the back of the house," he said, by way of hello.

"Good evening to you too," I said.

"I'm just saying. Water's gonna get behind the fascia. You'll pay for it later." He cracked a beer. "I could fix it in an afternoon."

"We're fine, thanks."

"Suit yourself." He said it the way he said everything, like he'd made a note of my mistake and would be gracious about it when it cost me.

James, three beers in, was loose and happy in a way I hadn't seen in weeks. Devin told a long story about some idiot friend and James laughed and I sat there being the only person in the room not charmed.

"It's this heat," James said, wiping his face. "I keep telling her, it's not forever. Fall comes, things settle, we fix the AC. But right now, man." He shook his head, grinning, and I saw it coming half a second too late. "You should've seen this place before we had a roommate. We just gave up. She'd pad around here all summer in a little tank top and her underwear like it was nothing. Cami and panties, every day. It was great."

He said it with total innocence. He said it the way you show someone a photo from a good trip, wistful, a little proud, missing the house when it was only ours. He was not showing me off. He had no idea he was doing anything at all.

Devin didn't leer. He did something worse. He looked at me, slow and direct, and let a smile spread like he was already picturing it.

"Damn," he said. "And here I show up and ruin it. He shook his head like he'd been genuinely wronged. "That's the real tragedy of this house, James. Forget the AC."

He turned to James, easy, one man to another. "I bet you loved that, though. Coming home every day to a body like that walking around in nothing but a little pair of panties.”

"I mean," James said, laughing, going a little pink, "yeah. It was, yeah. It was good."

"Course it was." Devin looked back at me while he said it, and now the smile had teeth in it. "Woman looks like that, it's basically a crime to make her put clothes on. I'd keep the heat broken on purpose."

James laughed, pleased, taking all of it as friendly talk about the house and their old life and nothing in particular.

But Devin was still looking at me when he said the next part, and this part was for me. "For the record, on my account? Don't change a thing. I'm easy. Dress how you want in your own place." His eyes moved down and came back, taking their time about it, brazen enough that heat climbed my neck. "Be a shame to lose a view like that over a little thing like a stranger in the house."

"Don't hold your breath," I said.

"I've got good lungs. Seems to me a person shouldn't have to start covering up in their own home just because some guy moved into the spare room. If anything the guy should fit in. Make everybody comfortable."

"You could start by rinsing a plate."

That got him. A short laugh, surprised out of him, and for one second I felt like I'd taken a point back.

"You've got a mouth on you, Ash."

"It's Ashley."

"I know." He smiled and drank, and did not look away from me, and I was the one who broke it.

James, delighted, missing all of it, waved his bottle between us like we were two friends he'd successfully introduced. "See, this is good. You two are good."

I went to bed before either of them. Through the wall I could hear the two of them still going, my husband and the man in the spare room, getting along fine without me, and I lay there annoyed at all of it, at the gutter comment and the "Ash" and the forty-minute showers and the way James had handed him that stupid detail for free.


Chapter 3

"Can I say a mean thing," I said, "and you don't defend him?"

James looked up from his phone, already smiling. "No promises."

"He reorganized the spice rack." I sat down on the edge of the bed and started pulling the pins out of my hair. "I went to make dinner and everything was alphabetical. He alphabetized my spices, James. Who hurt this man?"

"Okay, that's a little unhinged," James admitted.

"And then when I said something, he told me, very kindly, like he was doing me a favor, that the old system was, quote, chaos with a cumin problem." I dropped a pin in the dish. "I have never wanted to hit someone with a spice rack before. It's a new feeling. I'm exploring it."

James laughed, and I felt better for making him laugh, because that was the thing about complaining, it only helped if somebody was on your side about it. "He's a lot," James said. "I'll give you that. He's a lot."

"He's a lot. That's the whole review. Four stars, would not room with again." I flopped back next to him. "I know we need him. I do the budget, I know exactly how much we need him. I just want it on record that if he calls me Ash one more time after I've told him three times it's Ashley, I get one free crime."

"One free crime," James agreed, and kissed the side of my head. "I'll testify you were provoked."

"See, this is why I married you."

"I thought it was the abs."

"The abs were a bonus." I turned and kissed him properly, and for a minute it was good, it was us, the easy warm thing we'd always had, the reason I could put up with a hundred degrees and an alphabetized spice rack and a man I couldn't stand in the next room. We had this. That was what mattered.

We were most of the way to sleep when the front door went.

His low voice first, then a woman's, a laugh pitched high and drunk. Two sets of footsteps down the hall. His door shutting.

"Oh no," I mumbled into the pillow.

"Maybe they're just talking," James said.

They were not just talking. For a few minutes it was only a low murmur through the wall, his voice too quiet to make out, hers answering, the ordinary sounds of two people who thought they were being discreet. The wall was solid enough for that much. Normal voices didn't carry in that house.

Then the bed started, a slow rhythmic squeak of the frame, and the woman stopped being discreet.

She was, to put it kindly, a screamer. And she talked. God, she talked. His voice stayed a low murmur I couldn't make words out of, but hers came through the wall like she was in the room with us, climbing and breaking and running on and on, and what she was saying left absolutely nothing to the imagination.

"Oh my God," she wailed. "It's so big, oh my God, your cock, holy shit, it's so fucking big, please, oh my God, how are you this big?"

James made a noise beside me.

"Wow," I said flatly, to the ceiling. "Cool. Great. Love this for us."

"That's, uh." James was trying not to laugh, or trying not to something. "That's really carrying."

"She wants it to carry. Nobody's that loud by accident." I yanked the pillow over my ear, which did nothing. "This is a performance. This is community theater."

But it went on, and it got worse, or better, depending on who you asked, and I was not going to ask myself. The frame kept up its squeak, faster now, and she kept narrating her own destruction at the top of her lungs, so deep, so full, oh God, right there, she couldn't, she was going to, an endless breathless babble about the size of him and what it was doing to her, and under all of it his voice stayed low and even and impossible to make out, which was worse than if I could have heard it. Just that steady murmur while she came apart.

"God, she's really, uh," James started, and didn't finish, because his hand had found my hip in the dark, and I felt the shape of what the sounds were doing to him.

"She's showing off," I said. "Ignore it."

But being touched was better than lying there as an audience, so I didn't stop his hand when it slid from my hip down across my stomach and lower, and when his fingers reached between my legs he went still.

"Babe," he breathed. There was something like awe in it. "You're soaked. You're absolutely dripping."

"It's a hundred degrees in here." The words came out fast. "Everything's sweating."

"That is not sweat." His fingers moved through it, slick and certain, and I heard him swallow. On the other side of the wall the woman's voice hit a pitch that could have shattered glass, and I felt my own body clench hard around nothing, felt a fresh rush of wet spill into my husband's palm, and my face went hot in the dark with an embarrassment I had no words for.

Because I was not enjoying this. That was the insane part. I was lying there irritated, hating the noise, hating the smug theater of the man who'd brought it into my house, wanting nothing but for it to be over so I could sleep, and my body had gone and done this anyway, this humiliating flood of it, giving me away into my husband's hand while I complained out loud.

"See, this is what I'm always saying." James was grinning, climbing over me, reading it exactly wrong and thrilled about it. "A little of this is good for us. Right?"

"Don't narrate it," I said, and pulled him down, because I needed the noise in my head to stop and this was the only off switch I had.

It was fast and quiet. I turned my face away from the wall the whole time and let James think it was about the noise. He finished with his mouth against my shoulder, murmured something soft and happy and slurred, and was asleep inside two minutes, the way he always was.

The wall was not asleep.

It went on. And on. The frame, the voice, the shameless endless narration of a woman who had apparently signed up for the full tour, and a man who apparently did not tire, and I lay there beside my sleeping husband strung so tight I wanted to scream, my thighs still slick, my heart still hammering, my whole body humming at a frequency I could not shut off. I had come and it hadn't helped. If anything it had made it worse, woken something up instead of settling it.

I lasted maybe twenty minutes.

I told myself it wasn't a fantasy. That there was no picture in my head I was chasing, that this was only my body, wound past the point of reason and refusing to let me sleep, a need like any other need at two in the morning.

That held for about four seconds.

Because the picture had been there since the doorway, and now it had sound. It was his hands, his body. It was that low murmur through the drywall, the one I couldn't make out and didn't need to. It was the woman making that noise, because somewhere in the last ten minutes I had put myself in her place and I hadn't even noticed doing it, and once I noticed I did not stop.

So I slid my hand down under my panties and dealt with it. Quiet. Efficient. Furious at myself the entire time, and not stopping. James breathed slow beside me. The wall droned on. I bit my lip and got there in under a minute because I was already so far gone, a hard silent pulse that left me limp and shaking and absolutely certain of what I'd just done.

* * *

I lay there after with my hand still resting between my legs and stared at the dark ceiling.

I hated him. That part I was sure of. The spice rack and the Ash and the smug and the noise, all of it, I hated the whole package and wanted him gone.

It was everything my own body kept doing that I could not begin to explain.


Chapter 4

James lost his job on a Tuesday.

Not fired, exactly. Restructured. The company was moving in a different direction, and the different direction did not have James in it, and he came home at two in the afternoon with a cardboard box of his desk things and a face I had never seen him make before. He set the box on the kitchen table like it might break. A coffee mug I'd given him. A framed photo from our wedding. A stapler I was fairly sure belonged to the company.

I held him a long time in the kitchen. I told him it was going to be fine, he was brilliant, they were idiots, he'd have something better in a month. I believed about half of it.

The other half of me was already doing the math, because that was my job in this marriage, and the math was bad. The three months Devin paid up front carried us into fall. After that it had always been James's salary that made the mortgage. There was no version of the budget that worked without it. Two months of scraping, maybe. Then the house. The one thing we'd gotten right, gone.

Devin let us have three days before he said anything. I'll give him that much. Three days of James on the phone with recruiters and me pretending the numbers were better than they were, and then on the fourth night he came out to the living room where we were sitting in the heat not talking, and he pulled the armchair around to face us both, and he sat down like a man about to do us a favor.

"I know it's not my business," he said. "But I also know how much a place like this runs a month, roughly, and I know James is out of work, and I can see the two of you doing that thing where you don't say the scary part out loud." He looked between us. "So I'm gonna say the scary part. How long till you lose the house?"

James's jaw tightened. "We're handling it."

"That's not a number."

"Two months," I said, because someone had to, and James shot me a look, and I ignored it.

Devin nodded slowly. "Okay. So here's a thing you can say no to." He leaned forward, forearms on his knees, and he looked at James when he said it, not at me. He made the offer to my husband. "I'll cover the mortgage. The whole thing, every month, on top of what I already pay, for as long as it takes James to land somewhere. You wouldn't owe me a cent back. Your house stays your house."

The relief on James's face was immediate and terrible to watch, and it lasted exactly as long as it took him to understand that nobody offers that for free.

"What's the catch?" James said.

"It's not a catch. It's a favor, going the other way." Devin sat back. "I don't sleep. Never have, my whole life. The only time I sleep right is when there's somebody in the bed with me. A warm body, somebody breathing next to me, and my head finally shuts up. Without it I'm up till four staring at the ceiling." He shrugged, easy. "So. In exchange for the house, I'd want Ashley to sleep in my bed. Three nights a week. Obviously just a platonic thing. Just sleeping. Nobody’s touching anybody. She sleeps on her side, I sleep on mine. That's the whole ask."

The room went very quiet.

I waited for James to laugh. To stand up. To tell Devin to get his things and get out of our house, that was my wife he was talking about, was he out of his mind.

He didn't.

He went still. And then, God help me, I watched my husband's eyes drop to the floor and go unfocused, and I knew that look, I'd been married to that look for three years, it was the look he got doing sums in his head. He was doing the math. The same math I'd done at the kitchen table. Two months and the house, or this. He was actually weighing it. The silence stretched and he did not fill it with no, and every second he didn't say it was a second I felt something come loose in my chest that I didn't have a name for yet.

"James," I said.

"It's just sleeping," Devin said, into the quiet, reasonable as anything. “It's the least sexual thing in the world.”

"It is not the least sexual thing in the world," I said. "It's your roommate's wife in your bed."

"Three nights a week, fully asleep, not touching. Tell me the part that isn't reasonable." He spread his hands and looked, again, at James. "I'm asking your husband. It's his house too."

And that was the cruelty of it, aimed with total precision, because it put it on James, and James was drowning, and Devin knew exactly what a drowning man reaches for.

"Ash," James said quietly. He'd never once called me Ash. He was so rattled he'd caught it off Devin like a cold. "Ashley. Can we, um. Can we just, think about it? Not say no right this second?"

That was the moment. Not anything Devin did. That. My husband asking me not to say no.

"You want to think about it?" I said.

"I want to keep our house." His voice cracked on it. "I want, God, Ashley, I don't want it either, okay, I hate it, but I've been on the phone for three days and there's nothing, and I keep doing the numbers and I can't, I can't make them work, and he's sitting here offering to just, to fix it, and I don't know how to be the guy who says no to the thing that saves our house. I don't know how to be that guy."

He looked wretched. He looked like he hated himself. And underneath the wretchedness, buried so deep I don't think he could see it himself, was something else, something that had gone quiet and attentive when Devin said she sleeps in my bed, something I caught for half a second and then lost, and told myself I'd imagined.

I looked at Devin, who was watching me with that patient certainty, letting James do his work for him.

"If," I said. "If. There are rules."

"Name them," Devin said.

"We don't touch. Ever. Not a hand, not a foot, nothing. There's a line down the middle of that bed and it's a wall."

"Done."

"I sleep. That's it. I'm not there to talk to you or entertain you or be looked at. I sleep and I leave."

"Done."

"And I wear what I want." I said it before he could get there, because I'd seen it coming since the drinking night, I'd felt him holding it. "Whatever I want. Pajamas, sweats, a full snowsuit. You don't get to tell me what to wear to sleep in your bed. That's not part of it and it's never going to be part of it."

Something flickered across his face, the smallest thing, there and gone. He'd wanted that. He'd wanted it specifically, and I'd cut it off at the root, and for one second I saw that it landed, that I'd taken something off the table he'd counted on having.

"Whatever you want to wear," he agreed, mild. "Fine. Pajamas. Whatever keeps you comfortable."

"Then it's pajamas up to my neck, and it's three nights, and it's nobody touching anybody, or it's nothing at all."

"That's the deal," Devin said, and he stood and put out his hand, to James, always to James, and my husband looked at it for a long moment and then shook it, and would not look at me while he did.

I went to bed before either of them again. I lay in the dark and listened to the low murmur of the two men still talking in the living room, closing the thing they'd agreed on over my body, and I stared at the wall and tried to find the exact place where I could have stopped it and hadn't.

There is a specific kind of anger that comes from being betrayed by your own body, and I lay in the dark with it for a long time.

Because my body was not confused. It was warm and open and shameless, and every time my mind went back to the kitchen to be appalled, my body went back for a different reason. James going quiet. Asking me not to say no.

My mind said, he should have refused.

Everything below it said something else, and would not stop saying it, and was still saying it when I heard him on the stairs.


Chapter 5

James

The night we shook on it, I came to bed sure she'd be a wall.

She had every right to be. I'd sat at that table and done the math in front of her instead of throwing him out. I'd asked her not to say no. So I slid into bed braced for her back, for cold silence, for the fight I deserved.

Instead she rolled into me in the dark and kissed me like she was angry about something and I was the only thing to do about it. Her hands were already pulling at me. I went with it because I didn't understand it and because it was the only thing we had right then that wasn't the deal, and when my hand went down between her legs she was already soaked, drenched, the way she'd been the night through the wall, and neither of us said a word about that either.

God, my wife. Even after three years, even that night, with everything ugly hanging over us, I got my hands on her body in the dark and forgot how to think. She was built like something a man invents in his head and never actually gets, heavy soft tits that filled my hands, that dip in at the waist and then the flare of her hips, thighs I wanted around me the second they touched me. I used to lie awake early in our marriage half-convinced I'd tricked her somehow, that a woman who looked like that had no business under a guy like me, and here she was, pulling me over her, wet and wanting and mine.

I fucked her harder than I meant to. She wanted it harder than I meant to. She dug her nails into my back and chased something with her hips and came fast, embarrassingly fast, gripping around me, and I wasn't far behind, and we lay there after in the heat not talking about the deal, not talking about anything, and I told myself it was relief. The house was saved. Of course we were wound up. Of course it came out like this.

Then came the first night she was actually in his room, and I learned what the other side of it felt like.

I lay in our bed with the fan going and half the mattress cold and empty and I did not sleep. Could not. Because down the hall, behind a wall too solid to give me anything useful, my wife was lying in another man's bed, and my brain would not stop building the room I couldn't see.

And the man. That was the part that got its hooks in me. I'd stood next to Devin. I knew what he was. You couldn't not know it. The guy was put together like something off a ceiling in Rome, a foot of muscle in every direction, big enough that he made our doorframes look like a mistake, and I'd seen how women looked at him, the way they came apart at the sight of him before he'd done a thing. It wasn't a matter of charm. It was gravity. He walked through the world like it had been built to his measurements, and now my wife, my gorgeous wife, was asleep next to all of it with a rule about not touching that suddenly seemed thin.

I hated him. Lying there I hated him with a purity that felt almost good, clean, simple. I was afraid, too, a low animal fear I couldn't argue myself out of. And underneath the hate and the fear, in the dark, alone, I felt myself go hard.

For nothing. Just from the fact of it. Just from lying in an empty bed knowing where she was and who she was next to and what he looked like, and my body answered that with a heat I was so ashamed of that my face burned in the dark. What kind of man gets hard over that? I turned onto my side away from the cold empty half of the bed and I thought about anything else, applications, bills, the gutter Devin kept telling me to fix, and eventually the fear won out over the rest and I slept a little, badly, and woke before her.

By the end of that first week I could see it plain. The nights she came back to me, she came back lit up. Tuesday she practically climbed me. Thursday she was reaching for me before I'd shut the door, wet already, hungry in a way that was new, genuinely new, a heat in her I hadn't felt in years of marriage. She'd never been shy, but this was something else, this was a woman who could not get enough, and I was the one she was taking it out on, and I would have had to be a saint or a liar to pretend I didn't love it.

The house was safe. The sex was the best it had ever been. My wife wanted me like she was starving. On paper the deal was saving us twice over.

I just couldn't look too hard at the engine of it. Because the good nights were the nights right after his nights. Because the heat coming off her had a source, and the source was down the hall, and if I let myself follow the thought all the way to the end, it arrived somewhere I wasn't ready to stand.

So I didn't follow it. I took my starving wife in my arms on the nights I got her and I told myself we were lucky, and on the nights I didn't get her I lay alone hard and ashamed and afraid, and I did not let the thought finish.


Chapter 6

The nights in his room were exactly as bad as I'd promised myself they'd be, and not one degree worse, and I held onto that like a railing.

Nothing happened. That was the thing I kept proving to myself, night after night. I came in when it was time. I wore the most conservative pajamas I owned, flannel bottoms and a buttoned top in a house without air conditioning, sweating through all of it out of pure spite, because if he wanted a body in his bed he was going to get one bundled to the chin. I lay on the very edge of the mattress with my back to him and a foot of dead space between us that I treated as a moat. He slept in boxers and nothing else. I did not look at that. I lay on my cliff edge and I sweated and I did not sleep and in the morning I got up and made James his coffee and I had won, every night, by the only measure that counted. Nothing had happened. The wall down the middle of the bed held.

The heat was the worst part. The room was like a furnace. There were no blankets on his bed because even a thin sheet would have been unbearable. He said I was welcome to wear less to be comfortable. I did not wear less. I sweated in my flannel and hated him.

The third night, I made the mistake of trying to leave.

I waited until his breathing went slow and even and then I slid off my edge of the bed and went to the bathroom and I stayed there. Sat on the cold tile floor with my back against the tub for the pure relief of being alone and unwatched, and I stayed too long, and I must have half fallen asleep there, because the next thing I knew it was past three and I crept back in and lay back down and thought I'd gotten away with it.

I had not gotten away with it. In the morning he told James, easy as anything, that I'd "ducked out" and owed him a makeup night, and James, my husband, the man I married, stood in our kitchen and told me it was fair. That I owed the night. That it was the deal.

So here I was. The makeup night. An extra night I'd earned by trying to escape, lying on my cliff in my flannel in the dark, furious at both of them, at James for administering it and at Devin for engineering it, and I was not in a mood to be quiet about it.

"This is insane, you know that," I said into the dark. "A makeup night. Like I'm a library book. I was gone two hours."

"Deal's the whole night." I could hear the smile in it. He was on his back with his hands behind his head, taking up most of the bed, easy. "You signed up for the whole night. You spent it on the bathroom floor. That's on you."

"It's degrading."

"It's sleeping. You keep forgetting that's all it is." A pause, and then his voice changed, dropped into that low amused register that always meant he was about to enjoy himself at my expense. "Can I say something honest?"

"No."

"I don't think you hate it half as much as you put on."

I came up on my elbow. "Excuse me?"

"You do this whole show. The flannel. The moat down the middle of the bed. The speeches." He turned his head toward me, calm, certain. "And I let you have it, because it's cute, watching you work that hard. But I pay attention, Ash. It's the thing I'm best at. And I've been paying attention to you since the day I walked in, and your body's been telling me something your mouth won't."

"You're unbelievable."

"First day. The doorway." He laid it down like a card he'd been holding for weeks, which he had. "You opened that door and your nipples went so hard so fast. I hadn't said a word. You just looked at me and your body decided. And you've spent every day since in a costume, pretending it didn't happen." He smiled. "Your body's wanted to get fucked by me since the second you laid eyes on me. It's been trying to tell you. You keep talking over it."

"Okay, wow." My face was on fire and I was grateful for the dark. "You should hear yourself. You should genuinely hear yourself out loud."

"I'm not saying it to be a dick. I'm saying it because it's true and you know it's true." He was so unbothered, so sure, and that was the thing that got under my skin. "Here's the part you really won't like. I could make you soaked through your underwear right now. Without touching you. Without laying one finger on you." His voice went quiet. "It would take less than five minutes, and there's not a thing you could do to stop it, because I've got more power over your body than you do. That's the part you hate. That I've got more control over what happens between your legs than you do."

"You are so unbelievably full of shit," I breathed.

"Prove me wrong, then."

And there it was. Laid out neat, like he'd built the whole conversation to arrive exactly here, because of course he had.

"You're dying to shut me up." He said it lightly, reeling me in with my own pride. "If you think I’m so full of shit, let's make it worth something. Here's my end. If I can't do it, if five minutes go by and you haven't gotten noticeably wet through those panties, I do every dish in this house from now on, and you drop to one night a week in here instead of three.”

One night a week. Him at the sink every night, scrubbing pans while I watched.

"I really like the sound of that," I said.

"Course you do. And all you have to do is control your body for five minutes. Easy." He smiled. "So here's your end, to make it fair. If you lose, you give me back what you took off the table. Cami and panties. In the house. All the time, everywhere, not just this room. The way your husband said you used to." A beat. "And there's a dress code for the bet itself, since we're doing it right. You do it in a cami and a light pair of panties, something I can see wetness on when the time comes, so there's no arguing about what your body did. Nothing dark. Nothing you can hide behind."

I knew I should say no. I knew the shape of the trap even as I stood in the mouth of it. But I was sure, that was the fatal thing, I was so sure of myself, I'd lain cold as stone next to this man for a week out of spite alone, and pride made me reckless.

“I don't need to change." I sat all the way up and reached for the top button of my flannel. "I've got a white cami and gray underwear on under this right now. So we can do it right now, and you can watch yourself be wrong, and then you can start on the dishes."

Something moved across his face, and it wasn't surprise. It was satisfaction. The look of a man watching a plan close exactly on schedule.

"Five minutes," he said softly. "Starting when you're ready. Take the flannel off."

He reached over and clicked on the lamp. The room came up warm and yellow around us, and that was worse than the dark, the realness of it, no shadows to hide in, both of us suddenly visible to each other. He wanted the light. Of course he wanted the light. The whole bet was about seeing.

I unbuttoned the top slowly, out of defiance, wanting him to see how unbothered I was, and shrugged it off my shoulders, and underneath was the thin white cami, and I heard him exhale.

"There she is," he murmured. "Christ. Look at that. You've been walking around this house buttoned up to the throat with that underneath the whole time." His eyes moved over me, slow and openly hungry, and I felt them like hands even though the bet said no hands. "Keep going. The bottoms."

I lifted my hips and skimmed the flannel down and off, and now I was in nothing but the white cami and the gray cotton panties, my whole body bared to the warm lamplight and to his stare, and I lifted my chin and refused to cover an inch of myself because covering up would mean it mattered.

"Nipples are already hard, Ash." He said it conversationally, like he was noting the weather, and my stomach dropped because he was right, they were straining against the thin white cotton and there was no cold anywhere in that room to blame. "See, this is what I mean. We haven't even started. You're lying there telling yourself you're going to win and your body's already halfway to admitting the truth. Your body wants to be on display to me."

"That's just—" I had nothing. There was no temperature to point to, no story that held, and we both knew it, and my silence was its own confession.

"Yeah," he said gently. "Exactly. Now lie back. Open your legs for me."

"This is humiliating."

"Open your legs, Ashley. That's the bet. Nice and wide, so we can both see. And keep them there, and keep your eyes on me. You don't look away, you don't close them, you don't get to hide somewhere in your head. You watch me the whole five minutes." His voice dropped. "Go on. Open those legs for me."

And I did it. I lay back against his pillows and I opened my legs, spread them wide the way he said, exposed in nothing but thin cotton, and fixed my eyes on him, burning with humiliation and sudden uncertainty in equal measure.

"Good girl," he said, low and pleased.

"Fuck you."

"There it is." He smiled, and shifted onto his side facing me, propping his head on one hand, taking his time looking at what I'd bared for him. "You're gonna be saying that a lot in the next five minutes, I think. Look at you. Legs spread on my bed in your little gray panties, telling me to fuck myself. I bet you’d love to watch that." His free hand drifted down over the front of his boxers. "Look at what your body's doing to me, Ash."

And he pressed his hand flat over himself and started to rub, slow, and even through the fabric I could see the shape of him growing under his palm, thickening, lengthening down the line of his thigh, and it was, God, it was obscene, the size of it, the outline straining the cotton, and I kept my eyes on it because the bet said I had to.

He hooked his thumb into the waistband and pulled, and his cock came free, and I forgot the bet and the argument and my own name for a second, because I had heard that woman through the wall and I had thought she was exaggerating and she had not been exaggerating. It was huge. Thick and heavy and long, jutting up dark against his stomach, and he wrapped a hand around the base of it almost lazily, and I could not look away, and the truth is I did not try very hard to.

Barely a minute in, he glanced down between my legs, and he laughed, soft and delighted.

"Oh, sweetheart," he said. "Look at that. You already lost."

"I have not—" But I looked down where he was looking, and my stomach dropped through the mattress, because the gray cotton between my legs had gone dark, a wet patch spread wide and unmistakable in the lamplight, soaked clean through, and I hadn't felt it happen. I'd been so locked on him I had missed my own body surrendering completely.

I snapped my legs shut, my face on fire, humiliation crashing over me. "That's not—that doesn't count, I wasn't—"

"It counts." He was so calm. "One minute. Pathetic. Your mouth's been telling me to fuck off this whole time and your pussy soaked through your panties for me in under sixty seconds. That's not me being cocky. That's just what happened. That's your body, telling the truth you won't. You want me."

"You're disgusting," I whispered, but there was no force in it, because I was mortified and I was wet and both of those were his fault and neither of them was going away.

"Maybe. Open your legs back up, though."

"The bet's over. You won. I'm not—"

"The bet was five minutes." He looked at me, patient, immovable. "We agreed on five. You've got four left. Open them back up, Ash. Keep watching. That was the deal."

The bet was lost. I had nothing left to prove and no reason on earth to obey him. And I opened my legs anyway. Slow, shaking with humiliation and something else I wouldn't name, I let them fall back open and put myself on display for him again, soaked panties and all, because he told me to, and because underneath the shame some part of me did not want the four minutes to end.

"Good girl," he said again, and this time I didn't tell him to fuck off. I didn't have it in me.

He started to stroke himself properly then, his fist moving slow and steady up the length of him, and he settled back like a man with nowhere to be.

"I always get off before I sleep," he said conversationally, working his cock while I watched. "It's the only thing that shuts my head up besides a warm body, and now I've got both. So no, your being in my bed doesn't change my routine. If anything it makes it better." His eyes moved over me, spread out and ruined in front of him. "You're just gonna have to get used to watching."

And I watched. God help me, I watched, and I finally stopped pretending, at least to myself, about the thing I'd been refusing to admit since the doorway, which was that he was, objectively, the hottest man I had ever seen in my life. Every inch of him carved and heavy and gleaming faintly in the lamplight, that impossible body, that impossible cock sliding through his fist, the total unhurried confidence of a man who had never once doubted he'd end up exactly here. I hated him. Yet I could not stop looking. And the longer I looked the worse it got between my legs, the wet spot spreading obscenely, my whole body throbbing with a need so sharp it was almost pain, because the humiliation wasn't cooling me down, it was doing the opposite, being beaten, being exposed, being made to look, all of it was pouring gasoline on something I'd been starving for for weeks without admitting I was hungry.

I wanted to touch myself. The urge was so strong my hips shifted on the mattress. I pressed my thighs together for one second's relief and it only made it worse, and I forced them back open because he was watching, and I lay there soaked and shaking and desperate, a complete mess, on display for a man I was supposed to despise, and I have never in my life wanted anything the way I wanted, in that moment, to be allowed to put my hand between my legs.

I didn't. I bit my lip until it hurt and I watched him stroke that gorgeous cock and I did not touch myself, and it was the hardest thing I had ever done.

He kept talking. That was the worst of it. He worked his cock slow and easy and he narrated me like I was a thing on a shelf he was deciding whether to buy.

"Your married pussy is leaking everywhere," he said. "Look at you squirming. Like a desperate slut who can't control herself. And that's the whole point, Ash. You can't. I control your body better than you do. I proved it in under a minute."

"Shut up," I whispered. There was nothing behind it.

"Look at you." His eyes went down me and back, slow, cataloguing. "Sweet face. Wedding ring. Filthiest body I've ever seen in my life. That tiny waist, that huge ass, those big perfect tits. Pussy dripping like the horny little whore you are." He said it flat, certain, like reading a label. "You're a walking fucktoy. That's what you are under the flannel and the taxes and the nice-wife act. And this body clearly needs to be played with. It's been begging the whole time."

And here was the thing I could not hide and could not stop: as he said it, as the filthy words landed, I felt myself get wetter. A fresh pulse of it, soaking the gray cotton darker, and his eyes dropped and caught it happening in real time.

"There it goes." He almost laughed. "You just got wetter. I called you a fucktoy and your pussy said thank you." His voice dropped, delighted, cruel. "You love it. Don't you? All that mouth on you, all that fuck-you, and I call you a filthy little whore and you soak through your panties. Squirming and panting on my bed. Your body's not even a little bit confused about what it wants. You are such a hot little slut."

I turned my face away and he let me, because he'd already won that too, and I lay there breathing hard with my thighs shaking and my whole body screaming for the touch I wouldn't give it.

His hand moved faster. Just that. His breath stayed even, his voice stayed low, and the only sign he was close was the speed of his fist.

"Eyes back on it," he said. "Watch. This is all you."

And I looked, and he finished, and even that he did in control. No groan, no theatrics, just a sharp exhale through his nose and his jaw locking tight as he came, thick and messy over his own fist and stomach, his eyes never leaving me the whole time. He came like a man who had never once lost his composure over a woman in his life, and that wrecked me more than if he'd fallen apart. He made me the one falling apart, spread out and soaked and desperate, while he stayed calm as stone and simply took what watching me had given him.

Then he reached down off the side of the bed, and picked up my flannel, the top and the bottoms I'd shed, my whole armor, and he used them to wipe the cum off his stomach and his hand. Slow. Unbothered. Ruining them.

"You won't be needing these anymore anyway," he said, and dropped the soiled flannel on the floor. "Cami and panties from now on. That was the bet. So." He shrugged. "Might as well put them to use."

I stared at the balled-up wreck of my own pajamas on his floor and I did not have a single word.

"Now." He settled back, hands behind his head, the picture of a man about to sleep like the dead. "You've got a problem. You're not gonna sleep a wink tonight, not like that. That needy little pussy's not gonna let you. You're wound up so tight you're shaking." He turned his head and looked at me, calm and matter-of-fact. "So take care of it. I'm serious. Get yourself off before you sleep, same as I do, every night, or you're not gonna get any rest at all. That's just how it works. Do what your body needs."

He closed his eyes.

And I lay there in the dark he'd clicked us back into, soaked, aching, humiliated, wound so tight it hurt, with my ruined pajamas on his floor and his cum-cleaned hand resting on his chest, and I understood that I had lost so much more than a bet.


Chapter 7

I lasted an hour.

That's not true. I don't know how long it was. Time went strange in that room, in the dark, with my heart still going and my body still humming at a pitch I couldn't turn down. He'd fallen asleep almost immediately, the way he'd promised he would, his breathing gone deep and slow and even beside me within minutes, and I lay there on my side of the bed with my fists knotted in the bare fitted sheet, no covers anywhere, nothing over either of us, and every nerve I had screaming.

I have never in my life been that turned on. That's the plain fact of it. Not on my wedding night, not in the first months with James when we couldn't keep our hands off each other, never. My skin hurt. My nipples ached where they pressed against the thin cotton. And between my legs I was so swollen and so wet that every small shift of my thighs sent a jolt through me that was almost unbearable, a pulse of pure need with nowhere to go.

I tried to sleep. I lay perfectly still and counted breaths and thought about laundry and grocery lists and anything at all, and underneath it all my body kept throbbing, insistent, refusing to be ignored. I thought about getting up and going to the bathroom to deal with it there, and I didn't, because the floor creaked by the door and I would have to walk past him and I was terrified of waking him and having him know. I thought about lying there until dawn and I understood that I genuinely could not. My body was not going to allow it.

He was asleep. His breathing hadn't changed in a long time. Deep and slow and steady.

I moved my hand.

Even that felt enormous, that small shift of weight on the mattress, and I froze after it and listened. Nothing. Slow, even breaths. There was nothing over me to hide the movement, no blanket, no sheet, just the hot dark and my own bare skin, so I went slow, sliding my fingers down over my stomach and under the waistband of the ruined gray cotton, and when I touched myself I had to clamp my jaw shut to keep from making a sound.

I could not believe how wet I was. It was absurd, obscene, my fingers sliding through it, everything slick and swollen and burning hot, and the first light touch of my fingertips against my clit sent such a violent shock through me that my hips jerked before I could stop them. I went rigid. Held my breath. Listened.

Deep, slow breathing beside me.

And then I couldn't stop. I was so far past the point of being able to stop. I worked two fingers in slow tight circles, barely moving, keeping my whole body as still as I could while my thighs clenched around my own hand, and it took, God, it took almost nothing. Fifteen seconds. Maybe less. The whole night came rushing back behind my eyes, his voice, the size of him in his fist, the wet spot spreading in the lamplight, good girl, your body's a walking fucktoy, look what you did, and I came so hard and so fast that I nearly gave myself away, my whole body locking and shaking, a strangled sound caught in my throat, my thighs squeezing my hand so tight it hurt, riding it out in absolute silence with my face pressed into the pillow and tears standing in my eyes.

It went on and on. My orgasm lasted longer than the time it took to reach it. And when it finally released me I lay there gasping soundlessly in the dark with my hand still cupped between my legs, wrecked, relieved, and instantly, crushingly ashamed.

He never moved. His breathing never changed.

I fell asleep like that, filthy and hollow, with my hand still where it was.

I woke before the sun, which was its own mercy, because the flannel was still on the floor where he'd dropped it. My hand was still in my panties.

I got out of that bed carefully. He was face down and sprawled across most of the mattress, dead to the world, one arm flung into the space where I'd been. I picked up my ruined pajamas from the floor without looking at them too closely, the stiff patches where he'd wiped himself clean, and I carried them out of his room and down the hall in nothing but my cami and panties, past our closed bedroom door, where my husband was still asleep.

The laundry room was cold and dim and smelled like detergent, the most ordinary room in the world. I stuffed the flannel into the machine and poured the soap and turned it on, and I stood there in the dark with my arms wrapped around myself listening to the water start to fill.

That was the moment. Not the bet. Not even what I'd done with my hand two hours earlier. It was standing in my own laundry room before dawn, washing another man's cum out of my pajamas so my husband wouldn't see it, thinking clearly and calmly about what I would say if he asked.

Nothing bad has happened, I told myself. Nobody touched anybody.

The machine filled, and churned, and I stood there and made myself do the thing I'd been avoiding since I woke up, which was to think it through properly. To sit down with it.

Because I could tell him. That was an option. I could walk into our bedroom right now and wake my husband up and say all of it out loud.

So I tried it. I ran it in my head, the whole conversation, start to finish, the way I run the budget.

He bet me I'd get wet if he talked to me and I took the bet because I was sure I wouldn't. Fine. Stupid, but survivable. So I took my pajamas off and lay on his bed with my legs open and let him look at me. And there it was, one sentence in, the floor already gone. Because how do you follow that. He got his cock out and I watched him and it took less than a minute and he was right. And then the bet was over and he told me to open my legs again and I did it anyway. And then I lay there and watched him finish and I wanted to touch myself so badly I couldn't breathe, and two hours later I did, right there next to him.

There's no version of that James hears correctly. There's no order to put those words in that ends with him understanding. He would hear one thing and one thing only, which is that I want Devin, and I could say I don't until my voice gave out and it would not matter, because the evidence is my own body and my own body has stopped taking my side.

And the maddening thing, the thing I kept coming back to standing in that laundry room, was that nothing had actually happened. Nobody touched anybody. That was the rule I set and the rule I kept. Not one finger. I hadn't cheated on my husband. I had lost a bet and been humiliated and gotten myself off alone in the dark like I have a hundred times in my life, and if you laid it all out on paper, actually laid it out, there was no act in it. There was nothing to confess. There was only a shame so specific and so total that I would rather have swallowed glass than describe it to the man who loves me.

And even if I could. Say I found the words. Then what? He throws Devin out, and we lose the house in two months, and I have burned down our life over a thing that never technically happened. Or he doesn't throw him out. He hears all of it and he does the math again like he did on that armchair, and he decides the mortgage is worth it, and then I'm married to a man who knows and lets it continue, and something in him breaks that I would never be able to fix.

There was no door in that room. I turned it every way I could and there was no version where telling him made anything better for anyone.

So. I wasn't lying to him. That's what I decided, standing in the dark with the machine chugging away behind me. I was protecting him from a thing that would only hurt him, about an event that had no substance, that was never going to happen again.

Then I went and got in the shower and stood under the water for a long time, and by the time I got out I had my story, and it was a good one, and the best part about it was that most of it was true.

James found me in the kitchen a couple hours later, and I watched his eyes go straight to what I was wearing and then work very hard not to.

"You're, uh." He gestured vaguely at me with his coffee. "Is that---" I thought you told him no on the whole clothes thing."

Here it was. I'd had two hours and a shower to build it and I still felt my pulse jump.

"I did tell him no." I kept my voice light, kept moving, wiped a counter that didn't need wiping. "And then I spent a week sweating through flannel in this heat to prove a point to a man who does not care and does not notice, and I slept about four hours total, and yesterday I stood in that room at two in the morning wringing wet and thought, what exactly am I doing to myself here."

"I mean, fair, but—"

"No, listen." I turned around and looked at him, and this part I meant, which is what made it work. "I liked how we lived before. I liked walking around my own house comfortable. I liked, honestly, I liked that you liked it." I saw that land, saw his face change. "And I've been letting some guy in the spare room take that away from us. From us, James. He moved into our house and I put on a costume and started sweating and being miserable in my own home, and for what? To prove something to Devin? He's not worth it. I'm not letting him ruin that for us too. He already took the second bedroom and the privacy and the quiet. He doesn't get this."

James was quiet for a second. Then, slowly, "You did used to dress like that all the time."

"You told him that yourself. You told him I padded around here all summer in a cami and underwear and it was great." I shrugged. "It was great. It was our house being our house. It's the same house and it's the same clothes and it is, in fact, still an oven in here."

"Yeah," he said. He was smiling a little now, the tension going out of his shoulders. "No, yeah."

"So that's the deal. I'm going back to normal. Cami and panties because it’s comfy and because I know you love it." I picked up my coffee and made myself say the last part evenly, because this was the part that mattered, this was the part I needed him to sign off on without thinking about it. "Which means I'm not going to do the thing where I sprint for a robe every time he walks into a room. That's the whole problem. That's what made it weird. If I'm going to be comfortable in my own house then I'm just comfortable, and if he's got a problem with it he can look at the wall."

"Right." James nodded, and I watched him decide he agreed with me, which was easier than the alternative. "No, you're right. It's our house."

"It's our house."

"Screw him," James said as he groped my ass, and laughed, and I laughed too.

And that was it. That was the whole thing. Ninety seconds of talking and my husband was on my side, pleased, a little flattered, entirely convinced, and everything Devin had won off me in a bet I had just handed over again wearing a bow, dressed up as taking something back.

The worst part was how easy it was. The second worst part was the flicker of something in James's face when he looked back at me from the doorway on his way out, at the thin cotton and the bare stretch of my legs, at my body in the morning light, and I recognized it because I'd seen it on him a thousand times over three years.

He liked it.

And that was the thing I hadn't accounted for, standing there with my coffee going cold in my hand. I'd built the whole story to get James on my side, and it had worked, and it had worked so well that he was going to spend every night from here on knowing exactly what his wife was wearing to sleep with Devin.

I'd handed him that myself. Ninety seconds, and a bow on it.


Chapter 8

There was a shopping bag on his bed when I came in on Wednesday night.

"For you," Devin said, from where he was sitting on the bed with his phone. "Go ahead."

Inside were camis. Four of them, thin white cotton, the exact cut of the one I'd worn during the bet. And under those, folded in a neat stack, four pairs of gray cotton panties. Same shade. Same style.

"You bought me underwear."

"I bought you a uniform. There's a difference." He didn't look up from his phone. "That's what you wear in here. Those exact ones. Every night."

"Why those?"

That got his attention. He set the phone down and looked at me with the pleasure of a man asked a question he'd prepared for.

"Because your body looks hot as fuck in white and gray goes dark when it's wet," he said. "Because I want to be able to look over at any moment and know exactly what your body's doing, whether you feel like telling me or not. You'll lie to me all night, Ash. You've been lying to me for weeks. That"—he nodded at the bag—"won't."

I stood there holding a pair of gray panties in my hand like an idiot.

"That's disgusting," I said.

"That's the bet you lost." He picked his phone back up. "Bathroom's down the hall. I'll wait."

I changed in the bathroom with the door locked, which was a stupid gesture and I knew it while I was doing it. The cotton was cheap and soft and fit me perfectly, which meant he had guessed my size, or worse, hadn't guessed. In the mirror the cami sat thin and close and hid nothing.

And walking back down that hallway, before I'd even reached his door, before he'd said a word to me, I felt my nipples go hard. Just from the twelve steps between the bathroom and his room. Just from knowing where I was going and what I was wearing when I got there.

I stopped outside his door and stood there for a second with my eyes closed.

Nothing happens in there, I told myself. Nobody touches anybody.

Then I went in, and he glanced up, and his eyes went straight to my chest and stayed there, and he smiled like a man reading a receipt.

"See," he said. "Told you it'd be useful."

I had brought a book.

That was my plan. I'd thought it through all afternoon like a general. If I had a book I had somewhere to put my eyes, and if I had somewhere to put my eyes then this was just a room I slept in, and I could sit propped against the wall of that bare mattress and be a woman reading. Unbothered. Unavailable. Immune.

I got about four pages in before he stripped.

He did it the way he did everything, with no announcement and no apology, hooking his thumbs into his boxers and pushing them down and stepping out of them, and then he was just naked in the middle of the room, all of him, that carved body and the heavy weight of his cock hanging between his thighs, and he stretched like a man in an empty house before he lay back down.

"You can't do that," I said. My voice came out wrong.

"It's my room."

"There's a rule."

"The rule is I don't touch you." He settled back against the pillows, one arm behind his head, entirely unbothered. "Show me where it says I have to wear clothes in my own bed. I sleep naked, Ash. Always have. I've been putting boxers on for weeks out of politeness and honestly, in this heat, I'm done doing that." He looked over at me. "You've got a book. Read your book."

So I read my book.

Or I held my book, and stared at the same paragraph, and did not read a single word of it, because beside me, in plain view, he had taken himself in his hand and started to stroke.

There was nothing on that bed but the two of us and the bare mattress in the lamplight, and so there was no version of that room where I could pretend not to know what was happening. It was happening in the open, all that naked body laid out beside me, that thick cock sliding slow through his fist, and me sitting bolt upright with a paperback trying to look like a woman on a train.

I turned a page I hadn't read. Made a small disgusted sound in my throat, for the record, for my own benefit.

"You're not reading," he said.

"I'm reading."

"You've had that page open six minutes."

"It's a dense book."

He laughed, low and easy, and kept stroking, and I kept my eyes locked on the paper and lasted maybe another minute before they slid sideways on their own.

That was how it went for I don't know how long. I would look at the page and look at him and hate myself and look at the page again. His hand moving. The size of it, the way it filled his fist with more left over. The flat plane of his stomach going tight when his breathing changed. And every time I let myself look, my body answered like it had been waiting for permission, a hot pull low in my belly, my nipples aching against the thin cotton, and the slow humiliating spread of wet into the gray between my legs.

I pressed my thighs together. That helped for about four seconds and then made everything worse.

"Ash."

"What."

"You're soaking through those already." He said it without heat, almost kindly, a man reporting the time. "It's fine. That's what they're for. I just want you to know I can see it."

"Read your own book," I said, which was not a sentence that meant anything, and he laughed again.

And then, when his breathing had gone shallow and his hand had picked up and I was braced for the finish, he just stopped.

He let go of himself. Stretched. Reached over and turned the lamp off, and lay back in the dark with his hands behind his head like a man settling in for the night.

"Night," he said.

I sat there in the dark with a book in my hands. "You didn't—"

"Didn't feel like it. Some nights I don't." A yawn, entirely convincing. "Go to sleep."

I lay down on my edge of the mattress with my back to him and my heart going like I'd run somewhere.

He was naked. There were no covers. And he had not finished, which meant that when my eyes adjusted and I let myself look over, which I did, which I kept doing, he was lying flat on his back beside me with that beautiful body stretched out and his cock still hard, standing up thick and heavy against his stomach, unattended, and he was breathing slow and even and apparently asleep.

I have never wanted anything the way I wanted, lying there, to just be allowed to look.

So I looked. I turned onto my back and then onto my side facing him, careful, a piece at a time, and I took my time about it, his chest and his stomach and his thighs and that cock lying up against him, and my whole body throbbed with a need building for two solid days, and I thought about the last time I'd felt like this and how I'd solved it, and how he hadn't woken up.

He's asleep, I thought. He never even knew.

I slid my hand into my panties.

I was so wet it was ridiculous. Everything slick and hot and swollen, and the first slow circle I made with my fingers took the breath out of me. I bit my lips together. Held still. Listened to him breathe.

And then I let myself do the thing I hadn't done the first time, which was watch him while I did it. My fingers working slow between my legs and my eyes on him openly, greedily, all of him, the way I'd wanted to look since the doorway, and it was so good it was frightening. My hips started to move. I could feel it coming, close, close, faster than I could talk myself out of.

I looked up at his face.

His eyes were open.

He was watching me. Had been watching me. And when my eyes met his in the dark he smiled, slow and satisfied and entirely awake, like a man who had been waiting a while and was in no hurry about it.

I yanked my hand out of my panties like the fabric had burned me. My whole body went to ice. "Oh my God—"

"Hey." Calm. Almost gentle. "Hey, no. Don't do that."

"I wasn't—" I was somewhere past mortified, my face on fire, already scrambling for the edge of the bed. "I'm going, I'll sleep on the couch, I'm—"

"Ashley." He said my whole name and it stopped me. "Lie back down."

"You were awake the whole—"

"I was." He turned onto his side, facing me, propping his head on his hand, and he took hold of himself again, easy, like it was nothing at all. "And I'm real glad I was. So. Put your hand back."

"I'm not going to—"

"Why not?" And that was the trap, and he sprung it so gently I walked right into it. "Tell me what's actually wrong with it. Not what you think you're supposed to say. We're not touching. Rule's intact, same as it's been every night. You've got your hand and I've got mine and neither one of them is going anywhere near the other." He started to stroke, slow. "It's a body doing a body thing. It's the same thing I do every night before I sleep, the same thing you did in this bed on Monday, which, by the way, I heard, and I didn't say a word about it then because I figured you'd be embarrassed. I wasn't gonna take that from you."

Something in my chest turned over. "You heard?"

"Course I heard. You did a good job being quiet. Not that good." No cruelty in it at all, which was the whole thing, which was why it worked. "And you know what I thought? I thought, good. Girl's wound up, girl took care of it, girl'll sleep. That's healthy. That's a person listening to what her body needs instead of lying there suffering about it."

I had not moved. My hand was still fisted against my stomach where I'd pulled it away.

"You were about ten seconds away just now," he said. "I could see it. You're still there. You're gonna lie in the dark for the next hour aching over it because you got startled, and for what? Because I've got my eyes open?" His hand kept moving, slow and steady. "Nobody's here but us. Nobody knows what happens in this room. This is a thing two grown people do so they can sleep, and it stays in here, and nothing else about your life has to change."

Every word of it was a door. He handed me one door after another and I walked through all of them.

Because he was right. Nobody was touching anybody. I had made that rule and the rule was holding. It was my own hand. It had always been my own hand. And I was so close, still throbbing from where I'd stopped, and there was a naked man stretched out beside me stroking a cock the size of my forearm and telling me in a soft voice that there was nothing wrong with me.

He reached over and clicked the lamp on.

He didn't say anything about it. He didn't have to. The room came up warm and gold and he settled back with his hand moving and looked at me, and that was the entire negotiation. He wanted to see. He wanted me to see. Neither of us said one word about what the light was for.

I slowly put my hand back in my panties.

God, the relief of it. That's the part I can't defend. Not the shame, not the guilt, none of that arrived until later. In that moment there was only relief, the pure animal relief of being allowed, and my fingers slid back into all that heat and my whole body sighed.

"There she is," he said softly. "Good girl."

"Don't talk."

"I'll talk." He was stroking properly now, that fist working, and his eyes went over me slow and thorough, my face, my chest, the hard points of my nipples through the thin white cotton, the gray gone dark and translucent where my hand was working underneath it. "Take the cami off. Let me see all of it."

"No."

"Ash—"

"No." I held it. I don't know how, with my fingers already moving and my hips already going, but I held it, and I heard my own voice come out steadier than I felt. "It stays on. All of it stays on. That's not part of this."

"Fine." He didn't push. He never pushed on the ones I held, and I was far too gone to understand what that meant. "Keep it on, then."

But he kept looking. Not politely, not in glances, but openly, hungrily, his eyes crawling over every part of me while his hand worked, and I had never in my life been looked at like that. James looked at me with love. This was a man taking inventory of a body he intended to have, and I was lying there in nothing but soaked cotton letting him do it, and every place his eyes landed lit up like he'd put his hands there.

And I looked back.

That was my half of it, and I stopped pretending otherwise somewhere in the first minute. All that gleaming carved muscle. The heavy flex of his forearm. Those perfect fucking abs. That enormous cock sliding thick through his fist, close enough that I could have reached out and closed the distance without straightening my arm. I watched him and he watched me watching, and neither of us looked away once, and the two of us lay there in that hot gold light working our own bodies over the sight of each other.

It was the filthiest thing I had ever done and there was not one point of contact anywhere.

"You feel that?" he said, rough now. "That's what it's like when you stop lying."

I was making noise. I hadn't noticed starting. Small broken sounds I couldn't get back, and my hips were rocking against my own hand, and the shame of it, the humiliation of being seen like this by a man who had beaten me at every single thing since the day he walked in, was not slowing me down. It was the engine. I was going to come because of it, not in spite of it.

"That's it. Don't stop." His voice had dropped, ragged in a way I'd never heard from him, the first time all night he'd been anything but calm. "Keep looking at me. Look what you actually are under all that. You're not built to be a nice quiet wife, Ash. You're a naughty little fucktoy."

"Shut up," I gasped, "shut up, shut up—"

And then it came up on me so fast I couldn't get in front of it, that hot gathering pull, my whole body winding down to one point, and the thing I had spent two weeks holding shut just opened.

"Oh, fuck," I heard myself say out loud. "Oh God, I'm gonna cum, I'm gonna—"

I heard it leave my mouth. I heard myself say it to him, out loud, in that room, and it was so much worse and so much better than anything else I'd done that night, because you can tell yourself a hand is only a hand but you cannot take a sentence back.

And it broke him.

Every hour since he'd walked into my house, that man had been calm. Through the bet, through the humiliation, through all of it, unbothered, in control, watching me come apart from somewhere far above it. And the second those words came out of me his whole body went tight and his fist stuttered and his breath tore open, and I watched Devin lose it, actually lose it, over me openly saying that I was going to cum.

"Fuck—" he ground out, and his hand went hard and fast, and he was cumming.

He came with his eyes locked on mine and his jaw clenched and his stomach snapping tight, spilling thick over his fist and up onto his chest in heavy pulses that kept going and going, and the sight of it, the sound of him losing his grip, sent me over so hard it felt like my whole body clenched around my hand between my legs.

We came together. Not one and then the other. Together, staring at each other across a bare mattress with our own hands on ourselves and not one square inch of contact between us, and I rode it out in long shaking waves with my eyes open the entire time, watching him, watching what I'd done to him, and it went on and on until I was empty and gasping and my ears were ringing.

I lost track of the room after that.

When I came back to myself neither of us said anything for a while. The fan pushed hot air around the room.

Then he reached down, wiped himself off on the shirt he'd been wearing that day, and clicked off the lamp.

"See," he said into the dark. "Nobody touched anybody."

"Nobody touched anybody," I repeated. It came out like a prayer or a plea or something in between.

"Get some sleep."

And the thing is, I did. Almost immediately. Deep and easy and dreamless, better than I'd slept in weeks, beside him on a bare mattress, my soaked uniform still on my body and my own hand still resting on my stomach where it had ended up.

I didn't lie awake feeling anything at all.

* * *

James

I knew what she was wearing.

That was the difference, and I'd underestimated what it would do to me. Every other night I'd had nothing to work with, just a closed door and a wall and my imagination running on empty. But she'd stood in our kitchen two days ago and told me she was done with the flannel, and I'd been pleased about it, and now I was lying alone in our bed at midnight with the exact picture in my head.

A thin white cami. A tiny pair of panties. That's what my wife had on, in bed next to Devin, right now, on the other side of that wall.

I was hard before I'd finished the thought.

I didn't fight it. Not that night. I stayed on my back in the dark with my heart going and let the thing unspool, and God help me, it felt good.

Because here's what Devin knew, what any man knows within a second and a half: Ashley's body is not a subtle thing. She has an ass that stops conversations. I have watched men walk into things. I have sat across from friends at dinner and watched them lose the thread of a sentence because she stood up to get a drink, and I've spent three years pretending not to notice. That ass, those heavy tits she's always trying to play down in a shirt that doesn't work, that waist in between makes the whole thing look engineered. She hates when I say it out loud. But it's the plain fact of the woman I married. She looks like pure sex standing still in a grocery store, and there is not a man on this earth who looks at her and thinks about anything else.

And that body was in another man's bed right now, in a thin cami and a pair of panties, with nothing over it. Built for sex and on display next to a man built for the same thing.

I thought about how she looked in that little gray cotton. The way it sits on her. The way it never covers what it's supposed to cover, the way it rides up when she moves in her sleep. Her tits under that thin white cami with nothing beneath it. And then, because there was no stopping it once it started, I thought about him.

Is he hard right now? He'd have to be. There is not a man alive who lies down next to that and doesn't get hard, and I know exactly what he's working with because I've seen the guy come out of the shower, and it's the kind of thing you don't forget and don't mention. So he's lying there hard. Right next to my wife. In the dark.

And is she wet?

That was the thought that got its hooks in me. Because I'd felt it myself. That first night with the woman through the wall, my hand between her legs and my wife absolutely drenched while she complained about the noise. She'd blamed the heat. I'd let her. And now I was lying here wondering whether it was happening again right now, on the other side of eight inches of drywall, whether Ashley was lying in Devin's bed soaking through those gray panties and telling herself it was the temperature.

My hand was already moving. I don't remember deciding.

And then it got away from me completely, and I let that happen too. I stopped picturing her asleep. I pictured her awake. I pictured her rolling onto her back in the dark and not stopping him. His hands on those tits through the thin cotton. That ass filling them. I pictured him pulling those gray panties down my wife's legs and finding out for himself how wet she was, and the sound she'd make, the one I know, the one that means she's stopped trying to be quiet, coming out of her in that room for somebody who isn't me. I pictured him getting on top of her. That was it. That was the exact thought, my wife opening her legs for him in that bed, and I came so hard that I made a sound out loud in an empty room.

Then it was over, and I was lying there in the dark in the wreck of it with my heart slamming and my hand a mess, and the shame came down on me like a building.

What is wrong with me?

That's all I could think, over and over, staring at the ceiling. My wife is in that room because I said yes. Because I did the math in front of her and asked her not to say no. She's in there hating every minute of it, keeping a rule she made herself because she's the only person in this house with any decency left, and I'm out here doing that about it.

The house was silent. Whatever was happening on the other side of that wall, I couldn't hear a thing, and I told myself the same thing I'd been telling myself since the day he moved in.

Nothing's happening in there.

She's asleep.


Chapter 9

I woke up happy.

That was the first wrong thing. Before I opened my eyes, before I remembered a single detail of the night before, my body had already filed its report, and the report was that I had slept like something buried. Nine hours, maybe more. No tossing. No lying awake at three doing the mortgage in my head. I surfaced slow and warm and loose-limbed in the early light with the fan still turning, and for a few seconds I was just a woman who had gotten a truly excellent night's sleep, which I had not been in longer than I could remember.

Then I remembered.

I waited for the horror to come, and it came, but it came in second place. First was the sleep. First was my body saying thank you. The guilt had to get in line behind it, and it never quite caught up.

He was still out. Flat on his back beside me with one arm flung up over his head, dead to the world and completely naked.

So I looked at him.

I could have gotten up. I had the whole house. I had a shower to take and a husband down the hall and every reason on earth to move. Instead I lay on my side in the half-dark and I looked at Devin's naked body for what must have been fifteen minutes, and I did it slowly, and I did it on purpose.

All of it. The heavy slabs of his chest. The way his stomach cut in and the light caught the ridges of it. The dark of his skin against the pale sheet. Those thighs. The long muscle in his forearm even at rest. And on his stomach, dried, gone matte and flaking at the edges, a few pale streaks he hadn't quite gotten with his shirt, evidence of the thing we had done in the gold lamplight while looking at each other.

And his cock, hard.

Morning-hard, lying up thick and heavy against his hip, twitching once while I watched, and I felt my mouth go dry and everything in me pull downward at the sight of it. It was enormous. It had been enormous last night in his fist and it was worse now, unattended, casual, just lying there in the light like a thing left out on a counter.

I thought about what it would look like in my hand. That's what I thought about. Not abstractly, not in a haze, but specifically, with intent, lying two feet from my sleeping husband's wall: what that would look like if my hand were the one around it, whether my fingers would even close, and I felt myself go wet with a speed that no longer surprised me at all.

I could have touched him. He was asleep. He'd never have known. There was nothing on this earth stopping me but a rule I made myself.

He made a sound in his throat and shifted, and I was off that mattress and out of that room in about four seconds flat.

The hallway was cool by comparison and I stood in it with my heart slamming, and it took me until the bathroom door was in reach to understand what I had walked out into the house wearing.

The gray was soaked through. Not damp. Soaked, a dark spreading patch of it front and center in thin cotton, exactly as visible as it had been designed to be. That was the whole reason those panties existed. Because he wanted to be able to look over and know. And I had spent fifteen minutes staring at a sleeping man's cock and gotten myself into this state and then walked out into my own hallway in it, and my brain caught up to my legs about one second too late.

"Morning."

James was in the kitchen doorway with two mugs.

I did the only thing available, which was to keep walking like nothing was happening, because to stop would have been to acknowledge it, and there was nothing to grab. That was the deal I'd made in this very kitchen forty-eight hours ago. I'm not going to sprint for a robe every time he walks into a room. I had personally taken away my own ability to cover up, and I had told my husband it was about self-respect.

"Morning," I said. "Shower."

And I felt his eyes go down.

I watched it happen. He looked at his wife walking down the hall in a thin white cami with her nipples standing out hard and a pair of gray panties with a dark wet patch spread across the front of them, and I saw him see it, and I saw him understand it, and I saw him decide, in real time, in about a quarter of a second, to say absolutely nothing about it.

"Coffee's on," he said.

"Thanks."

I got into the bathroom and locked the door and sat down on the closed lid of the toilet and put my face in my hands.

Devin came out about ten minutes later, while I was still in the shower, and I heard the two of them talking in the kitchen through the wall. Just the low music of it, two men, an ordinary morning. I could not make out a word and I didn't need to.

When I came out with my hair wet, dressed again, cami and panties, dry ones, because that was the arrangement I'd built for myself with my own two hands, they were both at the counter. Devin was eating cereal standing up like a teenager.

"You sleep okay?" he asked me. Perfectly pleasant. Perfectly bland.

And James was standing right there.

"Fine," I said.

"Yeah?" He tipped the bowl back and drank the milk out of it, watching me over the rim. "You seemed like you slept great."

"It was fine."

"Slept like a rock myself." He set the bowl in the sink, unwashed, the way he always did, and clapped James on the shoulder on his way past. "Best sleep I've had in weeks."

He went down the hall. James looked at the bowl in the sink and then at me, and something passed over his face that I couldn't read, and he said, "He's such a slob," and I laughed too hard and too long at it, and that was the morning.

* * *

That night was ours.

We ended up in bed early, which had become the pattern on our nights, and I'd stopped examining why. James was on me before the lamp was off, and I was ready, I was always ready lately, and for the first while it was good and familiar and mine, my husband's weight and my husband's hands and the same body I'd loved for three years.

Then he said, into my neck, "I can see how wet you are. All the time."

I went still under him. He felt it. He kept moving anyway.

"In the kitchen. In the hall." His breath was hot against my throat. "Those gray ones don't hide anything."

"James—"

"This morning." A hard slow push that took my breath. "You walked past me soaked through."

I had a hundred things queued up. The heat, the laundry, my whole catalogue. Not one of them came out.

"I'm not mad." He got a hand in my hair. "Look at me. I'm not mad."

"You're not?"

"I've got eyes. I've seen him." His hips kept going, and his voice dropped. "Guy's built like something in a museum. You think I don't know what that does to a woman? Any woman. You're in a bed next to that in your underwear and your body does what a body does. I'm not stupid about it anymore."

Something in my chest let go so fast it hurt.

"But that's not the part." He was breathing harder now. "You want to know the part?"

"Yes."

"You walk around this house all day in front of him in that." His hand came down off my hip and took a full grip of my ass, hard enough that I gasped. "Nipples through that little white top. Half your ass out. All day, right in front of him, and he can't do a goddamn thing about it."

"James—"

"You're a fucking cock tease, Ashley." He said it with his mouth against my ear and something detonated low in my stomach. "You're walking around this house teasing that man's cock all day and I've been hard about it since Tuesday. At the store. On the phone. I can't stop."

I was making noise now. I couldn't help it.

"Every night you're in there," he said, "he's lying next to that body in the dark and he can't touch it. And I come in here and I get all of it." His pace broke. "Tell me you like it."

"What—"

"Tell me you like being looked at like that." His hand tightened. "Tell me you like walking around in front of him with everything showing. Say it."

I could have said no. I could have said a hundred things. What came out of me, ragged, with my nails in my husband's back and my whole body drawn up like wire, was one word.

"Yes."

That did it. For both of us. I felt him lose his rhythm entirely and I went off underneath him at the same moment, clamping down hard, and he drove in and came so violently he made a sound I'd never heard from him, and the two of us shook apart together in the dark with the whole bed complaining underneath us.

Afterward it was quiet a long time.

He was on his back with his arm over his eyes, which is what James does when he's embarrassed.

"That was okay to say?" he asked the ceiling.

"Yes."

"Okay." A long breath. "Okay. Good." Then, still not looking at me: "I meant it, though. About the house."

"What about it?"

"Don't cover up." He turned his head then. In the dark I could just make out his face. "I know you said it was about not letting him ruin things. And that's true, that's a good reason. But that's not why I want it anymore." His hand found my thigh. "I want you exactly like this. In front of him. Every day. I want him looking and I want him not getting anything, and I want to know you're doing it."

My heart was going again.

"You want me to tease him," I said.

"Yeah." He said it quietly. "Yeah, I do."

Something enormous settled into place.

Because do you understand what he'd just done? He'd taken the whole thing, the uniform, the exposure, the way my body kept betraying me in front of that man, and he had walked over and put his own name on it. He hadn't just forgiven it. He'd asked for it. My husband wanted me on display for Devin, and he wanted to know I was doing it on purpose.

And the lines were all still there. That's what I kept coming back to, lying in the dark with James's hand warm on my thigh and my heart slowing down. Nothing had changed about the rules. Nobody touched anybody. It was looking. It had always only been looking, in that room and out of it, and now the man I was married to had heard the whole shape of it and told me he loved it.

I had spent weeks braced for the moment this became a betrayal. And instead my husband had rolled over in our bed and handed me permission with a bow on it.

Whatever happened in Devin's room happened while he looked at me and I looked at him and nobody laid a finger on anybody. James had just told me he wanted that.

I fell asleep faster than I had any right to.

Devin's night was Friday.


Chapter 10

I had a plan on Friday, and the plan was to tease him.

It was my husband's idea. That's the part I kept holding onto. James had held me in the dark on Thursday night and told me he wanted me on display in this house. He wanted Devin looking. He wanted Devin not getting anything, and he wanted to know I was doing it on purpose. I'd said yes with my nails in his back and I'd meant it, and I spent all of Friday turning it over like a stone in my pocket.

So the cami was coming off that night. I decided in the shower. Not for Devin, that was the entire point, that was the delicious part. For James. I was going to give Devin a look at the thing he'd been circling since the day he moved into my house, and then I was going to lie there and let him understand he was never getting one inch closer than looking, and then I was going to go back to my husband and tell him I'd done it.

That was the plan. I have never in my life felt so clever.

I got into that room a little after eleven and Devin was reading.

Actually reading, not the way I'd pretended to on Wednesday. Propped up in bed, naked the way he was always naked now, one knee up, a paperback held open with his thumb. He glanced up when I came in and said, "Hey," and went back to it.

I sat down on my side of the mattress.

He turned a page.

I don't have good words for what that was like. I'd come into that room wound so tight I could feel my pulse in my thighs. Two nights of that lamp and his hand and his eyes had done something to my body I hadn't reckoned with yet, and I'd been running hot all day, and now here I was and he was reading a novel.

Ten minutes. Fifteen. The fan pushed the hot air around the room. He turned pages.

By twenty minutes I was genuinely angry, and the maddening thing was I couldn't have told you what about. He was doing nothing wrong. He was lying in his own bed with a book like a man with a life. There was no rule anywhere that said he owed me a thing.

And my whole plan was sitting uselessly in my chest, because you cannot tease a man who won't look at you.

So I sat up and got hold of the hem of that thin white cotton and pulled it off over my head.

Fast, so I couldn't talk myself out of it. Dropped it on the floor beside the bed. Then I lay back against the pillows, bare to the waist in a hot room, and said to the ceiling, to nobody, "It's too warm for this."

The book closed.

I heard it. That soft clap of a paperback shutting one-handed, and then the sound of it hitting the floor, and I turned my head and Devin was looking at me like a man who'd just been handed something he'd been waiting a long time for.

"Well," he said.

And God help me, I felt powerful. That's what I have to be honest about. For about ninety seconds I was the one running that room. I lay there and let him look and I felt every inch of the effect of it, and I thought, there. That's what James wanted. That's me doing it.

The lamp was already on. He'd been reading by it. And now it was on me instead, warm and gold and unforgiving, my whole body laid out on that bare mattress in nothing but a pair of gray panties, and his eyes went over me slow and thorough and hungry.

"Christ." His voice had thickened. "Look at these fucking tits."

"I've been thinking about those since the doorway. Every day." He shifted onto his side toward me. "Every time you walked past me in that little top. Every time you leaned into the fridge for something. You have no idea what you've been doing to this house."

"I have some idea," I said, and heard how it came out, throaty and pleased, and did not recognize my own voice.

His hand went down and took hold of himself and started to move, and the last of my cleverness went out of me like air from a tire. Because that was what I'd been waiting twenty minutes for. My body knew it even while my mouth was still telling a different story.

I put my hand in my panties.

"There she is."

Then he moved.

He came up off the pillows and crossed the bed and settled kneeling between my open legs, and I made a sound I hadn't planned on.

"What are you—"

"Not touching you." He held both hands up, palms out, mock-innocent, and then took himself back in one of them. "Can't see anything from over there. I want a proper look."

And that was that. He knelt up between my thighs and started to stroke, and I laid back with my legs open around him and my chest bare and my hand working, and there was maybe a foot of air between his body and mine and not one square inch of contact anywhere.

His cock was right there.

Thick and dark and heavy in his hand, working away a few inches from my pussy. Close enough that I could feel the heat coming off it. Close enough that all I had to do was let go of the mattress and reach.

My fingers moved. I felt them twitch against the sheet, my whole arm coming alive with the idea, and I lay there with my other hand between my legs and wanted to hold that thing so badly my mouth went dry.

Nothing's stopping me. Nothing on this earth is stopping me but a rule I made up.

He saw it. I know he saw it, because his eyes flicked down to my hand and came back to my face and something moved behind them. And he said nothing. He didn't offer. He didn't close the distance. He didn't make it easy by turning it into his idea.

He knelt there stroking that enormous cock and let me lie underneath it with what I'd almost done.

"Keep going," he said.

I couldn't have stopped. My hips were coming up off the mattress and my free hand had gone to my own breast without consulting me and I was making noise, real noise, the kind that would have carried through a thinner wall.

"You like doing that for me, don't you." Not a question, the way he said it. "Rubbing that pretty pussy with me watching."

I turned my face away.

"Ashley." Soft. "You like it."

And I nodded.

That's all. I didn't say a word. I lay there with my eyes shut and my hand between my legs and I nodded, one small movement of my head, and I heard his breath tear open above me and his rhythm break.

"Fuck," he said.

I opened my eyes to look at him and I was right at the edge myself, everything in me stacking tight, and I opened my mouth to tell him so.

He got there first.

A short guttural sound above me, his stomach snapping tight, and then he was cumming, and he was cumming on me.

It hit my stomach first. Hot, shocking, a heavy splash of it landing across my skin, and I choked on my own breath. Then my ribs. Then my chest, my tits, thick ropes of it striping me from throat to navel while he groaned above me and kept his fist moving, marking me, painting me while I lay open-mouthed underneath him.

And that did it.

I hadn't decided to cum. I wasn't ready. But the second heat of him landed on my bare skin, something in me detonated with no input at all, and I went off so hard my back came up off the mattress, crying out with my fingers buried in gray cotton and another man's cum running down my sides, cumming and cumming while it kept landing on me.

When I came back the room was quiet except for the two of us breathing. I was flat on my back, absolutely covered, and he was still kneeling over me looking down at what he'd made.

"There," he said softly. "That's better."

I looked down at myself. It was everywhere. Cooling on my skin, pooled in my navel, running down one side toward the mattress.

I got a hand under me to sit up. "I need to wash this off."

"No."

"Devin—"

"Lie back down." He was already moving off the bed, easy, reaching for the lamp. "You're sleeping like that."

"I am absolutely not sleeping like this."

"Why not?" He asked it like the answer was obvious. "It's not gonna hurt you. I'll strip the bed in the morning and wash the sheets myself, you won't lift a finger. And when we get up I'll bring in a warm cloth and get you cleaned up properly before you go anywhere. You don't do a thing. I handle all of it."

"That's not the point, that's not—"

"I want you sleeping in it." Flat. Certain. Not cruel at all, which was what made it work. "All night. Wearing it. That's what I want." He clicked the lamp off. "Go to sleep, Ashley."

I lay there in the dark, covered in him, and did not draw the line.

"Night, Ashley."

* * *

I couldn't sleep.

He went out fast, the way he always did. I lay on my back on that bare mattress in the hot dark and everything on me went tacky as it cooled, and I could smell him. The room smelled like him and so did I, and every breath brought another lungful of it.

I tried lying still. I thought about the mortgage. About James's upcoming interview. I tried very hard to be a woman waiting for morning.

At some point my hand came up and touched my own stomach.

Just to feel it. That's all it was at first, some stupid curiosity, my fingertips dragging slow through the mess he'd left on me. Tacky and slick at once, warm from my own skin. I traced a line of it up over my ribs. Found where it had pooled in my navel and stirred my fingers through it.

I was so turned on I could hardly breathe, and I did not understand why.

That's what I kept snagging on, lying there. This should have disgusted me. There was a version of me from a month ago who'd have been in the shower already, scrubbing, crying, calling somebody. And instead I was lying still in a hot dark room playing in another man's cum with two fingers and my pulse was going everywhere and there was no name in my head for what was happening.

I brought my fingers up to my mouth.

I stopped an inch away.

I stayed there a long time. Long enough that my shoulder started to ache. And then I put them past my lips and closed my mouth around them and tasted him, salt and heat and something underneath it I had no word for, and I made a sound in the back of my throat that I only just caught.

Then the horror arrived.

All at once, cold, total. I lay frozen with my own fingers still in my mouth and thought, with complete clarity: What is wrong with me? What am I doing? A married woman in a bed that isn't hers with another man's cum in her mouth. My hand was shaking. My eyes had gone hot.

I lay like that a long while.

Then I reached down and pushed my hand under the waistband of my panties, and my fingers were still wet from my mouth, and I was so swollen and slick that the first touch made my whole body jolt.

I worked myself slowly. Quietly. Rocking against my own hand in the dark with my teeth shut tight. And it was good, it was so good, and it wasn't enough. Something in me wanted more than my own fingers, and there was only one thing available, and it was coating my skin from my throat to my hips.

I stopped.

And I put my hand between my legs and made a decision. It wasn't a fog. I knew exactly what I was about to do and I thought about it for a long moment in the dark and did it anyway.

I brought my hand back up to my chest. Dragged my fingers slow through what was left of him and gathered as much as I could hold, and brought it back down.

The first thing I did was just spread it over myself. Down through the seam of me, over my clit, working it in slow slick circles until I was coated in it, until the whole of me down there was him instead of me. The sound I made was not one I'd made before.

I couldn't explain it. There is no reason on this earth it should have felt like that. But something in me answered it like a key going into a lock, some door I hadn't known was there swinging open, and I lay in the dark rubbing another man's cum all over my clit and shaking with it and thinking, distantly, dimly, what is this, why does this feel like this, what have I just found out about myself?

And it still wasn't enough.

I went back up for more. Gathered what I could off my ribs, brought it down, and slid two fingers slowly inside myself.

The sound I made was almost nothing. A crack of breath. My back came up off that mattress and I went off harder than I have ever come in my life, working his cum into my body with my own hand, shaking so violently I thought the frame would give me away, biting down on my lip, coming in long waves that kept rolling through me after I'd stopped moving entirely.

When it finally let go I lay flat and wrung out and staring at nothing, breathing hard, my hand still down there.

And what came up out of me in the quiet afterward wasn't horror. It was arithmetic.

Nobody touched anybody.

That was still true. I turned it over and checked it from every side and it held. He hadn't laid a finger on me. I hadn't laid a finger on him. He'd stayed on his knees and I'd stayed on my back and there had been a foot of air between us the entire time, and afterward he'd gone to sleep and I had done a private thing to myself in the dark the way I'd done a hundred times in my life. Alone. With my own hand.

What was on my skin didn't have a rule about it. Nobody had ever written one.

I lay in the dark a long time, covered in his cum, tasting him from time to time, running that arithmetic again and again, and every time it came out clean.

And underneath it, somewhere I wasn't looking, a small quiet question about what I'd just learned about myself, and whether I was going to want it again.

I don't remember falling asleep.


Chapter 11

I woke up to the sound of running water.

For a few seconds I didn't know where I was. Then I moved and felt the pull of dried cum across my stomach, everywhere, tight on my skin like a second layer, and the whole night came back at once and my face went hot in an empty room.

The bathroom tap shut off down the hall. Footsteps. And Devin came back in with a towel slung around his waist and a folded washcloth steaming faintly in one hand, entirely at ease, like a man bringing his wife a coffee.

He shut the door behind him and dropped the towel.

"Morning," he said. "Don't sit up."

"I can do it myself."

"I know you can." He set one knee on the mattress. "Lie back."

And I looked at him standing over me with that cloth, and I thought about the twelve steps to the bathroom door, and I lay back down.

He started at my neck.

The heat of it was the first shock. Warm, almost hot, and my whole body jolted at the contact even through terrycloth. He worked slow, wiping down the line of my neck, along my collarbone, gathering what had dried there, and he did it with a kind of care that undid me faster than roughness would have.

"Hold still."

Down over my shoulder. Across my sternum. He wiped my stomach in long unhurried passes, and every time the cloth cooled he'd pause and refold it to a warmer part and start again, and My eyes stayed fixed on the ceiling and I breathed like I'd run somewhere.

Then he moved to my tits.

I made a sound. I couldn't help it. The cloth dragged warm over the curve of one and my nipple went so hard it ached, and he took his time, wiping in slow circles, careful and thorough, and when the terry passed directly over my nipple the jolt went straight down through the middle of me and I gasped out loud.

"Sorry," he said, not sorry at all. "There's a lot of it."

"It's fine."

"Sensitive this morning."

"It's fine."

He kept going. Around and over, both of them, cleaning me with total attention while I lay there with my thighs pressed together and my breath coming shallow and fast, and I could feel myself getting wet, feel it happening in real time, the gray cotton going damp underneath me all over again.

Then he sat back on his heels.

"You know I was awake, right?"

Everything in me stopped.

"Last night." He refolded the cloth, unhurried, not looking at my face. "I was awake for all of it."

"I don't—"

"You tasted it first." His eyes came up to mine. "Then you were rubbing my cum all over that pretty pussy."

I couldn't breathe. My whole body had gone hot and prickling and my ears were ringing and I could not have moved off that mattress if the house had been on fire.

"Devin—"

"I've been with a lot of women." He wrung the cloth out over the bowl. "Never seen one do that."

"Please stop talking."

"You're a little cumslut, Ashley." He said it easily, almost warmly, the way you'd tell somebody they were left-handed. "Didn't know it till last night, did you? Lying there in the dark finding out what you are."

And my body answered him. Right there, in front of him, a hot pulse between my legs so sudden and so complete that I felt the cotton go wet underneath me, and his eyes dropped and he saw it happen and he smiled.

"Yeah," he said softly. "There it is. That's what I thought."

"That's not—"

"You just got wetter because I said it." He put the cloth back on my stomach and I made a noise like I'd been hit. "You liked hearing it. You found something out about yourself last night. That you're a hot little cumslut."

I didn't say anything. I couldn't have.

Because he was right, and because everything in that room had changed shape. Whatever this had been ten seconds ago, a practical thing, a favor, a man cleaning up his own mess, it wasn't that now. He'd watched me. He'd lain there in the dark and watched me fuck myself with what he'd left on my body, and now he was wiping me down with a warm cloth and telling me about it, and my body had gone somewhere I couldn't call it back from.

"There's some on your thighs," he said.

I let my legs fall open.

He didn't ask. He said there was some on my thighs and my legs came open, and neither of us said one word about it.

He cleaned the top of one thigh, slow. Then down the inside, and I whimpered, actually whimpered, and he went slower. Long warm strokes on the soft inside of my leg, working upward, an inch at a time, and every pass got closer and every pass stopped short, and by the time he switched to the other leg I was shaking.

"That's most of it." He sat back. "Not all of it."

"What?"

"Ashley." Patient. Almost kind. "The rest of it's under your panties."

Everything in me stopped.

"You're not walking out to your husband with my cum all over you." He folded the cloth again. "Take them off and let me finish."

And here is what I thought, lying on that bare mattress with my legs already open and my heart going like a hammer.

It's a washcloth.

That's it. That's the whole of it. That's the entire argument my brain assembled in the second and a half it took me to decide. There would be cloth between his hand and my body. He would not be touching me. It was terry cotton and warm water, and he had never once laid a finger on me and he wasn't about to start now, and the rule was the rule, and the rule would hold, because the rule had always held.

I lifted my hips and pulled the gray cotton down my legs and dropped it off the side of the bed.

"Good girl," he said quietly.

And then that warm cloth was between my legs.

I made a sound I'd never made in my life. He started slow, the way he'd done everything, wiping along the crease of my thigh, then across, and I was so swollen and so wet that the drag of it over me was too much, and I heard myself moan out loud in a house where my husband was sleeping down the hall.

"Shh."

"I can't—"

"You can." Another pass, slower, and this one went over my clit and I jerked so hard my heel came off the mattress. "Almost done."

He was not almost done.

He kept going. Slow deliberate circles, the warm terry dragging over every part of me, and it stopped being cleaning somewhere in there and neither of us said a word about it. He never dropped the pretense. Not once. He just worked that cloth over my pussy like a man doing a careful job and murmured to me while he did it.

"Almost."

"Devin—"

"Shh. Hold still for me. Almost there."

Another pass, harder, the heel of his hand behind the cloth now, pressing where he knew, and I couldn't keep my hips down. They came up off the mattress into his hand and he made a low pleased sound and gave me more.

"There you go. That's it."

"Oh God—"

"Your a dirty little girl that needs to be cleaned properly." Slow circle. Slow circle. "Aren’t you?"

"Yes—"

"Say it."

"Yes, God, yes—"

He worked me in tight relentless circles with that warm cloth and I lay there with my legs spread wide and my hands fisted in the bare sheet, mouth open, making sounds I couldn't stop, and every time I got close he'd feel it and slow down and say nearly there and start again, and by the third time he did that I was out of my mind.

"Please," I said. "Please, please—"

"There it is." Something in his voice had changed. "That's what I wanted. Say it again."

"Please."

"Good girl." And he stopped teasing and gave it to me properly, hard fast pressure right where I needed it, and I felt it coming up like a wave from a long way off. "That's it. Let it go. Nearly clean."

I bit down on the back of my own hand and came against that cloth in long convulsive waves, hips grinding up into his hand, shaking so hard my heels skidded on the mattress, a thin strangled sound going on and on behind my teeth. He didn't stop. He didn't slow down. He worked me through every second of it while I fell apart underneath him, and it kept going, and it kept going, and when it finally let go of me I collapsed back with my ears ringing and my whole body twitching.

Then he sat back, and folded the cloth over one last time, and dropped it in the bowl.

"There," he said. "All clean."

* * *

The panties were still on the floor where I'd dropped them.

I picked them up and stood there in the middle of that room and looked at them, and understood.

They were stiff in two places. Dried. Some from him, from Friday night, and some from me, and I could see it plainly in the morning light, pale marks in gray cotton. And the crotch of them was still damp from before I'd taken them off, and I'd cum three times in that bed since last night, and I had exactly one route to the bathroom.

So I put them on.

Pulling them up my legs and settling them against me, feeling exactly where they were stiff and where they were wet, knowing what was on them and how it got there. My face was burning before I'd even got the cami over my head.

Devin was stripping the bed behind me, whistling something, keeping his word about the sheets.

"You want me to wait a few minutes?" he said, not looking up.

"No."

I went out.

The house was quiet and for about four steps I thought I'd made it. Then the kitchen door opened at the end of the hall and James came out of it with a coffee in each hand, and stopped.

He looked at me. He looked down at me, at the front of a pair of gray panties that hid nothing at all, and I watched him take in the state of them, and I stood there in my own hallway and felt something in my chest cave in.

Because he was pleased. That was the thing. His face did what it had been doing all week, that startled flush of a man handed something he didn't expect. He didn't see the stiff patches. He didn't know what he was looking at. He saw his wife soaked through in the morning and he thought about Thursday night and what he'd asked me for and how well I was doing it.

"Morning," he said, low, half a laugh in it, and as I went past he leaned in and put his mouth by my ear. "Jesus, Ashley. Look at you."

"I need a shower."

"Yeah you do."

And he was grinning when I shut the bathroom door.

I sat down on the edge of the tub and put my face in my hands and stayed there a long time.

I wasn't sorry. That's what I couldn't get around. I sat in that bathroom with another man's dried cum on the underwear I was wearing and searched myself for regret about last night and it simply was not there. What was there was this: my husband had just looked at me like that. My husband had leaned in and said look at you and been delighted. He wanted this.

I turned the water on as hot as it would go and got in and scrubbed until my skin hurt.

* * *

That night I meant to tell him about the cami.

I'd been carrying it around all day like a coin in my pocket, the one clean thing I had, the thing I'd actually done for him and could actually hand over. I took my top off in front of him. I did what you asked. He looked at me the whole time.

We were in bed. His hand was on my hip. I got as far as opening my mouth.

And then I heard the question that would come next, as clearly as if he'd already asked it. What did he do?

And there was no answer to that. There was no version of an answer to that. Every road from that question led somewhere I could not lead him, and the words were already halfway up my throat and I swallowed them back down and said nothing.

That was the first time. Not a lie. Just a door I found closed when I went to it.

"You're quiet," James said.

"Long day."

He was quiet for a minute. Then, carefully: "I saw you this morning."

Here we go.

"You were soaked." His hand moved down over my ass and he pulled me in against him and he was already hard. "You come out of that room every time looking like that."

"James—"

"I'm not mad. You know I'm not mad." His mouth was at my throat. "Tell me something."

"What?"

"He's good-looking, right?"

I went rigid.

"That's all I'm asking," he said. "It's not a trick. Just say it."

"Why does it matter—"

"Because I want to hear you say it." He rolled me under him. "Ashley. Is he good-looking?”

"...Yes."

The sound he made was closer to pain. He pushed into me and I was already wet, I'd been wet since he started asking, and he started to move.

"Say the rest."

"There isn't a rest."

"Yes there is." His forehead against mine, breathing hard. "That's what's making you wet. Not the heat. Not the house. Him. Say it."

And this was the one I fought.

Because the first one was a fact anybody could see, and this one was a confession. I lay there under my husband with my heels pressed into the backs of his thighs and I shook my head and said, "James, don't—" and he stopped moving entirely.

"Say it."

"Please."

"Say it." He was gentle about it, which was worse. "I already know. I've known for a week. I'm not asking you to tell me something I don't know, I'm asking you to say it out loud to me."

And so I did.

"It's him," I said. My voice came out wrecked. "It's him, okay? It's him. He’s making me wet."

James made a broken sound and drove into me hard, and after that there was no more talking for a while, just the two of us going at each other in the dark like something was chasing us.

And then, when he was close, right at the edge, his mouth against my ear:

"I think about it," he said.

"What—"

"Through the wall. When you're in there." He was gasping. "I lie in here and I listen and I think about what it'd sound like. If it happened. If I could hear you in there with him."

"James."

"Imagine it," he said. "Right now. Him fucking you. Just for a second, imagine it—"

And I did.

God forgive me, I did. I closed my eyes and I put him on top of me instead, that huge body over me, that thing I'd been staring at for a week finally pushing into me, and I came so violently that I screamed into my husband's shoulder, and he went with me, both of us shaking apart at the same instant in the dark, in shame, in the bed we'd bought together.

Afterward he wouldn't look at me.

Neither of us said anything for a long minute. The fan turned. Somewhere down the hall a door clicked shut and neither of us reacted to it.

Then James pulled me in against his chest, tight, both arms around me, and put his face in my hair.

"I love you so much," he said. "I don't know what's wrong with me. I love you so much."

"Nothing's wrong with you."

"Something's wrong with me."

"Nothing's wrong with you," I said again, and held onto him, and we stayed like that for a long time, wrapped up in each other in the heat, two people holding on very tightly in the dark and not saying one single word about what we'd just done.

He fell asleep before I did.


Chapter 12

James

Devin went away for work on a Monday and I did not understand, until he was gone, how much of my house had been organized around him.

He told us over breakfast. Some job thing, a week, maybe eight days, back Sunday or Monday depending on flights. He said it eating toast standing up at the counter, the way he did everything, and then a car came and he was gone and the front door shut and the place got very quiet.

Ashley stood at the sink for a while after that. I remember noticing it.

Then she went and put shorts on.

That was the first thing. I came out of the bathroom and my wife was pulling on a pair of running shorts and a tank top, covering herself up in her own house for the first time in awhile, and it was such an ordinary thing to see that it stopped me in the doorway.

"What?" she said.

"Nothing."

Here's what that week was.

It was good. I want to be fair about it, because of everything else. It was a genuinely good week. Tuesday I had the interview and it went better than anything had gone in months, and Thursday they called and asked me back for a second round the following week. Thursday night we cooked together and made a disaster of the kitchen and ate at eleven, and she laughed at something I said so hard she had to put her fork down, and I sat there thinking, there she is, there's my wife.

We had sex once. Tuesday, after the interview.

It was nice.

That's the honest word for it. It was nice. It was the sex we'd had for three years, comfortable and warm, and afterward I kissed her shoulder and we went to sleep.

And I lay there afterward in the dark with my wife asleep next to me and could not stop noticing that something was missing, and could not say what, and did not go looking.

The week was good. The house was quiet. I slept fine every night.

I did not get hard one single time thinking about my own wife, which had not been true for weeks.

* * *

He got back the following Monday and everything in that house came back on like a switch.

I was in the living room when the car pulled in. And I happened to be looking at Ashley when she heard it, and I watched her whole body change. She was at the counter with her back to me and she stopped dead, and then her hands started moving again, and she didn't turn around.

Twenty minutes later she came back through the living room in a white cami and a pair of gray panties.

She didn't announce it. Didn't explain it. She'd been in shorts for a week and now she wasn't, and I sat there and watched my wife cross her own living room dressed for another man.

Devin came out of his room and shook my hand and asked me how the interview had gone.

He asked good questions, too. He asked what the role actually was and who I'd be reporting to and what they'd said about the second round, and he listened to the answers, and when I said I thought it had gone well he said, "Course it did," like it was obvious, like there'd never been any question, and something in my chest unclenched a little.

I wanted to hate him. I have never in my life wanted so badly to hate somebody.

* * *

I want to describe that evening properly.

The three of us in the living room after dinner. Devin in his chair. Me on the loveseat. Some show on that nobody was watching, two beers each, all the windows open and the fan going and not one bit of it doing any good against the heat.

And my wife could not sit down.

That's the only way I know how to put it. She was up and down the whole night. She needed a glass of water. She needed to find the remote. She needed the good bottle opener out of the drawer under the TV, which meant crouching down in front of that cabinet with her back to the room, and the gray cotton pulled tight and rode up on her while she dug around in there, and I sat on my own couch and could not look away from my wife's ass.

Neither could he.

I watched him look. He wasn't obvious about it. Didn't leer, didn't make a thing of it, didn't say one word. He just let his eyes go where they were going for about three seconds, took the whole of her in, and went back to the television. In no hurry at all. Completely unbothered about whether I saw him do it.

And that was somehow worse. A man who checks himself is a man who thinks he might be doing something wrong.

She went to the kitchen for the chips. Came back, and instead of just handing them over she leaned across the coffee table to set the bowl down in front of him, and stayed leaned over a beat longer than she needed to. That cami hung straight off her when she did it. All that weight swinging forward into thin cotton with nothing underneath, and I knew exactly what he was looking at from that chair, because I have been on the receiving end of that view for three years and it is not a thing a man forgets.

She straightened up and something in the way she did it was different. Slower. She knew.

That's what I couldn't get past. She knew. Every single move she made in that room was aimed, and she was enjoying it, and she was good at it in a way I had never seen from her, and it was the single most erotic thing I have ever watched in my life.

Her nipples were hard the entire night. Every time she came under the ceiling light I could see both of them straining that thin white cotton, and every time she moved the cami shifted and settled somewhere new on her, and every time she reached for anything it rode up and showed even more of her stomach.

I sat there with a beer sweating in my hand and got so hard it hurt.

I don't know what I expected to feel. Anger, maybe. Something clean I could act on. What I felt was a sick electric awareness of every single thing in that room, my wife half-dressed and moving around in front of another man on purpose, his eyes tracking her, her knowing it, the whole engine of it running right there in front of me, and my own body responding like it had been waiting years for exactly this.

She bent over the arm of the loveseat to plug her phone in behind me and I watched Devin's eyes go to her ass and stay there for a long moment, and I felt my cock throb in my shorts, and I thought very clearly: what is wrong with me? Why is this so hot?

And then she brought him a beer.

She got two out of the fridge and came back around the loveseat, and somewhere between the kitchen and that armchair the strap of her cami had come off her shoulder.

I don't know if it slipped. It was down on her upper arm and the whole side of the top had gone with it, hanging loose and low off one breast, and she did not fix it. She stood in front of his chair and leaned down and handed him the bottle with that strap off her shoulder and the neckline halfway to her nipple, and she was smiling at him, saying something I couldn't hear, easy and warm and pleased with herself.

He said something back. She laughed.

And she straightened up and came back and sat down next to me and then she pulled the strap up, once she was past him, once it didn't matter anymore.

And here is where it turned in my stomach, because I remembered what I'd said to her in our bed.

I want him looking and I want to know you're doing it.

I'd asked for this. In the dark, inside my wife, out of my mind, I had asked my wife to walk around this house and tease this man with her body, and she had said yes, and now I was sitting on my own couch watching her do exactly what I'd requested, in the exact way I'd requested it, and it was working, and I was harder than I'd been in my life.

So that should have been fine. That was the arrangement. That was my own idea coming back to me.

Except.

Except she'd laughed at something he said and it had a shape to it, a worn-in rhythm, the sound of a joke that had been made before. Except she'd said shut up to him earlier with a familiarity that had nothing hostile in it at all. Except she had told me, sitting on our bed, that she couldn't stand this man, and had made me laugh about the spice rack, and I could not locate the moment when that stopped being true.

Except I have also said other things in that bed. Things I said with my mouth against her ear when I was past thinking. About what I imagined through the wall. About what I wanted to hear.

And sitting there watching her tug that strap back into place, I had the first genuinely cold thought I'd had in weeks, which was: how much of this did I ask for, and does she know where the line is, and do I?

I could have said something. That's the thing. Any time that whole night. I could have said hey, that's enough, or come sit down, or any one of a hundred ordinary sentences a husband is allowed to say in his own house.

I didn't say a word, because I did not want it to stop.

Then Devin shifted in the chair to reach for the remote and I saw the front of his shorts.

He was hard. Obviously, unmistakably hard, and had been for who knows how long, and he made no move to hide it or adjust or angle himself away. He reached for the remote and settled back and let it sit there, in my living room, in front of my wife and me.

I couldn't stop looking. God help me. I sat there and stared at the outline of that thing in his shorts and understood exactly what my wife had been lying next to every night, and I got harder.

Ashley came back through and sat down beside me and put her feet up and her whole body was flushed. Chest, neck, the tops of her cheeks. And when she crossed one leg over the other I saw the dark patch on the gray. Front and center. Not a shadow, not a trick of the light.

She wasn't hiding it. She wasn't sitting a particular way to conceal it. My wife sat down in our living room soaked through her underwear with two men in the room and reached for her wine.

And I sat next to her, rock hard, sick with it, and said nothing at all.

* * *

Devin stood up at a quarter past ten.

"I'm out," he said, stretching. "Long flight. I'm dead." He picked up his bottle and looked over at me. "Hey, seriously. Congrats again, man. You earned it."

"Thanks," I said.

"Night."

And he went down the hall, and his door shut, and it was just the two of us in silence.

Ashley didn't move for about a minute.

She sat there next to me on the loveseat with the TV going and neither of us watching it, and I could hear her breathing, and I knew, and she knew I knew, and neither one of us said a single word for a full minute.

It was her night. That was the arrangement. It had been the arrangement since the beginning and I had shaken the man's hand on it in this room.

Then she stood up.

"I'm gonna go to bed," she said.

And I heard myself say, "Yeah."

She came around in front of me and I caught her hand.

I don't know what I was doing. I honestly don't. I pulled her down toward me and I kissed her, and it was not a goodnight kiss, it turned into something else about half a second in, my hand went into her hair and hers came up around the back of my neck and she kissed me back like she was starving, open-mouthed, in the middle of our living room.

She was breathing hard when she pulled back. So was I.

And she looked at me, and I looked at her, and there was something in her face I had never seen there before, an openness, like she was seeking for something, like she was asking me a question with her whole body.

I think I know what it was.

She was asking me to stop her.

That's what that was. My wife stood in front of me flushed and soaked through her underwear with her mouth still wet from mine, and she gave me one clear opportunity to say don't go, stay here tonight, forget the whole thing, and I could have said it, and it would have been over.

I said, "Night."

Something moved across her face. Then it was gone.

"Night," she said.

And she went down the hall in her wet panties, and I sat there in my own living room and listened to her feet on the boards, and I heard his door open, and I heard it close.

Then the house was quiet.

I sat on my couch in front of a television I wasn't watching, harder than I have ever been in my life, with the taste of my wife still in my mouth.

I squeezed my cock once through my shorts and closed my eyes at the relief from it.

Then I went to our bedroom, and shut the door, and lay down in the dark on my side of a bed with nobody else in it, and put my hand around my cock, and thought about what was happening on the other side of that wall.


Chapter 13

The lamp is on when I come in and he's already naked on the bed.

I shut the door behind me and stand against it for a second because my legs aren't entirely reliable, and he watches me do it, propped on the pillows with one knee bent, all that carved gold body laid out in the lamplight, his cock already half-hard against his thigh.

"Missed me?" he says.

"Don't flatter yourself." But my voice comes out wrong, and we both hear it.

"Mm." His eyes go down me and back up, slow. "You did."

I look at the half-hard cock lying against his thigh and reach for the hem of my cami. "Looks like you're the one who missed me."

And I pull it off over my head.

He makes a low sound in his chest. That's all.

An hour of that living room. An hour of bending over in front of him with my husband right there, feeling both of them look, getting so wet I stopped even pretending to sit in a way that hid it. A week of nothing before that. And now a shut door and a room that smells like him.

I lie back on the bare mattress with my legs already falling open, because there's nothing left in me that wants to pretend. My nipples ache. My whole body is throbbing. I'm lying in a pair of soaked gray panties in another man's bed with my heart going so hard I can feel it in my throat.

He comes up onto his knees and moves between my legs.

That's the position now. He kneels up between my open thighs and takes his cock in his hand and lets me look at what an hour in that living room did to him, and my mouth actually waters.

"Take the panties off."

I don't move.

"You don't want them getting messy." He says it easily, like he's being helpful. "Not with your husband right down the hall in the morning. Not with him looking at you the way he does."

Messy.

That word goes through me like a rush. Because there's only one thing he means, and he doesn't say it, and my whole body understands it anyway.

And I think about last week. Standing in this room with those stiff patches in the cotton, pulling them on anyway, walking out into my own hallway with my husband right there.

And I think: he already cleaned me there. I already took them off for him once. There's nothing left of me he hasn't seen.

I lift my hips and pull them down my legs and drop them off the side of the bed.

Naked. Completely. In his bed, in the light, legs open, with a man kneeling between them, and neither of us says one word about the fact that weeks ago I came into this room in flannel out of spite.

He looks at me for a long moment. Doesn't say anything at all.

I reach down to touch myself, because that's what we do, that's the shape of it, that's the whole architecture of everything we've built in here.

And before I get there, he takes his cock in his fist and strokes it once, slow, all the way from the base up over the head.

And lets go.

It falls.

It falls and lands on me, that whole heavy weight dropping onto my clit, and bounces. Once. Twice. Three times, hot and solid and heavy, and then settles there against me and stays.

Everything in me stops.

I don't move. I don't breathe. There is another man's cock lying on my bare pussy and every muscle in my body has locked and my mind has gone completely white.

He doesn't look at my face. Doesn't smirk. Doesn't ask me anything.

He picks it up in his fist and strokes it once, slow, base to head.

And lets it fall again. Three heavy bounces on my swollen clit, then still. And there's no accident to hide behind now, no gravity to blame, because I watched him do it on purpose and I said nothing.

The rule goes out of the room without a sound and neither of us mentions it.

My hand comes up. I don't know what it's going to do, push him off, grab his wrist, say wait, and it gets four inches off the mattress and stops, and hangs there, and drops back onto the bed.

That's it. That's my whole resistance. One hand that doesn't make it.

He does it again.

Stroke, fall, bounce, bounce, bounce. Again. Slow and patient and metronomic, and by the fifth time I can hear how wet the sound has gotten, that soft slick knock of him landing on me, and so can he.

"Devin," I say. It comes out ruined.

"Mm."

He keeps going. Faster now, a rhythm to it.

I'm making sounds now, small helpless ones I can't get back, and my hips are lifting off the bed to meet him, chasing that weight, and every time it lands my whole body jolts.

Then he stops. Holds himself in his fist, resting the underside of that huge cock along the length of my pussy, not moving.

"We can't," I whisper. "Devin. We can't do this."

"I'm not gonna fuck you."

I stop breathing.

He says it flatly. Not cruel, not a taunt. Like he's telling me the kitchen's closed. He isn't even looking at my face when he says it. He's looking down at where he's resting against me.

And the thing that happens in my chest is relief.

A great wave of it, so strong it almost makes me laugh. Thank God. Then the line holds. Then I'm still the woman I've been telling myself I am, and whatever this is, it isn't that.

I actually relax. My head goes back on the pillow and something in my whole body loosens.

He waits for that. He waits for me to relax.

Then he says, "Just need something to use for lube," and starts to move.

He keeps his hand around himself and drags the underside of his cock slowly up through my pussy, base to tip, along the whole slick length of me, and the sound it makes is obscene and I cry out loud enough that I have to clap my hand over my own mouth.

"You're soaked," he says, conversational. "Might as well use you."

He doesn't ask. He informs me.

And then he starts fucking his own fist with my pussy as the lube.

Long slow strokes. His hand working the top half of his cock while the bottom half of it slides through my folds, over my clit and back down, wet and hot and heavy, using me to make himself feel good and not pretending otherwise.

And that's when it hits me, lying there with my hand over my mouth and my thighs shaking.

He's using me.

That's what this is. That's exactly what this is. My body is a thing he's rubbing his cock against because it's wet and it's convenient and it's here. Not making love to me. Not even touching me really, in the story he's telling. I'm the slick surface he's chosen to get himself off on, and I am lying here with my legs open letting him, and the understanding of that goes through me like something breaking open.

I have never been so wet in my life. I can feel it running down toward the mattress.

I am a toy on this man's bed and my pussy is gushing about it.

"That's better," he murmurs. "Much better."

Four minutes. That's how long the fiction lasts.

Then his hand falls away.

He doesn't need it. He puts both palms flat on the mattress either side of my ribs and leans over me and keeps moving, sliding that enormous cock through my pussy with nothing but the weight of his hips, and now there's nothing to call it. He's on top of me. He's grinding into me. Every pass drags the head of him from my clit all the way down and back, and I'm making one continuous broken noise.

And then on the downstroke it catches.

Half a second. The head of his cock notches at my entrance and my whole body seizes and then he keeps going right past it, up over my clit, like nothing happened.

I make a sound like I've been hit.

He does it again three strokes later. Catches. Holds. That thick blunt head pressed just barely into me, my body opening around the very tip of him, my back coming off the mattress, and then he pulls up and away and keeps sliding.

"Oh God—"

"Shh."

Again. And this time he stops there. Holds himself right at the entrance, not pushing, not moving, just resting inside the first half inch of me with his arms braced either side of my head, close enough that I can feel his breath on my face.

I can't take it. I can't take one more second of it.

"Please," I say.

It's out of me before I know it's coming. One word, cracked open, into the space between us.

He goes still.

"Please what?"

"Devin—"

"No." Not cruel. Almost gentle, which is so much worse. He hasn't moved an inch. "I told you what I'm not doing. So if you want something different you're gonna have to say it, Ash. Out loud. To me."

I close my eyes.

And what my brain finds, scrambling, drowning, is the only thing on the shelf.

James asked for this.

He said things in the dark with his mouth against my ear. Told me to imagine it. Asked me what it would sound like. Made me admit it was Devin, made me say it out loud, was harder than he's ever been in his life while I did. And tonight he kissed me open-mouthed in our living room, and then he let me walk down this hall.

James fantasized about this. He wanted this. That's at least half of the truth, and that's enough, because there is a man holding himself inside the first half inch of me and I would believe absolutely anything that lets me have the rest.

I open my eyes and look up at him.

"Fuck me," I say.

He doesn't move.

"Say it again."

"Fuck me." My voice breaks on it. My hands come up and grab his ass, the first time I have ever deliberately touched him, pulling him toward me. "Please. Please fuck me, Devin, please—"

And he slowly starts to push his cock inside of me.

Oh God.

He goes slow. That's what does it. He could drive into me and I'd take it and thank him, and instead he feeds that enormous cock into me an inch at a time while my body works out what's happening to it.

It's too much. He's too big and it's too much and I have to open my mouth and just breathe, no sound coming out, my hands clamped on his muscular ass and my eyes locked on his. My body yields and yields and keeps having to yield, and every time I think that has to be all of it there's more.

"Breathe," he says.

"I can't—"

"You can." Another inch. "There you go. Look at you taking it."

I'm so full I can't think. There's a pressure up under my ribs, in my hips, in my stomach, and he's still not all the way in.

When he finally bottoms out I'm shaking so hard the bed is moving.

He holds there. Buried in me. Lets me hang on it. And I lie under him stuffed completely full of another man's cock and understand that there is no going back to any part of my life from before this.

Then he starts to move.

Slow. So slow. Long deep strokes that pull almost all the way out and push all the way back in, over and over, that thick relentless drag filling me and emptying me and filling me again, and he stays on top of me the whole time, watching my face, his weight pinning me to that bare mattress.

And it comes up on me out of nowhere.

I'm not ready for it. I don't feel it building, I don't have time to brace, it just breaks over me like something falling, and I have to lunge up and bury my face in his neck to muffle the sound I make, my whole body seizing around that cock, clamping down on it, shaking under him while he keeps stroking through it without missing a beat.

"Mm," he says against my hair. "There's one."

I can't get my breath. I've never come like that in my life, from nothing, from being full, with no warning at all.

He keeps going, slow and deep, and I run my hands up over him because I have to touch it, all of it, this body I've been staring at for weeks. His shoulders. The heavy muscle of his back. I get my hands between us onto his stomach and feel his abs flex and release with every slow thrust, hard as carved stone under my palms, and something about that, about feeling this godlike man work his cock into me, about the fact that it's him doing this to me, doing it slow, doing it because he decided to, tips me straight into the second one.

It rolls up through me thick and heavy and I sob it into his throat, my nails dragging down those perfect abs, coming just from the feel of being filled by that gorgeous cock and from whose cock it is.

"That's two," he breathes.

Then he starts to fuck me harder.

Not all at once. And not much faster. Just harder. He builds it, the strokes getting deeper, more force behind them, and my tits are moving now with every thrust and the bed has started to make noise and I can hear myself getting louder, and I clap my hand over my own mouth.

Because James. Because the wall. Because my husband is lying in our bed and the sounds coming out of me are not sounds a woman makes doing nothing.

"Wait," I gasp. "Wait, stop, he'll hear, he's going to hear—"

And he stops.

Completely. Buried deep, not moving, holding still inside me while I'm right on the edge of a third one, and the loss of it is so total I nearly scream.

I move my hips. I can't help it. I start to fuck myself on his cock, working my hips up against him, chasing it, desperate for the friction back.

He grabs my hips and stops me. Holds me still.

"You said stop," he says.

"Devin—"

"You said he'd hear." That flat amused calm, his cock throbbing deep inside me, not moving an inch. "So we'll stop. That's what you want, right?"

"No—please—"

"No what."

"Don't stop, God, please don't stop—" I'm past shame, past everything, writhing on his cock trying to get him to move. "Please, I need it, please, please fuck me—"

"There she is."

And he starts fucking me again, slow and hard and deliberate, that huge cock driving all the way into me on every stroke, and I'm gone, completely gone, clawing at his back and taking it and saying things in a voice I don't recognize, harder, please, just like that, don't stop.

Then his rhythm breaks. His hand fists in my hair. Every muscle in his body draws up tight.

And something in me goes feral.

I lock my ankles at the small of his back and pull. I get my arms around his shoulders and clamp down with everything I have, every part of my body that can hold him, and I don't say a single word, because there are no words for what I want that would survive being said out loud.

He knows exactly what I'm doing.

"Yeah?" It comes out of him wrecked. "That what you want? You want it inside you?"

I dig my heels into his ass and pull him deeper and hold him there.

He drives in one more time, all the way, and buries himself.

I feel the first thick pulse of it deep inside me and my whole body arches up to take it, and then another, and another, that cock jerking against my walls and flooding me while I hold him locked against me with everything I have. He groans, low and broken, his hips stuttering, emptying every drop of it as deep in me as he can get.

And I cum again while it's happening. Not from the fucking. From that. From the feel of his cum pumping into me, filling me up, and the sound I make is not a human sound.

It goes on and on. When it finally stops he holds himself buried in me, both of us shaking, and I'm still locked around him, still not letting go, keeping every last drop of him exactly where I want it.

Neither of us says anything for a long time.

I can feel my heart in my ears. I can feel him softening inside me and I still don't let go, and he doesn't try to pull away.

Eventually he lifts his head and looks down at me.

"Ashley," he says.

That's all. Just my name.

Then he eases out of me, slow, and rolls onto his back beside me on that bare mattress, and I curl into him without deciding to, wrapping myself around all that warm heavy muscle, one leg thrown over his, my cheek on his chest, full of his cum, in his bed, in a room that smells like both of us.


Chapter 14

James

I turned the fan off around eleven.

I want to be honest about that. It was brutal in that room and I reached over and turned off the one thing making it survivable, and I did it so I could hear better, and I knew that was what I was doing while I did it.

Then I lay in the dark in our bed and listened to my house.

For a long time there was nothing. The building ticking. A car somewhere. My own heart, which was going harder than it had any business going for a man just lying still. I told myself I was being insane. I told myself she was asleep in there, that nothing was happening and nothing was going to happen and I was a sick man lying rigid in the dark straining to hear a thing that wasn't there.

And then I heard something.

I don't even know what it was. A sound, low, through the wall, gone before I could catch it. It could have been the house. It could have been her shifting in her sleep. It could have been nothing at all.

I held my breath.

I lay there in my own bed and stopped breathing so I could hear my wife better, and the second I noticed I was doing it, the second I understood what I'd become, I was throbbing with a need to be touched.

Another sound. Closer to real this time. Higher.

Was that a moan?

I couldn't tell. I genuinely couldn't tell, and the not being able to tell was its own kind of torture, because if I knew then I'd know, and as long as I didn't know I could lie there in the dark and build it out of nothing, and I couldn't stop building it. My hand was already on myself. I don't remember deciding. I just became aware at some point that my hand was wrapped around my cock, moving slow, and I made myself stop, and I lay there with my heart slamming and my fist clenched at my side and told myself I was not going to do this.

Then the bed started.

There is no mistaking that sound. I have made that sound with her a thousand times. That slow rhythmic creak of a frame taking weight, over and over, and I lay in the dark and listened to it come through the wall from the next room and my whole body went cold and then hot.

No way. No way. There is no way this is happening.

But it kept going. Slow, steady, unmistakable, and under it now, threaded through it, her. Muffled. Like she had her face in something. Like she was trying to be quiet and failing, these broken little sounds coming out of her in time with the bed, and I knew those sounds, I have spent three years learning those sounds, and they were coming through my wall for another man.

My hand was moving again.

Part of me was sick about it. That part was real, sick and cold and low in my stomach, the part that wanted to hate him and mostly just hurt. And right up against it, in the same body at the same second, was the other thing, my hand not stopping, my eyes stinging in the dark, and I could not have told you which one was winning, because grief and the most intense arousal of my life had stopped being two different things.

Should I stop them? That was the one clear thought that surfaced. I could get up right now. I could walk down that hall and open that door and end it, in one second, forever.

I didn't move.

The rhythm changed. Got harder. Faster. The bed wasn't creaking anymore, it was knocking the wall now, a steady blunt thud, and her sounds climbed with it, past muffled, past quiet, until I could hear my wife clearly through the drywall, and the things she was saying were not things she says to me.

I heard please.

I heard don't stop.

I heard her voice go up and up and break, that exact sound, the one I know, the one that means she's there, that means she's gone, and it went on longer than I have ever heard it go on, and something on the other side of that wall was giving my wife something I apparently never had.

I came so hard I had to press my face into the pillow to keep from making a sound.

All over myself, in the dark, in our bed, alone, with my wife's voice still in my ears, and I lay there afterward in the wreck of it with my chest heaving and thought, very calmly, what have we done?

The bed went quiet.

I lay there and listened to it stop. Listened to the silence come down. And then, worse than any of it, worse than the sounds, I understood that it was over and she wasn't coming back. That she was going to stay in there. That my wife had just fucked another man and was now going to sleep the whole night in his bed, curled up against him, while I lay here in ours, alone.

I did not sleep for a long time.

I lay in the dark and I ran it all. The jealousy came in waves, real ones, sick and cold, the kind that make your stomach hurt. She'd chosen that. She'd walked down there and begged for it, I'd heard her beg for it, and some man who wasn't me had made her make sounds I'd never pulled out of her in three years of trying.

And right alongside it, in the same body, at the same time, was the other thing. The thing I couldn't look at straight. That it had been, without any competition at all, the single most erotic hour of my life. That I had come harder listening to it than I had come in years actually touching her. That some door in me I never knew was there had come off its hinges tonight and I was never going to get it shut again.

Was I going to lose her? That was the question underneath everything, the one I kept circling back to in the dark. Was this the beginning of the end of my marriage? Was I lying in the ruins of my own life feeling my cock stir again at the memory of it?

I didn't have an answer. I fell asleep somewhere around three without one, still half hard, still afraid.

* * *

I woke to the bed.

For a second I didn't know why I was awake. Gray light in the room, early, the fan still off from the night before. And then I heard it and my whole body went rigid all over again, because it was happening again, right now, the slow knock of that frame against the wall, and I turned my head and looked at the clock and it said 6:12.

Morning. It was morning and he was doing it again.

And this time there was no build, no question, no straining to hear. This time it was already going, hard, that bed frame slamming the wall in a fast steady rhythm, and my wife was not being quiet at all anymore. She'd given up on quiet. I lay there in the thin dawn light and listened to Ashley get fucked on the other side of the wall, fast and hard, her voice climbing, no hand over her mouth now, nothing held back, and my cock got so hard so fast it hurt.

I got my hand around myself.

And I listened to my wife come apart at six in the morning, that long broken cry going through the wall, and I felt it in my teeth, and my hand was moving and I was right there, right at the edge, thirty seconds from done.

And I stopped.

I made myself stop. I took my hand off my cock and gripped the sheet instead and lay there shaking with it, aching, right on the knife's edge, because some cold clear part of my brain had spoken up through all of it and said: she is going to walk through that door in a few minutes. Save it. Save it for her.

So I did. I lay there, hard as I have ever been, listening to the sounds of it finish on the other side of the wall, and I waited for my wife.

The bed stopped.

Low voices. A long quiet. And then, eventually, the sound I'd been waiting for and dreading in equal measure: his door opening, and her bare feet in the hall.

Our door opened.

She stood in the doorway and she was a wreck. Hair everywhere. The thin cami and a pair of gray panties I could see straight through, soaked and marked and stuck to her, her thighs pressed together, her whole body loose and used and unsteady on her feet. And her face, God, her face. She'd braced for it. I could see it. She'd come down that hall ready for a furious husband, ready for the end of the world, ready to stand there and take whatever I was going to throw at her.

She had her arms half wrapped around herself and her eyes were already wet and her mouth was opening to say something, some apology, some explanation, some James, I—

And then she saw me.

She saw me lying there wide awake, on top of the sheet, rock hard, looking at her.

And every single thing she'd walked in prepared to say died in her throat.

I watched it happen. I watched her understand, all at once, that there was no reckoning waiting for her in this room. That I'd heard. That I'd heard all of it, both times, every sound, and that I was lying here hard as iron having heard it. That whatever this was, it was not the morning after a betrayal, because you can't betray a man into the state I was in.

"James," she said. It came out as barely anything.

"Come here."

She didn't move. Her eyes went down me and back up and her whole body was shaking now.

"I can—" she started. "We should—I have to shower, I—"

"No." I sat up. "Come here. Now."

And she crossed the room to me on unsteady legs, and I reached up and pulled her down onto our bed, and I did not ask her one single question about what I'd heard. I already had it. I'd had it through the wall all night.

I got her under me and pushed the cami up and dragged those ruined panties down her legs, and she was still soaked, still swollen, still open from him, and when I pushed into her I felt it, I felt exactly what I was pushing into, what was already in there, and instead of it stopping me it took the top of my head off.

She felt me feel it. Her eyes flew to mine, wide, terrified, waiting to see what I'd do.

What I did was hold her face in both hands and fuck her slow and deep, looking right at her, into all of it, into everything the night had put in her, and I watched her fall apart under me all over again, and this time it was mine.

"You're mine," I said. I don't know where it came from. "You hear me? Whatever that was. Whatever this is. You're still mine."

"I'm yours—", she started cumming, and holding onto me with everything she had. "James, I'm yours, I'm yours, I'm yours—"

And I came inside my wife right on top of everything he'd left there, harder than I did last night listening at the wall, harder than I ever have, holding her face and looking in her eyes while she shook apart underneath me, and for one long blinding second there were three people in that bed and only two of us in the room.

* * *

Afterward we lay tangled up together, both of us wrecked, neither of us talking.

I could feel her heart going against my ribs. She had her face pressed into my neck and her whole body wrapped around me, tight, the way you hold onto something in deep water, and I had both arms around her and I was holding just as hard.

We didn't say anything for a long time. What was there to say? That I'd heard. That she knew I'd heard. That it should have ended us and instead here we were, wound around each other in our own bed, closer than we'd been in months.

And that was the thing that finally got its hand around me, lying there holding her. Not the jealousy. The closeness. How good it felt. How much I did not want to let go of her, and how afraid I suddenly was that I already had.

"Do you still love me?" I said.

It came out of me before I could stop it, small, not like my own voice at all. She went rigid against my neck. Then she pulled back and got up on one elbow and looked down at me, and her face changed, and she took my jaw in her hand.

"James." She said it hard, like she needed me to hear it right. "Look at me. I love you. Do you understand? I love you. That's not, that has nothing to do with—" She stopped. Started again. "That was just sex. It's just a body. You're my husband. You're the one I love. You're the one I'm scared of losing, not, not that."

"Yeah?"

"I'm yours." She kissed me, soft, and again, and pressed her forehead to mine. "I'm yours. I promise. I'm right here."

And I believed her. That's the truth of it. Lying there in the morning heat with my wife's forehead against mine and her hand on my face, I believed every word she said, because I wanted to, and because it was true.

We stayed like that a long time, wrapped up in each other, and I held onto my wife and let her tell me it was just a body, and neither of us said the other thing.

Neither of us said that it was over. That down the hall a door was shut, and another night would come, and she'd walk down there again, and we both already knew it, and we were going to lie here in each other's arms and love each other and not talk about that at all.


Chapter 15

I left the house that morning and drove around for two hours.

I told James it was errands, and I did run a few, but mostly I just drove, windows down, letting the hot air move through the car, trying to put my own head back in some kind of order. Because I did not know what I was anymore. I'd walked out of that bedroom having been fucked by two men in one morning, one of whom I was married to, and the married one had held my face and told me I was his and I had meant it when I said I was, and none of it fit together into a shape I recognized.

I didn't cry. I kept waiting to and it kept not happening. I just drove, and somewhere around the second hour I stopped waiting, and got gas, and came home.

James had his second interview at two. He wore the good shirt. I fixed his collar in the kitchen and told him he was going to be great and he kissed me and I watched him drive off looking hopeful in a way I hadn't seen in months, and I loved him so much in that moment it ached.

When I got back that evening he was already home. And I heard them before I saw them, James and Devin, in the living room, talking.

I stopped in the doorway.

"There she is," James said, and his whole face was lit up. "Ashley. I got it."

"You got it?"

"I got it." He crossed the room and picked me up off the floor. "They called an hour ago. I start in two weeks."

And I burst into tears, right there, real ones this time, finally, because it was the first clean uncomplicated good thing that had happened in longer than I could remember. I held onto my husband and cried into his neck and told him how proud I was, and I was, I was so proud of him, and he laughed and spun me around and Devin sat in his chair and watched us with something quiet on his face.

The money was more than his old job. A lot more. The house was safe. Not on charity, not on some arrangement, on my husband's own work, the way it was always supposed to be.

And then James, still holding my hand, turned to Devin and said the thing.

"Hey, man, seriously, thank you. For everything. The mortgage, all of it, you got us through." He rubbed the back of his neck. "You don't have to keep covering it. We're good now. You're just a normal roommate again."

The room went very quiet.

Devin looked at James, and then at me, and something passed between the three of us that nobody said out loud, because there were no words for it that anyone in that room was willing to speak. The deal was over. The reason for all of it, the whole scaffolding, the mortgage and the nights and the arrangement, it was gone. There was nothing left holding any of it up.

"Yeah, of course," Devin said easily. "Congrats, man. Really." He stood and clapped James on the shoulder and headed for his room. And on his way past me he didn't say anything at all. He just looked at me for a second, and I looked at him, and we both understood.

It was over. Whatever it had been, it was over now.

I told myself I was relieved.

* * *

That night James couldn't keep his hands off me.

We were barely in bed before he had me pulled against him, his mouth on me, and I could feel how wound up he was, could feel it in the way he touched me, urgent and hungry and a little desperate.

"I can't stop thinking about it," he said against my skin.

I didn't have to ask what.

"This morning. Last night. All of it." His hand moved down my body and between my legs and I was already wet, I'd been wet since he started, and he made a low sound when he felt it. "I keep thinking about you being bad. About what you sound like. About what he—" He stopped. Pushed a finger into me. "Does that make me insane?"

"No," I whispered.

"You liked it." His thumb found my clit and I arched into his hand. "Being his. Didn't you? Tell me the truth. I'm not mad. I'll never be mad. I just need to hear it."

"Yes." It came out of me on a breath. "James, yes, I liked it. Fuck…I liked being his."

He groaned like I'd hurt him and worked me faster, and I got my hand around him and he was so hard it was almost too much, and he didn't last, he came in my hand within a minute with his forehead pressed to mine, gasping, shaking, and I held him through it.

Afterward he pulled me into his chest and we lay there tangled up, both of us quiet, close in a way we hadn't been in years. That was the thing nobody would have believed if I'd tried to explain it. We were closer now. Whatever had happened in this house had cracked something open between us and what poured out wasn't poison, it was this, this heat, this honesty, this man holding me like he'd only just discovered what he had.

"I don't want it to stop," he said into my hair.

"What?"

"Any of it. I thought I would. I thought once the money thing was over I'd want everything back the way it was." His arms tightened around me. "But I don't. This is the best it's ever been. We're the best we've ever been. And I'm not, I'm not going to pretend that's not because of, of all of it."

I lay still against his chest.

His hand drifted back down between my legs. Slow. I was still soaked, still lit up, my whole body humming, and he started to touch me again, easy and unhurried, like a man with all the time in the world.

"Do you want him?" he asked quietly.

I closed my eyes.

"Ashley." His fingers moving. "It's okay. Look at me. Do you want him?"

"...Yes," I said.

He kissed me, deep and slow, and when he pulled back his eyes were dark and certain.

"Then go," he said. "Right now. Go down the hall."

My heart was slamming. "James—"

"Go." He pressed his lips to my forehead. "And don't be quiet this time. I want to hear all of it. Every sound. Leave the doors open." His hand gave me one last slow stroke and then he took it away. "Go on. Go get what you need. And then come back to me after and tell me all about it."

I looked at my husband in the dark for a long moment.

Then I got up out of our bed, and I pulled on the white cami and the gray panties, and I walked out of our room and down the hall, and I did not turn on any lights.

Devin's door was shut. Behind me, our door was open, my husband lying in our bed listening.

I stood in the dark hallway between the two of them, in the outfit I'd lost in a bet and never gotten back, in a house that was paid for now, that didn't need any of this anymore, that was going to have all of this anyway.

Then I knocked, once, and let myself in.
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