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Introduction



It started with a simple gesture of professional hospitality—a brief favor for our largest accounting client. We thought we were simply opening our spare bedroom to a foreign contractor from Kenya for a few weeks. Instead, we opened our lives to a dominant force that exposed every single crack in our marriage. Jomo read our submissive, non-confrontational natures within hours. When his heavy, jet-black hands first gripped Abbie's thick, pale backside right in front of me, I stayed frozen in the kitchen, paralyzed by a sharp, addictive spike of voyeuristic arousal.

When I didn't fight back, the terms of our household changed forever.

Abbie didn't want to be a polite accountant anymore. Under Jomo’s crude, commanding gaze, she discovered a reckless, addictive thrill in being treated like a raw piece of transactional meat. This story documents her total physical surrender as she shed her safe wardrobe for easy-access clothes, living entirely for his physical convenience. Watch as her pale skin stretched to its absolute biological limits under the weight of massive black penises, and watch how my own manhood was joyfully broken as I became the dedicated visual champion of her absolute degradation, eagerly consuming the raw evidence left behind by Jomo and his friend Kofi before sending her off to be used by an entire crew.

What You Are Opening Tonight:

• Perspective: 1st Person Past Tense Husband POV
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one
The Corporate Request


Mike Woronowicz’s office was built to his scale, not ours, and lit like an operating room. The light came down flat and even from a grid of fluorescent panels, bleaching the color from the chrome-framed chairs and the glass-topped desk that was the size of a dining table. I sat with my laptop open, the quarterly figures glowing on the screen, my hands still. Beside me, Abbie held her purse in her lap with both hands, present but careful not to take up more space than necessary in a room that already felt claimed.

Watching him wipe a line of coffee from his chin with an expensive sleeve, I did the arithmetic. It was an involuntary tic. Mike Woronowicz represented eighteen percent of our total annual billing. Not a client, a load-bearing wall. Sixty-one thousand four hundred dollars last fiscal year, to be precise. The number ran through my head every time he opened his mouth, an automatic subtitle to whatever he happened to be saying. It ran through my head now.

“So,” Mike said, leaning back until his chair shifted with a dry plastic creak, “I got something I want to run by you two. Not business. Well.” He waved one thick hand, dismissing his own correction before it finished forming. “Kind of business.”

He filled the chair the way he occupied every room I had ever seen him in: spread wide, elbows out past the armrests, taking up the geometry of the space without seeming to notice he was doing it. I had spent fifteen years watching Mike Woronowicz fill rooms like that, and I had never once seen him shrink himself for anyone.

“We got this new visa program going,” he said. “Company sponsors it, brings in guys from overseas who already got the credentials, already know the trade, save me from training some kid out of a community college who thinks a level is optional. I brought in two project managers from Kenya. Good men. Serious, no bullshit, show up early, actually read the blueprints instead of eyeballing it.” He said this like a personal accomplishment, and from a business perspective, it was. “First one lands in four days. Second one comes in a few weeks after, once the first job’s underway.”

I nodded, the reflexive nod I gave to nearly everything Mike said, a nod that communicated engagement without committing me to anything. Abbie sat very still beside me.

“Here’s my problem,” Mike went on, and now his voice took on the particular register he used for problems, one that assumed the problem would shortly become someone else’s. “Short-term rental I lined up for the first guy fell through. Not fell through, exactly. Available date got pushed. Landlord’s redoing the floors or some such, won’t be ready for two weeks. And my guy’s on a plane in four days whether the floors are done or not.”

He spread his hands flat on the glass desktop, palms down, fingers thick and calloused despite the fact that I hadn’t seen him swing a hammer in at least a decade. It was a gesture I recognized from him, the physical equivalent of laying his cards on the table, though in my experience he only ever did it right before asking someone else to absorb an inconvenience.

“I just need somewhere to put him for a couple of weeks,” Mike said. “Nothing fancy. Guy’s used to job sites, used to worse than job sites, probably. Spare room, a bed, that’s it.”

I opened my mouth.

A graceful refusal formed in my head—something about renovations, liability, a full schedule. The words were there, reasonable and harmless, waiting behind my teeth. But then the number scrolled through my mind again—sixty-one thousand, four hundred—and the polite sentence dissolved before it could reach my lips. I closed my mouth and adjusted my glasses, buying two seconds of silence that cost me everything.

***

Abbie got there first. “We have a spare room,” she said, and her voice was a half-step quicker than her usual cadence, the words tumbling out before I could form any of my own. “It just sits there gathering dust, honestly. It would be no trouble.”

I turned my head toward her, the small motion feeling larger than it was, and I caught the flush climbing the base of her throat, a warm pink patch just above her collarbone that she usually only got after a second glass of wine or an unexpected compliment. Her fingers, which had been working the purse strap in slow, absent circles since we sat down, had gone still. She was leaning forward slightly in the chrome chair, shoulders squared toward Mike’s desk. It was an uncharacteristically direct posture for her, a physical claim on the conversation.

Mike grinned, a wide, genuine thing that showed most of his teeth, and brought one broad palm down flat on the glass desktop with a smack that made the coffee mug jump. “That’s what I’m talking about,” he said. “That’s exactly it. You two.” He shook his head, delighted with us, delighted with himself for having asked. “Always good people. I tell people that. I tell my wife, the Crosses, they’ll do right by you, every time.”

He leaned back again, the chair groaning, and I watched something shift in his expression, a kind of preemptive amusement settling into the lines around his mouth before he’d even said the next thing.

“Fair warning, though,” Mike said, and he said it the way he said most things, without any softening, without any sense that a warning ought to be delivered gently. “These boys come up through construction. Real construction, not some cushy office job with a hard hat for the photo. They’re not polite company. Rough around the edges. Talk dirty, don’t think twice about it, take up space like they own the room they’re standing in.” He chuckled, a low rolling sound that filled the office the way his voice filled every room he was in. “Not exactly your average houseguest, if you catch my drift.”

I watched Abbie’s face for the look I knew so well—the slight compression of her lips, the quick glance toward me that asked for an exit. I’d seen it a hundred times over eleven years whenever a conversation turned too loud or crude.

It didn’t come. Instead, her mouth curved into a small, composed smile, and her tongue touched her upper lip once, a quick, unconscious gesture I wouldn’t have noticed if I hadn’t been staring.

“That’ll be perfectly fine,” she said.

I felt, more than thought, the pressure of the moment resolving itself without me, the decision closing like a door I hadn’t quite reached in time to hold open. The revenue figure surfaced again, a silent conversation running underneath the spoken one. Sixty-one thousand four hundred dollars. Eighteen percent. I straightened in my chair and produced the most agreeable voice I owned.

“Yes,” I said. “Of course. Naturally, that’s not a problem at all.”

Mike clapped his hands together once, a single decisive crack of sound, and said, “Good. Good, that’s settled then,” with the satisfaction of a man closing out a line item on a punch list. He reached for the legal pad he never wrote on and, for once, actually pulled a pen from his shirt pocket, though he mostly used it to gesture rather than write.

“Guy’s name is Jomo Mwangi,” Mike said, pronouncing it carefully, the only careful thing I’d heard from him all afternoon. “Project manager, like I said, good credentials, worked commercial builds in Nairobi before he came over. He lands Thursday; I’ll have someone run him over from the airport straight to your place, save you the trip. Two weeks, three at the outside if the floor guy drags his feet, which he probably will.” He waved the pen. “Just needs a bed and a bathroom. He’s low maintenance. This guy isn’t looking for the Ritz; a spare room’s a palace compared to a trailer on a muddy job site.”

I nodded at each detail as it arrived, the arrival date, the name, the two weeks, the three at the outside, mentally slotting each detail into its own neat row, as though I could keep the situation contained simply by being precise about its dimensions. The fluorescent light hummed at a frequency I could feel in my back teeth, a low, persistent pressure I hadn't noticed until now. My hands were folded over the laptop in my lap, the lid closed now; the spreadsheet gone dark beneath it, the quarterly figures I’d been so carefully managing before this conversation started rendered suddenly and entirely irrelevant.

“Thursday,” I said, mostly to myself, mostly to confirm that I had heard it correctly, that the number had landed somewhere I could retrieve it later.

“Thursday,” Mike agreed, already reaching for his coffee mug, the matter closed. It was a favor extended and accepted with the easy confidence of a man who had never once had to consider what it might cost the people saying yes to him.

Beside me, Abbie had gone quiet again, her hands back on the purse strap, her expression settled into its usual polite warmth. If I hadn’t seen the flush at her throat and the small wet flick of her tongue only moments before, I might have believed nothing unusual had happened in that office at all.


two
The Arrival of Black Muscle


On Thursday, I watched the clock more than my spreadsheet. By six-thirty, I was standing in the front hallway with my hands jammed in my pockets, trying to look like a man who wasn’t waiting for a stranger to walk through his door. The porch light was on. I had turned it on myself, twice, once too early and once again after I convinced myself the first time hadn’t counted.

The knock, when it came, was a single hard rap, no hesitation in it, nothing like the polite double-tap the mail carrier used or the apologetic scratch of the Wilsons from next door. I opened the door, and the frame suddenly seemed to shrink around him.

Jomo Mwangi filled our doorframe, not with height, but with breadth. He stood on our welcome mat, a duffel bag hanging from one hand like it weighed nothing. He wore a plain dark shirt, sleeves pushed up, and the porch light carved out the dense muscle laid over his shoulders and down his arms—the kind from labor, not a gym. His skin was a deep, unbroken black that made my hand, when I finally stuck it out, look like something bleached and unfinished.

“Warren,” I said. “Warren Cross. Welcome, come on in, we’re so glad to have you.” The sentence came out a half register higher than I meant it to, thin through the nose, the same voice I used with clients who’d caught an error in their own books and were waiting to see if I’d flinch.

He looked down at my hand for a beat before he took it. His grip was not aggressive, not a contest, just enormous, my fingers disappearing into his palm the way a child’s hand disappears into a mitten, and then he let go and stepped past me into the house without waiting for me to finish stepping back out of the doorway. His gait was unhurried, almost lazy, but every footfall landed square and full, like he was testing the floor’s ability to hold him rather than simply walking across it. He set his duffel down just inside the entry, upright, exactly where he wanted it, and looked around my living room the way I imagined an appraiser might look at a house he was already planning to buy at half its value.

“Nice place,” he said, in a voice pitched low and even, with an accent that rounded some vowels and clipped others short. He didn’t sound especially convinced of his own compliment.

Abbie came out from the hallway then, wiping her palms once against her skirt before she stopped moving. She had on the cardigan she always wore around the house, buttoned over a blouse that covered her collarbone. Her hair was pulled back loosely, a few dark strands slipping free near her temple. I saw the color climbing up from her throat before she’d said a single word, a warm pink flush that had nothing to do with the temperature of the house.

“You must be Jomo,” she said. “I’m Abbie. It’s so nice to finally meet you.”

He turned toward her with the slow appraisal of a man who has already judged something worthy of his attention. His eyes went to her face first, only for a moment, and then down, an unhurried drift over her shoulders, her chest, the soft shape beneath the cardigan and blouse that she had never in eleven years of marriage worn to draw that kind of attention, and yet somehow could not fully hide either. He didn’t disguise what he was doing. He didn’t pretend to be looking at something else. He just looked, openly, the way he might look at a piece of lumber to judge whether it would bear weight, and he let the silence stretch a beat longer than it needed to before he spoke.

“Good house,” he said finally, and nothing else, as if the observation about the house and the observation about her had arrived from the same place and required no further separation.

I laughed, a short, useless sound that died almost as soon as it left me, and said something about how we’d just repainted the hall two summers back, a detail nobody had asked for and nobody needed. Nobody answered me. Jomo had already picked his bag back up.

I led him to the spare room; the words spilling out of me like a bad sales pitch. I pointed out the plain walls, the single window, the secondhand dresser we’d always meant to replace. Each detail felt like an apology. The room was small and unremarkable, made smaller by his presence in it, and I heard myself apologizing for its size before he’d even set down his bag.

Jomo set the duffel down at the foot of the bed and stood in the middle of the room, hands loose at his sides, and looked around slowly, the same appraising sweep he’d given the living room, except here it felt more deliberate, as if he were mentally placing his own things in the room instead of just noting ours. He ran one hand along the top of the dresser, and I watched his fingers, thick and blunt-tipped, the knuckles broad, the kind of hand that had spent years gripping tools and lumber and rebar, closing around things and not letting go until the job was done.

I stood in the doorway with my own hands hanging useless at my sides, pale and soft, fingers that had spent twenty years closing around nothing heavier than a pen and a calculator, and for a moment I felt the specific, familiar smallness that came over me sometimes in meetings with contractors twice my size, except this time there was no desk between us, no laptop, no spreadsheet to retreat behind. Just the two of us in a small guest room that suddenly felt smaller than it had five minutes earlier, and the dense, quiet fact of him taking up most of the air in it.

“This’ll do,” Jomo said, and it was not gratitude. It was a verdict.

***

Dinner was chicken and rice, the same chicken and rice Abbie had been making since roughly the second year of our marriage, reliable and unremarkable in the way that most of our shared life had become reliable and unremarkable, and we ate it under the flat overhead light at our rectangular table, the three of us arranged around plates that didn’t match because we’d broken half the set years ago and never replaced it.

Jomo ate without ceremony. He didn’t wait for anyone to say grace or comment on the food or otherwise perform the small social rituals I associated with a first dinner. He simply pulled his chair in, planted one elbow on the table’s edge, and ate with the unhurried efficiency of a man who had eaten a thousand meals like this one, on job sites, in trailers, standing up if he had to. He took up more of the table than his single chair should have allowed; his shoulders so wide that Abbie, seated to his left, had unconsciously angled her chair a few inches away to make room.

I tried to fill the space the way I usually filled space, with words. I asked him about the construction project, about Mike’s specialty in commercial builds, about whether the visa process had been complicated, and my sentences kept collapsing halfway through into quiet self-deprecating asides, a habit I fell into whenever a silence lasted more than three or four seconds. I heard myself saying something about how I was hardly a builder myself, ha, more of a numbers guy, really, the kind of remark that required no response and got none.

Jomo didn’t follow any of it. He answered the direct questions with single words, or with short sentences that closed the subject rather than opening it further, and then his attention drifted, deliberate and unapologetic, back across the table to Abbie.

He watched her reach for the serving dish; the soft flesh of her forearm catching the overhead light. He watched her tuck a loose strand of dark hair behind her ear, a small, unconscious gesture she’d probably made ten thousand times at this same table without anyone in the room registering it as anything at all. He watched the way her cardigan pulled slightly across her chest when she leaned forward, and he did not look away when I glanced at him, the way most people would have, embarrassed at being caught. He simply kept looking and let me see him do it.

“You hide big momo under that blouse, boss’s wife,” he said, flat and direct, leaning forward slightly over his plate.

The word landed in the middle of the table like something dropped from a height, and for a second all motion at the table ceased. My fork stopped an inch above my plate. I felt my mouth go slightly slack, the beginning of some sound I never managed to finish forming.

Abbie’s face went red, a deep flush that started at her throat and climbed all the way to her hairline in the space of one breath. Her eyes cut briefly toward me, quick and unreadable, before dropping to her plate. She did not correct him. She did not laugh it off the way I half expected her to, the way I would have expected any woman I knew to laugh off a remark like that, with a little embarrassed dismissal that closed the subject. Instead, she swallowed, reached for her water glass, and drank from it slowly, her throat working beneath the flush.

I opened my mouth. I fully intended, in that half second, to say something, some correction or joke or mild reproach that would restore the shape of the evening, but what came out was a soft, nasal exhale, not even a word, just air pushed through my nose, a sound that died before it could become a word.

Jomo had already moved on. “What time you want me at the site tomorrow,” he asked Mike’s absent authority through me, as though the last thirty seconds hadn’t happened at all, as though the comment had simply used itself up and required no further acknowledgment.

“Seven,” I said, too quickly, grateful for a question with a number in it. “Mike said seven, I believe, though I could double-check the email, if you—”

“Seven’s fine,” Jomo said, already reaching for the serving dish again, his forearm sliding across the table close enough to Abbie’s plate that the edge of his skin nearly brushed her wrist. I saw her nostrils flare, a small, sharp movement, and her jaw tightened as she chewed, working the food longer than she needed to, her eyes fixed somewhere in the middle distance past his shoulder.

The silence stretched. I cast around for something, anything, to fill it, but the words caught in my throat. I could only watch his forearm resting near Abbie’s plate, a dark, solid fact on our worn kitchen table.

“Two weeks,” Jomo said. “Maybe three.” He said it the way he’d said everything else, without any particular investment in the answer, and then he looked at Abbie again, openly, and added, “House is comfortable. I don’t mind staying.”

Abbie made a small sound in her throat that might have been agreement. She didn’t look up from her plate. Her hand, I noticed, had gone still around her fork, the tines resting against the rice without moving it, and the flush at her throat hadn’t faded at all, if anything it had deepened, spreading in soft uneven patches toward her collarbone where the top button of her blouse sat closed.

“Well,” I said, into the silence that followed, “that’s, that’s good, glad it’s working out,” and I heard how thin the words sounded even as I said them, how they trailed off into nothing useful, how the whole sentence existed only to fill a space that Jomo, unbothered, unhurried, didn’t seem to feel any need to fill at all.

He finished his plate before either of us finished ours, pushed back from the table with the same unhurried confidence he’d carried through the front door, and said, “Good food,” to Abbie directly, not to the table in general, and she managed a small nod without lifting her eyes from her lap.

I sat there with my fork still resting against my plate, the chicken and rice gone cold and forgotten in front of me, and I noticed that at some point I had stopped speaking altogether, and couldn’t remember exactly when.

***

The bedroom lamp threw its usual low, warm circle across the wall by the headboard, the rest of the room settling into the soft gray it always settled into once the overhead light went off. Abbie sat on the edge of the bed in her nightgown, her hair down now, loose around her shoulders, the flush from dinner still faintly visible along her throat even hours later, or maybe I only imagined it was still there because I couldn’t stop looking for it.

I stood at the dresser, moving through the nightly ritual of emptying my pockets: keys in the dish, phone face-down. I stalled, waiting for the complaint I was sure would come, about how Jomo was out of line, how we’d need to say something. I had my agreeable murmur all prepared, a simple sound to settle the matter so we could sleep.

“He made me feel something tonight,” Abbie said instead, quiet, not looking at me. “Something I haven’t felt in a long time.”

I set my phone down and didn’t pick anything else up. “What do you mean?”

She was quiet for a moment, studying her own hands in her lap, and when she finally looked up, it was toward the mirror above the dresser, meeting my eyes there rather than turning to face me directly. “His skin,” she said. “The way he moves. The size of him.” Her voice dropped lower, almost embarrassed, though nothing in her posture suggested embarrassment. “It’s intimidating. Genuinely. But it’s also—“ She stopped, and I watched her decide to finish the sentence, anyway. “Enticing. In a way I don’t really have a word for.”

I felt it arrive in my chest before I understood what it was: a specific pressure just beneath the sternum, warm and sudden, and my first assumption, honed by eleven years of marriage, was that it should be jealousy. I waited for the jealousy to catch up and take its proper shape. It never did. What arrived instead was older than that, something I recognized only distantly, a heat that had nothing to do with possessiveness and everything to do with the image I couldn’t stop assembling detail by detail against my will, Jomo’s dark hand against her pale skin, the size of him next to the size of her, and I hated the small helpless twist low in my stomach at the thought of it even as I felt it happening.

I said nothing. I stood at the dresser with my soft hands flat against its surface, my glasses catching a thin bar of lamplight across one lens, and I watched my own face in the mirror over her shoulder, slack and unreadable, my mouth refusing to form a single useful word.

Abbie watched me in the mirror too, waiting, I think, for something, a flicker of hurt or anger or even simple confusion, any reaction at all that would tell her what she’d just handed me. I gave her none of it. I couldn’t have told her what was actually moving through me even if I’d wanted to, because I didn’t have a clean name for it myself, only the thing itself, sitting there in my chest, warm and shameful and entirely unwilling to leave.

After a moment, she looked away first. She lay back on the bed, her hair spreading against the pillow, and stared up at the ceiling without saying anything else, her hands folded loosely over her stomach, the nightgown riding up slightly at her knee. The lamp went on burning beside her, and she didn’t reach over to turn it off, and neither did I.

I stayed at the dresser longer than I needed to, keys already in their dish, phone already face-down, nothing left in my pockets to empty, and I listened to the house the way I sometimes listened to it late at night when I couldn’t sleep, the refrigerator cycling on somewhere below us, the settling creak of the frame, and underneath all of it, or maybe only in my head, the fact of him down the hall in the spare room, filling that small space the way he’d filled every room since he’d stepped through our front door four hours earlier.

I did not turn off the lamp for a long time.


three
Testing the Soft Boundaries


The tap water was hot enough to sting, but I kept my hands under the stream. It was a useful kind of pain. I focused on the methodical work of it—rinse, stack, rinse again—letting the repetition and the steady hiss of the water build a wall of noise. Behind me, the refrigerator kicked into its low hum, a sound so familiar it was part of the silence. But I could still hear Abbie in the living room, the faint clink of glass on wood as she cleared the side table.

With a soapy plate in my hands, I looked up through the open doorway and saw Jomo crossing the living room carpet.

He didn’t announce himself. He never seemed to feel the need to, as if the act of entering a room and being noticed were two separate things he had no interest in connecting.

He came up behind Abbie while she was still bent slightly at the waist, reaching for the last glass, her gray skirt pulled taut across the wide curve of her hip, and he closed the distance between them without a word, without so much as a throat clear to warn her he was there.

I stood very still. The water kept running over my wrists, too hot now, though I didn’t move to adjust it.

His hand came down on her.

It landed flat first, the whole broad black palm settling against the round fullness of her backside through the thin gray fabric, and then his fingers curled and closed, and I watched the muscle in his forearm tighten as he squeezed, slow, deliberate, no hurry in it at all, the kind of grip a man uses when he already knows nobody in the room is going to tell him to stop. The fabric of her skirt bunched under his fingers, pulled tight in gray creases across the pale flesh beneath it, and his hand looked enormous against her, black and thick-knuckled against that soft gray curve, swallowing up more of her than I would have thought one hand could hold.

He bent his head down toward her ear. I couldn’t hear all of it; his voice was too low, pitched for her alone, but I caught enough. Something about hiding a lot back here. Something about a man getting his hands full.

Abbie didn’t move.

I watched her. She didn’t move. Her spine stayed bent over the table, the water glass frozen in her hand. The tendons on the back of her hand went slack; she was just holding it now, not gripping. I saw her nostrils flare—a quick, involuntary twitch I only caught because she was in profile. Then the color started, a deep flush crawling up from her throat, spreading across her neck and into her cheeks. Her hips didn’t shift. She didn’t pull away. She just stood there, accepting the weight of his hand as if it were an inevitability. And that stillness was worse than any struggle could have been. My hand went slack around the plate. I felt the soap-slick edge of it start to slip against my palm and I didn’t catch it fast enough, had to fumble it back into a proper grip with both hands, and the whole time my eyes stayed fixed on the two of them through that open doorway, on his black fingers spread wide against the pale gray fabric stretched over her, on the small tremor that ran through her shoulders when he squeezed a second time.

The second squeeze was slower than the first. He took his time with it, working his fingers into the give of her, and I watched the flesh yield under his grip, watched the fabric of her skirt shift and bunch and settle again, watched him lean his weight very slightly forward into his own hand as if testing how much give there really was, and there was a great deal, I knew, because I had held that same soft weight myself a thousand times over eleven years, in the dark, in bed, in ways that had never once looked like this, had never once been done in a lit room with her fully dressed and standing still ...while another man—a man my own height but made of dense, corded muscle where I was soft—decided, without asking, that he wanted his hand there.

I opened my mouth.

I want to be honest about what happened next, because it would be easy, telling this afterward, to claim some kind of paralysis, some frozen shock that excused me from acting. That wasn’t quite it. I felt the shape of the sentence rise up in me, the husband’s sentence, the one that starts with a name spoken sharply and ends somewhere in the neighborhood of that’s enough or hands off my wife or something with real teeth in it, words I had heard other men say in movies and in the break room at work when recounting some bar confrontation, ...words that belonged to a version of myself I had never actually inhabited but had always assumed was in there somewhere, dormant, the way a fire extinguisher hangs on a wall for years without ever being needed.

I felt that sentence rise, and then I felt it dissolve, the way a word dies on the tongue before it’s spoken, and underneath where it had been there was something else entirely, something low and hot pooling in my gut that I recognized with a kind of sick, immediate shame, because it wasn’t outrage at all. It was want. Not want to be him, not exactly, though there was some tangled version of that too, but want simply to keep watching, to see how far his hand would go, to see whether she would let it go further, and the wanting disgusted me even as it held me rooted at the sink with the water running hot over my wrists.

I made a choice: turned my eyes back to the sink. It was a choice. A small one, but a choice all the same. I focused on the plate, on a thin ring of grease clinging to the rim. My thumb worked at it under the water, scrubbing long after it was clean, just to have a reason for my hands to be moving. My fingers weren’t steady. I noticed it distantly, like a strange sound from another room. When I set the plate in the rack, it clacked against the one beside it, the sound enormous in the quiet that had swallowed the next room whole. The water kept running. I let it run.

From the living room, there was nothing. No word, no scrape of a chair, not even the small clink of Abbie setting down her glass. Just a thick, complete silence. I listened for a laugh, for some sound that would make the moment harmless. None came. There was only the hum of the refrigerator, the rush of water over my hands, and the sudden, scalding knowledge that I had looked away on purpose. And that some unnamed part of me had wanted to keep watching.


four
Open Permission


Iheld my position in the armchair, a man in a uniform of tight khakis and a coffee-stained polo, pretending a spreadsheet held any interest. The TV droned, the dishwasher hummed, but all of it was just background noise. The only sound that cut through was the wet, soft clack of Abbie’s tongue as she licked wine from her lip. I kept my glasses on, hoping the glare would act as a buffer, that the room would see the accountant before it saw the man who was listening so intently.

Abby sat on the couch, knees together, skirt pulled over them. Jomo sat beside her, not at the opposite end like a guest should, but right in the middle. His back was sunk deep into the cushion, right arm hooked across the backrest, left hand cradling a thick glass of ice water. The two of them filled the couch with an uncomfortable symmetry—her pale flesh a stark white against his deep black, her softness mirroring his hard muscle like a photographic negative.

They talked in low voices at first, words clipped and private. I pretended not to listen, but the hair on the backs of my arms was at full attention. I heard Jomo say, “You don’t eat enough. Need more meat on your bones,” and Abbie giggled, a quick exhale through the nose, nothing like her normal laugh.

He drained his water, set it down hard enough to rattle the coaster, and then—like it was the most casual thing in the world—he reached across and slid both hands up under the hem of Abbie’s top. Not a shy, exploratory touch, but a grab, a full and deliberate claim.

Jomo’s hands were massive; the veins across the backs of them raised like black cables. His fingers looked even darker against the soft pink-white of her belly. He moved with total confidence, curling his palms up until both hands vanished under her shirt.

Abbie didn’t jump or squeal. She just closed her eyes for a second, mouth going slack. Her chest rose and fell, slow and deep, and her thighs pressed together so hard the skirt pinched a crease up the side. She sucked in air, nostrils flaring, and made a low, humming sound from deep in her throat, a noise of surrender before the fact.

Jomo squeezed. I heard the wet squelch of her breasts being lifted, compressed. The fabric of her top stretched tight around his fists. Then he started moving his hands up and down, kneading. He had all of her, both heavy breasts swaddled in his palms. He didn’t hide the movement, didn’t glance at me for permission or warning—just started working her flesh as if testing its weight and give, thumbs pressing slow, deliberate circles just under the nipples.

She opened her eyes and looked at me.

I froze, hands poised above the keyboard, mouth slightly open. The spreadsheet numbers blurred, doubled, and reformed. My scalp tightened, and I became acutely aware of the specific weight of my shirt against my shoulders.

Abbie didn’t break the stare. She sat perfectly still while Jomo pawed at her, letting her back arch just slightly, enough to make the motion easier for him. Her lips parted, tongue moistening the bottom, and she bit it gently, once, to keep from making a sound.

Jomo kept going. The bottom hem of her shirt crept up until I could see the under-curve of her belly, the white stretch marks running parallel above her waistband. The line of contrast was brutal: jet black hands, pale white flesh, pink and red and blue beneath the skin. The size difference was obscene. Each of his hands covered a full breast plus the overhang, thumb and index finger almost meeting at the cleavage. The rest of his fingers splayed wide, tips dragging along the ribs with each upward pull.

He grinned, looked over Abbie’s shoulder, and made eye contact with me.

“Your wife is hiding a lot of momo under those boring clothes, boss.”

The words landed in the room and seemed to suck the air out with them. Jomo didn’t soften his tone, didn’t wink, didn’t act like it was a joke. He said it flat, with the kind of confidence I’d never managed in my entire life.

Abbie exhaled, nostrils flared. A flush crawled up her throat and painted both cheeks a deep, mottled pink. She didn’t move to cover herself. She just stared at me, eyes huge and wet, waiting for something I didn’t know how to give.

I tried to say something, anything, but the back of my tongue felt glued to the roof of my mouth. All I managed was a thin, nasal “Okay,” that sounded nothing like my normal voice.

Jomo squeezed again, this time with real force, and I heard the sound her skin made—like the suction when you pull a wet towel from the inside of a dryer. Her whole torso lifted off the couch. He used her breasts as levers, shifting her toward him. She moved with the pressure, not against it, and her hands clutched at her own thighs, fingers pressing deep enough to dimple the flesh.

Abbie’s breathing picked up audibly. Each inhale was a soft gasp. She held eye contact with me for a long, humiliating moment, then blinked once, slowly, and shifted her gaze back to Jomo’s hands.

He leaned forward, nose almost touching her temple, and whispered loud enough for me to hear: “You like that, Momo?”

She nodded, the motion so tiny it was barely perceptible. Her mouth stayed open.

He grinned, then slipped his left hand out and rested it on the outside of her thigh, palm cupping the soft flesh just above the knee. The right hand stayed under the shirt, fingers now moving slow up and down, tracing the slope from her breast to her navel and back.

I realized my hand was clamped so hard around the edge of the laptop that my thumb had gone numb. The spreadsheet was still glowing on the screen, but I couldn’t see a single number. Some distant, logical part of my mind insisted I should get up, say something, reassert the boundary. But I didn’t move. I sat there and took mental inventory: the way his hands covered her, the flex of his forearm as he gripped and released, the wild animal flush on Abbie’s skin, the smell of her sweat and perfume wafting across the room, the raw sound of her breathing.

Jomo looked at me again, as if to check my reaction. I must have looked as pathetic as I felt, because he laughed—a low, private rumble, more amusement than mockery.

“Don’t worry, boss. She’s in good hands.”

Abbie’s hands moved up to her chest, resting just above the shelf of her breasts. Her fingers fluttered, not knowing where to go. She made no effort to pull the shirt down or to dislodge Jomo’s grip. Instead, she arched her back again, ever so slightly, to push her chest up into his hand.

She was still looking at me, even as she did it.

Nobody in the room had moved for too long. My skin prickled with it, my heart beating so hard I felt the pulse in my scalp. I wanted to say something sharp, to snap the thread, to reset the balance of power. But I couldn’t. I just stared and let it happen, cataloguing every micro-movement.

Jomo let his hand drop to her lap. He slid his fingers under her skirt, but just the tips, resting them on her thigh. The implication was enough.

Abbie went very still, eyes locked on the coffee table, hands now folded politely over her stomach. For a second, the only sound was the TV.

Jomo withdrew, slow, deliberate, and leaned back on the couch. He draped his left arm over her shoulders, then turned back to the television as if nothing out of the ordinary had happened.

Abbie stayed exactly as she was, breathing shallow, her expression a blank mask.

I stared at the laptop screen until the letters blurred and reformed. I heard every beat of my heart, every wet click of her breath, every shift of the couch cushion as Jomo stretched out.

For another hour, we all stared at the television, locked in a brittle imitation of a normal evening. The silence between commercials was suffocating. At ten, I finally mumbled an excuse, snapped the laptop shut, and retreated upstairs.

I brushed my teeth with the lights off so I wouldn’t have to look at myself in the mirror. I slipped into bed and lay on my side, staring at the wall, waiting for Abbie to join me.

She didn’t come up for almost an hour.

***

Abbie took a seat on the edge of our bed, a fixed point in the familiar clutter of our room—the mismatched nightstands, the faded IKEA duvet. She sat still in her skirt and top from downstairs, her silence palpable as she watched me. The jaundiced light from her lamp threw our mismatched furniture into sharp relief, making the ordinary feel like a stage for what was coming.

She looked up at me. Her eyes were glassy, the pupils so wide that the brown was nearly swallowed. Her cheeks were still pink, and the flush had spread to her collarbones. Her hair had come loose from the elastic she’d used at dinner and now hung in messy waves around her shoulders.

I sat down next to her, careful to leave a neutral space between us. I bent forward, hands clasped, waiting for her to speak.

She did. “You’re not going to say anything?”

I shook my head, staring at my feet.

She breathed in, then out, a sound so deliberate it was practically a statement. “He put his hands on me right in front of you.”

It wasn’t a question, but I nodded anyway.

She said, “You didn’t tell him to stop.”

Another nod.

Abbie straightened, sitting taller. “So you’re okay with it?”

I wanted to deny it, to say that I was shocked, that I didn’t know what to do, that I was just being polite, or cautious, or whatever excuse would get me out of this moment. But the words didn’t form.

She turned to look at me, full in the face, and said, “I need to know if you’re going to stop him. Because if you’re not, I’m not going to stop him either.”

I swallowed. The back of my throat felt raw. “I’m not… I don’t know,” I mumbled.

Abbie snorted, a humorless sound. “You do know. You’re sitting here, letting it happen.”

She leaned in, elbows on her knees again, hands steepled. “I’m not saying I want him to do it. But when he touched me, I got wet. Instantly. I don’t know if it was his boldness, or that he just doesn’t care, or the shock of it—but my body just quit fighting. It’s been years, Warren. Years since I’ve felt anything like that.”

She spoke with the same calm she used when arguing with insurance companies, every word measured, not a hint of apology. “His hands are huge. Did you see how they looked on me? I couldn’t breathe for a second. And the way he talked to you—I could tell you didn’t like it, but you didn’t do anything.”

She looked at me again. “Did you like it?”

I hesitated. “It was… a lot.”

“That’s not an answer.”

I looked at her, really looked. Her posture was rigid, but her hands shook a little where they touched. She was daring me to lie. I thought about all the years of routine, of safe, gradual decline, of barely-there sex and polite silences.

I shrugged. “I just kept watching.”

She laughed, this time real, and for a moment she looked almost relieved. “Yeah.”

She leaned back on her hands, letting her hair fall away from her face. “I’m not going to stop him, Warren. Not unless you tell me you want me to.”

I stared at the stripe pattern on the duvet, picking at a loose thread. “I don’t know what I want,” I said, but it wasn’t true, and she could hear it.

She said, “You want me to let him do it again, don’t you?”

I didn’t answer. I couldn’t.

Abbie’s voice was very soft. “He could do anything he wants. He could do it right in front of you, and you’d just let it happen.”

She didn’t ask it as a question. She just said it and waited to see if I’d flinch.

I tried to muster some protest, but my voice came out thin. “What are you thinking right now?”

She shook her head. “I just want to make sure we’re both in the same reality.” She touched my hand, her palm cool against my skin. “I’m both afraid and excited about how far he’ll try.”

I felt dizzy. My hands were sweating. I wiped them on the duvet and looked at her again.

Abbie stood up and stripped off her shirt, then her skirt. She didn’t do it slow or sexy, just quick and practical, tossing the clothes into the hamper. She wore a plain white bra, no lace or decoration, and it cut into her flesh at the edges. Her belly was soft and white, the stretch marks pale and shiny under the lamplight. She peeled off the bra, and her breasts fell, heavy and full. Then she dropped her underwear and stood naked at the foot of the bed.

She looked at me, and her expression held nothing I recognized—not desire, not love, not even contempt. It was something else, something clear and steady and absolute. In her eyes, I saw the simple, final truth: the old rules were gone, and she knew it.

She crawled into bed and pulled the duvet over her body. She turned away from me, curled up on her side.

I turned off my lamp and lay back, staring at the ceiling. The light from the hallway cut a trapezoid across the closet door. I heard the house settling, the click and whirr of the thermostat.

I replayed the scene over and over. Jomo’s hands on her. Her eyes on me. My own voice, weak and useless.

I pictured his black fingers sliding higher, pushing the shirt all the way up, squeezing and kneading her flesh until she melted under him. I pictured myself sitting in the armchair, watching, cataloguing, doing nothing. I pictured Abbie looking at me; her face hot and open, not asking for help but waiting to see how long I’d just let it happen.

I tried to sleep. I couldn’t. The images ran in a loop, getting sharper with every cycle.

At some point, I heard Abbie breathing slow and even. She’d already drifted off.

I stared into the dark for a long time, my mind racing.

I knew I’d let it happen again. I also knew I’d be right there, waiting, when it did.


five
The Crotch Exploration


Ihad the water running too hot again, out of habit, my hands red raw under the tap as I turned a plate over and over, checking for spots I knew weren’t there. Steam rose from the basin, fogging my glasses until the kitchen’s edges bled together into a single shade of beige. I left the lenses clouded. The blur was a welcome curtain, softening the room into a place where sharp details couldn’t find me.

Abbie stood at the stove a few feet to my right, working a damp rag in slow circles over the burner grates, her skirt swaying faintly with the motion. She hummed something tuneless under her breath, the kind of hum she did when she wanted the kitchen to feel normal, ordinary, like any other Tuesday in the eight years we’d lived in this house. I focused on the plate in my hands, on the small chip near the rim I’d been meaning to throw out for a year, and told myself the evening would end the way it always did—dishes, television, bed.

I heard him before I saw him, though “heard” wasn’t quite right. There wasn’t a footstep so much as a change in the air, a pressure shift, the particular quiet of someone who moved like he owned the square footage he was walking through. Jomo came into the kitchen without a word, without so much as a glance in my direction, and crossed the linoleum like the room had been arranged with him in mind. He wore dark canvas work pants and a plain white undershirt that had gone thin at the shoulders, sweat-damp from something he’d been doing in the garage, or maybe not damp at all, maybe that was just how his skin looked under the kitchen light, always a little slick, a little alive.

He didn’t stop beside her. He stopped behind her, close enough that the front of his shirt nearly brushed the back of her cardigan, and Abbie went still with the rag half-raised over the stovetop, the tuneless hum dying somewhere in her throat.

I kept my hands submerged in the scalding water, focusing on the absurdly detailed task of rinsing a single fork, as if its cleanliness were the most important thing in the world.

Jomo reached around her with his right hand, unhurried, the way a man reaches for a glass he already knows is on the shelf, and closed his fingers around her wrist. He didn’t ask. He didn’t say her name or make a joke first, the way he usually did to soften whatever came next. He just guided her hand down, past the hem of her cardigan, past the soft rise of her hip, until her palm landed flat against the front of his trousers.

I watched over my shoulder, water dripping off my fingers onto the tile.

Her hand looked impossibly small against him, pale in a way that seemed almost lit from within under the overhead fixture, her wedding ring turned inward, so the band showed plain and dull against the dark canvas of his pants. Beneath her palm, the fabric tented out thick and long, a ridge that ran diagonally from his hip toward his thigh, wider than anything I could account for, wider than seemed possible given the rest of him. Her fingers, still holding the shape of the dish rag they’d just set down, hovered a moment before curling, slow, around the outline.

Abbie’s breathing hitched. I heard the sound from across the room—a sharp little gasp through her nose, then another, as if she were trying to pull in more air than her lungs could hold. Her nostrils flared. She wasn’t looking at me or at him; her eyes were fixed on her own hand, her expression one of dawning, animal calculation as she stared at the impossible size beneath it.

She didn’t pull away.

Her fingers began to move on their own, small motions at first, a slow drag down the length of him and back up, testing the give of the fabric, the density underneath it. I watched her thumb trace along one side, watched her whole hand flex and press and release, molding itself to a shape so thick it felt like a violation just to witness it. The rag was still bunched in her other fist, forgotten, dripping onto the stovetop she’d just wiped clean.

A hot, shameful ache tightened my groin. My cock was instantly hard, straining the fabric of my khakis with a brutal insistence that had nothing to do with choice. The reaction was purely physical, a humiliating betrayal by my own body as I stood at the sink, my hands useless in the cooling dishwater, and watched my wife feel another man.

Jomo turned his head, slow, and looked at me over Abbie’s shoulder. He wasn’t hiding anything. There was no flicker of guilt on his face, no calculation, just a wide, easy smile that held no warmth, only ownership.

“I think your wife wants a real man, boss,” he said.

The words landed flat and certain, a simple statement of fact. My mouth opened, a dry click in the silent room. The air felt too thick to draw in, let alone shape into a protest. I felt my jaw work, a useless grinding of teeth, but the wiring between my brain and my tongue had been severed. I closed my mouth on the silence.

I turned back to the sink.

The plate I’d been holding was still in my hands, rinsed clean ten times over. I set it in the rack without looking at it. Behind me, the floorboards gave a faint, familiar groan under shifting weight, the same sound they always made, and under that, quieter, Abbie’s breath came shallow and quick, catching every few seconds like she’d forgotten how to let it out slow.

I didn’t turn around again. I stood with my hands in the water, wrists submerged past the cuffs of my sleeves, and let the room go on without me.

***

The bedside lamp threw a small circle of yellow light across Abbie’s side of the bed, leaving the rest of the room in a soft gray dark, and I sat on the edge of the mattress in my undershirt and khakis with my glasses still on, hands folded in my lap like a patient waiting for a terminal diagnosis. The door was closed. Down the hall, I could hear nothing from the spare room; no shower running, no floor creaking, just the low hum of the house settling into night.

Abbie stood by the dresser, arms crossed loosely over her chest, her hair down and a little wild from where she’d pulled the elastic out on the way upstairs. She looked at me for a long time without saying anything, long enough that I started counting the seconds, long enough that I had to fight the urge to fill the silence myself.

“You didn’t say a word,” she said finally. Her voice wasn’t loud. It wasn’t even sharp, not the way I’d braced for. It was flat, almost bored, like she was reading off a grocery list. “You just stood there with your hands in the sink and let him do it. You didn’t even take them out of the water.”

My gaze dropped to my own hands, still faintly pruned at the fingertips.

“I watched you,” she said. “The whole time. I kept waiting for you to say something. Anything. Even just my name. I would’ve stopped if you’d said my name.” She uncrossed her arms partway, then crossed them again. “You didn’t. You just stood there like a piece of furniture. Like the dish rack.”

“I didn’t know what to say,” I said, and even to my own ears it sounded thin, worn smooth from overuse.

“You never know what to say.” She said it without heat, a simple observation. “That’s not new. What’s new is that I needed you to. I looked right at you when his hand was on my wrist. I was waiting for you to pull me back, but all I saw was... you watching. My hand moving to his pants felt like it happened in slow motion, Warren. It took forever. There was so much time for you to just say my name. Just one word.”

I didn’t answer. There wasn’t an answer that wouldn’t have made it worse.

She pushed off the dresser and came to sit on its edge instead, one hip against the wood, her hands loose in her lap now, as the anger drained from her voice, replaced by a quiet certainty that was harder to argue with than rage.

“I don’t like him,” she said. “I want to be clear about that. He’s crude, and he doesn’t ask permission for anything.” She looked at me, her eyes huge and steady in the lamplight. “But when he wants something… I can’t say no. I don’t know how else to explain it. It’s not a game, it’s not me being coy. It’s just a fact. If he decides he wants me, Warren, then he will have me.”

She let that sit in the room the way Jomo had let his words sit in the kitchen, not softening it, not taking it back, not looking away to give me an easy way out.

My jaw worked, a small motion, my back teeth grinding together without any sound coming out. My hands, still folded in my lap, pressed together until I could feel the bones of my fingers stacking against each other. I thought about saying something about our marriage, about vows, about the years we’d put into this house and this life, but every sentence that formed in my head sounded like something out of a movie I didn’t believe in anymore.

“Say something,” she said. Not pleading. Just an instruction, delivered in the same flat way as everything else.

I didn’t. I sat there with my hands locked together, a nerve jumping in my jaw but nothing coming out, and after a while she seemed to understand that nothing was coming, because she nodded once, to herself more than to me, and stood up off the dresser.

She undressed with a new, careless efficiency, her clothes landing in a pile near the hamper. There was no hesitation, none of the usual modesty of turning slightly away. She simply stripped down, as if I weren't even there to see it. She pulled her nightgown over her head and climbed into her side of the bed without another word.

She reached over and clicked off the lamp.

The room went dark except for the thin gray light bleeding in around the blinds. I heard her shift, heard the mattress dip and resettle as she turned onto her side, away from me, her back a long pale curve I couldn’t see but could picture anyway, every detail of it, down to the small mole just below her shoulder blade.

I didn’t move. I sat on the edge of the bed in my undershirt and khakis, staring at the dark rectangle of the closet door. My erection hadn’t gone anywhere. It sat there under the fabric, stupid and insistent, a physical fact completely disconnected from the man I thought I was. It was a traitor in my own body, an enemy who wanted exactly what I was supposed to forbid.

Eventually I lay back, still dressed, and stared up at the ceiling where the moonlight cut its familiar trapezoid. I listened to Abbie’s breathing even out beside me, slow and unbothered, already halfway to sleep. I thought about her hand on the dark fabric; the ring catching the light, the way she hadn’t pulled away.

I didn’t say anything. There was nothing left in me to say. I just lay there in the dark with my hands folded on my chest, waiting for a sleep that wouldn’t come, trapped in the same silence that had swallowed me in the kitchen.


six
The Taste of Momo


The routine had become its own kind of law. I took my armchair, cataloging the details as I always did: khakis pressed that morning, now soft at the knee; hands folded in my lap, a posture of meaningless self-control. On the couch, the geometry was all wrong. Abbie occupied the middle cushion, but Jomo’s arm slung along the backrest claimed the whole piece of furniture, and my wife with it.

Nobody had said anything for a while. That was normal, too, now. The silences didn’t feel empty anymore, just loaded, the three of us waiting to see whose turn it was to move first.

Jomo moved first.

He stood up off the cushion without any warning, no throat clearing, no glance my way to check if I minded, and turned to face Abbie where she sat. His hands went to his belt, unhurried, the buckle giving with a small metallic clink, and then his trousers dropped and pooled around his ankles like he’d done it a thousand times in front of a thousand rooms just like this one.

I gripped the armrests. My fingers found the worn seams in the fabric and dug in.

He wasn’t wearing anything underneath. What hung there, half-hard already, rising by the second, was longer than anything I’d ever seen outside of a joke on the internet, and thick enough that my mind refused the math for a second, refused to reconcile its impossible scale with the human frame it belonged to. The skin was a black so deep it looked wet under the lamp, blacker than his forearms, blacker than his neck, a black that seemed to eat the yellow light instead of reflecting it. Veins ran along the underside in raised, dark cords. Below it, his testicles hung heavy and full in a loose black sac, swinging faintly with the movement of his hips as he settled his stance, close enough now that the head of him hovered almost level with Abbie’s face.

Something shifted in my chest, a pressure that didn’t belong there, and my breathing went wrong in a way I couldn’t immediately diagnose—too shallow, mistimed, like I’d lost the rhythm of it without noticing.

Jomo looked down at her. Abbie’s face was tilted up at him, lamplight catching the side of her cheek, her lips already parted.

“Maybe you like a taste, Momo?” he said. Flat. Not a question so much as an instruction dressed up as one.

Her nostrils flared, once, hard, and her eyes fixed on the black length in front of her with an intensity I’d never seen her direct at anything, not a meal, not a paycheck, not me. Her mouth opened another half an inch.

Her hands came up slow. I watched them rise off her lap, pale against the dark denim of her skirt, and reach for him.

I fixed on her left hand without meaning to. The gold band caught the lamplight in a small, hard flare as her fingers wrapped around the base of him, and even with both hands working together a moment later, her fingers didn’t meet. There was a gap, pink knuckle to pink knuckle, the black flesh bulging up between them like dough rising past the edge of a pan. The ring looked absurd there, a small circle of domestic law pressed flat against something that had nothing to do with law at all.

She stroked him, one hand over the other, sliding up toward the head and back down, taking her time with it, getting the measure of him. Her tongue came out and touched the underside of the head first, just the tip of her tongue, and I watched her trace the vein all the way down to where her hand circled the base, then back up again, slow, deliberate, like she was reading braille.

She kissed the head. Just once, lips pressed softly against the dark, blunt crown of him, and then her mouth opened wider than I thought her mouth could open, and she took the first few inches inside while both hands kept working the long, thick base of the shaft.

I sat very still and watched my wife’s face working over another man’s cock. Abbie, who wore cardigans buttoned to the second-to-top button. Abbie, who filed our quarterly estimated taxes two weeks early every year because she didn’t like leaving things until the deadline. Abbie, whom I had not seen approach anything with the kind of hunger currently pulling her lips tight around a shaft so black it seemed to absorb the very light in the room.

The sound filled the room before I registered it: wet, slick, a soft gag catching in her throat as she pushed deeper. Her dark hair, loose from its tie, slid forward over her shoulders. Before it could hide her face, Jomo reached down, gathered it in one large fist, and twisted it back, exposing her completely so he could watch her work—and so could I.

He moved her. Both his hands framed the sides of her skull, setting a slow, grinding rhythm that drove her head down onto him, a rhythm with nothing gentle left in it. Each pass forced another half inch deeper than she’d managed on her own, her throat stretching visibly along the side of her neck, a faint bulge traveling down with each thrust.

Her eyes had gone wide and glassy, fixed on nothing, or maybe fixed on some middle distance past his stomach. Her nostrils flared hard with every forced breath she managed to steal through her nose, in, out, in, out, a rhythm entirely dictated by his hands and not by anything she was choosing. The look spreading over her face wasn’t simple surrender, which always carries a hint of shame. This was something purer: a look of total biological compliance, as if her body had bypassed all conscious thought and simply agreed to what was happening to it.

I was aware, distantly, humiliatingly, that the front of my khakis had gone tight, then tighter, then wet, a dark spot spreading against the fabric that I made no move to hide because there was nothing in the room left over for me to spend on dignity.

Jomo’s eyes found mine across the room. He didn’t slow his rhythm. There was no smirk, just a flat, functional disinterest—the same look he might use to check a level line on a wall stud. He held my gaze for three full strokes, maybe four. He didn’t need to speak; the look was the entire sentence, and I understood every silent word.

Abbie pulled back on her own for a moment, Jomo’s fist loosening just enough to let her, and she dragged her tongue along the underside of the shaft on the way up, slow, thorough, then pressed her cheek flat against the length of him, closing her eyes, the pale skin of her face mashed against that impossible black column like she was listening for a heartbeat inside it. She kissed along the side, ...small open-mouthed presses of her lips traveling toward the base, and then she opened wide again and swallowed him deep, deeper this time, her ringed hand sliding up to squeeze and stroke the base in time with the bob of her own head.

Her other hand dropped lower. She cupped his testicles, heavy and full in her small pale palm, rolling them gently, and a cold knot formed deep in my stomach at the sight of it, some crude arithmetic running itself without my permission, a rough estimate of exactly how much he was carrying down there and exactly where all of it was about to go.

Jomo’s fist tightened in her hair. I watched his hips take over, erasing her rhythm and imposing his own: short, hard, controlled thrusts now, no more grinding drag, just a tight, brutal rhythm that had her throat working in long convulsive pulls, swallowing around him again and again like her body had no other option left available to it. Her hands stayed locked at the base, holding on more than stroking now.

He held her there, his whole body locking tight as his thighs flexed. I saw the thick pulse of his cum surge up the underside of his shaft as Abbie’s throat worked in one long swallow, then another, then a third. Her eyes squeezed shut, her face flushing dark red while he kept her locked against him, forcing her to take all of it, not letting her breathe until he was finished.

When he finally let go of her hair, she pulled back gasping, one long ragged breath followed by another, and a thick rope of white slid from the corner of her mouth, down over her lower lip, hanging in a thin string that stretched from her chin all the way back to the head of his cock before it broke and dropped onto her collarbone.

Jomo bent, unhurried, and pulled his trousers back up, tucking himself away and working the buckle closed with the same unbothered rhythm he’d used to open it. He looked across the room at me and snorted, a short, sharp laugh through his nose.

“I think you already made a mess in your own pants, boss,” he said.

He didn’t wait for an answer. He walked down the hallway toward the spare room, footsteps unhurried on the runner, and didn’t look back once.

I sat frozen in the armchair, hands still locked around the armrests, my fingers stiff and useless as if they’d forgotten how to let go. Abbie’s chest heaved in the middle of the couch, her hair a mess around her face, a thin trail of him still drying against her chin and throat. She turned her head and found me across the room, and there was nothing in her eyes that looked like shame, nothing that looked like an apology either. Just a flat, open kind of question, waiting to see what I would do with what I’d just watched.

My hands were shaking against the fabric of the chair. My pants were soaked through at the front; the stain had gone cold already in the air conditioning. The only things moving in the room were the low flicker of the television against the wall and the slow, steady drip of fluid sliding from the corner of my wife’s mouth down onto her skin.


seven
The First Claiming


Iwas upstairs finishing an invoice batch when the sound started. Not the usual house noises—the TV from the living room or the clink of ice—but something else. A wet, rhythmic slapping from downstairs, steady and heavy. My mind tried to dismiss it—a radio, Jomo’s phone—but the sound was too thick, too organic. And under it, a high, breathless cry cut through my excuses, steady as a metronome, pulling me from my chair.

I set the pen down and stood up. My legs felt strange beneath me, heavier than they should have been for the short walk to the stairs. I told myself I was just checking on things, the same excuse I’d used every night for two weeks now, the same lie that let me walk toward whatever was happening instead of away from it.

The hallway light was off. I moved down it in sock feet, one hand trailing the wall, and the sound got louder with every step, no longer something I could explain away as a radio or a phone. It was flesh against flesh, hard and wet, and under it a voice I recognized even broken into pieces I’d never heard it in before.

I stopped outside the kitchen door. It was open a few inches, throwing a thin blade of light across the hallway runner. I could smell something sharp and human over the usual smell of dish soap and old coffee grounds. My hand found the edge of the door and I pushed it open, slowly, and then I just stood there in the frame, one hand still on the wood, unable to make myself take the next step toward the table.

It was her parents’ table. The same faux-walnut veneer we ate breakfast on every morning, the same flaking corners, the same two mismatched thrift store chairs shoved out of the way now, one of them tipped on its side against the fridge. Abbie was bent forward over the surface, both forearms flat against the wood, her dark wavy hair hanging loose and wild around a face I couldn’t fully see but could hear plenty from. Her cardigan was gone. Her skirt, the same modest knee-length one she’d worn to greet Jomo at the door a week ago, was shoved up in a rumpled band around her waist, and beneath it there was nothing. Her backside was bare, pale and thick and trembling with every impact, spread wide by the angle she’d folded herself into.

Jomo stood behind her, feet planted wide on the kitchen tile. His lean, muscled frame worked in a hard, even rhythm that didn’t waver or hesitate, completely ignoring my presence in the doorway. His hands were locked around her hips, black against the white swell of her flesh, fingers spread wide enough to nearly meet around the front of her.

My eyes went straight to the point where they joined. I couldn’t stop them. His cock disappeared into her with each forward drive, thick and dark as a length of pipe, slick and shining under the kitchen light, and every time he pulled back I watched her stretched lips cling to him, pink and swollen, dragging along the length like her body refused to let him go even for the half second it took him to drive back in. She was soaked. I could see it glistening on his shaft, on her thighs, on the inside hem of the skirt bunched at her waist.

I felt something drop through my chest and land somewhere low in my gut, cold and absolute. My eyes moved down, past the join, to the heavy black sac swinging beneath him with each thrust, slapping wet and loud against the pale, trembling meat of her inner thighs. I did the math without wanting to. The certainty landed in my gut the way I knew a column of figures was short before I’d even finished the addition. He was going to finish inside her. No condom. No pulling out.

And I knew, standing there in the doorway with one hand locked around the frame, that I wasn’t going to do a single thing about it.

A husband in his own kitchen doorway was supposed to do something—clear his throat, say her name, say his. My mouth opened, but nothing came out. My tongue was a thick, useless weight, and my jaw hung slack as my eyes moved over every detail: the black hands, the white hips, the obscene depth of every thrust.

My khakis were already tented, had been since somewhere around the second or third slap I’d heard from the stairwell, the fabric pulled taut and damp at the seam. I didn’t reach down to adjust myself or hide it. There wasn’t a point. My free hand stayed locked around the door frame, fingers pressing in hard enough that the edge of the wood cut a line across my palm, and I just stood there, breathing shallow through my mouth, and watched.

***

Abbie’s face had turned sideways against the table, cheek pressed flat to the wood grain, and in the gap between the strands of her hair I could finally see her eyes. They were wide open, glassy, fixed on nothing, and her nostrils flared hard with every ragged breath she dragged in through her nose. Her mouth hung open against the wood, and the sounds coming out of it were nothing I’d heard in twelve years of marriage—not on our wedding night, not on any night after. These were raw, unguarded, climbing in pitch with every thrust, half scream and half something closer to a sob, bouncing hard off the kitchen tile and the cabinet fronts until the whole room seemed to ring with it.

Jomo’s hands shifted on her hips. His grip had been firm before, but now his black fingers pressed deeper into the soft white flesh, hard enough that I could see the shape of each fingertip going pale at the edges, hard enough to leave marks that would still be there tomorrow morning when she reached for the coffeepot. He used the grip to pull her back onto him every time he drove forward, timing it, so the two motions met in the middle with a wet, slapping collision that filled the kitchen and left no room for anything else, no room for the hum of the refrigerator or the tick of the clock over the stove, just that single obscene sound over and over.

I was unable to look away; my mind taking in the whole mechanism of it. Her thick backside rippled with each impact, flesh shuddering and resettling a half second behind the thrust. Where his hands gripped her, the pale skin had gone blotchy, red and white in uneven patches, the color of a bruise still deciding what it wanted to become. Her pussy stretched impossibly wide around the black shaft driving into her, lips pulled taut and shining, and every time he withdrew I watched them try to close around him, swollen and gripping, only to be forced open again a heartbeat later.

His rhythm picked up. I saw his jaw tighten first, a muscle flexing along the line of it, his breathing gone rough and short through his nose, and his thrusts shortened but came faster, harder, driving deep and pulling back only far enough to slam forward again.

Abbie’s screaming climbed with him, note by note, until it broke into one long, sustained sound that didn’t seem to have an end point. Her whole body seized. I watched her calves go rigid, then start to shake, the muscle jumping under her skin, her toes curling against the tile where her sandals had been kicked off somewhere near the fridge. Her fingers clawed at the table’s surface, nails dragging white lines across the finish, and her spine arched hard, chest lifting off the wood even as her hips stayed pinned in his grip. The sound tore out of her in one unbroken wave, rising and rising, and I stood in the doorway, hand locked around the frame, and watched my wife come apart on a stranger’s cock over our breakfast table.

Jomo didn’t slow down. If anything, her orgasm seemed to feed something in him, because his grip tightened further, his fingers digging in past where they’d already left their mark, and he drove through the entire shuddering length of it without breaking rhythm once. Her body kept convulsing under him, aftershocks rolling through her thighs and up into her back, and he rode it out like a man crossing rough water, steady, patient, waiting for his own moment.

It came a few seconds later. His hips slammed forward one last time and stayed there, buried to the hilt, and I watched his whole body go rigid, every muscle along his back and shoulders locking at once. A low, guttural sound came out of him, more growl than grunt, and I knew exactly what I was watching even before I saw the faint, visible pulse travel up along the underside of him where it disappeared inside her. He held himself there, hips flush against her ass, and I watched a long, heavy deposit empty itself deep inside my wife. Unprotected. Final. There wasn’t a thing left for me to do but watch, the same way I’d watched everything else for the past week.

He stayed buried inside her for a long moment, breathing hard through his nose, his hands still locked on her hips like he wasn’t ready to let go of the grip he’d made there. Abbie’s body had gone slack beneath him, chest heaving against the table, her cheek still pressed to the wood grain, eyes closed now.

Then, unhurried, he pulled back. I watched him slide free of her, thick and softening but still glistening, and a thin trail of white followed the withdrawal, clinging to him for a second before breaking. He reached down, tucked himself away, and closed his belt with the same casual rhythm he used for everything, as if he’d just finished tightening a bolt on a job site.

He turned his head and looked at me, standing frozen in the doorway with my hand still locked around the frame and my khakis soaked dark at the front. He didn’t look surprised to see me there. He didn’t look at anything at all, at first, his face flat and unbothered, and then the corner of his mouth pulled up into a slow, easy grin.

“I left a mess for you, boss,” he said.

He didn’t wait to see what I’d do with that. He walked past me, out of the kitchen, his shoulder nearly brushing mine as he passed through the doorway I hadn’t managed to move out of, and his footsteps faded down the hall toward the spare room without any hurry in them at all.

I stood there a moment longer before I made myself look back at the table.

Abbie was still slumped forward over the wood, her skirt bunched in a loose rope around her waist, her hair damp at the temples and stuck to her flushed cheek. Her chest rose and fell in slow, ragged pulls. Between her thighs, a thick white trail slid free, working its way down the pale skin in a slow, glistening line. It reached the inside of her knee and dripped in a thin, steady thread onto the kitchen tile, where it began to pool.


eight
The First Clean-up


His footsteps thinned out down the hall until the spare room door clicked shut, and then the kitchen was just the two of us, if what I was at that moment could even be called a presence. The refrigerator hummed. The clock over the stove ticked its same small tick. Nothing in the room had changed except everything.

My feet moved before I gave them permission. I don’t remember deciding to cross the tile, don’t remember stepping around the overturned chair still leaning against the fridge, but I found myself behind her, my glasses fogged at the edges, my mouth tasting of something metallic and sour. I dropped to my knees on the linoleum. The floor was cold through my khakis, and somewhere distant I registered that my pants were still wet at the front, going tacky now as they dried.

Face level with her, I saw everything Jomo had left behind. Her pussy hung open, the lips swollen and pulled wide to a shape I didn’t recognize—a deep, raw pink against the white of her thighs. It was a violation made physical. A thick rope of his seed slid loose while I watched, pale and heavy, catching the kitchen light before dropping in a long string to the tile. More followed, a slow, unhurried leak from a tap he hadn’t bothered to shut off completely.

Her thighs shook. Fine, constant trembling, the muscle underneath the skin still processing the violence he’d put her through, and where his hands had gripped her hips, the skin had gone blotched, red fading into white in uneven patches that would be bruises by morning. I put my own hands there instead, over the marks he’d left, and the flesh under my palms was hot, feverish almost, damp with sweat.

I didn’t think about it. That was the strange part, replaying it later — there was no moment where I weighed the decision, no internal argument, no last stand of the man I used to be. My hands slid up the inside of her thighs and two of my fingers found her, sliding in without resistance, and the heat of her closed around them, slick and open and looser than I’d ever felt her, like she’d been stretched past the point of ever snapping back. I could feel him still in there, thick pockets of it shifting around my fingers, warm as bathwater.

I pulled my hand back and looked at my own fingers in the dim light. They were coated, glazed thick and white, threads of it stretching between my first two knuckles when I flexed them. I stared for a second, my own breath fogging what was left of the clear space on my lenses, and Abbie’s breathing above me came ragged and uneven, the only sound in the kitchen besides the blood pressing hard behind my ears.

I brought my fingers to my mouth.

The taste hit me before I understood what I was tasting — salt first, thick and mineral, then a heat underneath it that had nothing to do with temperature, a weight on my tongue heavier than anything that thin and white should carry. It was bitter at the back, faint, but the salt covered most of it, and beneath both of those was something I could only call male, an unmistakable, foreign weight that did not belong in my mouth and yet somehow felt like the only honest thing that had happened to me in years.

A wave of heat rolled behind my eyes. I didn’t wipe them.

I leaned back in. My face went close to her, close enough that I could smell him on her skin, a sharp animal musk mixed with her own sweat, and beneath both of those the sweetness of her, still there, still hers, buried under everything he’d left. My tongue found her stretched hole, and I licked, slow, dragging flat and wide across the swollen lips, gathering what was pooled there, and she jumped, a small involuntary flinch, her fingernails scraping against the wood where her hands gripped the edge of the table above me.

I kept going. I pressed my mouth against her, lips sealing loose around the rim of her, and I felt her pulse faintly against my tongue, a slow, involuntary clench and release that had nothing to do with permission and everything to do with what her body had just endured. Each time she pulsed, a little more of him slid free, thick and warm, coating my tongue, sliding down the back of my throat before I even registered swallowing.

Her breathing above me hitched and stuttered, a ragged catch every few seconds, and once, quietly, she said my name, not a protest, not a question, just my name, like she was confirming to herself that I was actually still down there, doing this. I didn’t answer. I couldn’t have if I’d tried, my mouth full, my jaw working steadily against her, tongue pushing deeper into the loose, slick give of her, chasing every last thread of what he’d left behind like it was something worth saving.

The dripping slowed by degrees. What had been a steady leak thinned to an occasional pearl, then nothing at all, just the wet mess I’d already gathered onto my tongue and swallowed down, my throat working around the last of it long after there was nothing left to earn the motion.

I pulled back, finally, my mouth aching faintly at the corners, my glasses hopelessly fogged. I wiped the back of my hand across my lips, dragging away what hadn’t made it down, and I stayed there on my knees on the cold linoleum, hands still resting against the backs of her trembling thighs, my own erection a stupid, undeniable fact tenting the wet fabric of my khakis.

I didn’t stand. I didn’t know, kneeling there behind her with the taste of another man still thick in my mouth, that I was ever supposed to.

***

Abbie straightened first, slowly, her hands smoothing the bunched fabric of her skirt back down over her hips like she was tucking in a bedsheet, with no urgency in it at all. She braced one palm on the table edge and pushed herself upright, her spine unfolding a vertebra at a time, and when she finally stood fully straight, she let out a long breath through her nose, the kind you let out after you’ve set down something heavy.

She turned to face me.

I was still on my knees on the cold linoleum, and from that angle she looked taller than she was, her dark hair a mess around her face, damp at the temples, a few strands stuck to her cheek where sweat had dried. Her eyes were glassy, lids heavy, half-lidded in a way I’d only ever seen right before she fell asleep, except there was nothing sleepy in the rest of her face. Her lips were parted, full, and a little swollen from where she must have bitten down on them, and there was no shame anywhere in her expression. None. I kept looking for it, out of habit, the way you keep pressing a bruise to check if it still hurts.

She leaned back against the table, palms flat on the edge behind her, hips cocked, and looked down at me. I must have been a sight. My glasses were still fogged and smudged; my face flushed hot from my hairline to my collar; my khakis tented and stained dark at the front. She looked at all of it without comment, like she was cataloguing inventory.

“I love it,” she said. Her voice was low, even, and unhurried. No cruelty in it, no tenderness either. Just the flat delivery of a truth she’d already made peace with. “The way he stretches me. I didn’t know my body could do that. I didn’t know it was supposed to feel like that.”

I knelt there and said nothing. My jaw worked once, a small, useless motion, and nothing came out.

“I love being that full,” she went on. “Having him sit inside me after, all that weight just — staying there. And you watching from across the room the whole time.” She tilted her head slightly, studying my face the way she might study a stain she was deciding whether to bother treating. “That’s the part I didn’t expect. That you’d just watch. That you’d let it happen and not say a word.”

My hand had drifted to the floor beside me, palm flat against the cold linoleum, and the kitchen light caught the gold band on my finger, a small, hard flare against the dull tile.

“It feels filthy,” she said, and a new heat entered her voice, something more than pleasure or defiance. “Letting a black man take me like that in our own kitchen, using me and leaving his cum inside me like I belong to him. Like I’m his to fill whenever he wants.” She paused, her eyes locked on mine, waiting to see what the words would do to my face.

I didn’t argue. I didn’t flinch. I knelt there with my mouth still tasting of him and my hands resting uselessly against my own knees, breathing hard through my nose, and after a long moment I nodded. It wasn’t a big motion. Just a small dip of my chin, once, an acknowledgment of something I couldn’t have named out loud even if she’d demanded it of me right there on the kitchen floor.

Abbie watched me do it. She held the look for a long beat, longer than felt comfortable, her eyes moving over my face like she was checking a level, making sure it read true. Whatever she found there seemed to satisfy her, because she finally pushed off the table, her weight coming forward onto her feet, and she stepped past me without another word.

I heard her bare feet against the tile, then the changeover to the hallway runner, softer, padding away toward the bathroom. A door latched shut somewhere down the hall. Water started running, muffled through the wall, the pipes giving their familiar knock before settling into a steady hiss.

I stayed where I was. The kitchen light hummed overhead. The clock over the stove ticked its same small tick, indifferent to any of it. My knees ached faintly against the linoleum, and the wet stain in my khakis had gone cold and stiff, and the taste of him was still there at the back of my throat, thick and unmistakable, refusing to fade with each hard swallow.

I didn’t stand. I told myself I would in a minute, that I just needed a moment to get my legs back under me, but the minute stretched, and I stayed exactly where I was, kneeling on the floor of my own kitchen, staring at the empty table where Jomo had bent my wife an hour earlier, my wedding ring catching the light every time my hand twitched against the tile.

Down the hall, the water kept running. I listened to it and did not move.


nine
Kitchen Counter Compliance


The dishes were an excuse I didn’t take. Abbie had waved me off, so I’d let the water go gray and cold in the sink while I stood in the kitchen doorway, a useless fixture nobody had bothered to dust. My khakis were creased from an hour spent waiting in the armchair, my glasses fogged at the edges from the basin’s residual steam. All I was doing was waiting for whatever came next.

Jomo came in from the living room without a word to either of us. He crossed the tile in three strides, reached Abbie where she stood at the counter wiping down the stovetop, and put both hands on her hips before she’d even turned around. He didn’t ask. He never asked. He lifted her straight off her feet in one clean motion, the muscles in his back barely flexing, and set her down hard on the counter edge, the granite groaning under her sudden weight.

Abbie’s hands shot out and gripped the edge behind her, more reflex than resistance. Her skirt rode up in the lift, bunching in a soft roll around her waist, and Jomo pushed her thighs apart and hooked his forearms under the backs of her knees, hoisting her legs up and open until she was spread wide across the counter, her feet dangling somewhere near his ribs.

She wasn’t wearing anything underneath. No white cotton, no pale lace, nothing. Just her, bare and exposed the second the skirt came up, like she’d planned for exactly this and hadn’t bothered mentioning it to me. My stomach dropped at the thought, at the certainty of it. She hadn’t forgotten her panties. She’d left them off.

Jomo settled between her thighs, one hand braced flat on the counter beside her hip, and only then did he turn his head and look at me in the doorway. His face was calm, almost bored, the same look he might give a level line on a wall stud.

“Stay there, boss,” he said. “Watch how a real man uses what’s his.”

I didn’t move. I couldn’t have told you if my legs would even carry me anywhere at that point.

He pushed into her slowly at first, a long, grinding roll of his hips that made the counter creak under her, and Abbie’s mouth opened on a breath that had no sound behind it yet. Then he drew back and drove forward again, harder, and the sound arrived — wet, thick, unmistakable, her body accepting him inch by inch, a slow, yielding stretch of pale flesh swallowing the black length of him. Her thighs, draped over his forearms, trembled with each new inch he took from her.

“You see this?” Jomo said, voice level, unhurried, like he was narrating a job walk-through. “She wasn’t built for a small man, boss. Look how she opens up.” He drove in again, deeper, and the counter groaned under the impact. “Your woman needed this a long time. Needed African cock to show her what she is.”

Abbie’s nostrils flared, wide and repeated, her breath coming through her nose in short, helpless pulls. Her eyes had gone glassy, unfocused, fixed somewhere past his shoulder at the cabinet doors, her dark hair falling loose across her flushed cheek with every thrust that rocked her back against the backsplash. Her hands stayed locked white-knuckled on the counter’s edge, and every few seconds the gold band on her finger caught the overhead light and threw a small hard flash across the room, absurd and constant, like a metronome keeping time with what was happening to the rest of her.

“Your soft hands,” Jomo went on, driving deeper still, his corded forearms flexing as he adjusted his grip under her knees to pin her wider, “never gave her this. Never could. Look at her face, boss. That’s a face that’s been starving.” He grunted, short, and picked up the pace, his hips slapping hard against the pale meat of her inner thighs, a wet, rhythmic sound that filled the kitchen and bounced off the cabinets and the tile floor.

My focus narrowed to the raw mechanics of it. Every time he withdrew, her stretched lips clung to him, swollen and pink, dragging along the black shaft before he drove back in and forced them wide again. The glisten of her coated him thick from root to tip, smeared across his thighs where they met hers, and with every impact a fresh slap of wet sound cracked through the room, counter creaking under the punishment, Abbie’s whole body sliding an inch with each thrust before he hauled her back into position by the hips.

Her mouth had dropped open on a long, broken moan, no more restraint left in it, no attempt to keep it quiet the way she used to keep everything quiet in this house. The sound climbed and cracked and climbed again, and I stood frozen in the doorway, my hands gripping the frame on either side of me, my knuckles bloodless, my khakis tented obscene and undeniable at the front. I didn’t try to hide it. There was nowhere left in the room for hiding anything.

Jomo’s pace turned punishing in the last stretch, no more grind to it, just short, brutal drives that had her sliding hard against the counter’s edge, his heavy testicles swinging up to slap against her with every thrust, a wet, meaty sound layered under the rest. His jaw tightened. His breath went short and rough through his nose, and his monologue finally broke off into silence, all his focus narrowing down to the last few strokes.

He drove in one final time and stayed there, hips flush against hers, and I watched every muscle along his back and shoulders lock at once. A low, deep sound rolled out of him, something between a grunt and a growl, and I knew what it meant before I saw the confirmation of it, before the faint, visible pulse traveled up the underside of him where he was buried to the hilt inside her. He held himself there, unmoving, emptying a massive, unbroken deposit directly into her with nothing between them at all, no barrier, no hesitation, nothing but his cock parked to the root in my wife’s unprotected body.

He stayed like that a long moment, catching his breath, his hands still locked under her knees. Then, unhurried, he withdrew, a thick, slick sound accompanying the slide, and stepped back, tucking himself away and working his belt closed with the same casual rhythm he used for everything, like he’d just finished checking a bolt.

He looked at me on his way past the doorway, his face flat, faintly amused.

“I left a mess for you, boss,” he said.

He didn’t wait for a response. He walked down the hall toward the spare room with a steady, even pace and didn’t look back once.

***

The moment his footsteps cleared the doorway, I was already moving. My knees hit the linoleum hard, a jolt of cold through the fabric of my khakis, and found myself right there at the base of the counter where Abbie still sat, her thighs spread wide over the edge, her skirt bunched in that same loose roll at her waist. She hadn’t moved to close her legs. She hadn’t moved at all, just sat there trembling, both hands still braced flat behind her on the granite, chest rising and falling in short, uneven pulls.

I looked up between her thighs, and my breath caught somewhere in my throat.

She was wrecked in a way I’d never seen. Swollen and red, her lips were pulled loose, still gaping from the force of him. A thick, glossy pool of Jomo’s white seed sat just inside her, catching the kitchen light. As I watched, a ribbon of it broke free—a stark white line against the pale skin of her inner thigh, tracing a slow path through the dark hair there. Her body was just... used. Stretched and glazed, with nothing hidden, nothing left for modesty.

I brought two fingers up and slid them inside her before I’d decided to. The heat of her closed around them immediately, loose and slick, no resistance at all, just an open, frictionless give that let my fingers sink to the last knuckle. I felt the thickness of what he’d left shifting around them, warm as bathwater, and when I drew my fingers back out, they came away coated white and glistening.

I brought them to my mouth without hesitation this time. The taste was the same as before — salt first, heavy and mineral, a bitter thread underneath it, and beneath both of those the low, foreign weight that had no business feeling as necessary as it did.

I leaned in the rest of the way, my glasses pressing against the soft skin of her inner thigh, and pressed my mouth flush against her stretched hole. I worked with the same careful attention I gave anything that mattered to me — methodical, thorough, no part of the job left unfinished. My tongue dragged wide and flat across her, gathering what pooled there, sealing my lips loose around the swollen rim of her and sucking gently, drawing more of it free with each pass. She jumped, a small involuntary flinch, and I felt her pulse faintly against my tongue, a slow clench and release that pushed another thread of him free every time it happened.

Abbie’s hand came down and found the back of my head. Her fingers threaded into what was left of my thinning hair, gray-peppered at the temples, and she pressed me closer, her hips beginning to roll in a slow, deliberate rhythm against my mouth. She wasn’t guiding me away. She wasn’t guiding me at all, really, just anchoring herself to something while her body kept working through what remained of the aftershocks.

I don’t know how long I stayed there. Long enough that my jaw started to ache at the hinge, long enough that the taste of him had gone from foreign to familiar, something I chased instead of endured.

The house went still, and the silence registered before I understood what had changed. The footsteps down the hall, which I hadn’t consciously been tracking, had stopped. No door had clicked shut. No water had started running.

I turned my head, just slightly, my mouth still pressed against her, and looked sideways down the hall.

Jomo stood at the entrance to the corridor, one shoulder against the wall, arms folded loosely over his chest. He hadn’t gone to his room after all. He was watching, his face flat, unreadable except for the faint, contemptuous curl at the corner of his mouth, the same look he might give a dog caught eating off a plate. He’d caught me exactly as I was — face buried between my own wife’s thighs, cleaning up what he’d left there, glasses fogged, chin wet.

He didn’t say anything. He didn’t need to. He held the look for a long moment, long enough that I felt the full weight of being seen doing this, and then, unhurried, he pushed off the wall and turned down the hall toward the spare room. The door clicked shut behind him a few seconds later.

I didn’t stop.

I kept my mouth against her, working through the last of what pooled inside her, until Abbie’s hand tightened in my hair and pulled, not hard, just enough to lift my face away from her. I came up slow, my glasses hopelessly fogged, my chin slick and shining under the kitchen light, and she reached down and gripped the collar of my polo, hauling me up onto unsteady legs until I was standing in front of her, her thighs still bracketing my hips where she sat on the counter’s edge.

“Warren,” she said, quietly, not really a question.

I looked at her, and the words spilled out of me. “I love seeing you stretched like that,” I said, my voice low, unsteady, barely holding together. “I love tasting what he leaves in you. I love knowing he’s been inside you with nothing between you. No barrier. Nothing.”

Abbie held my gaze, her eyes still carrying that wild, glassy look. She offered no comfort, no judgment, just watched me for a long moment, reading my face.

Then, with deliberate slowness, she reached down and smoothed her skirt back over her thighs. The simple, domestic gesture was so at odds with everything that had happened, my legs gave out. I collapsed back onto the linoleum, completely undone on my own kitchen floor.


ten
Free Use Routine


By Wednesday, Abbie had stopped wearing skirts. I noticed it the way I noticed everything that week, cataloguing it without meaning to, filing it under a mental heading labeled Changes, Ongoing. She moved through the kitchen and the living room in a rotation of thin cotton dresses, sleeveless, the straps no wider than shoelaces, and under them she wore nothing at all. I knew this because I watched the fabric. When she bent to load the dishwasher, the hem rode up and there was nothing beneath it but the pale, heavy curve of her backside, dimpled faintly at the tops of her thighs. When she reached for the high shelf where we kept the cereal, her breasts shifted loose under the cotton, nipples printing hard against the fabric in the cool morning air, and she didn’t adjust anything, didn’t tug the neckline higher the way she used to when a strap slipped. She just let it happen and kept moving.

The mornings had their own shape by then, a routine as fixed as anything I’d ever entered into a ledger. Jomo came out of the spare room around six-forty, dressed already in his work pants and boots, undershirt clinging damp at the collar from whatever he did in there before he emerged. He never asked. Abbie was always already in the kitchen, and the moment he crossed the threshold, she set down whatever she was holding — a dish towel, a coffee filter, the newspaper she never actually read — and lowered herself onto the tile in front of him, knees spreading on the cold linoleum like she’d rehearsed the angle a hundred times.

My mug felt heavy in my hands as I stood in the doorway, a spectator in my own kitchen. I was dressed for work—khakis pressed, polo tucked—but made no move toward the door. I clung to the flimsy excuse that I was just getting coffee on my way out, a lie that evaporated the moment her knees hit the tile.

She’d work him free of his fly with both hands, and her fingers, pale and small, wrapped around the base of him the way they always did, unable to circle the full girth of it, her wedding band catching the overhead light in that same small gold flare I’d started to expect the way I expected the coffee maker to beep. Jomo rarely looked down at her while she started. He checked his phone, thumb scrolling through something, or he bent to lace a boot he’d left half-tied, and he let her get on with it the way you’d let a dog fetch a stick, mildly aware of the transaction but not invested in its details.

Abbie’s mouth stretched wide around him, lips dragging thin and pink over the black shaft, and her jaw worked at an angle I’d started to recognize precisely — tilted, chin dropped, throat opened in a long unbroken line that let him sink another inch deeper than her mouth alone could have managed. Her dark hair, unbound most mornings now, fell forward over her face until Jomo reached down without looking and gathered a fistful of it, twisting it once around his knuckles, using the grip to set the pace instead of her.

He drove her head forward in short, economical strokes, the kind of motion a man makes when he isn’t thinking about the motion at all, just getting a job done before the next one starts. Her throat worked around him in wet, muffled pulses, and every few strokes a small gagging catch broke the rhythm, swallowed down before the rhythm resumed. He usually finished within a minute or two. I never timed it exactly, though some clinical part of me wanted to, wanted a real number to enter somewhere.

He’d go rigid, hips locking, one hand still holding her hair, and a low grunt would come out of him, more exhale than sound, and I’d watch Abbie’s throat contract in three or four long swallows, her eyes squeezed shut, her nostrils flaring wide with each one. When he let go of her hair, she’d pull back gasping, a thin string of white breaking from the corner of her mouth to the head of him before he tucked himself away.

He never lingered after. He zipped up, grabbed his phone off the counter, said something flat like “later” or nothing at all, and walked out the front door into the gray morning light while Abbie was still rising off her knees.

I watched her get up every time. She braced one hand on the counter edge, pushed herself up slowly, and wiped her mouth with the back of her wrist, dragging away what she hadn’t managed to swallow. Her eyes, when they found mine across the kitchen, were always wide and a little unfocused, pupils blown out past the brown, nostrils still flared from the effort of breathing through them. It was a look I’d started to recognize the way you recognize a signature on a check — unmistakable, specific, hers now in a way it hadn’t been a month ago.

The evenings followed their own arithmetic. Jomo came home from the site smelling of concrete dust and sweat, and before dinner ever made it to the table, he’d have her bent over whatever surface was closest. Tuesday it was the arm of the sofa, her dress shoved up to her waist, the leather creaking under the impact as he drove into her from behind. Thursday it was a dining chair, Abbie straddling his lap, his black hands splayed wide on her pale thighs, lifting and dropping her onto him while the dinner I was supposed to be cooking cooled on the stove.

My job, by then, had calcified into something I performed without needing instruction. I hovered at the edge of whatever was happening, close enough to see everything, far enough that I was never in the way. The moment Jomo pulled free and walked off toward the bathroom, I moved in and knelt between her thighs, pressing my face into the wet, stretched heat he’d left behind, working my tongue into her until there was nothing left to find.

Jomo had stopped commenting on it entirely. He’d pass me in the hallway on his way to the shower, catch me on my knees with my glasses fogged, and my chin wet, and just grunt once, low and amused, the same sound he might make passing a dog at its bowl. He never broke stride.

By Friday, the routine had become a series of flat entries in a ledger that had simply expanded its columns to make room. I didn’t know the week was building toward something new. I only knew that every morning and every evening ended the same way, and that some part of me had stopped waiting for it to stop.

***

Jomo set his fork down against the rim of his plate; the small, clean click of it landing louder than it should have in the quiet kitchen. “Tonight I take the back one,” he said. He said it the way he might have announced he wanted another beer—a flat statement that carried no more weight than a request for salt.

Abbie’s fork stilled over her potatoes. I watched her nostrils flare once, hard, and her eyes stayed fixed on her plate. She didn’t look at me. She didn’t look at him either, not right away, just sat there with her fork suspended an inch above the food, her chest rising in one long, controlled breath.

My hand tightened around my water glass. I felt my pulse climbing into my temples, a hard, uneven thud that had nothing to do with the wine we hadn’t opened yet. I didn’t say anything. There was nothing in me that knew how to form the sentence that might have stopped it, and some other part of me, quieter and more honest, didn’t want to find it.

Abbie set her fork down beside her plate, stood, and without a word crossed to the junk drawer by the fridge and came back with a small bottle of lube I hadn’t known we owned. She handed it to Jomo like she was passing him the salt after all.

In the bedroom, she undressed without being told, the cotton dress dropping in a soft pool at her feet, and climbed onto the bed on her hands and knees at Jomo’s direction, then lower, forearms flat against the comforter, face pressed sideways into the mattress, her dark hair fanned out across the white mattress. Her backside rose pale and heavy behind her, the cheeks full and trembling faintly with the effort of holding the position.

Jomo’s black hands closed over each cheek and spread her wide. The contrast was total, his fingers dark as wet asphalt against the white flesh, and between them the small, tight furl of her hole, brown and unused, clenching once in what looked like reflex before he thumbed it open a fraction and squeezed a thick bead of lube directly against it. He worked it in with two fingers, unhurried, watching his own hand the way a man watches a level find true.

Kneeling at the side of the bed, I was close enough to see the individual muscles in her lower back tighten, to smell the lube’s faint chemical sweetness mixing with her sweat as he positioned the head of himself against her.

The head of him was slick and blunt against her, wider by half than his fingers had been, and he started to push.

Abbie’s fingers clawed into the sheet, bunching fistfuls of it. Her breath came in short, broken pulls, a whimper riding under each one. Her body resisted, visibly, the muscle in her thighs going rigid, her hips trying to draw away from him, and Jomo’s hands locked harder on her waist to hold her in place, his thumbs digging twin pale marks into her hips that I knew would still be there tomorrow.

“There it is,” he said, low, almost to himself, pushing another half inch. Abbie made a sound I hadn’t heard from her before, high and thin, cut off at the end.

He didn’t rush it. He worked her open in degrees, withdrawing an inch when her body clenched too hard around him, easing back in when she loosened, patient the way he was patient with everything, treating her resistance as nothing more than a stubborn bolt that would eventually turn. “Take it all,” he said, and pressed forward again, and I watched the tight ring of her stretch impossibly wide around him, watched it fight him and lose, inch by inch, until half his length had disappeared inside her.

Abbie’s face turned on the mattress, cheek pressed to the comforter, and her eyes found mine.

They were wide and glassy, wet at the rims, her pupils blown out until the brown had nearly vanished. There was pain in them, unmistakable, but underneath the pain was that same wide, compliant look I’d catalogued a hundred times that week, the look of a body that had stopped arguing with what was happening to it. She held my eyes and didn’t look away, not when he drove another inch home, not when her breath broke into something closer to a sob.

Jomo kept working, his hips rolling in slow, grinding pushes, sinking a fraction deeper each time until I lost sight of any part of him at all, until his hips sat flush against her and the whole impossible length of him had vanished inside my wife’s body. Her back arched under the pressure, and a long, ragged moan tore out of her into the mattress, muffled but constant.

He held there a moment, breathing through his nose, and then began to move in short, deliberate strokes, his black hands never loosening their grip on her hips, dragging her back into each thrust. Abbie’s whimpers gave way to a steadier rhythm of gasps, less pain than raw astonishment, her body shaking under each impact.

It didn’t take long after that. His rhythm shortened, tightened, and a line of tension cut along his jaw, and on the last stroke he drove in and stayed, every muscle across his back locking at once. A low grunt rolled out of him, and I watched the faint pulse travel the underside of him where he disappeared into her, once, twice, a third time, emptying himself deep inside her without a sound from her at all now, just a long, shuddering exhale into the sheets.

He stayed buried a moment longer, then withdrew, unhurried, and stood, already zipping his trousers as the door swung shut behind him. He didn’t say anything. He never did anymore.

I moved in immediately. My glasses had slid crooked on my nose and I didn’t fix them. I settled behind her, between her still-trembling thighs, and looked at what he’d left: her hole gaped open, raw and reddened at the rim, stretched wider than I’d thought possible, a thick, glistening rope of white already sliding free of it and catching in the crease of her thigh.

I slid two fingers inside without waiting, felt the heat of her, felt the slick weight shifting around my fingers, and brought them to my mouth. The taste was heavier here, muskier, salt and something darker underneath it, and I swallowed without hesitating and leaned back in, pressing my mouth flush against her, working my tongue into the open give of her with the same exacting attention I gave any task that mattered, chasing every last thread of what he’d left until there was nothing more to find.

Abbie’s hand reached back and found the back of my head, fingers threading into my thinning hair, and she pressed me deeper, holding me there.

I pulled back, my gaze fixed on the aftermath—the pale, damp skin; the glistening, open hole. Each detail fed the familiar current of self-loathing. But beneath it, something else moved through my chest, something clean and certain. It was a cold, clarifying acceptance, and I recognized it as the most honest thing I had felt in years.


eleven
The Tenant Departs


At eleven that morning, I watched from behind the living room curtain as Jomo carried his two duffel bags to the waiting rideshare. He walked out the front door and never once looked back at the house.

He didn’t struggle with the weight of them. One bag rode over each shoulder, the straps cutting thin lines into muscle that needed no accentuation, and he crossed the driveway in the same unhurried strides he used for everything, like the concrete owed him passage, and he was just now getting around to collecting it. The morning light hit his forearms and made the black of his skin look almost blue at the edges, a color I’d stopped being able to look at directly somewhere around the second week.

I stood at the window in my khakis and a faded blue polo, the fabric soft from too many washes, and pressed my palms flat against the sill. The wood was cool under my hands. My glasses had slid a little down my nose, and I didn’t push them back up. I just watched.

He swung the first bag into the trunk without breaking stride, then the second, and the trunk lid came down with a solid, unhurried thump, no more urgency in it than closing a filing cabinet. He said something to the driver I couldn’t hear through the glass, then opened the rear door and folded himself inside. The door shut with a flat, final sound that reached me a half-second after I saw it happen, the way thunder always lags behind lightning.

The car pulled away, and I watched it down the block, past the mailboxes and the dead oak, until it disappeared behind the Petrosky’s hedge. For a few seconds, I kept staring at the empty asphalt, the way you look at a bare wall where a picture used to hang.

Then I turned around and looked at the house.

The living room couch still held his shape—a permanent dip worn into the cushions. I tugged them square, but the foam remembered him. In the kitchen, a pale ring from his coffee mug marked the counter. I scrubbed it away, but the hallway still carried his scent, a sharp mix of cologne and sweat that had seeped into the walls. I breathed it in, a compulsion like pressing on a bruise to confirm the ache. The spare room door was open. I stopped in the frame, my glasses catching the afternoon light. The mattress was stripped bare, a single gray sock left forgotten in the corner. The room wasn’t just empty; it felt like a space something had been surgically removed from, the edges of the wound still raw.

A low, persistent hum under my sternum needed somewhere to go, so I went through the house straightening what didn’t need straightening. I squared the throw pillows, adjusted the recycling bin until its lid sat flush, and checked the already-set thermostat. There was nothing actually wrong to fix, but I lingered over each meaningless task, anyway.

By the time I finished, the house was clean. Cleaner, in fact, than it had been in weeks; every surface wiped, every cushion squared, every drawer shut all the way. I stood in the middle of the living room and turned in a slow circle, taking an inventory the way I would a balance sheet, looking for the number that didn’t add up.

The house was completely, oppressively quiet. No TV murmuring low in the corner. No deep, easy laugh rolling out of the kitchen. No creak of floorboards under a weight heavier than mine. Just the refrigerator’s hum, and the tick of the clock over the stove, and my own breathing, a little too loud in my own ears, filling a silence that had nowhere else to go.

***

That quiet held through dinner, through the dishes, through the two hours I spent at the kitchen table pretending to reconcile a client’s Q3 numbers while the cursor blinked in an empty cell and refused to be filled. The overhead light buzzed faint above the table. My glasses had slid down again, and I let them stay there, watching the numbers swim a little out of focus.

Abbie was pacing the living room. She’d put on one of the loose cotton dresses from that week, thin and pale yellow, the kind with a scoop neck and no waistband to speak of, and I knew without needing to check that there was nothing under it. There hadn’t been anything under any of them in weeks. The fabric moved against her with each step, catching on the heavy curve of her breasts and falling away again, outlining the soft roll of her stomach, the wide, dimpled spread of her hips, all of it shifting loose and unhindered the way it hadn’t shifted in years before Jomo.

She walked the length of the room barefoot, one foot dragging a little against the carpet with each step, then turned at the bookshelf and dragged it back the other way. I watched her over the top of my glasses, tracking the pattern of it — turn at the bookshelf, six steps, turn at the hallway door, six steps back — her fingers rubbing together at her sides the whole time, thumb against forefinger, like she was trying to work something loose from her own skin.

She made the circuit four more times before she stopped. She came to rest in the kitchen doorway, one shoulder against the frame, her weight settled into her hip, and looked at nothing. Not at me, not at the window, not at the dishes stacked in the rack. Her eyes had gone flat and distant, fixed somewhere past the edge of the room, and her lips, usually pressed into that polite, closed-mouth smile she wore for company, had gone slack.

I closed the laptop. The cursor, wherever it had been blinking, didn’t matter anymore.

“The house feels wrong,” she said. Her voice had none of its usual padding, none of the qualifiers she used on tellers and HR women. It came out flat and plain, like she was reading a diagnosis off a chart. “I keep walking into rooms expecting something. The living room. The spare room, I actually went in there an hour ago; I don’t even know why. There’s nothing. It’s just a room now.”

I didn’t say anything. I waited. The last several weeks had taught me that much: stay quiet and let her get all the way to wherever she was going.

“I feel empty,” she said. She said the word like she was testing its weight, setting it down in the middle of the kitchen floor to see if it would hold. “Not sad. Not exactly. Just — empty. Like something got scooped out of me around eleven o’clock this morning and nobody’s put anything back.”

Her fingers found the doorframe and gripped it, knuckles going pale against the white paint.

“I keep thinking about how it felt,” she said, “being that full. Not just — not just the obvious. The ache after, the way I’d still feel him for hours, right here—” she pressed two fingers low against her stomach, just above where the dress gathered “—like a bruise you keep checking because some part of you likes that it hurts. Sitting down wrong at the kitchen table and feeling it pull. Walking upstairs and feeling it shift inside me, still warm, still there, hours after he’d already left the room.”

She wasn’t looking at me. Her eyes had gone glassy, fixed on the middle distance, but her voice kept climbing, word by word, out of that flat register and into something rawer.

“I liked not having any say in it,” she said. “That’s the part I can’t explain to anyone who wasn’t standing in this kitchen. He’d decide. Not me. Bent over the counter, over the table, didn’t matter what I was doing, didn’t matter if I wanted it that exact minute or not. He’d take what he wanted, and I’d — “ her breath caught, a short, audible pull through her nose “ — I’d just let it happen. And it was better than anything I had ever decided to do on my own in this house in twelve years.”

Her nostrils flared, wide and repeated, the same tell I’d catalogued a hundred times over the last month, except now there was nobody in the room to cause it except the memory of him.

“I miss being grabbed,” she said. “I miss him just deciding my body was his to use whenever he felt like using it. I miss being stretched open so wide I didn’t recognize my own — “ she stopped, swallowed, kept going anyway “ — and being left dripping. Just left like that, not cleaned up, not fixed, just leaking down my thigh while I finished making dinner like it was nothing. God, Warren, I miss that so much I feel sick with it.”

Her voice had lost every trace of the flat diagnosis it started with. It came out urgent now, almost pleading, her fingers gripping the doorframe hard enough that the wood creaked faintly under the pressure, her chest rising and falling in quick, shallow pulls that made the thin yellow fabric shudder with each breath.

I sat very still at the table, both hands flat on the closed laptop, and felt my own body answer her before my head had caught up to any of it. The fabric of my khakis pulled taut at the front, a hard, undeniable line tenting against the table’s edge. I made no move to adjust it, no move to hide it. There was no point in pretending anymore.

Abbie’s eyes finally came back into focus, and they landed on me. On my face first, then, without any pretense of subtlety, down to the front of my khakis, to the shape straining there. Something flickered across her expression, not quite a smile, something closer to recognition, like she’d been waiting to see if I’d still react the same way now that the house was quiet and there was nothing left in it to react to.

I didn’t look away. I held her eyes and let her see exactly what she’d done, sitting there in her scoop-neck dress with nothing under it, her voice still ragged from saying words out loud she’d probably never said to anyone in her life before this month, and I let the silence stretch out between us, thick and unresolved, waiting to see who would move first.

***

I pushed back from the table, the chair legs scraping once against the linoleum, and crossed the kitchen until I stood close enough to see the fine damp sheen at her hairline, close enough that if either of us leaned forward an inch, we’d have been touching. I didn’t close that last inch. I kept my hands at my sides, though I could feel my pulse in my palms, a hard, insistent thud that had nothing to do with reason.

My own face felt hot, flushed from collar to hairline, and my glasses had fogged faint along the bottom rim, the same way they always did lately at moments like this one. I didn’t wipe them clean. I let the blur sit there, softening the edges of her face. I looked at her through the smear, afraid that seeing her too clearly might change what I was about to say.

“You don’t have to stay in the house,” I said.

My voice came out low, careful, each word set down like a figure checked twice against a ledger. The thought had been taking shape all day, a quiet calculation running beneath the scrubbing of countertops and the straightening of pillows. I hadn’t asked its permission, but the sum had totaled itself up, and now it sat ready in my mouth.

“He has a rental now,” I said. “Jomo. Not far. Off the highway, past the county line, I think — Mike mentioned it last week, some duplex the company set him up in for the rest of the project.” I paused, and even in the pause I could feel the deliberateness of it, the way I was pacing this out like a man walking a property line, checking each stake before moving to the next. “You could visit him. If you wanted.”

Abbie went very still.

She stared at me for a long beat, longer than felt comfortable standing that close to her, her large brown eyes moving over my face with an intensity I recognized from the kitchen table three weeks earlier — the same look she’d given me right before she asked if I was going to stop Jomo, the same look that was searching now for any flicker of retraction, any sign that I was about to walk the sentence back, soften it, bury it under some qualifier the way I buried everything.

There wasn’t one. I let her look as long as she needed to, and I didn’t blink, and I didn’t reach for the words to take any of it back.

Her lips parted, just slightly, no sound behind it yet.

“Warren,” she said, and it wasn’t a question exactly, more like she was testing whether the name still applied to the man standing in front of her.

I held her gaze. My breath came in short, unsteady pulls, and I felt my glasses slip a fraction on the bridge of my nose from the sweat gathering there. I didn’t push them back up.

“You could go see him,” I said again, quieter this time, dropped down to just above a whisper, the words costing me more the second time than the first, though I said them steadier. “If that’s what you want.”

Her nostrils flared, wide and sudden, the tell I’d learned to read the way I used to read a client’s hesitation right before they admitted they’d under-reported something on a return. Her hand came up, an old reflex, and tugged the hem of the yellow dress down an inch over her thigh, some leftover instinct toward modesty flickering through her before she seemed to remember there was no modesty left in this kitchen worth protecting. She stopped the motion halfway, her fingers curling loose against the fabric instead of finishing the pull, and let her hand drop back to her side.

I watched the decision settle on her face in real time, the way the tumblers of a lock fall into place, one by one, until the mechanism gives way completely. Her chin lifted, just slightly, some old tension releasing out of her jaw that I hadn’t even registered was there until it was gone. Her shoulders came down from wherever she’d been holding them since Jomo’s car disappeared around the corner. The flat, distant look that had been sitting behind her eyes all evening gave way to something else, something wider and hungrier and entirely unguarded, the same wild, compliant look I’d first seen on her face on the living room couch weeks ago when his hand had first slid up under her shirt and she hadn’t stopped him.

She wasn’t negotiating anymore. I could see the exact moment it happened, the exact second she stopped weighing what she was allowed to want against what she was supposed to want, and just let herself want it, plain and total, standing there in her kitchen doorway with nothing under her dress and her husband’s blessing sitting warm in the air between them.

“Yeah,” she said, and her voice had dropped low too, matching mine, a register of privacy we hadn’t shared in years. “Yeah, I think I will.”

She didn’t move to touch me. Neither of us moved, just stood there in the doorway a foot apart, breathing unevenly, the kitchen light humming overhead the same way it had every night for a month, the refrigerator’s compressor kicking on somewhere behind us with its familiar shudder.

Her face settled into the decision, the ripples smoothing out until there was nothing left but the flat, certain shine of what she was going to do. I stood there in my faded polo and my fogged glasses, and I let her see that I knew, and that I wasn’t going to be the one to stop her.


twelve
Enter Kofi (The Double Team)


By nine, the house had settled into a quiet so complete it felt fragile, a silence we’d been pretending was normal for the three days since Jomo left. Abbie was curled on one end of the couch, barefoot, a thin dress strap slipping from her shoulder. I sat at the other, khakis pressed, watching the television’s blue flicker. We hadn’t spoken in an hour, and the quiet felt less like a reward and more like a held breath.

The knock came hard and deliberate, three knuckles against the door in a rhythm that didn’t match anything the house usually produced. Not the mailman’s quick rap, not the soft double-tap the Hendersons used when they wanted to borrow a ladder. This was a knock that already knew it would be answered.

Abbie’s head turned toward the sound first. She didn’t get up. She just looked at the door the way you look at a phone ringing at an hour that means something’s wrong, and I watched the muscles along her jaw tighten before she smoothed them out again.

I was the one who stood, out of some leftover reflex about being the man of the house, but before I’d made it two steps the door opened on its own, no pause for a second knock, no wait for an answer.

Jomo came through first, unhurried, a duffel slung over one shoulder like he’d never left, like the three days of quiet had been a rounding error in a much longer calculation. He wore the same easy confidence he always wore: dark canvas pants, a fitted black tee that clung to the muscle underneath, and he crossed our living room floor like the carpet had been laid down specifically to hold his weight.

The man behind Jomo didn’t just enter; he displaced the air in the doorway. He had to be six-foot-four; his shaved head gleaming like polished stone under the lamp. As he stepped inside, his half-lidded eyes made a single, slow sweep of the room. His skin was a deep, matte black, darker than Jomo’s, and the gray tracksuit he wore strained across a chest built from something other than a gym membership. He moved with heavy patience until his gaze landed on Abbie. Then it stopped and did not move again.

He looked at her the way I look at a spreadsheet that needs reconciling. Not lust, not even interest exactly. Assessment.

Jomo dropped into the armchair without being asked, without so much as a glance at me to see if the seat was free, and sprawled there with his knees wide, one arm slung over the back like he was settling in for a long meeting. He gestured toward Abbie with a loose, open hand, the same gesture he’d use pointing out a load-bearing wall.

“Huyu ndiye manzi moto,” he said. “This is the hot woman I told you about.”

He didn’t wait for either of us to react to that before his chin jerked toward me, dismissive, barely a flick of motion. “The husband just watches. He doesn’t do anything.”

My jaw tightened. A protest tightened my throat, some half-formed word, but nothing made it past my teeth. My hands found my thighs and pressed flat there, fingers spread, the fabric of my khakis already too warm under my palms.

Kofi’s eyes never left Abbie while any of this happened. He hadn’t looked at me once since he crossed the threshold, not even the flat, dismissive glance Jomo occasionally spared me. I had already been filed away, sorted, and set aside, the same way you’d note a lamp or a side table on your way through a room you actually cared about.

I looked at Abbie. Her throat had gone pink, a blush crawling up from her collarbone the way it did when she was called on in a meeting she hadn’t prepared for, except this was a different kind of unpreparedness, and the color kept climbing until it reached her cheeks and stayed there, blotchy and uneven. She didn’t look away from Kofi. She didn’t pull the dress strap back up onto her shoulder. Her chest rose and fell, and I watched her nostrils flare, once, then again, in that particular way I’d catalogued a dozen times over the last month.

The room felt smaller with both of them in it. Jomo alone had always seemed to take up more space than his frame should have allowed, some trick of posture and stillness, but with Kofi standing there too, dense and immovable near the doorway, the walls of our living room seemed to shrink around all three of them, the beige paint and the mismatched throw pillows and the cheap particleboard shelving suddenly looking like furniture from a dollhouse, arranged for people half this size.

I stayed frozen by the coffee table, feet planted, unable to make my legs carry me anywhere. Heat pooled low in my gut, thick and familiar, the same shameful heat that had been showing up uninvited for weeks now, and I felt my khakis pull tight at the front before I’d even fully registered what my body was doing without consulting me. My pulse thudded somewhere up in my ears. I glanced at Jomo, who was watching me with the corner of his mouth already curling upward, like he’d expected exactly this and was simply waiting to see how long it would take.

I didn’t sit back down. I didn’t leave the room either. I just stood there, hands still pressed flat against my thighs, and watched Kofi’s half-lidded eyes stay locked on my wife like he was deciding, in no particular hurry, exactly what he intended to do with her.

***

Kofi didn’t say anything else. He reached into the waistband of his tracksuit with no ceremony at all, the same unhurried motion he might use to check a phone in his pocket, and pulled himself free.

He was thick before he was even half hard, uncut, the foreskin loose and dark over a shaft that kept unfolding longer than seemed reasonable for a body already that large, hanging heavy between his thighs with a weight I could see even from across the room, a slow pendulum swing as he shifted his stance. I heard Abbie’s breath catch, a single sharp intake that she didn’t try to hide.

He looked at her. Flat. Expectant. Nothing in his face asked permission.

“Come,” he said.

Abbie’s knees hit the carpet before I’d finished processing the sound of her moving. The thin dress pooled around her thighs, and she was already reaching up with both pale hands before she’d fully settled into position, her dark hair falling forward over her shoulders and framing a face gone slack with something I recognized now on sight. Her fingers wrapped around the base of him, both hands together, and even then they didn’t meet, a gap of black flesh bulging visibly between her knuckles. Her wedding band caught the lamplight, a small gold flare against skin darker than anything else in the room, and I watched it there, absurd and constant, the way I always watched it now.

She didn’t waste time working up to it. Her mouth opened, wider than seemed possible, and she took the blunt, foreskin-loose head of him between her lips, tongue immediately working along the underside the way she did now out of habit more than seduction, some learned choreography her body had absorbed over the last month without needing instruction.

Her jaw stretched to accommodate him, visibly straining at the hinge, and she pushed forward another inch, then deeper, her throat working in a long, unbroken line I’d come to recognize as the exact moment she stopped breathing through her mouth and started forcing air through her nose instead. Her nostrils flared with each pull, wide and repeated, and a thin line of saliva slid free from the corner of her lips, threading down over her chin and dripping onto the carpet between her knees.

Kofi didn’t move. His hands stayed loose at his sides, not guiding her, not gripping her hair the way Jomo always did. He watched her work with the same flat, unbothered attention he’d given the room when he first walked in, like her mouth on him was simply a task being completed correctly, nothing more remarkable than a level line coming true.

Her eyes had gone glassy, unfocused, fixed somewhere past his hip, pupils blown wide enough that the brown had nearly disappeared. She took him another inch, gagged softly, pulled back just far enough to catch a ragged breath through her nose, then pushed forward again, her lips stretched thin and pink around the girth of him, her hands working the base in a steady counter-rhythm to the bob of her own head.

Jomo leaned back into the armchair cushion, one ankle crossed over his knee, and watched me instead of her. His grin had settled into something wide and unhurried, the expression of a man enjoying a show he’d already seen the ending of.

I sat rigid on the couch, my hands gripping my own knees hard enough that my knuckles had gone pale, my khakis pulled tight and obscene at the front, and I couldn’t look away from the sight of my wife’s throat working around a stranger’s cock, her cheeks hollowed with effort, saliva slick on her chin, her whole body given over to the task with a hunger I still hadn’t found the right word for.

Kofi reached down eventually, unhurried, and gripped her by the shoulder, not rough, just final, the way you’d tap a worker whose shift had ended. He pulled her upright, turned her by the same shoulder until her back faced him, and bent her forward over the arm of the couch in one continuous motion, her palms catching the cushion, her dress flipping up over bare, pale hips.

She was open already, glistening, the lips flushed and parted, and Kofi didn’t pause to look at any of it the way I would have. He stepped in close, gripped her hips in both black hands, and drove into her without easing or testing, the full, blunt push of him forcing her open in one motion.

The sound of it filled the room, wet and heavy, flesh slapping flesh, and Abbie’s moan broke out of her, long and startled, her fingers clawing into the couch cushion, her knuckles gone white.

I watched from three feet away, close enough to see the exact point where her stretched hole gripped and released around him with each thrust, close enough to see the slick sheen coating the dark shaft every time it pulled back before disappearing into her again. His hands stayed locked on her hips, fingers spread wide enough to dimple pale flesh in five distinct points on each side, and every thrust rocked her whole body forward against the couch arm, her breasts swaying loose beneath the thin cotton, her mouth hanging open, the sounds coming out of it no longer words.

“She takes it well, yes?“ Jomo said, to no one in particular, his voice easy, almost bored. “Your wife was made for this.”

I didn’t answer. My lips parted on their own, some reflex trying to form a sentence that never arrived, and instead my chin dipped, once, an involuntary nod I felt happen before I understood I’d agreed to anything.

Kofi’s pace didn’t change with any of it. He worked her with a steady, indifferent rhythm, a controlled, mechanical use of her body that felt more total than any of Jomo’s theatrics. His breath came slow and even through his nose. His jaw stayed slack, unbothered, and only in the last dozen strokes did anything in his posture change at all, his hips snapping harder, faster, driving deep and staying there a beat longer each time.

He drove in one final time and went still, buried to the hilt, and I watched every muscle across his back and shoulders lock at once. A low grunt rolled out of him, short, almost bored, and I saw the faint pulse travel the underside of him where he disappeared inside her, once, twice, again, emptying himself into her.

He held there a long moment, hips flush against her, hands still locked on her hips, and then, without a word, he withdrew and stepped back, tucking himself away and adjusting the waistband of his tracksuit with two efficient motions, already turning his head toward the kitchen like the whole encounter had already filed itself away behind him.

***

Jomo was already moving before Kofi had cleared the space fully, stepping into the gap he left behind with the same unhurried confidence he brought to everything in this house, like the couch arm and my wife bent over it belonged to him by default now that another man had finished with them first.

He didn’t pause to look at what Kofi had left behind, didn’t check or admire the stretched, glistening opening the way I would have. He gripped her hips, still trembling, still slick, and drove into her in one long push, no warning given, no warning needed.

Abbie’s body jolted forward against the couch arm, and her second moan tore out louder than the first, rawer, climbing straight past whatever restraint she still had left in her. Her hips rocked back to meet him on instinct, her pale thighs shaking, her fingers digging fresh grooves into the cushion fabric.

I watched Jomo’s shaft work through her, dark and heavy and ridged with veins standing out along the underside, sliding through an opening already loosened and slicked by another man’s use of her, and the sound of it had changed, thicker now, wetter, a slick suction underneath the slap of his hips against her ass that hadn’t been there before Kofi. Every thrust pushed a little of what was already inside her out around the edges, catching the lamplight in a thin, glistening sheen along her inner thighs.

He fucked her with the same unhurried ownership he always used in this house, no rush in it, no need to hurry, his hips rolling forward in long, deliberate drives that had the couch frame creaking under the impact. The wet squelching sounds were both horrifying and exciting, my wife, full of a stranger’s semen, about to take more.

“You hear that sound, boss?” he said over his shoulder, not even breathing hard yet. “That’s two loads working together now. Your wife’s pussy was always going to end up here. You know that, yes? Wasted all these years on a man who just watches.” He drove in again, harder, and Abbie’s moan cracked into something wordless. “She belongs to whoever wants to take her. That’s all it ever was.”

I sat forward on the couch, elbows braced on my knees, close enough now that I could smell the heat coming off both of them, sweat and skin and something muskier underneath, the smell of exactly what was happening a few feet from my face. My erection ached, a hard, insistent throb that had been building since the knock on the door, and I didn’t reach down to touch myself, didn’t adjust anything, just sat there with my hands pressed flat against my own knees and let the ache sit unanswered.

Jomo’s pace shortened in the last minute, hips snapping harder, the wet sound between them thickening further, and his breath finally went ragged through his nose. He drove deep one last time and stayed there, grinding, his whole body gone rigid, and a long, guttural exhale rolled out of him as he emptied himself into her, adding his own weight to what Kofi had already left behind.

He held himself buried a long moment, breathing hard, hands still locked on her hips, and then withdrew slow, unhurried, the same casual economy he brought to everything. What slid free of her when he pulled out was thick and glistening and streaked white in two distinct threads that swirled and separated and combined again as they slid down the inside of her thigh, her hole left gaping, red-rimmed, stretched wide enough that I could see straight into the mess both men had left there, swirling, dripping slow onto the couch cushion beneath her in a spreading, dark stain.

Jomo pulled his waistband up and looked over at me, that same easy grin settling into place.

“I left a mess for you, boss,” he said. “Same as always.”

He and Kofi moved toward the kitchen without any hurry, their footsteps unbothered on the hallway runner, and a few seconds later I heard the refrigerator door open, the clink of bottles being moved aside, low voices exchanging words I didn’t try to make out.

I was already on my knees behind her before the kitchen light clicked on.

I didn’t think about it. My body moved the way it had learned to over the past month, dropping onto the carpet behind her trembling thighs, my face level with what they’d left. My tongue found the stretched, slick opening and traced along the rim of it, gathering the thick mingled heat pooled there, salt and weight and something darker underneath both, two men’s worth of it layered together in a taste I’d come to know now without having to think about what it meant.

I pressed my mouth flush against her and worked with the same careful attention I gave everything that mattered to me, my fingers coming up to spread her gently wider, chasing what had already started sliding free before I got there, sealing my lips around the swollen edge of her and drawing it back in, swallowing without hesitation.

Abbie’s hand found the back of my head, fingers threading into my thinning hair, and she pressed me closer, her hips rolling weak and slow against my mouth, chasing whatever last aftershocks still moved through her.

I stayed there a long while, my jaw aching at the hinge, my glasses hopelessly fogged, until there was nothing left to find, and I pulled back on my own, my chin slick, my breath unsteady.

I looked up at her. She’d turned her head to look back at me over her shoulder, her face flushed dark from throat to hairline, her lips parted, her dark hair damp at the temples and stuck loose against her cheek. Her eyes held that same wide, glassy, wrecked look I’d catalogued so many times now it had stopped being a discovery and had become a fact of her, permanent as her name.

“You know that’s Kofi’s too now,” I said, my voice low and unsteady, the words barely holding together. “He’ll use you whenever he wants.”

Abbie held my gaze. Her nostrils flared once, then again, and the corner of her mouth curved up slow, a satisfied, unhurried smile that carried none of the shame I kept looking for on her face and never once found.

She didn’t say anything at all.


thirteen
Absolute Degradation & The Contractor's Asset


The doorbell rang, and the signal went straight to my gut, bypassing my brain entirely. By the fifth week, that sound belonged to them. Abbie was already moving, her bare feet silent on the hardwood. She crossed the entryway with her robe already off, folded neatly on the reading chair—a coat she wouldn’t need again tonight. Her heavy breasts swung with the motion, her pale stomach soft under the hall light as she pulled the door open without a second’s pause, as if greeting the mailman.

The living room had learned its new shape, too. A throw pillow lay where it had been kicked two nights ago. A faint, stiff ring stained one couch cushion, a ghost I’d stopped trying to scrub away. It wasn’t a home anymore, not really. It was a scene, and I was the man who came in afterward to catalogue the evidence of what had been taken.

Both men filled the doorframe the way they always did, Jomo a step ahead with his placid, easy smile, Kofi a half-step behind him, his shaved head nearly brushing the top of the frame. The contrast hit me the same way it always did, a blow I never fully braced for no matter how many times I’d already taken it — their skin dense and black under the porch light, hers pale and soft and spilling loose in a way that made her look, for one unbearable second, like something offered up on a plate.

Jomo reached for her first. His hand found the curve of her bare backside and squeezed hard, his fingers sinking deep enough into the pale flesh that a red print bloomed there the second he let go. Kofi’s thumb came up under her chin, tilting her face toward the light, studying her a moment the way he studied everything, deliberate, like he was checking a measurement before he committed to a cut.

I stood in the hallway in my khakis and a gray polo gone soft at the collar, glasses fogged faint at the bottom rims, hands hanging useless at my sides. Nobody looked at me. Nobody needed to.

They moved her into the living room without a word passing between any of them, a sequence of movements that no longer required words. Kofi sat first, dropping onto the couch and pulling Abbie down onto his lap facing away from him, and I watched him free himself with the same unbothered economy he always used, thick and already stiffening, the head of him pressing up flush against the small of her back, dark against pale, a color contrast so absolute it didn’t look like two people so much as two different materials pressed together.

Jomo came around behind them both, positioning himself low, his hands finding her hips and spreading them wide, his fingers black and blunt against the soft white swell of her ass, thumbs pressing in until the flesh dimpled around them. Kofi lifted her by the waist, guided the blunt head of himself to her opening, and pushed up into her in one long, unhurried stroke that had her spine arching and her mouth falling open on a sound with no words in it.

Jomo didn’t wait long after that. He worked himself in behind her, already slick with sweat and the fluid from her own body, and I watched the head of him breach the tight ring of her ass. Her body fought it for a half-second before it yielded, the way it always did now, stretching wide around two men at once. Her holes were both filled, both stuffed, both worked open by hands so dark against her skin they looked carved from something older than either of them.

Her nostrils flared wide, again and again, and her eyes went glassy, unfocused, fixed on the ceiling somewhere past both their shoulders. Her mouth hung open on one long, broken sound that climbed and cracked and climbed again, her breasts swinging heavy with every thrust that rocked her body between them.

I stood at the edge of the hallway, knuckles white where I gripped the doorframe. My glasses were fogged, and a damp patch spread dark at the front of my khakis. The scene in front of me was a closed circuit, a system I could observe but never enter. My feet were rooted to the floor. There was no action left for me to take.

“Your woman was made for this, boss,” Jomo said, flat, not even looking my way, his hips working in short, deliberate drives that matched the rhythm of Kofi’s from below. “Two real men. You see?”

Kofi said nothing. His jaw stayed set, his focus narrowed to the mechanics of it, one hand braced on Abbie’s hip, the other gripping the base of himself where he disappeared into her from below, working her in long, grinding pushes that had the couch frame groaning under all three of them.

The sound filled the room, wet and thick, skin against skin, flesh straining and giving, Abbie’s cries climbing over the top of it in long, ragged waves. Her pale skin flushed red where their hands gripped her, five-fingered marks blooming on her hips, her thighs, her ass. Both her holes stretched visibly around the men working her, slick and shining. Every few thrusts a thin trail of fluid slid free, catching the lamplight before dripping onto the cushion beneath her.

Kofi finished first, a deep, grinding drive that he held there, buried, his whole body going rigid, a low grunt rolling out of him as he emptied himself into her. Jomo followed seconds later, flat and hard, one last brutal thrust that pinned her forward between them, his own grunt short and final, his hips flush against her while he unloaded deep into her ass.

They pulled out together, unhurried, adjusting their clothes with the same complete indifference they brought to everything, and Abbie slumped forward onto the couch cushion, then slid to the floor, her thighs trembling, both holes gaping open, thick white fluid already sliding free down the pale skin in slow, glistening threads.

My legs carried me across the room, though they didn’t feel like mine. I dropped to my knees behind her, a desperate need pulling my face between her shaking thighs. My fingers found her pussy, then her ass, scooping out the hot, swirling mess inside. I brought them to my mouth without thinking, tasting the salt and heat of two men on my tongue. It wasn’t enough. I pressed my mouth flush against her gaping holes, my tongue working into the soft, stretched flesh, chasing every last drop like a starving animal.

Jomo stood in the hallway, arms folded, a flat smirk on his face. He watched for a long moment before he and Kofi let themselves out without another word.

Abbie reached back and pressed my head deeper against her, and I didn’t stop.

***

I’d gotten the throw pillow back on the couch and turned the damp cushion so the stain faced the wall. Abbie came down minutes later, hair wet from the shower, cinched into one of her old modest robes. The terrycloth was a lie, a costume for a woman who didn’t exist anymore. She went for water, and I followed, sitting at the table with a glass of my own, sweating and untouched, when the front door opened without a knock.

The sound of the front door opening was just another fact I filed away without comment. Permission was a concept that no longer applied to this house.

Jomo came into the kitchen and dropped into the chair across from me like he’d been invited, elbows on the table, and looked at me with the same flat, unhurried expression he wore for everything, whether he was discussing a load-bearing wall or my wife’s body.

“I’m having some of the guys from the crew over Saturday,” he said. “My place. Contractors, some of the site boys. Fifteen, maybe twenty men.” He said it like he was telling me the delivery truck was late. “I’m bringing Abbie. She’s going to take care of them. All night. No rubbers. We’ll be done with her in the morning.”

He didn’t ask. He never asked. He watched me while he said it, his eyes steady on my face, waiting to see if anything in me would crack.

My throat worked, a dry swallow. The overhead light buzzed, a sound I’d never noticed until it was the only thing I could hear. Underneath it, the room was still thick with their smell—a low, male musk that clung to the air, refusing to be erased. My hands were flat on the table, pale and still. I watched them as if they belonged to someone else, a man who might still be able to use them to stop this.

I didn’t say anything. There wasn’t a sentence in me that fit the moment, no protest, no question, nothing that wouldn’t have sounded like a joke told badly.

Abbie was standing in the doorway. I hadn’t heard her come down the hall, but there she was, one shoulder against the frame, her robe loose at the collar, her hair still damp and dark against her neck. She must have heard all of it. Every word.

Jomo turned his head and looked at her.

She held his gaze without blinking, her large brown eyes wide and dark under the kitchen light, and I watched the flush climb up out of her collar, up her pale throat, blotching high on her cheeks the way it always did now when something in her had already decided before the rest of her caught up. Her nostrils flared, once, then again, slow and deliberate, and her lips parted on a breath she didn’t bother to hide.

Then she turned and looked at me.

Her face was wild and settled all at once. It was the look of a woman who had already made peace with what her body wanted, who was just waiting for her voice to catch up to the decision. This wasn’t a question. It was a statement.

“Yes,” she said quietly, not asking, not questioning. Just confirming that she was his to take as he pleased.

I didn’t answer. My glasses had slipped a little on my face, sitting crooked, and I didn’t push them back up. My hands stayed flat on the table, and I felt my own pulse in my palms, hard and slow, and somewhere under the numb, cataloguing part of my brain that was still trying to process the phrase “fifteen, maybe twenty men,” something else had already started answering for me, something lower down, something that didn’t need my permission any more than Jomo needed it to walk through my front door.

Jomo stood. He crossed to Abbie in the doorway and put his hand flat against her hip, over the robe. His thumb and fingers pressed deep, measuring the give of her flesh, a slow, proprietary squeeze that tested her substance. She didn’t flinch. She leaned into it, just slightly, her weight shifting toward his hand.

“Saturday,” he said again, to both of us now, or maybe to neither of us, just a certainty he was setting down on the table before he left it there for us to deal with. Then he turned and walked out the way he’d come in, no goodbye, the front door clicking shut behind him with an unhurried finality.

Abbie went to bed not long after. She didn’t say anything else, just touched my shoulder once on her way past the table, her fingers cool and damp from the shower, and left me there under the buzzing overhead light.

I sat alone at the kitchen table long after the house had gone quiet. The water glass was still untouched, a wet ring spreading on the wood beneath it. Saturday was four days away. The number settled in my mind, not as a deadline, but as a promise. The countdown began without my permission, a simple, brutal calculation with no dread attached, only a heavy, pulling weight.

A low, steady thrum started under my ribs, a patient engine warming in my stomach. It was counting right alongside me. Four days. Then three. The water in my glass went warm as the number turned over and over in my head. I sat there and let it happen. I did not once tell myself to stop.
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