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Moving Day

The house next door had been empty for three months when the truck pulled up.

It was a Saturday in late May, the kind of morning Raleigh does well — humidity already thickening, the cul-de-sac quiet except for a sprinkler clicking two houses down and the long, even drone of my mower. I was on my third pass across the front lawn, walking the same diagonals I’d walked every Saturday for six years, when the engine of a moving truck groaned around the curve and stopped at 14 Linden Court.

I lifted my hand off the throttle bar. The blade wound down. In the new quiet I could hear cicadas, a screen door shutting somewhere, and the heavy chunk of a truck door opening.

A man swung down out of the cab. No movers, no crew — just him and another guy in a sleeveless shirt who climbed out of a pickup behind the moving truck. He stood for a second in the driveway with his hands on his hips, looking up at the house like he was measuring it. Then he rolled his shoulders, walked around to the back of the truck, and threw up the rolling door in one motion.

Even from across the yard I could see what he was. Forty feet away and already too much for the space. He was my height, maybe an inch taller, but built the way you build when you use your body for a living — thick forearms, thick neck, that low square center of gravity that doesn’t translate into pictures. Tattoos crawled down one arm in a sleeve I couldn’t read from where I was standing. The other arm was bare and sun-darkened. His hair was buzzed close on the sides and longer on top, dark, a little damp at the temples already.

He saw me looking. I lifted a hand. He lifted one back, easy, like we’d already met.

I went back to mowing. I did not go back to mowing. I did the next pass twice as slow, because I wanted to watch.

He carried a couch out of the truck by himself. He didn’t half-drag it. He tipped it onto his back, balanced it across his shoulders, and walked it up the driveway and through the front door. His friend was still wrestling with a box of books. I stopped pretending not to look. I stood in the middle of my own lawn with the mower idling between my hands, watching another man do something I could not have done in twenty minutes with a moving strap and a YouTube video. The heat rising into my face had nothing to do with the sun.

I finished the lawn fast after that. Sloppy lines. I told myself I’d touch them up later and knew I wouldn’t.

Sophie was in the kitchen when I came in through the garage. She had a coffee in one hand and her phone in the other, and she didn’t look up.

“There’s somebody moving in next door,” I said.

“Mm.” She scrolled. “Finally.”

“Just one guy. With a friend. He’s — you should see it. He carried the couch in by himself.”

That got her eyes up. “By himself.”

“On his back.”

She made a face that was halfway between no he didn’t and huh. Then she set down her phone, picked up her coffee, and walked to the window over the sink. She stood there a long time. Long enough that I noticed her shoulders settle a different way — that small adjustment a body makes when it’s decided to keep looking.

“Huh,” she said finally. “Should we bring him something.”

“Like what.”

“I don’t know, Dan. Lemonade. Cookies. Whatever people do.”

“We don’t usually do that.”

“We don’t usually have new neighbors.” She set the coffee down and opened the cabinet where we kept the pitcher.

I went upstairs to change. I’d been wearing a t-shirt with a small bleach stain on the hem and the cargo shorts I always mowed in. I told myself I changed because I was sweaty and not because I had just watched a man fold a couch onto his shoulders. I put on a clean polo. I looked in the mirror for longer than I usually let myself, cataloguing the soft edges around my jawline, and went back downstairs.

Sophie was at the front door with a pitcher of lemonade and two glasses on a tray. She’d put on a sundress. I noticed the dress the way you notice your own front door has been repainted while you were out — a small recalibration, not yet alarm. It was the yellow one she hadn’t worn since last summer. She’d done something with her hair too. I didn’t know what. Something.

“Come on,” she said.

We crossed the strip of grass between our yards. The fence between the two properties was a low cedar thing, four feet, more of a suggestion than a barrier. He was bent over inside the truck stacking boxes when we came up the driveway, and he straightened when he heard us. He was shirtless now. A gray t-shirt was tucked through the back of his belt like a rag.

“Hey,” he said.

“Hi,” Sophie said.

He came down off the lip of the truck in one step. Up close he smelled like sweat and the inside of a hot truck cab and, faintly, like the cologne he must’ve put on twelve hours and a thousand pounds of furniture ago. His chest hair was darker than the hair on his head. The tattoo sleeve was traditional nautical stuff, old-school, a swallow over the inside of his elbow.

“Luca,” he said, and put out his hand.

I gave him mine. My hand disappeared inside his hand. That’s the only way I can describe it. He didn’t squeeze — he didn’t have to. His palm wrapped over the top of my knuckles and the pads of his fingers landed in the meat below my thumb and I felt, with a clarity that embarrassed me, exactly how much smaller I was. He pumped my hand once. The skin of his palm was warm and rough — calluses across the base of every finger, a hardness on the heel of his thumb that I assumed was a wrench callus or a hammer callus or whatever it was you got from working with your hands instead of typing.

“Daniel,” I said. “Dan. Whatever.”

“Dan.” He grinned. He had a chipped front tooth, just barely, and it was the kind of detail you noticed because it had no business making a man look better and yet it did. “Nice lawn.”

I laughed before I could stop it. I don’t know what I expected him to say, maybe nice house or nice neighborhood, the standard pleasantries. But he had said nice lawn and meant it. He’d looked across the property line and registered the diagonals, the trim along the walkway, the edged border around the magnolia, and given the work a compliment. It was a generous offering. It was the most masculine thing anyone had said to me in years, leaving me acutely aware of my own soft hands.

“Thanks,” I said. My voice came out a little high. I cleared my throat.

Sophie stepped forward with the tray. “We brought you lemonade. We figured — moving in a heat wave.”

“Oh, hell.” He took the glass from her hand. His fingers brushed her fingers around the cold wet sides of it, and I watched her not pull her hand back as fast as she could have. He drained half the glass in one swallow. His throat worked. A drop ran down his chin and he caught it with the back of his wrist. “Thank you. Christ. You don’t know.”

“I bet I do,” she said.

It was nothing. It was a joke. People say things like that. But she said it with a particular tilt of her chin, half a step closer to him than she needed to be, and when he laughed — a low, easy laugh that came out of his chest — she laughed too. Then she tucked a piece of her hair behind her ear. It was a strand that had not been out of place. She tucked it anyway, with two fingers, slowly, while she looked up at him.

I had been married to Sophie for nine years. I had introduced her to every coworker, every boss, every friend’s husband, every contractor we’d ever hired. I had watched her shake a hundred male hands. I had never once seen her tuck her hair behind her ear like that. I recognized the atmospheric shift immediately. The flush had come up the front of her throat in two small patches just under her jaw. Her eyes had gone a half-shade brighter, and her mouth had stayed open a beat longer after she finished her sentence than was strictly necessary.

“What do you do, Luca?” she said.

“Bikes.” He drank the rest of the lemonade. “I own a custom shop over off Glenwood. Mostly cruisers. Some old British stuff.”

“You build them?”

“Build, rebuild, restore.” He shrugged. The muscles across the top of his shoulder shifted under his skin and it was hard not to look at it. I looked at it. So did Sophie. “Whatever pays.”

“That’s amazing.”

“It’s grease and pissed-off old guys, mostly.”

He turned to me then, and his attention landed on me with that same easy weight he did everything else with. “What about you, Dan?”

“IT,” I said. “Project management. I work from home, mostly.”

“Yeah?” He gave a generous nod. “That’s the dream, man. I’d shoot myself in a cubicle.”

“It has its moments.”

“I bet.” He handed Sophie the empty glass. Their fingers brushed again, on purpose this time, the long edge of his middle finger drawing once along the side of her hand as the glass changed owners. She let him do it. He looked at me while he did it. Not challenging — that’s the part I keep coming back to. There was nothing in his face that meant anything. He was just a man taking a glass back from a beautiful woman, and there was no shame in him about any of it. “Listen. I appreciate this. I owe you both a beer once I find which box the beer is in.”

“Anytime,” Sophie said.

We walked back across the strip of grass. She didn’t say anything on the way. I didn’t either. When we got inside she set the empty pitcher in the sink, ran the water over it, and stood at the window again with her hands resting on the lip of the counter. From the window you could see straight into Luca’s driveway. He had gone back to unloading. He had pulled his t-shirt out of his belt and used it to wipe his face and then thrown it over his shoulder.

“He seems nice,” she said. She didn’t turn around.

“Yeah,” I said. “Real nice.”



The first week was a slow education in what it meant to have a neighbor who used his body.

It started Monday with the music. Classic rock, loud enough to hear through the kitchen wall but not loud enough to complain about — seventies anthems, heavy blues, the long live version of “Whipping Post” — the kind of soundtrack a man puts on when he intends to work for a long time without thinking about the time. Then power tools. The whine of a circular saw, the heavy stutter of a drill, the regular thunk of a hammer driving into wood. By Tuesday afternoon he had finished whatever the first project had been and started a second one. By Wednesday I could tell his car door from the other car doors on the street, and his pickup engine from any pickup engine for two blocks.

He grilled every night. The smell of charcoal smoke would come over the fence around six-thirty, and then meat — burgers, steaks, once something with the unmistakable iron char of a whole chicken — and it would drift in through the kitchen window and into the dining room and settle in our curtains. I started getting hungry for things I didn’t have in the house.

Sophie started doing the dishes after dinner instead of before. She had always loaded the dishwasher right after we ate, scraped the plates, run the disposal, wiped the counters, and come into the living room to sit with me. Now she stayed in the kitchen. She rinsed everything by hand. She took twice as long. The kitchen window over the sink looked directly into Luca’s backyard, and Luca was in his backyard every night with a beer in his hand and his shirt off and his grill smoking, and one Wednesday evening I walked into the kitchen for a glass of water and caught her watching him.

She didn’t hear me come in. The disposal was running. She was standing at the sink with a plate forgotten in one hand and a sponge forgotten in the other, and she was leaning toward the glass, both elbows on the counter, with her weight pushed up onto the balls of her feet so that she could see better over the bottom of the curtain. The line of her throat was tilted. Her mouth was open a fraction. The light from the window was on her face, and the expression on her face was something I had not seen on her since the early months we were dating, before I had learned to interpret it as desire and learned, simultaneously, that I could not always produce it.

Hunger. That’s the word. There was no other word.

I backed out of the kitchen before she could turn. I went into the living room and sat down on the couch and stared at the television without turning it on for ten minutes.

On Thursday he came over. The doorbell rang at nine in the morning. I was on a call — headphones on, camera off, somebody in Bangalore walking me through a status report — and I waved at Sophie to get it. She was already in the front hall. I heard the door open. I heard his voice. “Hey. Hope it’s not too early.”

“No, no, come in.”

“I was gonna ask if Dan had a drill I could borrow. Mine’s in a box I haven’t unpacked and I don’t want to dig through forty boxes just to —”

“He does. Come in. Coffee?”

“If you’re making it.”

“I’m making it.”

The door shut. I listened to them go down the hall to the kitchen. I muted myself on the call. The Bangalore voice kept going in my ear about throughput and KPIs and a vendor relationship that had gone sideways, and I sat at my desk in my office at the back of the house with the door cracked open an inch and I listened to my wife make a man I’d known for five days a cup of coffee.

I listened for an hour.

It wasn’t subtle. She laughed. It was the laugh from when she was twenty-four and drinking white wine on a friend’s roof in Brooklyn, the laugh I had courted for two years and married for and very slowly stopped hearing. She laughed at something he said about his shop, and then at something he said about his ex-wife, and then at something I couldn’t make out. Finally, she laughed for a long time at nothing. The joke was just the fact of the man sitting across from her. He laughed too. His was lower. It vibrated through the wall behind my desk.

I didn’t get him the drill. He didn’t ask again. After an hour I heard the back door open and close and the chairs on the patio scrape, and I knew without looking that she had taken him out into the yard so they could keep talking in the sun.

That night in bed I rolled over and put my hand on her hip. She made a small noncommittal sound. I slid my hand up under the hem of her shirt and ran my thumb along the underside of her breast.

“Mm. Not tonight, babe.”

“You sure?”

“I’m tired. Long day.”

She had been on the patio with our new neighbor for two hours of a long day on which she had done no work. She rolled away from me and pulled the comforter up under her chin. I lay on my back and waited for my body to give up.

Through the open bedroom window, I could hear his music. He played it late. Our master sat on the side of the house that faced his — twelve feet of side yard between the two foundations, his window directly across from mine, both of us with the screens cracked against the heat. The bass came through clean across the gap. A slow song now, something with steel guitar, a man’s voice low and tired and unhurried. I lay in the dark with my wife asleep beside me and listened to another man’s music coming in across twelve feet of summer air.

I was hard. I hadn’t told my body to be. It had decided on its own, sometime during the hour I’d spent at my desk listening to her laugh, and it had stayed that way through dinner and through the dishes and into the bed and into the dark, an insistence with nowhere to go.

I didn’t touch myself. Not that first night. I lay there with my hands flat on top of the comforter and I listened to his music coming in through the screen and I named the situation the way I would name a status item in a meeting: something is happening in this house. The next item: I am going to need to decide what I am going to do about it.

Then I lay awake until two in the morning, and I did nothing.


The Barbecue and The Sounds

The invitation came on a Friday.

He leaned over the cedar fence as I was walking from the garage to the front door with the recycling bin, and he asked if we wanted to come over for a barbecue the next night. Just a few people. He’d gotten his grill set up, his friend Mike was coming by with his girlfriend, that was about it. Sophie was unloading groceries out of her car ten feet from us, and she answered before I’d opened my mouth.

“We’d love to.”

“Yeah?” He grinned across the fence at me. “Cool. Anytime after six. Bring whatever.”

“We’ll bring wine,” she said.

“Beer’s fine.”

“We’ll bring wine.”

He laughed and went back to whatever he’d been doing on his side of the fence. Sophie shouldered a paper bag and walked into the garage past me without making eye contact, but as she passed I caught the curve of a smile she hadn’t fully suppressed. She was humming. I didn’t recognize the song.

I spent Saturday looking for an excuse not to go. I checked my email twice. I checked the weather. I considered telling her I had a migraine and gave up on it before the lie was even fully formed in my mouth, because she would not have believed it and we both would have known why I was lying.

At six-fifteen she came down the stairs in a black tank top and a pair of jeans I had never seen before. The jeans were high-waisted and cut to her hips and they did things to the shape of her that her usual jeans did not do. She’d put on mascara. She’d put on the gold hoops her sister had given her three Christmases ago that she only wore to other people’s weddings.

“Ready?” she said.

I was wearing a polo and chinos, dressed for a parent-teacher conference. “Yeah.”

We carried two bottles of red across the strip of grass that separated our yards. There was no front gate to his yard — just a dirt path worn between the side of his garage and the fence, leading around to the back. The Christmas lights came into view before the people did. He’d strung them between the corner of the house and a hackberry at the back of the lot and again from the hackberry to the corner of the garage, a slack triangle of warm white bulbs that hung low over a fire pit and a circle of chairs.

The yard was the inverse of mine. Where I had a manicured lawn and a paver patio and four matching teak chairs around a teak table, he had a strip of crabgrass and a fire pit made from a stack of cinder blocks and four chairs that did not match any of the other chairs — a camping chair, a wrought-iron piece that looked rescued from a curb, a yellow plastic Adirondack, and a dining chair he had clearly carried out from inside. There was a cooler. There was a chipped enamel bowl of pretzels balanced on top of the cooler. There were two people I didn’t know already in the chairs — Mike, who was Luca’s mechanic friend from somewhere, and a woman named Annie with a tongue piercing and a beer in each hand. The grill was already smoking. The whole setup looked like the kind of party I had not been invited to in college.

“You made it.” Luca came around the side of the grill with tongs in one hand. He hugged Sophie. Not a side hug. A full hug, one arm around her back, the other still holding the tongs out to the side. He held her against his chest for one full second longer than the situation called for, and she let him. When he let her go she was a little breathless and a little pink across the top of her chest, and the gold hoops were swaying.

He clapped me on the shoulder. His hand wrapped over the bony point of it and the heel of his palm dug into the muscle. He gave me a small, friendly shake. It was a pat on the head for a well-behaved dog. “Glad you came, Dan.”

“Thanks for having us.”

“Beer’s in the cooler. Help yourself.”

I went to the cooler. I got Sophie a beer she didn’t ask for and stood holding it for ten minutes before I realized she’d already taken one from Luca and was halfway through it.

The rest of it happened slowly. The way these things do.

Sophie was a different woman at his fire pit than she was at our patio table. I had been married to her long enough to know her social registers — the polite version she wore to my work events, the warm version she wore to dinners with her sister, the brittle one she’d worn to her mother’s funeral two years ago and hadn’t fully shaken since. I had never seen the woman she became in Luca’s yard. This Sophie laughed with her whole body. She leaned back when she laughed and let her head go all the way back and her throat go long. She put her hand on Luca’s forearm when she made a point, and then left it there for half a sentence longer than her point lasted. She drank her first beer fast and started a second one. She took her shoes off at some point and walked around in his crabgrass in bare feet. Her toes had purple polish on them I hadn’t noticed because she had been wearing socks all week.

Mike asked me what I did. I told him. He nodded politely and asked Luca a question about a transmission. I sat in the wrought-iron chair and drank a beer I didn’t want and watched my wife reorganize herself around another man.

Annie was lovely. Annie talked to me about her chihuahua for twenty minutes, which I am grateful for, because it gave me something to do with my face. While Annie talked about her chihuahua, Sophie perched on the arm of Luca’s camping chair. Just briefly. Just for a second, in the middle of a story, leaning in to make a quick point. The chair sagged under her. Luca didn’t move to make room. His shoulder was against her hip. He looked up at her with his face very close to her waist and said something I couldn’t hear. She flushed brightly and stood up again.

Annie kept telling me about the chihuahua. I kept nodding.

Mike left around nine. Annie went with him. There was a quick flurry of good seeing you and we should do this again and a hug between Annie and Sophie that was the standard goodbye hug between women who have just met, and then Mike’s truck pulled away and the fire pit got quieter and the three of us were alone in the yard under the string lights.

“Music,” Luca said.

He went inside. He came back with his phone and a small wireless speaker that he set on top of the cooler. He thumbed through it for a minute. Then he put on something slow. I don’t remember the song. I remember the steel guitar in it and the man’s voice and the way the bass moved through the cooler and into the dirt under my chair.

“Dance with me,” he said to Sophie.

She laughed. “Oh, no.”

“Come on.”

“In your yard? With your three rocks of a yard?”

“In my three rocks of a yard.”

He stood up. He held out one hand to her. She looked at me. I want to be clear about this part. She looked at me. She did not ask me with her eyes if it was okay. She looked at me merely to register my presence, confirming her husband was sitting six feet away in a wrought-iron chair with a beer in his hand. Then she put her hand in Luca’s hand and let him pull her up.

He drew her in close. Closer than the music required. His left hand came around to settle low on her back, just above the waistband of those jeans, and his right hand wrapped around her right hand and brought it up against his chest. Her face was tilted up. Her face was against his throat. She let her body fold against him in a long soft line from her chest to her hips, and they moved a little, barely moved, in his yard under the string lights, in the dirt and crabgrass between his house and the hackberry tree.

I watched.

My beer had gone warm in my hand. My jaw had gone tight. There was a heat in my throat that I had not had to manage since I was a teenager, the heat that is not anger and is not embarrassment and is not arousal but is the foundational soup all three of those things are made out of. I was hard. Sitting in a wrought-iron lawn chair in the next yard over from my own house, watching a man I had known for one week slow-dance with my wife in his backyard, I had gone tight against the seam of my chinos with such steady, dumb insistence that I had to set the beer down in the grass and angle my knee to hide it.

His hand drifted lower on her back. Not all the way. Just half an inch. Just to the point where the small of her back ended and the curve of her ass began. I watched his fingertips settle into the soft denim there. I watched her not move them.

She turned her head to look at me over his shoulder. Her cheek was flushed. Her eyes had that wet, slow, after-sex quality they got on the very rare nights she actually came with me, except no one had touched her — no one had done anything except put a hand on her back and stand close — and she had that look anyway. She smiled at me. A small, lazy, private smile. It was the smile of a woman acknowledging her husband from across a room she did not need him to enter.

The song ended. She did not step away from him.

“We should get home,” I said.

My voice was wrong. I heard it land in the yard like a coin dropped on tile. Both of them turned to look at me. There was a small pause. Then Luca laughed — gently, easily — and let her go.

“Yeah,” he said. “It’s late.”

We walked across the strip of grass. Thirty feet. I counted them because counting them was easier than thinking about anything else. The light from his porch lit the side of her face and her bare feet were carrying her sandals in one hand and she was humming again, the same song she had been humming the day before in the garage.

“That was fun,” she said when we got inside. She set the sandals down by the door. “We should do that more.”

“Yeah.”

“He’s so easy to be around. Don’t you think?”

“He is.”

“I love that yard.” She walked into the kitchen and got a glass of water. “I want a fire pit.”

“We could put one in.”

“It wouldn’t be the same.”

I watched her drink her water. She was leaning against the counter with one hip cocked and one ankle crossed over the other, and the line of her throat was visible above the tank top, and the gold hoops were still swaying, and she was not looking at me. She was looking at the window over the sink, at the warm glow that was still coming from his backyard, where Luca had stayed behind to put out the fire and gather the beer bottles and turn off the string lights.

“I’m going to bed,” I said.

“I’ll be up.”

She did not come up.

I lay in our bed and listened. I had never noticed how close our window was to his. We had lived in the house for six years and I had never once paid attention to that narrow strip of side yard between the two foundations — twelve feet, give or take, the houses set close on their narrow lots — because for six years there had been nothing on the other side of that gap but the dark windows of an empty house. Now there was a man. His master sat directly across from ours, his window cracked tonight against the heat, mine cracked against the heat, twenty-some feet from his pillow to mine through the warm still summer air, and I could hear him. The thump of him kicking off his boots. The crackle of his belt buckle being undone and dropped on a dresser. Water running somewhere — a sink, a shower. Then his bed. The creak of a mattress under a man taking off the rest of his clothes and lying down on it. The click of a lamp turning off.

His music, low, drifting in through the screen, until he fell asleep.

I lay there with my hands at my sides and listened until Sophie came up at almost midnight. She slid into bed beside me smelling of charcoal smoke and beer and faintly, just faintly, of his cologne. She kissed my cheek, told me she loved me, and was asleep in three minutes. I lay awake another hour.



The visits started Monday.

She came down at breakfast and announced she had to drop off a plastic container. She did not say which container. She came back forty minutes later with the container still in her hand and a softness around her mouth that had not been there when she left.

Tuesday she was bringing him the rest of the pasta from the night before, since he’d mentioned at the barbecue that he never cooked for himself. She was gone an hour. The pasta came back too, in the same dish, and she put it in our fridge without comment.

Wednesday it was paint colors. He was repainting his living room and he wanted a woman’s eye on the chips he’d brought home from the hardware store. He has a sister, I almost said. He had mentioned a sister at the barbecue, a sister in Charlotte he was close to. He had a sister he could have called. He had called my wife.

She was gone two hours that time. When she came back the inside of her right forearm had a long dark smudge on it. It was garage grease, not kitchen table dust. My eyes lingered on it. She caught me looking. She rolled the smudge under the kitchen faucet without ceremony, dried her arm on a dishtowel, and started chopping onions for dinner.

I started listening at the window.

The first time was Wednesday night, the night of the workbench smudge. Sophie was in the shower. I went into the bedroom and stood at the open window over my side of the bed and pressed my cheek against the screen and I listened.

I could hear him moving around over there. Nothing dramatic. Footsteps, the low hum of his television, the bass through the floor of his music carrying out his own open window and across the gap into mine. I stood with my cheek against the metal mesh — the wire cool on my skin, the night air moving against my mouth as I breathed — and I listened for ten minutes for any sound that might tell me what had happened in that workbench two hours earlier. There was no sound. He was alone over there now. He was a single man going to bed in his own house, and the noise of his nightly routine was the only audio the screen could give me.

I went to bed feeling stupid and ashamed and so hard that I had to lie facedown for ten minutes before I trusted myself not to roll over onto Sophie’s side.

I did it the next night too. And the next.

It became a ritual built on mindless repetition. Sophie would shower. I would stand at the window. I would listen. Some nights I heard nothing. Some nights I heard his music. One night, the Friday of the second week, I heard a woman’s voice over there for forty seconds before I realized it was the TV. My pulse hammered tight in my throat for the rest of the evening.

On the Saturday two weeks after the barbecue, she stayed at his house until eleven at night. She had gone over at seven to help him hang some art. I sat in the living room with the television on mute and watched the dark square of his kitchen window through our front window. The light was on. Two shapes moved past it at intervals. Once, just once, the two shapes met in the middle of the window and stopped there for a long time and did not move.

I went up to the bedroom. I lay down on top of the covers. I unbuckled my belt and pushed my pants and boxers down to my thighs and I took my cock in my hand. It was already wet at the tip. I had not touched it. I rolled onto my side toward the open window and pressed my left ear against the cool metal screen and I closed my eyes and I worked myself, slow, the way I had not worked myself since college, with the side of my face against the mesh and the dim sound of his television drifting in across the side yard.

I imagined her over there. On his couch, which I had not seen the inside of, in the living room they had supposedly been hanging art in, with the lights of his kitchen still on twenty feet away. His hand on the back of her neck. His mouth at her throat. That wet slow private look she’d given me over his shoulder while they danced — directed now at him, with no one in the room to give it to but him, while he undid the button of those new jeans.

I came in less than three minutes. I came hard. I came in volumes I had not produced in a decade. The first rope of it hit my own chest and I had to swallow a sound that wanted to come out of me. I lay there panting against the screen with my heart pounding and my cock still in my hand and the wet of it cooling on my stomach and I listened, in the slow seconds afterward, for any change in the sound of his television.

There was none. Whatever was happening over there had nothing to do with the ritual I was building over here.

She came home at eleven-thirty. I had washed myself with a hand towel and put my pants back on and gone downstairs to make it look like I had been watching television. The front door opened. She came into the living room. Her hair was damp at the ends. Her skin had the soft glow of a person who had washed her face in a sink that was not her own. She kissed the top of my head and went upstairs to bed.

I sat in the living room for another hour with the television muted, listening through the ceiling for footsteps in our bedroom, and through the open window behind the couch for any sound from next door.

I had not yet said his name out loud to her since the barbecue. I would not, for another four days. By then there would be a flannel shirt on the bathroom floor.


The Shirt

I came home from work at one-thirty in the afternoon on a Thursday.

There had been a power outage at the data center we were migrating to. The vendor pulled the plug on the call before we’d even finished the agenda, and my next meeting was at four, and I had three hours and a backache and a slow understanding that I had not stood up from my desk since seven that morning. I closed my laptop. A sandwich, I told myself. An hour on the couch. The other things a man tells himself when he is looking for a reason to drive home.

I did not, consciously, come home to catch her. My meeting got cancelled. I no longer fully believe that distinction.

Luca’s truck was in our driveway.

Not next to it. Not at the curb in front of his own house. Ours. Backed in on the right side, against the rhododendrons, where I usually parked. The heavy black pickup with the bike-shop magnet on the door, sitting in my spot, hot in the afternoon sun, the hood ticking. I pulled in next to it on Sophie’s side and turned off the engine and sat for a minute with my hands on the wheel.

The house was quiet when I came in through the garage. The dog wasn’t at the door. He was on the couch in the living room, asleep on his side, ears twitching at something I couldn’t hear. The kitchen smelled like coffee gone cold and something else — a man’s body wash, sharp and green, that wasn’t mine.

I called out. “Soph?”

No answer.

I went into the kitchen and set my keys on the counter, careful not to make a sound. There were two coffee mugs in the sink. One had pink lip-prints on the rim. The other was the chipped blue one I had stopped using a year ago because the handle wobbled. He had used my chipped blue mug. He had drunk coffee with my wife at my kitchen table from the mug I had given up on, while I was on a call about server migration two thousand miles away.

The shower was running upstairs. I could hear it through the ceiling. I had stood at the bottom of those stairs ten thousand times and heard that shower run, and there was nothing about the sound of it that was new. Still, I stood there with my hand on the newel post, listening to it, bracing for bad news.

I went up.

The bedroom door was open. The bed was made — Sophie made the bed every morning, a habit from her mother — but the comforter on her side was wrinkled in a long irregular oval where someone had sat down on it, and one of the pillows had been shoved down to the foot of the bed, the way a man pushes a pillow out of the way to sit on the edge of the mattress and lace up his boots. I didn’t go in. I stood in the doorway and let my eyes do the math.

The bathroom door was cracked. Steam was leaking out around the jamb in a thin white seam. The shower hissed against the tile. I could hear her in there — the small sound she made when she rinsed her hair, that small thoughtless exhale, a sound she had been making her whole life and had no idea she made.

There was a pile of clothes on the bathroom floor.

I could see them through the gap. A jumble of fabric heaped just inside the door, not folded, not on the hamper. Her bra on top, the black one. A pair of cotton underwear. And under those, draped half across the tile, half over the bath mat: a man’s flannel shirt. Red and black plaid. Heavy cotton. The cuffs frayed. It would have swallowed her frame entirely.

I pushed the door open.

She didn’t hear me. The shower drowned out the click of the latch. I stood in the doorway of my own bathroom and looked at my wife’s clothes on the floor of my own bathroom and looked at the flannel shirt on top of them, and the steam wet my face, and my heart was doing a thing in my chest I could not put a name to.

I crouched.

I picked up the shirt.

It was warm. That was the first thing — it was still warm from her body, from where she had been wearing it before she stepped into the shower. Not hot. Just warm. The cotton was soft from years of washing. The plaid had faded in the places where his shoulders would have stretched it. There was a small grease stain on the right cuff, the size of a thumbprint, dark as old engine oil. There was a button missing at the second-from-bottom hole. He had owned this shirt a long time.

I lifted it.

I brought it to my face.

First, his cologne. The same green sharp note I had picked up downstairs, clean and woody and slightly bitter, reminiscent of wet pine. Under that, engine oil. The grease stain on the cuff was the visual version of a smell that lived in the whole shirt, low and metallic and faintly sweet, the distinct scent of a man who spent his day with his hands in something machined.

And under those, where my nose was not supposed to go but went anyway,

Her perfume. The expensive boutique blend she had been wearing since our second anniversary. The honeyed amber she had put on her wrists and behind her ears for nine years. It was on this shirt because she had been in this shirt long enough for her skin to wear off on it.

And under her perfume, woven seamlessly into it, there was something else.

Sex.

It was not subtle and it was not metaphorical. There is a particular bouquet a man and a woman make together when they have been fucking for a while: sweat, skin, the salt-bleach edge of his ejaculate, and the warmer animal note of her arousal. That bouquet was in this shirt. It was in the collar. It was in the front placket where her cheek would have rested if his arms had been around her. It was, I realized with my eyes closed and my face in the cotton, especially in the inside of the shirt, the lining side that had been pressed against his chest, against his stomach, against his lap, because that was where his body had been when she had taken him into hers.

I knelt on the bath mat in my own bathroom and I held that shirt to my face and I breathed it in, again, drawing it deep into my lungs. My cock, the small ordinary thing I had not paid serious attention to in years, went hard so fast it hurt against the seam of my khakis.

The shower kept running. Sophie’s small unconscious exhale, again. The pipe rattled its familiar rhythm for the conditioner rinse.

I did not stand up. I did not throw the shirt across the room. I did not walk into the shower and grab her by the wrist and demand to know what she had done. I knelt there with the smell of another man on my face and my cock straining against my zipper and my eyes wet from the steam or from something else, and I lowered the shirt slowly back down to the bath mat, and I arranged it. I want to be clear about that. I arranged it. I put the cuffs back where they had been. I put the corner back over her cotton underwear at the same angle it had been at when I’d opened the door. I put it down so that, when she came out of the shower, she would not be able to tell from its arrangement that anyone had touched it.

Then I stood up. My knees were shaking. I went out of the bathroom and closed the door behind me, gently, so the latch made no sound, and I went downstairs and into the kitchen and washed my hands at the sink for a long time with the hot water on full.

I made dinner.

Chicken thighs. The ones she had taken out of the freezer that morning. I patted them dry on a paper towel and salted them and turned on the oven and chopped the head of broccoli that was wilting in the crisper drawer, and I put on a pot of rice, and I stood at the kitchen island with a glass of water and watched the timer on the oven count down to nothing, because there was nowhere else in the house I could stand.

Somewhere above me, a floorboard creaked.

Not the bathroom. Not the hallway between the bathroom and the stairs. The far corner of the master bedroom, the spot near the closet where the subfloor gave under weight in a particular way. I had walked over that spot ten thousand times. I knew the sound.

The shower was still running. Sophie was still in it. I could hear the pipe rattle its conditioner-rinse rhythm through the ceiling.

I did not look up. I salted the chicken a second time.

A minute later — maybe two — the back door clicked. Quiet. Closing, not opening. The wooden back steps gave the small triple-thump of a heavy man going down them in a hurry. Then nothing. The driveway side of the house was silent. Whoever had walked down those steps had not gone to a truck. He had crossed the strip of grass between the yards and let himself in next door.

I poured the rice into the pot.

She came down twenty minutes later in her own clothes, yoga pants and one of my old gray t-shirts. Her hair was wet down her back and she smelled, again, of her own shampoo, and only her own shampoo. She had washed the shirt off her skin. She had washed him off her skin. She kissed me on the side of the mouth with her usual absent warmth and said, “You’re home early.”

“Meeting got cancelled.”

“Lucky us.” She got herself a glass of wine. “What are you making.”

“Chicken.”

“Smells good.”

I served her. She ate. We talked about a podcast she had been listening to. I cut my chicken into smaller pieces than I usually cut it. I drank two beers. I did not look at her hands when she lifted her fork. I did not look at her mouth when she chewed. I did not say his name. She did not say his name. The dog ate a piece of broccoli off the floor.

After dinner she loaded the dishwasher. I stood in the doorway and watched her load the dishwasher. There was nothing in her body that suggested she had spent the afternoon being fucked by the man next door. There was nothing in her body that suggested she had not. She rinsed the chipped blue mug last, and she put it on the top rack with the other mugs, and she closed the door, and she pressed start.

In bed that night I lay on my back with my hands flat on top of the comforter, my nightly posture for the last three weeks, and I counted.

I counted the visits. The plastic containers. The pasta. The paint chips. The art-hanging Saturday. I counted the laugh that wasn’t for me. I counted the hand on his forearm at the fire pit. I counted the dance. I counted the gold hoops. I counted the smudge on her arm at the kitchen sink. I counted the truck in my parking spot. I counted the chipped blue mug. I counted the shirt: the warmth of it, the cologne in it, her perfume in it, the smell of his body in it, the smell of them in it.

I counted up the evidence with the cold precision of building a project requirements doc. Each piece of evidence had a date. Each piece had a witness, me. Each piece had a source, her. Each piece pointed at the same conclusion, and the conclusion was so simple that it had been hiding in plain sight for a month.

My wife was fucking the man next door.

She knew that I knew. I am as certain of that as I am of anything I am writing here. The shirt had not been left on the bathroom floor by accident. She had stripped at the door of the bathroom and dropped his shirt on top of her own clothes and stepped into the shower, and somewhere in the back of her head she had heard the garage door go up while she was rinsing her hair and she had known I was downstairs, and she had not gotten out, and she had not picked up the shirt, and she had not hidden it.

She had let me find it. She had let me decide.

And lying in our bed in the dark, with my hand flat on the comforter four inches from her hip, I knew, with the same cold clarity with which I knew the rest of it, that I had already decided. I had decided in the bathroom when I’d put the shirt back exactly as I’d found it. I had decided when I’d made the chicken. I had decided when I’d said nothing at dinner and nothing after dinner and nothing on the stairs and nothing here, now, in the dark, with my wife asleep beside me and the man she had spent the afternoon with breathing twelve feet away through the open window across the side yard.

I had decided to let it keep happening.

I rolled toward the window. I put my palm flat against the screen. The mesh was cool. Outside, across the twelve feet of side yard between his bedroom and mine, very faintly, I could hear his music.

I closed my eyes and listened.


The Confession

I let four days go by.

Four days of pretending I had not knelt on the bath mat with my face in another man’s shirt. Four days of pouring her coffee in the morning and kissing her temple and asking how her shoots were going and listening to her say fine, busy, I have to drop something off at Luca’s later. Four days of cataloguing what she did in the hours she was next door. Four days of standing at the open bedroom window after she came home, my ear against the screen, mapping the rhythm of a life I was watching from the other side of twelve feet of summer air.

On the fifth night, a Tuesday, I poured her a glass of red wine after dinner and sat down across from her at the kitchen table and asked the question.

“Sophie.”

“Yeah?”

“Are you sleeping with Luca?”

She had a forkful of salad halfway to her mouth. She set the fork down on the rim of the plate. She did not look surprised. She did not look ashamed. She looked at me across the table for one long second, her expression carrying the calm weight of someone waiting for you to finally catch up, and she picked up her wine glass and took a slow sip.

“Yes,” she said.

The kitchen clock ticked. The dog sighed in the doorway. My ears were ringing.

I had prepared for the lie. I had not prepared for the truth.

“How long,” I said.

“About three weeks.”

“Three weeks.”

“The first time was the night you fell asleep on the couch watching the game. I went over for a glass of wine. I came back at midnight.”

I remembered the night. I had woken up on the couch with the TV still on and my neck stiff and a blanket draped over me, the heavy quilt she always used on nights I had let her down without knowing it. She had been freshly showered. She had kissed my forehead. She had said come to bed, Dan, and I had stumbled upstairs behind her and slept the heavy sleep of the innocent.

“Where,” I said.

“His place mostly.” She broke off a corner of bread and dipped it in oil. She kept eating. “Our kitchen, once, in the afternoon. The garage when he was working on a bike. The backyard, on his patio furniture. The first time was on his couch but mostly it’s the bed.”

“His bed.”

“His bed, yes.”

The grammar of it ran through me like a current. Mostly it’s the bed. Present tense. An ongoing condition. She was talking about a bed I had never seen, in a house twelve feet from mine, where she had been three or four times a week for three weeks while I sat at my desk doing standups about a server migration.

“Why are you telling me,” I said.

“Because you asked.”

“You weren’t going to tell me.”

“I was going to wait until you were ready to hear it.” She set the bread down. Her eyes were very clear. There was no apology in them and no triumph in them. There was only a kind of patient attention, as if she had been waiting at a station for a long time and the train I was on had finally pulled in. “You’ve been ready for a few days, Dan. I left the shirt on the floor.”

The shirt. I left the shirt on the floor. The bath mat. The grease stain. The smell of her perfume mixed into his sweat. My heart was in my mouth.

“Are you in love with him.”

“No.” She said it without thinking about it. “I love you. I’m not leaving you.”

“Then what is this.”

“This is me sleeping with the man next door because I want to.” She lifted her wine glass again. The stem turned in her fingers. “I should have done something like this a long time ago. I’m sorry I didn’t. I’m not sorry I am now.”

I was quiet for a long time. My hands were flat on the table. The wine in my glass had not moved. I could feel my pulse in my throat and in the soft skin of my wrists.

“Do you want me to stop,” she said.

The word yes was in my mouth. It was sitting on the back of my tongue, fully formed, ready to go. Yes. Stop. Tell him it’s over. Be my wife. I have replayed this moment several hundred times since. The word yes was right there. What came out instead was a small flat embarrassed:

“I don’t know.”

She didn’t smile. She would have had every right to smile, and she didn’t. She nodded once, slowly. She had been expecting exactly that answer. She reached across the table and put her hand over mine.

“Okay,” she said. “Then we don’t have to decide anything tonight.”

She squeezed my fingers. She let go. She picked up our plates and carried them to the sink. She rinsed them and stacked them in the dishwasher. She wiped the table. She turned out the kitchen light.

“Come to bed,” she said.



I followed her up the stairs.

She was wearing a thin black tank top and a pair of cotton sleep shorts. There was nothing on her body I had not seen ten thousand times. The hallway light was on behind her and the muscles of her back were drawn long under the cotton, and her hair was down and still a little wavy from the day, and the door to our bedroom was open the way it was always open. Everything in our house looked the way it had looked yesterday. Nothing in it was the same.

She crossed to the bed and turned to me and pulled the tank top over her head in one motion. Her breasts moved with the gesture. The lamplight caught the slight flush still under her throat from the wine. She unhooked the back of her shorts and stepped out of them, and she was naked in our bedroom for me for the first time in three weeks, and I stood in the doorway with my hands at my sides and looked at her. I was looking for marks. I was looking for him.

There were two faint pink marks on the side of her left breast. Small, oval, half-faded. The pink of skin that has been bitten and is healing. He had bitten her. He had bitten her hard enough to leave a mark and the mark had been on her for at least a day and I had not seen it because I had not looked.

Lower. There was a darker bruise on the inside of her thigh, just below the crease where her leg met her body. A thumbprint of a bruise. The size of the pad of a man’s thumb pressing in hard while he held her open.

“Come here,” she said.

I came.

She undressed me. She did it slowly. She unbuckled my belt and slid it through the loops and dropped it on the floor, and she unbuttoned my shirt with the familiar cadence of our wedding night and a thousand nights after, and she pushed it off my shoulders, and she pushed my undershirt up and over my head, and she undid my pants and let them fall, and she put her palm flat on the front of my boxers, where my cock was already hard and had been hard since the kitchen table.

“Look at you,” she said. Soft. Not a taunt. Almost wondering. “You’re so hard already.”

“Sophie.”

“Lie down.”

I lay down on my back on top of the comforter. She climbed onto the bed beside me. Her knee brushed my hip. She put one hand on my chest, flat over my heart, and held it there for a long second to settle me. Then she straddled me.

She did not kiss me first. She lifted up over my hips and reached down between her thighs and guided me to her entrance, and she sank down on me in one long slow controlled motion, all at once, no half-measures, and the wet heat of her closed around me and I made a sound I had not made in my own bed in years.

She was wet. God she was wet. Wetter than I had ever felt her. Slick all down the inside of her thighs, slick on my stomach, slick on the root of my cock where the base of me met the soaked split of her. There was a small wet sound when she lowered onto me, a quiet obscene plip of fluid being displaced, and another one when she lifted half an inch and came back down to settle. And — loose. Soft. Open. The distinct slackness of a woman who has been fucked recently, her body not yet pulled back into its everyday shape. I sank into her without resistance. The grip on me was warm and yielding and unmistakably the grip of a pussy that had been worked by something bigger.

I bottomed out, and there was room past me.

I felt my cock thump up against the soft far end of her and stop, and behind that stop, the rest of her — a depth she had been opened into that my body was not built to fill. I had been her husband for nine years. I had never had to think about whether I reached. Tonight, in one slow ride down, I learned that there was somewhere inside my wife I had never been, that she had been there with him this afternoon, and that my pelvis flush against the wet lips of her cunt was as far as I went.

“Oh,” I said. I closed my eyes. “Oh.”

“There you go.” She rocked once, slowly, settling herself. “There you go, baby.”

I had not been called baby in two years.

She started to ride me. Slowly at first, a long unhurried roll of her hips, her hands flat on my chest, her hair falling forward over her shoulders. The smell of her was layered tonight, carrying a complexity I hadn’t encountered before: the honeyed amber of her perfume on the surface and, under it, the soap of her last shower, and under that, something I recognized immediately from the flannel shirt. The warm low animal note of her own arousal, mixed with the salt-edge of him. He was in her. He was in her body. He had been in her this afternoon and she had not washed him out, and now I was fucking her with him still inside her, and the wet on my cock was partly his.

My eyes were wet. My hips were moving up to meet hers. My hands had come up onto her hips on their own and were gripping. I could feel the small bruise on the inside of her thigh under my left thumb.

“Tell me,” I said. I didn’t know what I was asking for.

“Tell you what, Dan.”

“Tell me — about him. Tell me what he —”

She leaned down. Her hair curtained my face. Her breasts brushed my chest. The pink bite marks were inches from my mouth. Her hips kept rolling. “You want to know what he does to me,” she said. Quiet. Right against my ear. “While you’re at work.”

“Yes.”

“He bends me over the kitchen counter and fucks me until I can’t stand up.” Her voice was as flat and matter-of-fact as it had been over the salad. “He puts his hand on the back of my neck and pushes my face into the granite and he goes slow because he knows I like it slow when he’s that deep. He fills me, Dan. He fills me up so much I leak for hours after. I had to put a towel down in the car last week.”

I made a sound. It was not a word.

“He’s bigger than you.” She said it kindly, with the soft finality of breaking bad news to a child. “I’m sorry, baby. He’s a lot bigger. The first time, I came before he was all the way in. I came on his cock just from the stretch. I didn’t know I could do that.”

She rocked her hips down on me again. The drag of her was loose enough that I could feel her ride me more in friction than in grip, and the small wet sound of it came up between us every time she settled.

“He came in me today, Dan.” Her mouth was against my ear. Warm. Easy. “This afternoon. I let him finish inside me. I didn’t wash. I came home like that and I made you dinner and I sat across from you at the table, and now —” She rocked down harder. The wet sound was loud this time, slap-slick, the unmistakable squelch of her cunt around my cock and around what was already in it. “— now you’re fucking his cum into me. Can you feel that, baby? Can you feel where he was? You’re sliding through it.”

The orgasm hit me before I knew it was happening. There was no slow build. There was no plateau. There was a hot rising rush in the small of my back and a clench in my balls and I was coming, fast, hard, four desperate thrusts up into a body that had been wrecked by another man hours earlier, and I gasped and I held her hips and I emptied myself into my wife inside of a minute of being inside her.

Sixty seconds. Maybe less.

I lay there panting. My cock was still twitching inside her, the pulse of it small and ridiculous after the slow long heavy fullness she had been describing. The shame came up the back of my throat, hot and sour. I had lasted less than a minute. I had lasted less than a minute inside my own wife in my own bed and I had not made her come, had not even gotten close, and I had come anyway, fast and helpless with the speed of an inexperienced boy, because she had told me he was bigger than me.

She did not laugh.

She lowered herself down onto my chest. Her bare breasts pressed flat against my ribs. Her hair was against my throat. She kissed the side of my jaw. She put her arms around my head, cradling it against her shoulder, and she held me there.

“Shhh,” she said. She had not made a sound to be shushed. “Shh, baby. There. Good boy.”

Good boy. She said it small and absent, a casual praise meant for a dog that has climbed into her lap. It dropped into my chest and stayed there.

I started to cry. It was a quiet thing. The first tears slid sideways into my hairline and into the pillow and I did not move. She did not move. We lay there, my cock softening inside her, the combined wet of us beginning its slow slide back out around the root of me — my own thin ordinary volume mixed into the heavier, older, fuller wet he had left in her hours before — all of it pooling between her cunt and the comforter in a steady patient leak that I could feel cooling along the inside of her thigh and along the seam of my own hip. Her body was warm and heavy over mine. The two faint bite marks on her breast were right at the edge of my vision.

Through the open window over the bed, I could hear his music.

It was the same low classic-rock channel he played every night. Tonight it was something slow with a heavy bass line, and the bass came in across the twelve feet of side yard steady and dumb and unhurried, drifting through both screens on the warm still air, and I lay there cradled against my wife’s body with another man’s cum drying on the inside of her thigh and another man’s bass in my chest like a second heartbeat, and I understood, completely, that what had just happened was not a sex act.

It was a christening. She had named the thing. She had said yes at the table, and she had said he’s bigger than you in our bed, and she had pulled me off in under a minute to prove the math, and she had held me afterward like a wife. The whole evening had been her telling me, very gently, what I was now.

I lay with my face against her shoulder and listened to his bass and let the tears go and did not say a word.

Eventually she rolled off me and lay on her side, her hand flat on my chest, and she watched my face in the lamplight with that same patient unhurried attention from the dinner table.

“You okay,” she said.

“Yes.”

“You sure.”

“Yes. Sophie. I’m — yes.”

She nodded. She kissed the corner of my mouth.

“Sleep,” she said. “We’ll talk in the morning.”

She turned off the lamp.

In the dark, through the screen, across twelve feet of summer air, the bass kept going.


Next Door

We did not have a conversation about rules.

We had, in the morning, two cups of coffee at the kitchen table, and her bare foot resting on top of mine under the table, and her saying, I’m going to keep seeing him, Dan, while I stared into my coffee and gave one small nod. That was the entire negotiation. There was no contract. There were no boundaries written down on a notepad. There was only Sophie, in her own kitchen, in the gray t-shirt she had slept in, saying the thing out loud, and me agreeing to a life that had already begun without my permission three weeks earlier.

What we got instead was a schedule.

She told me when she was going. That was the new etiquette. She did not sneak. She did not invent paint chips. She would come into the office at the back of the house in the middle of an afternoon, knock once on the doorframe with the back of her knuckles, and say, Heading next door for a bit. Her voice had the casual flatness of a half-and-half run. I would look up from my monitor. I would say, Okay. She would say, Back by dinner, or Back later, or sometimes nothing at all. The screen door would click. The strip of grass between our yards would compress under her footsteps. The cedar fence had a gap at the post where you could see his back door, and from my office chair I could see, framed in that gap, the slow swing of his door opening and the brief shadow of him standing in the frame to let her in.

The door would close. She was gone.

The first week of the new arrangement, I tried to keep working. I did standups. I closed tickets. I scheduled a recurring with a vendor in Mumbai for two in the afternoon, the worst time of day, the dead afternoon hour when Sophie had developed a habit of crossing the grass, and I sat through forty-five minutes of bandwidth talk while my wife was being fucked twelve feet from where I sat. I am not exaggerating the distance. I measured it. I went out one Saturday morning with a tape measure from the corner of our foundation, across the side yard, to the corner of his, and the number was twelve feet two inches. The length of our kitchen counter. The reach of four long strides. From my desk to his back door: six steps and a fence.

I started timing the visits.

I did not mean to. The first time was an accident: a glance at the corner of my screen when she went over, another glance an hour later when the screen door clicked on the way back, the casual subtraction of 3:14 minus 2:09. Sixty-five minutes. After that I could not stop. I kept a small text file open on the second monitor. I named it misc-notes.txt. I logged each crossing. I never thought of it as a log. I treated it like the small unconscious accounting I kept for oil changes on the car. Tuesday 2:09 to 3:14, 65 min. Wednesday 4:30 to 6:02, 92 min. Thursday 1:45 to 4:11, 146 min. Friday 11:20 a.m. to 1:48 p.m., 148 min. Saturday afternoon she went over at four and did not come back until eight in the morning.

I sat at the kitchen window that Saturday night with the lights off so the glass would not throw my reflection back at me. His kitchen light was on across the gap. I could see it through our window and through the screen of his and through his own window, three panes of glass and a strip of summer dark between, and I could see motion behind that light: the dark cross-shape of him moving past the sink to get a glass, the smaller bright crown of her hair behind him. I sat in the dark with cold coffee and I watched the kitchen go dark around eleven. The bedroom light came on. It stayed on for half an hour. Then it went off.

I lay in bed alone. Our bed. Hers and mine. The side she usually slept on was made up smooth, the pillow plumped and unused, and the side I slept on had the indent of my body in it, and I lay there in the indent in the dark and I listened to the open window over the bed for any sound that might come across twelve feet of summer air.

There was nothing. The houses were quiet. Whatever was happening in his bed at midnight was happening with the kind of slow, settled quiet that two people make when they have already been at it for hours and no longer need to perform the sound of it.

She came back at eight in the morning. She came in through the kitchen door barefoot, carrying her sandals in one hand, wearing his flannel shirt over her own clothes from the night before. The same red and black plaid I had knelt on the bath mat with. Her hair was loose. There was no makeup left on her face. She smelled, even from across the room, of him and his sheets and his soap. She kissed me on the cheek. She said, Coffee on? I said yes.

She poured a mug. She sat across from me at the table in his shirt. The cuffs ate her hands. The collar was open at her throat and there was a fading mark there I had not seen yesterday, low on her clavicle, the shape of a mouth.

Good night? I said.

Mm. She wrapped both hands around the mug. Long one. He doesn’t sleep when he’s into it.

She said into it with the grammar of a hobby. Trail running. Woodworking. Then she drank her coffee and reached across the table and put her hand flat over the back of mine, and her hand was warm from the mug, and she squeezed once, and the squeeze was kind. The kindness was the part that gutted me. There was nothing cruel in it. She had come home from another man’s bed wearing his shirt to drink coffee with her husband and put her warm hand over his, and the gesture was the gesture of a wife who loved her husband and had simply, as a separate accounting item, spent the night being fucked by the man next door.

I drank my coffee. I did not pull my hand back.

The morning routine settled in over the following week, and once it had a shape, it did not change. Sophie woke up at his house three or four nights a week now. She came back between seven and nine. She walked across the yards barefoot. She wore his shirt. Sometimes she wore only his shirt and a pair of his boxer shorts cinched at the waist with the drawstring pulled tight, because she had not bothered to put her own clothes back on. Sometimes she carried her bra and underwear balled up in her fist. She crossed the strip of grass in full view of the cul-de-sac at seven-thirty in the morning when half of the street was loading children into minivans for school, and she did not look around to see who was looking. She did not need to. She knew.

Luca would come out onto his porch about a minute behind her. Coffee mug in one hand. Bare feet on the cool concrete steps. The same loose gym shorts every morning, no shirt, his chest hair flattened at the collarbones with sleep. He would lean on the porch rail and watch her walk away across the gap to my door. He waited until she was inside. Then he sipped his coffee.

He would see me at the kitchen window. He always did. I made my coffee at the same time every morning, in the same place, in the same blue mug, not the chipped one, the new one, a clean glazed mug Sophie had bought me at a craft fair the previous summer, and I stood at the sink and looked out at his porch and at his bare chest and his coffee mug and his weight settled on the rail, and he would lift his mug at me across the gap. Two fingers off the handle. A small, neighborly salute.

Morning, Dan.

He never raised his voice. He didn’t need to. The cul-de-sac at seven-thirty in the morning was quiet enough that a conversational tone carried clean through two screens and the strip of grass. I would lift my own mug back.

Morning, Luca.

That was the whole exchange. Every morning. The man who had spent the night fucking my wife and the man who had spent the night alone in her bed greeting each other across the gap with a coffee salute, the way good neighbors do.

Sophie would come up behind me at the window then. She would slip her arms around my waist from behind and rest her chin on my shoulder and look out at him with me. Her body would be warm against my back. The shirt she was wearing would still smell of him, and through the cotton I would feel the give of her breasts against my shoulder blades, soft and unsupported. Sometimes she would kiss the side of my neck. Sometimes she would say nothing, just stand with me and watch Luca sip his coffee on his porch.

He waves at you every morning, she said one Wednesday. Her chin was on my shoulder. The smell of him was coming off her hair.

He does.

That’s sweet.

Yeah.

It’s good you two get along.

I did not know what to say to that. I drank my coffee. She kissed my neck again and went upstairs to shower.

The comparison did not let me alone. It could not. Luca was twelve feet away. The man with whom I was being measured did not live across town or in a separate state; he lived where I could watch him work. He was outside almost every weekend in his driveway with the hood of something open. He fixed a neighbor’s lawnmower one Saturday on his front lawn for free, no shirt, while two boys from down the street stood in a respectful semicircle to watch his hands. He hauled an oak stump out of his backyard on a Tuesday with a chain and a length of rope and the bare insertion of his shoulder under the upper end of it. He carried a sheet of plywood under one arm across the street and into his garage without shifting his grip. There was a constant low-grade demonstration going on next door of what it looked like to use a body for things, and I sat at a desk eight to ten hours a day filing tickets in the project tracker about a database migration.

I started looking at my own forearms in meetings. They came up onto the desk on either side of my keyboard when I leaned forward, and the skin on them was the pale uniform white earned under an LED panel. There was no hair on the backs of my hands that you would notice. The veins on the inside of my wrists were small and blue and unimpressive. My hands had been holding a mouse since I was twelve years old, and they looked it. I closed a ticket. I closed another. I caught myself flexing under the desk during a one-on-one with my director and stopped, because I was thirty-eight years old and there was no exercise I could do in the next six months that would make my forearms look like Luca’s forearms, and I knew it, and Sophie knew it, and Luca knew it most of all.

He did not lord it. That was the cruelest part. He did not flex on his porch. He did not roll up his sleeves at our kitchen table. He did not stand near me to make the comparison visible. He simply existed twelve feet away, in the body God had given him and the body his work had built, and the comparison existed because we were in each other’s sight line all the time. Every morning at the coffee window. Every evening at the grill smoke. Every weekend at the property line, when I came out to mow my diagonals and he came out to wash his truck, and Sophie stood on our porch with iced tea and looked back and forth between us with a small private smile that was no longer about me.

By the third week of the open arrangement, I had stopped pretending the kitchen window ritual was about the coffee.

I would stand at the sink at seven-thirty whether or not Sophie had come home. I would look at his porch whether or not he was on it. I would wait, with my mug in my hand, for the screen door to bang and for him to come out into the morning air, and the wait itself had become the thing I got up for. I told myself I was watching him for information: evidence, the next data point in the file. I was lying to myself. I was waiting for him to come out and lift his coffee mug at me. I was waiting for him to call my name across the gap. I was waiting for the small daily confirmation that the man who fucked my wife knew I was here and acknowledged me, however casually, as part of the morning.

Morning, Dan.

Morning, Luca.

The script never changed. It did not need to. The script was the whole point. Every morning, my wife’s lover said hello to me across twelve feet of cul-de-sac air, and the greeting had become the structural beam that held up the rest of my day.

One morning in the middle of the third week, Sophie came up behind me at the window while Luca was still on his porch. She had come in from his bed twenty minutes earlier. She still smelled of him. She kissed the back of my neck where the hair was short, slow and open-mouthed, and then she slid her hand down the front of my pajama pants without ceremony and wrapped her cool fingers around my cock and found it already hard, because it had been hard since I had heard the screen door open at his place.

Oh, Dan. She said it into my ear. Soft. Almost tender. The wonder in it was the worst part. Look at you. You’re rock-hard. You watch him every morning, don’t you, baby.

I did not answer. I could not. Luca lifted his mug at me through the window. I lifted mine back, the muscles of my forearm shaking under the weight of a coffee cup because Sophie had her thumb dragging slow over the wet leak at the slit of me and the rest of her fingers loose around the shaft.

Don’t drop the mug, baby.

Her hand was efficient. That is the word. She did not stroke me the way she used to stroke me on the rare anniversaries I’d talked her into a hand job: quick and bored, hurry-up-and-finish. This was somebody else’s hand. Three weeks with Luca had taught her how to make a cock talk, and she was using my body to practice. Her grip slid up, paused at the head, twisted, came back down to the root, paused again at the base where my balls had drawn up tight against me. Her thumb worked the underside of the crown on every upstroke. The pad of it caught on the ridge. The slick at the tip of me got worse, and she gathered it on her thumb and used it to slick down the whole length of me, and I felt the cold drying line of her own saliva from somewhere on her palm where she had licked herself before she’d reached down.

She had spat into her own hand to grip my cock. That detail caught in my throat. The wetness was the wrong wetness. I had not earned it.

Across the gap, Luca took a long pull off his coffee. He was watching the window. He could not have seen what was going on below the sill from his porch. The angle was wrong, the apron of the cabinet was in the way. But he was looking at my face. He was looking at my face on purpose. He saw the slack at my mouth. He saw the soft uneven blink. He saw my wife’s hand working me in front of the window where I met her lover for coffee, and he watched it from twelve feet away with small private interest.

He lifted his mug a second time. Two fingers off the handle. Not at me, this time. Past me. To her. To the woman behind me who he could see clearly over my shoulder.

Morning, Soph.

Her voice came clean and close at my ear, with no break in the rhythm of her hand.

Morning, baby.

His grin widened a little. Not at me. At what he could see her doing to me from across the gap.

She kept stroking. Her chin was hooked over my shoulder so her mouth was at my ear. He can see you, baby. He can see what you look like. He likes you like this. He told me last night. He said, your husband watches me out the window every morning like a dog at a screen door, and I love it, I love him for it, you should make him come at the window someday so I can see.

A noise came out of me. I do not have a word for the noise.

Not today, baby.

She did not slow down. She sped up: three fast hard strokes, the slick sound of her wet hand on me audible in the quiet kitchen, my hips trying to push forward into her grip on their own. Then, half a heartbeat before the orgasm at the root of me decided to fire, she let go.

My cock slapped wet against the inside of my pajama pants. The release that had been a second away kept rising for a second more along the base of my spine and then collapsed back down into my balls in a hot dull ache that spread out into my thighs. A small cracked sound left my throat before I could stop it. I gripped the edge of the sink with my free hand until the metal lip bit into my palm. The coffee mug in my other hand was tilted, dripping cold coffee onto the front of my pajamas, and I did not have the coordination to right it.

Sophie laughed. A short delighted exhale, very soft, at my ear.

Mm-mm. She kissed the side of my throat. Not at the window, Dan. He hasn’t said yes yet.

She drew her hand out of my pants. The waistband caught wet against the head of my cock on the way out and the sting of cold air on the slick crown made my hips jerk forward into nothing. She brought her hand up between us. The pad of her thumb and the heel of her palm were shiny with me. She looked at the shine for a moment with mild interest, the way a woman looks at her own lipstick on a coffee cup, and then she lifted her hand to her mouth and licked her thumb clean. Once. Without ceremony. The way you’d taste a sauce off a spoon.

Mm. She wiped the rest on the dish towel that hung on the oven handle, the same one Luca had used to dry his hands the day he wrecked the kitchen, and she pressed up against my back one more time and rocked her hips into my ass so I could feel through the cotton of her shorts that she was already wet again, just from doing that to me. You were so close, baby. Good boy.

She kissed the back of my ear and walked away to start the shower.

Luca finished his coffee on his porch. He did not look away the whole time I stood at the window. I stood there with my cock straining against the inside of my pajama pants, throbbing on a beat that matched my pulse, the cooling stripe of Sophie’s spit drying on the underside of the head where she had let go before I could come. A coffee mug going cold in my hand. A wet circle of slick spreading slowly through the front of the cotton over my groin where the leaking head of me was touching the fabric.

Across twelve feet of cul-de-sac air, Luca lifted his mug at me one more time. Slow. Deliberate. He had watched the whole thing. He raised one eyebrow over the rim of his coffee. He gave the smallest nod, a silent approval for someone else’s wife, and then he turned and went back inside.

It became a morning thing. After that day, she did it again on Wednesday, and again on Friday, and by the second week she did it every morning he was on his porch. The pattern was a ritual within a week. Sophie at my back. Her hand down the front of my pants. Edged within an inch of coming on the cold lip of the sink, the wet sound of her fingers on me audible in the quiet of the kitchen, and Luca on his porch with his coffee, watching the back of my head over my shoulder where my wife’s chin was hooked, watching me strain and shake and hold. She never let me come. Not once. Not at the window.

By the end of the third week she did not have to say good boy anymore. She just had to put her hand down my pants. My body had been trained to the rest of it.


The Kitchen Counter

The first time he was in my house without me, I knew before I had taken off my shoes.

It was a Thursday in late June, the air outside still thick from a noon thunderstorm, and I came in through the garage at five-forty with my laptop bag over one shoulder and a box of leftover bagels from a vendor meeting in the other hand. The house was empty. The dog was asleep on the cool tile by the back door. A black canvas work jacket hung on the hook above him — one I had never seen before, the faded outline of a shop logo over the heart, a frayed cuff on the left sleeve, the weight of it pulling the hook down a little under canvas that had spent years getting wet and drying in a garage. My old gray hoodie, which had lived on that hook since 2019, was not there. The hook had been reassigned. That was the first thing my eyes registered, before my brain got to the rest of it.

The kitchen had been wiped down. Wiped down too clean. The granite of the island had the streaked shine of a surface that had been gone over with a wet rag in a hurry, the kind of wipe-down you do when you want to remove something visible rather than a routine spray of cleaner over crumbs. There were no crumbs. There were no dishes in the sink. The dish towel that lived folded on the handle of the oven was not folded. It was crumpled, balled up, tossed back over the handle in the shape it had been in when someone last had it in their hand.

The kitchen smelled different.

I stood with my keys still in my fingers and breathed it in. The first layer was the kitchen smell I knew: Sophie’s coffee from the morning, faint, going stale; the lemon dish soap; the wood of the cabinets warmed by the afternoon sun. Under that, the smell I had first picked up on the day of the shirt: his body wash, sharp and green, the wet-pine smell that lived in his collar. Under that, sweat. Not the clean kind. The thick, low, after-sex kind, the layered musk of a body that has worked itself open. And under all of it, faint enough that I had to take a second breath to be sure, the high sweet animal note of my wife, the smell of her when she was wet.

The kitchen of my own house smelled like sex.

I set the bagels down very carefully on the island. I set my keys next to them. I did not move for a long time.

I went looking, because I could not stop myself. I was not playing detective. I catalogued the new dimensions of a room I had thought I understood. The bar stool at the far end of the island had been pushed two feet out from its usual spot. It was angled. Whoever had pushed it back had not lined it up against the marble lip the way it always sat, because Sophie always lined it up, and because I always lined it up, and because the stools at the island had been straight on their bases since the day we’d bought them. This one was crooked. Someone tall enough to need to brace against something while standing had pushed it sideways out of the way with a hip.

There was a glass in the sink. One glass. Tall, the heavy-bottomed kind we kept in the cabinet over the fridge for guests. It had a quarter inch of water in the bottom of it and a single thumbprint smudged along the rim. The print was big. The whorls of it were wide and clean and they were not the whorls of my wife. I had been looking at her thumbprints for nine years. I knew them. This print had been pressed onto the rim by a thumb at least half again as wide as hers.

The counter where the island met the wall had a thin streak of moisture across it that the wipe-down had not gotten. I bent down and looked along the grain of the granite at the level of the slab, the way you look for scratches on a car door, and I saw it: a long curve of damp, half-dried, where some volume of liquid had been recently and had been wiped at and had not been completely removed. It was the shape of a smear. The shape of something that had pooled on the granite and been blotted with a paper towel by someone in a hurry.

I went into the bathroom off the kitchen. The hand towel was folded crooked on the rack. The wastebasket under the sink had two crumpled tissues in it that had not been there at noon when I had come through the kitchen on my way to the coffeemaker. The tissues were stiff. I did not pick them up. I closed the cabinet door.

I went back to the kitchen.

I stood at the island where the streak of moisture was, and I put my own hands flat on the granite on either side of the streak, and I imagined a woman bent over the island with her elbows on the marble and her hips against the lip, and I imagined the angle a tall man would need to take from behind her, and I looked at the floor in front of where his feet would have been, and there was a single dark spot on the wood about the size of a fifty-cent piece, where something had dripped off him after he had stepped back.

I left it. The dark spot. The streak. The stool. The glass in the sink. The crumpled tissues. I did not touch any of it. I went into the office, set my laptop on the desk, took off my shoes, walked back into the kitchen, and made dinner.

She came home at six-thirty. She came in through the front door, not the back, and she was carrying her camera bag from a shoot she had done that morning, her cover story for being out of the house, since the kitchen had been used between her shoot and my return, and she had freshly applied lipstick that was a slightly darker shade than the one she had been wearing when she’d left. Her hair was up in a clip. Her cheeks were the soft after-pink they got after she’d been in the shower thirty minutes earlier. She kissed me on the cheek as she set the camera bag down.

Smells good, she said.

Pasta.

Perfect.

She did not look at the island. She did not look at the streak of moisture. She did not look at the glass in the sink. She washed her hands at the sink and dried them on the crumpled dish towel and started setting the table with practiced domestic ease. She could have been in this kitchen all day. She could have passed the afternoon doing anything but being bent over its island three hours earlier.

We ate. We talked about her shoot, a corporate headshot session she said had run long. We talked about the rain. The dog snored under the table. The streak of moisture dried in plain sight on the granite while we ate.

In bed that night the windows were open and the night was warm. We had not had sex since the confession. Sophie had made it clear without ever saying it that the night of the christening had been a one-time event, a kind of ritual handoff, and that the new schedule did not include me. I was used to the absence already. I lay in the dark on my back. She lay on her side facing me, her cheek on her hand, the lamplight off and the screen casting a faint silver on her shoulder.

Sophie.

Hm.

Tell me what happened in the kitchen today.

She was quiet for a long moment. Then I felt her hand come over and rest flat on my chest. Her palm was warm. Her thumb made a small absent stroke against the underside of my collarbone.

You noticed.

I noticed.

Did you touch anything.

No.

She was quiet again. I could hear her breathing. I could hear the soft sound of her wetting her lips. The night air was moving across both of our screens.

Okay, she said. Roll on your side.

I rolled. She curled herself in close behind me, the small spoon to my big spoon, reversed, the way she had not held me since the early years of the marriage, and she put her mouth right at my ear and one hand flat on my stomach and the other arm under my pillow, and she began to talk.

He came over at one, she said. He texted me at twelve-thirty. He said he was going to come over. He said he wanted me on the island. He did not ask. That’s important. He did not ask. He doesn’t ask anymore, baby. He hasn’t asked in two weeks.

I felt my cock stir under the sheet. I had not told it to.

I unlocked the back door at twelve-fifty. I left it open. I went and put on the green dress. The one with the buttons down the front. I did my lipstick. The darker one. He likes it. He says it stays on his cock when I suck him. It rings the base of him after I take him down. He told me last week that he keeps catching himself in the mirror at the shop and seeing the ring of my mouth on him at the root and getting hard at work.

The sheet tightened under my fingers.

He came in the back door at one. He didn’t say anything when he came in. He came up behind me at the island. I was at the sink, on purpose. I had taken a glass out of the cabinet. The one over the fridge. I was rinsing it. He put both hands on my hips and pressed me up against the edge of the sink and put his mouth on the back of my neck. He kissed me there for a long time. He likes the back of my neck. You never figured that out, baby. He figured it out the first night. He bit me there too. Soft. The way you can’t bite, because you’d worry. He doesn’t worry.

The baby was the same baby from the confession bed. Soft. Apologetic. Almost tender. The same kind apology of a wife giving her husband bad news.

He turned me around. He picked me up. Picked me up, Dan. His hands went under my thighs and I left the floor, and he set me on the island. The cold granite on the backs of my legs. I had to grab his shoulders so I wouldn’t tip back. His shoulders, baby. You know his shoulders. You see them every morning across the gap. They’re the width of two of yours. I had to span my hands all the way out to hold on.

Her hand on my stomach was very still. My cock was fully hard now under the sheet. She did not touch it. She did not need to.

He unbuttoned the dress. All the way down. He didn’t pull it off. He opened the front and pushed it off my shoulders so it pooled at my elbows and pinned my arms behind my back. He likes me like that. With my arms stuck. He likes me to not be able to grab him. He went down on me on the island first. He put my legs over his shoulders and went down on me with the dress still pinning my arms. I couldn’t even grab his hair. He held me open with his thumbs and ate me with hard, greedy pressure. His beard, baby. I keep telling you about his beard. It scrapes the insides of my thighs raw. I have rash on the inside of my legs you haven’t seen. I keep my legs together when I change in front of you.

I made a sound.

I came on his mouth in three minutes. Three minutes, Dan. He timed it. He’s been timing it. He says it’s getting shorter. He thinks he can get me there in two by the end of the month. He told me, with his chin still wet, that the inside of my thighs were so wet by the time he started that he could smell me from the chair. He stood up with my cum on his face and he didn’t wipe it off. He unzipped his jeans in front of my face on the island and he pulled his cock out.

She stopped. She let the air settle. She kissed my ear, slow.

Do you want me to tell you about his cock, baby.

I could not speak. I nodded against the pillow.

Okay. She kept her mouth at my ear. It’s heavy. That’s the first thing. The first time he pulled it out for me I almost laughed because the weight* of it. It hangs. Even hard. It hangs out from him with weight. It’s so much darker than the rest of him. It’s wider at the head than at the base, baby. The head of him has that plum shape. It’s so wide that the first time he tried to push it into my mouth I gagged before he was past my lips. Just from the width of it. You’ve never made me gag. You know that. We both know that.*

She was rubbing slow circles on my stomach now. Her palm warm. My cock was leaking. I could feel the wet spot growing through my boxers against my hip.

I sucked him on the island. He stood there with his jeans open and his cock in my mouth and his hand in my hair and he watched me try to fit it in. I can take about half of him, Dan. Half. After three weeks of practice. He had to teach me to breathe through my nose. He had to teach me to relax the back of my throat. He’s been training my mouth. Did you know that? He’s been training my throat. He says by the end of the summer I’ll take all of him.

My hips moved on their own. Tiny. A small forward push at nothing under the sheet.

Shhh. No, baby. Hands on the mattress.

I put my hands palm-down on the sheet on either side of me. She kissed the back of my neck.

Good boy. After I sucked him, he pushed me back on the island. He bent over me. His hand on the back of my neck again. He held the head of his cock against me. Just the head. He didn’t push in. He held it there for a long time, baby. The size of it against me. Hot. So hot. He likes to make me beg for it. He held it there and he watched my face and he said, whose pussy is this, Soph,* and I said his name and he pushed in.*

I closed my eyes.

The stretch, Dan. I can never tell you about the stretch the way it feels. The first inch of him is the worst because the head is so wide and the rest of him is at least possible after that. I came on the first inch. I came again on the third. By the time he was halfway in I was crying. He doesn’t stop when I cry. He likes it. He says my cunt grips him harder when I’m crying. He went slow because he knows I need slow when he’s that deep. He fucked me on the island for forty minutes, baby. Forty minutes. I made him stop twice because I was about to scream and the windows were open. He came in me twice in those forty minutes. He can come without going soft. Did you know men can do that? You never could. The second time he came he kept going for ten more minutes because he wanted to feel his own cum sloshing inside me while he fucked.

I could not breathe. My cock was throbbing against my stomach. I had not been allowed to touch it.

I came six times, baby. Six. I lost count and he told me, after. He was counting. He keeps count. He thinks it’s funny. He likes to tell me on the way out the door, that was six, Soph, you owe me,* and I tell him he can collect tomorrow. Do you know how many you’ve made me come this year, Dan? Honestly? I’ve been counting that too. Three. The christening, and one accidental one the night you went down on me on the anniversary, and one when you were inside me and the angle worked. Three in seven months. He gave me six this afternoon on the kitchen counter.*

The shame came up the back of my throat hot and thick. My eyes were wet.

Where.

Where what, baby.

Where on the island.

The end against the wall. Where the streak is. He had to hold me up at the end. My legs wouldn’t work. He held my hips up off the granite so the angle stayed deep on the last set of strokes. When he finally pulled out, the second load came out of me. Most of it. It poured out, Dan. It poured.* He had to catch it in his hand or it would have run down my leg onto the cabinets. He’s a lot, baby. He cums a lot. The first time he came in me, the first week, I couldn’t get it all out for two days. I’d leak in the car. I had to put a folded towel on the driver’s seat. I’d leak at the grocery store. I had to wear a pad. I had to throw away two pairs of underwear that week.*

She let that hang. She kissed the back of my ear.

He’s everything you’re not, Dan. He’s bigger. He lasts. He doesn’t go soft. He comes twice. He makes me come six times in a sitting. He’s been retraining my pussy for three weeks and you’ve barely been inside it twice since the christening. Do you understand that? Do you understand that the pussy you married isn’t the pussy you have anymore? He’s making it his. He told me last week that the next time you do get to fuck me, you won’t feel a thing. You’ll bottom out before you reach the place he’s been working. You’ll have to ride the rim of me, the part he’s loose enough not to bother with anymore, and that’ll be the part you get from now on.

I made a broken small sound. The tears slid sideways onto the pillow.

Shh. Her thumb stroked my chest. I know, baby. I know. That’s why I’m telling you. I want you to know what’s happening. He came inside me on the island, baby. Twice. He pulled out and most of it came out of me onto the granite and he wiped it up with a paper towel because he didn’t want me to have to. He’s polite that way. He cleaned my own cum and his own cum off your kitchen counter for you. Then he kissed me on the mouth with his own cum still wet on my chin from when he came in my mouth on the third round. I forgot to tell you about that. Then he walked out the back door whistling.

I was breathing in shallow ragged inhales. Sophie’s hand was warm on my stomach. She had still not touched my cock. She knew she did not need to.

The glass in the sink?

He poured himself a glass of water before he left. He’d worked up a sweat. He drained it in one swallow. You know how he drinks. You’ve watched him drink the lemonade.

The streak?

He missed a spot, baby. He’s a man. They always do. And honestly, I think he left it there for you. I think he wanted you to find it.

And me?

I locked the back door behind him and walked next door barefoot. I showered at his place. His soap. His towel. His bathroom mirror. I wanted to come home in him, baby. I wanted my hair to smell like his bathroom when I kissed you at the front door. I came back through our front at six-thirty with the camera bag so it would look like a shoot, and I think you could smell him on me when I kissed your cheek, and I think that’s why you didn’t ask at dinner.

She held me from behind for a long time. The wet sound of her voice at my ear was the entire universe. My cock was throbbing under the sheet, untouched, the head of it pressed wet against my stomach. I had not been allowed to touch it. I had not even asked.

Sleep, baby, she said. She kissed the back of my ear. He’ll be over again tomorrow.

She was asleep against my back inside of ten minutes. I lay rigid in the dark with my cock soft-aching against my hip and my chest moving in the small uneven way it moved when I was trying not to wake her. The clock on the nightstand said eleven-forty-eight. I could feel the streak on the granite drying downstairs in the dark, the way you can feel a phone ringing in another room.

I got up at twelve-twenty.

I did it carefully. I slid out from under her arm and replaced the arm with the pillow and rolled the pillow into the curve of her body so she would not wake to the absence of me. I stood at the side of the bed for a long time in the dark. Through the open window, across twelve feet of summer air, his bedroom light was still on. He was up. He was reading, or watching something on his phone, or just lying in bed thinking about the afternoon on the island. The square of warm light from his window threw a faint yellow rectangle onto the side yard between us, and I stood in the dark on my side of the gap and watched it for a minute before I went downstairs.

I did not turn on the kitchen light. The streetlight at the curb came in through the front window and lit the granite of the island in a flat pale wash. I crossed to the end of the island against the wall.

The streak was there. Half-dried, half-visible in the low light, a long curved smear on the granite about a foot from the edge. I could see the angle of it now that Sophie had told me where they had been. The smear was on the inside lip of the slab where her hips had pressed against it. Where he had bent her back over and held her down. Where he had come inside her, and where the overflow had come out of her, and where his palm had pressed a clumsy paper towel and wiped without seeing.

I bent down.

I put my mouth on the streak.

I want to be clear about this. I did not lick it the way you taste a sauce off a spoon. I did not lick it at all. I knelt on the kitchen floor in the dark with the streetlight on the back of my neck and I pressed my mouth flat onto the granite where my wife had been opened up by another man six hours earlier. The stone was cold. The faint sticky residue of the half-dried smear caught against my upper lip. I held my mouth there for a long count and let the cold of the stone come up into my teeth.

I straightened. My knees popped. My cock was hard against the inside of my pajamas. I went to the hook by the back door.

His jacket was there. I had passed it ten times that night already. I took it off the hook. I held the heavy canvas in both hands for a moment, weighing it. I sat down on the bench by the back door and I laid the jacket across my lap, lining-side up, and I worked my cock out of the front of my pajamas with my right hand. I did not waste time on a grip. I lifted the jacket up to my face with my left hand. I put my nose into the collar where the smell of him lived deepest: the green sharp note of the body wash, the engine oil, the male sweat ground into the collar after a day of shoulder work. I breathed in once, deep, and I came in less than thirty seconds into the lining of his jacket.

I did not make a sound. I had a hand over my own mouth before the first pulse hit.

When I was done I sat in the dark on the bench by my back door with the streetlight on the side of my face and his jacket pooled in my lap and the wet on the canvas already cooling. I wiped my hand on the lining. I folded the lining inward to hide the stain. I hung the jacket back on the hook in the same orientation I had taken it down in. I closed the deadbolt. I went upstairs.

Sophie’s breathing was even. I slid in behind her. I curled around her back and put my arm over her ribs the way she liked, and I tucked my face into the back of her neck, and the smell of him on her hair was the smell I had just emptied into the jacket downstairs, and I lay there until I fell asleep with my mouth open against the column of her throat.



The kitchen was only the beginning.

His things started arriving in the house over the next two weeks, one object at a time, until each room had proof of him. None of it came in through the front door. None of it came in with a conversation. It simply appeared.

The first object had arrived on the day of the kitchen counter. The jacket on the back-door hook. I had seen it inside of a minute of walking in through the garage that Thursday and I had not understood, yet, that I was looking at the first of a series — that the jacket was not a thing he had forgotten, but a thing he had left. The peg that had held my old gray hoodie since 2019 was holding his jacket instead. That night, after Sophie had told me the kitchen story and fallen asleep against my back, I had checked the front closet for the hoodie. It was not in the closet. I had checked the laundry. It was not in the laundry. The peg had been claimed, and my hoodie had been quietly relocated, and the jacket of the man who fucked my wife now belonged on the back-door hook of my house.

I did not move it. I left it on the hook. I made my coffee in the morning. I went to my desk. By the next night I had stopped noticing the jacket the way you stop noticing a new lamp.

The next object was a beer. A six-pack, actually, in a brand I did not buy, a local IPA from a brewery off Hillsborough, sitting on the second shelf of the fridge between the milk and the orange juice when I opened the fridge for cream on Wednesday morning. There were five left. One had been drunk. The bottle cap was upside down in the recycling. Someone had been in our kitchen the night before, after I had gone to bed, and had taken a beer out of his own six-pack out of my fridge, and had recycled the cap, and had gone.

I left the six-pack alone. I went to work. By Friday there were three beers left. By Sunday morning there were two, and a new four-pack of a different IPA had appeared behind them, and the six-pack carrier had been broken down and put neatly in the recycling under the sink.

The next object was a phone charger. A long white braided cable plugged into the outlet beside the toaster, with the USB end coiled neatly on the counter where a phone could be set down to top up. It was not my charger. I used a black short one in the office. Sophie used a white one upstairs. This one had been added. He had needed a place to charge his phone while he was at our kitchen island, and he had brought a charger over and plugged it in, and he had left it.

A second toothbrush appeared in the master bathroom on the eighth of July, in a glass next to mine, blue with hard bristles. I stared at it for a long time. I lifted it. It was wet. He had used it that morning. I put it back exactly where it had been.

A pair of work boots showed up by the back door on the eleventh, big brown lace-ups with grease on the toes and a deep crease across the leather over the right instep where he flexed his foot when he worked. They sat next to my running shoes. The next morning they were gone. Two days after that they were back.

He started leaving a baseball cap on the newel post at the bottom of the stairs.

He started leaving his keys in the bowl on the entry table where Sophie and I kept our keys.

His mail started coming to our house. Not a lot. A piece here and a piece there: a credit card offer, a coupon mailer, an invoice from a parts supplier in Indiana, addressed to him at our number on Linden, because at some point he had filled out a form somewhere with our number on it as his secondary address, and the mail had begun to follow. Sophie stacked his mail in a neat pile on the kitchen island next to the fruit bowl. He picked it up when he came over. He sorted through it standing at the island with one hip against the granite. He threw the junk in our recycling. He took the bills to his house. The pile of his mail on our island grew between his visits and shrank when he came, and it was as steady and as ordinary as my own mail, which sat in a different pile at the other end of the same island.

I did not remove any of it.

That is the part I keep coming back to. None of it was forced on me. The jacket on the hook could have come off the hook in twenty seconds. The beer could have been carried over to his porch in one trip. The toothbrush could have gone in the trash. The keys could have gone in his pocket. The mail could have been bundled with a rubber band and walked next door. None of it was held in my house by force. All of it was held there by my silence.

I touched each of his objects. I want to be honest about that. The jacket: I put my hand on the canvas in the hallway one Saturday morning when no one else was in the house, just to feel it, and I left my palm there for a long time, breathing the smell of his shop into the fabric, and I went hard against the front of my pants standing in my own hallway with my hand on his coat. The boots: I knelt down on the floor by the door one afternoon and put one hand inside the cuff of the right boot and felt the warm leather where his foot had been. The toothbrush: I did not pick that one up again. I did not need to. I knew it was wet.

Each object was a wound. Each wound was a thing I kept pressing on with my own finger to confirm it still hurt. None of the wounds were closing. The accounting of my home had become an accounting of his presence in it: his coat, his beer, his charger, his toothbrush, his boots, his cap, his keys, his mail. A slow accretion of him in the spaces my own life had thinned out of, and I had not lifted a finger to stop any of it.

Sophie noticed. Sophie did not say anything about it for two weeks, but she noticed. I would catch her at the kitchen island looking at the small pile of his mail next to the fruit bowl, and then looking at me, and then looking back at the mail, and then her mouth would do the small quiet smile she had started doing, half pleased, half something else, and she would go back to whatever she had been doing.

On a Friday night in mid-July she came up behind me at the back door as I was locking up for bed. The jacket was on the hook in front of me. I had my hand on the deadbolt. She slid her arms around my waist from behind and pressed her cheek between my shoulder blades.

You haven’t moved any of it, she said. His stuff.

No.

You’re not going to.

No.

Good boy.

She kissed the back of my neck. She turned the deadbolt for me, and she took my hand, and she led me upstairs to bed.


The Backyard and the Key

It was the first Saturday in July and the heat had been coming up out of the asphalt of the cul-de-sac all afternoon, slow and uneven and the color of bad coffee, the kind of summer heat that does not break until the sun goes down and that even then leaves the brick walls of the house warm to the touch at midnight. I had been inside all day. I had pulled the curtains halfway and run the air on the second setting and worked from the kitchen island on a long architecture document. Sophie had been in and out three or four times, twice with Luca’s name on her mouth, once with a glass of lemonade that she set down by my elbow and never came back for.

Around six-thirty I heard her laugh from the backyard.

I had been at the sink rinsing my coffee cup. Sophie’s laugh came in through the screen door and across the kitchen and stopped me where I stood, because it was the laugh from the barbecue, the loud silly one she had not used at me since 2017. I turned off the faucet. I stood with my hands wet at the sink and looked out the window over the sink and into our own backyard.

She was on the teak chaise.

We had bought that chaise three summers ago at an outdoor-furniture sale, a long, low, wooden thing with a thick beige cushion and a matching ottoman, the kind of furniture that pretends to be casual and costs eight hundred dollars. The chaise sat at the far end of the patio under the live oak, angled toward the sun. Sophie was on it. She was in a thin yellow sundress I had not seen before, the straps loose on her shoulders, the hem already pushed up to her thighs. She was barefoot. Her hair was down. She had a wine glass balanced on the wooden arm of the chaise and one foot dangling over the side and a slow private smile on her mouth that she was angling up at Luca.

He was sitting on the ottoman at the foot of the chaise. Knees apart, elbows on his knees, beer in one hand, the other hand resting flat on Sophie’s bare ankle where her foot dangled. He was in a white t-shirt that had ridden up over the waistband of his jeans and old work jeans and bare feet. His thumb was drawing small slow circles on the inside of her ankle. He was talking to her about something, low, and her smile kept widening at whatever it was, and every minute or so she would lift her wine glass and take a sip and lower it without breaking eye contact.

The patio was sixteen feet from the kitchen window over the sink. I had measured it the year we built the deck. I stood at the window now and watched my wife on the chaise we had bought together, on the patio we had laid together, in our backyard, with the man from twelve feet away running his thumb up the inside of her ankle to the soft hollow behind it, and the late sun came down through the live oak in dappled patches that moved on the cushion every time the breeze came up.

She set the wine glass down. She moved her foot. She did not pull it back. She moved it forward and set the sole of her foot flat against the inside of his thigh, very high, so the bottom of her foot was an inch from the front of his jeans. He looked down. He looked up at her. He grinned. He set his beer on the patio beside the ottoman, placing it carefully against the stone.

He stood. He came up the length of the chaise without hurry. He braced one knee on the cushion beside her hip. He leaned over her. The shadow of his shoulder blacked out half the patio. He put his mouth on hers, and from sixteen feet away through the window over the sink I watched my wife open her mouth for him and lift one bare arm up to slide her hand into the back of his hair.

I did not move from the window.

There is a thing that happens to your body when you watch your wife kiss another man in your own backyard in daylight. It participates before you can stop it. My cock went hard. My fingers tightened on the lip of the sink until the porcelain edge pressed white marks into the pads. Heat climbed the back of my neck and turned cold at the hairline. I watched his other hand come up under the hem of the yellow sundress and slide up the inside of her bare thigh, and I felt my own hips push forward an inch against the cabinet doors below the sink.

He took his time. There was no urgency. He kissed her for a long minute on the chaise and then he sat back on his heels between her parted knees and he pulled the hem of the sundress up to her hips with both hands, slowly, the way you’d push a curtain along a rod, and the cotton bunched at her waist. She was not wearing underwear. She had not been wearing underwear all afternoon. The sun fell on the bare insides of her thighs and on the dark wet split of her, and she let her knees drop apart for him without looking at the fence, without looking at the window, without looking at anything but his face.

He went down on her on the chaise.

I am writing this in the past tense, sitting at this same kitchen island months later, and I still cannot fully say what it did to me to watch him eat my wife on our patio in the seven o’clock sun. He put his hands under her thighs and folded her open and lowered his mouth to her, and from the kitchen window I watched my wife’s head go back and her wine-glass hand fall slack off the arm of the chaise. Her bare foot, the sandals gone now, curled tight against the meat of his shoulder. Her mouth came open. She did not muffle it. She did not put her hand over her mouth. She did not look around to see if anyone could hear.

She came on his mouth in three minutes and seventeen seconds. I timed it, the way I had started timing everything, because counting was easier than feeling. I watched her thighs lock and her hips lift off the chaise and her free hand fly down to grip the back of his head, and she made a long open vowel noise that carried clean across the yard, and she said his name once, Luca, soft and stretched and unmistakable, and the sound of it slid across the lawn and through the screen door and into my chest.

The Andersons’ back porch light came on.

This is what I want to tell you about. I want to tell you about that porch light. The Andersons’ house was on the other side of our back fence, the six-foot cedar with the lattice top, the privacy fence we had put in when we moved in because Sophie wanted to be able to sunbathe in peace. The Andersons could not see over it. They could not see the chaise. They could not see Luca on his knees between my wife’s thighs. But the porch light came on, the brass coach lamp over their back stoop, and it came on right after Sophie made the noise, and the back door behind the lamp opened and closed once, a soft thunk from someone stepping out onto his back porch to investigate a sound on a summer evening, and then the door opened and closed again as he went back inside.

He had heard it. He had heard enough of it to come out. He had come out, listened for a second, decided he did not want to know, and gone back in.

Sophie did not turn her head. She had heard the door too. The Andersons were forty feet from our patio across the back fence, in clean still air, and the storm door had a metal flap that thunked when it closed. She heard it. She did not look. She put her hand back on the back of Luca’s head and kept her hips against his mouth and rode the last small wave of the orgasm through against the chaise cushion, and she did not change a single thing about what she was doing because a neighbor had heard her come.

It was at that moment that I understood the new shape of the secret. It was not a secret. It had not been a secret for weeks. The Andersons had heard us. The cul-de-sac had seen Sophie walk barefoot across the side yard at seven-thirty in the morning four days a week in another man’s shirt. The mailman saw the boots by the back door when he dropped the catalogs. The woman who walked the corgi on the sidewalk had seen Luca’s truck in our driveway more nights than mine. The secret was not a secret because nobody knew. The secret was a secret because nobody was going to say anything. The Andersons had come out onto their porch, heard a married woman come on the mouth of a man who was not her husband on the patio twelve feet from the fence, and gone back inside. That was the social contract of the cul-de-sac. They knew. They were not going to know.

Luca stood up. He wiped his mouth on the back of his wrist. He unbuckled his belt in the sun. He pulled his jeans down to his thighs and his cock came out of him heavy and dark and so much wider at the head than at the base that I made a small involuntary sound against the kitchen window. I had been told about it. I had been told about it for a month: the weight, the width, the plum-shaped head, the gag. Now, twelve feet from a fence and sixteen feet from where I stood, I saw it. I saw it in daylight. I saw it in our own backyard. He held it in his fist for a second to root himself and then he came down over my wife on the chaise and notched the head of it against her, and Sophie reached down with one bare hand and guided him in.

He pushed in. Slow. The first inch only, the way she had described in bed. I watched her face. I watched her mouth open. I watched her eyes close. I watched her wine-glass hand grip the wooden arm of the chaise hard enough that the glass tipped and rolled and fell and broke on the flagstone of the patio with a small bright pop. Neither of them looked at it. He pushed in another inch. Her chin tipped up. Her throat went long. She made a sound that was not a word.

He fucked her on the chaise for twenty-two minutes.

I timed that too. I stood at the sink with the dish water cold around the wine glass I had been rinsing when she’d laughed, and I watched my wife be fucked on the chaise we had picked out three summers ago, and I tracked the long slow rhythm of his hips against hers in the dappled sun. The chaise creaked. The cushion got a stain on it: a dark wet circle low under her hips that grew as he worked her open and grew bigger when he started to leak around the edge of himself. Her sundress was bunched at her waist the whole time. The straps had fallen off her shoulders in the first minute and her bare breasts moved with every push he made into her, soft and unsupported and pink in the late sun, and once, when he came down to bite the side of her throat, she opened her eyes and turned her face deliberately toward the kitchen window and looked at me through the screen.

She knew I was there. She had known I was there the whole time.

She held the look for three long pushes. Her eyes did not blink. Her mouth was open against the bite he was leaving on her throat. She held my eyes through the glass. She did not smile. She did not gloat. She did not perform. She included me. She let me know that she knew, and that she was glad, and that the fact of me at the kitchen window was a thing she had factored into the geometry of the chaise before she had ever come out into the yard. Then her eyes rolled back and closed again and she came on him for the second time, and she made a sharper sound this time and the Andersons’ porch light cycled off because the timer had run.

He finished inside her. I knew when it happened because his rhythm stopped and his hips pressed forward and held, and the muscles of his back set in a long quiet stripe along the spine, and Sophie’s bare arms came up and crossed behind his neck and pulled him down onto her, and she held him there while he emptied himself, and when he eventually rolled off her onto the chaise beside her, both of them in the seven o’clock sun, the cushion under her hips was a slow spreading dark wet patch of him and her mixed.

They lay there for ten minutes. He had a hand on her stomach. She had a hand in his chest hair. They did not talk. The sun went lower. The wine glass lay broken on the flagstone. Across the back fence the Andersons’ kitchen light went on. The Andersons sat down to dinner.

Eventually Sophie sat up. She pulled the straps of the yellow sundress back up over her shoulders. She tugged the hem down over her thighs. She kissed Luca on the corner of the mouth, slow, the way she used to kiss me at the door before I left for work. She stood. She walked across the patio to the screen door, barefoot, with his cum running down the inside of her thigh, and she came into the kitchen and stopped at the sink beside me.

She did not look at me right away. She turned on the cold tap. She got herself a glass of water. She drank half of it. She kissed the side of my mouth with her wet mouth.

Don’t worry about the chaise, she said. I’ll get it.

Okay.

Were you watching the whole time?

Yes.

Good. She kissed me again, slow. He liked that. I told him you would be. He said, good.

She finished the water. She set the glass in the sink. She went upstairs to shower. I heard the bathroom door close. I heard the water start.

I did not let her get the chaise.

I stood at the sink for a long time. I watched Luca, alone on the chaise in the dusk, get up at his leisure, buckle his belt, pick up his beer off the patio, drain the last warm inch of it, set the empty on the wooden arm of the chaise where Sophie’s wine glass had been, and walk barefoot across the strip of grass to his own back door. He did not look at the window. He did not need to. He had known I was there. He waved one bare hand over his shoulder, not at me, not at anyone, just a loose signal over his back, and went inside.

I went out. I crossed the patio in my socks. I picked up the pieces of the broken wine glass with my fingers, careful at the edges, and dropped them in the recycling bin at the side of the house. I came back. I stood at the foot of the chaise and looked at the cushion.

The wet patch was the size of a dinner plate. It had spread from the small of where her back had been all the way down to where the backs of her thighs had pressed. The cushion was a beige outdoor canvas with a removable cover with a zipper at the back. I unzipped the cover. I pulled the cover off the foam in one long slow tug, and the wet of them came up off the foam and onto the inside of the cover, and I held the wet cover in both hands for a moment. The smell of the two of them came up off the canvas into my face: the sharp green of his body wash, the warm animal note of her, the high bleach edge of him in her. I closed my eyes and stood with the cover in my hands in our backyard at eight o’clock at night in the first week of July and waited until the urge to press my face into it passed.

Then I carried it inside. I put it directly in the washing machine. I added soap. I ran a cold cycle. I came back out. I wiped down the wooden arms of the chaise with a damp rag. I lifted the bare cushion foam, flipped it, and set it back into the chaise frame. I folded the ottoman cushion. I carried both cushions inside and stacked them on the porch. I went back out one more time to check the patio in the last of the light, and I bent down and picked up two pieces of the broken wine glass I had missed, and dropped them in the recycling. I closed the back door behind me. I turned the deadbolt.

I sat at the kitchen island. The washing machine ran in the laundry room behind me with a small steady hum.

I was hard. I had been hard the entire time I had cleaned the patio. I had been hard the entire time I had stood at the sink. I sat at the kitchen island with my cock pressed up against the inside of my khakis and I did not touch it. I had not been given permission to.

Sophie came down twenty minutes later in a robe, hair wet, no makeup, smelling of our shower instead of his. She sat across from me at the island. She took my hand across the counter and held it.

Good boy, she said.

She did not have to say it in a tone. She just said it, like a thank you, and her hand was warm, and she squeezed my fingers once and let go.



The key arrived three days later.

It was a Tuesday night, a slow weeknight, the kind we used to spend on the couch watching nothing. We had eaten pasta. Sophie had a glass of wine. She reached across the table after dinner and slid a small object across the wood to me: a single brass key. House key. A worn round head with a little dent in it that I recognized. It was one of our spares from the kitchen drawer, the ones we kept for the housecleaner and the dog walker.

I looked at it. I did not pick it up.

That’s for Luca, she said. I made him one this afternoon.

Okay.

I just wanted to show you so you’d know. He doesn’t like to knock. He says it feels weird now. We talked about it last week and I told him I’d cut him a key. He has it already. I just wanted you to see ours so you’d know which one.

I picked it up. The brass was still bright at the edges, a fresh cut. There was a small green tag on the head with the letter L in black marker.

Okay, I said.

Are you okay?

Yes.

She watched me for a long time. She wasn’t testing me. She was waiting to make sure I had said the word and meant it. I had. There was no version of this where I said no. There had not been a version of this where I said no for six weeks. The key was already cut. Luca already had it. The conversation had already happened, last week, between two people who had not invited me to it, and the only function of the brass on the table was the courtesy of letting me see the shape of what had already been decided.

Okay, she said. She picked the key back up off the table and put it in the kitchen drawer with the other spares. That’s all I wanted to do tonight. I love you.

I love you too.

She kissed me on the temple. She went into the living room and turned on the television. I sat at the table for ten minutes with my hands flat on the wood. I had not finished my pasta. I scraped it into the dog’s bowl and went into the living room and sat next to my wife on the couch and watched a cooking show and put my hand on her thigh under the throw blanket and she put her hand over mine and squeezed once.



It started on Thursday.

I came home from work at six. I pulled into the garage. The garage door went down behind me. I came through the mudroom and into the kitchen, and the kitchen smelled of garlic and beer and a faint slow green note of Luca’s body wash, and from the living room I heard the low murmur of the baseball game I always watched on Thursdays.

Luca was on the couch.

He had his feet up on the coffee table. Sock feet. He had a beer from my fridge in his right hand and the remote in his left. The dog was lying across his ankles like the dog had always lain across his ankles. The home team was up two-one in the bottom of the fifth. He looked over at me as I came into the room. He lifted the beer.

Hey, Dan. Sophie’s upstairs. She said she’d be down in a bit.

Hey, Luca.

Took a beer. Hope that’s okay.

Yeah.

Want one?

Sure.

I went into the kitchen and got myself a beer and came back. I sat in the other armchair. The chair at right angles to the couch. The chair that put me at a slight remove from the screen. We watched the bottom of the fifth together. He talked through the at-bats. He made a small joke about the bullpen that landed. I laughed.

I laughed. I am writing it down: I laughed.

The man who fucked my wife on my patio four days ago sat on my couch in his socks with my dog on his ankles and my beer in his hand and made a joke I laughed at, and we watched the home team blow a two-one lead, and at no point in the inning did I get up and tell him to leave. I sat in the armchair. I drank the beer he had offered me. I laughed at the joke. By the top of the sixth he had finished his beer and gotten up to get another and he had asked me if I wanted one and I had said yes, and when he came back from the kitchen he handed me the cold can without breaking the line of his eyes from the screen, and his hand brushed mine in the handoff, and I felt the rough callus on the inside of his thumb.

Sophie came down at six-forty in jeans and one of her own t-shirts, her hair up in a towel. She kissed Luca on the mouth in the living room with her husband sitting in the armchair four feet away. She came over and kissed me on the cheek. She sat on the arm of Luca’s couch.

You boys hungry?

Could eat, Luca said.

Dan?

Sure.

Pizza okay?

Pizza’s fine.

She ordered pizza on her phone. The three of us watched the rest of the game and ate two large pies at the coffee table and Luca finished four beers and I finished two and Sophie had a glass of wine. The home team lost. Luca got up off the couch and stretched and said he should head home and let us have our night, and he leaned down and kissed Sophie at the temple, and he clapped me once on the shoulder on his way out. His palm landed warm and flat on the side of my neck for a half-second, casual, almost friendly. Then he let himself out the front door.

The door closed. The deadbolt did not turn. I did not get up to turn it.

He’ll lock it, Sophie said.

He did. Through the front window I saw him stop on the porch, hear the door click shut behind him, reach back, turn his key in the lock from the outside, pocket the key, and walk down the porch steps barefoot across the strip of grass to his own back door.

He had locked me into my own house.



He started fixing things.

The dripping faucet in the master bathroom had been dripping for fourteen months. I had bought the cartridge replacement at the hardware store in March. The cartridge had been on a shelf in the garage. On the Saturday after the key, Luca came over with his toolbox and a cup of coffee and went up the stairs to our master bath and replaced the cartridge in eighteen minutes. He came down. He washed his hands at our kitchen sink. He dried them on the dish towel that hung on the oven handle. He kissed Sophie at the kitchen island. He clapped me on the shoulder and went home.

The next Tuesday he rehung the kitchen cabinet door over the dishwasher, the one that had been hanging crooked for six months because the top hinge was stripped. He brought a screw kit. He brought a piece of dowel rod cut to length. He drilled the pilot, glued the dowel, pressed the screws back home, and lined the cabinet up with the cabinet beside it. The door closed flush. It had not closed flush since 2022.

He fixed the loose newel post at the bottom of the stairs. The one that he had noticed and that I had not. He brought wood glue and two long brass wood screws and a clamp. He spent forty minutes on the newel and when he was done you could lean your full body weight on it without it shifting. I had been balancing on that newel for two years. I had been telling myself I would fix it.

He took the dog to the vet for the rabies booster because Sophie was out of town for a shoot and the appointment had been scheduled for a Tuesday. He drove the dog in his truck. He paid the vet with his own card. He came back with the dog wagging and a printed receipt that he set on the kitchen island. He had handled my dog’s veterinary care for me. I sent him eighty-four dollars before bed and he sent the eighty-four dollars back within a minute, with a note: neighbors, man.

I watched him repair my house. I watched him take my dog to the vet. I watched my own house become a house that worked better than it had worked under my management.

I did not stop him. I did not interrupt him. I held the level once when he asked me to. I held the cabinet door once when he asked me to. I handed him a Phillips head when he held out his hand without looking. He said thanks, Dan, easy and low, and I said yeah, and he kept working, and I stood and watched a man maintain my house and fuck my wife and I tried to decide which one looked more like ownership.



The Friday after the cabinet door we had a beer on my porch.

Sophie was at a wine bar with her sister. The sun had gone down behind the rooftops across the street. We had each had two of a six-pack he had brought over from his own fridge, the local beer from the brewery across town, the one that had started living in my fridge in June, and we were on the third one. It was warm. It was the dead quiet of a cul-de-sac on a Friday night when everyone with kids has gone inside.

He took a long pull off his bottle.

She talks about you, man.

I looked at him.

Yeah?

All the time. She says you’re handling it. Says you’re better at it than she thought.

I don’t know what I’m handling.

He laughed once, short and easy. He did not laugh at me. He laughed at the situation, with me in it. The laugh had room for the absurdity without pretending it was anything else.

Yeah, he said. Me neither, half the time.

We drank in silence for a minute. A cricket started up somewhere under the porch.

She’s happy, I said.

He nodded.

She is.

That’s the part I keep coming back to.

Yeah.

He set his beer down on the porch rail. He looked out at the street. He was quiet for a long beat.

I’m not trying anything, Dan. I want you to know that. I’m not making a play here. I’m not trying to peel her off you. I like her. She likes me. We’re… He made a small gesture with his hand, turning his wrist once in the air. We’re doing what we’re doing. And you’re letting us. And that’s part of it too. I’m not stupid, man. I see you at the window in the morning. I know what we are.

I did not say anything.

She loves you, he said. That’s not theater.

I know.

Okay.

He picked his beer back up. He drank.

We stayed on the porch until the six-pack was gone. We did not talk much after that. His arm was on the porch rail. My arm was on the porch rail. His arm was tanned and scarred and thick with veins. There was a long pale scar along the inside of his forearm where something at the shop had bit him a long time ago and the skin had healed white over a ropy line of tissue. My arm beside his was the color of paper. The veins were small and blue. The skin gave softly under the porch light, office skin, unscarred and unused. We sat for an hour with our arms an inch from each other on the railing, and at some point his pinky brushed mine on the wood, and neither of us moved either pinky, and we drank our beers like that until the bottles were empty.

When he stood up to go he clapped me on the shoulder again. Warm and flat. He left his hand there for a second longer than he had to.

Take care, man.

Take care.

He walked down the porch steps. He crossed the strip of grass barefoot. He went into his own house. The porch light came on inside the door behind him and then went off.

I sat alone on my porch for a long time after he was gone. Sophie came home around eleven. She climbed the porch steps in her sister’s heels. She sat down next to me in his spot. She put her hand over mine on the rail.

Were you good while I was gone, baby?

Yes.

Did Luca come over?

Yes.

Did he bring beer?

Yes.

Did you have a nice talk?

Yes.

She kissed the corner of my mouth.

Good boy.


The Bedroom Routine

It happened on a Tuesday in the middle of the third week after the key.

I was on the couch in the living room. The baseball game was on with the sound low. I had a beer in my hand. The dog was at my feet with his chin on my socks. Sophie had been upstairs for half an hour. She had not said hello when she came home. She had walked through the kitchen with a small canvas tote in her hand, kissed the top of my head over the back of the couch, and gone straight up the stairs without taking off her shoes.

I heard the shower run for ten minutes upstairs. Then I heard her open and close her closet. Then I heard her come down.

She came down the stairs slowly. She was barefoot. She was in a thin black slip dress I had not seen before, a tight knee-length thing with narrow straps and a deep V at the back, the kind of dress she had worn to weddings ten years ago and not since. Her hair was up. Her mouth was the dark red she had been wearing for him. She did not look at the couch. She walked across the living room without slowing and went to the front door and opened it.

Luca was on the porch.

I had not heard him come up the steps. He had been standing there in the dark, in jeans and a clean white t-shirt and a leather work jacket I had also not seen, holding nothing in his hands, weight settled, waiting for a door he knew would open. He stepped over the threshold without crossing the welcome mat. Sophie tilted her face up at him. He took the back of her neck in one hand. He kissed her open-mouthed in the entryway of my house in clean sight of where I was sitting on the couch.

I could see the muscle of his tongue work behind her teeth. I could see her hand come up and grip the front of his t-shirt. The kiss went on. It went on long enough that the dog at my feet sighed and rolled onto his other side.

Sophie pulled back first. She wiped her mouth on the back of her wrist. She did not turn her head to look at me. She took Luca by the hand. She led him up the stairs.

The bedroom door did not close.

I sat with my beer going warm against my palm and I listened to the bed creak overhead through the ceiling.

It was not a long lead-up. There was a low murmur of his voice, then the sound of a zipper, then the wet sound of two mouths, then the small dry thump of Sophie’s knees hitting the mattress, and then the bed itself, slow at first, the long unhurried creak of his weight driving into her after she had come home already wet for him. The bed creaked. The headboard knocked the wall. Sophie made a sound at the back of her throat that I had not heard her make since we were dating. The wall thumped a second time. Then a third. The pace of the creak began to find its rhythm.

I sat on the couch. The baseball game went to commercial. A car-insurance ad came on. The dog at my feet did not lift his head. Upstairs my wife was getting fucked in our bed by the man from twelve feet away, and the ceiling above the couch was a hollow plaster panel that picked up every shift of weight on the mattress above and translated it down into the living room in a long slow steady hum of creak, knock, creak, knock, and I sat through a commercial break and the bottom of the seventh and a pitching change and I did not move from the couch.

She started moaning at the start of the eighth inning. The sound should have been muffled by two floors of building and one bedroom door, except the door was open, and the sound carried clean down the stairwell and into the living room where I sat. Oh god. That was the first one. Then yes, baby. Then deeper. Then a long open vowel. Then don’t stop. Then a second long open vowel. Then she came with a sharp jagged cry, broken in the middle, a cry she had not made under me in our nine years of marriage, and the rhythm of the bed did not slow.

I stood up.

I crossed the living room. I climbed the stairs. I went slowly. I held the banister with my left hand and took each step one at a time, waiting for my knees to lock before I lifted the next foot, and at the top of the landing I turned and looked down the short hallway at the open door of our bedroom, where the bedside lamp was on, and I walked the eight feet to the threshold and I stopped.

Sophie was on her back across the bed. The black slip dress was bunched up under her armpits. Her legs were over Luca’s shoulders. He was kneeling between her thighs at the foot of the bed, jeans pushed down to his knees, t-shirt still on but pulled up to his chest, the muscles of his stomach flexing in long slow pumps as he worked himself into her. Her arms were thrown over her head into the pillows. Her face was turned toward the door.

She saw me.

She did not stop. She did not flinch. Her mouth came up in a small slow open smile, and her eyes were glassy and far away, and she lifted one bare arm off the pillow and reached out toward me with the palm open.

Come sit, baby, she said.

Her voice was hoarse. The vowels were soft and slurred. She had been crying. Her makeup was running.

Luca did not look up. He was looking down at where he was inside her. He watched his own cock work in and out of her with the same narrow focus he brought to cabinet hinges and faucet valves. He spoke without slowing his rhythm and without lifting his eyes from the join of their bodies.

Sit in the chair, Dan.

His voice was the same easy voice he had used on my porch with the beer in his hand. The same conversational register. There was nothing performative in it. He gave me the instruction the way he had handed me the Phillips head when he was fixing the cabinet.

Listen to him, Sophie said. Her hand was still out. She wiggled her fingers at me without lifting her head off the pillow. Sit, baby.

The chair was already there.

I want to be clear about that. The chair was already there when I walked into the room. It had not been there at breakfast. Sophie had moved it sometime during the day: the old wing-back reading chair from the corner of the bedroom, the one she used to sit in when she was nursing the dog through his first month with us, the one we had not used in years. It was now positioned at the foot of the bed. Three feet back from the footboard. Angled slightly toward the bed. Set out for a guest who had not yet arrived but was expected.

I sat in it.

I sat in my own bedroom three feet from my own bed in a chair my wife had pre-positioned for me, and from twelve inches of new sight-line I watched the neighbor work his cock in and out of my wife on our quilt.

Luca exhaled. He looked up at me at last. His face was flushed from the work. There was sweat at his temples. The pupils of his eyes were black and wide. He did not smile. He nodded at me, the same small acknowledging nod from the kitchen window every morning, and he went back to looking down at where he was inside her.

Good, Sophie said. Stay there, baby. Watch.

She came on him eleven seconds after I sat down. I counted. She was already coming when I sat down. She had been edging on him in the doorway sight of me, and then her whole body locked along the bed, her ribs rising under the slip dress, her bare feet flexing against the back of his neck. She made a single broken sound through her open mouth, and her arms came down off the pillows and clawed at the quilt on either side of her hips. I watched my wife come on another man from three feet away while sitting in a chair she had set out for me, and I felt my cock pulse so hard inside my khakis that the front of the fabric jumped.

I put my hands on my own thighs. I pressed my palms down flat. I did not touch myself. I had not been given permission. The small accidental pressure against the inside of my khakis disappeared when I moved my hand. I left both palms on my knees.

Luca pulled out of her. He shifted up the bed. He grabbed the front of the slip dress with both fists and tore the thin straps down off her shoulders and pulled the whole dress down to her waist, and her bare breasts came free in the lamplight. The skin of her sternum was flushed deep pink. He bent over her. He sucked the nipple of her left breast hard into his mouth. Sophie’s hand came up into his hair. He worked his cock against the wet inside of her thigh while he sucked, slow, the heavy weight of him slapping the soft of her hip with a small wet sound that carried in the quiet room.

Get up here, Soph, he said into her chest. I want you on top.

She rolled. He fell back onto the pillows next to her. She straddled him. The slip dress was still bunched at her waist. Her bare back was to me. She lifted up over his hips, reached between her legs, took him in her fist, and lowered onto him in one long slow sit, and the sound she made was an open broken vowel that did not have a word in it, and the muscles in her bare back stretched long under the lamplight and her hands went to the headboard for leverage and she started to ride him.

I had a sight-line from the chair straight down the bed.

I could see, between her thighs at every up-stroke, the dark wet length of him pulling out of her, slick and heavy, and the slow descent of her back down onto him, swallowing him inch by inch. I could see her wetness on him. I could see how much of him she could take, almost all of him, and where the last inch stayed outside her and where she had to grind down to find it. I could see the way her cheeks bunched and tightened around him on every slow downstroke. The bed creaked under them with a different cadence now, a higher quicker creak, and the headboard tapped the wall in long unhurried double-knocks.

She came again at six minutes. I timed her. I had nothing else to do with my mind. I sat in the chair and timed my wife’s orgasms.

She came twice more in the next twenty minutes. Once in a long slow rolling wave that left her bent forward over his chest with her forehead against his collarbone and her bare hips rocking small and circular in his lap, his big hands flat on the lowest curve of her back. Then sharp and short when he sat up suddenly under her and bit the side of her throat at the same time he reached between them and worked his thumb over her clit. The second one broke her. She went limp on him afterward, all the way limp, and he held her there on his cock with one arm around her ribs and one hand still flat on the back of her neck. He kissed her temple and said something low into her ear that I could not hear, and Sophie laughed against his shoulder, soft and wrecked.

She turned her head toward me. Her cheek was on his shoulder. Her makeup was streaked all the way down to her jaw. Her hair was wet at the temples.

He’s so good, baby, she said. Her voice was hoarse. He’s so good.

I nodded. I did not trust my voice.

Are you hard.

I nodded again.

Don’t touch yourself.

I put my hands harder on my own knees.

Good boy.

Luca was watching me over her shoulder while she said it. His face had no expression. His eyes were patient and direct. He held me with the look for a long count, and then he tipped Sophie gently off him onto the mattress and rolled her over onto her stomach.

Up on your knees, baby.

Sophie went up on her knees with her cheek on the quilt. Her bare ass was angled toward me at the foot of the bed. I had a clean sight-line straight up the curve of her, and I could see between her thighs the swollen wet of her cunt and the inside of her thighs glistening with him, and Luca kneeled up behind her and notched the head of himself against her without ceremony, and she pushed back against him to take him in.

Slow, she said. Slow, slow, slow.

He went slow. He braced one hand on her hip and one hand flat between her shoulder blades, and he pushed in inch by inch until he was bottomed out against her. The whole of him. All of him. I watched her bear it. I watched her face on the quilt. Her eyes were closed. Her mouth was open. Her hand came back and grabbed his wrist on her hip and held it.

Yes.

He started to fuck her. Slow. Long. He pulled almost all the way out on every backstroke and pushed all the way back in to the root, and the wet sound of it came up out of the join of them in a thick slap that I could feel as much as hear from three feet away. Sophie’s mouth was open against the quilt and she was making a noise on every push, low and continuous, a quiet animal noise that did not stop. He hit a rhythm. He held it.

Her knuckles on the quilt went white inside a minute. The wet noise got worse. Louder. Looser. More obscene. She was leaking around him on every push, the slick spilling down onto the cotton in a small spreading dark patch under her hips. From the chair I could see his balls drawn up tight against the root of him at every backstroke, and the small heavy slap of them against the backs of her thighs on every push back in. The room smelled of the two of them. The smell had filled the bedroom inside twenty minutes: the green of his body wash heated up by his own sweat, the warm animal note of her, the bleach edge of him already inside her from the first round.

Dan.

I looked at her face. Her eyes were open now and they were looking back along the bed at the chair.

Yes.

Don’t move.

Okay.

Just sit there. Just sit there and watch me take it.

Okay.

She came again at the seven-minute mark, deep and quiet, the wave seeming to come up through her bones rather than out of her, and she gripped the quilt in two fists and pressed her forehead into it and let it move through her, and Luca did not stop, did not change pace, and behind her the muscles of his stomach and chest worked in long unhurried strokes that did not seem to cost him anything.

He came inside her at twenty-three minutes.

I knew because his hips locked forward and held there, deep, his eyes closed and his head tipped back, the long muscle of his throat exposed in the lamp, and a long quiet groan came out of him from low in his chest that was the first sound I had heard him make all night. Sophie shoved her hips back against him to take it. He stayed in her. He did not pull out. He came down over her back and lay along the length of her with his weight pressed against her hips and his face in her hair, and he stayed inside her like that for two full minutes while his breathing slowed.

When he finally rolled off her onto his back on the mattress, his cock came out of her wet and dark and still half-hard, and the slow heavy pour of him began to come out of her onto the quilt. Sophie did not move. She lay on her stomach with her cheek on the quilt and her hips up and her thighs apart, and she let it run out of her down the insides of her thighs and onto the cotton.

She turned her face toward me.

Dan.

Yes.

Come here.

I stood up.

On your knees by the bed, baby.

I went down onto my knees on the carpet at the foot of the bed. Three feet from her. The position put my face at the level of her hips. She lifted up on one elbow and reached back with her free hand and slid two fingers up the inside of her own thigh through the slow pool of him there, and she scooped a thick wet line of him onto her fingertips, and she held the fingers out toward my mouth.

I had been waiting for this. I did not understand that I had been waiting for this until the fingers were in front of my mouth.

I opened my mouth. She slid two fingers in past my teeth, slow, and she pressed the pads of her fingers down on my tongue. The taste hit the back of my mouth all at once: the high salt-bleach of him cut through with the warmer animal of her, the two of them mixed into one thick wet load sitting on my tongue. I closed my lips around her knuckles and I sucked them clean.

Can you taste him, baby?

I nodded with the fingers still in my mouth.

Say it.

She slid her fingers out enough that I could speak around them.

Yes.

Yes what.

I can taste him.

Good boy.

She reached back along the inside of her thigh again. She scooped a second two-finger line, heavier this time, the next pour of the load that was still leaving her body, and she pushed it into my mouth without asking. I sucked it down. Her thumb stroked the side of my chin while I swallowed. The taste sat at the back of my throat in a thick warm coat that I could feel each time I breathed in through my nose.

One more, baby. Open.

I opened. She fed me a third time. The fingers went deeper this time, all the way to the second knuckle, and she pressed down on the flat of my tongue until I gagged a little, the way she had told me he gagged her at the front of his cock, and the load slid down the back of my throat in a thick wet swallow.

Good boy.

She slid her fingers out. She wiped them on the side of my cheek. She rolled onto her back and stretched her arms over her head with a long satisfied sound. Luca had been watching the whole exchange from the pillows. He had not said anything. He met my eyes over the line of Sophie’s body, and he gave me the small approving nod from the kitchen window, and he closed his eyes and slid down onto the pillows.

Sophie patted the foot of the bed.

Up here, baby. Sit on the edge. Just sit. You can watch us fall asleep.

I sat on the edge of the foot of the bed in my khakis with my back to the two of them. My cock was throbbing against the inside of my pants. Behind me I could hear Sophie pull the quilt up over the both of them, and I could hear her settle her body along Luca’s side, and I could hear the small sleep-breaths starting in his chest within minutes. Sophie’s hand came around from behind me and rested on the small of my back. She traced a slow shape there with one finger. She did not look at me.

You can go down to the couch if you want, baby.

Okay.

Or you can stay up here. The chair.

Okay.

Whatever you want.

I sat on the edge of the bed for a long time. I do not remember how long. At some point I stood. I crossed the room. I sat back down in the wing-back chair. The lamp on the bedside table was still on. Sophie’s hand was on Luca’s chest. Luca’s hand was flat on the small of Sophie’s back. Both of them were asleep.

I sat in the chair three feet from my own bed and I watched them sleep, and at some point in the night I fell asleep in the chair too with my hands on my own thighs, and when I woke up at four in the morning the lamp was still on and they were still in my bed and my cock was finally soft, and I went downstairs and slept the rest of the night on the couch with the dog beside me and the baseball game still on with the sound off.



The shape of it settled in over the next two weeks.

He came over three nights a week. Then four. Then five. Sophie cooked dinner for three. She set three places at the kitchen table. Luca sat at the head. I sat at the side. Sophie sat across from me with the candle between us. She made the food she had made for me for nine years: the chicken paprikash, the bolognese, the eggplant. Luca complimented every dish. He noticed the plating. He noticed the kale she had massaged into the salad. He took seconds. He cleaned his plate. He praised the food.

I cleared the plates. That was my job by week two. I did not ask for the job. The job had simply arrived. Sophie would set her napkin on her plate, lean back, take a sip of her wine, and look at me, and the look meant the plates, and I would stand up and clear the plates and load the dishwasher, and Sophie and Luca would carry the wine into the living room and put on a record, and I would join them when the kitchen was clean.

Some nights he stayed over.

It was the king bed and Sophie was small. The three of us fit. Sophie slept in the middle. Luca slept on her left, the side that used to be hers. I slept on her right, the side that had always been mine. We slept like that for the first time on a Wednesday, and the second time on a Saturday, and by the second week we were sleeping like that more nights than not.

Sometimes they would wake up in the middle of the night and fuck quietly beside me. I would lie on my side facing the open window and listen. The mattress would shift behind me. The springs would settle under a different distribution of weight. Then the wet sound: the small obscene plip of him pushing into her, slow, four inches behind my back. Sophie would breathe through her mouth. Luca would breathe through his nose. The rhythm would find itself in a long unhurried creak that did not need to hurry, because there was no time it had to be done by.

Sophie’s hand would come back across the mattress in the dark. She would find my shoulder by feel. She would lay her palm flat there, warm, and leave it. She kept one warm point of contact with me while she took him behind my back, and on her own orgasms her hand would tighten on my shoulder for one long second and then go slack again. I would lie there with her come-shaped grip cooling on my skin and the rhythm of his hips against hers carrying through the mattress into my own hip, and my cock would leak against the inside of the sheet in a slow steady wet pool that I did not wipe away.

I never moved. I never made a sound. I never turned over to look. The deal was the back of my head, and I held up the deal. In the morning the sheet would be stiff under my hip, and Sophie would slide her hand into the back of my pajama waistband as she sat up to start her day, the casual brush of a wife checking on her husband, and she would feel the dried wet there and she would say nothing about it. She would only kiss the back of my neck and get out of bed.

She started giving me small orders in front of him.

Dan, get Luca a beer.

Dan, hand me that towel.

Dan, take the dog out.

Dan, sit on the floor by the foot of the bed for a minute, baby. The chair is in the way of the angle.

I obeyed all of them. I did not pause. The pause was the part that had been gone since the key. I went and got the beer. I handed the towel. I took the dog out. I sat on the floor at the foot of the bed in my pajama pants with my back against the wood of the bed frame, and from below I could feel the rhythm of the mattress over my shoulders and hear Sophie’s breathing change as Luca worked her open above me.

Luca participated, lightly. He would clap my shoulder when I brought the beer. He would say thanks, Dan in the voice he had used on the porch. He would lean down once, from the bed, when I was sitting on the floor beside it, and rest the warm flat of his palm on the back of my neck for a second, steadying me there before he went back to what he was doing with my wife. The hand on my neck was the worst of it. The hand on my neck made me hard every time. I would sit on the floor with my cock straining the front of my pajamas, and I would hate that it had become the cue, and I would let it work on me anyway because the hate was no longer enough.

He started leaving me notes in the morning. They were not really notes. They were single sentences on the back of receipts on the kitchen island.

Coffee’s on, Dan.

Took the dog out for you.

Faucet still good?

He left them in his slanted block printing with the cheap pen we kept by the phone, and I would find them when I came down at seven, after they had both gone back to sleep or after he had gone home, and I would put the notes in the small drawer under the coffeemaker with the take-out menus, and I would not throw them away.

On Sunday mornings the three of us had breakfast.

Sophie made eggs. Luca read the sports section of the Sunday paper that I had subscribed to in 2019 and stopped reading two years ago. I made coffee. The dog lay at all of our feet under the table. The light came in the kitchen windows on the side of the house facing his porch, and the morning would slow down into the long unhurried quiet of a domestic kitchen on a Sunday, and to anyone walking by on the sidewalk it would have looked exactly like the breakfasts I had once had with my wife. The eggs. The paper. The coffee. The dog. The good light.

Just not clear to whom Sophie was married.



On a Tuesday in the third week of the new shape, a coworker stopped me in the office kitchen.

His name was Jim. He was a senior engineer on the platform team. He was fifty-eight years old and he had been at the company since 2009 and he made small specific observations about everything around him because he had nothing else to spend his attention on. He was pouring himself a coffee. He smiled at me when I came in to refill mine.

Hey, Dan. Saw your wife on Saturday.

Yeah?

At the hardware store across town. She was with a guy. Big guy. Beard. Looked like he knew his way around the lumber aisle.

I poured my coffee. The pot did not shake.

Yeah, that’s our neighbor. Luca. He’s been helping us with some stuff around the house. The cabinet over the dishwasher, the faucet upstairs. Hired-handyman kind of arrangement, except he won’t take money. He just likes the projects.

Jim laughed.

Lucky you, man. I can’t get my brother-in-law to hang a coat hook.

Yeah, I said. We’re lucky.

He clapped me on the shoulder on his way out of the kitchen. The same warm flat palm. Different hand. Same place.

I stood in the office kitchen with my coffee and felt the residue of his hand on the part of my shoulder where Luca had been clapping me for weeks, and I felt the lie I had just told slide easily down into the same drawer where I had been putting Luca’s notes, and the lie was comfortable, and the coffee was good, and I went back to my desk and closed a ticket about a database migration and did not think about it for the rest of the afternoon.


The Weekend Away

The motorcycle was in my garage the last week of August.

I came home from work at six on a Thursday. I pulled into the driveway. The garage door was up. Luca’s truck was on the street in front of his house, which was the normal place for it now, parked across his own curb on the long side so the bed of it pointed into the cul-de-sac. The bay door of my garage was open. From the cul-de-sac I could see, framed in the open mouth of it, a motorcycle on a jack stand, its rear wheel off, a small constellation of tools laid out on a moving blanket on my concrete floor.

Luca was bent over the bike with one hand on the swing arm.

Sophie was sitting on my workbench.

I sat in the car for a minute with the engine off. The Hendricks’ irrigation kicked on across the street. Through the windshield I watched my wife sitting on my workbench in cut-off shorts and a sleeveless gray tank top I had never seen before, her bare legs dangling, swinging slowly, an iced tea in her hand and a private soft smile on her mouth that she was angling down at Luca’s back. She was laughing at something. Luca said something else without turning around. She laughed harder.

I got out, closed the car door, and walked up the driveway with my laptop bag on one shoulder.

Luca straightened up. He turned the wrench he was holding once between his fingers. The bike was a heavy older sport bike with chipped paint and the kind of stripped-down working-shop frame that meant someone was halfway through a long project on it. There was oil on his hands. There was oil up his right forearm to the elbow. The white t-shirt he was wearing had two black thumbprints near the hem where he had grabbed at it to wipe his hands on it and not actually wiped his hands on it, because the rag was already over his shoulder.

He grinned at me.

Hey, Dan. How was work?

Fine.

Hope you don’t mind. The lift in my shop is tied up. Sophie said the garage was clear.

It’s fine.

Sophie hopped down off the workbench. She came over in her bare feet across my concrete floor. She kissed the corner of my mouth. She smelled of sun and engine oil and the faint sharp green of his body wash that had been clinging to her hair every morning since June.

How was the meeting?

It was a meeting.

Poor baby. She kissed me again. We saved you a beer.

She went back to the workbench. She did not go inside. She did not pretend the workbench was a stopover. She climbed back up onto it, settled her bare thighs against the wood, took a slow pull off her iced tea, and resumed angling her face down at Luca.

I stood in my own driveway with my laptop bag on my shoulder and looked at the geometry of my own garage. The bike was on a jack stand a foot from where my own car normally lived. The tools were laid out on my moving blanket, which I had bought at the hardware store in 2019 and used twice. The rag on Luca’s shoulder was the old white shop rag I had used for years on the lawnmower and that had migrated, at some point in the last month, from my own pegboard hook to wherever he kept his rags. My workbench had a piece of my wife sitting on it. The garage smelled of warm summer concrete and bike oil and Sophie’s coconut sunscreen and, under all of it, him.

It was not my garage anymore. I had built the workbench when we moved in six years ago, and now the man twelve feet away had been claiming the place one Saturday afternoon at a time since June. His tools on my floor. His oil at my sink. My wife perched where my hands used to work.

I stood there. I did not move for a long time.

Across the street, Mrs. Hendricks was watering her zinnias. She had been watering her zinnias for nine summers and I had developed a sense of how long it took her. Tonight she was taking longer. The hose was running on the same patch of soil for ninety seconds while her eyes were not on the soil. Her eyes were on my garage.

Two houses down, the Petersons were on their porch. Bob with a beer, Linda with her phone. Neither of them was looking at their phone or their beer. They were sitting in the porch chairs angled in such a way that their casual line of sight passed clean across the cul-de-sac to the open bay door of my garage, and they were not pretending to be looking at anything else, and Bob nodded at me when I caught his eye and looked away first.

The cul-de-sac knew.

The cul-de-sac had known for weeks. The cul-de-sac was now watching the slow public confirmation of what it had already known, with the same patient unhurried Tuesday-evening interest that it brought to a new deck-staining project or a teenager learning to parallel-park. I lifted my hand at Bob across the cul-de-sac. He lifted his beer back at me. We did the cul-de-sac salute. We did it the way Luca and I had done it across the gap every morning since June. The script was the same. The script was always the same.

I went inside through the mudroom. I set my bag in the office. I stood in the kitchen with my hand on the counter for a long time.

From the open garage I could hear Sophie laugh again. Then Luca’s voice, low, the words not clear through the wall. Then the wet small clink of a wrench on concrete. Then Sophie’s voice, soft and close to him: can I? His low affirmative grunt followed, then the careful sound of her fingers on something metal.

She was helping him.

I stood at my own kitchen island and listened to my wife pass tools to the man next door in the garage I no longer owned. I leaned forward and pressed my forehead against the cool granite. I breathed in once through my nose and out through my mouth, and the displacement climbed the back of my neck and settled in the soft hollow under my jaw.

When I lifted my head Sophie was at the kitchen window, looking in at me from outside. She had a small black smear of grease on her cheekbone. She lifted one hand and waved at me through the glass. She mouthed I love you. She turned around and went back to the garage.

I made dinner. The three of us ate it at the kitchen table at eight, after Luca had put the rear wheel back on the bike and stowed the tools and washed his hands and forearms at my utility sink in the laundry room. He sat at the head of the table. Sophie sat across from me. I had cleared my own plate by then because clearing my own plate was now a thing I did before anyone asked me to.



The conference came up the second week of September.

It was a two-day product summit in another city, three hundred miles away, the kind of internal company gathering I had been escaping for eight years by saying the right things on the right calendar invites. This year I did not get out of it. My VP put my name on the slate for a panel on data infrastructure. I packed a small bag on a Tuesday night. Sophie helped me pack, folding shirts, tucking socks into shoes, and dropping my laptop charger into the bag from the desk drawer in my office. She kissed me at the front door on Wednesday morning and held my face in both of her hands until I looked at her.

Be good, baby.

I will.

Don’t drink with the database people. They’re boring.

I won’t.

I’ll see you Friday.

Yes.

She kissed me one more time. She closed the front door behind me. I drove to the airport. I flew to the conference. I checked into the hotel.

The hotel was a generic chain on the edge of a downtown, on the eleventh floor of a building that faced a parking garage. The room had a king bed, a desk, a credenza, and a window that did not open. The carpet was the gray-tan of every hotel carpet I had ever stood on. I set my bag down. I sat on the edge of the bed in my jacket. The bed was so big.

I had been sleeping for weeks in a king bed with two other people in it. The bed in the hotel room was the same king size and it was empty. My phone was in my pocket. I did not move for a long time. Then I took my phone out and I texted Sophie.

Landed. At the hotel.

The reply came inside of a minute.

Good baby. Have fun. We’re getting dinner.

The we was the new pronoun.

I unpacked. I went down to the lobby. I had a beer at the lobby bar with two people from the other office. We talked about a vendor we both disliked. I went back up to the room at nine. I lay on the bed with the lamp on, on top of the comforter, in my clothes. My phone vibrated on the nightstand.

It was a photo. The dog on the couch with his chin on his front paws, ears soft, looking up at the lens with the patient expression he wore when he was being told to hold still. Sophie had captioned it: He misses you.

Tell him I miss him too.

A minute later. Another photo. Her dinner plate. Pasta with the sauce I had not made because I was not there to. Bolognese tonight. Yours is better.

Lucky you.

Are you bored?

Yes.

Go to bed early, baby.

I lay on the bed in my clothes for another half an hour. I did not go to bed. At ten-thirty the phone vibrated again. Another photo. This one was a pair of brown lace-up work boots. They were sitting toe-in on the small mat just inside the front door of my house. I knew that mat. I had stood on it ten thousand times. The boots were the ones that had been living by my back door since June. They had migrated to the front door for the night, because the back door was locked, and because Luca had come in through the front, and because he was now inside my house.

The caption arrived under the photo a second later.

He’s staying over. Don’t worry.

I read the caption twice.

The don’t worry was the worst part. It was the smallest and the worst part. It contained the whole shape of what we now were. It assumed there was a thing I might worry about. It told me I shouldn’t. It had the same soft domestic tone a wife uses to tell her husband she has packed his lunch, attached to a sentence that had just told me my replacement was sleeping in my bed.

I did not reply. I put the phone face down on the comforter. I lay there in the bright lamplight of the hotel room with my heart slow and my hands cold and my cock hard against the inside of my khakis and the long heavy weight of the king mattress under my back. The room was so quiet you could hear the air system running in the wall. The room had not been slept in for a week and it smelled, faintly, of carpet cleaner and the chemical brightness of starched linen.

The phone vibrated. I let it vibrate. It vibrated a second time. I rolled my head to the side and read the screen face-down on the bed and turned it over.

It was a call from Sophie.

I answered it. I did not say anything.

Baby.

Hi.

Her voice was low. She was speaking quietly. There was a soft cottony close-quarters quality to it, the kind of voice you used to call from inside a comforter so as not to wake somebody next to you.

Are you in bed?

I’m on the bed. Not in.

Get in, baby. Take your clothes off. Get in.

I did not move.

Sophie.

Yes.

Where are you.

I’m in our bed. A small pause. Luca’s asleep. He had a long day. I’m whispering.

I could hear it then, behind her voice, low and even and slow: the long unhurried in-breath and out-breath of a man asleep on his back, the small wet catch on the exhale that a body makes when it is fully gone, the small adjustment of weight on a mattress as the sleeper shifted onto his side. Three feet from her mouth. In our bed. In our room. Under our roof. While I lay on a hotel comforter three hundred miles away with a hard-on against my zipper and the lamp still on.

Soph.

Yes, baby.

Are you, I had to find the word, okay?

She laughed, soft, against the phone. It was the kindest laugh she had given me in weeks.

I’m so okay, baby. I’m so okay. We had a good night. He cooked. Did I tell you he cooks? He made a steak. He made a salad with the heirlooms from the back patio. He cleaned the kitchen. He let the dog out. He did all the things you do, baby. He’s been watching you do them for two months and he’s been picking them up. He took care of me tonight. And then he took care of me upstairs. And I just wanted to tell you about it before I fell asleep.

I closed my eyes.

Tell me.

Are you hard.

Yes.

Don’t touch yourself, baby. You know the rule.

Okay.

Promise.

I promise.

Good boy. Okay. He fucked me on my side, baby. He came up behind me on my side with my one leg up over his hip and he put one big hand flat on my stomach so I could feel his palm pressed up against my belly while he was inside me, and he fucked me slow until I came twice, and then he came inside me. And then he pulled out and he wiped me up with a t-shirt and we lay there like that for a while and he fell asleep with his hand still on my belly and I had to slide out from under it to get the phone.

I made a small sound. I did not know what the sound was. It was not a word.

Are you crying, baby?

A little.

Mm. She was quiet a moment. Then her voice went softer. Listen, baby. I want you to do something for me. Are you listening?

Yes.

Get under the covers. Lights off. Cock out of your pants. I want you to lie there in the dark with your cock out in your hand and you don’t touch it, you just hold it, you just hold yourself, and you think about us in your bed, and you think about him with his hand on my belly, and you let yourself ache for as long as it takes you to fall asleep. Can you do that for me, baby?

Yes.

Good boy. I love you.

I love you too.

Sleep, baby. We’ll see you Friday.

She hung up.

I did it. I am writing it down. I got off the bed, turned off the lamp, undressed in the dark, and got under the comforter naked. I took my cock out at the root and held myself in my own fist without moving. For three hours I lay there in the strange dark of the hotel room with the air system running in the wall, the dim red glow of the alarm clock on the credenza, and the faint memory of her voice in my ear. I did not move my hand. I did not stroke. I did not come. Somewhere around three I fell asleep with my own soft fingers still around the soft weight of myself.



I came home on Friday at six.

The cab dropped me at the curb. I came up the front walk with my bag and my laptop. I stopped on the porch. I did not put my key in the lock. I stood at my own front door and I breathed in once, slowly, and I held it.

I let myself in.

The house smelled of him. The scent was thick in the air, held there by three days of his body wash, his cologne, and the slow vapor of his cooking from the night before. His jacket was on the hook by the back door. His boots were toe-in by the mat. His coffee mug was on the kitchen island next to the coffee maker, washed and inverted to dry on a folded paper towel.

The house was quiet. Sophie was at a shoot. The dog came around the corner from the living room and pressed his shoulder into my shin and held it there.

I went upstairs.

The bed was made. Sophie had made it. The pillows were stacked at the headboard the way she stacked them, two and two with the decorative one between. The quilt was pulled tight at the corners. The room looked, on first glance, exactly like the room I had left.

There was a new dent in the headboard.

It was small. It was the size of a man’s heel. It was on the part of the wooden headboard that was closest to Sophie’s pillow, the upper corner of the slat on her side, and it had a small white scratch at the bottom of the dent where the heel had glanced down across the wood before the impact. I had not seen it on Wednesday morning. It was there now. He had braced his foot against the headboard at some angle that had needed the leverage, or he had kicked it during, or he had stretched out with his foot up against the wood and ground the heel of his bare foot into the slat with the force of an orgasm. I did not know which. I would never know. The mark was the size of the thing he had done.

I touched it. The wood was warm from the late afternoon sun coming in the window. I held my thumb in the dent without pressing. The grain of the wood under my fingerprint was rough where the heel had taken a small chip out of the finish.

I did not say anything. I did not take a photo. I went back downstairs. I put my bag in the office. I sat at the kitchen island and waited for my wife to come home.

She came home at seven through the front door with her camera bag on her shoulder. She set the bag down on the entry table by the brass key with the L tag, crossed the kitchen, put both of her hands on either side of my face, and kissed me on the mouth, slow and soft and clean. She held her forehead against mine until the dog shifted under the table.

I missed you, baby.

I missed you too.

I believed her. That was the most confusing part. I believed her. She had spent two nights in our bed with a man who was not me and she had whispered to me on the phone from inside the covers with him asleep next to her, and she had come home and kissed me on the mouth with her hands on either side of my face, and the missing of me was real. There was room for both of us in the new shape of her. She had not subtracted me to make room for him. She had expanded. The expansion had been the whole point.

She pulled back and looked at my face. Her smile stayed small.

Did you find the dent?

Yes.

I knew you would.

She kissed me again, picked up her bag, and went upstairs to shower. I sat at the kitchen island with the dog’s head on my foot and waited for the doorbell to ring.


The Fence Comes Down

The fence came down on the last Saturday in September.

Luca brought it up at dinner the Tuesday before. We were at the kitchen table, the three of us, halfway through Sophie’s eggplant. He set down his fork. He looked at me across the candle.

Dan.

Yeah.

Been thinking. The fence between our yards. I want to take it down.

I did not look up.

Okay.

I’m always coming over. You guys come over to me. We’re going back and forth seven, eight times a day. The dog walks the gap. It just makes more sense to open it up. One yard between us.

Sophie was watching me eat. Her fork was still. She had stopped chewing.

Okay, I said.

Luca nodded. He picked up his fork. He took another bite of the eggplant.

Cool. Saturday work for you? I’ll pull the posts. Sophie says you’ve got a sledgehammer.

I do.

Cool.

Sophie reached across the table and took my hand. She squeezed once. She did not say anything. She knew she did not have to. I had said yes the way I now said yes, flat and fast. The stop had been gone since the key.



Saturday morning was the kind of clear early-fall morning that the cul-de-sac waited for all August. The humidity had broken overnight. The air was dry and the sky was the high washed blue you get the first week the heat actually leaves. Luca came over at eight with two pairs of work gloves, a pry bar, a long-handled shovel, and his own twenty-pound sledge. He had on his work jeans and a faded t-shirt and the brown lace-up boots that lived by my back door now. Sophie made us coffee. She brought the mugs out to the strip of grass between the houses and stood there in her bare feet with her own coffee in both hands and watched us start.

The fence was four feet high. Cedar. Six posts set in concrete, six panels between them. It had been there longer than the houses had had us in them. It was older than the marriage by maybe a decade. The wood was silvered along the top and the bottom panels were soft to the thumb where the rain had been getting at the grain for years.

Luca handed me the sledge.

You start, Dan.

I looked at him.

Yeah?

Your side of the fence. He grinned. Be a shame to let me take down the whole thing.

I took the sledge in both hands. The weight of it pulled my wrists down. I had not swung a sledge in fifteen years, not since breaking up an old shed slab on my dad’s lot the summer before grad school. The handle was hickory. The head was thick black iron. I set my feet on my own side of the fence at the post nearest the back of the houses, lifted the sledge to my shoulder, and brought it down on the top of the post.

The first hit moved nothing. The post took the impact and held. My elbow rang.

Again, Luca said. Harder. Through it, not at it.

I hit it again. The post moved a quarter inch in the concrete. The next blow split the wood at the top. Three more hits opened it clean down the grain. The top half came loose from the concrete in a long splintered crack, and Luca grabbed it at the break and ripped it the rest of the way out with one motion of his shoulder. He dropped it on the grass on his side and clapped me once on the back.

Good. Next.

We worked down the line, me on the sledge and Luca on the posts. Sophie watched from the strip of grass, refilling the coffee at the seam between the houses every twenty minutes and bringing us water when our t-shirts were dark in the back. The Andersons stood on their porch across the back fence for a while, watching, before Mrs. Anderson waved one slow hand and went back inside. The Petersons drove past slowly in the wife’s SUV and tapped the horn once at us in friendly greeting. I lifted the sledge over my head and brought it down on the fifth post. The post split on the first swing. Luca laughed once, low, and pulled it.

It took us four hours. By noon the fence was down. The panels were stacked at the curb in a long lumber pile. The concrete bases of the posts sat in the dirt like teeth. We sat on the grass between the two houses with cold beers in our hands and the dirt of the work on our forearms and we drank in silence for a long time.

Sophie came over with a plastic dish of sliced peaches. She sat down on the grass between us. She fed a peach slice to Luca. She fed a peach slice to me. She ate one herself. The juice ran down her wrist and she licked it off her own forearm and laughed, and Luca laughed, and after a beat I laughed too, and we sat there in our shared yard in the late-September sun with peach juice on our hands and a pile of cedar at the curb and no fence between us.



We had the rest of the afternoon to set the yard up.

Luca dragged his grill across the line where the fence had been. He set it down between his patio and ours, equidistant. He carried his fire pit across, the cinder-block one from the backyard barbecue in May, and set it ten feet from the grill. Sophie went to the back porch of our house and unfolded the teak chaise. She walked it across the line of the old fence and set it down in the part of the new yard that was still in his property if you measured from the curb but was now ours if you measured from the chaise. She brought out the ottoman. She set them up so the chaise faced the grill and the fire pit and the sun.

I brought out the other patio chairs. Two from my porch. Two from his. I set them in a loose ring around the fire pit. The ring of chairs was four chairs. Mike’s old camping chair from the May barbecue was in his garage. Luca went and got it. He set it in the ring as a fifth.

We had built a yard. The two backyards were one backyard now. There was one grill in it, one fire pit, one chaise, five chairs, three people, one dog, and no fence. The Andersons’ back-fence privacy was now sixty feet of side yard from where the cedar had been instead of twelve. The Petersons could see straight across both lots from the road.

Sophie stood in the middle of it and turned in a slow circle in her bare feet on the grass. Her eyes moved from me to Luca. The small private smile came back.

This is so much better.

Luca nodded.

I nodded.



That night we ate on the new yard.

Luca grilled while I made the salad and Sophie poured the wine. The fire pit was lit. The string lights from his trees were stretched across to our live oak with a long extension cord run from our porch outlet. We sat at the teak chaise and the camping chair and the wrought-iron piece around the fire, eating burgers off paper plates and drinking beer out of the bottle. The cul-de-sac moved around us in its Saturday-evening quiet. No one came over. No one drove past. No one said anything about the fact that two houses on Linden no longer had a fence between them.

At ten Sophie stood up and brushed her hands down the front of her jeans. She kissed Luca on the mouth at the fire pit, kissed me on the corner of the mouth, and walked across the new yard in her bare feet toward Luca’s back door.

She did not look back.

I sat at the fire pit with Luca. He had a beer. I had a beer. We watched her cross the grass that used to belong to either of us and not to either of us and was now no boundary at all. The screen door of his back door clicked open. Her bare feet stepped up onto his concrete step. The door clicked closed behind her.

Luca finished his beer and set the empty in the cinder-block ring of the fire pit. He clapped me on the shoulder, crossed the new yard to his own back door, and went inside. The kitchen light came on through the window.

I sat at my own fire pit alone. I let the fire go down. The string lights stayed on. The cul-de-sac was quiet. From across the yard with no fence in it I could see, through both of his windows, the small bright crown of my wife’s hair moving past his kitchen island toward his stairs.

I did not get up.

I sat in the chair until the fire was embers. Then I stood and walked across the open yard to the property line where the fence had been. His house on one side. Mine on the other. I put one foot on each side of the line and stood at twelve feet: the twelve feet that had been a fence and was now just twelve feet of summer grass. Then I went to bed in my own house alone.

Through the open window over the bed I could hear, very faintly, his music. He played it late. It was the same low classic-rock channel he had played the first night he had moved in four months ago, the slow song with the steel guitar drifting in across the twelve feet of side yard and through the open screen and into my chest. The bass came in clean. I closed my eyes. I lay in my own bed in my own house with no fence between his and mine, and I listened to the song until it ended, and I fell asleep before the next one started.


The Breaking Point

I had been waking up at three.

It started the week the fence came down. I would fall asleep at eleven beside the two of them in the king bed, and somewhere around three I would surface, and I would lie in the dark on my side facing the open window and the questions would come.

The questions did not vary much from one night to the next. They came in the same order, in the same voice, my own voice, flat and tired, the voice I used in the parts of my head no one else was allowed in. Am I her husband, or am I her roommate. Does she love me, or does she tolerate me. Is Luca the neighbor, or is he the actual partner. Is the man asleep four inches behind me on the mattress my friend, my replacement, the man who fucks my wife, or all three at once. Is what I am doing dignified, or am I past the point where dignified is a category I get to use anymore. Am I happy. Am I sad. Am I anything at all anymore besides the man who clears the plates.

The questions did not have answers. They came at three. They left around five. I would fall back asleep with them still loose in my chest, and I would wake up at seven and make coffee and stand at the sink and lift my mug at Luca on his porch across the twelve feet of cul-de-sac air, and I would tell myself I was fine, and I would mean it half the time and not mean it the rest of the time, and the day would proceed.

After a week of this I started getting out of bed.

I did it the same way every night. I slid out from under Sophie’s arm. I replaced the arm with the pillow. I crossed the bedroom in the dark and went down the stairs without turning on a light. The dog came up out of the living room when he heard me on the third stair from the bottom and he met me at the kitchen island with his shoulder against my shin. He waited while I made coffee. He waited while I sat on the stool at the island. He laid himself down across my feet and slept on the tile while I drank coffee at three-thirty in the morning in my own dark kitchen and watched the streetlight at the curb throw pale wedges through the front window onto the granite.

I did not turn on the lights. The dark was the part that worked. The dark held the questions in shape so I could look at them. The kitchen light would have flattened them out into things I had to answer. I did not want to answer them. I wanted to look.

Some nights I would put my phone face-down on the island and try to read. Most nights I would just sit. Around five the sky would start to gray at the front window and the dog would lift his head off my foot and the questions would lose their shapes and I would go back upstairs and slide in behind Sophie and the two of them would not have moved an inch in three hours.

She knew. I do not know when she figured it out. By the third night she knew. She did not say anything for the first ten days. She let me have my dark kitchen.

On the eleventh day she came down.

It was a Wednesday morning in the second week of October. The air outside was the kind of cool you only got on October mornings, the cold a small step in front of the sun, and I had been sitting at the island for ninety minutes with the dog asleep on my foot when I heard her come down the stairs. Her bare feet on the wood. The small dry scrape of the towel on her shoulder. She did not call out. She did not turn on the light.

She crossed the kitchen and went to the coffee pot. She poured herself a mug. She came around the island and stood between my knees where I was sitting on the stool. She put one hand on either side of my face and held her forehead against mine until I looked at her.

You look bad, baby.

I haven’t been sleeping.

I know.

She kissed the top of my head. She did not let go of my face. She held me there with her thumbs at my temples and her forehead against mine for a long time, the way she had held me in the entryway after she came home from the conference, and I could smell her shampoo and her morning skin and the faint sharp green of his body wash that was now woven into everything she owned.

Sophie.

Yes.

Are you going to leave me for him.

She did not move. She did not lift her head. Her thumbs did not stop at my temples. I could feel her breath on the bridge of my nose. The dog at my feet shifted. The front window paled another shade.

No.

She said it directly. No hesitation. She kept her forehead pressed to mine while she said it.

I love you. I’m not leaving. I’m not going anywhere. But I’m not giving him up either. He’s part of my life now, baby. He’s part of mine and he’s part of ours. I want to be very clear with you. Are you listening.

Yes.

I will not leave you for him. I will not pick. There is no version of the future where I make you choose me over him or him over you. You are my husband. He is the man who comes over for dinner three nights a week and fucks me on Saturdays. Those are different things. They are not the same thing. They will not become the same thing. Can you live with that. I need to know.

I was quiet for a long time. The dog put his chin back on my foot. Sophie did not let go of my face. She was waiting. She had waited at the kitchen table the night of the confession and she had waited in the dark beside me after the christening and she had waited on the phone from inside the covers with him asleep next to her, and she was waiting now. Sophie had become, over four months, a woman who knew how to wait at her own husband’s pace.

The inventory came up the back of my throat. I made myself say it to myself in the dark before I said anything to her.

The sex had been dead before Luca. I had not made my wife come more than three times in the seven months before the christening. The bed had been a polite place where I was on time and she was bored. The marriage had been a comfortable house and a paid mortgage and a dog with vet bills and a podcast we both liked, and underneath that domestic competence had been Sophie at thirty-five quietly running out of the thing she had not gotten to spend on me because I had not had it to take. She had been restless for a year. I had not asked. I had not wanted to know the answer.

Luca had not broken the marriage. Luca had walked into a marriage that had a hole in it the size of a man and he had filled the hole, and now I had a wife who came six times in an afternoon and laughed her real laugh in the kitchen and woke up in a king bed with both of us in it and was, in the cleanest most uncomplicated way I had ever seen her, happy. He had not built that happiness out of nothing. He had built it out of room I had not been using.

I did not say any of this out loud. I closed my eyes.

Yes, I said.

Yes what, baby.

Yes. I can live with it.

I did not say it the way I had said I don’t know at the kitchen table four months earlier. I said it the way you say a thing you have already been doing for ninety days. The yes had been there at the door since the christening. I had just been finding the words to admit it was the yes I had already said.

Sophie lifted her head. She looked at my face. Her eyes were wet at the corners but she was smiling, small.

Good boy.

She kissed me on the mouth. She kept her hands on either side of my face and kissed me again, longer this time, with her fingers in my hair and her bare feet between my own bare feet on the floor. The dog squeezed out from under us and went back to the door. She kissed me the way she had kissed me in 2017, the way she had kissed me on our wedding night, the way she had not kissed me in eighteen months.

I love you, Dan.

I love you too.

Come back to bed.

Luca’s up there.

I know. Come back to bed.

I went up with her. I slid in on my side. Luca was asleep on his side facing away from us. Sophie crawled in between us and lay flat on her back. Her left hand found Luca’s forearm where it was draped across his own ribs. Her right hand found mine flat on top of the quilt at my hip. She held us both and fell asleep like that inside of two minutes, and I lay there in the not-quite-dark with my wife’s hand in mine and the man she also loved breathing on her other side.



I talked to Luca on Friday.

We were on the porch again. Same beer. Same time of evening. Sophie was at a wine bar with her sister. We had each had two of a six-pack he had brought over from his fridge, the same local beer that had been living in mine since the start of summer, and we were on the third one. The cul-de-sac was quiet. A leaf came down off the live oak in our shared yard and landed on the porch rail between his elbow and mine, and he reached out and turned it over with one finger and dropped it onto the floor.

Sophie talked to me, he said.

I looked at him.

Yeah?

Yeah. The conversation. The Wednesday-morning thing. She told me.

Okay.

He drank. He set the bottle down on the porch rail. He looked out at the cul-de-sac for a long beat.

I want to say something, man. I’ve been wanting to say it for a while. Now’s the time.

Okay.

He turned on his hip toward me. He was not smiling. His face was the face he had worn the night he had carried his couch off the truck the first afternoon I had ever seen him, the same focused careful face he brought to a faucet cartridge or a stripped hinge. He set both forearms on the porch rail and he met my eyes directly.

I’m not trying to replace you, Dan. I want you to hear me. I don’t want your life. I don’t want your house. I don’t want your mortgage and your benefits package and your in-laws and the fourteen-month-old faucet leak I fixed in eighteen minutes. I don’t want any of that. That’s all yours. I want Sophie, sometimes. I want to come over for dinner. I want to fuck her on Saturdays. I want to be in your kitchen and your yard and, yeah, sometimes your bed. That’s it. That’s the whole list. You have her always. That’s not nothing. That’s not even close to nothing. That’s, in the order of things, the whole thing.

I did not say anything.

I have been the guy on the other side of this, Dan. Once. With my ex. The guy on the outside looking in. It is not the side you want to be on. The side you are on, the husband side, is the side that has the things. You have the address. You have the dog. You have the wife who comes home to you. You have the wife who came to me after that October morning and asked me to talk to you. She did not come to me to tell me she was leaving you. She came to me to tell me she did not want you suffering anymore. Do you understand what that is. That is a woman in love with her husband.

I closed my eyes.

Okay, I said.

Okay.

He picked his beer back up. He drank.

We sat for another hour. We did not talk much after that. His arm was on the porch rail. My arm was on the porch rail. The same pale scar on his forearm. The same office-pale skin on mine. The cul-de-sac went quiet around us. At some point his pinky was against mine on the wood again and neither of us moved it. The leaf he had dropped earlier blew across the porch in a small dry circle and settled against the leg of his chair.

When he stood up to go he clapped me on the shoulder. He left his hand there for a second longer than he had to.

You’re a good man, Dan.

So are you.

He laughed once, low. He walked down the porch steps. He crossed the open yard in his bare feet and went into his own back door and the porch light came on through the kitchen window behind him.

I sat alone on my porch for a long time after he was gone. The dog came out and lay down beside the chair. The cul-de-sac was full of small October sounds. Somewhere down the street someone was raking. Somewhere else a car door closed. The Andersons’ kitchen light came on across the back of the lots and went off again. The string lights in our shared yard came on automatically at eight and threw a warm low net of bulbs across the open grass. From the porch I could see the whole of it now, the new yard that had been two yards for six years and was now one yard for two weeks. I finished the beer, let the dog in, and went inside.


The Negotiation

We had the conversation at the kitchen table on a Sunday.

It was the second week of October. The leaves on the live oak in our shared yard had started to turn at the tips. The mornings were cold enough that the dog took longer to come out from under the table. Sophie had made coffee for three. She had set out a plate of muffins from the bakery on the highway. The three mugs at the table were Luca’s white shop mug, Sophie’s clay-glazed thing from the craft fair, and mine, the new blue glazed one she had bought me the summer before Luca moved in.

We sat down. Sophie at the head, between us. Luca on her left. Me on her right.

She looked at both of us. She put her hand flat on the table.

We’re going to talk about what this is, going forward, she said. I want it said out loud. I want all three of us to hear it. None of us is going to be confused about what we have, or what we agreed to, or what the rules are. I am tired of half of you assuming and the other half of you guessing. We are doing this with words today.

Luca nodded.

I nodded.

Okay. First. Luca, you are not moving in. Yes?

Yes.

You are not selling your house. You are not putting your name on this mortgage. You are not changing your address. You are the man across the cul-de-sac. You have your own house. You have your own bed. You have your own shower. Most nights you go home to them. Some nights you do not. We are not pretending to be a household with three people in it. We are two households with very thin walls. Yes?

Yes.

Dan. You are not divorcing me. We are not separating. We are not opening up to other people beyond Luca. I am not in a polyamorous expansion phase. I am in a marriage with you and a relationship with him, and the relationship with him is closed at him. I am not going to date other people. I am not going to bring anyone else into this. I will not. Yes?

I nodded.

Say it, baby. I want to hear it.

Yes.

Okay. Second. Luca keeps the key. He comes in the back when the back is unlocked and the front when it is not. He does not knock. We agreed on that in July and that one is locked. Yes?

Yes, Luca said.

Yes, I said.

Third. We have dinner together three nights a week. Tuesday, Thursday, Saturday. The schedule is the schedule. If Luca is traveling for a job we move it. If Dan is traveling for work we move it. If I have a shoot we move it. But the default is three. The default is the table set for three. I cook. Dan clears. Luca helps where Luca helps. Yes?

Yes.

Yes.

Fourth. The bed. I sleep in the middle. Luca on my left. Dan on my right. Most nights it’s just me and Dan because Luca’s home. Some nights it’s the three of us. Some nights it’s me and Luca because Dan is traveling. There is no version where Dan is not welcome in the bed. There is no version where Luca is unwelcome either. There is no version where I make either of you leave. Yes?

Yes, I said.

Yes, Luca said.

She paused. She drank her coffee. She looked at me, and she looked at Luca, and then she looked back at me, and she set her mug down.

Fifth. The hard one. I want to say it the way I think it, and I want both of you to tell me if it lands wrong. Okay?

Okay, I said.

Okay, Luca said.

She took a slow breath.

Dan, you are my husband. Luca is the man who handles my body. Those are two different jobs. They do not compete. They are not a hierarchy. They are not the same job split between two men. They are two whole jobs and I am lucky enough to have one man doing each. I want both of you to know I am clear about that and I want both of you to be clear about that. The job of being my husband is not a smaller job than the job of fucking me. It is not a less-than job. It is a different job. It is the bigger job, honestly. It is the job that wakes up next to me every morning. It is the job that has the dog and the mortgage and my sister’s birthday and the last twenty years of my life. The other job is the part I could not keep pretending away.

She made a small gesture with her hand.

The other job is six times in a sitting on the kitchen counter. The other job is a man who had me taking him deep by the end of summer. The other job is somebody who fixes my faucet because he likes fixing faucets. The other job is real. It is not nothing. But it is not the husband job. Do you both understand?

Luca was nodding before she finished.

Yeah, he said. I understand.

I looked at the table.

I should be honest about what happened in my chest in the next five seconds. The wording cut. The wording was supposed to cut. Luca is the man who handles my body was the kind of sentence that takes a husband’s air out of him at the diaphragm. I felt it land. I felt my hand tighten on my mug. I felt the small bright wash of shame come up the back of my neck and settle in the soft hollow under my jaw the way it had been settling there for four months, and I waited for the shame to do its usual thing, which was to coil into a small hot ball in my chest and stay coiled until I went and stood at the kitchen window and stared at his porch until I could breathe again.

It did not coil. That is what was different. The shame came up and settled and looked around for somewhere to coil, and there was no place for it to coil, because the wording was true, and the truth was not the thing the shame had been built to carry. The shame had been built to carry the lie that I was still, somewhere in the small private part of my own head, the man who handled her body. I had not been that man in months. I had not been that man, honestly, in years. Luca was the man who handled her body. He had been that since the night of the christening. Sophie naming it at the table did not make it true. Sophie naming it at the table made the truth available to be lived with, which was different from being lived around.

The air left me slowly. I looked up.

I understand, I said.

She watched me a long moment to make sure.

Are you okay, baby?

Yes.

Really?

Really. I want you to say it again, actually. I want to hear it twice.

She smiled, small. She did. She said it again.

You are my husband. He is the man who handles my body.

It landed the second time the way it had landed the first time, and then it sat on the table the way a glass of water sits on the table, just there, available, no longer requiring an opinion. I picked up my coffee. I drank.

Luca cleared his throat. He looked at me across the table.

Dan.

Yeah.

One thing to add to the list, if it’s okay.

Go ahead.

He put his hand on the table next to Sophie’s. The two hands lay there beside each other, his big knuckled scarred one and her smaller capable one, brown and white on the wood.

Sophie said the husband thing and the body thing. I want to say the third thing. You are the guy who keeps the home ready for us. That is also a job. It’s not a small job. It’s the thing that lets the body part work, and lets the husband part work. You have the kitchen. You have the dog. You have the bed when we come home to it and you have the bed when I leave it. You clean up. You set up. You stay calm when nobody else is calm. That’s not nothing. That’s, honestly, the part that nobody told me about when I was the guy on the other side of one of these things. The guy who keeps the home ready is the guy who makes it possible. I just want you to hear it from me. That part is yours.

I did not say anything for a long time. I was looking at the surface of my coffee. The reflection of the kitchen window in the surface of my coffee was small and white and trembled with the dog’s breathing under the table.

Thank you, I said. My voice came out smaller than I had meant it to.

Welcome.

Sophie squeezed his hand. She reached her other hand across the table and put it on mine. The three of us sat like that with two hands on the table connected by Sophie and the dog’s breathing under the table and the cool morning light coming in the kitchen window on the side of the house facing his porch, and the coffee got cold in our mugs while none of us moved.

Eventually I lifted my head.

Okay, I said.

Okay? Sophie said.

Okay. I can do this. I have been doing this. Let’s call it the thing it is.

She came around the table. She kissed me on the top of the head. She kissed Luca on the corner of the mouth. She picked up the muffin plate and the empty mugs and started loading the dishwasher, and I stood up and started clearing, and Luca took the coffee pot to the sink to rinse, and the three of us cleaned up the kitchen together at ten in the morning on a Sunday with the dog under the table and the leaves on the live oak going orange outside the window, and at no point in the cleanup did anyone say anything about what we had just decided, because we did not have to.



What surprised me, in the weeks after the kitchen table, was that I liked Luca.

I had been telling myself for four months that I tolerated him. That was the polite word. That was the word a man who clears the plates uses to explain himself to himself. I tolerate him. I had thought, somewhere in the small private part of my own head, that tolerance was the ceiling. That a husband whose wife was being fucked by another man, in his own bed, on a regular schedule, could rise as high as tolerance and no higher.

I had been wrong.

I genuinely liked him. He was honest in a way I had not had a friend be honest with me since college. He was good with his hands. He was good with the dog. He was patient with the way I took twice as long as he did to load the dishwasher. He could read a room. He never used the bedroom as leverage with me. He never made a single joke at my expense in front of Sophie or behind her back. He kept his end of the deal he had named at the table that Sunday: you have her always, that’s not nothing. He kept it without performing it, which was the part that landed deepest.

I had expected anger. I had expected hate. I had expected the slow accumulation of grievances that a husband is supposed to file against the man who fucks his wife, and I had been waiting four months for the file to fill up, and the file had stayed empty, and the empty file had been the part that confused me the most. I had thought the absence of anger was a symptom of something worse, a numbing-out, a slow erasure of the parts of me that were supposed to fight.

I had been wrong about that too. What had been there instead of anger, the whole time, was the thing I had not let myself name until October. Relief. The relief of a man whose wife was finally being taken care of by somebody capable. The relief of a marriage that had stopped pretending to be the size of a thing it could not be. The relief of the truth being in the room with us, three nights a week, fixing my faucet, eating my eggplant, sleeping on Sophie’s left.

I did not say any of this to Luca. He knew. He saluted me with his coffee mug across the gap every morning at seven-thirty and I saluted back and the script was the same as it had always been and the script was now true.



The last warm Saturday of October was the dinner.

It was the Saturday before Halloween. The cul-de-sac had pumpkins on the porches. The Andersons had a string of orange lights along their back fence. The Petersons had hung a fake spider in their oak. The live oak in our shared yard had gone full copper and the leaves were coming down in a steady slow patter onto the open grass. The afternoon was warm in the way October afternoons in the South are sometimes warm, the last clean dry sixty-seven degrees of the year, and at five Luca lit the fire pit and at six he lit the grill.

Sophie set the outdoor table. She had bought it the week after the fence came down: a long wooden picnic table she had found at an estate sale, weathered gray on the top, with two long benches and two chairs at the heads. We had set it up where the fence used to be, on the seam between the lots, on the part of the grass that was now neither his nor mine but ours. She covered it in a cotton tablecloth and set out three plates and three glasses and three cloth napkins and a small jar of late asters from her garden as a centerpiece.

I brought out the beers. Luca grilled. The dog circled the fire pit and lay down at the foot of one of the benches. The string lights came on at six-thirty when the sun was still up. The cul-de-sac moved around us in its Saturday-evening quiet. The Petersons drove past in the wife’s SUV and tapped the horn once at us through the open window in friendly greeting. Bob Peterson lifted his beer at me from his own porch across the cul-de-sac at seven. I lifted mine back. He went inside.

We sat down at six-forty-five. Luca at one head of the table. Sophie at the other. Me on the long bench facing both of them.

We ate. Steak. The salad with the late tomatoes from his patio. A loaf of bread Sophie had picked up from the bakery on the highway. The wine was a red Luca had brought over from his fridge. The conversation moved the way conversation moves at a table of three people who have eaten three nights a week together for four months: nothing remarkable, nothing performed, the easy back-and-forth of people who already know the answers to each other’s questions and ask them anyway. He told a story about a customer at the shop who had brought in a sport bike with the wrong oil in it. Sophie told a story about a corporate headshot session where the CEO had not stopped looking at her cleavage. I told a story about a database migration. Both of them laughed at the database migration story for longer than it deserved.

At nine Sophie stood up. She brushed her hands down the front of her jeans, the signal I knew now. She kissed Luca on the mouth at the table. She kissed me on the mouth at the table. The kiss for Luca was longer. The kiss for me was longer than it had been three weeks ago.

I’ll see you in the morning, baby.

Yes.

Sleep good.

Yes.

She picked up her wine glass and walked across the open grass in her bare feet to Luca’s back door. She did not look back. She did not need to. I knew where she was going. She knew I knew. The screen door of his back door clicked open. Her bare feet stepped up onto his concrete step. The door clicked closed behind her.

I sat at the picnic table with Luca. He had a beer. I had a beer. The fire pit popped. The dog laid his chin on my foot.

Good dinner, Dan.

Good dinner.

I’ll get her home in the morning.

Okay.

He finished his beer. He stood. He clapped me on the shoulder. He walked across the open yard barefoot toward his own back door. He stopped at the door, halfway in. He turned back to me.

Dan.

Yeah.

Thanks for the beer.

Yeah.

Thanks for the rest of it.

I looked at him.

Yeah, I said. Yeah.

He went inside. The kitchen light came on through the window. I sat at my own picnic table at the seam of the old fence with the dog on my foot and the fire pit going down to embers and the string lights warm and low across the open grass, and I cleaned up.

I cleared the table, scraped the plates, and stacked the dishes in a small tower at one end. I carried them across to my own kitchen and loaded the dishwasher. I came back. I covered the grill. I rolled the cloth napkins and put them in the napkin drawer. I folded the cotton tablecloth and brought it inside and put it in the laundry room with the chaise cover. I came back out one last time. The embers in the fire pit were small and orange and the ash was holding heat. I let it burn down. I sat for ten more minutes in the chair I had been sitting in and watched the embers and listened to the cul-de-sac get quiet.

When the fire was out I stood up. I stood for a long time at the seam of the old fence. I looked one way at his house. The kitchen light was out now. The upstairs bedroom light was on. The square of warm light from his window threw a faint yellow rectangle onto the open grass between us. I looked the other way at my house. The kitchen light was on. The dog was at the back door waiting. The wing-back chair in the master bedroom was visible through the upstairs window from where I stood, dark and empty in the lamp glow.

I put one foot on each side of the line where the fence had been. I stood at twelve feet. The panic from the night of the christening did not come. The kitchen-counter nausea did not come. The wing-back chair did not rise in my throat. My pulse stayed low and ordinary. For the first time since the morning a moving truck had pulled up next door in June, I was not bracing for impact. I was just standing in my yard.

I went inside. I locked the back door. I turned out the kitchen light. The dog went up the stairs ahead of me. I climbed up to the master bedroom and got into bed alone on my side. The window over the bed was open. The October air was cool. Through the screen, across twelve feet of side yard, I could hear, very faintly, the slow steady creak of his bed under the long unhurried rhythm of him and my wife. The rhythm was the same one I had heard from the couch the first night he had come in through the front door. The bed creaked. The headboard knocked the wall once at the end of the bar. It was the music my wife had married me out of and into. It was the music she had taught me to live next to. I lay on my side and listened to it the way I had taught myself to listen to it, and my cock got hard, and I did not touch it, and I fell asleep with my hand on the dog’s back at the foot of the bed and the rhythm still going in the twelve feet of air between his open window and mine.



I woke at seven. The bed was empty on both sides. The October air had cooled the room. The dog was at the foot of the bed where I had fallen asleep with my hand on him, awake now and watching me. I sat up. I went downstairs in my pajama pants. I made coffee. I stood at the sink in my own kitchen at seven-thirty and waited for the screen door at his back to bang.

It banged. He came out onto his porch in his loose gym shorts and no shirt, bare feet on the cool concrete, the white shop mug in one hand. He saw me at the window. He lifted the mug. Two fingers off the handle.

Morning, Dan.

Morning, Luca.

The screen door behind him banged a second time. Sophie came out onto his porch in one of his old t-shirts, no bra, bare-legged, her hair loose, her own coffee in her hand. She kissed the side of his neck. She crossed the open yard in her bare feet through the dew-wet grass to my back door. The hem of his t-shirt rode up the back of her thighs as she walked, and you could see, if you were watching, the small fresh red marks of his beard on the inside of her upper thigh where he had been in the middle of the night.

She came in through the back door. She set her mug down on the island. She came around behind me at the sink and pressed up against my back. Her body was warm under the cotton and she smelled of him and his sheets and his coffee.

She kissed the back of my neck where the hair was short.

She slid one hand around to the back of my pajama waistband.

She did not say anything when she found the dried wet there. She kept her hand on it until I stopped breathing shallowly. She pressed her thumb into the cotton once, gently, and let it lie.

Then she leaned forward over my shoulder and lifted her own mug at Luca across the twelve feet of cul-de-sac air, and Luca lifted his back at her, and the three of us did the morning salute through two screens and a strip of grass that did not have a fence in it anymore.

Good boy, she said at my ear.

Coffee on?

Yes.

She kissed the back of my neck and went upstairs to shower.



He lives twelve feet away. He sleeps in my bed. He fucks my wife. And every morning I wave, and he waves back, and the sun comes up over a yard that belongs to all of us now.
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