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Chapter 1: The City’s Breath

The sound of a box cutter slicing through packing tape was the most familiar thing I had left. I dragged the edge along the seam of the last big box in the kitchen, my palm sticky with the sweat of three hours spent wrestling dishes, towels, and small appliances out of their cardboard prisons. The old house in Ohio had a pantry the size of this entire kitchen. Here, I had to play Tetris with the shelves, stacking canned tomatoes sideways so the cabinet door would close.

I set out our chipped blue bowls in an uneven row, then unwrapped the bundle of steak knives my mother-in-law had given us, the handles faded from the dishwasher. I wiped dust off each blade before slotting them into the block. It was pointless, really—the dust would be back by morning. Every window in the row home was cracked open, and the city’s breath blew a slow, constant haze over everything. I didn’t mind it, not yet. The smell was part weed smoke, part car exhaust, part something sweet and yeasty from the bodega at the corner. It was unfamiliar but not unfriendly.

From the living room, which doubled as the foyer, I heard the low rumble of a stereo. I peered through the wide, smudged window at the street outside. On the opposite stoop, two women laughed at something on a phone screen, the younger one’s braids swaying as she doubled over. Down the block, a kid in neon shorts peddled a bike in slow, careful circles, eyes flicking toward our new front door every time he passed. I watched him from behind the curtain, not sure if I should wave, or smile, or just let the city swallow us quietly.

I turned back to the box, pulled out a stack of faded t-shirts—mine, I realized, from college, every logo a fossil from the pre-Keith years. I should have thrown these away, but something made me fold them carefully and tuck them into the third drawer of the bedroom dresser. Even here, I was trying to build a kind of order. Like if I aligned the socks right, if I made the bed tight, Keith would want to come home for more than a change of clothes.

That was unfair, maybe. He was doing this for us, after all, or so he said. The transfer to Philly meant more money, a better shot at the corner office, or at least an office with a window and a proper desk. He’d said yes before I’d even processed the question. I’d just nodded, like I always did, and started Googling “best neighborhoods for young couples” and “grocery stores west Philly.”

The clock on the microwave flashed 4:17. He’d be home soon.

I wiped my palms on my shorts, opened the fridge—empty except for the six-pack and a carton of oat milk—and closed it again. The neighbors were still out on their stoops, the laughter now a low hum under the radio. My heart sped up when one man, broad-shouldered in a tight white tee, looked straight at my window. I jerked back, cheeks hot, and dropped the t-shirt I was holding. I waited a beat, then peeked again. He was already turned away, tapping at his phone.

The back of my neck tingled. I could never tell, in this city, if I was invisible or the chief attraction. Maybe both.

The front door scraped open just before five. Keith’s voice echoed off the bare walls. “Kathy? You here?”

“In the kitchen,” I called, not sure if he’d heard me over the clatter of his keys. I heard his shoes thunk against the wall, the metallic scrape as he loosened his tie. I braced myself, though for what, I wasn’t sure.

He walked in, hair still wetly perfect from the day, suit pressed, even in this heat. He barely glanced at the boxes stacked along the wall. “You got everything done already?”

I shrugged. “Mostly. Just our bedroom and, um, your office left.”

He was already pulling out his phone, thumb scrolling. “Outstanding. Thanks for handling it.” He leaned in, pecked my cheek. It was so quick I felt the brush of his aftershave more than his lips. “You eat?”

I shook my head. “Was waiting for you. There’s a pizza place on Walnut that delivers.”

“Order whatever,” he said, already wandering back into the living room. The phone glowed blue in his palm, reflecting on his jaw. “I’ve got to check in on something for work. Be down soon.”

I let out a slow breath. The wall clock ticked off thirty seconds of silence before I called the pizza place, voice small and polite as I spelled out our address for the girl on the line. “No, no drinks,” I said. “Just two pies. Thank you.” I hung up and pressed my forehead to the cold surface of the fridge, the faint hum and vibration the closest thing to comfort in the room.

I set the table, two plates and a pair of thick glasses Keith’s sister had bought us as a housewarming gift. I filled mine with tap water, Keith’s with nothing—he’d just drink beer. The pizza came fast, the delivery guy glancing around the entryway like he expected something to jump out at him. “Enjoy,” he said, and handed me the box, hot and greasy through the cardboard.

Keith was still on his laptop when I called him for dinner. “Give me a sec, babe,” he said. “Just finishing this report.”

I picked at my slice, waiting. The cheese stuck to the roof of my mouth, too stringy, the crust just a little burnt. I missed the old place already—the yard, the friendly grocery checkout, the neighbor lady who used to wave at me through her kitchen window.

Ten minutes later, Keith appeared, still tapping at his phone. He sat, took a slice, and folded it lengthwise before biting down. “Good stuff,” he said, mouth full.

I watched him eat, watched the way he kept his elbows off the table, the way he never looked directly at me anymore, only at his phone, or the wall behind me. I wanted to say something, but everything felt too heavy or too small. Finally, I said, “I haven’t really met anyone yet. Not even at the market.”

Keith glanced up, eyes shiny but blank. “It’s only our first week, Kath. Give it time.”

I tried again. “It’s just… different here. I mean, the neighbors are always outside, like a block party every day. It’s loud. I don’t hate it, I just—”

He checked his watch, and I saw the impatience flex at the corner of his mouth. “It’s temporary. Six months, max, and then we’re back to normal.” He took another bite, chewing hard. “You’ll be fine. Just hang in there, alright?”

The silence snapped closed around us. I looked down at my plate, the grease soaking through the paper towel underneath. “Okay,” I said. I didn’t eat another bite.

He finished quickly, carried his plate to the sink, and disappeared back into the living room, laptop glowing in the half-dark. The city noises seeped in through the open window: another burst of laughter, a car door slamming, the endless white noise of a place I still didn’t understand. I cleared the table, rinsed the plates, and stood at the sink until my fingers pruned.

When I finally turned off the water, I stood there a moment longer, listening to the life outside our walls. In that narrow kitchen, with the broken tile and mismatched cabinets, I realized I’d never felt further from home.

***

The new sheets scratched my skin in a way I hadn’t expected. I lay on my side in the unfamiliar bed, knees curled up, listening to the faint rush of water from the bathroom. Keith was showering, as he did every night, scrubbing away the city with a violence I could only imagine. The walls here were thin as tissue. I could hear every movement: the thunk of a shampoo bottle, the slap of his palm against wet tile, even the huff of his breath when he bent to wash his calves. I pictured his muscles tense and slick under the fluorescent light, every motion efficient, practiced. Even alone, he was never off guard.

I wore the blue cotton pajama set, the one with the missing button. The elastic waistband bit into my hip when I shifted. I could smell the lingering garlic from the pizza on my fingertips, and something faintly metallic from the water here, a flatness that clung to everything.

I adjusted my pillow, making a little well for my neck, and stared at the ceiling. It was a chaos of plaster, lumpy and full of cracks. One of them, long and jagged, traced the length of the room like a river. I followed it with my eyes until the shower cut off and the quiet came rushing in. There was nothing to fill it but the city. A car horn, three sharp bursts, then the low thump of bass from somewhere in the next block. Laughter, edged and wild, bouncing off the brick walls and up through the open window.

Keith’s footsteps moved down the hall, a pause at the sink for mouthwash, then he stepped into the bedroom. He wore boxers and a t-shirt, his hair still wet, skin flushed pink. He crossed the room without a word, phone in hand, the blue glow painting his jaw again. He plugged it in, crawled under the covers, and rolled away from me, onto his side.

I reached out, slow and careful, putting my palm on his shoulder blade. The heat of him seeped into me. “Hey,” I said, voice barely above a whisper. “You okay?”

He tensed, just enough for me to feel it. “I’ve got that Henderson proposal due tomorrow. I need to get some sleep.”

I left my hand there, hoping, but he didn’t turn. I let it drop.

I wondered how we went from our first years, always half-naked, hands on each other, fucking whenever and wherever we wanted, to this coldness. After I shut down Keith's requests to try swinging, the cold settled in. It was like we were on a path to wild fun, then plateaued, and plummeted to boredom faster than the rise. Maybe if I had been open to it, we'd still be the same couple, adventures in bed and on all the furniture.

A tightness started behind my eyes. I blinked up at the ceiling, tracing the crack again, willing the tears to stay put. I’d made a promise to myself, after Ohio, that I wouldn’t be the needy wife. That I wouldn’t beg for attention or affection, wouldn’t make him feel trapped.

But I was here, in this shoebox of a bedroom, desperate for anything. I remembered, clear as glass, what he’d said to me once, years ago, in a moment of what he called “brutal honesty”: “Some guys like a big backside, Kath. Me? It’s just too much to handle sometimes.” He’d laughed, meant it as a joke, but it had lodged in me like a sliver.

I put both hands on my hips now, fingers digging into the soft flesh at my sides. I pinched, hard, measuring the thickness, the way it bunched between my thumbs. I wondered if I’d shrunk at all since the move, or if the pizza and beer and takeout were just making it worse.

Another siren screamed in the distance, and the neighbor’s bass rattled the windowpane. I envied the people out there, the ones who didn’t mind being seen, who took up space and let their voices rise. I thought of the woman with the braids, her laughter sharp and unselfconscious.

I wanted to be loud, too, just once.

Keith’s breathing slowed, deepened. He was either asleep or wanted me to think he was. I lay flat, hands folded across my belly, and stared at the ceiling until the room blurred. I counted the cracks, the beats between the sirens, the seconds it took for my tears to dry.

When I rolled over, Keith’s back was to me, a pale wall I’d never break through. I tucked my knees to my chest, pressed my face into the pillow, and wondered if being here, in this new place, had only made us more alone.


Chapter 2: The Safe Route

The kitchen clock read 7:38 when I started the grocery list, but by the time I was finished, the whole morning had evaporated. I sat at the battered Formica table, pencil in hand, the list rewritten in my tightest block letters. Milk—1 gallon, whole, not 2%. Butter, Land O’Lakes, the regular, not unsalted. Bananas, green-tipped only, not bruised. I checked and rechecked the items, then drew little stars next to anything I couldn’t live without. The table was sticky from last night’s pizza, so I put my elbow down on a folded napkin, scribbling with the carefulness of someone about to take a final exam.

In the old place, groceries were a ten-minute drive to Kroger, easy. Here, there were corner stores every block, but the only time I’d gone in, the man behind the counter watched me so closely I nearly forgot what I came for. I left with a king-size Snickers and a bottle of Pepsi, forgetting both the milk and the eggs. The eggs could wait. Today, I’d do it right. Target was thirty minutes out in the ‘burbs, a little further if the traffic lights stacked up.

I propped my phone against the salt shaker and pulled up Google Maps, zooming in and out to find the smoothest route out of the city. Avoiding 52nd Street, which even Keith said to steer clear of after dark. Cut up to City Line Ave, then loop around to the Target with the bright red balls out front. I bookmarked the directions and triple-checked the opening hours, even though I already knew them. Open at 8 sharp, close at 10.

There was comfort in planning, in knowing what was coming next. I filled my water bottle, lined up the reusable shopping bags, and even loaded a soft cooler with an ice pack for the dairy aisle. I picked out jeans that didn’t cling to my thighs and a top that hid the little roll of skin at my waist. For once, I didn’t worry about what Keith might say about the outfit. He was at work, and the only person I’d see today was the cashier at checkout.

The walk to the car took longer than usual; every time I left the row house, I half-expected something to jump out at me. Today, the street was quiet, just a few cars angled along the curb, the stoops empty except for a cat grooming its shoulder in the sun. I stepped around the trash can that always blocked the sidewalk, slid into the Corolla, and locked the doors before I even started the engine.

The drive out of West Philly was a study in contrasts. One minute, row homes packed tight, with kids double   dutching under sagging telephone wires. The next, a sudden sprawl of parking lots, chain stores, gas stations. The city disappeared as quickly as it arrived. I drove with both hands on the wheel, radio low, watching for the signs to Montgomery Avenue.

When I pulled into the Target lot, I felt my shoulders drop. Here, the lines were painted fresh and white. Shopping carts clicked in tidy chains outside the entrance, and the air didn’t smell like weed or garbage or burnt sugar. I parked closer than I needed to, sat a moment in the hush of the car, and made myself a promise: take your time. Enjoy it. Be normal, even if it’s only for an hour.

Inside, the store was lit so bright it was almost humming. I started in Produce, picking through the grapes with a surgeon’s care. I didn’t need grapes, but I enjoyed touching them, feeling the cool skin under my nails, knowing I could toss them in my cart and nobody would notice. I doubled back for the yogurt, then spent way too long in the cereal aisle, debating whether to try something new or stick with what I knew.

A woman with a toddler passed me, the kid wailing in a plastic seat, and for a flash, I remembered the grocery trips my mom used to take me on as a kid. She’d let me ride in the big part of the cart, legs folded up, while she shopped for hours. She’d always warn me to “stay close, don’t talk to strangers,” even when the store was nearly empty.

The memory made me smile and then wilt, all in the same breath.

I found myself lingering in Home Goods, running my hand over the fluffy towels, even though we had plenty. I bought a vanilla-scented candle just because it smelled like hotels. The checkout was efficient, the cashier as bored as I was focused. I loaded my bags into the trunk with a method, careful to keep eggs on top and nothing sharp near the bread.

That was when I dialed my mother. The phone rang twice, and she answered on the third, her voice as crisp as ever. “Hello, Kathy?”

“Hey, Mom. I just finished up at Target. Thought I’d call before I head home.”

“Already? Didn’t you just go shopping last week?”

I could picture her in the old house, slippers on, coffee in hand, looking out at her backyard. “We needed a few things. Milk, mostly. Keith goes through it like water.”

There was a pause, a little static. “How’s the new place?” She always asked like it was a dare.

“It’s fine,” I said, too quick. “Different, but we’re getting used to it.”

“Your father and I were just talking about you last night. He said you sounded tired when you called. Are you sleeping alright?”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Yeah. The city’s just… louder than I thought.”

She made a noise I knew well, halfway between a laugh and a scold. “Well, that’s what you get for living in that part of town. You be careful around those people, honey. You know how they can be.”

“Mom, I hope you mean Philly city people and not black people. You don’t even know any black people, so don’t judge. Leave that to Jesus.”

The phone was silent for a moment, Mom recovering from the verbal slap. It made me angry when she judged people without knowing anything.

“Of course, honey. Just be safe - the city is different.”

“It’s not so bad,” I managed. “Everyone keeps to themselves.”

“Well, good. Still, I’d feel better if you stuck to the stores in the suburbs. None of those little corner places. You don’t want to wind up on the news, do you?”

I laughed, but it sounded brittle. “I’ll be fine, Mom. I promise.”

She pressed on, telling me about the latest in the neighborhood, who’d gotten a new roof, who’d moved away. I let her talk while I looked out across the Target parking lot, a wide bowl of hot asphalt and uniformed employees herding carts. I could see the distant blur of the city skyline, sharp and blue against the haze.

When she finally wound down, she asked, “You sure you don’t want to come visit next month? We could use an extra set of hands for the rummage sale.”

I almost said yes. Instead, I promised I’d think about it, then told her I needed to get the groceries home before the milk soured. We said our goodbyes; the call ending with a snap. I stood there a minute, just breathing, letting the silence fill me.

The trunk was still open, the red Target bags bright as flags. I shut it, smoothed my hair, and watched a young woman herd her kids across the lot, their voices sharp and unafraid. I wondered if I’d ever get that comfortable here, if I’d ever stop feeling like I was wearing someone else’s skin.

When I slid back into the car, the driver’s seat was already hot. I checked the mirror, then the list, then the mirror again. The whole drive home, I kept my eyes on the road and my hands at ten and two, counting down the blocks until I was back in my kitchen, where the windows looked out not at yards and flowerbeds, but at an alley full of mystery and noise and newness.

I told myself, as I pulled away from Target, that I was adapting. That I could do this, even if I had to fake it for a while.

But I also knew, deep down, that every time I left the city behind for the suburbs, it felt a little more like coming up for air.

***

The city didn’t exactly roll out a welcome mat when I pulled up to the row house. Instead, it laid out a gauntlet. I turned onto our block, slow enough to dodge the cratered potholes, and saw them immediately: three men posted up in the alley behind Willie’s Place, the corner bodega. Even from a distance, I could pick out Marcus, the one with the carved jawline and the smooth way of standing like the street belonged to him. With him were two others, one older, one younger, both dressed for summer even though the day was chilly. The sound of their voices floated down the block, a low, rolling rhythm that didn’t stop when I parked at the curb.

I killed the engine and sat a moment, knuckles bone-white on the wheel. They’d seen me, that much was clear. The talking stopped just long enough for a look, a laugh, a nudge, before resuming. My heart was jumping in my chest, not terror, exactly, but a raw animal nervousness. I wondered if they knew I saw them, and if it mattered.

I checked my mirrors like there might be some escape route I’d missed, but the only way in was straight through. I took a breath, gathered up my purse, and stepped out, keeping my eyes on the sidewalk. The air was sharper here, smelling of fryer grease and exhaust. I felt the thrum of music through the pavement; the beat doubling my pulse.

As I closed the car door, Marcus called out, “Morning, Miss Williams!” His voice was smooth, playful, with an edge of challenge. I paused, offered the barest smile, and nodded.

The older one, built like a linebacker, elbowed Marcus and grinned at me with all his teeth. “Need a hand with those bags?”

“I’m good, thanks,” I said, forcing my voice to be level. My keys slipped from my fingers, and the jangle echoed down the block, louder than it should have. I heard a chuckle, not mean but not harmless, either. I bent to pick up the keys, catching a quick glimpse of Marcus leaning against the wall, arms crossed, muscles tight under his t-shirt. His eyes were on me, open and unblinking.

I shuffled to the trunk, glancing over my shoulder. They’d gone back to talking, but I knew I was still in their periphery, a moving dot on their radar. I loaded up the bags as fast as I could, stacking them high to avoid making two trips. The weight dug into my wrists, plastic handles biting hard, but I kept my head down and made it to the front door dropping nothing.

Inside, the air was a few degrees cooler, but my neck stayed hot. I locked the door behind me, triple-checking it before setting the bags on the kitchen floor. I listened a beat, just to make sure the men were still outside, before letting myself exhale. Then I started putting the groceries away, one deliberate motion at a time. Milk in the fridge, bread in the box, bananas on the counter. Each item was a little anchor to normalcy.

But even here, in the kitchen I’d just claimed as mine, the city bled in. From the open window above the sink, I could hear the distant bark of laughter, a car alarm, someone playing rap with the bass maxed out. It didn’t fade, just layered itself under every thought. I looked down at my shirt, noticing a patch of sweat darkening the blue cotton, and remembered how easy it was, back in Ohio, to step outside without thinking of who was watching.

I caught my reflection in the microwave door—hair flat, face a little red, jeans digging into my hips. I tugged at the waistband, trying to smooth the line it made across my stomach, but it only made the bulge more obvious. I thought about Keith’s comment from forever ago, the “too much to handle” joke that had never really left me. Here, with the city pressing in and the memory of those men’s eyes on me, I felt both enormous and invisible at the same time.

I filled a glass with water, watching the ripple as it poured. My hands shook a little, and I tried to steady them by focusing on the mundane: stack the yogurts, toss the receipt, wipe down the countertop. Normal tasks, the kind that should have made me feel settled. But nothing quite did. The kitchen still smelled faintly of someone else’s cooking, an oily ghost in the vents, and the noises outside just kept coming.

I wandered to the living room, sat on the sagging couch, and stared out the front window. The men were still there, smoking and talking, the occasional burst of laughter loud enough to cross the street. I wondered what they thought of me—the new woman on the block, always running to her car, never stopping to say hello.

I wondered what I thought of them.

Somewhere, a siren wailed, closer than before. I shut my eyes and tried to remember what it felt like to be at ease in my own skin, to move through the world without thinking about who might be watching.

The last time was in college. I knew nothing about the world other than parties, boys, and trying not to fail. I smiled as I remembered the never-ending parties, the boys with the fumbling hands - how I could have anyone that I wanted - and I wanted a lot.

My smile turned to a tear as I thought about my transformation from wild party girl to dull housewife. I couldn’t remember how it even happened. I remember Keith - stable, less wild, but the only guy who didn’t ghost me when they found out I couldn’t have kids.

***

Keith showed up at the front door just past six, looking like he’d sprinted from the train. His shirt was wrinkled at the collar, tie loose, cheeks glazed with a day’s worth of stubble. He let himself in, dumped his bag on the floor, and gave the house a quick scan, eyes moving too fast to really see anything. I waited in the kitchen, stirring a jar of tomato sauce, listening to his footsteps cross the hardwood.

He appeared in the doorway, phone in one hand, thumb swiping at the screen. “Hey,” he said. No smile, just a nod, like we were business partners checking in on a Tuesday.

I tried to sound upbeat. “Long day?”

He dropped into a chair, never breaking stride on the phone. “Big project. Johnson wants the first draft by Friday. I’ll be late every night for the next two weeks.” He said it with the flatness of a weather report. “You’ll be okay here by yourself?”

I forced a little laugh, busying myself with the pasta pot. “I survived Ohio. I can survive this.”

He looked up then, just for a second. “It’s different here, Kath. You gotta be careful, alright? Lock up every night.”

“I know,” I said, and wanted to add something more, but the words slipped away. He was already back to the phone, thumbing out emails with the focus of a bomb technician.

I set out two bowls, scooped up the spaghetti, and poured a glass of wine for myself. Keith waved off his, held up his bottle of water instead. “Trying to cut back,” he said, and left it at that.

We ate in silence; me twisting the noodles slowly; him inhaling each bite with mechanical precision. Every few minutes, he’d buzz with a new message and lose himself again, eyes never meeting mine. The old bitterness rose, thick and sour, but I pushed it down with another sip of wine.

When the food was gone, he wiped his mouth, checked his watch, and stood. “Gotta hit the office again. I’ll see you late tonight.” He leaned in, gave my cheek a quick press of lips—more a formality than affection—then slung his bag over one shoulder and disappeared down the hall. A moment later, the front door opened, closed, and the house fell silent except for the tick of the clock and the faint rattle of the radiator.

I stayed at the table, swirling the last of the wine in my glass. Outside, the city was starting up its night shift. Car horns, some laughter, the distant snap of a basketball on pavement. I listened for Marcus and his friends, but all I could hear was the low hum of the bodega’s neon sign buzzing through the window.

I flipped on the TV, hoping for distraction, but even the sitcom reruns couldn’t punch through the emptiness of the house. Every commercial break was another reminder of the silence. I scrolled through my phone, checked Facebook, read an article about some new bakery opening in Center City, then put the phone down. Nothing made a dent.

By eight, I’d loaded the dishwasher and wiped down the counters, twice. I set up the coffeemaker for tomorrow, reached for the milk, and realized I’d blown through the last at breakfast. I frowned, already picturing the drive to Target, the whole hassle of it. I checked the clock—9:30, which meant the place was closed by the time I’d get there. The corner bodega, on the other hand, had a hand-painted sign in the window: OPEN LATE.

I stood in the kitchen, carton of empty milk in hand, debating. The idea of going out again tonight, alone, made my skin crawl. But the thought of instant coffee, or worse, none, was equally bad.

I drifted into the living room, turned off the TV, and wandered to the window. The bodega’s lights glowed soft and yellow at the end of the block. I could see the silhouettes of a few men hanging out in the alley beside it—Marcus, for sure, the lean line of his body unmistakable even from here. Jamal, the older one, maybe Dwayne too. They were laughing at something, trading stories or insults, faces lit by the flicker of a lighter.

I gripped the empty milk carton, weighing the risks, the rewards. The car keys sat in their bowl by the door, ready. I thought about what my mom would say, about what Keith had said earlier. I thought about being the person who just walked into a corner store and asked for what she wanted, no fear. I would have done it in college, no doubt.

I watched the men for a while, feeling the city pulse under my feet, the way it never really shut up, never let you be alone. I tried to picture myself striding down the block, passing by their laughter and noise, ducking into the store like it was nothing.

My hand hovered over the keys.

Somewhere outside, a car backfired, sharp and sudden. The men at the bodega looked up, then went back to their talking. I closed my eyes and listened to the city, trying to let it in, to make it mine.

I opened the door and stood on the threshold, heart thumping. For a second, I thought about going back inside, waiting for morning, but I didn’t move.

I didn’t want to be afraid. I wanted to live, to be the fearless adventurer I was in college. It was just a sidewalk, just a store.


Chapter 3: The Bodega

I closed the door behind me with a click that sounded louder than a gunshot, then paused on the stoop, the cold already seeping through my thin socks. The block looked different at night—more shadows, less detail, the entire row of houses blending into one long wall of windows, every one lit up except ours. I could see the bodega’s sign flickering yellow at the end of the street, like a weak lighthouse. The alley beside it yawned black, but the men were there, just as I’d seen them from the window.

I tried to time it so I wouldn’t have to cross directly in front of them, but there was no other way. I kept my eyes on the cracked concrete, but their voices still tracked me as I shuffled down the block.

“Hey, Miss Williams,” Marcus called out again, this time with more amusement than challenge. His friends laughed, deep and throaty. I could hear the clink of glass bottles, a fizzing pop of something being opened. I pretended not to hear, but my shoulders curled in, bracing.

The closer I got, the more I could smell the beer—cheap, sweet, and sharp. The men were bigger up close, not just in height but in mass, their arms filling out the sleeves of their t-shirts, muscles rounded and obvious. Marcus wore his shirt tighter than last time, showing off a chest you could bounce a quarter off of. Next to him, Jamal was older, maybe in his forties, bald and goateed, with hands like baseball mitts. The third guy, younger and lean, had a baby face and a silver earring that glinted in the dark.

All three of them stopped talking as I passed, their eyes burning a line down my spine. I held my breath, tried to look busy, and walked faster than I meant to. I took a quick glance at Marcus - there was no denying his physique, but I was too scared to stop.

Marcus grinned, but let me go. “Don’t be a stranger!” he called after me, laughter trailing behind.

Inside the bodega, the air changed. The smell hit first: a blast of chili powder, cumin, old onions, and the faint undercurrent of bleach. There were too many lights overhead, all flickering in sickly cycles that made the colors on the shelves vibrate. I blinked hard, tried to get my bearings, but the store was nothing like the supermarkets I’d grown up with. It was more like a corridor than an aisle, with racks of chips in wild, crumpled bags stacked floor to ceiling. Shelves of Goya cans, labels in Spanish, all reds and yellows, shouting at me from every direction. I recognized maybe a quarter of the brands.

A tiny bell jingled somewhere, and I realized I was being watched. The man behind the counter—old, with a shaved head and a Philadelphia Eagles sweatshirt—nodded at me but didn’t smile. He stood perfectly still, arms crossed, like he was expecting trouble. I tried to nod back, but my neck was locked up.

I made my way to the back, heart pounding, the floor sticky under my shoes. At the cooler, I was met with five different brands of milk, none of them familiar. The cartons all looked slightly wrong, with cartoon cows and bright block letters, and the prices were scrawled in Sharpie on bright orange tags. I checked the expiration dates twice, my hands shaking just enough to make the numbers blur.

Someone behind me coughed, and I jumped. A woman with bright red lipstick and a T-shirt two sizes too small stood next to me, peering into the fridge. She seemed to sense my confusion.

“Lala’s is the best,” she said, nodding at the blue carton on the top shelf. “Don’t do the store brand unless you like your cereal tasting like cardboard.”

“Oh—thanks,” I stammered, voice too loud in the cold case.

She smiled, flashing a gold tooth. “You just move in, right? I seen you around.”

“Yeah. On the next block, near Chestnut.” I couldn’t think of anything else to say. I reached for the Lala’s, fingers brushing the plastic handle, and my hand trembled just enough that the carton wobbled on the shelf.

“Don’t worry, you get used to it. The first time I came in here, I spent ten minutes just staring at the eggs.” She laughed, full and bright, like it was the funniest thing in the world.

I made myself smile. “I’m from Ohio. They have an entire aisle for milk.”

“You ain’t in Ohio anymore,” she said, wagging a finger at me. “You need help finding anything, you just ask for Maria. Or ask for Willie at the counter, he knows everything.”

I nodded, clutching the milk like a trophy.

“See you around, Ohio.” She winked, grabbed a Red Bull, and disappeared into the snack aisle.

For a minute I just stood there, staring into the fridge, the glass door fogging over. My heart finally slowed. I realized my knuckles were white on the handle, the skin of my hand pinched against the plastic. I let go, and the carton slid heavy into my palm.

On the way to the counter, I tried to avoid the old man’s eyes, but he was already watching me, a faint smile breaking through the flatness of his face. I set the milk on the counter and dug out a ten from my back pocket.

He rang it up without a word, fingers moving slow but sure. The register beeped, the drawer popped, and he handed me the change, laying each bill flat on the counter. “Welcome to the block,” he said, voice gravelly. “You need anything special, you just tell me.”

“Thanks,” I said, surprised by the softness.

He shrugged. “We all start somewhere.”

I left the bodega, milk bag swinging at my side, and let the night close around me. The men in the alley were still there, but this time they barely glanced up. I wondered if I’d passed some kind of test.

On the walk home, I stopped once under the streetlamp, feeling the light on my face. The city was still strange and loud and scary, but for the first time, I didn’t want to turn around and go back to Ohio. I wanted to see what else was waiting for me in the flicker and shadow. I realized that the two human interactions - Maria, then Willie - made me feel like there was a life for me here. Maybe Marcus and the others weren’t so scary if I stopped and met them. Not tonight, though.

When I got to the front door, I fumbled the key, almost dropped the milk, and then stood in the entryway for a long moment, just listening. My chest was still tight, but underneath it was something else, something light and sharp, like the first breath after a swim. I thought about Maria with her red lipstick, about the way she laughed and didn’t care who heard her.

I thought maybe, just maybe, I could do that too.

I put the milk in the fridge, wiped down the counter, and sat on the floor with my back against the cabinet, knees tucked under my chin. I waited for the city to settle, for my nerves to stop jangling.

I waited for the next time I’d have to walk down that block, and wondered if it would ever feel normal.

***

My next trip to the bodega came sooner than I planned. I was still making peace with the last encounter—clutching my Lala’s milk and hoping not to run into anyone—but the city had other plans. On the way in, the alley was empty, but as soon as I pushed open the glass door, Maria was already there, posted up by the register in a puffy gold jacket and spandex shorts, arguing with the owner about scratch-off tickets.

“You gotta pick the ones with the new rolls, Willie, everyone knows that,” she said, snatching a bright green ticket from the top of the stack. She glanced over her shoulder and spotted me, her lips curling into a huge, genuine smile. “Hey, look who’s back! It’s Ohio!” She dropped the lottery ticket on the counter and sauntered over, hips swinging like she was born with a soundtrack.

I felt myself shrink a little, then tried to stand up straight. “Hi, Maria. I, uh, forgot bread last time.”

“Girl, you can never have enough bread,” she said, looping her arm through mine like we were sorority sisters and not total strangers. Her skin was warm, her grip confident. “Let me show you which one to buy. That stuff they keep at eye level? It’s dry as hell. Down here, see, this one—” She crouched, picking up a loaf with practiced hands. “The Goya Pan Blanco. They get it fresh on Thursdays.”

She handed me the loaf, then glanced over my outfit. “Is that a dress? You got a date or something?”

I looked down, embarrassed. I was wearing a cheap t-shirt dress, nothing special, but Maria whistled like I was walking a runway. “That color looks bomb on you, no lie. With your hair, it pops. I wish I had those cheekbones.”

I felt my face heat up, but I managed a smile. “Thanks. I mostly wear jeans.”

“You gotta show off the goods sometimes,” she said, bumping her hip against mine as she steered us toward the back. “Guys in this neighborhood? They love a little extra, trust me.” She sized me up, not unkindly, and winked.

We made our way through the aisles, Maria narrating as she went. “You can skip the cereal aisle—unless you got kids, nobody buys that here. The fruit is hit or miss, but if you see mangos with the red stickers, those are money.” She leaned in closer, dropping her voice. “The meat counter? Only for emergencies. Seriously, unless you want to get the runs.”

I laughed before I could stop myself. Maria grinned, satisfied. “See? You get it. You’re not stuck-up like I thought.”

“Why’d you think I was stuck-up?” I asked, more curious than offended.

She snorted. “You walk like you’re scared of stepping in shit. And you never make eye contact, like, ever. But now I see you’re just shy.” She nudged me again. “You’ll get over it. Everyone does.”

At the far end of the store, under a shelf of air fresheners and random batteries, Maria stopped to pick up a six-pack of Squirt. “You ever tried this? It’s, like, the best soda ever. Way better than Sprite.” She twisted off a cap and took a big gulp, offering me the bottle after. “Go on, I don’t got cooties.”

I hesitated, then took a sip. The sweetness exploded on my tongue—grapefruit and sugar, a jolt of childhood I didn’t know I’d missed.

“Not bad,” I said.

Maria did a little fist pump. “Told you. Now, let’s see what else you need.” She steered me back toward the front, chattering the whole way. “You got a man, right? I seen you walking with him last weekend. He’s cute. Uptight, but cute.”

I smiled. “Yeah, Keith. He works a lot.”

Maria rolled her eyes. “Don’t they all? My boyfriend’s at the garage from sunup to sundown, but you won’t catch me sitting home crying about it. That’s why I hang out here. People come through, you hear all the gossip. Like, you know that guy, Marcus? Used to play semi-pro football, blew out his knee, now he’s the local hero. He pretends he’s a badass, but he’s soft as pudding.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “He was kind of scary the first time I saw him.”

“Please. He’s a puppy,” Maria said. “Now, Jamal? That one, you gotta watch out for. He’s got baby mamas in every zip code.” She made a circle around her head with her finger. “But he’s a good mechanic. Just don’t give him your phone number, unless you want late-night booty calls.”

We reached the counter, where Willie was meticulously scratching off losing tickets and stacking them in a neat pile. He didn’t look up, but his voice carried. “Maria, you’re going to bankrupt me.”

She blew him a kiss. “You love me, old man.”

Willie shook his head, then glanced at me. “You get what you need, Mrs. Williams?”

I nodded, holding up the bread and a jar of peanut butter I’d grabbed on impulse.

He rang me up, slow and deliberate, then looked me in the eye. “First week’s always rough. You stick with Maria, you’ll be fine.” He bagged my things and handed them over, but when I went to pay, he waved his hand. “On the house, today. Welcome to the block.”

I stammered. “No, it’s okay, I can pay—”

“It’s okay,” he repeated, softer. “Everybody gets one.”

Maria whooped and gave him a high-five. “See? Family. Even if you’re from Ohio.”

I couldn’t stop smiling. The tension that had been locked in my back since the move finally let go, just a little. I slung the plastic bag over my wrist, feeling lighter.

Maria looped her arm through mine again as we left the bodega, the evening air sharp. “So, you wanna come over sometime? I got Netflix, the good kind, and my building has a roof. You can see the whole skyline at night. Maybe bring your man, if he’s not too busy being important.”

I thought of Keith hunched over his laptop, and something in me twisted. “Maybe just me, at first.”

She grinned, reading my mind. “Better that way. No boys allowed, at least for now.”

We parted at the intersection; her going left, me right. As I watched her disappear down the block, I realized I was already looking forward to seeing her again.

When I got home, I put the bread away and sat at the kitchen table, staring at the faded plastic bag like it was a diploma. For the first time since moving in, I didn’t feel like I was on the outside looking in.

It felt a little like college again - possibilities, new adventure. I worked hard to bury that anxiety and fear that age brought with it. I breathed deeply, trying to summon that feeling of excitement about the new and thrilling. A memory surfaced, and I sniggered. Well, maybe I’d skip the parts where I woke up naked in a stranger’s dorm.

***

We stepped out of the bodega into air so thick I could taste the oil and fried chicken drifting down from the corner. Maria linked arms with me again, leading the way without hesitation, her stride loose and unbothered. I tried to match her confidence, but my eyes kept darting up the block, scanning for Marcus and his friends.

They were back in their spot, clustered around a battered folding chair like it was a throne. The alley was alive now, music pulsing from a bluetooth speaker, the men slouched against brick and each other, smoking and ribbing and just existing in a way that felt impossible to me. As we got closer, Marcus looked up and grinned, the gold in his teeth flashing in the lamplight.

“Yo, Maria! Come sit with us!” he called, voice booming over the music.

Maria rolled her eyes. “These boys, I swear,” she said, but she let go of my arm and sauntered over without a pause. I started to follow, then hung back, unsure if I was actually invited or just supposed to watch from the sidewalk.

Maria plopped herself onto Jamal’s lap, draping her arm around his shoulders and planting a big, slow kiss on his lips. He pulled her in, laughing so hard his whole body shook. “Damn, girl, you trying to get me in trouble with Carlos?” he said, but he didn’t exactly push her away.

“I told you, Carlos don’t care,” Maria replied, loud enough for everyone to hear. “He knows what’s up.”

The men hooted, trading playful insults. Jamal introduced her to the younger one, who had “Dwayne” stitched on his work shirt. He gave her a lazy fist-bump and then turned to me. “Who’s your friend?” he asked, voice softer than I expected.

Maria waved me over. “This is Kathy, she just moved in. She’s shy, but I’m working on it.” Her tone was affectionate, teasing, but not mean.

Marcus leaned back, surveying me with an up-and-down that made my neck prickle. “Welcome to the jungle,” he said, raising his beer in a mock toast.

I managed a smile, half-raising my grocery bag in response. “Thanks.”

Jamal patted the arm of his chair. “You wanna sit, Kathy?”

I blushed, shook my head. “I should get home, actually. Dinner and stuff.”

Maria made a show of sighing. “You’re gonna be boring on me now? Girl, you need to loosen up.” But she let me go, twisting around to face Jamal again.

I lingered just long enough to watch her slip her hand under his shirt, fingers tracing the lines of his abs like she’d done it a hundred times before. They kissed again, slower this time, and the men laughed and pretended not to notice, but they all kept one eye on Maria’s every move.

The sight should have shocked me. Maybe a month ago, it would have. But something about Maria’s self-possession, the way she owned every second of the attention, made it feel more natural than anything I’d seen on TV.

I turned to go, but Marcus called after me. “Hey, Williams! Don’t be a stranger, alright? We’ll keep an eye on you.”

There was an edge of realness to it, like maybe he meant it as more than just a joke. I nodded and hurried off, heart in my throat. I knew it was true because I could feel his eyes on me.

Maria caught up to me at the corner, breathless and grinning. “You survived,” she said, looping her arm through mine again. “See? Not so bad.”

I laughed, the sound coming out wild and unsteady. “You kiss all the boys on the block, or just the cute ones?”

Maria cackled. “Just the ones who can handle it. Life’s too short for bullshit, you know?” She glanced sideways at me, eyes shimmery under the streetlights. “Don’t tell me you never wanted to try something crazy.”

I looked away, embarrassed. “I guess I never had the nerve.”

“That’s why you need me,” she said, squeezing my arm. “I’ll show you where the fun is.” She steered us past the alley, slowing her steps so we could talk without shouting over the music.

“So, listen,” Maria said, lowering her voice. “You ever wanna go shopping together? I could use a ride sometimes—my car’s busted, and Carlos don’t like me taking the bus. But if you drive, I’ll show you the shortcuts, all the best spots. It’s a win-win.”

Her proposal made perfect sense, but the casualness of it—like we were already friends, like I was just supposed to say yes—caught me off guard. I hesitated, but Maria didn’t wait.

“Girl, I haven’t been to Target in months,” she said. “You got a car, right? It’s like, the only way I’ll ever see the inside of a Starbucks again.” She pouted, then laughed at herself. “You can even pick the playlist.”

I found myself nodding, surprised at how much I wanted to say yes. “Sure,” I said. “I’d like that.”

Maria’s face lit up. “You won’t regret it. This weekend, I’ll text you.” She paused, then pointed a finger at me, playful but serious. “You gotta promise to stop being so shy, though. These people? They don’t bite. Not unless you want them to.”

We reached my stoop, and she gave me a little salute before strutting off toward her own building. I stood in the doorway, groceries dangling at my side, watching her go. At the alley, she turned and blew a kiss to Jamal, who caught it in the air and tucked it into his pocket, making the other men howl with laughter.

Inside, the house was empty as always, but the silence didn’t feel so crushing. I made a sandwich, ate it with the TV on mute, and replayed the entire walk home in my head—every laugh, every glance, every second of Maria’s easy charisma. The image of her on Jamal’s lap stuck with me, less for the shock of it and more for the way she seemed completely at home in her own skin.

I wondered what it would feel like to move through the world like that, to say yes to things just because they made you happy. I thought about the next trip to Target, about the music we’d play, the stories Maria would tell, the possibilities waiting outside the safe little bubble I’d built for myself.

Lying in bed that night, I stared at the ceiling until the cracks blurred together, and I realized I wasn’t just waiting for the city to get easier. I was using it to resurrect the old me. I felt the same charge when I sat with “the boys” as I did when I went solo to a frat party. I felt the same thrill as they undressed me with their eyes as at the college parties.

I was still pretty sure I didn’t want to wake up naked in a stranger’s bed. It was different now that I was married, although Keith did  press for swinging. Would that be any different? I shook myself out of it - that was my crazy loneliness talking, not reality.


Chapter 4: Maria's World

The next time I saw Maria, she was waiting for me at the curb, red jacket zipped tight and phone pressed to her cheek. She waved when she spotted me, her hand slicing the air like a flag.

“Ready?” she called, not waiting for an answer before yanking open the Corolla’s passenger door and tossing her purse on the dash.

I’d barely shifted into drive before she launched into her plan. “There’s this Dominican spot up on Walnut, past the Rite Aid. You ever had pernil? No, don’t answer, you haven’t.” She grinned, teeth dazzling. “We’re fixing that today.”

I nodded, hands at ten and two. I was used to driving in silence or with background radio, but Maria filled the air with chatter, her voice skipping from one topic to the next. She talked about her cousin’s new pit bull, the best place to buy acrylics in Philly, and which blocks had the cheapest street parking. She had an opinion on everything, and none of it sounded like small talk.

When we parked, Maria hopped out and waited for me on the sidewalk, bouncing on the balls of her feet. The restaurant was wedged between a laundromat and a cell phone repair place. It didn’t look like much from outside—a narrow storefront with fogged-up windows and a faded Budweiser sign half-lit behind the glass. But inside, it was a different world.

The room glowed, all yellow walls and chipped tile floors. A dozen tiny tables squeezed together, nearly every chair full. The smell hit first: slow-cooked meat, garlic, a hint of something tangy and sweet. Behind the counter, a woman in an apron sang along to a song I didn’t recognize, her voice high and clear over the pop and sizzle from the kitchen.

We squeezed into a booth near the window. Maria didn’t even bother with menus. When the waitress came over, Maria launched into rapid Spanish, her voice lower and faster than usual. The two women laughed, trading words I barely caught, and Maria pointed at me with her thumb. The waitress looked me over—hair, face, all of me—then nodded and disappeared.

“Trust me,” Maria said, leaning in. “I got you.”

I twisted my napkin under the table. “Are you sure I shouldn’t—”

“Girl, please.” She waved a hand. “If you ordered, you’d end up with chicken nuggets. You gotta let go.” She plucked a bottle of Jarritos from the fridge behind her, uncapped it on the table edge, and slid it my way. “Drink. It helps.”

I took a sip. The soda was bright orange, almost fizzy with sugar. It stuck to my teeth but tasted like summer.

Maria leaned back and scanned the room. “You see that guy by the door?” she whispered, dropping her voice. “That’s Tito. He’s been hustling bootleg DVDs since the pandemic. Still drives his mom to church every Sunday, though.”

I followed her gaze. Tito was short and broad, eating alone, sunglasses perched on top of his head even indoors. When he caught Maria’s eye, he lifted his chin in a quick hello.

“I know everyone in this neighborhood,” Maria said. “Like, everyone. They don’t always know me, but I clock them.”

The waitress returned with two plates the size of steering wheels. Each held a mound of orange rice, a scoop of dark beans, and a slab of pork so big it hung off the edge of the plate. The skin was blistered and shiny, bones jutting through at odd angles.

I blinked. “How do I—?”

Maria had already stabbed her fork into the meat, twisting off a chunk and shoving it in her mouth. “Eat,” she said, cheeks puffed. “It’s not fancy. Just pick off the good stuff.”

I copied her, tentatively at first. The meat came apart with barely any effort, shreds dissolving on my tongue. It tasted smoky, salty, nothing like the bland pork chops my mom used to overcook. The beans were thick, almost creamy, and the plantains on the side melted like brown sugar.

I glanced up to see Maria watching me, eyebrows raised.

“It’s really good,” I admitted.

Maria laughed, a short bark. “You say that like it’s a miracle.”

I shrugged. “I never had food like this before.”

She stabbed her fork at me, a little too close. “That’s because you grew up on casseroles and Jell-O salad. Out here, we got flavor. Soul.”

We ate in companionable silence for a few minutes, Maria occasionally pointing at someone in the restaurant and delivering a quick biography. “That’s Janice, her kid went viral on TikTok last year. The lady with the pink hair? Runs the nail salon on 52nd, best French tips in the city.”

I nodded along, taking it all in. The restaurant hummed with low conversation, the merengue from the tiny Bluetooth speaker bouncing off the walls. Outside, the traffic was a distant rush, barely noticeable under the clatter of plates and laughter inside.

About halfway through my meal, Maria set her fork down and sighed. “You know, I love food, but I never learned to cook. Carlos hates that.”

I wiped my mouth with the napkin. “He’s your boyfriend, right?”

She rolled her eyes. “Boyfriend, fiancé, whatever. He’s been ‘working on’ my engagement ring for, like, three years.” She grinned, not bothered at all. “But he’s solid. Fixes cars, pays the bills, treats me good. Just old-school sometimes.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. Keith was many things, but old-school wasn’t one of them. He never even changed the oil in our car, just paid the dealership to do it.

Maria leaned forward, elbows on the table. “You ever get bored? Like, so bored you want to light your own hair on fire?”

The question caught me off guard. “I… I guess? Sometimes I just get lonely, I think.”

Maria nodded, as if this was the most normal thing in the world. “Yeah, that’s the worst. Even with Carlos, it gets boring. That’s why I got my side hustles. Friends, parties, little distractions.”

I swallowed, trying not to imagine what “side hustles” meant in this context. But Maria didn’t let it rest.

“See, Carlos is a good man, but he’s always at the garage. Sometimes I gotta make my own fun.” She grinned, flashing that gold tooth again. “Like last weekend, when I dipped out with Marcus for a couple hours.”

I nearly choked on my plantain. “Marcus? From the alley?”

Maria laughed, eyes dancing. “Don’t look so shocked. He’s not my boyfriend, but he’s a snack. I mean, you saw him. He’s ripped. And sometimes a girl needs a little dessert, you know?”

I could feel my face go red. “But what about Carlos?”

Maria shrugged, popping a bite of pork into her mouth. “He knows what’s up. I’m not getting married tomorrow, and even if I was, a girl’s gotta live. Besides, Carlos gets his too, when he wants it. I just don’t ask.”

I stared at my plate, unsure where to look. I’d grown up thinking monogamy was the only way, that cheating was a moral failing, not a lifestyle choice. Maria looked at me, amused.

“Girl, you look like you just saw a ghost,” she teased. “Don’t tell me you and your man don’t get up to trouble.”

I fiddled with my fork, eyes on the table. “Keith’s… not like that. He’s always working. We barely talk lately.”

Maria clicked her tongue. “That’s a shame. You deserve better.” She lowered her voice. “No offense, but he’s kinda stiff. Like, you bring him to a party, he stands in the corner and drinks club soda.”

I laughed, relieved to break the tension. “He does that, yeah.”

She finished her plate with two more bites, then leaned back, patting her stomach. “You need to try the flan here, but maybe next time. Too full.” She eyed me. “You coming out Friday? There’s a little thing at Marcus’s place. Just beer and cards. No pressure.”

I hesitated. “I’m not really the party type.”

Maria shook her head, grinning. “You don’t have to be. Just come hang. You got a good vibe, even if you’re shy.”

I didn’t answer, but I thought about it, about what it would be like to say yes.

As we left the restaurant, Maria threw an arm around my shoulders. “You did good today,” she said. “You didn’t even cry when I told you about Marcus.”

I snorted. “I’m not that innocent.”

She squeezed me tight, then let go. “You sure seem it.”

I dropped her off near her building, the evening sky just pinking at the edges. She hopped out and waved, then leaned back in through the window.

“YOLO, Kathy. You only live once. Don’t waste it being scared.”

I watched her disappear up the stoop, then sat in the car for a while, engine off, windows open to the city air.

I thought about what she’d said, about Carlos and Marcus and all the things I’d never let myself even want. I thought about Keith, and about the way Maria moved through the world, arms open, mouth wide, never apologizing for anything.

I started the car, driving slowly back to the garage, the taste of pork and sugar still heavy on my tongue.

That night, I dreamed of laughter and music and a table full of strangers, all of them eating, all of them watching me, waiting to see what I would do next.

***

We didn’t go to Marcus’s party that Friday. Instead, Maria texted me at dawn with a string of emojis—cake, heart, rainbow, coffee cup—then called an hour later, voice low and secretive. “You up? I got something better than pernil today. Meet me in front of Willie’s at ten, okay?”

She was already there when I arrived, standing by the newspaper box in leggings and a hot-pink hoodie, picking at her cuticles. When she saw me, she waved both arms, almost dancing in place. “You ever had sweet potato pie, Ohio?”

I shook my head. “Probably not the real kind.”

Maria grinned. “Today’s your lucky day. Let’s go.”

The bakery was three blocks east, past a strip of boarded-up storefronts and a playground crawling with kids. It was smaller than I expected—just a shotgun hallway with a glass case and a few round tables pushed up against the windows. But it smelled like every good memory I’d ever had: vanilla, cinnamon, hot bread, something rich and buttery that cut through the city grit outside.

A bell tinkled as we walked in. The woman behind the counter—mid-sixties, hair wrapped in a patterned scarf—looked up and broke into a wide smile. “Maria! Baby, I haven’t seen you in a minute.”

Maria let herself be pulled into a hug over the countertop, both women laughing so loud it echoed off the tiled walls. “Ms. Eloise, this is Kathy. She’s new.”

I smiled, feeling awkward. Ms. Eloise sized me up like a tailor measuring for a suit. “Pretty name. You ever had real pie, honey?”

I shrugged. “Not unless you count Thanksgiving at Kroger.”

She snorted. “That’s not pie. That’s sugar in a crust.” She reached into the display case and pulled out a slab the color of pumpkin, laying it on a plate with an extra dollop of whipped cream. “On the house, for your first time.”

I took a bite, eyes wide. It was nothing like what I’d expected—creamy, sweet but not cloying, with a sharp bite of spice that lingered on my tongue. I closed my eyes, letting the taste roll through me, and for a moment I could picture my grandmother’s kitchen: warm, full of laughter, nothing at all like the sterile quiet of my life with Keith.

Maria ordered two coffees, and a box of biscuits, then plopped into a chair by the window. “See? I don’t just party. Sometimes I do culture.”

I joined her, licking a smudge of cream off my thumb. “How do you know everyone in this neighborhood?”

She shrugged. “You live here long enough, you pay attention. Plus, I get around. I got stories on all these people. Half of them owe me a favor.”

“Even the old ladies?” I asked, nodding at Ms. Eloise, now chatting with a man in a faded Eagles cap.

“Especially the old ladies,” Maria replied. “They’re the ones who run this place. You cross them, you’re done.”

I laughed, and Maria’s face softened. “You got a nice smile,” she said. “You should use it more.”

We watched the world go by outside the window. Cars drifted past, slow and lazy. Two kids wrestled on the corner, falling down and popping up again, their laughter high and wild. I caught myself smiling at them, wondering what it would be like to grow up in a place where everyone knew your name, where you could run the streets and never worry about anything.

Maria was quiet for a while, then leaned in, voice low. “You know Marcus asked about you last night?”

My cheeks went hot. “Why?”

She grinned. “You made an impression, I guess. He likes shy girls.” She took a bite of her pie, talking around the fork. “Don’t worry, he’s not a creep. He just… notices things.”

I looked away, embarrassed but flattered. “I don’t even know how to talk to someone like him.”

Maria rolled her eyes. “You talk to me, don’t you? It’s not that different. Just be real. That’s all anyone wants.”

I thought about it. “Do you and Marcus…?”

She laughed, loud and unfiltered. “You’re too much. No, we don’t ‘date.’ I got Carlos, remember? But Marcus is fun. We still hook up, like, once in a while, but it’s nothing serious.”

I let that hang in the air. “Is that weird? Carlos doesn’t care?”

Maria looked at me, then at her coffee, then back at me. “You really want to know?”

I nodded.

“It’s just different, here,” she said. “You can love someone, but that doesn’t mean you have to chain yourself up. Carlos is my main man. I cook for him, I clean, I got his back. But sometimes I want more.” She lifted her chin, defiant. “That’s not wrong. Carlos does the same, scratches that itch.”

I took a long sip of coffee, considering.

Maria changed the subject, switching to gossip about a girl from the bodega who’d gotten caught shoplifting frozen pizzas. But I kept thinking about what she’d said, about having “a main man” and “wanting more.” I thought about Keith, about the cold bed, the way his lips barely brushed my cheek before he left for work each day.

We split the last bites of pie and left the bakery, crumbs clinging to our sleeves.

That afternoon, Maria took me to the community garden on Baltimore Ave, a patchwork of raised beds behind a chain-link fence. She led me through rows of kale and collards, past a scarecrow in a neon vest, until we reached her spot: three square feet of tomato vines tangled up with pepper plants and mint.

She squatted and started pulling weeds with her bare hands, humming to herself. I knelt beside her, watching the way she worked—quick, efficient, not bothered by dirt or bugs or the way the city noise faded behind the scent of crushed leaves.

“This is my therapy,” she said, tossing a weed into a plastic bucket. “When I get pissed at Carlos, I come out here and pull up every dandelion. By the time I’m done, I don’t even remember why I was mad.”

I smiled, but I could tell she was only half joking.

We picked tomatoes for an hour, filling a grocery bag until it sagged heavy. Maria told stories about the people who gardened here: the math teacher with six different kinds of basil, the grandma who grew purple string beans and gave them to every kid on the block. I listened, relaxing into the dirt, the air, the rhythm of her voice.

We stopped to rest on a battered bench near the compost heap. Maria wiped her hands on her thighs, nails caked brown.

“You got dirt on your face,” she said, reaching over to brush it off. Her touch was gentle, almost sisterly.

I grinned, then blurted, “Can I ask you something?”

Maria tilted her head, waiting.

I took a breath. “How do you do it? Be with Carlos, but also with other people? Doesn’t it get… I don’t know. Messy?”

She laughed softly. “You think too much.”

I shrugged. “Maybe.”

She leaned back, looking up at the sky. “Here’s the thing. Life is short. Sometimes it’s ugly, sometimes it’s boring. So if you find a little joy—why say no? Carlos knows I play around. I don’t lie. He gets mad sometimes, but he knows I’m coming home to him.” She grinned at me, “I play around a little more than him.” She snorted, “A lot,” then cackled.

She plucked a tomato from the bag, held it in her palm. “See this? If you pick it too early, it tastes like nothing. You gotta let it get ripe, even if the birds might get it first.”

I snorted. “Are you calling yourself a tomato?”

She giggled, tossing the tomato at me. I caught it, surprised at how firm it felt in my hand.

“You’re not shocked,” Maria said, studying me. “You’re curious. You wanna know what it’s like.”

I looked away, embarrassed. “Maybe a little.”

She grinned. “You should hang with the boys sometime. Next barbecue, I’ll introduce you for real. Marcus thinks you’re cute.”

I could feel my ears burning. “I’m not — I mean, I’m married.”

Maria just smiled, like she knew a secret. “Doesn’t mean you can’t have fun. Keith never has to know.”

She nudged me with her shoulder, then stood, brushing dirt from her clothes. “Come on. Let’s take these to Ms. Eloise. She’ll make you tomato sandwiches, the way you never had in Ohio.”

I followed, hands full, head spinning. I wondered what Keith would say if he knew I was spending my days in gardens and bakeries, hanging out with women like Maria. I wondered if he’d even notice.

As we walked back, Maria swung the bag of tomatoes in wide, lazy arcs, singing a song I didn’t recognize. I watched her, thinking about everything she’d said, about joy, about being wanted, about not letting fear hold you back.

I thought about the way Marcus had looked at me. I thought about what it would feel like to say yes.

***

We were turning onto my block when I saw Keith at the top of the stoop, fussing with the lock on our front door. He was already in work mode: pressed shirt, sunglasses. He bent to check the deadbolt, jiggled the knob twice, then strode down the steps without looking back. The sight made something inside me clench.

Maria watched too, eyebrows up. “Damn, your man is fine,” she said, not bothering to lower her voice. “But he looks like he’s got a stick up his ass.”

I half-laughed, half-cringed. “He’s… all business. Always has been.”

Keith didn’t see us as we walked towards him. He got into the car, backed out quickly, and was gone without a wave. I watched him go, my grip tightening on the bags until my knuckles showed white.

“You two okay?” Maria asked, a little softer now.

I shrugged. “He’s busy. He works late, sometimes all night.”

Maria snorted. “Yeah, but when he comes home, he should at least hit it. No offense, but you’re a whole meal, girl.”

I stared out the windshield, cheeks burning. “It’s been a while,” I admitted.

Maria turned to me, really looking at me for the first time all day. “How long is ‘a while’?”

I hesitated. “Almost half a year, I guess?”

Maria’s mouth dropped open. “Are you shitting me? With a body like yours?”

I shook my head, trying to laugh it off. “He says I’m too much sometimes. Like, my ass is… ‘a lot to handle.’ That’s what he said once. I don’t think he meant it as a compliment?”

Maria gaped. “White boys, man. They have no idea what’s good.”

She leaned in, conspiratorial. “Listen, Marcus and them? The other day they were talking about you, like, in the most respectful but filthy way possible. They think your ass is magic.”

I almost choked. “They talk about me?”

Maria grinned, her voice dropping. “Oh yeah. Marcus said you walked past with that little wiggle and it made his week. Dwayne said you looked like you could break a man in half, and he meant it as a compliment.”

I couldn’t stop blushing. “That’s crazy.”

“Trust me,” Maria said, serious now. “In this neighborhood, you’re considered prime real estate. Keith is out of his mind if he doesn’t see it.”

I didn’t know what to say. I stared down at my hands, nails bitten and raw, and wondered what it would feel like to be wanted that much. To walk down the street and make someone’s week, instead of just being invisible.

Maria reached over and put her hand on mine. Her nails were still dirty from the garden, warm and real. “Don’t let anyone tell you you’re too much. Life’s too short to feel unwanted.”

I nodded, not trusting my voice.

We stood like that for a moment, then Maria squeezed my fingers and let go, heading for her house.

I watched her walk up the street, head high, hips swaying like she owned every square foot of pavement. She turned at the corner and blew me a kiss, then disappeared into the heat.

Keith’s car was already gone. The house felt empty when I walked in. I put the tomatoes on the counter, lined them up in a neat row, then stood at the window for a long time, staring at the alley and thinking about what Maria had said.

That night, I lay awake in bed, every nerve humming, and wondered how long it would take before I stopped wanting what I couldn’t have, or if I’d snap and take it, anyway.


Chapter 5: Suburban Escape

Maria showed up twenty minutes early for our Target run. I heard her before I saw her, pounding the screen door with her fist, singing some Cardi B song I only half-recognized. She wore white bike shorts and a tank top cut low enough to make me blush, even though I’d already seen her in less at the community garden. Her hair was up in a pineapple, dark tendrils fuzzing out every which way.

“Let’s go, Ohio!” she shouted the second I opened the door. She held up an empty red Starbucks cup. “I’m running on fumes. Next stop, frappuccino.”

The Corolla was clean for once, a side effect of me having no life. I buckled in and checked my mirrors; Maria just threw her purse at the dashboard and sprawled, legs wide, arms over her head.

“You ever been to a real Target?” I asked as we pulled onto Walnut.

“Bitch, the last time I was in a Target was when my cousin’s baby daddy rented a U-Haul and we stole a whole TV.” She cackled, thumping the dash like it was a joke. “That was Delaware, though. They don’t count.”

She spent the first ten minutes glued to the window, pointing at every strip mall, car wash, and fast-food sign. “You got a Shake Shack out here? Damn. Is this the ‘burbs, or is it just rich?” When we hit a long patch of nothing but lawns and identical brown houses, she went quiet for a sec, then said, “All this grass is weird. Who cuts it? Like, what do white people do all day?”

I shrugged. “Pay somebody, probably. Or make their kids do it.”

She snorted. “No kids on the street, though. If this was my block, we’d be out here on scooters and yelling by now.” She tilted her head. “You miss it?”

“Not really,” I lied. “It’s too quiet.”

Maria smiled, like she’d caught me in something, but she let it go. When we reached the parking lot, her jaw dropped. “Holy shit, this is like—twenty bodegas wide. You could park a plane in here.”

She bounced in her seat as I circled for a spot. “Get one by the front! I want to see the dollar bins. I been dreaming about this all week.”

I parked, and she popped out before the engine stopped. She waited for me on the sidewalk, doing a little wiggle-dance to the tinny pop music leaking from the outdoor speakers. Inside, it was even colder and brighter than I remembered. The air smelled like new plastic, popcorn, and whatever chemical they used to clean the carts. Maria stopped just inside the doors and took a deep, theatrical breath.

“Goddamn. This is what privilege smells like.”

She grabbed a red cart and spun it in a circle, nearly clipping a display of patio cushions. “Where to first? Beauty? Food? Clothes?”

I’d made a list, but I could see that it was already pointless. “You lead the way,” I said. She grinned like a kid in a candy store.

We started in Beauty. Maria loaded up on lip gloss, false lashes, three bottles of nail polish, and a whole basket of sheet masks. “They never got these at CVS,” she explained, tossing them in. “If you see a good lotion, hook me up. My legs are alligator as hell.”

She insisted I try on sunglasses with her, holding up every oversized pair to my face and demanding a pose. “Model for me, Kathy! Yes, work it!” She whipped out her phone and snapped a selfie of us in matching aviators, lips duck-faced. “Sending this to Marcus,” she said, winking. “He loves a girl in shades.”

That made my stomach flip, but I played along. I even tried on a straw hat, which Maria declared “adorable” and “very Real Housewives.” I didn’t buy it, but I let her load it into the cart, anyway.

As we moved through the aisles, Maria’s energy never let up. She stopped at every end-cap, fingering the sale tags, commenting on the price like it was a sports score. “Nine ninety-nine for this? You’re kidding me. If I had this in my house, I’d never leave.” She held up a Himalayan salt lamp, squinting at it like it might be magic.

Other shoppers stared, but she didn’t care. A mom in yoga pants gave us side-eye in the home goods aisle, but Maria just winked at her and said, “Hey girl, love those leggings.” The mom blushed, pretended to check her phone.

We sampled hand soap in the bath aisle, the scents sticking to our skin: coconut, vanilla, some weird chemical that claimed to be “ocean mist.” Maria rubbed it on her neck, then fanned herself. “Mmm. Now I smell like I got a man with a boat.”

“You could,” I said, surprising myself. “Just hang out by the docks and see who shows.”

Maria laughed, smacking my arm. “Don’t tempt me. Carlos can barely afford SEPTA, but you know what? He eats like a king. That’s all a girl really needs.” She leaned in, voice lower. “But if a rich boater wants to wine and dine me, who am I to say no?”

By the time we hit the snacks, the cart was already half full. Maria loaded up on every neon chip bag she could find. “These are for the boys,” she explained, dumping a bag of Takis on top of the pile. “But I’m eating half before I get home.”

At the bakery counter, she asked for two samples, then gave both to me. “You gotta try the chocolate one. It’s like a brownie and a muffin had a baby.” I did, and she was right.

I relaxed, the bright lights and Maria’s running commentary making it impossible to worry about how I looked, or whether my hair was flat, or if anyone was judging me for loading up on store-brand frozen meals. We roamed from aisle to aisle, and even though it was crowded, the space felt huge, a little world where nothing bad could happen.

In the toy section, Maria found a row of stuffed animals and pulled out a gigantic pink unicorn. “This is for you,” she said, squishing it to my chest. “To remember your first Target run with a real bitch.”

I took it, hugged it tight, and felt my face heat. “Thank you,” I said, feeling like I was in high school again.

“Next time, we’re getting you a real pet,” she announced, striding ahead with the cart. “Maybe a snake. Or a turtle.”

I laughed, louder than I meant to. The sound bounced off the shelves, echoing back at me. Maria turned, eyes shining, and said, “See? You do know how to have fun.”

We turned down the clothes aisle, and she beckoned me with one red-manicured finger. “Come on. We’re not leaving till you try on something sexy.”

I tried to protest, but she wouldn’t take no for an answer.

“Trust me,” she said, linking her arm through mine, “you’re gonna look so good, Keith won’t know what hit him.”

I doubted it, but I wanted to see what Maria saw when she looked at me.

We headed toward the dressing rooms, the cart rattling with every bump, and I felt something like excitement blooming in my chest.

Maybe it was just the sugar from the brownie muffin, or the way Maria’s laughter made the world seem lighter.

But I wondered what it would feel like to say yes to all this crazy.

***

The women’s section was a rainbow bomb, all pastel t-shirts and day-glo spandex and rack after rack of jeans with tears pre-ripped at the knees. Maria made a beeline for a display of “fashion tops,” her hands moving so fast I thought she might strip the mannequins bare. She held up a ribbed crop top in hot pink. “This one. Try it. Trust me.” She didn’t wait for me to answer, just draped it over my arm, then added a shimmery blue tank, then two pairs of jeans—one black, one “distressed” so shredded it looked like it survived a dog fight.

“I can’t wear this,” I muttered, fingering the edge of the crop top. The fabric looked like it would fit a ten-year-old.

Maria ignored me, holding a tight skirt up to my waist. “Oh, you can and you will. Look at these hips! Girl, you gotta show ‘em off.”

A woman in khakis and a red polo walked by, casting us the kind of look you’d give two hyenas loose in the zoo. Maria smiled sweetly. “We’re fine, thanks,” she said. “Just a little makeover day.”

I trailed behind her to the dressing rooms, arms loaded. I caught our reflection in a convex mirror and almost laughed; Maria was all angles and color, me a lump of baggy blue t-shirt and fading jeans. The difference made me want to disappear.

The dressing room hallway was lined with those numbered plastic cards, “6” in red on mine. Maria hovered outside the door, yelling, “Show me every single one!” before I even had the latch closed.

The first top barely got past my chest. I wrestled it down, boobs mashed so high I thought I might suffocate. The mirror showed a version of myself I’d never met—shoulders squared, waist in, hips flaring like the model on the tag. I turned sideways and winced; my stomach pushed out just enough to ruin the illusion.

“How’s it look?” Maria called, knocking.

“Like a busted sausage,” I said, hoping she’d let it drop.

But Maria was having none of it. She barged in, totally ignoring the “no guests” sign, and planted herself at my side. “Spin. Let me see.”

I did, mortified. Maria’s eyes widened, a big grin splitting her face. “See? You got curves. Real curves. That’s what men want.” She tugged the crop top higher, exposing a strip of belly I usually kept hidden at all costs. “A little skin never killed anyone.”

I stared at the mirror. The top was loud and so tight I could see my bra lines, but for a second, I liked what I saw. The jeans came next, a struggle to get them up, then buttoned, but once they were on, they hugged my hips in a way that made my ass look—well, amazing.

Maria did a little dance, clapping. “Yes! That ass is an asset, honey, not something to hide.” She crouched, looking at my backside from every angle. “If you wore this on my block, you’d have men lining up from here to the bodega.”

I snorted, but it felt good to hear. “Not sure Keith would agree.”

Maria rolled her eyes. “Keith doesn’t count. He’s blind. In West Philly, this look is gold.”

She made me try on the skirt next. It was shorter than anything I’d worn since middle school. When I stepped out, Maria whooped, loud enough for the entire floor to hear. A couple of teen girls at the next mirror looked over, giggling. I almost bolted, but Maria held me in place, hands on my shoulders.

“Don’t slouch. Own it.”

I straightened up. The skirt barely reached mid-thigh, and the crop top left a slice of skin between. The sight of myself like that made my chest buzz, a mix of horror and something else—pride, maybe, or defiance.

Maria turned me toward the mirror and stood behind me, both hands on my waist. “I wish I had your hips,” she said, soft for the first time all day. “You’re built for this.”

I blinked at my reflection. The woman in the mirror wasn’t me, but she wasn’t awful, either. She looked alive.

“I look ridiculous,” I said, but I didn’t mean it.

Maria squeezed my waist. “You look hot. Now let’s do hair and makeup.”

I let her. We dug through the beauty bins by the dressing room entrance—Maria picked a cheap mascara and a “nude” lipstick that looked a little like wet clay. She slicked my hair into a high ponytail, then used her own lip gloss to paint my cheeks pink.

By the end, I looked nothing like myself. And for once, that didn’t feel bad.

We crammed back into the stall so I could try on the last pair of jeans, but Maria was busy fussing over my makeup. “In Ohio, maybe you gotta shrink yourself. Here? People like you for being extra. Trust me, you could walk into any bar and have a date by midnight.”

I remembered the men outside the bodega, the way Marcus watched me when he thought I wasn’t looking. Maybe Maria was right.

The last outfit—a bodycon dress in deep blue—hugged every inch of me. When I stepped out, Maria’s jaw dropped. “Bitch, you could steal my man in that.”

I laughed, really laughed, and felt the tension melt from my shoulders. “You think I should buy it?”

She looked at me like I was crazy. “Girl, you should wear it out of the store.”

The checkout line was long, and I felt eyes on me the whole time, but I stood a little taller than I had all week. Maria loaded up the conveyor with every extra—candles, chips, even a pair of neon flip-flops—and when the cashier scanned the dress, Maria grinned at me. “She’s got a date tonight.”

The cashier, a bored-looking guy in a red vest, raised his eyebrows. “Nice,” he said, and rang us up.

We carried the bags out together. The sun bounced off the asphalt, making my dress shine even brighter. Maria tossed an arm around my shoulders and pulled me close.

“Now you’re ready for anything,” she said, squeezing tight.

I didn’t know if I believed her, but for once, I wanted to.

***

The Target cafe was three degrees colder than the rest of the store, the AC blowing so hard it fluttered the napkins off our plastic tray. Maria ordered a cinnamon pretzel and a large Coke, then loaded up on those tiny ketchup packets like she was prepping for a famine. She plopped down across from me and dumped her purse onto the table, sending half a dozen lip glosses and a set of stick-on nails scattering between us.

“You hungry?” she asked, tearing her pretzel into greasy strips. “I’m starving. Shopping is cardio.”

I shrugged, sipped my own Diet Coke, and tried not to think about the way my new jeans pinched at the waist. Maria didn’t care; she inhaled her food, talking through every bite. “You gotta eat more,” she scolded, pointing a pretzel at me. “Skinny girls are out. Look around.”

I did. The cafe was full of moms wrangling toddlers, teen girls in matching leggings, and one old man asleep in the corner booth. Nobody looked twice at us, but I still felt exposed in my new dress and makeup, like an impostor at a party.

Maria licked the cinnamon sugar from her fingers. “Okay, serious question.”

I tensed. “Shoot.”

She leaned in, elbows on the table. “When was the last time Keith fucked you?”

I choked, nearly spitting Coke all over my lap. “Jesus, Maria.”

She smirked. “It’s a real question.”

I glanced around, mortified, but nobody was listening. I dropped my voice. “I don’t know. A while.”

Maria cocked her head. “How long is a while? A week? A month?”

I fiddled with my straw, counting silently. “Closer to six months,” I admitted.

She let out a low whistle. “Girl, that’s a crime.”

I wanted to crawl under the table. “He’s busy. Work is—”

She cut me off. “Work is not a reason to leave your wife hungry. Trust me. You gotta get yours.” She picked up a stick-on nail, pressed it to her pinky, and blew on it. “Maybe you should try with someone else. Might wake him up.”

I shook my head. “I can’t. I’m not like that.”

Maria grinned. “Everybody’s like that, if you’re hungry enough. If you don’t feed the dog at home, she’ll go somewhere else to eat. Same as guys.”

We ate in silence for a minute. Maria finished her pretzel, wiped her hands, then stared me down with those big, bottomless eyes. “You ever think about other guys? Besides Keith?”

I hesitated, then nodded, just once.

She leaned in, voice low. “Marcus talks about you.”

My face went hot. “No, he doesn’t.”

She laughed. “He does. He says you’re ‘stacked.’ He said he’d love to nail that PHAT ass.” She spelled out the letters, “P-H-A-T,” like it was a brand name.

I wanted to die. “That’s—oh my God.”

Maria just shrugged. “Take it as a compliment. The boys talk about everyone, but with you? They actually mean it. I had to tell Dwayne to shut up about your boobs the other day.”

I couldn’t look up. I picked at the edge of my napkin, fingers trembling. But underneath the embarrassment, there was a pulse of something else—pride, maybe, or curiosity.

Maria touched my wrist, soft this time. “You deserve to feel good, Kathy. Don’t let some basic-ass husband make you feel less. You’ll get all you want with the boys.”

I nodded, not trusting my voice.

She switched gears, rifling through her purse for a compact. “You know what you should do? Wear that dress tonight. Take a pic, post it. Let Keith see what he’s missing.”

I snorted. “He probably wouldn’t even notice.”

Maria snapped the compact closed. “Bet you five bucks Marcus would.”

I laughed, despite myself.

We finished the food, loaded up our shopping bags, and braved the sun-blasted parking lot. Maria was already texting before I pulled out, thumbs flying.

As we merged onto the main road, she said, “Hey, want to stop by the garage? Carlos is there, and I think Marcus is too. You could model the new look.”

The words made my stomach twist. I gripped the wheel, knuckles whitening. “I can’t. I have to make dinner. Keith will be home.”

Maria gave me a side-eye. “You sure?”

I nodded, heart pounding.

She grinned, but didn’t press. “Next time, then. Don’t be afraid of life, baby.”

The rest of the drive, she sang along to the radio, switching stations every thirty seconds, never settling on one for long.

When we got home, I helped her unload the bags. She hugged me tight, her chin on my shoulder. “You did good today,” she whispered. “Text me later, okay?”

“I will,” I said, and meant it.

After Maria left, I stood in the hallway, surrounded by bags and boxes, the scent of cinnamon and plastic still clinging to my skin.

I carried everything inside, set it on the table, and just stood there for a long time, staring at the new clothes, the sunglasses, the stack of neon beauty products.

I thought about Keith. About Maria. About Marcus.

I thought about what it would mean to let myself go crazy.

For the first time since moving, I was hungry for something I didn’t have a name for.


Chapter 6: Spades

Keith worked late on Friday. And Saturday. And Sunday. I waited until the sky turned gold behind the neighbor’s satellite dish before I let myself cry about it. It wasn’t the first time I’d had a solo weekend, but this one hurt in a new way—maybe because the air was getting warmer, or maybe because I’d bought the damn blue dress expecting someone to notice.

I spent most of Friday night doom-scrolling on the couch, eating freezer waffles by hand, syrup dripping down my wrist. At ten, I considered texting my mother, but I knew exactly how that would go. Instead, I watched a baking show on Netflix until the contestants blurred into one endless parade of failed fondants.

Saturday was worse. I put on the dress before lunch, telling myself I just wanted to see if it would shrink in the wash. It hadn’t. The fabric hugged in ways I wasn’t used to; the hem making a dangerous truce with my upper thigh. I kept it on anyway. I did a load of laundry, wiped down the kitchen, even watered the dying spider plant, all in the dress, because the alternative was sweatpants and I refused to give in.

By four, I was pacing the hallway, checking the front window every ten minutes, even though Keith had texted at noon that he’d “probably crash at the office to prep for Monday.” Like I was supposed to believe the building didn’t close at eight on weekends. I should have been mad, but all I felt was hollow. I opened the fridge three times and closed it again. I took a selfie in the dress, then deleted it before I could second-guess the pose.

At six, I caved. I scrolled through my contacts, thumb hovering over Maria’s name for a solid minute. Then I tapped it and typed: “U busy?”

The reply came in less than a minute. “Only if u count losing at spades. Come thru to the garage!! Bring ur fine ass.”

The “!” at the end almost made me smile.

I debated the dress for another five minutes, then threw on a hoodie over top. It didn’t help much. The hem peeked out, and the sleeves bunched at my elbows, but I convinced myself it was better than nothing.

The walk to the garage was only three blocks, but every step felt like crossing a finish line. The evening air was thick with barbecue smoke and a faint mechanical smell. I skirted around a pair of teens blasting music from a Bluetooth speaker and hustled past Willie’s bodega, where Snake lounged outside, rolling a joint with surgical precision. He raised a hand as I passed, then looked me up and down, not even pretending to hide the appraisal. I felt a funny rush as I watched the way he looked at me: like a lion eying up a gazelle.

Maria wasn’t kidding when she called it “the garage.” From the outside, it was just a box of corrugated metal, wedged between a discount mattress store and a chain-link fence full of rusted-out bikes. But inside, it was something else entirely.

The first thing that hit me was the smell: gasoline and spilled beer, with an undercurrent of old sweat and fried chicken. The space was bigger than I expected, two cars in different stages of disassembly near the far wall. The place was half-lit with mismatched shop lamps, casting sharp shadows over every surface. A pegboard above the workbench was studded with wrenches, socket sets, and a calendar featuring women in bikinis, each one more 1998 than the last.

Maria was there, perched on the edge of a battered office chair, feet up on a crate, Coke in one hand and phone in the other. She looked up when I walked in; her smile going wide.

“Damn, Ohio!” she said, whistling. “You came to play!”

She wore cutoffs and a Sixers jersey, no bra, nipples sharp enough to poke through mesh. I tried not to stare, but she caught me anyway, grinning even bigger.

“You like?” she said, flicking the edge of the jersey. “Carlos hates it. Says it’s bad luck for the car.”

“Looks good,” I managed, feeling myself go red.

She hopped up, arms open for a hug. “You look bomb, girl. That blue—shit. Is Keith blind?”

“He’s at work,” I said, as if that explained everything.

Maria shook her head in mock dismay, then squeezed me tight, the smell of coconut oil and menthol clinging to her skin. “Come on. The boys are in the back.”

The card table was set up near the rolling garage door, just out of the wind. Carlos sat at one end, arms folded, the outline of his biceps visible even through a work shirt. His face was impassive, but the way his eyes darted from Maria to me told a whole story. Next to him was Marcus, in a red snapback and black tank, legs spread wide and a beer bottle resting on one knee. Jamal was across from him, joint tucked behind his ear, a pile of dog-eared playing cards in front of him. Two more men I’d never met rounded out the group—one pale and wiry, the other big and round, both in greased-up coveralls.

Maria tugged me over. “Everybody, this is Kathy. Don’t call her ‘Ohio,’ unless you want to get schooled.” She winked at me, then at Marcus. “She’s smarter than all y’all put together.”

Carlos gave me a quick nod, not unfriendly but not warm. “Nice to meet you,” he said, voice low.

Jamal grinned, showing the gold cap on his canine. “Hey, Blue,” he said. “You play spades?”

“Not since college,” I said, trying to sound casual. The lie slid out smoother than I expected.

Maria nudged Marcus. “Move your ass, let her sit.”

Marcus scooted his chair back, making a show of clearing a spot at the table. “Didn’t know we had a guest of honor,” he said. His eyes did a slow lap from my hoodie to the hem of the dress, then back up. “Damn, you clean up nice.”

The compliment was blatant, but the warmth in his smile took some of the sting out.

Maria handed me a beer, then kicked up her feet on the crate again. “We’re playing five-dollar hands. You want in, or just spectate?”

“Maybe just watch,” I said, already feeling the eyes. I sat at the open chair, tucking my legs under me to hide as much skin as possible.

Marcus leaned in, voice pitched for my ears alone. “If you change your mind, I’ll be your partner. We’ll kill these jokers.”

I smiled, because it was easier than answering.

The game went on, cards slapped down with the force of an argument. The men ribbed each other non-stop, calling out poor plays, groaning at every lost hand. Maria kept score on a notepad, her handwriting big and loopy. Every time she won, she’d do a little victory dance in her chair, shaking her shoulders until the jersey slipped lower on her chest.

I took small sips of beer, watching and listening, but mostly trying to shrink into the chair. The blue dress bunched at my waist, and every time I shifted, the men’s eyes flicked over. At first I thought I was imagining it, but after the second or third time Marcus found a reason to brush his arm against mine when reaching for the bottle opener, I stopped kidding myself.

The tension in my body settled into a dull ache. My hands went rigid around the beer, knuckles blanching. At home, I could move through a whole day with no one really seeing me. Here, I was impossible to miss.

After the fourth hand, Jamal leaned over and said, “You sure you don’t want to play? Marcus here is about to cry from losing.”

Maria cackled. “He just wants to hold your hand, Blue.”

Marcus rolled his eyes, but he was smiling. “She’s got a good poker face. That’s all I need.”

Jamal snickered, “Poke her face!”

I tried to joke back, but my voice sounded weird and tinny. “Maybe after another beer.”

He tipped his bottle toward me in salute. “Deal.”

Carlos said almost nothing, but I caught him glancing at Maria every so often, his face softening when she laughed. Once, when she reached across the table to grab a handful of chips, he caught her fingers, held them for a second, then let go. The whole thing happened so fast I almost missed it.

The game went on, and the more they drank, the louder it got. The pale guy, whose name was either Tommy or Donnie (I never figured it out), told a story about a guy getting his hand stuck in a transmission, and by the end of it everyone was howling, even Carlos. I found myself laughing too, and it felt good, but also dangerous, like I’d stepped onto a ledge without realizing.

At one point, Marcus leaned close, the stubble on his jaw brushing my hair. “You okay?” he asked, not quite a whisper.

I nodded. “Yeah. Just… different.”

He nodded, like he understood. “Stick with me. I’ll show you the ropes.”

It sounded corny, but he said it with such seriousness that I almost believed him.

The next hand, I agreed to play. Maria partnered with Jamal, which left me with Marcus. He explained the rules in a slow, patient voice, his hand warm against mine as he guided the cards into a fan. Our first play was a disaster, but Marcus just shrugged, then winked at me. “We’ll get ‘em next time.”

The game stretched past nine; the garage growing warmer as bodies and beer filled the air. Maria switched from Coke to Bud Light, which made her louder, if that was even possible. I stripped off the hoodie, which made all the men shut up and stare. “Holy shit,” Jamal muttered, earning a cuff from Maria.

The men started betting push-ups instead of cash, and by the time it got to my turn, I was too drunk to care that I’d have to do ten if I lost.

I stood, wobbling, and tried to do a real push-up, but my arms barely moved. The table erupted in applause as Maria howled, “She only needs to push about an inch with those titties holding her up!”

“You’re killing me, Blue,” Marcus groaned, but he reached out and helped me up, his hands firm around my elbows.

Maria caught the whole thing on her phone, snorting so hard she had to wipe her eyes. “I’m putting this on TikTok,” she threatened.

I shook my head, laughing too hard to stop her.

As the night crept closer to midnight, the group thinned. Carlos retreated to the back office with the big guy, probably to count receipts or smoke a blunt. Tommy/Donnie peeled off to take a call and never came back. Maria sprawled on the office chair, texting furiously, feet kicked up, ignoring the rest of the world.

Which left me, Marcus, and the battered deck of cards.

He shuffled them slow, then dealt out a hand, all the while watching me with a strange, steady calm.

“You ever get tired of being respectable?” he asked, voice barely above the hum of the fridge.

I didn’t answer at first. Then I said, “Sometimes.”

He nodded, then reached over and took my hand. Just held it, palm to palm. His skin was rough, and his grip was careful, like he thought he might break me.

“You can be yourself here,” he said.

I didn’t know what to say to that. So I just let him hold on, and for the first time all night, my hands stopped shaking.

The smell of oil and beer settled over us, thick and steady. Maria’s laughter drifted from the back, sharp and wild. The city was still awake, but for a minute, I didn’t care what was waiting for me outside.

***

After a minute, the others filtered back in. Maria flopped onto the chair next to me, her breath loud in my ear. "You winning?" she asked, then slugged her beer and belched with absolute pride.

"Getting there," I said, shuffling the cards.

Maria nudged me. "You got a good teacher. Marcus is a beast at spades." She leaned in closer, a conspiratorial whisper: "He only cheats a little."

Marcus smirked, but didn't deny it. Instead, he laid his hand on the table, palm up. "Let me show you something."

I hesitated, then slid my hand into his. His fingers were rough and warm. He used his other hand to flip through the deck, walking me through every card, every suit. "When you lead, you set the tempo," he explained, voice low. "But you gotta watch your partner. If you don't trust them, you're fucked."

He squeezed my hand as he said it, and I felt the pressure all the way up my arm.

We played a few hands together, Marcus talking me through every move. When I made a good play, he bumped my shoulder with his, or tapped my wrist with two fingers. The first time our hands tangled up, he didn't pull away. Instead, he let the contact linger, skin on skin, before reaching for his beer.

It didn't take long for the game to turn rowdy again. Jamal started trash-talking so loud I almost missed the glances he and Maria were shooting each other across the table. At first it seemed like a joke, but after Maria whispered something into Jamal's ear, they both started laughing, eyes locked like they had their own secret game.

The drinking ramped up, and my nerves loosened. My laughter got loud and stupid, echoing off the garage walls. I stopped caring about how the dress rode up, or whether my makeup had faded or if I was showing too much side-boob. Every time Marcus scored a point, he'd raise his hand for a high five, and after the third or fourth time, he just kept my hand in his, thumb stroking the space between my knuckles.

When he won a big hand, he pulled me up from the chair and spun me in a quick circle, my feet barely grazing the dirty concrete. It should have felt silly, but it didn't—it felt good. I enjoyed being handled by a man that strong. I had a brief flash of imagining him against me and almost stumbled when he set me down.

"You learn fast," he said, setting me down. "I like that."

For once, I didn't look away. I liked it too.

It wasn't just me that noticed the shift. Carlos and the big guy kept exchanging brief looks, like they were waiting to see what would happen next. Maria and Jamal didn't even pretend to pay attention to the cards anymore. At one point, Maria got up and straddled Jamal's lap, her arms around his neck, and kissed him so hard I heard the slap of her lips over the music. Jamal palmed her ass with both hands, pulling her in, and she just laughed, rolling her hips until he groaned out loud.

"Should we leave you two alone?" Marcus joked.

Jamal just waved a hand, never breaking the kiss. "We're good."

The next hand, Marcus sat closer, chair angled so his thigh pressed against mine under the table. He smelled like sweat and cheap cologne, a mix that shouldn't have been hot but absolutely was. When he reached for a card, the muscle in his arm flexed under my gaze, and I realized I was staring.

He caught me looking. "You checking me out?" he asked, not mocking but curious.

I didn't answer right away. Then I said, "Maybe."

He grinned. "Good."

The beer kept coming, and the cards blurred. At some point, Jamal and Maria vanished into the back office, the door banging shut behind them. Nobody commented. Instead, Carlos poured himself another shot, toasted the table, and said, "Play on."

Marcus slid a fresh beer my way, cracking it open for me with a twist of his wrist. "You're not what I expected," he said, voice just for me.

"Neither are you," I shot back.

He nodded, like he liked the answer. "You wanna win this game?" he asked.

"I do."

"Then trust me," he said, hand on my leg, fingers splayed wide.

I felt the touch everywhere. The next hand, we smoked the table—five tricks to none. Marcus whooped, slapped the cards down, and wrapped his arm around my shoulder, pulling me into a half-hug. His hand slid down, resting at the small of my back, his palm heavy and certain. I felt myself getting wet, surprising me.

The game kept going, but it didn't feel like a game anymore. I stopped caring about the score, or even the rules. I just wanted to see what Marcus would do next, and how it would make me feel.

Twenty minutes later, Maria and Jamal reappeared. Maria's hair was wild, her lipstick smeared across one cheek. Jamal looked like he'd just run a marathon, sweat beading on his forehead. Maria flopped down at the table and grabbed a beer, her legs thrown over Jamal's lap.

"Miss us?" she teased.

Marcus grinned. "We did fine without you."

Maria glanced at me, then at Marcus, and her smile went sly. "Looks like it."

The rest of the night blurred. Marcus kept his arm around me, and I let him. The laughter got louder, the cards flew faster. I leaned into the heat of his body, my own boundaries fading with every touch, every glance.

I didn't even realize when Carlos and the others left. At some point it was just me, Marcus, Maria, and Jamal, the garage echoing with our voices, the deck of cards scattered across the concrete.

***

After the next hand, I stood up, legs shaky, and excused myself to find the bathroom. The door was tucked behind a rolling tool chest, the sign on it a ripped scrap of masking tape that said "No shitting, please" in ballpoint. I slipped inside and locked the door, blinking in the harsh glare of a bare bulb. The room was barely bigger than a closet, reeking of Lysol and old cigarettes, the linoleum floor cracked around the base of the toilet.

The mirror was so spotted you could barely see your own reflection. On the tank, a stack of greasy car magazines and a half-empty bottle of pink soap. I leaned against the door and tried to steady my breathing, but all I could see was Marcus’s hand, splayed wide on my thigh, the look in his eyes when I said ‘maybe’.

Before I could sit down, someone knocked—a fast, familiar rhythm. Maria’s voice, through the thin wood: “You decent?”

I unlocked the door and let her in. She wedged herself in, barely room for the two of us, and closed the door behind her.

“You okay?” she asked, leaning over the tiny sink and dabbing lipstick from her teeth. She checked her reflection, then glanced at me in the glass.

I shrugged. “I’m fine. Just needed a minute.”

She studied me, eyes sharp. “You’re not used to this, huh?”

“Used to what?”

Maria grinned, pulling a compact from her bra. “All these boys, fighting for your attention. Feels good, right?”

My face burned, but I didn’t answer.

Maria fixed her lip, then turned, her body crowding mine against the sink. She dropped her voice to a hush. “Marcus likes you. Like, a lot.”

I shook my head, trying to laugh it off, but Maria was relentless. “Girl, he’s been staring at your ass all night. He’s not subtle. And you with his hands all over you?”

She leaned in, voice even softer. “You like him?”

The question hit harder than I expected. “I — I don’t know.”

Maria watched me for a beat, then smiled. “It’s okay if you do. Nobody here’s gonna judge. Carlos said it’s cool, even. If you want to—” She nodded at the bathroom door, then back at me. “—hook up, in the office. He’s not jealous. Swears it’s a turn-on. That’s why he doesn’t freak when Jamal and I get it on.”

I opened my mouth, but nothing came out.

Maria laughed, brushing a strand of hair behind my ear. “Relax. You don’t have to do shit if you don’t want to. But if you want to? Just say so. I got your back.”

I nodded, the knot in my stomach tightening and then unraveling all at once.

Maria winked, then smoothed her jersey and turned for the door. “Just letting you know. That’s all. You gone too long without dick, girl.”

She left me alone in the bathroom, my head spinning. I peed, washed my hands, and stared into the spotted mirror, trying to recognize the person looking back.

She looked hungry. She looked alive.

I went back out, and Marcus was already watching for me. He’d saved my seat, arm slung over the back of the chair like he owned it. When I sat down, he left his hand there, thumb tracing slow circles on my shoulder.

“You good?” he asked.

“Yeah.”

He leaned in, his lips close to my ear. “Missed you.”

The words sent a shiver up my spine.

Maria and Jamal were at it again, their card game more foreplay than competition. Maria caught my eye, then nodded toward Marcus, the message clear as day.

We played another round, and this time Marcus kept his hand on my back, dipping lower with every play. I leaned into it, letting the heat of his body seep into mine. When he laughed at a joke Jamal made, his breath tickled my neck.

I touched him back. At first, just a brush of my knee against his under the table. Then, as the game wore on, I rested my hand on his thigh, testing the boundary. He didn’t move away. He shifted, just enough that my hand slid higher, and I felt the heat of him, the hardness, through his jeans.

The realization jolted me, but I didn’t pull away. I left my hand there, letting him feel me touching him. He moved his own hand to my knee, squeezed gently, his palm hot and steady.

The rest of the night was a blur of cards and laughter, but every touch left a mark. When Maria called for a smoke break, Marcus followed me out to the curb, his hand finding the small of my back, then sliding down to my ass. I let him do it, and could feel a hunger I hadn’t known in years..

We stood in the blue wash of the streetlights, the city alive around us. Marcus leaned against the wall, pulling me closer. For a minute, neither of us said a word.

“You want to get some air?” he asked, nodding toward the alley.

I knew exactly what he meant.

I nodded, my voice gone.

He took my hand, leading me down the narrow gap between buildings, the darkness thick and private. When he turned to face me, he put both hands on my waist, pulling me in slow. Our bodies fit together, his chest against mine, the heat of him radiating through the thin blue dress.

He didn’t rush it. He waited, watching my eyes, his breath slow and even. When I leaned in, he kissed me, gently at first, then deeper, tongue teasing, teeth grazing my lip.

It was nothing like I remembered kissing. It was better.

He pressed me against the wall, his hands roaming, fingers digging into the soft curve of my hip. My own hands found his shoulders, the muscle hard and real. I let myself go, just for a minute, lost in the taste of beer and heat and need.

He pulled back, forehead against mine. “You sure you’re okay?” he whispered.

I nodded, and this time, I meant it. I was feeling college all over again, new man, new rush.

We stayed there for a while; the world shrinking to the space between us. I could feel his hardness against my thigh, and I imagined how he would feel inside me. I was so excited, but prayed that my wetness didn’t show through the dress. When we went back inside, Maria raised her eyebrows, but said nothing.

The night ended with another round of cards, and then Marcus walking me home, his arm snug around my waist. He kissed me at the front door, slow and sweet, then left me with a promise to see me soon.

Inside, the house was empty, the silence comfortable for the first time in months.

I lay in bed, the blue dress twisted around my hips, and touched the place where his hands had been.


Chapter 7: Crossing Lines

Keith didn’t even pretend it was a surprise. I came downstairs to the clatter of his suitcase wheels on the hardwood, his gym bag already zipped and upright by the front door. The kitchen reeked of travel mug coffee, dark and burnt. He had on the shirt I got him for his last birthday—sky blue, already wrinkled at the collar—and was swiping at his phone, one thumb moving fast, even while I stood right there waiting for good morning, or even a look.

He didn’t offer either.

“I’m heading to Ohio for the weekend,” he said, voice flat as the weather. “Mom and Dad need some help getting their insurance set up.” He didn’t look up, just stabbed at his phone, then glanced at his wristwatch as if the time might have changed in the last ten seconds. “I’ll be back Sunday night, maybe Monday if there’s traffic.”

I blinked, slow. “You want me to come with?”

He scoffed. “It’s just paperwork. And you said last time you hated the drive.”

That was true, but the way he said it made my stomach pinch. He hoisted the suitcase, left the mug on the counter (full half an inch from the rim, as always) and started toward the door.

My feet went numb. “Did you want me to pack you a lunch or—”

He cut me off, already opening the door. “There’s food in the car. You don’t have to baby me, Kath.”

The door shut. I heard his steps clatter down the front steps, suitcase thumping each riser. Then nothing, except the mug’s little burp of steam on the countertop.

I stood there, frozen in the kitchen, for a solid minute before I remembered to breathe. The house was so quiet, I could hear the refrigerator cycling, the faint trickle of the upstairs shower still draining from when I’d washed my hair.

I stared at the hallway where Keith had just vanished, then at the half-full mug. Something in my chest twisted, all the breath and words I didn’t say balled up like a stone behind my ribs.

After a minute, I cleaned up the mug—rinsed it, wiped the ring from the counter, like always—and wandered into the living room. The silence wasn’t just absence; it was pressure, like the empty house wanted to fold in on itself.

I sat on the couch and checked my phone. No missed calls, one text from Keith—“Made it to 76, traffic sucks. Love you.”—which he’d probably sent while still on the porch. I thumbed out a reply, then erased it, then typed it again. “Let me know when you get there.” I hovered for a second, added a heart, then deleted it. Sent the message anyway.

Five minutes of staring at the walls. Ten. Twenty. I opened Facebook, then Instagram, then Reddit, flipping between them until my eyes blurred. The light through the living room window sharpened and moved, tracing a slow path across the ugly gray carpet.

At some point, I stopped idling. I picked up the phone and scrolled to Maria’s name, thumb trembling just a little. Then I typed: “You up for anything tonight? House is too quiet.”

The reply popped up before I could even lock the screen.

“BBQ at 7 in the alley. Wear something hot. U bringing Keith? LOL”

I stared at the words. My chest hurt, but the good kind of hurt, the kind that felt a little like hope.

I texted back: “No Keith. Just me. What should I bring?”

“Yourself and an appetite,” Maria wrote. “And maybe some chips. Dwayne eats them like air.”

I smiled. It didn’t last long, but it was a happy feeling. I was still stunned that I’d been physically ghosted by my husband for the weekend. I had a few hours to kill, so I wandered to the bedroom and stripped naked, looking at myself in the mirror.

Same old me, I wondered what Keith didn’t like. I turned, examined my butt - bigger than when we married, but not enormous. Hips wide, but they always were. I had an exceptional set of breasts, thank you Mom, with nice perky nipples. I always thought they were my best asset.

My bush. It was unruly, untended, untouched. I decided to trim it, pulled out the clippers and razor. As I smoothed and shaped, narrowing and shortening the thatch by degrees, I wondered who I was doing this for. Certainly not me, probably not Keith. A shiver took me as I thought, maybe Marcus? As I imagined those scenarios, my hands moved on their own, and suddenly I found myself shaved bald, smooth as a baby. It was shocking - I’d never done that before, but I was so sensitive!

I liked the feeling. I stood back from the mirror, imagining Marcus seeing me this way. I climbed onto the bed, posing and watching myself in the mirror. On my side, legs crossed, on my back, legs together, and finally, on my back, knees up and legs spread, showing everything. I drifted off, imagining Marcus’ tongue in me, his hands on me. I dreamed of his face as I felt him entering me, telling me how good I looked, how good I felt.

I woke a few hours later, still naked, trying to remember if the dream was real or not. I checked my phone - nothing. Keith wouldn’t even be to Pittsburgh yet.

I set the phone down and wandered into the closet. What to wear for tonight?

The jeans were a simple choice—dark, tight, high-waisted, the pair I always wore when I wanted to be noticed. I found the top next, a soft gray v-neck that dipped lower than anything else I owned. Keith had once told me it was “a little much” for a work function, which only made me want to wear it more now.

I pulled on the jeans, wiggling them over my hips, then tugged the top down and checked the mirror again. It was flattering, no question. The jeans hugged every curve; the top made my chest look round and full. I posed, turned side to side, tugged the shirt a little lower, then laughed at myself. If Keith could see me now, he’d say I was showing off.

I wanted to show off.

I opened the bottom drawer and dug out my makeup bag, the one I hadn’t touched since the last office Christmas party. I sat at the dresser, angled the mirror just right, and got to work.

Foundation first—just a little, enough to blur the red spots. Then bronzer, a brush of it across the cheeks and jaw. I went heavier on the mascara than usual, flicking it up and out, then added a swoop of a black liner that took three tries to get even. I found a new lipstick that I’d bought with Maria and rolled it over my lips. The color was bolder than I remembered.

I studied the result: not quite Maria-level, but not bad. I looked older, but better. More dangerous, almost.

I let my hair down, finger-combed it, then spritzed on perfume—two squirts, a little on the wrists, a dab at the base of my neck. I stared at myself for a while, the way the collarbone showed, the way the jeans shaped my legs.

Then I laughed. Not a big laugh, but a real one. It sounded strange in the empty room.

I put the makeup away, slipped on the cheap silver hoop earrings I’d bought at Target (the ones Maria said made me look like I was for sale), and tried on my old leather jacket. It was too hot for May, but the look was right. I tossed the jacket onto the bed, knowing I’d need it later, and then headed for the kitchen.

I grabbed a bag of chips from the pantry, then a bottle of cheap white wine from the fridge, tucking both under my arm. The sun had shifted again, now slanting in gold through the kitchen window and lighting up the entire room like a stage.

I stood for a second, listening to the silence, the hush of the empty house. I wondered if Keith would text before I left. I wondered if he even cared.

I took a deep breath and checked my reflection in the microwave glass. My heart was beating faster, but the feeling was good this time. Not fear—something else.

I locked the front door behind me, keys jangling in my hand, and walked out into the evening, the city already buzzing and alive.

I was hungry, and for the first time in months, I wanted to see what would happen next.

***

The party was already in full swing by the time I hit the alley. I heard it first—a bass thump from Jamal’s car stereo, the low snap of a beat carrying over the fence. There was a rhythm to the night, like the city itself was dancing just under my skin.

The alley behind Maria’s place was strung up with Christmas lights, the cheap kind that gave everything a glow of fake daylight. Folding chairs lined the cinderblock walls, each one occupied by a man in shorts, a woman in denim cutoffs, or a kid perched on the armrest stealing sips of Coke. The grill was center stage, billowing smoke and the smell of charred meat, while someone—probably Dwayne—flipped burger patties with a spatula the size of my forearm.

I stood at the mouth of the alley, clutching my bottle of wine and bag of chips, instantly wishing I’d brought more.

Maria spotted me first. She was by the grill, red solo cup in hand, already dancing to the music, her hips rolling with every beat. She raised her cup high, whooped my name, and the entire group turned to look.

I froze. For half a second, I considered running.

Then Marcus broke from the crowd, a grin splitting his face. “Kathy! There you are!” He strode over, moving with the kind of confidence that dared the world to get in his way. I had a flashback of my dreams, spreading for him to take me. I wondered if it showed on my face.

He reached out, plucked the wine from my hand, and inspected the label. “Classy,” he said, then handed me a red cup with ice and something neon green at the bottom. “Drink. Maria said you needed it.”

I took the cup, sipped, and immediately coughed. “What is this?”

Marcus’s eyes sparkled. “Jungle Juice. Don’t ask, just enjoy.”

The burn ran all the way down, but it left a warm buzz blooming in my chest. I took another sip, slower this time.

Maria swept over, arms out for a hug. She squeezed me so hard I felt my ribs creak. “You look amazing, girl. Look at you!” She stepped back, eyes raking over my jeans, my shirt, my everything. “I knew you’d bring it.”

I shrugged, suddenly self-conscious. “It’s just clothes.”

She snorted. “Not on you. You wear ‘em like weapons.”

I flushed, but she didn’t give me time to answer. “Come on, you gotta eat. Dwayne made hot links.” She dragged me by the elbow to the food table, where paper plates were already stacked high with burger buns and potato salad.

The crowd was bigger than I expected. There were faces from the bodega, the garden, even Willie from the corner, who raised a fork in greeting. Everyone seemed to know each other, even the kids darting between the chairs, laughing with their mouths full.

Marcus hovered close, always within arm’s reach, like he wanted to make sure I didn’t slip away. He refilled my cup before it was empty, handed me a plate before I could ask. When I tried to open the chips, he did it for me, using his teeth to tear the bag with a showy little flex.

“Try this,” he said, holding out a link of sausage on a napkin. “It’s got a kick.”

I bit in. The flavor exploded—smoky, spicy, a heat that lingered on my tongue. I chased it with a gulp of Jungle Juice, the burn mixing with the fire in my mouth.

“Good, right?” Marcus grinned.

I nodded, mouth too full to talk. He laughed, a sound deep and rough, and clapped me on the back hard enough to make me almost spit.

Jamal wandered over, a fresh bottle of beer in hand. “Yo, Blue! You made it,” he called, then whistled low when he saw my top. “Damn, Marcus, you sure know how to pick ‘em.”

I rolled my eyes, but the compliment landed somewhere soft inside me. For the first time, I didn’t feel like an imposter. I felt—seen.

We settled into a rhythm. Maria floated from group to group, always laughing, always loud. Dwayne held court by the grill, telling stories with wild hand gestures and the occasional fake punchline that sent half the table into hysterics. Willie argued with anyone who’d listen about the Sixers, and the rest just ate and drank and let the night roll over them.

The first cup of Jungle Juice went down too fast. The second was easier. By the third, my cheeks were warm and my shoulders had relaxed, the knots unwinding in slow motion.

The conversation drifted to me. Jamal wanted to know if I missed Ohio (“Hell no,” I said, and meant it), while Marcus quizzed me on Philly food, demanding to know if I’d ever tried a real cheesesteak. I shook my head, and the group reacted like I’d confessed to murder.

“We gotta fix that,” Marcus said, then promised to take me next week. He leaned in close, his breath sweet with beer. “You ever do karaoke?” he whispered.

I shook my head again, but he just smiled like he knew I was lying.

Maria reappeared, balancing a plate in one hand and a can of beer in the other. “You having fun?” she asked, her voice a little slurred.

“Yeah,” I said, and realized it was true.

She winked. “Wait until the dancing starts.”

It started with Jamal, of course. He cranked the volume on his stereo, then grabbed Maria by the wrist and spun her into the makeshift dance floor—a patch of concrete cleared between the grill and the trash cans. She didn’t hesitate. She matched him move for move, hips rolling, arms high, like the music was wired straight to her spine.

Marcus watched, arms crossed, but his foot tapped in time with the beat. He glanced at me, then at the dance floor, then back.

“You dance?” he asked, voice low.

“Not like that,” I said, but he didn’t believe me.

He took my hand—big, warm, insistent—and pulled me up out of the folding chair. I nearly tripped, but he steadied me, his hand at the small of my back.

“Just move,” he said. “No one’s watching.”

He was wrong. They were all watching. But with the alcohol and the music and the air thick with smoke, it didn’t matter anymore.

The song was fast and loud, something with a heavy bass line that made my pulse jump. I moved at first just to keep from stumbling, but Marcus wouldn’t let me hide. He pulled me closer, guiding my hips with his hands, his chest pressed to mine. I could feel every muscle, every breath, and for a second I thought I might faint.

But then it got easier. The rhythm took over, and I found myself laughing, really laughing, as he spun me around. He was good—better than I’d guessed—and he made it easy for me to forget everyone else.

“See?” he said, grinning. “Told you.”

The song ended, but he didn’t let go. He leaned in, his lips brushing my ear. “You want another drink?”

“Yeah,” I said, breathless.

He poured it himself, this time with less juice and more of whatever clear liquor was in the bottle behind the cooler. “Go easy,” he warned, handing it to me. “Don’t want to lose you on the first night.”

Maria found me a minute later, cheeks flushed, hair wild. “You’re killing it out there,” she said, then made a heart with her hands and pointed it at me.

“You set me up,” I accused, but she just cackled.

“You love it,” she said. “Don’t deny it.”

I didn’t.

The night blurred around the edges. More drinks, more dancing, more jokes. I lost track of time. At some point, Marcus wrapped an arm around my shoulders and pulled me in close, his hand resting easy on my waist.

“You’re not like most girls I meet,” he said, voice soft.

“Is that a line to get into my pants?” I asked.

“I hope it works,” he replied, and there was something in his eyes that made me shiver.

The party grew louder as the clock ticked on. More neighbors showed up, some with kids, some with dogs, all of them adding to the mess and magic of the night. Someone started a fire pit in a metal trash can, and the smoke swirled around us, making my eyes water.

I barely noticed when Maria and Carlos slipped away, or when Jamal and Dwayne took over the grill. All I knew was the music, the heat, and the way Marcus never left my side.

As midnight crept closer, the dance floor emptied. People clustered in small groups, sharing drinks and stories. Maria caught my eye from across the alley, blew me a kiss, and raised her glass in salute.

Marcus nudged me, his breath warm on my cheek. “You want to get some air?” he asked, even though we were already outside.

I nodded. “Yeah. Let’s walk.”

He took my hand and led me down the alley, away from the lights and the noise. The city was quieter here, just the hum of distant traffic and the pulse still pounding in my ears.

He stopped at the end of the block, turned to face me. “You had a good time?” he asked.

“The best,” I said, and meant it.

He smiled, then traced a line from my shoulder to my wrist, his fingers gentle but certain.

“I’m glad you came out tonight,” he said.

“Me too.”

He didn’t move, just watched me with that same steady look from the garage. I felt my cheeks flush again, but I didn’t look away.

“You want to dance some more?” he asked, his voice a little rough.

“Only if you lead,” I replied.

He laughed, then pulled me in. His arms were solid, his body warm. We moved together, slow this time, the way couples do in movies, the rest of the world disappearing.

***

The night air pressed in, humid and thick, sticking the last bit of sweat to my lower back as Marcus pulled me closer. His hands settled on my hips, just above the seam of my jeans, warm and heavy and certain. It was a new gravity, not the clumsy pressure of a college boyfriend, but an anchor, slow and strong. His fingers curved into my sides, thumbs tracing lazy arcs that made me shiver in places I didn’t know could still wake up.

He didn’t rush. We just swayed, my hands resting on his shoulders, the music from Jamal’s stereo muffled now by the distance. I started stiff, counting the beats, but with every little movement—his chest against mine, the press of his palm—I felt my body give up the fight, bone by bone.

It had been so long since anyone looked at me like this. Not a glance, or a quick up-and-down, but a real, hungry stare that never slipped away. Marcus grinned every time I caught him watching, like he was proud to get caught. My cheeks burned, but I didn’t look away.

He leaned down, bringing his mouth to my ear. “You’re a good dancer,” he murmured. The words tickled, running hot down my spine.

“You’re a good liar,” I said, but my voice was shaky, more breath than sound.

He laughed, the vibration deep in his chest. “Trust me, I mean it.”

I moved with him, letting the music push through my legs and into my hips. He guided me without force, just a subtle squeeze here, a shift there, so even when I spun away, he reeled me back in. I wondered if anyone was watching, then realized I wanted them to. I wanted to be seen with him, held like this.

The song faded into something slower. He wrapped both arms around me, arms crossed at my lower back. I felt safe, but also dangerous, like anything could happen and I might say yes.

Over his shoulder, I saw Maria and Carlos against the garage, lips locked, her leg up and his hand full of thigh. She moaned—real, not for show—and Carlos pressed her harder to the wall. Maria’s hands were in his hair, clutching and pulling, and I watched, heat blooming under my ribs.

Marcus must have followed my gaze. “That could be us,” he whispered, softer this time.

I flushed, nerves sparking all the way down. “Maybe,” I said.

It wasn’t what I expected. His lips were gentle, not aggressive, but his hand was on the back of my neck, holding me there like I might float away. He tasted like whiskey and sugar, breath slow and hot. I let my hands slide up his chest, feeling the rise and fall under his tank top, the stubble scraping my upper lip, the way his tongue asked before taking more.

I let him. I wanted more.

The kiss went long, almost lazy, like neither of us needed to hurry. When he finally broke it, he rested his forehead against mine.

His hand slipped from my neck down my back, slow and easy, then settled on my waist again. The warmth lingered, spreading across my skin in wide, hot circles.

For a moment, I thought I might go home with him. That I would follow, let him lead me up the stairs, let him undress me and finish what the night started. But I froze.

“I should get going,” I said, words scraping out of my throat.

He pulled back, not mad, just curious. “You okay?”

I nodded, but didn’t move. “It’s just—Keith. And I haven’t done this in a long time.”

He let out a slow breath, hands up. “No pressure. You don’t have to explain.”

I looked down, embarrassed. “You’re not mad? I don’t mean to be a tease.”

He laughed, low and quiet. “I’d never be mad at you for saying what you want.” He reached out, brushing a hair from my cheek. “Whenever you’re ready. If you’re ever ready.”

I stepped back, caught my balance, and looked up. The party was winding down, most of the lights out, only the glow from Jamal’s stereo still pulsing in the alley. Maria was gone—probably inside with Carlos—and even the kids had vanished. It felt like the universe had narrowed to just the two of us, alone at the edge of the block.

He walked me home, hand-in-hand, and released me at my door, “Goodnight, Blue.”

I stood on the porch for a long time, keys cold in my hand. The air was thick and still, the world holding its breath. My heart pounded, not with fear, but something close to joy.

Inside, I peeled off my clothes; the jeans sticking to my skin, the top twisted from his hands. I stared in the mirror, lipstick smeared, cheeks flushed, eyes wider than usual.

My lips still tingled from his kiss.

I touched them, remembering the way his mouth claimed me, the way I’d wanted it.

The guilt came next—Keith, the empty bed, the old promises—but it didn’t bury the new hunger, or the way I felt for the first time in months: wanted, alive.

I crawled into bed, sheets cool against my skin, and let the memory of his hands lull me to sleep.

In the morning, I’d figure out what came next.


Chapter 8: No Turning Back

For a week, I avoided the alley and everything in it. I crossed the street if I heard music, doubled back if I saw a crowd on the stoop, and when I walked to Willie's for groceries, I went at noon, when the only people outside were old men smoking cigarettes and trading scratch-offs. I told myself I was too busy, that the floor needed mopping, that the grout in the shower would never clean itself. The truth was, I couldn't trust myself around Maria, or anyone she brought with her.

Most of all, I couldn't trust myself around my phone.

It was like the damn thing vibrated every time I thought of her. In the mornings, I'd check it before my eyes adjusted to the sun, scrolling for her name in my notifications. She didn't text, not even a meme or a stupid GIF, and that should have made it easier. Instead, I felt the lack of her like a pulled tooth—tonguing the empty spot over and over, unable to stop.

By the second day, I'd blocked the number in a burst of panic, then unblocked it ten minutes later. Every time a number I didn't recognize popped up, my heart jumped. Even the spam calls sounded like her for the first three seconds.

So I kept myself busy. The house was cleaner than it had been since we moved in; the baseboards scrubbed white; the refrigerator purged of anything older than two weeks. I deep-cleaned the oven, spent an entire afternoon alphabetizing the spice rack, and vacuumed the stairs three times in one day. I went through every drawer in the guest bedroom, folding the sheets into perfect rectangles, like hospital corners for a patient who'd never come.

I reorganized Keith's closet, lining up his shirts by color, blue to green to gray. I ironed his pants, even the ones he only wore to funerals. I washed all the towels, then folded them into tiny tight bundles and stacked them by size. I wiped the windows inside and out, nearly toppling off a stepstool when I spotted my reflection in the glass—a pale ghost with red-rimmed eyes and a mouth that never quite closed.

Keith was gone for most of it, busy with his parents' insurance paperwork and what he called "family drama" in Ohio. He worked remotely from Ohio that week. He texted the way a robot might: "Made it to Grove City. Traffic brutal." "Dad is impossible, LOL." "Back next week." Sometimes I replied. Sometimes I didn't.

The days blended together until I lost track of which was which. I ate little, except for the microwave burritos I'd stashed in the freezer for emergencies. I let myself shower only after three full hours of work, telling myself it was a reward. My skin dried out and my hair went limp and my cuticles started to peel.

By Friday, I couldn't take it anymore. I shaved my legs, plucked my eyebrows, and even tried to dye my hair with a box from CVS—"Chestnut Crush," which turned out more orange than anything else. I trimmed my nails and painted them bright pink, just to see if I could stand the color. I had sprouted a cactus between my legs, so shaved it bare again, trying not to think of Marcus.

The morning Keith came home, I cleaned the house top to bottom again. I baked a frozen lasagna, set the table with actual plates, and put on the blue dress, the one Maria had bullied me into buying. I did my makeup slowly, drawing out the line of my eyeliner, painting my lips in a careful, bold rose.

He came through the door with his suitcase, set it down, and didn't look up for a full ten seconds. "Hey," he said, monotone, then went straight to the fridge for water.

I watched him, my body thrumming. "Did you want to unpack? Or shower?"

He shrugged, uncapped the water, and drank half of it without stopping. "I'll do it later."

I trailed after him, desperate for a sign. "I made lasagna. It's almost ready."

He set the bottle on the counter. "I'm not hungry yet," he said, then pulled out his phone, thumbing through what had to be work emails.

I stood there, nails digging into my palm, the scent of tomato sauce wafting through the house. "Did you notice anything?"

He glanced up, brow furrowed. "Did you get a haircut?"

"Sort of," I said, heat flooding my cheeks. "And I dyed it."

He nodded, eyes already drifting back to the screen. "Looks good. Glad you're keeping busy."

I tried to say something, but the words died in my mouth.

That night, we ate at the table. He finished in ten minutes, pushing the plate away and thanking me in the same tone he used for the bank teller. He watched SportsCenter in the living room, laptop open and phone buzzing with new notifications. I cleared the plates, ran the dishwasher, then hovered at the door, waiting for any sign.

None came. By eleven, he was asleep on the couch, TV still flickering, mouth open in a slack half-yawn.

I watched him, my heart a tight, sour knot. I picked up his phone from where it had fallen to the carpet, thumbed the screen to wake it up. It was unlocked. Emails, Slack, news. Not a single text from anyone who wasn't work or family. I left it on the coffee table.

It wasn’t someone else. It just wasn’t me he wanted.

In our bedroom, I lay on top of the comforter, staring at my phone on the nightstand. I watched the screen for ten, twenty, thirty minutes. Nothing.

At midnight, I gave up. I typed out a text to Maria, deleted it, then typed it again.

"You up?"

This time, I hit send.

The reply came before I could set the phone down.

"Always. U ok?"

I hovered, then typed: "Can we talk?"

She sent back: "Come over. Door's open."

The next five minutes, I changed out of the blue dress and into jeans, then switched back to the dress. I put on a jacket, then ditched it. I brushed my teeth, twice. I checked the hallway, made sure Keith was still dead to the world, then slipped outside.

The air was wet and heavy; the streetlights throwing yellow puddles onto the sidewalk. I walked fast, arms folded, my heart pounding so hard it drowned out every other sound.

At Maria's building, I stopped at the bottom of the stoop. The door was propped open, just like she'd promised. I stood there, hands trembling, debating whether to go through with it. My whole life felt balanced on the edge of this moment, a decision I couldn't unmake.

I raised my hand to knock, then stopped.

I stood there for a long time, wondering what would happen if I just went home.

Then I knocked, once, twice, three times, soft and sharp and final.

The door opened, and the rest of my life opened with it.

***

Maria opened the door in a long T-shirt and nothing else, dark curls wild on her head, bare legs and chipped polish on her toes. “Get in here before you freeze your ass off,” she hissed, and yanked me inside.

Her house was smaller than I expected, a two story shotgun style crammed with plants and pillows and the thick, sweet smoke of incense curling from a cup by the window. The lights were all warm and yellow, Christmas strands draped along the ceiling and a lava lamp gurgling in one corner. The couch was covered in Mexican blankets, a stack of laundry teetering on one end, and every flat surface overflowed with mugs, candle stubs, or half-full bottles of lotion. Music played low from a phone speaker on the windowsill—slow reggaeton, syrupy and sad.

Maria looked me up and down, taking in the blue dress and my weird, brassy hair. She whistled. “You look hot, girl,” she said, then tugged me toward the kitchen. “Sit. You want wine, beer, or something stronger?”

“Wine is fine,” I said, voice thin.

She poured a glass, filled it to the brim. “You nervous?” she asked, pushing it across the table.

I shook my head, then nodded, then tried to laugh. “I don’t even know why I came.”

“Don’t bullshit me,” Maria said, sitting across from me. She tucked her knees to her chest, arms wrapped around them, and fixed me with a look that dared me to lie again.

My hands shook so much I almost dropped the glass.

Maria sighed, got up, and rummaged in the freezer. She came back with a sleeve of Oreos, popped one in her mouth, and held the pack out to me. “Eat. It helps.”

I took one, the sugar sandy on my tongue. The wine was cheap and sweet, burning the roof of my mouth. We sat in silence, Maria picking at her nails, music throbbing behind us. Every few minutes, she’d glance at me, waiting.

I tried to say something, failed, and drained half the wine in a gulp. When the glass was empty, Maria refilled it. “Let it out, Ohio. I got all night.”

I stared at the floor, watching a line of ants march between the tile cracks. “I did something stupid,” I said.

Maria just smiled, patient. “Join the club.”

“I think I cheated,” I said, the words slipping out too fast, too loud.

She didn’t flinch. “With who?”

“Marcus,” I said. “It wasn’t — We didn’t, you know. But we kissed. It felt like more than kissing.”

Maria nodded, like this was the most ordinary thing in the world.

“I don’t even like him,” I lied, then amended, “I mean, I like him, but not like that. But he — He looked at me like he was hungry for me. I don’t remember the last time someone did that.”

Maria slid the wine bottle closer, topped off my glass. “You want him to do more than look?”

My face burned. “I don’t know what I want.”

She snorted. “Bullshit again. You know exactly what you want, you’re just scared to say it.”

I stared at my hands, at the bitten nails and trembling fingers. “Keith doesn’t even touch me anymore,” I whispered. “He didn’t even notice my hair, or the dress, or anything. I could stand naked in front of him and he’d probably ask me to turn down the TV.”

Maria reached across the table, squeezed my hand hard. “He’s an idiot, then. You’re gorgeous. You’re fucking glowing.”

I blinked back tears, embarrassed by how quickly I’d unraveled.

Maria’s voice softened. “Listen. I used to be married, you know?”

I didn’t. I shook my head.

She nodded. “His name was Max. We met at Penn. Smart, white, real polite. At first, it was good. I thought he was safe, like a weighted blanket, you know? But after a year, it was like sleeping next to a ghost. I was invisible. I could scream in his face and he wouldn’t blink.” She poured herself more wine, sipped it, then wiped her mouth. “One night, I met Carlos at a friend’s party. We were both drunk, ended up fucking in a closet, right on top of the winter coats. I felt alive for the first time in forever. I left Max the next week.”

She shrugged, no apology in it. “Life’s too short to be invisible, Ohio. Don’t let some boring man make you feel like you don’t exist.”

She squeezed my hand again, then let go.

I wiped my eyes. “It’s a little confusing. I dunno if it makes sense, but I remember being in college and feeling like I did when Marcus looked at me and kissed me. It was thrilling. It was scary.”

Maria smiled, “And what would you have done back then?”

I stared at her, thinking, “We’d be fucking.”

Maria laughed, bright and loud. “Babe, there’s your answer!.”

I stared at her, envy bubbling in my chest. “But I’m married.”

She shrugged. “So? Your husband don’t want you, Marcus does. You need to get laid. It’s simple.”

We finished the bottle, and then another. The air in the apartment grew thick with the smell of candle wax and Maria’s cheap perfume. At some point, she pulled me onto the couch, wrapped us both in a Mexican blanket, and put on a bad reality show about tattoo artists. We laughed at the dumb contestants, at the ugly tattoos, at the drama that wasn’t even real.

It was almost four in the morning when she set her phone on the coffee table and grinned at me. “Want to do something crazy?”

I hesitated. “Like what?”

She thumbed out a quick text. “Marcus and Jamal are up the street, at the bar. I said they should come over.”

Panic and excitement hit at the same time. “Now?”

She shrugged, unbothered. “Why not? You want to see Marcus, right?”

I didn’t answer.

Maria grinned, teeth sharp. “Don’t be a chicken.”

We didn’t wait long. Twenty minutes later, a heavy knock rattled the door. Maria got up, nearly tripping over the laundry pile, and let them in. Jamal came first, loud and hungry, waving a bottle of Hennessy and a sack of gas station snacks. Marcus followed, quieter, eyes soft and sleepy, but he lit up when he saw me.

“Well damn,” Jamal said, flopping onto the loveseat and tearing open a bag of Doritos. “Ladies’ night, huh?”

Maria rolled her eyes. “You wish.”

Marcus sat next to me on the couch, close but not too close, and nodded at the wine. “You two already started without us?”

Maria snorted. “Girl talk. You wouldn’t understand.”

Jamal grinned, scarfing chips by the fistful. “I bet I would.”

Marcus leaned back, arms resting on his knees. “You okay?” he asked, voice pitched low.

I nodded, the wine making everything feel fuzzy. “Yeah. Just tired.”

He smiled, slow and gentle. “You look good,” he said, and I knew he meant it.

Maria tossed a blanket at Jamal, who made a big show of wrapping himself up, then propped his feet on the coffee table. “So what’s the plan?” he asked. “Movie, music, or just drinking till we can’t feel our faces?”

Maria grinned, pulling a card deck from a drawer. “How about never-have-I-ever? Or is that too high school for you, Jamal?”

He wagged his eyebrows. “I’m down. But I warn you, I got nothing to hide.”

We played for a while. The rules blurred fast, and after a few rounds, it was less a game and more an excuse to tell stories, to say the things you never thought you’d say out loud. Jamal confessed to peeing in a cop car (“long story”), Maria claimed she’d once set a mattress on fire for revenge (“the guy totally deserved it”), and Marcus admitted he still called his mom every Sunday.

When it was my turn, I hesitated, then said, “Never have I ever cheated on someone.” My hand went up, awkward and slow, and so did Marcus’s. Maria’s too.

We all laughed, but the silence after was sharp.

Marcus caught my eye, something raw and searching in his face. “Can I get you more wine?” he asked.

I nodded. He poured, careful not to spill, and set the glass in my hand.

“Your hair looks good,” he said, fingers brushing the back of my head as he tucked a strand behind my ear.

I shivered.

The room got smaller as the night stretched on. Maria and Jamal started flirting in earnest, his hand on her thigh, her giggle louder and less forced. They didn’t hide it when they kissed, tongues flashing, hands everywhere. Marcus kept glancing at me, like he was waiting for permission.

I wanted to give it to him, but my whole body felt glued in place.

“You want to get some air?” Marcus whispered.

I nodded, not trusting my voice.

He stood, offered me a hand. I took it. His palm was rough, but his touch was gentle, a slow squeeze that said he’d wait as long as I needed.

Maria broke the moment, grinning at us over Jamal’s shoulder. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do,” she called, then added, “which is basically nothing.”

Jamal laughed, already halfway under Maria’s shirt. “You got this, Blue,” he said, and I realized he remembered the nickname.

I let Marcus lead me to the door, his hand never letting go of mine.

We slipped outside, the night air shock-cold against my skin. He pulled me into the shadow of the building, away from the streetlights, and we just stood there, breathing.

Neither of us said a word. We didn’t need to.

His thumb traced slow lines on the back of my hand, and the world fell away.

I waited for him to kiss me.

I hoped I wouldn’t have to wait long.

***

The city at night always felt different—a little softer, a little more forgiving, even when the cold got under your skin. Marcus took my hand and led me down the stoop, past Maria's cracked window, her laughter and Jamal's voice echoing out to the street. We cut left at the corner, into the alley that ran behind the bodega and the row of old, sagging garages. The moon was up, but the streetlights were either dead or choked with spiderwebs, so most of the way was dark.

The air stank of wet cardboard and stale beer. Broken glass glittered in puddles, and the pavement was a mess of potholes and slick, dark oil stains. On the left, the bodega’s back wall was covered in layers of flaking graffiti—Philly tags, cartoon dicks, that faded Black Lives Matter mural Maria once called “the only real art on this block.” The dumpsters overflowed, bags heaped high, and somewhere down the alley a cat howled, then vanished.

Marcus didn't talk, just squeezed my hand and walked fast, like he knew exactly where he was going.

We stopped in a pocket of shadow where the bodega’s exhaust fan whined overhead. There was a half-broken bench, barely more than splinters, and a patch of cracked concrete that looked almost clean in the dark. Marcus turned, let go of my hand, and just looked at me for a second. Not a word.

I didn’t wait. I stepped in, closed the distance, and pressed my body to his.

He let out a breath that might have been a laugh, then put his hands on my waist, fingers splayed wide, as if he was taking a measure of me. My chest mashed up against him, and I could feel the line of his body, hard and hot under his jacket. His mouth found mine, and it was fast—no warm-up, just tongue and teeth and the taste of Hennessy and grape cigarillos.

He kissed rougher than I remembered, like he thought I might change my mind if he didn’t act quick. I clung to his shoulders, nails digging in, and when he broke for air, he dragged his lips down my throat, biting the spot just under my jaw.

“You sure?” he whispered, his breath humid against my ear.

I nodded, not trusting my voice. My whole body buzzed, like every cell had been rewired for this.

He slid his hands up under my dress, slow at first, then bolder, palms flat and warm on my bare thighs. I shivered, but not from the cold. When he hitched the hem higher, I didn’t stop him. I pushed myself into him, desperate to feel more—more pressure, more heat, more of anything that wasn’t thinking.

His fingers traced circles on the backs of my legs, then hooked the waistband of my underwear and tugged it down, just enough to expose skin. The alley was empty, but I felt naked, every inch of me on display. I didn’t care.

He spun me, so my back hit the rough brick, and leaned in, mouth on mine, one hand pinning my hip while the other slid up to cup my breast. The fabric of the dress barely mattered—he found the nipple through the mesh of my bra and flicked it with his thumb, making me gasp. I bit his lip and he grinned, then kissed me harder, like he wanted to swallow the sound.

As he gripped my hips, Marcus thrust his fingers deeper inside me. The rhythm was intense and passionate, nothing gentle about it, and that was exactly what I wanted. I arched my back, craving more of him, feeling the sensation building. As I bit his neck, leaving a mark on him, he moaned into my chest.

We were both so consumed with pleasure that we didn’t hear the footsteps approaching.

A metal door slammed open at the end of the alley, and the bright orange flicker of the bodega’s security light illuminated us. Willie Smith appeared, carrying two trash bags and muttering to himself.

I quickly pulled myself off Marcus, accidentally pushing him harder than intended. My underwear snagged on my knees, creating a tangled mess as I stumbled backward. My dress remained hiked up around my waist.

Willie halted in his tracks, trash bags hanging from his fists. He squinted at us and then grinned widely, his gold tooth catching the light.

“Evening, Marcus. Evening, Miss Kathy.” His voice was slow and teasing, not surprised in the least.

“Hey, Willie,” Marcus responded nonchalantly as if our intimate encounter was an everyday occurrence. Despite our interruption, he didn't release his grasp on my waist.

Flustered and embarrassed, I tried to pull my dress down while my heart raced in my chest. Willie merely watched us with an amused expression on his face.

“Don’t let me interrupt,” he said and chuckled softly. “I've seen worse in this alley.”

After tossing the trash bags into the dumpster and slamming the lid shut, Willie returned indoors without looking back. He whistled a tune as if he hadn't just caught us in the middle of our heated rendezvous.

My shoulders slumped against the wall as laughter bubbled up from within me - half mad and giddy from the adrenaline rush of our encounter.

Marcus kissed me tenderly this time, gently brushing the hair away from my face. “You okay?” he whispered.

“Yeah,” I replied, catching my breath. “I’m really okay.”

With care, he helped me rearrange my dress before we paused for a moment to gather ourselves and take in the situation.

I glanced down at my trembling hands, the scratches on my knees, and the bruise on my thigh where Marcus had gripped me tightly. I felt more alive than I ever had before.

Marcus gave my waist a gentle squeeze and asked, “Do you want to keep going?”

Laughing with excitement, I answered, “Not in this alley.”

His grin was crooked and beautiful. “How about Maria’s love shack?”

I looked at him quizzically. “What?”

He gestured towards the side door of Maria’s garage just a few yards away. “She’s got a setup there — a little bed and some candles. Everyone uses it.”

Stunned, I stared at him. “Have you done this before?”

He simply shrugged, unashamed. “Not with you. Do you want to?”

After a brief pause, I nodded.

Marcus took my hand and led me to the garage. The door was unlocked, revealing precisely what he had described earlier: a well-worn futon against the back wall, red string lights overhead, and a shelf with condoms and coconut-scented lube. The air was heavy with the scent of sex and incense, but it barely registered as I focused on him.

He shut the door behind us, turned on the string lights, and drew me in close.

As he kissed me slowly and sensually, Marcus unzipped his jeans before pushing me onto the bed. He removed each piece of my clothing—my dress, bra, panties—leaving me exposed beneath him. His gaze held a mixture of awe and desire as he drank in the sight of me. He then removed his own clothes, revealing his toned and muscular body, and a jet-black penis, rock hard and straining for me.

I reached for him and as I wrapped my hand around his shaft; I was thrilled by his heat. It had been years and years since my last new man, and I’d never had a black man before. I watched my hands stroke him, my wedding band whispering my infidelity, which filled me with excitement rather than shame.

As I took him into my mouth, he moaned softly as I tasted his pre-cum, salty and heady, the powerful musk of him elevating my need. I could barely get him in my mouth, and wondered if he’d fit inside my neglected vagina. I’d had big men like this in college, but disuse had likely made me tighter.

I began stroking, excited by his soft moan and heavier breathing. He took the bottle of lube and dropped it on himself, as I eagerly stroked him, covering him with the slippery liquid, causing his enormous cock to glisten under the red lights.

I couldn’t wait any longer, my need evident by the flow of my juices. My heart was hammering, and nerves on fire as I leaned back on the futon, spreading my legs wide for Marcus, like I had in the dream. My brain was on fire as I offered myself to this black man, my husband asleep a few houses down.

Marcus reached for a condom and I stopped him with my voice, “No. I’m safe. I want to feel you.” I was rewarded by a toothy grin as he leaned forward to take me.

I felt secure beneath his weight as Marcus entered me with one long, intense thrust, filling me completely. I gasped and moaned as my hands roamed over his shoulders, back, and any other part of him within my reach. His movements were vigorous and desperate; the springs of the futon groaning beneath us as we moved together.

His mouth left a trail of searing kisses—on my neck, collarbone, and nipples—as he explored my body.

My first climax was almost immediate as I lost control, legs shaking and moaning so loud I was certain Willie could hear. Marcus slowed to let me finish, then resumed, his hands gripping my ass as he penetrated me over, and over, filling me deep.

“You OK? Too hard?” he asked, clearly restraining himself for my benefit.

This wasn’t the time for tenderness - I was violating my vows and wanted it all. “Fuck me! Fucking give me everything!” I nearly shouted, consumed by the feelings and emotions of being wanted like this.

His pace picked up, the futon screaming its protest as he began hammering me harder than I’d ever felt before. Another orgasm built quickly as I wrapped my legs around him, surrendering myself completely.

I could feel his body slicking with sweat as he exerted himself, then heard his breathing turn to a rasp as he grunted, “In you or on you?”

I nearly screamed, “inside!” as my brain shorted out and body convulsed into my second orgasm. I barely registered Marcus’ groan and tightening body as he groaned and finished inside me.

We remained entwined for a while, our skin pressed together and our breathing synced. The beating of my heart echoed in my ears—strong and unrestrained.

Marcus propped himself up on one elbow to gently brush the hair from my eyes. “Wow,” was all he could say, his voice filled with excitement.

I returned his tender kiss before pulling a blanket over our naked bodies.

For a moment, thoughts of Keith crept into my mind, causing a twinge of sorrow. But as Marcus kissed my wrist, that sadness disappeared and a fierce need took its place.

“Let me know when you’re ready for round two,” I suggested.

He agreed with a nod as he played with my breasts.

As I gazed at the ceiling, mesmerized by the glow of the red string lights above us, I allowed myself to be overtaken by happiness. I wondered if this was better or worse than waking up naked in someone else’s dorm room.


Chapter 9: Clean Sheets

For the next month, I lived in two bodies.

Monday through Wednesday, I was Good Wife. I got up early to make Keith’s coffee, answered his “can you grab this from Target” texts, and always had dinner ready by six. Sometimes, if he was in a good mood, I’d get a kiss on the cheek, a pat on the ass, or a distracted “you look nice” when I wore a fresh shirt. But mostly, he was glued to his work laptop and ate frozen dinners out of the tray. He’d fall asleep in front of the TV, mouth open, like a child who’d played too hard. Most nights, I’d wash the dishes, check my email, and tuck myself into bed while he snored on the couch.

But as soon as Keith’s work trips hit the calendar, or when he announced he’d “probably be late all week,” something in me would switch. I checked his calendar obsessively, tracking when he’d be on calls or at the office late. Once I was sure he was gone, I’d close all the blinds, crank up some trashy Spotify playlist, and start the transformation.

I shaved my legs and my pussy, painted my nails fire red, and plucked every stray hair on my body. Then I dug out the cheap makeup Maria swore by: two shades too dark, with glitter that made my face glow under bathroom lights. Lipstick, eyeliner, and a splash of perfume I’d bought on a dare. The first time I did it, I barely recognized the girl in the mirror. She looked fake, almost mean. I called her “Alley Kat” in my head.

The clothes came next. The blue dress, of course, but also a crop top and skirt combo Maria had handed down to me, plus some mesh lingerie I’d ordered after midnight, drunk on two bottles of wine and the memory of Marcus’s hands on my hips. I wore it all, sometimes at once, sometimes nothing at all. Sometimes I posed in the mirror and took selfies, sending a few to Maria for approval.

And then, once I was ready, I’d text Marcus.

The first time, I invited him over. I set up candles in the guest bedroom, sprayed the sheets with body spray, and laid on my stomach waiting for his reply. When he showed up, he was in gym shorts and a Sixers T-shirt, carrying a twelve-pack of cheap beer and two foil-wrapped cheesesteaks.

He set the food on the nightstand, looked me up and down, and whistled. “Damn, Kathy. You trying to kill me?”

I shrugged, propped my chin on my hands. “Maybe. And call me Kat, sounds wilder.”

He laughed, then peeled off his shirt and straddled me on the bed. He pressed his mouth to mine, tasting of onion and cheap beer, and within seconds his hands were everywhere—pulling the straps down, tugging the mesh tight, sliding under the waistband of the skirt.

“You ever done this in your own house before?” he whispered, already unzipping his shorts.

“No,” I admitted, which made him grin wider.

He flipped me onto my back, moved my hands above my head, and started kissing his way down. He took his time, and for the first time in forever, so did I. When he slid inside me, it was slow and rough at the same time, his hands holding me so tight I thought I might bruise. I bit his shoulder to keep from screaming; the wet slapping sounds echoing off the freshly painted walls. We finished together, sweaty and breathless, and he wrapped his arms around me, his chest pressed to my back. We didn’t talk for a while, just lay there, the smell of sex and cheesesteak filling the room.

After, he showered in the hall bathroom, then met me in the kitchen, where I’d reheated his sandwich. We ate in silence, watching old NBA highlights on mute. It felt wrong and perfect at the same time.

The next morning, I stripped the guest bed, ran the sheets twice, and scoured every surface with bleach. I checked for stray hairs on the pillowcase, wiped down the mirror, even Febreezed the air until the entire room reeked of chemical flowers. When Keith came home that night, he didn’t notice a thing. He just asked if I’d started using new detergent. I said yes.

That became the routine. Every week, whenever Keith was away, I’d set up a new meeting with Marcus. Sometimes at my house, sometimes at his place, sometimes in the garage, or even just the back seat of his car, parked behind Willie’s bodega. Each time, it was a little riskier. A little less careful.

Once, we did it on the floor of Carlos’s garage, on a pile of old moving blankets, the metal tang of tools and grease making everything more intense. Marcus took me from behind, pulling my hair and whispering every dirty thing he could think of in my ear. When I came, it was so hard I nearly blacked out, my knees burning from the rough carpet. We got caught when Jamal walked in to grab a socket set, but Marcus just put a finger to his lips and kept going. Jamal didn’t even blink; he just took his tools and left.

Another time, Marcus met me in the alley after dark. I wore nothing but a coat and thigh-high boots, shivering as he pushed me up against the brick, fingers already inside me before the door had even closed behind us. I sucked him off in the shadows, knees on the cold pavement, the taste of him salty and raw in my mouth. He made me finish him, then pulled me up and kissed me deep, tasting himself on my lips.

It got easier. It got addicting.

I started texting Marcus during the day, asking for dick pics, sending back shots of my cleavage or a flash of my ass in the bathroom mirror. Sometimes he’d call me at work, whispering exactly what he wanted to do to me next. I pretended to hate it, but I never told him to stop.

Every time Keith came home, I’d scrub myself clean—shower twice, change the sheets, hide any evidence. But after a while, I stopped caring so much. Part of me wanted Keith to notice. To catch me. To say anything at all.

He never did.

The sex with Marcus was different every time. Some days, he was rough and fast, pinning me to the wall and fucking me until I couldn’t see straight. Other days, he went slow, kissing every inch of me, making me beg for more. He taught me how to take him deeper in my mouth, how to ride him until my legs gave out, how to touch myself while he watched. He called me dirty names—whore, slut, Alley Kat—and I loved it, loved the way he made me feel wild and needed and alive.

The best days were when Maria joined in. Sometimes, she’d bring weed or a bottle of wine, and we’d smoke on the stoop before heading up to the bedroom. She liked to watch at first, perched on the edge of the mattress, laughing and egging us on. But eventually, she’d peel off her clothes and climb in too, her hands and mouth everywhere, her tongue sharp as her laugh. Once, she told me to “be a good little slut” and crawl over to her, then made me eat her out while Marcus took me from behind.

After, she braided my hair and called me “bitch” in a way that sounded like a compliment. We all fell asleep tangled together, three bodies in one bed. In the morning, Maria made eggs and toast and called me “wife material,” which made Marcus laugh until he almost cried.

I was hungry all the time. I ate better, slept better, even started jogging again, just so I could burn off the energy that Marcus and Maria stoked in me. I felt lighter, brighter, but also meaner. I wanted more, and I didn’t care if it was wrong.

One afternoon, I got home early and found Keith’s car in the driveway. My stomach dropped, but I went inside anyway. He was in the kitchen, talking on his cell, voice sharp and clipped. He didn’t hear me come in. I watched him through the crack in the door, the way he paced and rubbed his forehead, the way he sounded so alive and certain on the phone.

He hung up and finally noticed me. “You’re home early,” he said, surprised.

I shrugged. “Maria had a thing.”

He nodded, then checked his email on his phone. “I’m leaving again Friday,” he said. “Another conference in Pittsburgh.”

I should have cared, should have felt guilt or shame. Instead, I felt nothing. Just a quick mental note to text Marcus, to book the time before it slipped away.

That night, I dreamed of being caught. Keith walked in on me and Marcus in the kitchen, saw the mess we made, and instead of yelling, he just watched. He didn’t blink. He didn’t even move. He just let it happen.

I woke up horny and alone, and started counting down the hours until Friday.

The next time Keith left, I didn’t wait for Marcus to come to me. I went to the bodega, found him stacking cases in the back, and pulled him into the storeroom. I dropped to my knees and sucked him off behind stacks of paper towels, the old wood floor biting into my shins. He pulled out and finished all over my tongue, then laughed and wiped my face with a rag. I swallowed every drop, hungry for more, and he promised to see me that night.

When I got home, I stripped naked, showered, and ran my tongue over my teeth, tasting him still. I stood in front of the mirror, watched the way my skin glowed, the hickeys blooming dark along my neck and breasts. I didn’t bother covering them. I wanted to see them.

I wanted the world to see.

By the end of the month, I’d stopped trying to be Good Wife. I was Alley Kat, and I didn’t care who knew it.

If Keith ever caught on, he never said.

But I knew, deep down, that if he ever did, I wouldn’t be sorry.

***

Maria woke me up with a text at 8:13 am, all caps, no punctuation: “WE’RE GOING SHOPPING GET DRESSED SLUT.” I stared at it for five seconds before the next message hit, this time with three peach emojis and a link to an address on Germantown Ave.

I rolled out of bed still sticky from the night before, found my robe, and tiptoed to the bathroom to check the damage. The mirror told the complete story: makeup smeared to raccoon smudges, three new hickeys, and a thumbprint bruise blooming on my left ass cheek. I grinned at myself and took a pic for Maria, captioned “Is this enough or should I go for more?” She hit me back with a flame emoji and “u wild now.”

I made instant coffee, threw on leggings and a hoodie, and jumped in my car. The only thing I could think about was what Maria had planned. I wondered if it was really shopping, or if I was being invited to a day of sloppy sex. I hoped for both.

The place was called “Intimate Boutique,” but the sign in the window said “LINGERIE ADULT TOYS SMOKES.” It sat between a pawnshop and a nail salon, the kind of store that always had the blinds drawn and a buzz-in door. Maria stood outside, hair in a leopard scrunchie, bouncing on her toes. She wore cutoff shorts and a hot-pink bodysuit under a see-through mesh shirt, nipples sharp as thumbtacks.

“Damn, you made good time,” she said, pulling me into a hug.

“You dragged me out of bed,” I said, but her energy was contagious.

She winked. “Come on. You need new panties, and I’m not letting you leave till you got at least one pair that says ‘fuck me’ on the waistband.”

Inside, the place was a fever dream. Mannequins wore fishnet and vinyl, some of them missing heads or arms. Racks of thongs and crotchless panties lined the walls. Dildos in every color sat on glass shelves behind the counter, along with a wall of vibrating things I didn’t have names for. The air smelled like bubblegum, incense, and latex.

Maria went straight to the back, past the bored-looking cashier, and started rifling through the racks. She held up a red lace teddy with a plunging V and said, “This is the one. Black men love a white ass in red lace, trust me.”

I blushed, but she shoved it into my arms, then added a bright turquoise bra and a micro-mini skirt with the tags still on.

“Try ‘em,” she ordered, nodding to the dressing room.

I ducked inside and stripped, folding my hoodie and leggings onto the bench. The first thing I noticed was the graffiti on the wall: “FUCKED HERE 4/20/21,” “MISS KIM’S BOOTY BIG ASF,” and a phone number with “daddy” scrawled underneath. I snapped a pic and sent it to Maria, who replied “call it” and four eggplant emojis.

I slid on the teddy. It was tight, riding up my hips and barely covering my nipples. I stared at my reflection, the way the lace hugged my body and the color popped against my skin. It was trashy and perfect.

Maria barged in without knocking, phone already up. She let out a wolf whistle. “Goddamn, Kat. You’re gonna kill a man in that.”

She circled me, tugging straps tighter, then pulled my hair up into a ponytail. “Look at you,” she said, turning me toward the mirror. “Now spin. Show me what you’re working with.”

I did. My ass practically ate the thong, and the deep-V left nothing to the imagination. My heart hammered, but I didn’t hate what I saw.

Maria took a hundred pictures, some just of my ass, some full-length. Then she set her phone down and started the real lesson.

“Okay. Here’s how you give a blowjob that’ll make a man lose his mind. First, don’t be shy. Take as much as you can, use both hands, and keep eye contact. Guys love that shit. If you choke a little, even better.”

I laughed, nervous. “What if I can’t?”

She rolled her eyes. “Practice on a banana, girl. Or better yet, Marcus’s dick. Just relax your throat. And hum, if you can. Vibration drives ‘em wild.”

She pantomimed it, making a slurping noise that made me snort. “You’re insane,” I said.

Maria grinned. “You gotta be nasty about it. That’s how you keep a man coming back.” She winked. “And that’s just the start. If you ride him, go slow first. Make him beg. Guys act tough, but they like when you take charge.”

I nodded, soaking in every word.

She lowered her voice, serious for a second. “And dirty talk. You gotta tell him exactly what you want him to do to you. Doesn’t matter if you’re shy. Just say it. ‘I want you to fuck me hard.’ ‘Fill me up, baby.’ ‘Make me scream.’ Shit like that. If you get embarrassed, say it in his ear.”

I hesitated. “What if he laughs?”

Maria shook her head. “He won’t. Trust me. And if he does, he’s not worth your time.”

She pulled a pair of crotchless panties from the rack and handed them to me. “Put these on next. You’re gonna want them for the next party.”

I obeyed, swapping out the teddy for the panties and turquoise bra. Maria hummed, then set a micro-mini skirt over my hips. “Look at you,” she said, eyes shining. “Marcus isn’t gonna know what hit him.”

I glanced in the mirror again. I looked… different. Not like a wife, or a mom, or even a real person. I looked like a cartoon sex doll. And I fucking loved it.

We spent the next hour picking out outfits: a see-through robe, a rhinestone choker, a pair of silver hoop earrings so big they scraped my collarbone. Maria even talked me into buying pasties with “cum slut” spelled in glitter.

At the register, the cashier didn’t even blink as she rang up the pile. “Have fun,” she said, sliding the bag over with a knowing smile.

Back on the street, Maria linked arms with me. “So when’s your next date with Marcus?” she asked, voice low.

I blushed. “He’s coming over Friday.”

Maria smirked. “You gonna give him the show?”

“Yeah,” I said, already imagining it.

She squeezed my arm. “Just remember what I told you. Be dirty. Men love it when a girl takes what she wants.”

I nodded, then turned to her. “How do you know so much about Marcus?”

Maria didn’t miss a beat. “He was my regular before Carlos. Still is, sometimes, when Carlos pisses me off. But lately, I been fucking Jamal. He’s got a thing for white girls, you know.”

I stared. “Are you serious?”

She cackled. “Why you think I told you to wear the red? Girl, those boys swap girls like sneakers. It’s just sex. No drama, no jealousy. When I’m done with Marcus, you get him. When you’re done, maybe try Jamal. Or Deon.”

I was speechless.

Maria grinned, leaned in close. “That’s what friends are for. What’s mine is yours. Besides, you’re gonna want to sample the other flavors.”

I laughed, shaking my head. “Have you tried all of them?”

She winked. “Every single one. It’s just dick, honey.”

We howled together, drawing stares from a passing couple.

As we walked to the car, bags swinging at our sides, I felt a new power in my chest. Not guilt, not shame. Just excitement, raw and real.

I dropped Maria at her house, she blew me a kiss, and shouted, “Go break some hearts, Alley Kat!”

I ran inside, dumped the bags on the bed, and tried on every single thing, one after another.

In the mirror, I saw someone new: hungry, shameless, alive.

I took a pic, sent it to Marcus, and waited.

He replied in five seconds: “Damn, Kat. I want you so bad.”

I stared at the screen, grinning, and heard Maria’s voice in my head.

“Take what you want.”

This time, I knew exactly what that meant.

***

I was lying in bed one night, thinking about Marcus, while Keith snored away, back to me. It was just about eleven when I heard the faint buzz of my phone. I grabbed it and looked: Maria. “You up?”

I tapped back, “Yeah. Keith’s asleep.”

Maria: “Heavy?”

“Like a rock. What’s up?” I tapped, my brain and body already buzzing with anticipation. Maria always brought the crazy, but it was always fun.

“I’m coming. Don’t get dressed.”

Don’t get dressed . What was that? Casual? Was she bringing booze? Weed? I looked in the mirror. The granny panties wouldn’t do. I pulled on the red lacy set we bought at the boutique - I wanted her to see that I appreciated her efforts, she’d love it. Anyone other than Maria, I’d be mortified. With her, naked wasn’t a big thing.

I shut the bedroom door tight, so Keith wouldn’t hear the noise, then padded down and unlocked the front door, left it cracked for her. Then I went into the kitchen, grabbed a bottle of wine, and poured two glasses as I waited for her on the couch.

I thought she’d think it funny if I struck a sexy pose on the couch, so I tried. After a few attempts, I finally found a pose that I could hold, and could probably be sexy - arm behind my head, tits thrust out, one leg up and the other straight, parted. I hoped she wouldn’t cackle too loudly when he saw me.

I heard the door squeak, and saw Maria entering, wearing thin pajamas, her tits sneaking out from the cutoff top. I put my wineglass on the table as I stretched out the pose for her, “Sexy, no?”

I looked up and froze. Jamal was with her, wearing loose basketball shorts and a tank. His eyes were enormous as he grumbled in his deep voice, “Fuck, yeah.”

Maria was giggling, “Chica loca! You read our minds, Kat.”

I almost fell off the couch as I scrambled to sit up. Jamal’s eyes were all over me, and he had a grin from ear to ear.

“What the fuck, Maria?” I gasped.

Maria did a little shimmy and said, “That’s what we were thinking. Alley Kat.” She reached over and grabbed Jamal’s cock through his shorts, giving it a little shake as she grinned at me.

They appeared to be a little high, or drunk, or both. Maria flopped down next to me, Jamal on the other side - I could feel the heat of both of them, and smelled the weed. Maria grabbed the wine and slurped it, “Thanks Kat, you always got a party ready!” She kissed my cheek.

I could feel the heat of Jamal’s stare on my breasts and legs. It was unexpected, but exciting. It felt like when the drunken guys would hit on me in college.

Maria said, “Jamal here called me ‘Kat’ when we were making out at my place.”

I gasped, more for punctuation than surprise.

“Yeah, see!” She finished the glass and grabbed the other while I felt Jamal’s hand move to my thigh. If he moved much higher, he’d feel my wetness.

“So I told this pendejo  that if he wanted Kat, we’d get Kat. I don’t need to be no stand-in. I got Carlos, or Marcus, or anybody I want.”

I looked at her, then Jamal, then back. Maria took a slurp, “Go on, hombre excitado , lets see!”

I turned to Maria, “But he’s your man,” I objected, thinking about the way he always stared at me - dangerous, exciting.

Maria snorted, “Not my man. A backup dick, fun while Carlos is working. You can have him.” She gave me a smile and a wink, “He is  pretty good, though. That curve is something!” She laughed as she swirled down more of the wine.

I started to object, felt Jamal's mouth on my neck and moaned, it was electric, exciting. I looked at Maria, hoping for sense, for rescue that I didn’t really want.

Maria stood, getting out of the way, and reached for the bottle to refill her glass. “Come on slut, those nipples and soaked panties tell the truth. You were gonna fuck him now or later. Might as well be now,” she said as she took a seat on the nearby chair.

I turned to Jamal to talk to him, but instead I felt his lips on mine. I didn’t really protest, just opened to let his tongue in as I felt his fingers slide inside my panties, then inside me.

I moaned as he drove two digits into my sopping hole, curving up to hit my g-spot. His mouth tasted of whiskey and smoke as I sucked his tongue, turned on by the way Maria smiled at us, sipping with one hand, and rubbing herself with the other.

I thought about Keith sleeping upstairs, Maria watching, and Jamal’s urgency to couple. I felt his muscles, his skin, his heat and urgent cock against my leg. My brain was overtaken by my lust as I pushed him away, “Wait!”

Jamal leaned back, his cock straining at his shorts, Maria watching like a hawk. I think they were certain that I was backing out.

Instead, I pushed off my panties, “Get your cock out.”

While he pushed down his pants, releasing his straining dick, hard and long and thin and curved like a scythe, I spread my legs wide and said, “Don’t pull out.”

Maria hissed, “That’s my slut!” as Jamal leaned forward and pushed all the way in, bottoming out inside me. His mouth met mine as I wrapped my arms around his neck, and locked my legs around him, holding him inside.

I thought about my husband sleeping upstairs, and my friend watching me fuck her boyfriend. I looked at my white hand and wedding ring against Jamal’s dark shoulder, and felt his black meat deep inside me, working to fill me. I came on the third stroke, trying to muffle my moan in Jamal’s neck as my body jerked and convulsed, my brain shorting out as I tried to pull him in deeper.

I recovered, feeling him thrusting into me, gripping my ass as Maria watched us closely. “That’s it Jamal! Fuck her good. Unload inside her, baby. Fuck her while her husband’s sleeping upstairs Give her the dick she needs, boy.”

I was as excited by the sex with Jamal as I was with Maria watching. It’s like I was getting her off at the same time. There was something thrilling and scary about having someone watch me.

Maria’s words drove Jamal over the edge, and I clung tight as he thrust into me, muttering and cursing as he pumped me full. When he withdrew, Maria dove between us, licking and sucking him clean. Then her eyes met mine as she turned and stuck her face in my sloppy pussy, licking me clean. I felt her tongue circle my clit, then suck it, which drove me into another orgasm as I felt my friend’s tongue licking inside me.

When I recovered, she was kneeling between us, face slick, as she smiled and took a slurp of wine.

“Holy fuck,” was all I could say.

Maria laughed quietly, “That’s what friends are for, honey.”

Jamal pulled up his shorts and said, “Well, Kat?”

I smiled at them and said, “We can do this whenever you want.” I smiled at Maria, “As long as the bitch watches.”

Maria cackled, and I didn’t care whether Keith woke up. This was better than college.

***

The first time I did it with all of them, the air in Carlos’s garage was thick enough to drink.

It was late, maybe one in the morning, and the city was in the middle of a heatwave. Every surface in the place was sticky—tools, tabletops, the black leather of the busted office chair. Sweat trickled down my spine just sitting there, and the weed smoke was so dense you could chew it.

Marcus had texted me two hours before: “Chill at the garage tonight, just the boys. You down?” I barely hesitated before I said yes, then spent the next thirty minutes rehearsing my entrance in the mirror. The new turquoise bra from Maria’s shopping spree looked obscene under a white tank, so I left the tank at home. Instead, I wore a black zip-up, Daisy Dukes, and the “fuck me” panties Maria had picked out special. I left my hair wild, no makeup except for the waterproof mascara.

When I got to the garage, the party was already on. The roll-up door was half-open, music blaring, the workbench cleared off and lined with bottles: Henny, Fireball, two 40s, and a couple cans of Red Bull for balance. Carlos wasn’t there—he and Maria were upstate visiting family. It was just Marcus, Jamal, and two other guys I’d seen around but never really talked to. One was Deon, big and quiet, with hands like catcher's mitts. The other was Andre, all bones and angles, the kind of guy who never took his sunglasses off, even at midnight.

They were playing dominoes and shit-talking nonstop, slapping down tiles so hard the plastic snapped. When I walked in, the game froze. Four sets of eyes on me, all hungry.

Marcus was the first to move, pulling me in with one arm. “Look at you,” he said, voice syrupy. “You dress up just for me?”

“Who else?” I shot back.

Jamal grinned, licking his lips. “Damn, Blue. You come to play?”

I rolled my eyes, but the blush gave me away.

Marcus poured me a shot, and I tossed it back, the burn waking up every nerve in my body. He set me on his lap, arms wrapped around my waist, fingers already inching under the hem of my shorts. The dominoes game resumed, but with less focus. Every five minutes, someone’d make a comment about my ass, or how “these Ohio girls are built different,” or how lucky Marcus was to have me.

After the third shot, my head was floating. I leaned back into Marcus, letting my hair spill over his chest. He took it as a cue, mouth grazing my neck, then biting down just enough to make me gasp.

Jamal caught the noise and looked up from his hand. “Y’all somethin’,” he said, but the look on his face said he wanted in.

Marcus nuzzled my ear. “You know Jamal’s been checking you out since day one?”

“Is that right?” I said, playing coy.

Jamal shrugged, then spread his knees wider. “You can’t blame a man. Girl got cake.”

The entire table burst out laughing, but nobody denied it.

Marcus’s hand slid up to cup my left tit, thumb rolling the nipple through the thin fabric. He whispered, “You ever had two at once?”

I stiffened, but then felt myself melt. “No,” I said. “Should I?”

He grinned. “I think you’d like it.” I looked at him, and he added, “I’d like to see it,” low and sexy.

I looked at Jamal, then at Marcus, then back. “Here?”

Marcus nodded, not missing a beat. “If you want it.”

I hesitated for half a second, then stood up and crossed the garage to Jamal. He was ready, arms open, lap bare. I lowered myself onto him, straddling his hips, my thighs tight around his jeans. Jamal’s hands went straight to my ass, squeezing hard enough to hurt.

I glanced over my shoulder. Deon and Andre had paused their game, eyes glued to us. Andre was already palming his crotch, half-hard and not shy about it.

Jamal leaned up, breath hot in my ear. “You ever kissed a black man before?” he asked.

I laughed. “A few times now.”

He grinned, then took my mouth, tongue deep and sweet. His hands explored everywhere, under my shirt, up my back, fingers pinching my nipples and making me yelp. Marcus watched, eyes burning.

When Jamal broke the kiss, he bit my ear and whispered, “You want me to fuck you here, or you want to tease these boys first?”

I turned to Marcus, waiting for a signal. He just smiled, then unzipped his own jeans and let his cock spring free, hard and slick with pre-cum. “She’s ready for you,” he said, voice thick.

Jamal didn’t need more. He picked me up like I weighed nothing, then spun and set me on the workbench, sending a spray of bottle caps across the floor. I leaned back, legs spread, and watched as he tugged my shorts down, the cool air making me shiver. The “fuck me” panties lasted all of two seconds before he ripped them off, tossing them at Deon, who caught them one-handed and sniffed them like a joke.

Jamal fingered me first, two thick digits working inside, the rough pads of his fingertips hitting my G-spot over and over - he knew my insides already. I moaned, loud and shameless, and the entire room got quiet. Marcus stroked himself, his eyes locked on my face.

“You’re so wet,” Jamal whispered, then dropped to his knees and started eating me out like it was his last meal. He knew what he was doing—flat tongue, pressure, mixing fast licks with slow circles until my legs shook. Andre kept pace with his hand, stroking faster the louder I got.

When I came, it was like a wave, hot and sudden. Jamal held me in place, licking up every drop, then stood and unzipped his jeans. His cock was big—maybe not as thick as Marcus, but long and dark, curving up like a question mark.

He pressed the head to my slit, waited for me to nod, then pushed in, slowly at first. The stretch was intense, burning and perfect. He started fucking me, pace steady, hands gripping my hips to pull me into every thrust. I remembered how he felt when Maria was watching. This was different - all the men watching, ready to take a turn if I let them. My tits bounced with every slap, and Marcus couldn’t take it anymore—he got up, crossed the room, and guided my mouth to his cock.

I took him in, deep as I could, my throat relaxing just like Maria said. The taste of sweat and salt, the heavy smell of sex and weed, it was all so much but never enough.

Jamal and Marcus kept their rhythm, one pounding my pussy, the other using my mouth. Every time I moaned, Marcus shoved in deeper, his hand gentle on my head, guiding but never forcing.

“Damn,” Andre breathed, still stroking himself. “White girls don’t fuck around.”

“Kat’s different,” Marcus replied, voice hoarse. “She likes to please.”

That made me smile, even as my jaw went slack from the pounding.

They switched positions—Marcus pulled me up, bent me over the workbench, and slid in from behind. Jamal stood in front, his cock glistening with my juices, and he stroked it as he watched Marcus take me.

Marcus was rougher this time, one hand in my hair, the other spanking my ass with every thrust. He leaned in close, teeth nipping my shoulder, and whispered, “You want all of us, don’t you?”

“Yes,” I gasped, and meant it.

He slapped my ass again, then pulled out. “You heard her,” he said to Deon and Andre. “She wants it.”

Deon was next, big and slow. He picked me up like a toy, spun me around, and impaled me on his cock. It was even thicker than Marcus, and I whimpered at the stretch. He held me by the thighs, bouncing me up and down, my whole body bouncing with every motion. I could feel myself dripping down his length, the sound of wet slaps echoing off the garage walls.

Andre took his turn, face blank behind his sunglasses. He went fast and hard, not asking, just taking. I let him. I wanted him to. The others watched, jerking themselves as Andre fucked me on the concrete floor, my back scraping against the rough mat. “Cum in me!” I begged, overwhelmed by the idea of a stranger using me. Andre’s mouth made a huge “O” as his body jerked and emptied himself inside of me.

When it was over, I was limp and shaking, my body marked with hickeys and bruises, my mouth and pussy sore but happy. The boys lay back, catching their breath, sweat pooling on their foreheads.

But I wasn’t done.

I crawled to Jamal, took his cock in my mouth, and sucked him until he exploded down my throat, the taste bitter and hot. I didn’t spit. I swallowed every drop. Then I moved to Deon, milking him, letting his cum mix with Jamal’s in my mouth. I finished with Marcus, who took my face in both hands, kissed me, then fucked my mouth until he finished, groaning my name.

Afterward, we all lay on the floor, breathing heavy, the air too thick to move. The only light was the bulb overhead, buzzing like a trapped bee. Marcus stroked my hair and whispered, “You’re amazing, Kat.”

I smiled, wiped my mouth with the back of my hand, and sat up.

“Anyone got a smoke?” I asked.

Jamal tossed me a blunt, already lit.

We passed it around, and I watched the boys drift off, sated and lazy. I dressed slowly, pulling on the torn panties, then zipped up my shorts.

I left the garage before sunrise, skin still tingling, my legs shaking with every step.

As I got home, my phone buzzed.

It was Marcus: “You were a star last night. You want more, just say when.”

I licked my lips, still tasting them all.

I texted back: “Tonight?”

He replied: “Hell yes.”

I leaned against the fridge, eyes closed, and let the happiness flood through me.

I knew exactly who I was now.

I was Alley Kat.

And I was fucking hungry.


Chapter 10: Alley Kat Unleashed

I walked into Carlos’s garage like I owned it.

The inside was hotter than outside, stale and humid from five bodies and the tang of gasoline. The workbench along the far wall was a junkyard of greasy tools, coil springs, a rusted stereo, and half a box of rotgut donuts that must’ve been there since Tuesday. The air was layered: smoke from three lit blunts, the cheapness of malt liquor, someone’s body spray, and a wild, mean edge of sweat. They’d rigged a bare bulb to the ceiling, and it swung with every shift in the crowd, throwing shadows that made it look like the walls were always moving.

Marcus, Jamal, and two guys I didn’t know sat at a card table duct-taped together from three folding legs and a piece of plywood. The dominoes game was loud: tiles smacked down like gunfire, trash talk even louder. Jamal wore a tank with nothing underneath, his black skin slick with sweat, hair in tight braids pulled back with a neon shoelace. Marcus, beside him, was shirtless, faded jeans loose at the hips, abs on full display, chest glistening like he’d just come from the gym—or from me. The other two, Leon and a guy everyone called “Smash,” were both big, both loud, both halfway to hammered.

They all stopped to look as I walked in. I wore the white tank and no bra, the turquoise bra from Maria’s last shopping spree, and a pair of ripped shorts cut high enough to show the inner crease of each thigh. My hair was still a mess from the night before, makeup fresh except for a faint hickey on my neck that even foundation couldn’t hide. Alley Kat was on.

Jamal whistled, grinning. “Damn, girl, you ready for more?”

I shrugged and shot him a smirk, then made a slow circle of the table, dropping a kiss on each cheek, saving Marcus for last. He hooked his hand around my waist and pulled me into his lap without asking. His cock was already hard against my thigh—he didn’t bother hiding it. I grinded once, just for show, and heard the dominoes clatter as Smash cackled.

“You want a beer?” Marcus asked, voice in my ear.

“Only if you open it with your teeth,” I said, and he did, biting off the cap and spitting it under the table.

The game started back up. Jamal was the loudest, slapping tiles and calling out Marcus every chance he got. “That’s a punk play, Marcus. My grandma could do better with her eyes closed.” Smash and Leon egged him on, each insult filthier than the last. Marcus just grinned, one hand on my thigh, the other fanning his dominoes.

I leaned in, licking salt off the neck of my bottle, feeling every set of eyes on me. “Who’s winning?”

Jamal puffed up. “Girl, you know it’s me.”

Marcus snorted. “Man’s got one win and a hundred excuses.”

I dipped my head, voice syrupy. “Sounds like you need to show him up.”

“Oh, I will,” Marcus said, squeezing my leg. He played a double, knocking the tile so hard the whole table shook.

Smash called out, “That’s how you do it!” and took a swig from a 40, foam bubbling over his lip.

They played hard and talked harder. I liked the noise, the heat, the way the men took up all the space. No one tried to tone it down for me. Alley Kat was one of them now, and it felt fucking good.

We’d been there maybe ten minutes when the side door banged open and a woman’s voice cut through: “You motherfuckers still playing dominoes like it’s 1985?”

Every head turned. Even the music stuttered.

The woman was maybe thirty, black, tall, hair in a sharp, precise fade. She wore a crisp blouse and skirt combo, office-ready, with heels that looked like they could kill. A chain glinted at her throat. She held a folder under one arm and an attitude in every inch of her body.

Jamal stood up, arms wide. “Well shit, look who’s in town! Everybody, this is my cousin Tasha.”

Tasha gave him a quick hug, then scanned the rest of us. When her gaze landed on me, it went slow, eyes flicking from my bare shoulders to the hickey, down to the shorts, then back up. The corners of her mouth tightened, and she looked at Marcus like he’d left food rotting in the sun.

I put on a smile and extended my hand. “Kat.”

She shook it, quick and firm, then sat on the edge of the workbench, legs crossed. “Didn’t know we had guests.”

I felt her scanning for weakness, weighing if I was a threat, joke, or both.

Jamal did the introductions. “This is Marcus, Leon, Smash, and Alley Kat.” He shot me a look. “That’s what we call her, Tash. Don’t even try to make it cute.”

Tasha’s eyebrow arched. “You let them call you that?”

“I earned it,” I said, and it sounded hard as steel.

She made a non-committal noise and opened her folder, rifling through documents like the rest of us didn’t matter.

The men’s energy changed instantly. Jamal leaned into family man mode, telling stories about Tasha running shit at her law office, how she once “made a judge cry.” Leon and Smash mostly shut up, but every time I caught Leon’s eye, he grinned with a dirty little secret, like he was picturing me naked on the bench.

Marcus just stroked my thigh, casual as you please, then whispered, “You want to piss her off?”

I cocked my head, amused. “What do you have in mind?”

He shrugged. “Up to you. She’s got a thing about people not knowing their place.”

I leaned into him, put my lips right next to his. “I’m exactly where I want to be.”

He grinned, then slid his hand higher until his fingers grazed the inside edge of my shorts. I bit my lip, but didn’t stop him. Tasha glanced up, eyes narrowing, but said nothing.

The dominoes game died as the men all started watching Tasha, waiting for her to drop a verdict on the room. She ignored them, phone out, fingers flying. After a few minutes, she snapped it shut and shot a look at Jamal. “You still working at the garage?”

Jamal nodded, and she said, “You ever think about doing something else?”

He shrugged. “Pays the bills.”

She gave him a look that said loser, then turned to Marcus. “And you?”

Marcus met her gaze. “Personal trainer. Sometimes security.”

She smirked. “That what they’re calling it now?”

Marcus didn’t blink. “It works for me.”

She rolled her eyes, then looked back at me. “What about you, Alley Kat? You got a real job, or you just hanging around these assholes for fun?”

I smiled, showing teeth. “I’m in real estate. But this is more fun.”

Smash laughed so hard he spit beer across the table.

Tasha didn’t smile. “Must be nice. Living in two worlds.”

I felt the challenge in her voice. “You’d be surprised how much they have in common.”

She held my gaze, cool and sharp, and for a second I thought she’d tell me to fuck off. Instead, she said, “Let’s see if you can play dominoes. Jamal, teach your girl.”

The men scrambled to make room. Marcus gave me a peck on the shoulder and moved over, pulling me into the game. Tasha watched every move, her stare a knife.

Jamal walked me through the rules. “You gotta match ends, try to block the other guy, keep track of what’s left.” He dealt the tiles, fingers fast and sure.

First round, I played dumb, asked a lot of questions. Tasha sipped her coffee and critiqued every move. “You’re showing your hand. Don’t telegraph,” she barked at one point. “She’s gonna eat you alive, Jamal.”

Second round, I put down a double six and let Marcus do the trash-talking. The game was quick, hot, hands moving, slaps on the table, men yelling. Tasha barely moved, but you could see her taking mental notes. She kept checking her phone, but every so often, she shot me a look.

After three rounds, I caught her watching Marcus’s hands on my thigh. She made a face like she’d stepped in something bad.

She waited for a lull, then said, “You two together, or just fucking?”

I smiled. “Does it matter?”

“Only if you’re planning to stay.”

“Why’s that?”

She gave me a long, icy stare. “Because this place eats tourists alive.”

I leaned back, spread my knees a little wider, let Marcus’s hand settle between them. “I can handle myself.”

Her lips curled, but she let it go.

The men went wild for every comeback. Jamal, especially, started laying it on thick—stories about his cousin’s court wins, the time she “broke up a fight with just her voice.” The more he talked, the less Tasha seemed to like it. I wondered if she hated being here, or hated me for being here.

Smash made a crack about lawyers not having a sense of humor. Tasha fired back, “Maybe if you finished high school, you’d get my jokes.” Even Leon started to sweat.

For the next hour, Tasha and I took turns trying to one-up each other. Every time I won a hand, I winked at her. Every time she won, she stacked her tiles with a little extra force, as if daring me to call her out.

After a while, Marcus whispered in my ear, “She’s testing you. See how far you’ll go.”

“I know,” I said, voice low.

“Don’t let her win,” he said.

I grinned. “Never.”

By the time the beer was gone and the dominoes were stacked for a last game, Tasha looked ready to explode. She stood, brushed off her skirt, and glared at the table. “Some of us have work in the morning,” she said. Then to me: “Enjoy it while it lasts.”

***

The men dove straight back into their game, noise building until the whole garage felt like a busted speaker. Smash fished another beer from the cooler, Leon started rolling a fresh blunt, and Jamal cued up a playlist so filthy it made the air vibrate. I leaned into Marcus, content to let the chaos wash over me.

But Tasha didn't leave. She paced the garage once, slow and deliberate, then stopped right next to me.

"You got a sec?" she asked, all sugar and steel.

Before I could answer, she steered me toward the back, past the old fridge and a stack of tires nearly as tall as I was. We were still in view, but far enough for the guys to pretend they didn't notice.

Tasha crossed her arms, folder still clutched tight, and fixed me with the look I'd seen her use on Jamal—like she was deciding whether to file or throw out my entire existence.

"You got a name, or is it just Alley Kat?"

I met her stare. "Kathy. But they like Alley Kat better."

She gave a little snort, no actual humor in it. "Let me ask you something, Kathy. What're you doing here?"

I played dumb. "At the garage? Hanging out."

She didn't move. "With Marcus?"

I shrugged. "If I feel like it."

She took a breath, sharp enough to hear over the music. "You think you're the first girl to chase after him? Or the first white woman from the nice part of town to come slumming here for some thrills?"

The words hit like a slap. My cheeks flared hot, but I didn't look away.

She kept going. "You think you know him? All of this?" She flicked her eyes at the game, at the beer, at the half-naked boys who watched us between rounds. "You're a tourist, girl. And tourists always go back to where they belong."

Her voice was flat, not even angry—just final, like she'd already closed the book on me.

I squared my shoulders, trying to seem taller. "I'm not a tourist."

"Really," Tasha said, dry as salt.

"This isn't a fucking game to me," I said, the alcohol adding a growl to my voice.

She rolled her eyes, but her jaw tightened. "Let me break it down, since you don't seem to get it. Marcus is fun, sure. He knows how to make you feel alive. But when you're done with him, when you get bored, you leave. You leave, and the rest of us have to pick up the mess."

I felt the heat move from my cheeks to my fists. "What makes you think I’ll leave?"

She gave a pitying smile. "They always do. Maria. Some other girl last year. There’s always one."

"Maria’s still here," I shot back, not even sure if it was true.

Tasha just shook her head. "Maria's different. She grew up here. She knows the rules."

I laughed, sharp. "So what, there're rules for who can fuck who? Is that it?"

Tasha took a step closer. "You think you’re special? You think you got something nobody else does?"

I held her gaze. "I know I do."

That got a tiny, reluctant smile out of her. "At least you’ve got balls. I’ll give you that."

She let the silence hang, the sounds of dominoes and Jamal’s music filling in.

I took a breath, steadier now. "You think I’m going to hurt Marcus. That it?"

Tasha’s eyes narrowed. "You might not mean to. But that’s how it goes. This neighborhood? It’s not a playground for rich girls who want to get dirty. These people, they look out for each other. They don’t forget. If you fuck up, it’s not just you who pays."

It was my turn to smile. "Then I won't fuck up."

She laughed, cold and clean. "That's what they all say."

We stood in silence, just the smell of tires and weed and the faint chemical sweetness of spilled gear oil between us.

She uncrossed her arms and pointed a sharp nail at my chest. "You want to play? Go ahead. But don't pretend you're not playing."

Then, quieter, "And don’t break anything you can’t fix."

For a second, I thought she might hug me. Instead, she turned on her heel and walked away, heels clicking, never looking back.

I let out a shaky breath, adrenaline kicking up in my veins. I wanted to run after her, or maybe just collapse against the wall and scream, but instead I straightened my tank, wiped my hands on my shorts, and followed her back toward the noise.

If she wanted to see what I was made of, I'd show her.

I was Alley Kat, and I didn't run from anybody.

***

I came back to the table with blood in my mouth and a dare in my bones.

Jamal was still talking shit, but now he looked at me like I was a hand grenade—waiting to see if I’d blow. Leon was on his phone, half-listening, half-watching. Smash patted the seat on his lap, and I took it without hesitation, planting myself so hard I nearly knocked over his beer. He didn’t mind. His hands wrapped around my hips and held on tight, fingers digging in like he was ready to own a piece of me.

Marcus gave me a smirk, but his eyes were hungry. He knew I was showing off, and he fucking loved it.

Tasha hadn’t left after all. She lingered by the workbench, folder closed, arms folded even tighter. She watched me—just me—like she wanted to memorize every mistake.

Game on.

I leaned into Smash, whispering something filthy in his ear about what I wanted to do to him after he beat Jamal. He laughed and turned red, then palmed my ass for emphasis, making no effort to hide it from the others. When Marcus dropped a double, I moaned, “That’s the biggest one I’ve ever seen,” and winked at Tasha as I said it.

The beer kept coming, and I chugged every one the men handed me. Alley Kat was alive, loud, and impossible to ignore.

After two more rounds, Leon won a game and demanded a victory lap—me in his arms. He picked me up like I weighed nothing, twirled me around, then set me on the table, dominoes clattering to the floor. My legs swung, toes brushing Marcus’s knee. When he touched me, I let my thighs fall open, daring anyone to say shit.

Even Jamal, usually unflappable, went wide-eyed for a second.

They started another hand, but the game was background now. I leaned down, let my tits spill forward, and whispered to Leon, “You want a kiss for luck?” He grinned and nodded. I kissed him, hard and deep, tasting the sweet rot of malt liquor and the salt of sweat on his lip.

I pulled back, and everyone was watching. I licked my lips, slow.

Marcus caught my eye, then tilted his chin: You gonna come back to me?

I hopped off the table and slid into his lap, straddling him, back to the room. He cupped my ass and pulled me in, pressing his cock against my shorts, already half hard. I kissed him, open-mouthed, tongue deep. He bit my lip, then whispered, “You want to do this here?”

I ground on him, feeling my body catch fire. “Do it.”

He slid his hand inside my shorts, fingers finding my pussy, already slick. He made a show of it, pushing two fingers deep and curling them, then licking them clean right in front of the guys.

Smash and Leon howled. Jamal pumped a fist.

I looked over my shoulder, locking eyes with Tasha. She still watched, frozen, but the skin around her mouth had gone tight.

I turned to Jamal. “You want a kiss too?”

He grinned, but shook his head. “You want something else, Blue.”

“Prove it,” I said.

He stood, grabbed my wrist, and pulled me into the corner where the old mattress lay, springs poking through the dirty sheet. The men laughed and called out encouragement, but Jamal ignored them. He spun me, pressed me to the wall, and kissed me so hard I thought he might split my lip. His hands were everywhere—throat, tits, hips—then he pushed my shorts down and cupped my bare ass.

“Fuck, girl, you’re ready for this,” he growled, voice deep in my ear.

He fumbled with his fly, pulled out his cock, and stroked it once, then pushed me face down to the mattress and slid inside, hard and fast. I moaned, loud enough for the whole garage. The men fell quiet, watching.

Jamal started slow, gigantic hands gripping my waist, then picked up the pace, slamming into me so the springs groaned. The pain and pleasure blurred together. I looked over my shoulder, saw Marcus stroking himself, eyes dark and glued to my pussy.

When Jamal finished, he pulled out and slapped my ass, hard enough to leave a print. “All yours, Marcus,” he said, and stepped aside.

I didn’t even get up—Marcus was already there, flipping me onto my back and pinning my wrists above my head. He pushed inside with no warning, filling me, his cock thicker and meaner than Jamal’s. I locked my ankles around his back and pulled him in, needing him deeper.

He fucked me rough, all teeth and hands and sweat. Every thrust made the mattress squeal, and the men at the table started chanting his name. I screamed when I came; the sound bouncing off the metal walls, and Marcus shuddered, grinding out a curse as he shot inside me.

He rolled off, and I lay there, tits heaving, legs shaking. I wanted to rest, but Smash was next, cock already out, dripping. He knelt by my head, pushed his dick to my lips, and I opened for him, sucking him deep. He groaned, “Goddamn, Kat,” and grabbed my hair, pumping in and out while I tongued the head, tasting beer and pre-cum and my own juices.

When he lost it, he pulled out and painted my face, cum hot and sticky on my cheek and chin. He didn’t even apologize, just collapsed back onto a tire stack, panting.

I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand, then turned to Leon, who stood waiting, silent and huge. He lifted me like a doll, bent me over the mattress, and fucked me slow, one hand on my hip, the other squeezing my tits until I cried out.

It was different with him—patient, almost sweet. He kissed my shoulder, then bit down, hard enough to make me gasp. I was sure he’d finish inside me, but instead, he pulled out, yanked my head over and sprayed me like a porn star. I watched his smile as his hot load landed on my face and tits. Without a word, he just pulled on his pants and went back to the game.

The men at the table whooped and pounded the dominoes in applause.

I flopped back on the mattress, laughing, hair a wild halo, body covered in sweat and spit and cum. I’d never felt so alive.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Tasha. She was already heading for the door, face blank, arms rigid. She didn’t look back.

I raised my hand in a mock salute, feeling the power surge through me. For once, I wasn’t scared of her. Or anyone.

I got up, wiped myself down, and found a beer. The guys toasted me, one by one. Even Jamal, who just shook his head and grinned.

“Didn’t know you had it in you, Blue,” he said.

I winked. “Well, some of you assholes pulled out, so I don’t have it ALL in me.”

They all laughed like hyenas.

The rest of the night was a haze of bodies and laughter and music as they made sure I got it all in me. No one cared who was watching. We belonged to the night, to the city, to each other.

When the garage emptied, I lay on the dirty mattress, staring up at the bare bulb and thinking about what it meant to be alive, really alive.

I’d been a ghost for so long.

Now, I was fucking alive.

***

I walked home at three in the morning, the city dead except for the hum of power lines and the stray shout from a distant block. My body was still buzzing, every step a reminder of what I’d done, who I’d done it with.

The sidewalk glittered with broken glass and cigarette butts, the air thick and close, but I didn’t care. My clothes were twisted and streaked, one tit nearly out of my tank, shorts riding high. My legs were sticky and sore, knees raw, lips swollen and bruised. There was a dried handprint on my ass and a smear of cum across my thigh.

I looked like I’d survived a riot. I felt like I’d won a prize.

I passed a row of parked cars and caught my reflection in the side window of an old Buick. Lipstick smeared to my cheek, hair a nest of snarls, mascara trailing down one side of my face. I stopped and looked, really looked, at the girl staring back.

She was fucked-out and wild and free.

I smiled, teeth bared, and stood taller.

The last few blocks flew by. I walked slowly, letting the ache in my pussy and the throb of my muscles remind me of everything I’d just lived through. Every streetlight was a spotlight, and I didn’t duck from any of them. I wanted people to see. To know.


Chapter 11: Peace of Mind

Keith and I watched TV together for the first time in weeks.

He’d brought home takeout from a pizza place I’d never heard of, the kind that used paper plates and didn’t cut the pies all the way through, so every slice came with a trail of sticky cheese connecting it to the next. We ate at the coffee table, knees touching. There was a Sixers game on, but neither of us cared, and anyway Keith was mostly glued to his phone, thumbs twitching nonstop as he toggled between fantasy sports and work emails.

He was close enough to smell the detergent in his shirt, the faint sharpness of the hand sanitizer he kept on his desk at the office. It would’ve been cozy, except for the way my heart thumped every time his phone lit up and he glanced at it, quick and suspicious, like he was expecting something.

My phone was face-down by the remote, screen dark. I’d trained myself to keep it there, never in my pocket, never on my lap, always silent. I pretended to care about the game, but every time Keith shifted or cleared his throat, I flinched.

“Kath,” he said, still reading his phone. “You wanna go for a run in the morning?”

I nodded, picking at the crust of my pizza. “Sure. If you can get up that early.”

He grunted, finally setting his phone down. “Trying to get back in the routine, you know?”

I smiled, like I supported it.

For a while, the house was just the soft drone of the game and the pop of Keith opening a second beer. I felt a slow, sticky dread settle in my chest, a sense that something was about to go wrong and there was nothing I could do to stop it.

Halfway through the third quarter, my phone buzzed. The noise was tiny, barely louder than the TV, but Keith’s head snapped up. He didn’t reach for it—he waited, eyes on the phone, until it buzzed again.

Then he picked it up, casual as you please, and looked at the screen.

There was a moment—a full second—where I thought about snatching it from his hand. Instead, I watched his face, looking for a tell.

He read the message, thumbed it open, then set the phone back down, screen up.

“It’s your friend Maria,” he said, voice neutral.

“Thanks,” I said, reaching for it.

But he kept his finger on the phone, pinning it to the table. “You two hang out a lot lately?”

He said it light, but his mouth was tight at the corners.

I kept my voice soft. “She’s been helping me adjust to the neighborhood.”

Keith nodded, the way you do when you don’t believe a word. “She seems… interesting.”

“She’s fun,” I said.

He took a slow drink, then handed the phone to me. “She wants to know if you’re down to ‘hang with Marcus and the crew tonight.’” He used air quotes, the kind that meant he’d already judged it.

I felt my cheeks flush, my entire body hot under his gaze. “Yeah, she’s always trying to get me out. She thinks I’m boring. And she knows you work a lot”

“You’re not boring,” Keith said, eyes on me. “You’re just not… that type.”

I forced a laugh. “Guess I can’t say no to new experiences.”

He let that hang. “Who’s Marcus?”

I knew this was a test. I kept my answer simple. “One of Maria’s friends. He helped us fix the car that time.”

Keith nodded, but I saw him file it away.

The TV played a commercial for a car dealership, volume spiking. I used the distraction to thumb open Maria’s text. The message was terse: “Come through. Got a surprise for you ;)” There was a second one, just as fast: “Marcus says hi.”

I waited for my pulse to drop, but it never did.

When I looked up, Keith was watching me, eyes narrow but calm.

“You trust her?” he asked.

I blinked. “Maria? Yeah. She’s… different, but she means well.”

Keith nodded, drummed his fingers on the table. “I worry about you, that’s all.”

I forced a smile. “It’s just hanging out, Keith. She’s not going to get me killed.”

He looked away, jaw working. “Not worried about that.” He stood, stretched, and reached for another beer. “It’s the city, Kath. People aren’t what they seem.”

I let that one go.

He came back, set the bottle on the table, and slid his phone toward himself. “You’ve been making a lot of friends,” he said, almost a compliment.

“Trying,” I said, then made myself laugh. “It’s difficult being the new girl.”

He grinned at that, but there was no warmth in it. “I can imagine.”

For a minute, we sat in silence, the noise from the TV filling up the room. I felt my body go rigid, every muscle braced for another question.

It came faster than I expected. “You ever think about getting security cameras?” he asked, casual as anything.

“What?” I said, faking confusion.

“For the house,” he clarified. “A guy at work said there’s been a lot of break-ins around here. Maria mention that?”

I shook my head, heart thudding. “She says the neighborhood’s fine.”

Keith shrugged. “I don’t trust it. I was thinking about putting a couple up. Maybe front and back. Not a big deal, just for peace of mind.”

I tried to keep my hands from shaking. “We already have the Ring, but if it makes you feel better.”

He smiled again, but I could see the calculation in his eyes.

“Maybe I’ll check out some on Amazon tomorrow,” he said, scrolling his phone.

I nodded, pretending to watch the game, but all I could see was the blinking red eye of a camera in every room. Every memory, every move, every single second on tape.

Keith’s phone buzzed then, a notification lighting up his face. He checked it, frowned, then set it down. “Work stuff,” he said.

I wanted to ask, but didn’t.

Instead, I waited, counting the seconds, until the game ended and Keith yawned, stretching like a cat.

“Think I’m gonna hit the sack,” he said, rising.

“Good night,” I said.

He paused at the base of the stairs. “Love you,” he said, the old habit creeping in.

I said it back, the words clumsy in my mouth.

I waited until I heard the shower start before grabbing my phone and running to the hall bathroom, locking the door behind me. Inside, I pressed my back to the wall, breathing hard, fingers white-knuckled around my phone.

I tapped a note to Maria, “Keith knows something. He wants cameras.”

Maria replied instantly: “Fuck. We’ll use my place from now on. He’s just paranoid. Don’t stress.”

I stared at my reflection in the mirror, at the way my eyes looked bigger, darker, the way my lips trembled just a little.

In the mirror above the sink, I barely recognized myself. Not the face—still me, still Ohio, same plain jaw and too-big eyes. But my posture was different: shoulders rolled back, chin higher, a new boldness even when I tried to look small. The skin on my cheeks was clearer, a kind of glow that wasn’t just the bathroom light. My lips looked fuller, pink and raw from all the biting and kissing and sucking I’d done. There were still faint bruises on my collarbone, even after two showers and three layers of foundation.

It hit me then: Maybe Keith saw all of this, too. Maybe he’d watched the confidence bloom on my skin, seen the way I moved when I thought he wasn’t looking. Maybe I’d left a million clues behind, too stupid or cocky to hide them.

I tried on my old “good wife” face, the one from before, soft and apologetic and a little bit needy. It didn’t fit anymore. The new me had sharper lines, brighter eyes, and a smirk that curled even when I told it not to.

***

Keith took me to an Italian restaurant the next Saturday, the kind with three-page menus and white tablecloths, but the tables were so close you could hear the couple next to you argue about their Airbnb host.

He’d made the reservation two weeks before, when he was still trying to fix us, before the distance set in and all his time went to work. I could tell he’d forgotten about it until the morning of, but he made a show of getting ready—button-down, dark jeans, even the watch I’d given him for our anniversary. I wore the black dress from our first date, even though it was tight at the chest now, and let my hair down, hoping the wildness would look intentional.

The place was crowded, every table full. The walls were lined with photos of Italian grandmothers and autographed pictures of Philly athletes, the lighting so dim you couldn’t see what color your wine was. Our table sat wedged between a group of old men arguing in Italian and a young couple whose knees touched under the table the whole meal.

Keith ordered for both of us—wine, bruschetta, some kind of mushroom pasta for me. I wondered if he even remembered what I liked, but I said nothing.

We ate in silence for a while. I tried to focus on the music, the hum of voices, the clatter of forks and glasses, but every time I looked up, Keith was watching me, eyes sharp in the candlelight.

He waited until the server cleared our appetizer, then said, “So, how’s Maria?”

I almost choked on my wine. “She’s good. Busy.”

He swirled his glass, watching the liquid climb the walls. “You spend a lot of time with her.”

I nodded, setting my own glass down so he wouldn’t see my hands shake. “She’s been a lifesaver. I’d be lost without her.”

He smiled, but it was the kind that came with a price. “She seems wild.”

“She is,” I said, trying to laugh. “But fun. She makes me feel… like I fit in.”

He leaned back, drumming his fingers on the table. “Who else do you hang out with? Maria’s friends, right?”

The question was casual, but it hung in the air, heavy as the garlic in the breadbasket.

I kept my eyes on the tablecloth. “Just whoever’s around. Sometimes her boyfriend, sometimes the guys from the bodega. It’s a small circle.”

“Maria has a boyfriend?” He sounded surprised. “What’s his name?”

“Carlos,” I said, relieved to have a genuine answer.

Keith nodded, filing it away. “And the other guys? Who’s Marcus?”

I felt my face go hot. “Just a friend of Maria’s. He’s at the garage a lot. Helps me with car stuff sometimes.”

Keith sipped his wine, not letting it go. “You seem to talk about him a lot.”

I lied, smooth as cream. “Not really. He just pops up whenever I see Maria. They’re old friends and spend a lot of time together.”

He didn’t blink. “And Jamal?”

I shrugged. “He works with Carlos. I think they grew up together?”

The couple at the next table giggled, the woman’s laughter bubbling over the divider. I wished I could slide under the table, disappear into the carpet.

Keith’s voice softened. “You know, I’m glad you’re making friends. I really am.”

He reached across the table, hand hovering over mine. I thought he might touch me, but instead he tapped the rim of my glass. “You seem different lately,” he said. “More confident. Happier, maybe.”

I looked up at him, forcing my face blank. “Is that a bad thing?”

He smiled, the genuine kind this time. “No. It’s just… new.”

The server came, pouring more wine. The stem of my glass trembled when I picked it up, and I hoped Keith didn’t notice.

We ate in silence after that, the noise around us building as more people packed in. I tried to focus on the food, the warmth of the wine, but all I could think about was the way Keith studied me, dissecting every word and gesture like it was a code to be cracked.

When the bill came, he paid in cash, leaving a tip so big the server thanked him twice. We walked out into the street, the air wet and heavy, the city alive with lights and car horns and strangers.

For a second, I thought he might take my hand. But he just put his arm around my shoulders, loose, like he was afraid I’d slip away.

“You know I love you, right?” he said.

I nodded, unable to trust my voice.

He started to say something else, but stopped, lips pressed thin.

***

When we got home, we went straight to the bedroom. I stripped and pulled the covers over me while Keith brushed his teeth. He emerged from the bathroom naked, his cock mostly hard. The last few years, it took effort to get him hard, so this was a surprise. I watched it wave as he walked to the bed, unable to stop from comparing it to Marcus and Jamal - there was no comparison.

He smiled, then kissed my breasts, moving lower. His hand was on my thigh again, this time firmer, and I felt the callus on his palm scratch the skin. I tried to remember the last time we’d done this, and couldn’t.

He spread my legs, slowly. I wasn’t wet yet, not really, so he took his time, fingers working, mouth soft and patient between my thighs. He went gentle, like he was afraid I’d break.

I watched the ceiling, the long shadow of his body rocking back and forth. I kept waiting for the switch to flip, the old instinct to kick in.

It didn’t.

So I closed my eyes and started thinking about Marcus.

The difference was immediate. I pictured Marcus’s hands, the way he grabbed my ass and squeezed, rough and greedy. I remembered the way he’d pushed me up against the wall, the slap of skin, the way my dress rode up to my ribs and he never hesitated, never asked. The way his cock stretched me, filled me, made my whole body sing with electricity.

I felt a heat flush through my chest, and let it roll down to my stomach, then lower.

I thought about Jamal, the way he bit my neck, fingers digging into my sides, his cock bigger than Keith’s by a mile. I remembered the sting of his slap, the way it made me gasp, the way the guys watched and cheered, like I was a starlet in a porno, like they couldn’t get enough.

I thought about the night in the garage, the dominoes, the weed smoke and the taste of sweat and Fireball. I thought about being bent over the workbench, knees bruised, three men in a row, the way my pussy stayed open and greedy even after the first round.

I felt myself get wet, a slick pulse between my legs.

Keith must have noticed, because he shifted, kneeling on the bed, tugging the rest of my panties down, fingers trembling just a little as he lined up his cock.

He pushed in, slowly at first. The stretch was nothing. I waited for the burn, the pleasure, but all I got was a faint tickle, the ghost of the real thing.

He moved, hips rocking, arms on either side of me. I kept my eyes closed and let the memories run—Marcus slamming into me, Jamal’s hands holding me open, Deon’s cock stretching my lips wide, the taste of sweat and cum and the thrill of being fucked by men who wanted to ruin me.

Keith moved faster, grunting a little. His hand slipped under my ass, lifting my hips. He kissed my mouth, tongue soft, but I barely tasted him.

I moaned, a real one this time, picturing Marcus above me, fucking me while the others watched, cheering us on.

Keith groaned, pressing harder, his breath coming short. He must have thought I was close, because he sped up, thrusting deep, grinding his pubic bone against my clit. I let him, rocking my hips in time, pushing back, using his body like a tool.

I bit my lip, picturing Marcus pulling out and shoving his cock in my mouth, the salty, bitter taste of his cum on my tongue.

I rubbed my clit, fast and hard, until the whole world went white, and I came with a cry that surprised even me.

Keith let go a second later, pushing deep, shuddering, then collapsing on top of me, his weight pinning me to the mattress.

We lay there for a minute, both catching our breath.

He kissed my cheek, soft and warm, and whispered, “I’ve missed this.”

He rolled off, pulling t he blanket over us. I lay on my side, facing the window, eyes wide open.

He fell asleep in minutes,  snoring gentle, satisfied.

Tomorrow, I’d go running with Keith. I’d pack his lunch and wave goodbye from the porch.

And then, when the house was empty, I’d text Maria.


Chapter 12: No Boundaries

Carlos’s garage was lit up like a prison cell: one naked bulb on a cord, throwing pale light over the mess inside. I could see the shadows from halfway down the driveway, writhing on the oil-stained walls, the windows already fogged from the heat and smoke. Even with the door cracked, the smell hit me—motor oil and sweat, sharp liquor and blunt wrap, and something tangy and male I recognized from the last time I’d come home covered in bruises.

I pushed inside, eyes blinking against the haze. The first thing I saw was Marcus, shirt off, biceps flexed, laughing loud with Jamal and two other guys I’d never met. There was a table in the center, piled with poker chips and empty bottles, and the kind of junk food that comes in crumpled foil or plastic buckets. Someone had dragged an old car seat in from the street, the leather torn and gutted, but it looked like a throne with all those men crowded around.

Jamal spotted me first. “There she is,” he yelled, voice hoarse from smoke. “Yo, Alley Kat’s in the house!”

Every head turned, and Marcus pushed up from the table, grinning. His sweatpants hung low, and his chest was shiny, tattooed over with words I could never quite read. He crossed the floor and wrapped me up, lifting me off the ground with no effort.

“Damn, girl, you trying to kill us with that dress?” he said, hands all over, his mouth finding my ear. “Been counting the minutes.”

I laughed, because that’s what he wanted, and I bit his earlobe for good measure. “You missed me, huh?”

He didn’t answer—just kissed me, hard enough I tasted blood, one hand on my ass, the other in my hair. When he finally let go, I was dizzy, and the other men were watching, grinning like they’d just scored free tickets to a strip show.

Marcus turned, keeping his arm tight around my waist. “Fellas, you remember Kat. The one I was telling you about?”

Jamal gave a slow clap, then chugged his beer. The other two guys, both huge and both wearing matching Yankees caps, looked me up and down with the lazy, hungry interest of men who always took what they wanted. One of them nodded, “Heard a lot about you,” the accent thick and New York, voice deeper than some car engines. The other licked his lips and winked.

I barely noticed Maria and Carlos at first—they were on the ratty couch against the wall, legs tangled, her laugh cutting through the noise like a knife. She looked good tonight, dark lips and huge earrings, shorts so small I wondered why she even bothered. Carlos had his hand on her thigh, but he was watching the poker game like it was the most important thing in the world.

Marcus dragged me to the table and poured a shot, handing it to me with a challenge in his eyes. “Let’s see if you can keep up, Kat.”

I did the shot—some cheap vodka, burning—and slammed the glass down. “Is that all you got?”

That set off a round of cheers, and the Yankees twins started chanting “Chug! Chug! Chug!” until I polished off half a beer just to shut them up. The music was so loud I could feel it in my chest, a playlist of bass-heavy stuff that was more feeling than noise. I felt every eye on me, and it was like someone had run a live wire under my skin.

Marcus pulled me onto his lap, then shoved his hand under my skirt. I gasped, but didn’t fight it—he liked the show, and so did I. His fingers were rough, nails short and callused, but he was gentle at first, just stroking, teasing, testing how far he could go in front of the crowd. When I shifted in his lap, grinding against the bulge in his sweatpants, I heard Jamal let out a low whistle.

“Damn, Marcus,” he said, “you not gonna share?”

The room went quiet. The two Yankees guys exchanged a look, then both turned to me.

Marcus just grinned. “Only if Kat wants it.”

I shrugged, played it cool. “Depends on what you’re offering.”

That set off a fresh round of laughter. The next few minutes were a blur of drinks and trash talk and hands on my body, not always Marcus’s. Jamal was next—he reached over the table and tugged my hair, pulling me in for a kiss that tasted like whiskey and mint. When he let go, my lips buzzed.

One of the Yankees twins slid his chair closer. “You ever do two at once?” he asked, voice low so only I could hear.

I looked him up and down. He was thick, arms like tree trunks, and the look in his eyes said he’d done this a thousand times. “Yep,” I said, and he grinned, teeth white and perfect.

At some point, the poker game disappeared, replaced by a line of shots on the table and a fresh pack of blunts getting passed around. I didn’t even know the twins’ names, but it didn’t matter—they introduced themselves as “Rico” and “Jay,” and I doubt it was real, but I liked the way they moved, coordinated like they could read each other’s minds.

Maria hollered from the couch, “Get it, girl!” as Jamal pulled me into his lap and started grinding on me, his hands sliding up under my top. Marcus didn’t mind—he just watched, eyes hooded, stroking himself through his sweats. Rico and Jay flanked me on either side, both close enough I could smell their cologne, something spicy and expensive.

Jamal kissed down my neck, nipped my shoulder, then whispered, “You want us all at once, or you wanna take it slow?”

I laughed, shoving him back. “I want you to shut up and do me.”

I stood, yanking my dress over my head, leaving just the lace bra and nothing else. The men all stared—hungry, awed, like I was some rare animal they’d been hoping to hunt.

I dropped to my knees between them, and Rico was first to undo his fly. His cock was enormous, circumcised, already half hard, and I wrapped my lips around it while Jay stroked himself, watching every move. Jamal unzipped, too, and pretty soon I had three cocks in my face, all different shapes and sizes, all slick and hot.

I sucked them one by one, switching back and forth, letting them guide my head, sometimes choking, sometimes moaning just to hear the men react. Hands everywhere—on my scalp, on my shoulders, cupping my chin or slapping my cheek when I gagged too hard. Every time I looked up, I saw the men watching, grinning, loving every second.

Marcus joined, pushing my head down onto Rico, then yanking me up for a kiss, his tongue hot and greedy in my mouth. I could taste the salt and sweat, and I loved the mess of it, loved how they didn’t care about anything but using me.

At some point, Jay bent me over the poker table, spread my legs, and slid his cock in with no warning. I yelped, but he was gentle at first, working it in slow, letting me adjust before he started pounding. Jamal got in front of me, cock in my mouth, fingers pinching my nipples until I whimpered. Rico took turns, sometimes fucking my pussy, sometimes switching out with Jay, both of them slapping my ass and laughing when I cried out.

I’d never been used like this before. I was the center of the universe, five men circling around me, each one greedy for their share.

When I came, it was sudden and hard, my pussy clenching so tight Jay had to stop for a second, groaning as he fought not to cum inside me. They kept going, switching holes, never letting me catch my breath.

At some point, Marcus flipped me onto my back, lifted my legs over his shoulders, and fucked me so deep I thought I might pass out. He bit my ankle, smiling, then spat on my clit and rubbed it until I was shaking.

“Look at you,” he growled. “You love this, don’t you?”

I could barely talk, but I managed, “Fuck yes, keep going.”

Jamal was next to cum—he pulled out and shot all over my tits, rubbing it in with his palm, then guiding his cock back into my mouth to clean it off. Rico finished on my stomach, Jay on my face, all three of them stroking, groaning, cursing as they came.

Marcus waited, fucking me slow, kissing my forehead and cheeks, until I begged him to finish. When he did, it was inside me, and I could feel the warmth spreading out, leaking down my thighs as he held me there.

When it was over, I collapsed onto the beer-sticky floor, sweat and cum everywhere, my body buzzing. The men sprawled around me, catching their breath, hands still on me, touching and teasing even when they were done.

Maria clapped from the couch, laughing so loud it almost hurt. “You’re a fucking superstar, Kat!” she called.

Carlos just nodded, eyes glued to the scene like it was the best porn he’d ever seen.

I lay there, spent and happy, when the door banged open. The entire room froze.

Tasha stood in the doorway, hair perfect, face carved out of stone. She took in the scene—me naked and dripping on the floor, five men with their cocks out, Maria cheering from the couch. Her mouth twisted, and for a second, I thought she might cry.

“Jamal,” she said, voice sharp as a blade. “We need to talk.”

He looked at her, then back at me, then shrugged. “Later, Tash.”

She stared at him, eyes wet, then turned her glare on me. Her jaw clenched, and I saw the hate there, raw and deep.

She slammed the door behind her; the noise echoing in the garage.

I sat up, wiped my mouth, and tried to breathe.

For a second, the shame crept in, cold and sour. But then Rico started up the music again, and Marcus pulled me onto his lap, and the heat and noise washed it away.

I was Alley Kat. I was the star.


Chapter 13 The Tourist

Tasha leaned against the bodega counter, nursing a warm soda, watching me scoop a lottery ticket out of the plastic dispenser.

"You look different, Kathy. Better." Tasha’s tone wasn't friendly; it was surgical.

I didn't rise to the bait, just smoothed my ticket on the counter. "Thanks. Philly air, I guess."

Tasha laughed—a sharp sound that didn't reach her eyes. "Philly air. Right. Or maybe it’s that three-man protein treatment you been getting out back by the dumpster. That'll put a glow on anyone."

I felt the blood drain from my face, not expecting a confrontation here. I gripped the edge of the counter. "I don’t know what you’re talking about."

"Cut the crap." Tasha straightened, planting both hands on the counter. She spoke low, her voice a dangerous rumble. "I live here. I grew up here. I know Carlos, I know Jamal, I know what happens in that filthy storage room. I see the tourists like you, Kathy. They come in looking for something 'authentic,' something 'gritty.' They think they're having an adventure. You're not being 'liberated,' you’re a field trip for those boys."

"That’s unfair," I whispered, the word hollow even to my own ears. "I want this. I feel—"

"You feel wanted, yes. Because you’re new and white and clean. You're a prize, an exotic dish they get to sample and pass around." Tasha stepped closer, her expression hardening with genuine pain. "You think you’re in on the joke, but you’re the punchline. You get to go back to your perfect little row home and forget this place. They don't. They're stuck here. And when you get bored of playing 'Alley Kat,' you'll go back to Ohio, and you’ll leave a path of broken, confused men who didn’t understand you were just slumming it."

The word slumming hit me like a physical blow. I realized Tasha wasn’t being a jealous rival; she was being a warning.

"And what about your husband?" Tasha pressed, leaning in until I could smell the faint spice of her perfume. "The one that works twelve hours a day while his wife is tasting the neighborhood? Does he know his neglected little wife found a hobby? Or is that the fun part? The risk of the lie?"

My voice was barely a squeak. "It's my life. And I'm not going back to Ohio."

Tasha shook her head, a deep sadness in the motion. "Honey, you are exactly where you started: running away from your life by finding something cheap and easy to fill the hole. But this hole is bigger than the one you left in Ohio. Be careful who you let drag you down here. Some people don't climb back out." She looked me up and down like I was something rotting, and sneered, “They’re turning you into a piece of white fuckmeat.”

Tasha picked up her soda, gave me one last withering look, and walked out. I stood frozen, staring at the lottery ticket, the numbers blurring, the vibrant smell of frying grease in the air suddenly feeling less like freedom and more like suffocating poverty. Tasha wasn’t wrong about my trajectory, just about who was driving it. I was a party girl, with my friends; not some cum sponge to be passed around. Or was I?

***

That night, the house was so quiet it didn’t seem real. No TV, no sports scores. No Keith, not even the ghost of his cologne in the hallway. He’d left that morning for a weeklong conference in Chicago, suitcase clicking down the porch steps before sunrise, and wouldn’t be back until Friday. I told him I’d try to keep busy while he was gone, maybe get the bathroom repainted or take a yoga class with Maria. He barely looked up from his phone. “Do whatever makes you happy, Kath,” he’d said, and shut the car door.

Now, alone, I did what I always did when I felt myself coming apart: I moved through the rooms and touched everything I loved. The wedding photo in the entryway, our faces younger and softer, Keith’s hair still full, my arms tanned from a honeymoon in Key West. The knit throw blanket we’d bought on a road trip through Ohio, pilled and scratchy, but warm. The coffee mug with the chip in the handle, “World’s Okayest Husband” in faded blue.

The things stayed the same, but I was different.

I wandered up the stairs, careful to skip the step that always creaked. In the bathroom, I wiped a hand across the mirror and stared at my reflection. My face was still red from the hot shower, hair wrapped in a towel, but there was something new in the eyes: a clarity, or maybe a hardness. The old Kathy would’ve blinked away, embarrassed by her own nakedness. This version looked herself dead-on, assessing.

I untied the robe and let it drop. The skin on my chest was marked with fingerprints and faint red lines, souvenirs from the week before. I traced them with my finger, heat rising as I remembered the way Marcus had pressed me into the mattress, the way the Yankees twins had held me down, the way Jamal had called me “star player” before he came on my tongue. Lower down, there was a bruise on my hip, thumb-shaped, the color of a storm cloud. I winced when I pressed it, then smiled.

My phone buzzed on the sink. I dried my hands and picked it up.

A text from Marcus: “You coming tonight? Boys are already asking for you ;)”

I thumbed out “Of course,” then deleted it. For a second, I saw Tasha’s face, the way she’d glared at me across my kitchen, the words she’d left behind like a wound that wouldn’t clot.

Another buzz—this one from Maria: “Heard Tash stopped by. You good?”

I wrote back: “Survived. She’s right, though. I’m out of control.”

Maria replied a minute later. “Are you really? You had things in control last night.”

I set the phone down and stared at myself again. I cupped my breasts, squeezed them together, then let go and watched the red marks bloom. I wondered if Marcus would notice them, if he’d be proud to see his work.

I went to the bedroom, dropped onto the mattress, and pulled the covers around me. It was still warm from the afternoon sun; the sheets smelling like fresh detergent and the faint trace of Keith’s aftershave.

On the nightstand, my phone buzzed again.

Marcus: “You still there?”

I stared at it for a while, then typed back: “I’ll be there.”

A moment later, a new message: “Bring condoms?”

I grinned. “Always do.”

The next morning, I’d wake up sore and aching, but right now, I was just alive. The bruises would fade, the coffee would get cold, and Keith would come home none the wiser.

But tonight, the world was mine.

I pulled the covers tight, closed my eyes, and wondered if maybe, just maybe, this was what I’d wanted all along. Maybe I’d been taught to want stability and boredom, but was made for this life. Women like Tasha saw me as being used; but I loved sex as much as the men, maybe more. Hanging at the bodega was like having a family, a club; a family that fucked whenever we wanted.

***

Keith woke me up at dawn, already dressed and digging through his dresser for socks.

“Sorry,” he said, not sorry at all, “flight’s at eight and I still gotta pack.”

I blinked at the clock—6:22. “Where are you going this time?” My voice sounded like gravel.

He didn’t look up. “Boston. Back Thursday.”

He tossed a few shirts into a duffel, then the blue tie he always said made him look “boss.” There was an energy to him that morning—a bounce in his step I hadn’t seen since we lived in Ohio. He didn’t meet my eyes, just moved around the room, scooping up his phone, his charger, his leather toiletries case. I lay still and watched him, wondering if he’d even notice if I was naked, covered in blood, or dead.

When he zipped the bag, he turned and looked at me, eyes searching for something. Maybe an accusation. Maybe forgiveness. Maybe he suspected I was free-use for the boys when he was gone.

“I should be back for dinner Thursday. Might run late.”

He lingered at the door, expecting something. A complaint, a plea, or a goodbye kiss.

So I got out of bed, wrapped myself in a blanket, and shuffled over. He leaned in, and for a split second I saw the man I used to know—the one who’d pin me to the mattress and make me laugh until I couldn’t breathe. Then he kissed my cheek, light and brisk, already thinking about the Uber and the security line at the airport.

I watched the front door click shut. The house was empty. Dead quiet, except for the hum of the fridge and the distant sound of a garbage truck outside.

I went straight to the bedroom and stripped off the blanket. There was a wet spot on the sheet, a faint ring of mascara on the pillow. My reflection in the closet mirror looked half-feral: hair wild, lips swollen, bite marks on my tits and thighs.

I laughed, a dry, broken sound, and picked up my phone.

Marcus answered on the second ring, voice still thick with sleep. “Damn, girl, you up already?”

“I need a favor,” I said.

He caught the tone, went quiet. “What’s up?”

“My husband’s gone. I want to… I don’t know. Try something. Something big.”

I heard him sit up, the sound of his bedsprings creaking. “How big?”

“I want you to bring everyone,” I said. “Like, everyone. The whole crew. Use my place.”

He let out a slow whistle. “You serious?”

“Yeah. I want to see how far I can go.” I swallowed, feeling my pulse in my throat. “Nothing off limits.”

He laughed, low and dangerous. “I can do that. You sure you want this?”

“More than anything,” I said, terror in my gut like when the rollercoaster starts to move and you have no way out.

He said he’d handle it. Said he’d text me a list. Then he hung up.

I stared at the ceiling, waiting for guilt to hit. But all I felt was adrenaline.

I made coffee—black, bitter, the only way I could drink it since Maria taught me “cream is for cowards.” When the caffeine hit, I started prepping.

First, I closed every blind in the house, every curtain, even the dumb ones in the laundry room that faced a brick wall. Then I took down all the family photos—Keith’s graduation, our wedding, the trip to Hocking Hills with his parents—stuffed them in a Target bag, and hid them in the back of my closet.

In their place, I left nothing. Bare walls. If the house was going to be a whorehouse, it didn’t need the past staring down on us.

In the bathroom, I wiped every surface with Lysol, then laid out three clean towels on the edge of the tub. I grabbed a stack of cheap washcloths and set them next to the sink. In the bedroom, I stripped the bed and put on the white sheets, then layered two old beach towels over the comforter, just in case.

I found the stash of condoms and lube Marcus had brought last time. I set them on the coffee table, in plain view. I added a box of tissues, a pack of wet wipes, and an ashtray for the guys who couldn’t go thirty minutes without a smoke.

I realized it might not be enough, then headed down to Willie’s. Willie smiled, expecting another quickie, but I grabbed a basket and loaded more packs of condoms and three more bottles of lube, along with various snacks. I saw Willie standing at the door, the sign flipped to “Closed”, and his hand stroking his erection through his sweat pants.

“Sorry, Willie, not this time. Save it for tonight.”

“Tonight?” he said, as he flipped the sign back and unlocked the door. “You got something going tonight?”

“Yeah,” I said as I dropped all my goods on the counter for him to ring up. “A party, sort of.”

He assessed my haul, especially looking at the multiple packs of condoms and lubes. “What kind of party, Alley Kat?”

I grinned, thrilled and eager to test my limits, “The kind of party where your balls get drained, old man. Marcus will be calling.”

Willie grinned, “OK, then.” As he sacked my items, he said, “This is on the house, then. But I won’t be using no rubbers, girl. You’re best bare.”

I gave him a dirty smile and said, “Never for you, Willie. Besides, I don’t think they make them large enough for you!”

I listened to his chuckle as the door slammed shut behind me.

When I returned home, I put condoms and lube in the bedroom, and on the dining table - the most likely places where they’d take me.

I checked the kitchen—beer in the fridge, a half-bottle of Fireball for when things got slow, and a full bottle of tequila. I thought about hiding the tequila - tequila made the guys crazy. Then I smiled at the bottle as I placed it on the kitchen counter. I wanted them to go crazy.

The place was ready.

Now I had to get ready, too.

***

I stood in front of my closet, pulling out every piece of lingerie Maria had ever bullied me into buying. Red lace. Sheer black. A bodysuit so see through it may as well have been fishing line. I picked the turquoise bra with the rhinestones, the one that made my boobs look two sizes bigger, and the crotchless panties to match.

I shimmied into them, then added a pair of old jeans shorts, cut so high the pockets stuck out the bottom. I checked my ass in the mirror. It was rounder than I remembered, pale with fading marks from the men this week. I snapped a picture and sent it to Maria, who replied instantly: “You’re gonna get destroyed in that.”

I put on makeup, full face, even the glitter eyeshadow. I painted my lips a bright, mean red. I did my hair, high ponytail, just the way Marcus liked it. I put on hoop earrings, even though I knew I’d lose one.

I took another selfie and almost didn’t recognize the girl in the phone. She looked like a whore. She looked like she could ruin a man.

I wanted to ruin every man in the city.

But in the quiet, as I paced the living room, waiting for the clock to move, the other side crept in. The part of me that still remembered the old life—the book club and the nice neighbors, the summer grilling with Keith’s coworkers, the sound of our laughter on a clean Friday night.

Was this revenge? Was I punishing Keith for being so absent, for building a marriage out of silence? How could it be revenge if Keith didn’t know? Was this just what I wanted, and had always wanted?

****

I pictured his face, the bland handsomeness of it, the soft jaw, the trustworthy blue eyes. I pictured him walking into this house and seeing what I’d done.

For a second, my stomach clenched. Then I remembered that years ago, he suggested swinging. He said he wanted to see me with another man. I doubt he wanted to see me with a dozen men, they way they used me and I used them.

I sat and really thought about how I could know. I decided that if I felt regret tomorrow, that this was acting out because of my marriage. If I wanted more, then this was who I was, and I’d have to figure things out with Keith - or not.

But then the first text came through—Marcus: “We’ll be there by 9. You ready?”

I was ready. The more I imagined the throng of men with hungry, hard cocks, the wetter and more excited I became. I didn’t know if this was normal, but I was so horny for this that I almost rubbed off, then decided to wait.

At 8:50, I made a final round, catching myself in the mirror, imagining how I looked with a big black cock in my mouth, eye makeup running. I pulled some towels from the closet and set them under the coffee table, so my knees could hold out. I knew I’d spend a lot of time in that position. I shed the shorts and bra, and kept the crotchless panties, throwing a nearly transparent robe over myself. What was the point of hiding? Everyone knew what they were here for.

***

The first knock rattled the glass at 9:04. I barely heard it over the Spotify playlist I’d queued up—Maria’s “party bangers” folder, all bass and explicit lyrics and nothing even close to subtle.

Marcus stood on the stoop in basketball shorts and a sleeveless tee, biceps huge, gold chain catching the porch light. His smile was pure mischief, and behind him, Jamal and a man I’d never met grinned like they’d just won a prize at the fair. Jamal wore a do-rag, crisp sneakers, and a LeBron jersey. The stranger was shorter, thicker in the neck, with tattoos up both arms and the look of a man who’d never once said no to a dare.

I opened the door without a word. Their eyes flicked over my robe, which was the only thing I wore, skin bare underneath and obvious if you looked twice.

Marcus whistled. “Damn, Kat. You out here showing off for the neighbors?”

“Only if they’re invited,” I shot back, and let them in.

Jamal handed me a bottle of Hennessy. The new guy—Dwayne, he introduced himself—held a bag from the bodega, three six packs and a box of Little Debbies.

“We bringing snacks for energy,” he said, already laughing.

Marcus set up shop on the couch, legs wide, arm draped over the back. Jamal went straight for the music and cranked it louder. Dwayne leaned in close and handed me a beer, eyes glued to the gap in my robe.

For a minute, I thought I’d have to start things, but Marcus knew me better than that.

He patted the spot next to him. “Come here.”

I let the robe fall open as I sat. Marcus grinned and pulled me into his lap, his hand sliding between my thighs, fingers grazing the bare skin.

Jamal whistled. “She’s not fucking around, bro.”

“Oh, she’ll be fucking,” said Marcus, and kissed me.

It started slow, just lips and teeth, but then his tongue was in my mouth, hand squeezing my ass through the open robe. Jamal and Dwayne watched, eyes hungry, drinking it in. I could feel myself get wet just knowing I had their attention.

I reached back, found the hem of Marcus’s shorts, and tugged them down. His cock was hard, thick, and hot against my palm. I stroked him, slow at first, then faster. He groaned into my mouth, then broke the kiss.

“You want it right here?” he asked.

I glanced at Jamal and Dwayne. “Isn’t that what you came for?”

“Shit,” said Jamal, already unzipping his own pants. “I’m not here just here for the show.”

Dwayne grinned, but his eyes never left my hand working Marcus’s cock.

I spread my legs wider; the robe falling completely open. Marcus licked his palm, then guided his cock between my lips, pressing in slow. I gasped, the stretch sudden and sweet, and grabbed his shoulders for balance.

He fucked up into me, hard and deep, bouncing me on his lap so my tits jiggled in full view of the room. Jamal let out a “Damn!” and started stroking himself, clearly ready to be next. Dwayne was next to him, already hard, fingers pressed to the front of his jeans.

Marcus grunted, “You want the others to join, Kat?”

“Yeah,” I said, and meant it. “I want all of you.”

Jamal stood, cock out and proud, and circled behind me. He gripped my hair and turned my face toward his, then shoved his dick in my mouth, deep and fast. I gagged, spit dribbling down my chin, but I took him, letting him use my mouth like he owned it.

Dwayne moved in front, yanked his jeans down, and started jerking himself while he watched Marcus fuck me from below and Jamal fuck my mouth from above.

I was in heaven. Every hole used, every man watching. I moaned around Jamal’s dick, felt Marcus’s cock pounding inside me, and loved every second.

Jamal lasted maybe two minutes before pulling out and shooting all over my face, thick and hot, dripping down my cheeks and onto my tits. I licked my lips, hungry for more.

Marcus finished next, slamming into me so hard I saw stars, then flooding me with his load. He pulled out and let me drip all over the towel I’d put on the couch, grinning like a wolf.

“Your turn, Dwayne,” he said.

Dwayne barely waited for me to catch my breath. He bent me over the armrest and grabbed my hips. I felt a cold lube dripped onto my asshole, and he shoved his cock in my ass with one hard push before I could say anything. I screamed—part pain, all pleasure—and felt my whole body go limp.

He fucked me rough, hands gripping my waist so tight I knew there’d be bruises. Marcus and Jamal watched, both getting hard, both stroking themselves while Dwayne wrecked me.

The doorbell rang again.

Marcus went to answer, still half hard, not bothering to pull up his shorts. He came back with two more men—Deon from the garage, and someone new, a stranger - dark skinned and feral. Both wore baggy jeans and hoodies, both looked at me like I was dessert.

They joined the party without preamble. Deon sat on the coffee table and unzipped, presenting his cock to my mouth. I sucked him deep, spit and cum and Hennessy burning my throat. The stranger got behind, fingered my pussy, then pushed in, his cock even thicker than Marcus’s. I was excited and revolted at the same time - letting some stranger fuck me bare. I felt my pussy gripping him, inviting him in.

I was a toy. A fuckdoll. Every part of me filled, hands everywhere, cocks trading places like it was a relay race.

“Jesus, Kat, you don’t even slow down,” said Jamal, watching me take Deon to the root.

I gasped around the shaft, then pulled off, “Harder. Fuck me harder.”

The stranger obliged, slamming in so deep my breath caught.

The music was still going; the bass making the whole house shake. The air was heavy with weed and sweat, every surface sticky, every man louder and meaner as the night wore on.

When the stranger came, he shot inside me, then pulled out and let the rest spill down my thighs. Deon came next, painting my face again, then the stranger wiped his cock on my cheek for good measure.

The rest of the night was a blur. Men came and went. Some I didn’t know at all—Marcus’s friends from the gym, maybe, or cousins I’d never met. At one point there were four cocks in my face at once, two in my hands, and one pounding my ass. I sucked and fucked and swallowed every load, begging for more.

“Damn, she’s hungry,” I heard one of them say.

“She’s a beast,” said another.

I wanted their praise. I wanted their cum. I wanted to be used and ruined and left for dead.

By 3 a.m., I could barely move. My face was crusted with spit and jizz, my pussy raw and swollen, my ass burning from the abuse. My throat was sore, my lips numb.

Marcus found me curled on the floor, stark naked, barely conscious. He pulled me up, kissed me, and whispered, “You good?”

I smiled, cum smeared across my chin. “Never better.”

“Let’s get you to bed,” he said as he reached to lift me.

“No,” I objected, feeling worn out but still hungry. “Leave me here in case anyone wants more. Unlock the door so they can get in.”

I saw the look in his eyes: surprise, pride, wonder? “Let’s make sure,” he said, lifting me onto the armchair, placing my arms and legs on the arms, tits on display and pussy wide open. I felt obscenely glorious.

“Thanks Marcus. Wake anyone up that can go again. I need more.”

He chuckled, then I heard voices before I was penetrated again. I just lay there, as the remaining guys pulled a train. Cock after cock, I kept my eyes closed as I focused on the feeling of being stretched and filled, felt the cum trickle out of me and down my ass, each man using it as lube. I fell asleep while they were still at it.

***

I woke to sunlight cutting through the blinds, slicing the room into bands of gold and shadow. My head throbbed, mouth dry as cotton, throat shredded raw. I tried to sit up, but every muscle in my body screamed as I realized I was still spread open on the armchair.

I slowly moved my arm, gently letting the nerves wake up, and felt myself. I was caked in cum, a crust on my pussy and a river of goop still trickled onto the chair. As I touched myself, I felt the tingle of excitement, of arousal, of wanting more. As I probed, however, I could feel how raw and abused I was. I’d definitely have to wait a while for more.

The living room was a crime scene.

Empty bottles rolled on the carpet. Used condoms floated in half-empty Solo cups. Towels, all three of them, were soaked and balled up under the coffee table. Cheetos dust streaked the white couch. My robe was gone, probably trampled or used as a rag. I was naked except for a tangle of someone’s gold chain around my ankle and a black streak of dried mascara down one cheek.

My entire body was sticky—sweat, spit, cum, even a few bloody scratches. My tits were striped with teeth marks. My ass burned when I shifted. There was a handprint bruise on my thigh, purple already.

But all I felt was pride.

There were still two men asleep on the floor. One snored, mouth open, arm thrown over his eyes; the other curled up on a towel, dick hanging out, breathing slow and deep. Marcus sat on the arm of the couch, shirtless, rolling a joint with steady hands. He looked down at me, then at the men on the floor, and grinned.

“Damn, Kat. You put ‘em all out.”

I smiled, lips cracked. “That was the goal.”

He lit the joint, took a hit, and passed it to me. The smoke clawed my lungs, but it dulled the ache in my chest.

“Was it enough?” he asked, eyes soft for the first time.

I thought about the night. The parade of cocks. The way the men treated me—sometimes gentle, sometimes mean, always hungry. The way I begged for more, even when my body started to quit. The way every part of me screamed yes, even as it broke down.

I looked at Marcus and said, “I wanted to see if I could do it. If it was really me, or just some fucked-up phase. Tasha said I was acting out, but I had to know. If I felt regret, it was acting out, if I didn’t, this is me.”

He nodded, seeming to understand. “Do you feel regret?”

I looked him in the eye as I searched my heart. “I want more.” I touched my pussy and winced, “But I’m pretty fucking sore right now.”

Marcus chuckled, taking a hit.

“It’s not about Keith,” I said, voice flat. “It’s not revenge.”

Marcus smirked. “You ever gonna tell him?”

“Doesn’t matter,” I said. “This isn’t about him.”

The other men started to wake, one by one. They pulled on their pants, muttered thanks, even offered hugs. Dwayne found my robe and draped it over my shoulders like I was a queen. Deon handed me a bottle of water, his eyes kind and grateful.

Marcus was last. He kissed my forehead, his lips gentle on the bruise above my eyebrow.

“You call me when you need more,” he said. “We can have another party.”

“I will,” I said, and meant it.

I cleaned up the worst of the mess—threw out the towels, wiped up the spills, flushed the condoms. I took a long shower, scrubbing the crusted cum from my skin, tracing the outlines of every new mark.

I sat by the window, watching the city wake up, and thought about what I wanted next.

It was simple.

I wanted more.

I was Alley Kat, and there was no limit. I’d figure out how to deal with Keith if it ever came to it. I slowly cleaned the house the best I could, thinking about every act as I visited each scene. I didn’t even remember going to the bedroom, but apparently I did - it looked like someone had hosed the palace down with cum.

It took me two whole days to get the smells and stickiness out of everything, and I was certain that Keith would know. The soreness and most of the marks were gone before he came home, and I did nothing but sleep, clean and eat to recover. Every time I thought I was ready for more, I touched myself and knew I wasn’t, from the soreness and pain. When Keith rolled in from his trip, he gave the place a once over, and I swore he was examining the cum-stained chair when he asked, “Bored while I was gone?”

“Yeah, other than the block party I hosted,” I chuckled.

“That would be OK,” he said. “Girl’s gotta have fun.”

My stomach flipped. It was as if he knew but wouldn’t confront me. I started thinking about how I’d handle things when he did find out. My guilty conscience had convinced me I was certainly getting caught. But for now, I was thinking about when I’d next get down to the bodega for my next load of cream.


Chapter 14: Birthday

It was a Wednesday, the sky a flat dirty gray and the city humming with that sour electric feeling you get when it’s too cold to rain but the air is still wet enough to stick to your skin. I ducked behind Willie's Place, the back alley was already crowded: Marcus and Jamal leaning on the fence, Dwayne and Deon perched on overturned milk crates, a couple of kids from up the block rolling dice for quarters, and Willie himself—sixty-five and gray-haired—holding court like a king in an old hoodie and velvet Kangol.

Willie’s birthday party had the energy of a grade school recess, but with more liquor and less supervision. Someone had brought a dented boom box, blasting old Biggie tracks that made the empty paint cans on the fire escape shake with every bass hit. The “snacks” were a pile of waxy corner-store donuts and two crumpled brown bags full of bodega hoagies cut into smaller pieces. The beer came in paper cups from a five-gallon cooler, so cheap it tasted like carbonated tap water and regret. The whole scene was loud, warm, and alive, with every man out there trying to one-up the others in trash talk and laughter.

I slipped in unnoticed at first, blending in with the chaos, then made my way over to the makeshift table where Willie was handing out slices of stale coffee cake and slapping hands. When he saw me, his old-man face split into the widest, goofiest smile. “Goddamn, Alley Kat, you taking a break from fun to be here?” he crowed, his old raspy voice booming out over the noise.

“Only for you, birthday boy,” I said, squeezing between Jamal and Deon to slide up next to him. My ass landed on a lap—Jamal’s, I realized when his hands went straight for my waist and pulled me in. He smelled like weed and Old Spice, his breath already thick with beer.

Willie leaned back, eyeing the scene like he was watching a sitcom. “Girl, you best be careful. Jamal’s got a weakness for white girls. That’s why his baby mama keeps a bat under the bed.”

Jamal grinned, grinding his hips up into me for show. “Ain’t nothing weak about my heart, old man. Ask Alley Kat—she’ll tell you I’m strong as an ox.”

Deon reached across the table, picked up a donut, and jammed the whole thing in his mouth, then mumbled, “You just mad you don’t get no ass, Willie.”

Willie fired back, “I gets all the ass I want. Just don’t gotta show off about it.” He winked at me, then shoved a plastic fork into the coffee cake and pointed it my direction.

I took the bite—dry, sweet, laced with a faint undertone of plastic and old sugar. “Delicious,” I said, mouth full. “You make it yourself?”

Willie barked a laugh, nearly spitting his own beer. “Nah, but the old lady at the bakery down Walnut swears it’s from scratch. She scratch it right out the box.”

That got a round of howls from the men, everyone raising their cups to toast “the only man who can eat birthday cake and still pull tail.” Someone silenced the boom box, and the whole crew joined in a half-sung, half-yelled “Happy Birthday” that dissolved into a sloppy, off-key mess before they even made it to the second verse.

I leaned in, arms around Willie. “How old are you really, Willie?” I asked, lips to his ear.

He didn’t hesitate. “Old enough to remember when you could get a six-pack and a pack of smokes for a dollar, and young enough to put you on this table and make you scream.”

“Yeah, right,” said Dwayne, flicking his empty cup at him. “You’d throw your back out on the first stroke.”

Willie cut him a look. “That’s why God made painkillers, son.”

I snorted, feeling the beer buzz hit my face. “You need a girl to warm you up, Willie?”

He cocked his head, played the old player game. “You offering?”

“Maybe later,” I teased, but the way his eyes lingered on me told me he’d take me up on it in a heartbeat.

Marcus showed just then, and I pulled myself free of Jamal and Willie, Jamal protesting, “Come on, Kat, you be mine tonight!”

Marcus followed me up the alley a couple of spaces, then met me with a kiss. I was so horny that I was ready to do him right there, or maybe wait to drag him to my house, or Maria’s garage love shack - I didn’t care, I just needed it.

I bit my lip and pulled my top aside to show a nipple, “Ready to make a deposit, big boy?”

Marcus grinned, “Maria tapped me out, Kat. I’m not sure I’ll recharge tonight.” He grinned and winked, “And I’m sure she won’t be walking tonight!”

“That slut!” I exclaimed, half in jest, half in disappointment.

Marcus chuckled, “That’s what she says most of the time when I’m done with you. She just got me first this time.” He nodded to the party, “You got plenty of dick ready, Alley Kat.”

I didn’t want to betray my disappointment, so said, “OK, your loss, baby.” I turned to leave, not wanting this to turn heavy. I immediately recalibrated, assessing my options. Keith was not one of them.

We went back to the party, but the energy had shifted. The crew was thinning, people wandering off in groups, the alley littered with empty bottles and smashed donuts. Willie was still holding court, now with just Jamal and Deon and a kid I didn’t recognize, his voice softer but no less animated.

When I got close, Willie motioned for me. “Come here, Kat.”

I stepped in, and he lowered his voice to a gravelly whisper. “You know what I really wanted for my birthday?”

I played dumb. “A winning lottery ticket?”

He shook his head, slow and deliberate. “A fine white woman, just like you.”

The way he said it—hungry and true, with none of the slick bullshit Marcus or the others would’ve layered on top—made my heart skip. I’d seen the way he always watched me, and here was a chance to try something new.

I didn’t hesitate. I leaned in, kissed his cheek, then his mouth, tasting malt liquor and cigarettes and the old sweetness of cake.

“I’ll be your birthday present,” I whispered, the words coming easier than I thought. “You can do anything you want to me.”

He looked at me, eyes shiny and bright as a kid’s. “Anything?”

“Anything,” I promised.

And I meant it. I wanted to try a man twice my age, opening up for his old black cock, giving him something he probably hadn’t had in years. Nobody fucked Willie, but I would.

***

Willie took my hand, his palm rough and hot against my skin, and led me up the alley to the battered metal door that marked the bodega’s back entrance. He fished out a key from the nest of chains around his neck, worked it in the rusty lock, and nudged me inside ahead of him. The door snicked shut, and we were alone in the little world behind Willie's Place.

The storage room looked exactly like you’d imagine: a low ceiling stained with years of cigarette smoke, a single naked bulb buzzing overhead, metal shelves bowing under the weight of bulk ramen, canned beans, and endless boxes labeled with brands I’d never heard of. The floor was a patchwork of tile and stained concrete; the walls lined with promotional posters from the eighties—Marlboro man, Coca Cola, some faded beer girls with big hair and plastic smiles. In the far corner, a stack of cardboard boxes teetered next to a battered folding table and two mismatched office chairs. The whole place smelled like sour mop water, cigarettes, and cheap candy. I could feel my stomach buzzing at the idea of sex in such a raw and raunchy space.

Willie paused by the door, spun the lock, then turned to face me. He was smiling, but it was a different smile than outside—a private, wicked thing that made my heart jump.

“Been thinking about this for a long time, Kat,” he said, voice a soft rumble. “You sure about this? I can get rough,” he chuckled.

“Yeah,” I said, and stepped right into him, letting his arms wrap me up.

The first kiss was a shock—his mouth bigger than Marcus’s, the force of it nearly knocking me off my feet. He kissed like he meant to eat me alive, tongue hungry, hands everywhere, pulling me in until my feet barely touched the floor.

He pressed me back into the nearest shelving unit, one hand on my ass, the other fisting the hair at the base of my neck. My body lit up—every nerve tuned to the touch of him, every part of me aching for the roughness.

He kissed down my jaw, then bit my ear. “You like old men, Kat?”

I laughed, breathless. “Only if they can keep up.”

He growled—actually growled—and shoved his hands up under my shirt. My tits were bare, nipples hard, and he squeezed them with big, callused hands, thumbs rolling the peaks until I moaned.

He wasted no time. Willie slid my jeans down to my ankles, dragging his fingers along the waistband of my panties, then yanked them off with one hard pull. He stepped back, looked me up and down, then stroked his own cock through the sweatpants he wore like a badge.

“You ever had a real man before?” he teased, letting the waistband snap back with a smack.

“Show me,” I said, wondering what he had for me.

Willie dropped his pants and let his dick fall free, and for a second all I could do was stare. He was thick and curved, the head dark and shiny, a heavy vein running up the underside. It was bigger than any of the guys on the block, growing out of a patch of thinning grey pubic hair. There was something raw and obscene about the look of it, and I bit my lip, hungry.

He saw the look and grinned. “Come on, girl. Don’t be scared.”

I wasn’t. I dropped to my knees, the cold concrete biting into my skin, and took him in my mouth. He tasted of salt and sweat and the sharp tang of soap. I wrapped both hands around the base, but still couldn’t get it all the way in—he was too big for that. I bobbed my head, sucked him hard, spit dripping down my chin as I worked.

Willie moaned, deep and low. “Goddamn, Kat. You got a gift.”

He grabbed my head, held me in place, and fucked my mouth with slow, deliberate strokes. Every time he bottomed out, I gagged, and every time I gagged, he moaned louder. I loved it—the loss of control, the way my spit and tears ran down my neck, the way he filled my whole world. I watched his gray pubes and flabby skin as they approached, then receded, his hot meat filling my mouth and throat over and over.

He pulled out, leaving a string of drool connecting us, then hauled me to my feet. “Turn around,” he ordered, and I obeyed.

He bent me over a stack of soda cases; the cardboard crunching under my weight. His hands were rough on my hips, lining me up, then he pressed the head of his cock to my pussy and pushed in, slowly at first, then all the way.

The stretch was insane. He was thicker than Marcus, than any of them, and the first thrust burned. But then he started moving, building a rhythm, and my body melted into it. The shelf rattled with every thrust, cans clattering against each other as he pounded me from behind. He slapped my ass, hard, leaving a handprint, then gripped my shoulders and fucked me deeper.

“You like that, Alley Kat?” he panted, sweat dripping down his face.

“Yeah,” I groaned. “Don’t stop. Fucking ruin me, Willie!”

He didn’t stop. He kept going, the slap of his hips echoing off the walls, my moans bouncing back at me. The first time I came, I shuddered and quaked, and felt Willie slow while he chuckled, “Fuck yeah. It’s been years since I had a married white girl.”

Every time I thought he was close, he pulled out and spun me, bent me over the folding table, or flipped me around and shoved my back against the wall. He fucked me in every position—standing, bent over, sitting on his lap with my knees on the sticky floor—never slowing, never losing that mean, hungry edge.

At one point, he lifted me up, my legs around his waist, and bounced me on his cock while he leaned back in an office chair. It creaked like it would break, but neither of us cared. I rode him, tits in his face, his mouth sucking one nipple while his thumb circled my clit. I came hard then, and he chuckled, “Yeah, come for me, Kat.”

He came close to the end, grunting and cursing, then pulled out and jacked himself, spraying his load all over my tits and belly. The cum was thick and hot, pooling in my navel and dripping down my stomach.

He let go, breathing hard, and grinned up at me. “Happy birthday to me,” he said, wiping his cock on my thigh for good measure.

I laughed, dazed and sweaty, then leaned in and licked a drop of cum off his chest.

He pulled me down into his lap, still puffing. “You’re the best present I ever got, Alley Kat.”

I smiled, feeling the slick mess on my skin, the ache between my legs, the raw heat of being used just the way I wanted. The thought of letting this old black man fuck me in his storage room made my brain swim with crazy desire.

“Anytime, Willie,” I said, kissing his cheek.

He looked at me, old eyes shining. “You mean that?”

“Yeah,” I said. I looked him directly in his old eyes and said, “That was the best fuck I’ve had in a long time, maybe ever. I want you to do that to me again.” I kissed his forehead, “Next time, come inside me.”.

We stayed like that for a while, bodies tangled, cum drying on our skin, the bodega silent except for the distant thump of bass from the alley.

After a few minutes, he pulled up his pants, then tossed me a roll of paper towels. I wiped myself down, but didn’t bother getting all of it—the smell of him on me was the best part.

He walked me to the back door, paused with his hand on the knob. “You are the best, Alley Kat.”

“Yeah,” I said, and kissed him one last time. “I’ll be back for more, old man.”

He smiled, then let me out into the night.

The alley was empty, party long gone, but the echo of laughter and music lingered in the air.

I walked home with my jeans stuck to my thighs and the taste of Willie's sweat in my mouth.

And I felt fucking alive.

***

I didn’t wait long before going back.

A couple days after the birthday party, I found myself drifting down the street with no real purpose except the thought of Willie and his enormous cock. I had been dreaming about being taken in the storeroom, and the feeling of having a 65-year-old black man fucking me into delirium.

I looked in and saw that the place was empty. I was only a little nervous, mostly that someone might come in. I knew what I wanted and would not wait. Willie looked up as the bell rang, his face breaking into a smile as he saw me, eyes roving over my braless chest, taking in my hard nipples. I could almost feel him sucking them as he stared.

“What do you need, Kat?”

“Cream, Willie,” I said as I sauntered to the counter, swinging my hips as I felt myself growing wet in anticipation of what came next.

He watched me walk, involuntarily licked his lips, then nodded towards the back, “Back case, left side shelf.”

I stopped at the counter, let my eyes roam to his crotch, the outline of his monster visible through the sweats. “Fresh cream, Willie. Straight from the tap.” Willie’s eyes grew large as his smile grew larger.

I met his eyes, “I even brought a box to take it home in,” as I pointed between my legs.

Willie paused to process my words, so I unbuckled my shorts as I added, “You promised to finish inside me next time.”

Willie said, “Keep going. I’ll get the door.” He moved faster than I imagined he could as he flipped the sign to “Closed” then twisted the lock. He was back in a flash, just as my shorts and panties hit the floor. I was expecting a kiss, but he grabbed my shoulder and spun me as he pushed down his sweats, his cock hard and huge and ready.

As he spat into his hand, then slicked his cock, I said, “Yeah, Willie. Give me that cock! I want you to fill me up!”

I felt him press against me, then press harder as he drove himself completely inside of me. I thought I was prepared after the birthday party, but I wasn’t. The stretch was so mind-blowing that I started to orgasm right away, thrashing and groaning loudly into the glass counter as Willie mauled my tit with one hand, pulling my nipple until I thought it would rip off.

There was no gentleness, just Willie’s need to get off as he pounded me hard and deep. “Fuck, Kat, your pussy so good!”

I moaned, unable to form words.

His hand moved off my breast to my hips, holding me tight as he worked towards his release, “Shit! Gonna fill you up and send you home to your husband full. You want that? Pussy full of black cum, Kat?”

I groaned, “Yes!” as his words brought me to a peak just as he pulled tight and cursed, filling me with his 65-year-old seed. I could sense motion at the door, but didn’t care who saw us. I was so focused on the feeling of fullness and taking his sperm deep inside of me.

***

That became the new routine: every other day, sometimes twice in the same afternoon, I’d invent a reason to stop by. Bread. Paper towels. Cat food, even though I didn’t have a cat. I learned the rhythm of the store—when the morning rush cleared, when the after-school swarm thinned, when Willie took his “lunch break” in the back. Sometimes I’d walk in and he’d already be waiting, hands wiped clean, bottle of lube on the counter like a promise.

Sometimes, walking home after a session with Willie, cum drying on my skin, I’d pass a mirror and barely recognize the girl in the glass. She looked alive. She looked dangerous.

She looked like she could ruin the world, and smile while she did it.


Chapter 15: No Regrets

Maria’s living room always looked like a yard sale crashed into a daycare—crooked towers of secondhand books, throw pillows on every flat surface, hand-me-down beanbag chairs oozing plastic microbeads, a rainbow of toddler toys even though there wasn’t a toddler in sight. On a good day, the coffee table wasn’t visible under the stacks of wine bottles, half-empty snack bags, and the greasy shine of takeout containers.

Today was a good day.

Maria sat cross-legged on the floor, ripped jeans and a black tank that said “No Ragrets” in peeling glitter. She poured another round of boxed Shiraz into our mismatched juice glasses, and handed mine over with a flourish. “To the only bitch in West Philly who can suck off a whole card table and still walk home in heels,” she toasted, voice already at maximum volume.

I laughed, then sipped. The wine was warm and tasted like cough syrup, but I’d stopped caring about taste months ago. I sprawled on the couch, legs open, feet bare, the thin cotton of Maria’s borrowed sweatpants riding low on my hips.

Maria waved her phone, screen still wet with sweat from her grip. “You gotta tell me again about the dominoes night. I need details. Did Smash really last less than five minutes?”

I giggled, covering my face with the glass. “He was so eager, I almost felt bad. He came the second Marcus took my top off. Like, shot across the fucking room.”

She howled, tipping her head back, curls bouncing wild. “Oh my god, what a legend. Did you at least let him recover?”

“He tried,” I said, “but Marcus was not having it. He wanted to prove a point. He bent me over the table and just—” I made a crude thrusting motion with the wineglass, sloshing red onto the rug.

Maria lost it again, rolling onto her back, laughing so hard she snorted. “Dominoes to doggy style in sixty seconds! Girl, you are my hero.”

I soaked in the warmth of her laugh, the way it filled the entire apartment. I felt loose, dangerous, alive. I wanted to call Marcus right then and tell him to bring the whole crew, but I knew Maria wanted me for herself today.

“You ever think you’re gonna get bored of it?” she asked, rolling up on her elbows, eyes squinty with mischief. “All these men. All this attention. What if you run out of new shit to do?”

I tried to picture it—being bored, being tired, being “full.” I couldn’t.

“Nope,” I said, “I want more.”

Maria pointed at me. “See, that’s what I’m talking about. Most girls, they get a taste and freak. You? You go back for seconds, thirds, and dessert.”

She refilled both glasses, a splash of red landing on the back of her hand. She licked it off, slow and theatrical, then raised her glass to me. “To the Alley Kat. May your next orgy have twice the cock and none of the drama.”

“To the Alley Kat,” I echoed, and we drank.

I was already half drunk when the knock came at the door—three sharp raps, quick and military, nothing like the lazy, “maybe they’re home” knocks of the men we knew.

Maria sat up, frowning, and mouthed “What the fuck?” She wiped her lips and set her glass down, then moved to the door with practiced suspicion.

She peered through the peephole. Her eyebrows shot up.

“It’s Tasha,” she whispered, voice suddenly tight.

I felt a pulse of dread in my chest. I sat up, pulling the waistband of the sweats higher, heart pounding in a stupid, Pavlovian way.

Maria opened the door a crack. “Hey, girl. You need something?”

Tasha’s voice carried, clear as a bell: “I just want to talk.”

Maria rolled her eyes, but stepped aside. “It’s a free country.”

Tasha entered in a navy skirt suit and heels, straight from work, her hair slicked and her makeup perfect. She held a branded coffee cup like a shield, the lid still steaming. She looked around the room, her gaze brushing over the mess, over me, over the wine, and settling on Maria with a look that could ice a keg.

Maria tried to smile, but it wilted. “We were just hanging out. Want a glass?”

Tasha didn’t take off her coat, didn’t set down her purse. She looked at the wine bottle, then at me, then at the spot on the rug where I’d spilled. “No thanks,” she said, voice crisp. “I need a clear head for this.”

She sat in the one armchair in the room, perching on the edge like she might bolt if the cushions got too comfortable. Maria slid back to the floor, but sat up straight, shoulders squared. I tried to look casual, but my hands were suddenly cold.

Tasha waited a full minute, like she expected us to start the conversation. When we didn’t, she set the coffee cup on the edge of the table and laced her fingers together.

“I heard you had a wild night at the garage,” she said, looking straight at me.

I shrugged, trying for cocky, but my stomach fluttered. “News travels fast.”

She smiled, but there was no humor in it. “You know, Jamal can’t keep his mouth shut. He told me everything.”

Maria leaned in, voice low and ready for a fight. “So what?”

Tasha ignored her. “Kathy, I need you to hear me out.”

I glanced at Maria, then back to Tasha. “I’m listening.”

Tasha’s face softened, just a notch. “Look, I don’t care who you fuck. It’s none of my business. But this—” she gestured at the wine, the clothes, the mess, “—it’s not healthy. You’re not acting like yourself.”

Maria bristled. “Oh, come the fuck on—”

Tasha held up a hand. “I know you think you’re living your best life, but you’re not. This isn’t who you are.”

I felt my fingers tighten around the glass, knuckles bleaching out.

Tasha kept going, steady as a metronome. “I get it, okay? You moved here, you got bored, your husband’s always gone. So you created this Alley Kat thing to get attention, to fill the void. But all you’re really doing is hurting yourself.”

She said it gently, but the words stung. I looked down, embarrassed at how much it hurt.

Maria slammed her hand on the table. “Who the hell are you to tell her how to live? We’re not hurting anyone. We’re just trying to have a good time.”

Tasha’s eyes flicked to Maria, then back to me. “Are you really happy?” she asked.

I opened my mouth, but nothing came out.

Tasha leaned forward, elbows on knees. “You don’t have to do this, Kathy. You don’t have to turn yourself into a joke just to prove something to people who don’t even care about you.”

I blinked hard, trying not to let her see the way my eyes burned. “That’s not what this is.”

She shook her head, sad and sure. “You’re worth more than this. More than being the neighborhood’s favorite party trick.”

Maria shot me a look, then glared at Tasha. “Get the fuck out of here with that righteous shit.”

Tasha didn’t budge. “Kathy, you know I’m right. You deserve better than being passed around at Willie’s Place.”

The words hit me like a slap. For a second, I saw myself through her eyes—the wine stains, the smeared makeup, the cheap jewelry, the stories that always started with “you’ll never believe what happened next.” I hated her for it, but I also knew she was a little bit right.

Maria’s voice shook. “We’re happy. We don’t need saving.”

Tasha set her coffee on the table, then sat down in the armchair, legs crossed, hands folded neatly in her lap. For a full minute, she just looked at us. No anger, no mockery—just a flat, professional stare like she was taking notes for a deposition.

Maria cracked first. “You want to judge us? Fine. Say it to my face.”

Tasha sighed. “I don’t care about you, Maria. You do whatever you want. But Kathy—” she turned to me, voice almost gentle, “you’ve changed. A lot. And not for the good.”

The words dug in, raw and mean.

Tasha leaned forward, elbows on her knees. “You moved here for a new start. But instead you let these people turn you into a joke. You’re not happy, you’re just numb.”

Maria shot to her feet, wine splashing onto the carpet. “You’re projecting! Maybe if you stopped being a frigid bitch, you’d understand that some people like sex. A lot.”

Tasha didn’t flinch. “There’s liking sex, and there’s turning yourself into a sperm receptacle for every man in the neighborhood.”

The words hit like a car crash. For a second, nobody spoke.

Tasha looked at me, eyes sharp. “Is that what you want to be?”

My face went hot. I felt every set of eyes I’d ever fucked on me. I thought about Marcus, the way he filled me up, the way Jamal and the Yankees twins cheered me on, the way Willie moaned when I took his cock all the way. I thought about the pride I felt walking home with their cum on my skin, the way my heart raced every time a new man called me by my name.

Was it self-destruction, or was it power? Was I running from something, or running toward it?

Tasha waited, her expression softening for the first time. “You’re worth more than that, Kathy. You don’t have to destroy yourself to feel alive.”

Maria put her arm around me, voice trembling. “You don’t have to listen to her. You’re the best friend I ever had.”

I stared at the wineglass, the way my hands shook. I thought about Keith, about the empty house.

Maybe Tasha was right. Maybe I was broken.

But I’d never felt more whole.

I stood, slow and unsteady, but with my chin up.

“Fuck it,” I said. “I am perfectly happy being their cum dump.”

Maria’s mouth dropped open, then twisted into a grin. “Hell yes, girl!”

I felt my face flush, but I didn’t shrink away. “For the first time in years, I feel alive and wanted. I love making them happy. I love taking multiple men a day. I love sex—did you ever think about that?”

Tasha stared at me, shocked.

I kept going. “I appreciate your concern, Tasha, but this is who I am now. This is who I want to be. You can be a dried-up tight ass, but don’t project that shit on us. More cocks for us, Miss Frosty.”

Maria lost it, howling. “Get her, Kat!”

I felt tall, electric. Every bruise and bite mark was a badge. I raised my glass to Tasha, daring her to say another word.

She didn’t.

For the first time, I won.

Tasha stood, slow and quiet, and picked up her coffee. She watched us for a moment, a strange look on her face—almost respect, almost regret.

Then she left, the door swinging shut behind her.

Maria was on me in seconds—whooping, hollering, and landing a high-five that stung my palm. “Holy shit, Kat! That was fucking amazing!” She bounced on her toes, then tackled me into the couch, arms wrapped around my shoulders. “You told that judgmental bitch!”

I couldn’t help it—I started laughing. Full-on, ugly, drunken laughter, the kind that hurts your ribs and makes you cry all over again. Maria laughed with me, both of us tangled together, snorting and hiccuping and swearing until we slid onto the floor in a heap.

“You see her face?” Maria cackled. “Like she just watched her grandma get run over by a marching band.”

I wiped tears off my cheeks. “I thought she was going to have a stroke.”

“She probably did. And if she didn’t, she’s definitely having one now.” Maria’s grin was pure evil. “Oh my god, you absolutely destroyed her. She’s going to be telling that story to her grandkids. ‘Back in my day, we respected ourselves!’” She deepened her voice, wagged a finger in the air, and I nearly choked on my wine.

We caught our breath, still huddled on the rug. Maria dragged the wine bottle over, topped up both glasses to the rim, and handed me mine like a trophy.

“To the Alley Kat,” she said, raising hers high.

I clinked it, the glass slippery in my grip. “To never being ashamed again.”

We drank. It went down hot and rough, but I loved the way it burned. The pride, the relief, the wild joy of winning for once.

Maria rolled onto her back, legs splayed, wine glass balanced on her belly. “You know what we gotta do now, right?”

I grinned, already guessing. “Call Marcus and the boys?”

She shot up, nearly spilling her glass. “Fuck yes. Let’s get dicked tonight! Big time.” She scrolled her phone, thumbs flying. “I want every man in this city to know the Alley Kat is back and hungry.” She winked at me and said, “And Carlos is at work, so I’ll take the leftovers!”

She kissed me full on the lips, holding my face close. “We can both be cum dumps!”

The energy was pure insanity. Maria shouted across the room at her speaker: “Hey Google, play ‘Get Low’ by Lil Jon.” The beat hit so hard it rattled the loose batteries in the remote. She danced as she texted, hips shaking, tongue out, screaming the chorus at the top of her lungs.

“Who we inviting?” I asked, leaning into her mood.

She grinned. “Every fucking one of them. Marcus, Jamal, both Yankees twins—Rico and Jay, right?—and fuck it, let’s get Willie, too. He deserves an encore after that birthday party.”

I pictured it: the six of them, maybe more, packed into Maria’s tiny apartment, every guy fighting for a piece of me. I felt a pulse of heat and hunger run through my body.

“Should I bring anything?” I asked, voice low and mean.

Maria tossed her hair, eyes bright and wild. “Just bring your pussy. I’ll handle the rest.”

We collapsed onto the couch, giggling, already plotting. Maria’s phone exploded with responses: Marcus with a flexing arm, Jamal with the tongue emoji, the twins with matching gifs of Drake clapping. Willie replied last—just “Sweet,” followed by three fire emojis.

Maria texted me a list: “Wear that turquoise bra. Bring the black heels. Don’t eat before—trust me, you’ll need the space.”

I let myself imagine the night: the taste of weed and sweat, the raw ache of being stretched and filled, the pride of having every man in the room hungry for me. I pictured Marcus splitting me open, Jamal cheering me on, the twins fighting over who’d get to finish on my tits first. I wanted all of it, every inch, every mess, every minute.

Maria poured another round, and we toasted again.

“To the Alley Kat,” she said, eyes shining.

We spent the rest of the afternoon planning outfits, painting nails, practicing blowjob faces in the smudged mirror by the bathroom. We ordered wings and pizza, then laughed when the delivery guy did a double take at the two of us in our bras and nothing else.

When the sun went down, we changed into our best and sluttiest. Maria wore a red dress that barely covered her ass, and I went with the turquoise bra, no shirt, and denim shorts cut so high you could see the curve of my cheeks.

We took selfies and posted them everywhere. We wanted everyone to know.

By eight, the first knock came.

By midnight, every man Maria had invited was there.

And I was the star.


Chapter 16: The Taste

I let myself in as quietly as possible, but the door still gave its little haunted-house creak. The house was dark except for the flicker of the TV in the living room, and the faint blue light made the hall seem colder than outside. I wiped my shoes on the mat, then kicked them off and padded down the hallway, muscles sore and legs a little wobbly. My thighs still stuck together when I walked, and my jaw was tender from too much work. Every time I swallowed, I tasted sweat and latex and the ghosts of the men who’d used my mouth earlier.

Keith was on the couch, one foot on the table, a bottle of IPA sweating in his fist. He wore a faded t-shirt and gray joggers, glasses pushed up on his nose. There was a full pint of Ben & Jerry’s on the coffee table, already half-melted. He was watching some streaming crime show, the kind with cops who all look like retired gym teachers.

“Hey,” he said, voice weirdly soft. Not annoyed, not cold. Like he’d been waiting.

“Hey,” I said back, trying not to sound out of breath.

He set his beer down and looked me up and down, not with suspicion, but with a kind of easy appraisal I’d missed. “You have fun with Maria?” he asked.

I nodded. “Yeah. Girl’s night turned into wine and karaoke. Sorry I lost track of time.”

He smiled, the corners of his mouth twitching like he was fighting a joke. “You look good.”

I felt my cheeks go red. I probably looked like I’d been run over—hair in a messy bun, face raw from two hours of sweat and spit, t-shirt stretched out and braless underneath my windbreaker. I was still wearing the necklace Marcus gave me, but I tucked it into my shirt as I flopped into the armchair opposite Keith.

The silence stretched, the TV filling in with a cop grunting through a suspect’s Miranda rights.

Keith leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “You hungry?”

“Starving,” I said, and realized it was true. The only thing I’d had since noon was beer and weed.

He nodded at the kitchen. “I made pasta, but I figured you’d eat at Maria’s.”

“We ordered pizza,” I lied.

He smiled. “You want some anyway?”

I shook my head. “Just water, maybe.” I got up and went to the kitchen, feeling his eyes follow me the entire way.

At the sink, I filled a glass, then chugged it, then refilled. I saw my reflection in the microwave door: hair wild, mouth a little too red, neck splotched with marks that might not all be from the sun. I pulled the collar up higher and gave myself a look that said; You did this.

I went back to the living room, and this time I sat next to Keith on the couch, not leaving space between us.

He let out a breath, like he’d been waiting for me to move. “You okay?”

“Yeah,” I said, too quick. “Why?”

He shrugged. “You seem… I don’t know. Different.”

I froze, every cell going rigid.

Keith glanced away, embarrassed. “Not in a bad way. Just… you seem happy.”

I forced a smile. “That’s not a crime, is it?”

He shook his head. “No. It’s just, you’ve had a tough couple months. New neighborhood, new city, all that. I’m glad you have people to hang with.”

I felt a lump in my throat, big and stupid. I swallowed it, tasting resin and the last swallow of Marcus’s cum from thirty minutes ago.

Keith leaned back, arms spread across the sofa. “I missed you,” he said.

He’d never said that before, not like this, not when he was sober and watching me with that look that said he meant it.

I didn’t know what to do, so I just leaned my head on his shoulder.

He smelled like hops and aftershave. I breathed him in and felt my whole body slow down.

He put his hand on my thigh, just above the knee, and squeezed. “You want to watch something with me?”

“Sure,” I said, voice small. My skin tingled under his touch.

He found the remote and scrolled through shows, his hand never leaving my leg. I watched his thumb stroke lazy little circles over the denim, the warmth of it making my heart beat so loud I was sure he could hear.

He stopped on a reality show—something dumb, people getting humiliated for money. I watched the screen, but all I could think about was the way his hand inched higher every couple of minutes, little by little, like he was testing how far he could go before I pulled away.

When his fingers finally crested the hem of my shorts, I shifted my hips, not to stop him but to give him room. He slid his hand under the fabric and cupped the inside of my thigh, so close I could feel my pussy clench in anticipation.

He looked at me, eyes dark and serious. “You okay with this?”

It was so gentle I almost cried. I nodded, then turned my face to kiss him.

The kiss was softer than I expected. Not the desperate, drunk kind I’d grown used to, but slow, warm, tender. I parted my lips, inviting him in, and he deepened it, tongue searching, hands steady.

I wanted to let him taste me, to see if he noticed. I wanted him to know everything and nothing all at once.

He pulled back, breath hot on my cheek. “You taste different tonight,” he said.

I tensed, heat flushing through me, half panic, half pride.

He licked his lips, thoughtful. “Like… salty. Not just wine.”

My legs trembled. I thought about the line of men in the alley, the way I’d sucked them one after another, the way I never even tried to rinse my mouth before coming home.

I swallowed again, and felt my pussy gush, the fabric of my shorts already damp before Keith even got there.

He kissed me again, harder now, and this time his hand moved between my legs, thumb pressing the crotch of my shorts, feeling the slick through the denim.

“God, you’re wet,” he muttered.

“Yeah,” I breathed, hips rocking up to meet his hand.

He pushed his fingers under the fabric, found my pussy, and slid two fingers in without warning. I was soaked, slippery, the lube and semen from the last round still coating me inside and out.

He paused, gave me a look. “You’re gushing.”

I moaned, grinding down on him. “Don’t stop.”

He shook his head, not in disbelief but awe. “You really have fun at those girls’ nights, huh?”

I laughed, the sound wild and mean. “Yeah. Sometimes we do karaoke. Sometimes we fuck.”

He looked at me, startled, then grinned. “It feels like it. Like how I imagine you after another man. It’s hot to think about that.”

I froze, then kissed him hard, uncertain if he knew or was fantasizing.

He started fingering me in earnest, pushing deep, then rubbing his thumb over my clit in tight circles. I opened my legs wider, letting him explore, letting him feel every ounce of slickness inside me.

His fingers came out shiny and wet. He looked at them, then at me, then sucked them clean. “I love the way you taste.”

I almost came right then, the sight of him licking off the taste of three different men and not knowing it, or maybe knowing it and not caring. If he knew, he didn’t seem angry.

He slid down the couch, pulled my shorts off, and spread my legs over his shoulders. He licked me, tongue rough and eager, like he hadn’t had pussy in months, which was basically true. He ate me out with a hunger I’d never seen in him, moaning into my cunt, slurping up everything the men before him had left inside me.

I ran my hands through his hair and held him there, riding his face until I came, hard and ugly, hips bucking, hands clawing at the cushions.

He came up for air, chin dripping. “Jesus, Kathy. That was—wow.”

He fumbled his joggers off, cock already hard and leaking. He didn’t even bother with a condom, just lined up and pushed in. He slid in easy, no resistance, and he gasped at how slick and hot I was.

He fucked me fast and hard, nothing gentle about it now. He gripped my waist, slamming me down on his cock, groaning every time he bottomed out. The sound of skin on skin filled the room, and I didn’t care if the neighbors heard.

I stared into his eyes, daring him to see what I really was. He didn’t flinch.

He pulled out, flipped me over, and took me from behind, my ass in the air, face smashed into the throw pillow. He came quick, shooting deep, then staying inside me while he caught his breath.

When he pulled out, his cum and the others’ mixed together and ran down my thighs.

He watched it drip, eyes dark. “Fuck, that’s hot.”

He wiped it up with his fingers and sucked them clean.

He collapsed next to me, arm draped over my shoulder, heart pounding so loud I could hear it in my ear.

We lay there for a while, neither of us talking, just breathing.

Finally, Keith whispered, “God, I imagined you with another guy - it was so hot. Maybe you’ll reconsider swinging?”

I looked at him, hair sticking to my face, body still humming. “Maybe one day.”

He kissed my forehead and pulled me closer, “That’s not a ‘no’ at least.”

I felt the mess between my legs, the taste in my mouth, and the warmth of his arms around me.

For the first time in my life, I wanted all of it.

***

I woke up to the smell of coffee and the low grumble of the garbage truck rumbling past the front stoop. For a second, I thought I’d dreamed the night before—the sex, the confessions, the way Keith’s mouth had tasted like the beer and the men who’d come before him. But then I rolled over, and my thighs screamed with soreness.

He’d carried me to bed before dawn, I think, because I woke up with his arm heavy around my ribs and his breath hot on my neck. I’d never slept naked with him before, not since the old days, not since everything changed. But now, under the threadbare comforter, our bodies fit together like nothing had ever gone wrong.

I slipped out of his grip as gently as I could and padded to the bathroom. My reflection was a mess—mascara ghosts under both eyes, hair wild and sticking up in greasy wings, the faintest shadow of a hickey just above the collarbone. My whole body was dotted with marks, little love bites and finger bruises that looked more like a week of playing rugby than a single night at home.

I grinned at myself, then splashed cold water on my face and pulled my hair into a bun.

In the kitchen, the coffee pot gurgled, and the floor was cold under my bare feet. I found a clean mug and poured, black and bitter, the way Maria liked it. The sunlight made bright rectangles on the counter, and for a minute, I pretended this was just a normal morning, the kind other wives had before their days got eaten by spreadsheets and Zoom calls.

I sipped and stretched, feeling the muscles in my ass and thighs protest. My pussy was still tender, lips swollen, and when I brushed my hand over the spot, a little jolt of last night’s memory shot up my spine.

I pulled the blue robe tight around me and stared at the fridge, unsure what to do with myself. The house was quiet except for the ticking of the wall clock and the faint click of the bedroom door as Keith wandered out, boxers and nothing else.

He rubbed his eyes, then smiled when he saw me. “Morning.”

“Morning,” I echoed, voice raspy.

He crossed to me, not with his usual business-casual shuffle but with a calm confidence. He wrapped his arms around my waist from behind, hands cold, and rested his chin on my shoulder. “Sleep okay?”

“Better than I have in months,” I said, and meant it.

He kissed the back of my neck, slow and lazy. I felt my whole body flush, even though the house was chilly. “You want breakfast?” he asked. “I can make eggs.”

“Maybe just toast,” I said, but let him hold me a little longer.

We stood like that for a minute, not moving. I wondered if he could feel the difference in me—if the marks on my body or the smell of my skin gave it away. Maybe he knew. Maybe he liked it.

He finally let go, then started opening cabinets. “Got any plans today?”

I sipped my coffee. “Maria wants me to hit up the farmer’s market. Might do that, and then I have some laundry.”

He popped two slices of bread in the toaster. “I’ll be home early. Boss is out for a golf tournament.”

I nodded. “Cool.”

He turned, leaning against the counter, and watched me over the rim of his mug. “Last night was nice, Kath.”

I looked away, not wanting to ruin it with words.

The toaster popped. He slathered the bread with butter, then brought me a slice on a plate. “You okay?” he asked.

“Yeah. Just… surprised. I thought you were mad at me.”

He shrugged. “I was. I’m not now.”

I chewed, slow. “Why not?”

He smiled, a small, lopsided thing. “‘Cause I got some yummy pussy.”

I didn’t answer, because I didn’t trust myself not to cry.

He set his mug down and reached for his phone, scrolling through the news. My phone buzzed on the counter. A text from “Maria”—but really, it was Marcus, the way it always was. Just a peach emoji, then “Missed u last night. U coming out today?”

Keith glanced at my phone and raised an eyebrow. “Maria again?”

“Yeah,” I said, tapping out a reply: “Maybe. I’ll let you know.”

He didn’t press. Just smiled, then wiped toast crumbs off his hands. “I’m glad you have friends here, Kathy. I know it’s been rough.”

I blinked, not sure what to say.

Keith picked up his coffee and met my eyes. “Seriously. It’s good for you. You should keep hanging out with them.”

I waited for the other shoe to drop, but it didn’t. He just meant it.

I finished my toast, heart thumping. “Thanks, Keith.”

He stepped close, kissed me quickly on the lips. “See you after work.”

He vanished back into the bedroom, and I heard the shower turn on.

I stood in the kitchen, staring at the text from Marcus, then at the sun on the floor, then at my trembling hands.

I wasn’t used to this—being supported, being trusted. For a second, I wondered if he knew what was really happening, if he wanted me to keep going because it turned him on, or because he thought it kept me happy and safe.

Maybe both.

I texted Marcus back: “Meet you at Willie's at noon.”

He replied in seconds: “Wear the red dress. No panties.”

I grinned and closed my phone.

I finished my coffee, then went to the bathroom to shower. I let the hot water run over my skin, scrubbing away the last traces of last night, but I couldn’t get rid of the ache between my legs or the pulse in my chest.

I dressed slowly, picking the red dress Marcus liked, slipping it on over bare skin. I checked myself in the mirror, saw the woman I used to be—then the one I’d become. I liked the second one better.

I left a note for Keith in case the afternoon got out of hand: “Ran errands, see you at dinner.” I added a smiley face for the first time in years.

I locked the door, stepped out into the morning, and felt the sunlight burn off the last of my guilt.

I was Alley Kat.

***

The next few weeks blurred together like a highlight reel on fast-forward. Keith came home every night at a reasonable hour, his phone buzzing a little less, his smile coming a little easier. We ate together, watched TV together, even went for runs in the park. Sometimes we fucked, sometimes we didn’t, but the air between us felt less like a funeral and more like a high school sleepover.

He still never asked what I did when I was out, or who I was with. He just let me go, and when I came home, he’d always be waiting, eyes bright and a beer in hand, ready to act like nothing in the world could surprise him.

I noticed the first time it happened, but it took a while to see the pattern.

It was a Tuesday, two weeks after that first couch fuck. I’d spent the afternoon with Marcus, Deon, and Jamal at the back of the bodega. It was an all-hands kind of day—Willie closed the store early, so the party went late. Marcus had me on my knees behind the register, fucking my face until I gagged. Jamal took me in the storeroom, bent over the stacks of ramen. Deon finished last, in the alley, his cum dripping down my thigh as I walked home in the dark.

I let myself in and found Keith in the kitchen, shirtless, humming to himself as he chopped onions for chili. He looked up, saw my hair wild and my lips swollen, and just grinned. He set the knife down, wiped his hands on a dish towel, and crossed the room to kiss me.

He tasted everything at once—sweat, weed, sex, the tang of three different men—and he moaned into my mouth like he was the one getting used.

He took me on the kitchen table, right then and there, hands under my skirt, cock deep and hungry, using the cum of other men as lube without knowing. I came twice, maybe three times, and when we finally collapsed on the floor, Keith kissed my neck and whispered, “I fucking love you.”

He’d never said it like that before. Not since Ohio.

The next day, it happened again. Then again. Every time I came home after Marcus or the others, Keith’s sex drive lit up like a Christmas tree. The more I let them use me, the more Keith wanted me. I wondered if he could smell it on me, or if he just loved the version of me that got wrecked and came home grinning.

I started planning for it. If I wanted a night with Keith, I’d arrange for Marcus to meet me first. Sometimes I’d see all of them in a row, letting them fill me up, so when I got home, I’d be leaking with need, body buzzing and desperate.

I started keeping a spare pair of panties in my purse, but sometimes I didn’t even bother. I liked the way the wetness soaked through my dress, the way Keith would grab my ass and find the slick already waiting for him.

The best was the night he went down on me right after I came home from the alley.

I’d barely had time to close the door before Keith pulled me into the bedroom, stripping my dress off in one motion and pushing me onto the bed. He spread my legs, knelt between them, and inhaled like he was breathing me for the first time.

He licked up and down, slow and greedy, tongue working the mess of sweat and semen and my own juices. Every time he sucked my clit, I thought I’d pass out from the rush. I held his head in place and ground into his face, knowing he could taste everything, knowing he had no idea that he was swallowing black guys’ cum.

He came up for air, lips shiny, eyes glazed. “You taste so fucking great tonight,” he said, and dove back in.

I lost count of how many times I came. My thighs shook for minutes after, my body so loose I couldn’t walk straight for an hour.

He fucked me after, slow and loving, hands on my hips, his eyes locked on mine. When he finished, he held me close and stroked my hair, like I was the most precious thing he’d ever touched.

That night, lying in his arms, I felt something shift. Not just in me, but in the air around us. It was like we’d cracked the code of what marriage was supposed to be—a secret pact, a dirty little arrangement that made the world ours for the taking.

Keith stroked my hair, his voice soft. “You’re different lately,” he said. “Happier.”

I nuzzled into his chest, letting him feel the truth in my bones. “So are you.” I giggled a little, “You’re so horny.”

He squeezed me tighter. “I was worried about you, you know? New city, new neighborhood. But I like the new you - keep doing whatever you’re doing.”

I lay there, thinking of the men who had used me that day. Marcus, with his cocky smile. Jamal, with his soft hands and gentle words. Deon, who could barely meet my eyes but always left bruises on my hips. I thought of Maria, cheering me on, never judging, always wanting more for me than I wanted for myself.

And I thought of Keith, holding me in the dark, trusting me without a word, loving every broken part of who I was.

It was the first time I realized I didn’t have to choose.

I could have both.

The next morning, I texted Marcus: “Friday. Alley party. Make it a big one.”

He replied, “You sure?”

I looked at Keith, asleep beside me, arms tangled around my waist, his face peaceful for the first time in years.

“Yeah,” I wrote back. “I want it all.”

On Friday, I went to the garage and let them use me—Marcus, Jamal, Deon, the Yankees twins, even Willie. I let them take turns, let them mess me up, let them paint me with every color they had. I came home with hair wild, pussy raw, skin sticky with the effort of six different men.

Keith was there, waiting.

He didn’t ask questions. He didn’t care.

He just took me to bed, licked me through two orgasms, and made love to every inch of me.

We lay together after, breathing in time, the city alive outside our window.

I was Alley Kat.

I was Keith’s wife.

And for the first time, both felt like enough.


Chapter 17: The Proposition

The alley behind the bodega was alive, the way it always got around three o’clock. The city’s noon heat hadn’t broken yet, and everything smelled like old bread and fried meat and the sweet, rotten perfume of a hundred dumpsters lined up like dominoes against the fence. I sat on an overturned milk crate, knees spread, picking at the label on a grape Fanta, and listened to Marcus argue with Jamal about whether the Eagles could beat the Cowboys with a third-string quarterback.

I felt easy here, invisible but not. I’d learned the rhythm of their jokes, how to float just under the surface, always available for a one-liner or a laugh, never too desperate for the spotlight. Marcus sometimes let his hand rest on my thigh for whole minutes at a time, and when he did, I felt the world get smaller and safer, like the only thing that mattered was the weight of his palm and the slow flex of his fingers through the denim.

Deon and Dwayne huddled over a spliff, passing it slow, careful not to ash on their new sneakers. Maria was somewhere up the block, probably hunting down a smoke or trading gossip with the women outside the nail shop. Everything in the air was lazy, predictable, a held breath waiting to be exhaled.

I’d just started to relax when my phone buzzed in my pocket. I ignored it at first, figuring it was Maria or maybe a spam text from the old Ohio group chat that wouldn’t die. Then it buzzed again, and again, three times in a row, desperate and staccato, like a fire alarm going off in a funeral home.

I fished it out, thumb greasy with Fanta, and nearly dropped it when I saw the name.

Keith.

I stared at the screen, stomach flipping. For a second, I thought about not opening it, about shoving the phone back in my pocket and pretending I’d never seen it. But the old suburban guilt—Ohio, midwestern, hard-wired—made me swipe it open before I could talk myself out of it.

“Home early. In by 3:30. Got some news. Can you be here?”

My throat went dry. I checked the time. 3:07.

He’d be home in less than twenty minutes. My mind played out a hundred disasters: him finding a stray hair on the sheets, or a condom wrapper in the trash, or a strange fresh smell on the pillows. Or worse, him waiting in the living room, empty beer bottle on the table, voice tight with suspicion as he asked what I’d been doing all afternoon.

I felt my heart jump, then settle, then jump again, like a puppy learning to bark.

I looked up and caught Marcus watching me, eyebrow cocked.

“Everything cool?” he asked, voice low enough that only I could hear.

I nodded, but my hand was shaking. “Keith’s home early,” I said. “He wants to see me.”

Jamal snorted. “Uh-oh. Trouble in paradise?”

Marcus squeezed my knee, not letting go. “You want to bounce, we got you,” he said, but I knew he liked it best when I stayed right where I was.

I thought about standing, about excusing myself and making a clean break. But instead, I looked at Marcus and whispered, “I want to make it weird.”

He grinned, sharp and white. “Go for it,” he said, the pride in his face was real.

I checked the time again—3:09. Every minute mattered.

I turned to Deon, who was closest, his lips slick with blunt resin and the end of his last insult to Jamal. “You free?” I asked, a little louder than I meant.

He blinked, then caught the drift. “Right here,” he said, already unzipping.

The men around the crate barely flinched. They’d seen it a hundred times. To them, it was just another Tuesday. But for me, every blowjob was still a performance, a little dare, a way to carve my initials into the moment.

I dropped to my knees in the gravel, the ground gritty and hot through the rips in my jeans. Deon’s cock was already half hard, the tip shiny with a bead of pre-cum. He smelled like sweat and weed and the synthetic fruit punch of the gas station condoms he sometimes used, and when I wrapped my lips around the head, he sucked in a breath and leaned back against the wall, letting it happen.

I sucked him slow, savoring the rush, the way every tongue flick made him twitch and curse under his breath. I wanted the taste, the mess, the power of it. I wanted to fill my mouth with something so raw and animal that it would stain my teeth, so I could carry it home like a secret weapon, like a loaded gun under the tongue.

“Shit,” Deon muttered, hand on my scalp, not quite pushing but guiding. “You got magic lips, Kat.”

I worked him deeper, letting spit run down my chin, playing with the tip until he started to shake. The other guys watched, eyes half-lidded, not with hunger but with approval, like I was a contestant on a game show and they’d all bet on me to win.

I swallowed him all the way, breathing through my nose, feeling the way the head flared at the back of my throat. He gasped, hips jerking, and I knew he was close.

I stroked Deon’s balls, gentle, then sucked him hard and deep, twisting my wrist the way he liked. He let out a sound that was half a yell, half a sob, and came in a hot rush, salty and bitter and thick, flooding my mouth until I had to swallow twice to keep it all down.

I held it there, let it sit heavy on my tongue, the taste as bright and tangy as egg drop soup. I licked him clean, then tucked him back in and zipped him up with a flourish.

He grinned at me, eyes wide. “Damn, Alley Kat.”

I checked my phone. 3:14.

I stood, knees wobbly, and turned to Marcus. “Does it show?”

He looked at my face, then my mouth, then the slick trail of spit down my chin. “Yeah, but in a good way.”

I wanted to savor the aftertaste, let it hang in my mouth all the way home.

I said my quick goodbyes, trading fist bumps and one last ass squeeze from Jamal. Then I ducked behind the fence, spat once to clear my throat, and took off at a run, sneakers slapping the cracked sidewalk all the way back to my house.

Every step, I felt the taste of Deon in my mouth, bitter and mean, the flavor curling up behind my teeth. I didn’t rinse it out, didn’t even sip from the Fanta in my hand. I wanted it pure, undiluted, the real thing.

I hit my stoop at 3:24, chest heaving, sweat sticking my t-shirt to my back. I looked up at the house—blinds half-closed, the faintest glow of TV through the curtains—and felt the nerves hit all at once.

I took a breath, closed my eyes, and tasted the cum again, thick and alive on my tongue.

Then I opened the door, and stepped inside.

***

Keith was waiting for me on the couch, a bottle of IPA balanced on his thigh and his phone in his hand, scrolling with a restless thumb. He’d changed out of his work shirt into the old college hoodie that always smelled faintly of cigarettes and aftershave. The house felt too clean, too bright, like he’d been killing time by disinfecting every inch until there wasn’t a molecule of alley left.

He heard the door slam and looked up, face cracking into a practiced smile. “Hey,” he said. “You made good time.”

“Yeah,” I said, breathless. I kicked off my shoes by the door, tried to smooth down my hair with one hand, and felt the cold sweat of the sprint still clinging to my back. My lips tingled with the memory of Deon’s cock, the taste of him alive and mean behind my teeth.

I made a point of not looking at the mirror in the hall. I didn’t want to see what I’d become.

I dropped my backpack by the kitchen counter and went straight to Keith, settling onto the couch next to him with a gravity that was half exhaustion and half hunger.

He watched me, eyes a little narrowed. “Everything okay?”

“Yeah. Just a lot today.” I reached for him, pulled his face to mine, and kissed him hard, not gentle or coy but all in, tongue deep, lips parted, the way Marcus always wanted.

Keith stiffened, surprised, then opened up and let me in. I worked my tongue against his, slow and deliberate, making sure he tasted every molecule of the alley still swirling in my mouth. I grabbed his jaw, held him there, and sucked his bottom lip before letting go.

He pulled back, dazed. “Wow. That’s—new.”

I licked my lips. “I missed you.”

He smiled, and I could see the pink flush in his ears, the way his hand trembled a little when he set the beer on the table. “Did you eat?” he asked.

I shook my head, heart racing, wondering if cum counted as food.

He kissed me again, softer this time, then pulled me into his lap. “You want to hear my news?” he said, voice gone low and serious.

I nodded, afraid to speak.

He tucked a stray hair behind my ear and stared at me for a long second, like he was trying to memorize the shape of my face. “So, you know that project I’ve been killing myself over?”

“Yeah?”

He took a breath. “They want me on it full time. Not just Philly—HQ. Permanent. I’d be running my own team.”

I tried to smile, but it felt tight. “That’s great, Keith.”

He grinned, relief breaking over his face. “It is. It means we can stop stressing about rent. We can finally look at houses. Proper houses.”

My throat closed. “You mean…”

He nodded. “Suburbs, Kath. Real neighborhoods, not this.” He gestured at the window, the entire block outside. “We could have a yard. Maybe even a dog.”

My hands gripped the cushion so hard my nails left marks.

Keith was still talking, words tumbling out in a rush. “There’s this place out in Manayunk—two stories, finished basement. I made an appointment for Saturday. We could see it together. It’s close to the river, you could run every morning, maybe start fresh. You’d love it.”

The walls of the living room pulsed, the ceiling closing in.

I stared at the lamp by the TV, at the bowl of pot-pourri on the table, at the way Keith’s smile wavered when he realized I wasn’t smiling back.

He reached for my hand. “I thought you’d be happy.”

I nodded, but my whole body rebelled.

I thought about the alley, about Marcus’s hands on my hips, the way Jamal and the others cheered me on, the way Willie’s sweat slid down my legs as he took me from behind. I thought about the taste in my mouth, about the ache between my legs, about the name they called me now—Alley Kat, the only woman in the world who could take five cocks in a row and still come home to a husband who said he loved her.

“Of course I’m happy,” I said, voice flat. “It’s just… a lot.”

Keith studied me, eyebrows knitting together. “You sure?”

I nodded again, but he knew. He always did.

He squeezed my hand, then let go. “It’s a big change,” he said, voice thin. “But I think we need it. I think you need it.”

I swallowed, the taste of Deon still burning on my tongue.

Keith looked at me, really looked, and for a second I thought he might see everything—the alley, the blowjobs, the way I let strange men use my mouth and then ran home to kiss him with their cum still wet on my lips.

But he said nothing. He just watched, silent and patient, waiting for me to make the next move.

I sat there, paralyzed, and wondered if I’d ever be ready to leave this block.

***

The silence stretched. Keith just looked at me, his face unreadable, as if he was waiting for the punchline to land, or maybe just watching to see if I’d crack under the weight of it all. His fingers drummed the arm of the couch, steady, never out of rhythm.

I tried to say something—anything—but my tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth, glued in place by the aftertaste of someone else’s cum. My hands were still gripping the cushion, knuckles white, like I was hanging from the edge of a roof and the only thing below was oblivion.

Finally, Keith broke.

He laughed. Not a mean laugh, or even a nervous one—just a real, full-throated sound, like he’d been holding it in all day and couldn’t take it anymore.

“Relax, Kath,” he said, still grinning. “I was fucking with you.”

My jaw went slack. “What?”

He wiped his eyes. “The Manayunk house. The suburbs. The dog. I mean, it’s all on the table, sure, but… come on. You’d lose your mind after a week out there. You can’t even handle Cherry Hill for a day, remember?”

He leaned back, smiling, and let the laughter echo off the ceiling.

My body sagged, all the tension leaking out at once. I went limp, eyes unfocused. For a second, I thought I might cry from pure relief.

Then Keith turned serious, his gaze cutting through me. “You really thought I wanted to drag you away from all this? From your friends? From… everything you got going on?”

I blinked. “I don’t know. I thought—”

He cut me off. “Kath. I know about Marcus. I know about the alley. The bodega. The men.”

My whole body went numb, like someone had turned off all my nerves.

Keith’s voice was gentle. “You think I don’t see it? You think I don’t notice when you come home with that look, or the marks, or the way you taste?”

He reached for my hand again, softer this time. “I’ve known for months, Kath.”

My heart hammered. “How?”

He shrugged. “Sometimes you’re subtle. Sometimes you’re not. Sometimes the neighbors talk. Sometimes Maria’s Instagram is a little too public. But mostly, it’s the marks, and you smelling like pot and cum.”

I felt the blood drain from my face. “You… you’re not mad?”

He laughed again, softer now. “Mad? Kath, I’m excited.”

I stared at him, mouth open, not believing.

He squeezed my hand. “Do you know how hot it is? The idea of you out there, with those guys? Of you letting them do whatever they want, then coming home to me with it still fresh on your skin? Inside you?”

He leaned in, eyes blazing. “Sometimes I jerk off to your crusty panties and clothes. Sometimes I wait until late for you to come back, just so I can taste them on your lips.”

I felt dizzy, the room tilting. “You… you want me to keep doing it?”

He grinned, wide and wolfish. “More than anything. Jesus Kath, don’t you remember me pushing you so hard to try swinging? It wasn’t so that I could bang other women, it was so I could watch you with other men.”

He looked at me like he used to, like when we were first together. “I don’t know what changed, but this is awesome. I’m just sad that I couldn’t get you to try it before - we wasted so many years.”

I swallowed, the taste of Deon still alive in my mouth, but now it tasted different—sharper, sweeter, electric.

Keith’s hand slid to my thigh, squeezing, his fingers digging in. “You know what I want, Kath? I want you to be the Alley Kat. I want you to be the girl everyone talks about. I want you to be the pass-around girl. Then I want you to come home and let me take you back.”

I didn’t know what to say, so I just let the words hang there.

Keith leaned back, the weight of the moment gone, replaced by a pure, mean joy.

“I mean it, Kath. No more secrets. No more guilt. Just… go wild.”

My mind was processing his words, wondering if I had passed out in the alley and was dreaming this.

Keith looked at me, examining my outfit, a grin forming on his face. “I really like your new outfits, especially when you’re braless like this.” I could see him getting hard as he asked, “Do you wear panties?”

“Sometimes, not always,” I said softly, riding the numbness to see where this ended. He nodded, staring at me like I was lunch and he was starving.

“I imagine you with a shirt like that, a skirt, and no bra or panties. Or a sundress with nothing underneath.” He met my eyes, “For them.”

“You really want that?” I asked, finally realizing this was really his fantasy.

“Yes!” he said enthusiastically, running his hand under my shirt to fondle my nipples. “Maybe I can pick your outfits?” He kissed my neck and said, “I really want this. You got it?”

I nodded, barely breathing.

“Good,” he said. “Now go brush your teeth. You taste like dick.”

He smacked my ass, stood up, and vanished into the kitchen, whistling.

I sat there, stunned, staring at the spot where he’d been, the echo of his words vibrating in my skull.

I ran my tongue over my teeth, savoring the last, bitter bite of Deon.


Chapter 18: The Witness

As we approached Carlos’ garage, Keith held my hand. He was more nervous than I was, even though I was the one going to get wrecked. I thought back on the conversation with Marcus, when I invited him over to the house. I think Marcus was actually a little scared - who really wants to talk to the husband of the woman you’ve been fucking?

Keith was a champ. He broke the ice immediately after handing Marcus a beer, “So, you’re the one that’s been passing Kathy around to your friends?” I grinned as I remembered how Marcus choked and beer came out of his nose. That was the only time I’d even seen Marcus off his footing.

After that, it was fairly simple and friendly - Keith thanked Marcus, actually thanked him, for “turning me out.” He said he’d like to go to some of the parties, and wanted Marcus to make sure I had anything I wanted, as long as I came home safe. It took another beer before Marcus knew it was true, and he grinned and slapped Keith on the back.

***

So here we were, the first “show” that Marcus arranged.

I knew before I even knocked that this wasn’t a night for Marcus, or Jamal, or any of the old crew. Marcus’s messages had been full of hungry emojis and “wait til you see what I got for u,” and when I texted back “wild card?” all he wrote was “You’ll fucking love it.”

The windows were blacked out, the side door chained. We waited until the street was empty, then slipped through the alley gate and knocked the code Marcus taught me—three sharp, one slow.

It swung open on the third try, hinges shrieking, and a wall of heat and weed-smoke hit me in the chest. The lights were dim, the only real glow coming from the TV in the corner, flickering football highlights over the shadows. The air stank of motor oil, burnt rubber, and sweat, plus the sharp chemical tang of something way stronger than vodka.

Marcus grinned at Keith and said, “Wait for two minutes, then come in and sit at the poker table.”

Marcus took my hand and led me in while Keith watched me, grinning. He was definitely up for the show.

In the center of the garage, towering over the card table, was a man I’d never seen before. Not a guy—this was a man, easily six-five and maybe two-fifty, with a bald head polished to chrome and a beard so thick it looked bulletproof. His eyes caught me immediately, dark and mean, and the corner of his mouth twisted up in a smile that didn’t reach them.

Marcus stood next to him, grinning. “Kat, meet Big Lou. Lou, this is the Alley Kat.”

Lou looked me up and down, not even pretending to be polite. He wore a wife-beater and basketball shorts, no shoes, no socks, arms slick with sweat and paint and something like dried blood. His hands were huge, callused, veins popping along the knuckles. He held a beer in one paw, and when he took a swig, the bottle vanished.

He said nothing.

Marcus stepped between us, hands out like a referee. “You up for this, Kat?”

He didn’t mean the party. He meant Lou. I could see it in the way Marcus wouldn’t quite meet my eyes, the way he hovered, nervous for the first time since the night he introduced me to his cousin in the backseat of a Monte Carlo.

I wanted to run. My pulse hammered in my chest, but all I could think was: this is what you wanted, isn’t it? This was a little different from when we played around during dominoes or poker. I was being offered as meat, to a stranger. I felt my pussy already leaking, hoping he wouldn’t hurt me too much, but some.

“Yeah,” I said, voice barely a whisper. “I’m in.”

Lou’s eyes flicked to Marcus, and for a split second I thought they’d laugh, or make a joke about white girls with death wishes. Instead, Lou set his beer on the table and gestured to the mattress in the corner.

“Get on your knees,” he said. His voice was gravel. “Clothes off.”

Marcus didn’t move to help me, and that made it worse. I fumbled with the buttons of my shirt, hands shaking. The night air was chilly, but sweat prickled my skin as I stripped down to my underwear—cheap black thong, nothing else.

Lou snorted, unimpressed. “Lose it,” he growled, so I did.

I got on the mattress, knees sinking into the sweat-and-lube-soaked foam. Lou circled me, slowly, letting the silence stretch. He reached down and grabbed my hair in a fist, twisting it until my scalp screamed. His hand was enormous enough to palm my whole skull.

He yanked my head up, then spat in my mouth. “Keep it there.”

I did.

Marcus lit a blunt and leaned back against the wall, already hard under his sweats, but this wasn’t for him. He was a spectator, and so was I. I noticed Keith sneak in and take a seat like he was watching an execution.

Lou unzipped his shorts and let his cock flop out. It was thick, veined, the head already purple and angry. He slapped it against my cheek, then jammed it between my lips so hard my teeth rattled. He held my jaw, pried it open, and shoved his dick down my throat until I gagged so loud it echoed.

“That’s it,” he said, and started to fuck my face.

He didn’t build up. There was no rhythm, no gentleness. Just full force, each thrust deeper and faster, my nose mashed against his belly, my air cut off so I could only breathe when he pulled out to slap my cheek or spit on me again.

My eyes watered instantly. Snot and spit dripped off my chin, pooling on my tits and the filthy mattress. Lou’s hands never let up—he’d grab my ears, my hair, the back of my neck, steering my head like he was shifting gears.

He started talking, low and mean: “Look at you. Fucking mess. You ever take one this big, girl? You ever get fucked for real?” Every word was a challenge, and I didn’t have a voice to answer with.

He pulled out, finally, and my head snapped forward, coughing. He slapped my cheek, not hard enough to hurt, just enough to say “pay attention.” I looked up, and saw Marcus’s face—hungry, focused, his cock out and in his fist.

Then, in the corner, the movement. I blinked, thinking it was a trick of the light, but then I saw him for real: Keith. Half in shadow, arms folded, his face focused and still as bone.

He watched me the way you’d watch a car crash on the news—distant, horrified, unable to look away, but with a smile on his face.

I felt a spark in my chest. He’s really watching.

Lou yanked me upright, then bent me over the mattress, face down, ass up. He spat on his hand and smeared it across my pussy, not gentle, just making sure I’d slide. Then he lined up and pushed in, all the way, with one brutal thrust.

I screamed, but the sound was muffled by the foam. He fucked me like he hated me—no warm up, no pretense, just slamming in and out, his hips smacking my ass so hard I saw stars. Each time he bottomed out, I felt the head of his cock hammer my guts, bruising me from the inside out.

Marcus circled around, filming on his phone, the red light blinking in the dark. “You good, Kat?” he called, but he knew I couldn’t answer.

Lou grabbed both my wrists and pinned them behind my back, using them as handles. “He said, you good, Alley Kat?”

I croaked, “Yeah,” but it came out as a whimper.

He laughed, then fucked me harder. Sweat dripped off his chin, pooling in the small of my back. He alternated between slapping my ass and digging his nails into the flesh, marking me, claiming me.

At one point, he pulled out and shoved his thumb in my ass. I jerked, but he just spat and forced it deeper, then crammed his cock back in, both holes stuffed and stretched.

“Take it,” he snarled. “Take all of it.”

I did.

I loved it.

My whole body was one long, unbroken ache—every nerve ending lit up, every inch on fire. I felt the mattress soak through with my sweat, my spit, the fluids leaking out of me.

I wanted to look at Keith, to see if he was hard, to see if he was hating this or loving it or both. But Lou wouldn’t let up. He pulled my hair, bent my head back, and made me look at the ceiling while he jack hammered into me.

I came, somehow, right then—clit untouched, just the pain and pressure and the knowledge that my husband was in the room, watching a stranger turn me inside out.

I moaned, loud and desperate, and Lou barked a laugh. “Yeah, you like that, huh? You fucking whore. You want more?”

He started fucking me so hard I thought I’d break in half. Marcus moved in for the close-up, filming the whole thing, the flash going off, the sound of his own breathing ragged and harsh.

When Lou finally came, he pulled out at the last second, sprayed my lower back, then wiped his cock off on my hair.

He stepped back, breathing hard, sweat pouring off him.

I collapsed onto the mattress, shaking; the mess running down my thighs and pooling under my hips. For a minute, no one said anything. Even Marcus was quiet, just recording the slow drip of cum as it oozed onto the sheet.

I rolled onto my back, eyes unfocused, and stared at the ceiling, as I listened to Lou pull on clothes and follow Marcus to the door.

That’s when Keith stepped out of the shadows.

He walked over to the mattress, eyes locked on mine, and knelt next to me. I saw the bulge in his pants, the wet stain at the front, and the wild, bright look in his eyes.

He didn’t say a word.

He just reached out, stroked my cheek, then pressed his forehead to mine.

***

For a long minute, Keith and I just breathed. The door banged shut after Big Lou, and the garage felt cold and hollow, every sound sucked out except our heartbeat in the air.

My body was a wreck. My knees burned from the friction. My ass throbbed, purple and raw where Lou’s hands had left fingerprints. Sweat dried on my skin in salty webs. My hair was plastered to my face with a cocktail of spit, cum, and tears. It was the worst I’d ever looked, and I’d never felt more beautiful.

Keith’s hand shook a little as he brushed hair from my face. He looked at me like he was seeing a ghost, or a god.

“Are you okay?” he whispered.

I tried to laugh, but my throat was wrecked. “Yeah,” I croaked. “I’m perfect. That was nothing compared to the gang bangs.”

He pulled me up to sit, found a half-clean towel on a workbench, and wrapped it around my shoulders. He knelt in front of me, hands on my knees, eyes locked on mine. I saw the question in his face: Are you mad at me? Was this too much? Did I break you?

I shook my head before he could even speak. “I wanted this,” I said. “I wanted you to watch.”

He nodded, slow. “I did,” he said. “I watched the whole thing.”

He took my hand, thumb rubbing circles into my palm. “I’ve never been so turned on in my life. Is that… is that fucked up?”

“No,” I said. “Or maybe yes. But it’s us.”

He laughed, relief flooding his face. “You should have seen yourself.”

“Did you like it?”

He groaned, dropping his head. “I almost came in my pants. I had to bite my hand to keep from coming before he finished with you.”

I smiled, remembering the look on his face as Lou destroyed me, the way his own cock strained behind his jeans.

He kissed my hand, then my wrist, then up my arm, slow and reverent. “I’ve never seen you like that before.”

“Like what?”

“So alive,” he said. “Like you were finally doing something you love.”

I wanted to cry again, but the tears were gone. “That’s what I want to be,” I said. “Free. Wild. Messy.”

He nodded. “Good.”

We sat there in silence, the only noise the tick of the garage clock, the hum of the city outside.

Keith looked at me, wiped some cum from my face, licked his finger. “You’re so fucking hot, Kath.”

“Do you want to fuck me?” I whispered.

He nodded, so fast it was almost a twitch.

“Here?” I asked.

He looked around at the ruined mattress, the cum and sweat and handprints everywhere. “I want you everywhere,” he said. “I want to be the last one tonight.”

He stripped off his clothes, awkward and eager, and I saw he was still hard, the head purple and leaking. He knelt on the mattress, pressed my knees apart, and slid into me without preamble.

He fucked me like a man who’d been starving for months. There was no gentleness left in us; it was all hunger, all friction, all the need that had built up over a thousand dead nights in Ohio, and all the shame that had finally burned away.

We kissed, tongues desperate, lips swollen. I tasted Lou on his mouth and me on his fingers. He grabbed my ass with both hands, squeezed until I yelped, then buried his face in my hair and fucked me until I broke again, body spasming, every nerve on fire.

When he came, he pulled out and sprayed my stomach, then scooped it up with his hand and fed it to me, finger by finger, until I licked him clean.

He collapsed next to me, both of us sprawled on the mattress, bodies tangled and sticky.

We lay there, breathing, the sound of our hearts filling the room.

After a while, he rolled over and looked me in the eye.

“What do you want next?” he asked.

I thought about it. About the suburb house with the gray vinyl siding, the quiet streets and the empty kitchen. About Marcus, and Jamal, and the domino table, and the way every man in the city looked at me when I walked down the street. About the taste of sweat and beer, the slam of hips, the laughter, the attention, the heat.

“I want to invite them all over,” I said.

He blinked. “Who?”

“Everyone,” I said. “The entire crew. I want you there. Watching. Maybe… joining in.”

He grinned, wolfish. “Yeah?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I want to see what it feels like to get used by every man in West Philly, with you cheering me on.”

He shivered, just hearing it. “That’s what I want, too.”


Epilogue

I kept up as Alley Kat, and Keith kept loving me. He eventually convinced me that the sticky used mattress at Carlos’ shop was fine for impromptu fucks, but I should have a “love shack” like Maria’s.

So within two weeks, Keith had converted our garage into a “love shack,” red lights, waterproof mattress cover, and racks of lube, condoms, toys, towels and Febreeze. And of course, cameras (for safety) but they were all pointed at the bed, none outside or watching the door.

As much as I gave, Keith was never shocked, and always wanted to “reclaim me” after other men used me. I dialed it back a little, enjoying fun behind the bodega, and parties - not every one turned into a fuck fest, but more often than not, I came home sloppy, or brought them to my “love shack,” cameras recording every thrust and moan for my loving husband..

Sometimes he’d ask me to go to the bodega, telling me to get cream. I’d kid him, “You sure like cream.”

He’d look at me with hungry eyes, “I like how you feel after Willie stretches you.” God, he was as horny as me now.

Maria was still ever-present, and openly ogled Keith when she visited. I gave her permission to borrow him if she ever got the chance - I wanted to know what it was like to watch your spouse fuck someone else. Maybe I’d like it as much as Keith.

Now, when I looked in the mirror, I saw both Alley Kat and Keith’s wife. I was sexy, wild, and loved. My life no longer felt like a death march through boredom, it was a dance in the rain.

I was Alley Kat.


Other Works You May Like

Peaches loves to write about sexual adventures, whether similar to ones she has actually experienced or complete flights of (horny) fancy. While some of her stories are based upon her adventures, often embellished to fit her wicked memories, others are based upon her nearly-constant dreams and daydreams about sexual adventures.

Peaches is always open to new storylines, so be sure to share your requests in your ratings comments!  Also be sure to check out her other works from her Amazon Author Page .

A couple of her works are detailed below:
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Sarah’s Jamaican Awakening: A Wife Works the Streets 

Sarah's world has always been one of normality. Her sister Holly, however, thrives in sensual chaos. Her string of black skinned "Bulls," as she calls them, tells of a life of untamed passion, a world far removed from Sarah's comfortable existence with her loving husband, Barry. But when Barry encourages Sarah to explore her desires during a conference trip to Jamaica, everything changes.

Sarah finds herself surrounded by a sea of attractive dark bodies and hungry smiles. The allure of their lust is undeniable, and Sarah suddenly understands her sister’s cravings. When Sarah meets Jocko, whose powerful personality matches his physique, she feels a connection she's never felt before. What starts as a flirtation turns into nights of brutal passion, releasing the true submissive Sarah.

Jocko’s spell over Sarah is so complete that when he passes her around to his friends, as someone would lend a tool, she happily complies, returning after each is finished using her, eager to see the satisfaction in Jocko’s eyes.

Sarah quickly realizes that she enjoys being treated as an object more than she ever imagined, and agrees to be another of Jocko’s girls, available for sale on the street for any act. Her new life feels so exciting and real, that she is jolted when her trip to Jamaica ends, and Barry takes her back to her life of normality.
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The Black Bull’s Wives: A Neighborhood's Dark Bargain

They moved for peace, but found a hidden world of temptation. When Greg and Wendy stumble into the discreet, thrilling scene of their neighbors , an innocent foray into swinging spirals into something far more dangerous and deliciously binding.

Kenny, with his magnetic allure and undeniable power, introduces them to a lifestyle where wives are shared, and every boundary is blurred. But as Wendy delves deeper into this erotic underworld , she uncovers a secret that flips her world upside down: Kenny isn't just a swinger; he's a master of desire , orchestrating a lucrative trade in neighborhood wives.

Instead of repulsion, a new, thrilling desire awakens within Wendy. She sees a path to ultimate liberation, convincing Greg to completely surrender her to Kenny's will, to be his primary property.

What could possibly be in it for Greg? A shocking, irresistible side benefit: as Wendy embraces her new life with Kenny, three of the "owned" women, now free to explore their own desires under Kenny's banner, move in with Greg. His home transforms into a haven of shared pleasure, while Wendy, happy that Greg has found his own version of bliss, revels in being Kenny's most prized possession.


Blacked Wives Series
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If you love stories about wives succumbing to taboo urges, you should love the stories in the Blacked Wives  series. Stories of wives seducing black lovers, being seduced by big black men, or given by their husbands to be used and stretched. Each is a standalone story of heated conversions.
Taking Their Deposits
Brown Always Delivers
Sampling the Butcher’s Meat
Cleaning Her Pipes
Extra (Big) Credit
Pickle Balled
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Caylee, Laid of Honor. A Wife’s Interracial Revenge
Caylee was in a failing marriage, miserable with her husband and lack of sex life. A trip to London for her sister’s wedding was the perfect break.
When Caylee met Jenni’s fiance, Jimmy, she was surprised at how attractive her new black husband was. She was equally floored by Jenni’s black boyfriend, who was Jimmy’s best mate.
After Jenni explained their open marriage, she offered Jimmy as a loaner bedmate. As Jimmy’s friends regularly stopped by to hook up with Jenny, Caylee became so aroused that she couldn’t resist, and took her sister’s cuckold fiance to bed.
To her surprise, Jenni was happy to share, and offered other men to her sister. How far would Caylee go to get even with her cheating husband and satisfy her newfound hunger for large black men?
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