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Just Once

"I'm tired of this conversation."

The brush stops halfway through my hair. In the dresser mirror, over my bare shoulder, Evan sits on the edge of the bed in his gray t-shirt and boxers, turning his wedding ring with his thumb. The band comes up bright under the lamp, goes dark, comes up bright again on the next turn. We've been married long enough that I know which of his silences mean trouble, and this one does. Down past the footboard the studio table sits in shadow under the tall windows.

"You've heard the first half plenty of times," he says to the mirror. "Let me give you the second half once. If you want me to stop after, I'll stop and let it go for good."

"Fine. Say it. Then I'm going to bed."

He raised this first on the drive home from Gabor's lake house, last fall, and I laughed like he was joking. He brought it back at Renata's birthday, and I said no with cake still on my plate. Another night it was the couch after Mihai's Sunday supper, the dishes still out, and I told him no with my mother-in-law's casserole dish in my hands. In his workshop I perched on his bench among the chairs he had stripped to bare wood and said it slower, because he looked like he needed it gentle. He thanked me for the no afterward, every time, and the thanks were worse.

I go back to brushing. The brush keeps my hands busy; otherwise I'd throw it at him.

"I have wanted another man to take you for most of the eleven years you've been my wife." He says it fast, one rush of it. "I've tried to stop wanting it by deciding to stop. I can't stop it. That's the second half."

Part of me wants to laugh at how long he's kept it. I set the brush down instead.

"You want me ruined." It comes out level and low. "You want some man's hands printed all over me. You want me coming apart for him in our bed, on our sheets, and you want a good look at what's left after. And when it's over you want your wife back, whole, and I'll know what I look like when a man wants me that much, and so will you, and that can't be taken back."

I get up and go to the window over the dresser. The glass is cool at my shoulder, the evening's last gray still on it. I stand there with my arms crossed under my breasts.

"No. I've been saying no to this since fall, and every no has come cheaper than the one before, and this is where it ends. You get one life with me and you want to watch me be someone else's for part of it. I've thought about what that makes you, and I've decided I don't want the answer. You married a woman, Evan, not an experiment. Ruin a chair."

Behind me the ring goes still on his thumb.

"It isn't a hobby," he says. "It's the truest thing I know about us."

"Then finish it."

"I don't want you ruined." A breath. "I want you wanted."

I stand there a moment with my arms still crossed, and uncross them. I come back to the bench and turn on it to face him. The slip rides up my thighs and I leave it where it rides. His eyes go to my knees and stay there, and I let him look his fill before I go on.

"Here's how it wrecks. Another man inside me, a strong one, one who takes what he wants. What my body does when it likes something. This marriage, and whatever you lose of it if I like him better than I like this life. You'll answer all of it, one at a time, out loud. Dodge a single piece and we're finished before anyone touches anyone. And no speeches about love in the answers. Love is the given. Answer the questions. Start with the man."

He waits until my last word is out. Then he goes fast, and solemn with it.

"I know what men think when they look at you. I've watched it at the lake house, on Gabor's dock, at your gym while you hang off the bouldering wall. Until now I've been the only one who knows what's under your clothes. I want one of them to know it. A man wanting you out loud, a man with a choice. For all these years I've been the only one saying it out loud, and it sounds different coming from a man who doesn't love you. Give me that sound. And then I want you to come home to me anyway."

"And if I like it?" I lean forward, elbows on my knees, and the neckline falls open between us. He looks. I let him look.

"Then I'll live with it. Knowing beats guessing," he says. "I'd rather be wrecked by your liking it than spared by your faking it."

I let that land and study the seam of my slip where it lies on my knee.

"Ask the next one."

"Careful. That's my ruin with better lighting on it. My body."

"You decide it with your body," he says. "You stop it whenever you choose — at the door, in the middle, after — and I never raise it again. When you stop it, we leave the room together, I make you dinner, and we don't speak of it again unless you speak first. It isn't mine to lend out. You've kept it all this time and never lent it, and I've loved that about you, and I'm asking you to open it this once. If you give it, you give it wanting to, and I'd rather know than guess at it for the rest of my life."

"You say that now." I keep my eyes on the mirror.

"I'm saying it now," he says, "and I'll mean it then, and if I've misjudged myself the mistake is mine, all of it mine."

"That's the first thing you've said tonight I believe completely. The marriage. Say what you lose."

"If you took a lover and left me, I'd lose the long table and the high windows, my Saturdays in the workshop with you reading on my bench, the sawdust you track in from downstairs, the version of you that lets me see you tired, my mother's phone calls asking after you. I'd lose you. I'm asking for this anyway, so weigh it however it weighs. And I can't promise what it will feel like afterward. I know what it feels like now. All I've actually got is this room, this lamp, and you deciding."

"And after?"

"After, I find out what I'm made of."

His wrists come to rest on his knees, the ring quiet, and he watches me across the lamplight. Somewhere below us a boat horn goes long and low on the river and dies out.

I let it sit. Then I turn back to the mirror and study my own face. Level mouth, nothing in it I'd trust. I hold it that way while I decide, and decide before I know I have.

"What kind of man do you have in mind?"

"One you pick yourself. I don't get a say, and I wouldn't take one. A stranger. He should be strong."

I shake my head at the word stranger.

"Not a stranger. I'm not putting a man I've never seen into that bed. If I do this, it's someone I've already looked at, more than once, and chosen with my eyes open."

"Choose whoever makes you want it."

He sits still and lets me look at him, ring hand quiet on his knee.

"I'll think about it."

I reach back and turn off the lamp. I lie down with my back to him and pull the sheet up over both of us.

The ceiling stays black. Behind me his breathing runs long and even, too long and too even — he's awake, waiting for mine to slow. Let him wait. Eleven years, and he has been saying goodnight to me over the top of this the whole time.

Strong, he said. A man built, a man who could pick me up and put me where he wants me. The thought stays longer than I invite. My nipple hardens against the silk. I slide my hand into my panties and touch myself once, slow, fingertips on my clit, and I'm already wet, which is annoying, because my body answered before my mouth did. I stop there and slide it back out and press my thighs together. I stare at the ceiling until I sleep.

I wake early to the high windows gone from gray to white, the river a pale seam through them. Across the loft Evan sleeps flat on his back with one arm off the edge of the mattress, knuckles on the floor. The sheet sits low on him. I lie on my side and watch the breath move through him and let the picture sit. There is a version of this morning where I get up first and leave him to wake alone into a no. I stay where I am.

His eyes open. The white of the window sits on his face, and he turns his head on the pillow and looks at me, waiting for the no he has woken up to before.

I look at his knuckles on the floorboards, at the ring still on him, and I hold the no in my mouth and taste it one more time. It doesn't come out.

"One night," I say. "I'll do it once. One man, one night, chosen by me, and I promise you nothing about after. And I can stop everything, the whole idea, any minute I choose, and when I say it's finished, you take it as finished."

He comes up onto an elbow.

"Yes. All of it."

"Thank you," he says.

"Don't thank me."

I lean across and kiss him once. His hand comes up for my hair and I'm already off the mattress and out the door, and behind me, in the hallway, the bed creaks as he sits back down on it.

Down the length of the loft my studio table runs under the high windows, paint jars at the far end, proofs of next season's covers spread down the middle, the river gray through the glass. The sun comes up the river and lies across the proofs in long stripes. I stand at the table, the floorboards cold under my feet, and take a pencil off the jar and set the blade to it. Cedar peels off in thin curls onto a proof of a cover my editor is waiting on, a woman on a cliff with her dress blowing. I turn the shaft and keep shaving until the point stands black and sharp.

His bare feet come across the boards. He stops at the table end, gray t-shirt, hair pushed wrong from the pillow, and he takes one long look down the open neck of the slip. I let that go too. He waits, and I don't make him wait long.

"When it happens," I say to the wood, "you're in the apartment. You're not in the room. The door closes and it stays closed, and whatever you get, you get through that door."

"Will I at least—"

"Through the door." The blade keeps moving on the wood.

"I love you," he says. "That part was never the hard part."

I turn the pencil in my fingers and keep my eyes on the sharpened wood.


The Man at the Gym

I'm halfway up the overhang when Cortez calls it from the mats below.

"Weight on your back foot."

I hang there with chalk dust on my lips and laugh at him. Then I do what the man says. The crimp that wouldn't come all session comes into my hand, and I reach the lip, pull over, and drop to the padding with my arms shaking.

Cortez stands where he's stood the whole time I've been on the wall, arms folded, face tipped up. A head and a half of him in a black tank, shoulders rolling off both sides of it, head shaved to the skin. He watches me come down and says nothing until my feet are under me.

Past his shoulder, across the floor, Evan keeps his slow walk on the treadmill with his face aimed up at my wall. I wave him in. He racks the machine and crosses the floor with his hands loose at his sides.

"Evan, this is Cortez Marsh. Cortez, Evan. My husband."

Cortez puts his hand out and Evan's disappears in it. They shake on the mats while chalk drifts between them.

"Evan." Cortez says it under the low voice he keeps everything at, and I lean in a little to catch it.

"She comes home with chalk in her hair and calls the week a good one," Evan says. "I've been meaning to shake the hand responsible."

"She can't hide her footwork from me. We're working on it."

"My feet are fine," I tell them both.

"Run it again," Cortez says. "Left foot high, and quit fighting it with your arms. The strength's down in your legs."

I chalk up and take the first hold. At the crux he says, "Stop," and his hand lands warm on my hip through the shorts. "Hips in." He reaches up and fits my free hand over the red edge himself, finger by finger. "Now pull."

I pull, and I'm past it.

"Down."

I drop off onto the mats and his palm slides from my hip around to my lower back, heavy, and it stays there while I find my feet. I look up at him from the mat. He looks down at me, unhurried, and the weight of his hand sits warm at the small of my back. I stand there and take all of it. Across the floor Evan is walking the treadmill again, and his eyes have not left us.

I drive us home over the bridge with the windows down.

"He'd do," I say. "That man would—"

"I know." Evan's hand comes down over my knee on the seat. "I watched him put his hand on your back, and I kept walking, because stepping off that machine felt like admitting something out loud."

I cross my legs on the driver's seat and squeeze my thighs together. The wet is there before I've decided anything. His hand stays on my knee the rest of the way home.

That night, over the dishes, Evan lays it out again.

"The bedroom door closes and I stay outside it. One word from you ends everything — mid-sentence, mid-whatever, whenever you want it over. And once. After that we're married again, the way we were before I ever said any of this out loud."

"Door closed. You outside it. One word stops it. Once." I take a long drink of my water. "I heard you the first time."

He nods and carries the plates to the sink.

I go back the next morning on my own. I climb until my arms quit, then sit on the mats working my ankles loose and watch him run the hard wall until he climbs down. Two evenings later I do the same, and it goes the same again after that. Then I find him talking a teenager through the same overhang he coached me down that first day — quiet corrections from the mat, no wasted word — and when the kid tops out grinning, Cortez crosses the floor and stands in front of me.

"Have a coffee with me," I say.

He looks at me for a second. "Now?"

"Now."

"Okay."

The place next to the gym has plastic chairs and a window on the street. He comes out of the changing rooms in a white tee and jeans and folds himself into a chair with his knees high under the little table. The coffees come in cups he could cover with one palm. He wraps his in that hand, and the forearm doing it is carved up with veins, and I look at his hands a while longer than the footwork deserves.

We talk the gym for a while — his road season, the kid, my feet, which I defend — and then he sets his cup down.

"I've thought about you a long time."

"I know." I keep my voice where he keeps his.

"You talk to the wall when you climb. You call it names." The corner of his mouth moves. "You climb angry and laugh when it wins. I watch you more than a coach should."

I think about that palm at the small of my back with nothing under it but me, and my nipples come up under the sweatshirt. Under the table my thumb finds the rim of my cup and follows it around.

"I'm married," I say. "My husband knows I'm sitting here with you."

He doesn't move for a second. His thumb stops on the cup. The woman at the next table laughs at something on her phone and neither of us turns toward it. I hold his eyes.

"What does he think he knows?"

"How long have you been climbing?"

"Since I was a kid." He lets that sit. "That's not what I asked."

"He knows I'm not at coffee for my footwork. What he makes of it is mine to handle. And I'm not here behind his back, if that's what you're chewing on."

He studies me for a long moment. "Alright." He drinks. "I don't get between married people. But you sat down first, so I'll keep listening."

"When you ask me over, he'll be there."

"He cooks."

His cup stops halfway to his mouth and comes down. He sits back, and the plastic complains under all that shoulder, and he looks at me across the little table.

"Your husband cooks, and you want me at his table."

"I'm asking you to a lot of things."

He leans in then, and his voice drops low enough that the table beside ours could miss it. "Then climb something hard before you ask me. I want you tired."

I look at his mouth. Then I make myself drink my coffee instead.

He drops cash on the counter and holds the door, and on the sidewalk his palm finds my lower back and stays there the whole way to the corner. His hand lifts off at the crossing.

"See you on the wall."

He takes the street with that long stride.

At the loft door I tell Evan, "He knows I'm married."

"Did he touch you?"

"He moved my hand onto a hold."

Evan stands in the doorway while I step past him. We go up to bed. He lies in the dark beside me for a while, and then the covers move and he's up, dressing without the light, and down the stairs. A while later the sandpaper starts below the floor, long patient strokes. I lie there and listen to them run slow and steady, the same stroke over and over. I turn my face to the wall and let him have the shop.

The night before, I go down to him. He has a chair back in the clamp and sawdust to his elbows.

"Tomorrow night you cook for three," I tell him. "And when we go up, you stay out of the bedroom. Cook it well. He'll notice."

"All right." He works the clamp. "I've spent months rehearsing what I'd say if you ever said yes. Nobody taught me the food."

That afternoon we spread the bed with hangers. I hold things up and Evan nods or doesn't. The black knit goes back. Then I go past him to the back rail of the closet and take out the gray silk. A soft collar, buttons the whole way down, a hem that stops short of my knees. I bought it for some gallery opening and never wore it out of the house.

I hold the silk up against myself, and it falls open in my hand, and I watch him take in the hem, the last inches to my knees.

"You've never worn that," Evan says.

"I know."

He reaches over and thumbs the top button without undoing it.

"And after tonight. One night, and then we stop?"

"Ask me again on Sunday."

He hangs the dress on the wardrobe door where the light sits on it.

The gym empties toward late afternoon. I run one route to warm the arms, then sit on the mats with my phone.

Dinner at our loft tonight. Seven. What do you drink?

I send it and drive home.

By dusk the studio window has gone mirror-dark. My reflection stands in it — gym clothes, chalk at my hairline, the lit room floating behind me on the glass. I pull the tie out of my hair and shake it loose.

On the table my phone lights up.

Whiskey. Seven.

I take the gray dress off its hanger and carry it into the bedroom to change.


The Grey Dress

In the wardrobe mirror the gray silk dress hangs open down my front, buttons loose to the waist, my hair up in the clip I paint in. I close them one at a time and watch myself do it. Bare under the silk tonight. I decided that downstairs at the studio window and let the decision stand.

Evan stops in the doorway with a folded napkin in his hand. I hold my earrings out to him.

"Do the clasps."

He comes up behind me and works the left one through, then the right, and we both watch the mirror while he does it. The dress sits closed over nothing at all.

"I have never seen you in gray," he says.

"That was the idea."

The knock lands on the street door downstairs. I go down past him and open it, and Cortez fills most of the frame — dark jacket, white tee, boots, a bottle of whiskey hanging out of one fist.

"Evening."

Evan's braise steams between the plates and the wine is poured, and he tells Cortez, "Portuguese red. The man at the shop promised it would change my life."

"It's fine, Evan," I say, and drink some. I take Cortez's wrist and steer him into the middle chair, myself on one side of him, Evan on the other. The dishes can wait where they are. Cortez eats with his right hand and lays the left on the back of my neck, thumb above the little collar of the dress, and it stays there through the meal. My nipples stiffen against the silk while I think about what's under that tee. I press my knees together under the tablecloth and answer whatever Evan asks about the wine. Cortez watches me while he chews. Evan sees the hand and refills his own glass.

"The chairs downstairs," Cortez says to him. "You build them?"

"Restore. There's a commode down there with the veneer gone soft, and I've been cutting replacements that keep fighting me."

"My mother had one. Sold it before we left Houston."

Evan starts to answer and Cortez nods along, eating, his thumb making a slow pass over my nape.

The plates stay on the table. I stand, take Cortez's hand and bring him up the stairs, Evan following with his hands empty. At the bedroom door I turn to him.

"You stay in the hallway. Ear wherever you want it."

Inside, I open the buttons in the order I closed them and let the dress drop on the rug. The panties follow. I let him look while the silk comes off me — my breasts, my belly, the dark curl lower — and he takes his time with all of it. Cortez leans on the door frame with his jacket still on, unhurried, then comes off the wood and pulls the tee over his head. Broad through the chest, heavy through the arms, and the jeans go and he steps out of them. He takes himself out and my mouth opens before I decide anything about it. Thick through the base, longer than anything I've had, filling out in his own fist while I look.

I sit on the edge of the bed. The sheet is cool under me where I'm already wet, and he holds my eyes while I sit.

Then I get up, take Evan's hand and walk him the few steps to the threshold.

"Say my name."

"Sylvie."

"Again. The whole hallway should hear it."

"Sylvie." Louder, cracked at the edge.

I shut the door on him. His steps stop just outside it, then the thump of his knee on the boards, then quiet while he puts his ear to the wood.

"Since you're settling in out there," I say, loud enough to carry the length of the hallway, "the dress is off. I'm naked in front of him and he's still dressed himself, watching from the frame."

Evan's knuckle raps once, soft. "What's happening in there?"

"He's walking over to me now. He's going to put me where he wants me."

Cortez's hands close on my waist and turn me, tip me forward until my palms are flat on the wardrobe door. The head of his cock spreads me slow and my pussy has to open around him inch by inch, the stretch burning, my breath going out through my teeth. I hear myself moan with my cheek turned on the wood. Halfway through, the word from the dresser argument turns up — ruined — and then he drives deeper and the word is gone.

"Cortez," I say at the door, loud, for Evan on his knees outside.

Out in the hallway: breathing, muffled, wrapped up in a closed hand.

I put my fingers in my mouth and suck them loud, lips sealing and popping, aimed at the door.

"Did he hear that?" Cortez says, low, still moving.

"He heard."

I do it again, louder, and this time I come standing, palms skidding on the wardrobe door.

"Evan," I say at the wood. "You have never made me come this hard. He's still going. Stay on that floor until I tell you otherwise."

Evan's shoulder lands on the other side of the door, a dull, whole-body thud.

"I want you to know the jealousy stopped hurting me somewhere in the last few minutes and started doing something else to me instead," he says through it, fast. "And I'm telling you through a door because I can't say it to your face."

I wait him out. Cortez walks me back to the mattress and rolls me onto my back, pushing in again with my knees over his forearms, his chest pinning my nipples flat, and out in the hallway Evan's forehead knocks once on the door, low down.

Cortez bends to my breast and takes a nipple in deep, sucking, then his teeth — a bite that will still show in the morning. I hold his head to me with both hands.

"Evan."

The name comes out low and steady, and I come with his mouth sealed on me. Outside, pacing — steps passing the door and turning back.

I tip my face to the door and scream Cortez's name. I hear Evan's weight drop an inch lower on the wood.

Cortez gets his fingers into me, the heel of his hand rolling over my clit, and I come again, wrecked, saying Evan's name into the hallway.

Then his palm lands between my shoulder blades and folds me face down into the mattress, and he takes me from behind on the bed, knee between mine, his weight riding me flat while the headboard knocks the wall in a slow beat. I hold the next name back through a long stroke, then let it out loud, so the man on the floor gets it plain.

"Evan."

Cortez keeps the rhythm he had.

When he lets me up I cross to the bedroom door with a hand on the wall and stop there, fingers on the handle. Through the wood, Evan is up, weight shifting foot to foot.

"Sit down, Evan," Cortez says from the bed, easy. "She'll open it when it's ready."

I hear him sit. I open the door. Evan grips the frame with one hand and stands there. His eyes find the bite on my breast, the wet on my thigh, and his mouth opens and shuts with nothing coming out of it. His free hand finds the frame above his head and holds there. I go back to the bed on my knees facing him, and Cortez finishes it standing behind me, one fist denting my hip hard enough to leave its mark. Evan gets the view from the front — my breasts swinging with each stroke, my face doing whatever it's doing. Cortez drives deep and stays, and when he draws out, his cum runs warm down my thigh.

Cortez picks his tee up off the rug and pulls it on. Evan's knuckles have gone pale on the frame.

"Tell me what I did wrong," he says. "I've been going through the evening since I knelt down, and I can't find the place where I failed you."

"First — he never asked for any of it, he took, and I gave it because I wanted it that way. Second — you did nothing wrong. You did everything I put you on that floor to do."

"The shouting. Whose was it?"

"Mine. Both names were mine."

Cortez collects his bottle off the dresser, tips the last of the whiskey into himself and walks out through the studio. The studio door, then the street door, and his steps fade on the pavement.

"Do you want a divorce?" I ask it while Evan is still holding the frame.

"I've never been able to picture the end of this marriage. Tonight I finally did, and in the picture I was on that floor, and I stayed through all of it. So no. I don't want a divorce."

He goes back down the hallway and stretches out on the boards, one arm folded under his head, and I shut the bedroom door between us.

"Evan. If I let you in — what would you do to me?"

The boards creak once. Then, fast:

"I don't know," he says to the ceiling. "I stood on that floor hating him with my whole chest, and I never once wanted him gone, and those two things won't cancel. I don't have a word for what that makes me, and I'm not looking for one."

I open the door a hand's width. He's stretched out at the far end of the hallway, eyes on the ceiling. I look at the length of floor he's claimed and shut the door.

Evan's shirt comes off the hook by the wardrobe and over my bare shoulders, and I go down and make coffee. I carry the pot back up and fall asleep with the mug half drunk.

I wake again in the unmade bed, the window open on the river, gray light coming up off the water. The sheets are half off the mattress and stained where he had me. I'm lying here smiling at the ceiling, sore in every place he picked.

Evan comes up the hallway with a fresh mug and puts it in my hands in the dawn light. He looks me over once, slow, from the hem of the shirt up.

"Tell me one thing he did to you while I was out there."

His hand goes to the sheet, turning it, hunting the stains.

"Leave the sheets alone."

He leaves them.

"Did you touch yourself?" I ask him.

"I'll tell you at the table," he says, and we go down.

I hold my hand out to him before the stairs. He takes it. His ring is cool against my palm.

At the kitchen table he answers the questions from the bed.

"I didn't touch myself. I tried, and my hand wouldn't take the order. And the worst minute was the sucking sound — I knew you'd made it for me."

He wraps both hands around the mug and looks at me over the rim.

"So don't say finished on Sunday," he says into the mug. "Though I notice it stopped being my say someplace on that hallway floor."

I stand in the studio doorway in Evan's shirt. Across the loft he lifts his mug to me, and I look back at him before I shut the studio door. One night, I told him. One.


The Morning After

I sleep again after that, deep in the ruin of the bed, and wake the second time to high sun on the river wall and Evan's eyes already open on me.

I washed the night off at the basin while the light was still coming up off the water, traded his chambray shirt for my ivory slip, and lay back down in the sheets nobody changed. He was awake then too, and he is awake now, on his back at my side, gray under his eyes. The gray dress lies on the rug where it slid off me.

I stretch, arms overhead, and the silk rides up my thighs. His eyes drop to the hem and hold there. My nipples stand through the ivory, and I hold the stretch longer than I mean to, letting him look.

"Are you all right?"

"I haven't slept." His voice is rough. "Every time I shut my eyes the night starts over, every noise you made, and somewhere in the small hours I started keeping them open so it wouldn't stop."

My clit stirs at that. He lay a foot away from the bed with his eyes wedged open, taking all of it, and he's still here, still taking it. I reach across the wrecked sheet and put my hand on him through his boxers. He's hard, has been a while by how heavy he sits in my hand, the long overnight kind.

I push the boxers down and he lifts his hips to help. His cock comes out flushed and heavy, the head slick, familiar in my fist and strange to me this morning. I stroke him, base to tip, and he exhales through his nose, slow and careful, holding himself back.

I climb onto him, knees at his hips, and push the silk to my waist. I'm bare under it. I take him at the base and rub the head through my lips, through my own wet, and set him at my entrance.

I sink down slow. He goes in easy, one long glide to the root, and there is room to spare around him. I ride him unhurried, my hand flat on the headboard so the frame never knocks the wall, small circles at the bottom of every stroke. Last night I gave the whole hallway its show. This morning we keep it inside the walls.

His hands travel up from my thighs and pull the silk down off my shoulders. My breasts come out over the bunched ivory, full and heavy, and he runs his thumbs over my nipples. Pain sparks. They still carry last night, the bite Cortez left in the left one, and the ache shoots down my belly to where we're joined. I gasp and lose the beat.

"Did I hurt you?"

"They're sore. He bit them last night."

He swells inside me at the news. I feel every new thickness of it with my eyes open on his face.

"Sorry—"

"Don't be sorry. Gentler, though."

He goes light after that, fingertips only, circling around the sore spots, and I ride him through the ache. I bend and kiss him while I move, my tongue lazy in his mouth, my breasts hanging out of the bunched silk over his lean chest. His hand finds my face and stays there through the kiss.

I straighten and keep going, and in the rocking I go back to last night. Cortez's weight across the backs of my thighs. The stretch that had me shouting at the door. The hand bruised into my hip. My husband moves inside me, the fit I've known longer than any other fit, and both sit in me together, and they don't weigh the same.

I stop. Seated full on him, still, hand flat on the headboard.

He waits. "Why'd you stop?"

"You feel small."

His face stills.

"Against him. Against the memory of Cortez." My voice stays low and even, and the rest comes out grudging. "I'm sorry, Evan. I'm sitting on you, full of you, and it's not enough in there this morning. The memory of last night is doing more to me than you can reach from inside me. I was riding both, and the memory took over. I don't know how to make that different."

"I know." His answer comes fast. "I lay on that hallway floor all night learning the size of what he has that I don't. I just didn't think you'd find it this fast."

He shuts his eyes, opens them, and keeps going. "I was hard the whole night, from the first knock of the frame to your last word. It stayed."

My palm goes to his chest, and his pulse kicks against it.

"And the part I'd only say to you is that the shame was the part I kept coming back to. I lay on that floor drowning in how far outside the door I was, and I never wanted back in, and I don't know what to do with a man who feels that way. With myself."

"I called his name for the door." My voice stays low. "I knew exactly how loud I was. I put Cortez at that door on purpose so you'd hear who was making me come." I take a breath. "And none of the volume was for him. I fucked him and performed for my husband at the same time, and the performing was mine, all of it, from the first shout to the last."

He stares up at me with that, his cock twitching inside me at each piece of it.

"Name the sounds that undid you on that floor." I hold his eyes. "One at a time."

His throat moves. "The bed. The frame knocking the wall — that first knock, before I understood what I was hearing. I was hard before my head caught up."

While he talks I slide my hand down my belly and find my clit with two fingers. I'm soaked. My fingers move through my own wet with his cock still seated in me, and my fingers are loud in the quiet room.

"Your voice." He says it ragged now. "You shouting Cortez. The first time it came out clean and the second time it broke in the middle, and I lay there on the floor with my teeth shut so I wouldn't answer you."

His cock kicks inside me at the name, hard enough that I feel it in my belly, and his hands have gone tight on my thighs. I rub my clit slow and watch my husband come apart under his own confession. Words do it to him. His own as much as mine.

"And the—"

"That's enough." I take my hand off my clit and leave myself at the edge.

"I don't want it back," I tell him. "The marriage we had before Friday. I tried missing it this morning and it wouldn't come. It's gone, and I don't want to go looking for it."

He's quiet a while, still hard inside me, his eyes on my hand where it's stopped. "Do you want him again?"

My mouth opens and shuts. The yes is right there, sitting at the back of my teeth.

"I'll say it when I'm ready."

"You didn't say no."

"No," I tell him. "I didn't."

I lift off him — the long wet slide, both of us listening to it — and stand beside the bed with the silk bunched at my waist. He stays where he is, hard and untouched, watching me pull the silk down over my thighs.

I go down the hall to the studio.

The sun has moved off my long table and lies in a hot stripe on the floorboards. My pencil lies on the blotter where I set it last night, its point fresh-cut, and I leave it lying. I stand at the window in my slip. Below, the river carries its Sunday traffic, two sailboats out in the bright.

My reflection stands in the glass over the water. I pull the silk aside at my breast and look at what last night put on me — the bite, a dark crescent of small marks Cortez left — and touch it once, light.

My hand travels down to my hip. The bruise sits dark where Cortez gripped me. I press my fingers into it and hold them there, and out on the water one of the sailboats comes about.


Not Just Once

The no is ready on my tongue before the question lands, and the yes sits under it, right where I put it weeks ago.

The weeks since have gone thin on us. Evan cooks for two now and we eat at the long table with the radio on. He spends his days downstairs restoring chairs for a woman out in the hills. I spend mine at the studio table under the high windows, inking covers, and the covers have been coming out stranger than the sketches call for, men's hands heavier on women's waists. At night he lies turned to the wall and I lie turned to his back, and we leave the lamp off and the man's name unsaid. I stopped going to the gym. I told Evan my shoulder was sore, and he brought me liniment from the drugstore and rubbed it in without asking what I lifted to hurt it. On Sundays Renata calls and I put her on speaker, and the two of us perform our marriage down the line until she tells us we sound happy and hangs up satisfied.

This morning he's already there when I come down, a plate of eggs at my place, his own going cold, and I can see the question in him before he opens his mouth.

"I've been rehearsing this since I got up so it would come out level, and I've concluded there's no version that survives my mouth, so here it is plain." He wipes his hands on a napkin. "Have you thought about him since?"

"No."

It comes out smooth. On Tuesday I inked a man's hands around a heroine's waist and had to stop halfway through and rinse my brush. Last night I thought about him with my own fingers busy and my teeth in the pillow. He gets none of that.

"I have errands," I say, and push back my chair.

"This morning?"

"The art store, then the framer. They close early Fridays."

"Want company?"

"You've got your chairs," I say.

He follows me to the door and I kiss him on the mouth, quick, his hand finding my waist, and I'm out the steps before the kiss can turn into conversation.

Traffic on the bridge takes its time. The gym across the river smells of chalk and rubber mats, the weekday crowd thin, nobody on the boards I know. Cortez is on the arch wall, halfway up something black, and he looks down between moves and finds me at the pads. He climbs down instead of topping out, drops heavy onto the mats, and walks over with chalk still white across his fingers. The tank he climbs in has gone dark with sweat across his chest, and up close he smells of chalk and warm skin.

Both his hands land on my shoulders, and I have to tip my head back to keep his eyes. His palms are warm through my cotton, and they hold me in place without any effort he'd admit to. When he lifts them away the chalk stays on me.

"Been a while," he says.

"I've been busy."

"Have you thought about me?" I ask him.

He takes his time. Nobody on the boards is close enough to hear us.

"Every day."

Heat starts in my stomach and drops. One look up at him from this close and I'm warm all the way down, my panties going from dry to clinging before I've said the next thing.

"I told my husband this morning I hadn't thought about you at all." I let that sit. "I want you again."

"When."

"Next Friday."

He looks at me for that. "He know?"

"He'll know by tonight."

A nod. "Seven. I'll bring a bottle." Then: "Same floor for him?"

"The door is mine to decide this time."

He takes that in without arguing.

"One thing. No coffee this time."

"Wasn't offering."

He lets that sit. His eyes hold on my mouth, and he rolls a shoulder like he's decided something for himself.

"You came all this way in the middle of a workday to hear it from me," he says. "That's the part I'll think about."

I step back out of his reach. He doesn't follow. He watches me untie the jacket from my waist, in no hurry about any of it, and when I push out the door his voice comes low behind me.

"Friday."

The smile arrives at the first red light on the bridge and I let it stay. In the rearview there's a woman with chalk dusted at the neck of her shirt, grinning at nothing, and I let her have it. Friday, seven.

By the time I'm home the sun has moved off the kitchen wall. Evan is at the stove with his sleeves pushed up, stirring a pot that smells of tomatoes. I set my keys in the bowl.

"Cortez says hello."

He turns around with the spoon still in his hand.

"He's coming next Friday. Seven."

"You said once." He sets the spoon on the rest. "You said once at this table, and I heard it, and I have been living inside it ever since. I cooked for it. I knelt in the hallway for it. There was even the bathroom line for my mother — we're renovating, I told her, so I'd have somewhere to put my face at dinner. I need you to tell me I misheard."

"I changed my mind."

"There are places a man kneels once, Sylvie. I knelt on that floor and meant it, and I'm not sure I find that man again."

He winds up for another sentence and I let him finish, because what I want is standing right in front of me, arguing.

"Look at yourself while you argue with me."

"What?"

I point at the front of his jeans. "There."

He looks down. He stays like that a while, staring at what his own argument did to him.

"Okay. That's—" He straightens up. "I have been standing here making speeches, and apparently everything below my mouth has been voting against me since you walked in. I can't argue with my own body."

"You don't get a say in the men I choose." I go on before he can find a hold on that. "You get the cooking. You wait in the hallway. What comes afterward is whatever I decide. Who I take, and when, and how often — mine. It stays mine."

He turns his wedding ring with his thumb, one slow circle.

"Here's the part I'd rather not say out loud. I want it anyway." A breath. "I hate that I want it."

I reach past him and turn the burner off. Then I take his hand and walk down the hall, and he follows me into the bedroom with his jeans still buttoned.

"You'll cook for three again," I tell him. "Whiskey for him, set out before he knocks. You'll wait outside the door. Listen. Keep both hands where I can find them."

"Understood," he says.

"And you don't touch yourself until I say so — not in the shower, not in this bed, not once."

A nod this time. His breathing has gone shallow.

I pop the button on his jeans and draw the zip down slow. He's hard, the cotton of his boxers tented and damp at the peak, and I reach into the fold and take him out into my hand. Heavy. Hot. Slick at the tip already. I wrap my fist around the base and hold him, and he pushes up into my grip once, and I clamp down and keep him still. I hold him there a long breath while his eyes close and his hand finds the dresser edge. Then I let go and step back.

He stays where he is, jeans open, cock out and wet, and doesn't move to put himself away.

"You'll ache till Friday," I tell him.

I take his hand and slide it under the waistband of my shorts, down to my panties, and press his palm flat over the soaked cloth. I hold it there.


Her Choice

The dress on the bed is red.

Deep red silk, a wrap that crosses and ties at the waist, bought off a rack without a fitting. Gray belonged to the experiment. Red belongs to whatever I'm keeping.

Evan comes up from the workshop with his work shirt folded over one arm, hangs it on the chair back, and buttons the dinner shirt on at the dresser, collar first, watching his own hands in the glass.

"Dinner when he knocks," I tell him. "You cook, you pour, you clear. Afterward you stand in the hallway, outside the bedroom door, and what you get through that door is sound."

He does the top button and stops.

"I've been holding one request back since this morning so it would come out level," he says, fast. "Last time you gave me a closed door and I lay on the floor and memorized a wall. If the door stands open even a hand's width tonight, I'm asking for the sight of you. Say no and I'll take the wood and be grateful for the grain."

"You get what I decide to give." I hold his eyes. "The door opens as far as I want it open. Not as far as you ask and not as far as he does. Wide, you see me. Shut, you get the wall and the sounds."

He nods once and carries himself down to the kitchen, and I dress in front of the dresser: silk crossed over my breasts, tie pulled to my waist, nothing underneath. Walking, the wrap opens at my thigh. I leave it where it opens.

The high windows have gone dark past river gray by the time the knock lands. I go down past Evan's shoulder and open the street door, and Cortez stands in it with the whiskey bottle hanging off one fist, black tee under a dark jacket, boots. His eyes rest on the red where it ties at my waist.

"Different color," he says.

I lean up and put my mouth on his, one palm flat on his stomach through the tee, and while the kiss goes on I pull the tie loose with my free hand. The silk sags open down my front. Bare to the hallway light. He looks down between kisses and takes his time with what I've shown him, and down the loft Evan stands at the kitchen door with the wine already in his grip, watching his wife get kissed open in her own doorway. Cortez's arm comes around my back and holds me to his mouth a while longer. When he lets me go, he steps past me into the loft.

Dinner is Evan's braise and the wine Evan pours. Cortez asks him where the restored chairs end up, Evan tells him a gallery out in the hills took the last set, and I let their talk go past me while I sit with the wrap loose at my knee, one leg crossed, red silk fallen open to the hip. Cortez's eyes drop to the bare leg between bites. Then they stay.

Plates cleared, Cortez stands and holds the whiskey out to Evan handle first.

"By the bedroom door. Floor."

Evan carries it down the hallway. I hear him kneel and set it on the boards.

I take Cortez's hand and bring him up. At the bedroom door I push it wide, then walk it back with my palm until the opening frames the hallway wall opposite and no wider. From the bed, through that gap: the strip of wall, the floor before it, the hall light. I set the angle and leave the door standing in it.

Cortez leans into the doorway and looks down the hall at Evan, standing where I put him.

"Sit down," Cortez says. "Against the wall there, where she can see you."

Evan's weight shifts once. Then he crosses the hallway and lowers himself to the floor, back flat to the wall, knees up, facing the door.

Standing was my plan. Sitting square in my sightline is better, and Cortez knew it before I did. I keep the better version and my mouth shut about who handed it over.

Then I turn and start on him slow, layer by layer. The jacket off his shoulders, over the chair, his eyes on the loosened silk at my front while I work it. The tee up his belly and over his head, his arms lifting to give me the room. Under it he's built heavy through the chest, cut hard down the sides, the skin going darker where the bedside lamp lands. I put both palms flat on him and work them across the wide planes and down the ridges of his belly, taking my time, relearning the ground by hand. Through the open door Evan watches me run my hands all over another man. I want him to see how slow I take it. The learning is mine and his to watch.

I pop Cortez's button and draw the zip and work the jeans down off him, and he steps out of them and stands naked in front of me with his hands loose. I curl my fist around his cock and bring it out heavy, thickening against my fingers, the head dark and already wet. Over my shoulder Evan hasn't moved from the wall. I hold Cortez up on my fist for my husband to see, my own pussy kicking at the look on Evan's face, and I keep my eyes on him over Cortez's shoulder while I work my hand slow from base to head.

Cortez reaches down and lifts my wrist off him.

"On top," he says. "Face the door."

I climb up and straddle him and sink down the length of his cock, and my pussy has to open the slow way around the width, the stretch landing deep enough to stop my breath. Under me Cortez watches me take it. Through the door, across the hall, Evan watches me take it.

Cortez pulls the wrap the rest of the way open and drags the silk off my shoulders, down my arms, gone. He lifts his head off the pillow and takes one nipple into his mouth, sucking slow, then harder, his free hand coming up to fill itself with my other breast.

I ride him facing my husband.

Last time I aimed sound at a wall of wood. Tonight the door stands open at the angle I set and Evan gets the sight instead of the noise — my face above him, my breasts bare and swinging heavy over Cortez's mouth, my nipples working in and out of another man's teeth, my waist rolling, everything the closed door made him guess at. His mouth has come open down there on the floor. His hands grip his own knees, and I know why: I took his hand off himself last week and told him it stays off until I say. The week did that to the front of his jeans. He sits in what the week built and watches me ride, and I could love him for the sitting alone.

The place that makes my thighs shake sits at the top of Cortez's stroke, and I find it and slow onto it, hold there, grind the small circle, and let the shiver climb me where Evan can watch it happen. Fast would be for Cortez. Slow is for the man on the floor, so slow is what he gets, and I give it to him a long time with my eyes holding his across the room. When the shiver hits hard I tip my face up out of Cortez's mouth and show my husband the expression straight, no wood between us, the face he married.

I want to be seen until it hurts him, and I want him to stay exactly where Cortez put him.

The shiver stops being a shiver. It gathers low and pulls everything after it, the sucking at my nipple dragging it down through my breasts, his cock finishing the work, and I come with my eyes nailed to Evan's — my pussy clamping down around Cortez, grabbing him deep, my palm splayed on his chest — and I shout it across the room over the top of my own cries.

"I came on his cock with you watching me do it, Evan! You watched and it was you that finished me!"

I ride the wave out loud, grinding it down on him, and Cortez grabs my waist in both hands and holds me through it.

Then I lift off and cross the floor, still unsteady under me, and stop in the doorway, and slide two fingers into my own pussy where his cock has been. Deep, one drag, out soaked. The gap I set is wide enough for exactly this — my arm through, my hand down. I lean out and paint my fingers up Evan's cheek, over his lips, and he takes my wrist in both hands and holds them at his mouth and breathes me in with his eyes shut.

"Anything," he says into my fingers, all in one breath. "Whatever you want made of me, consider it made. I sat against that wall and watched my wife take another man's cock with her eyes on me the entire ride, and I never want that door shut again. There's no request in me. Only that."

"Every night is a lot of nights." I keep my soaked fingers resting on his mouth while I say the rest. "You cook. You pour. You sit where you're put and keep your hands off yourself unless I say different. Some nights I'll want you instead and you'll get me, no names in the room but yours. And if a night comes where I stop wanting any of this, you hear it from me first and we stop wherever we're standing. Take it or leave it."

"Take it," he says into my fingers.

I straighten up and Cortez catches my wrist and draws me back across the boards. He rolls me under him, pushes back in, and finishes with his hands hard on my ass and his forehead dropped to my shoulder, and I lie there under his weight and take what he leaves deep in me.

Cortez gathers me into one arm and I go where the arm goes, loose, done for. The door stands open at my angle down the dark of the hallway, and on the floor by the bed the whiskey bottle sits where Evan put it. I go under fast. The last thing through the open door is Evan's voice, low, from the floor.

"Good night, Sylvie."


The Towel

Cortez stands off the mattress and steps into his jeans, unhurried, in the low lamplight.

I stay flat in the wet sheet and watch him dress. He's spent, soft, and still heavy enough that his cock swings with each step. The sheet under my ass is soaked, and every small shift of my body pushes more of him out of me and into the linen. Friday is a week off and I already want it moved closer.

He takes his shirt off the chair, bare-chested, shaved head bowed over the buttons. Boots. He crosses to the bed and looks down at the wreck I am, at the door standing open at my angle.

"Friday," he says. He bends and presses his mouth to mine, brief and warm, whiskey still on his breath. Then he's through the doorway, past my husband on the hallway floor. "She'll call you when she wants you," he tells Evan, low, on his way to the stairs.

The front door shuts below. I lie there with my knees open, dripping into the linen, and give it a minute. My pussy is sore and swollen and full. I think it without deciding to: my husband has been on that floor for hours, and he has never tasted what I take through that door.

I could end the night here. I've ended every other night here.

"Evan," I call through the opening. "In here. Bring the towel."

The boards give under his weight. He appears in the doorway from the kitchen, towel folded in both hands, gray oxford still buttoned to the collar, dark trousers tented high and wet at the peak where he's been leaking for hours. Eleven years of marriage and he looks like a man reporting for a job he applied for in the dark.

"Cortez left me full, husband." I draw my knees up and let them fall wide so he can see it, his cum pooled at my opening, the streaks drying on my inner thigh. "Come here and look."

He comes to the edge of the bed and stops. His eyes sit on my used, red pussy, and he stands there with the towel in his fists, and I watch him decide nothing at all, because it isn't his to decide.

"The towel's for after." I sit up against the headboard. "Right now I want your mouth. Everything he put in me tonight comes out on your tongue, and you swallow it. Every drop of him, mixed with everything I gave him. That's the job."

He kneels. He lays the towel on the mattress edge like it might save him and leans in, and his mouth stops an inch from me, and he hesitates there, breathing me in, the whole night's work of two people.

I take a fist of his hair and walk him the rest of the way down.

His lips close over my opening. The first stroke of his tongue is careful, tasting, and then the taste lands, and a sound comes out of him that I feel through my clit before I hear it with my ears. He swallows. My husband swallows another man's cum out of me, his eyes wet and fixed up my body while he does it, and his cock jerks in his trousers hard enough that I see the cloth jump.

"There it is," I tell him, low. "That's Cortez. Get deep now."

He groans and pushes in. His tongue works up into my pussy, curling, dragging along my walls where Cortez opened me wide, and it comes out of me thick and slick onto his chin, and he laps at it and takes it down his throat without being told twice. The sounds are loud, rude, wet, and he doesn't come up for air, and the door keeps its angle, and anyone on our stairs would get the full view of my husband kneeling for it.

I close my thighs on his ears and hold him there.

The soreness gives way to want. My clit swells against the bridge of his nose while his tongue plunges in and out of me, and fresh wetness rises up through what's left of Cortez and runs down to my ass, and he chases it, sloppy, starved. I reach down with my free hand and grip the back of his skull, both hands in his hair now, and I grind up onto his mouth and ride it the way I rode the man who filled me. The thought of Cortez still thick in me and Evan drinking it down lands in my cunt before the taste does, and I'm wetter than what he's licking out of me.

"My husband's mouth is full of Cortez," I say to the ceiling. "Because I put it there. Swallow it. Don't you dare waste a drop on my sheets."

His hands stay flat on his knees through all of it. I flick one look at the tent straining his trousers and leave it where it is.

"Tonight your mouth is all of you I'm using," I tell him, and I roll up onto his face and hold his head where I want it. "Nothing else of yours touches me. And you won't finish. You'll ache the way you ached on that hallway floor, and you'll lie there with it."

He answers by pushing his tongue deeper, and I use him. My fist twists in his hair. The orgasm comes up from somewhere low and sullen, different from the ones Cortez rang out of me, a slow clench around my husband's tongue while he drinks what the night left in me, and I keep my voice down to one word, his name, said flat and quiet.

Then I push his head off me and roll onto my stomach.

"Turn the lamp off. Leave the door how it is." My eyes are already going. "Good mouth, husband."

I go under fast.

I surface to an empty bed. The sheet under my back is dry and pulled tight — he's been at the linen while I slept, the whole wet proof of my Friday stripped away, and he has made the bed again around the space he left. Water moves through the pipes somewhere below, and under that, the soft knock of Evan's weight going down the basement stairs.

I tie the wrap dress loose as I go down. Bare feet on cold concrete, his cum still dried in a streak on my thigh, the hem brushing my knees with every step.

The bare bulb is on. Evan kneels at the washing machine in the half-finished room, sleeves rolled now over his forearms, feeding my wet sheets in armful by armful, tucking them under the agitator's lip. The towel sits folded on the machine's top. He hears me on the last step, glances back once, and goes on loading, steady, unembarrassed, kneeling on our basement floor in his buttoned collar with his wife's ruined sheets in his hands, and I stand there in the doorway and let myself look at him as long as I want.

I pick the towel up off the machine.

"Hold still." I hang it over his shoulder, one end down his chest, and step back to look at him kneeling there wearing it. "That's yours now. It stays on you when you work for me. I want to spot it across a room and know my man is on duty."

His throat moves. "Yes, Sylvie."

"After the next one too." I lean a shoulder on the doorframe and cross my arms, and he shuts the machine's little glass door and turns the dial, and water starts filling it around the sheets. "You heard him. Every Friday ends this way now — my door, my mess, your mouth. You'll know Cortez by taste going forward. Next Friday you'll take him out of me again, and you'll swallow him again, and you'll wash this exact towel after."

"I know," he says, and starts the machine.

I take the corner of the towel where it hangs off his shoulder and pull, and he rises off his knees and follows me up the stairs with it still draped on him, my wet-nursed servant, my husband of eleven years, hard the entire climb with his collar buttoned to his throat.

The bedroom lamp comes on low over the made bed. I point at the foot of the bed.

"On top of the cover. Lie down."

He stretches out at the foot of the bed, towel still on his shoulder, tent still standing in his trousers, and props up on one elbow to look up at me.

He lies there a while, and when he speaks it comes out low, without any shape of a request in it.

"I couldn't stop shaking down there in the dark. Around what was left."

I look at him for a while. Then I lie back into the pillows and fold my arms under my head.

"The cleaning is every night now," I tell him. "Whatever I bring home, before I sleep. I liked it too much to leave it to Fridays, and you don't get a say in the schedule."

"All right," he says.

"Then move down. My feet are cold."

He shifts to the very foot of the made bed, and I stretch my legs until my calves rest across his chest and the towel, and I reach over and turn the lamp off. The lamp dies over the made bed, the door still open to the hallway, and my husband lies awake at the foot of our bed in the smell of everything he swallowed tonight.

Down there in the dark he swallows once more, quiet, around whatever's left.

I hook an ankle over his ribs, and I sleep.


Pouring for Them

"Whiskey at the near end, already poured. He drinks before the coat comes off, so it rides the front of the tray."

I set the silver down on the counter and step back from it. The whiskey stands in it an hour ahead of the man. He has learned to find it there. Evan comes over from the sink with the gray towel folded over his shoulder and lifts the tray, weighing it, and sets it back down on the counter.

He stands there a moment. Then he talks fast, low.

"I'll say one thing before he comes, and then I'm done saying it. Thursday, after you went up, I came down here and put the empty tray on my hand and walked it to the couch and back until he could keep it level with his eyes elsewhere. I've cut joinery that got less of my attention."

"You practiced." I look at his hands either side of the tray edge. "So hold it level for him. If it shakes while he's watching, he'll watch it shake, and I'd rather he watched it steady."

He says it in the voice he saves for wood that fought him and lost, and I want that level hold happening in front of another man more than I expected to. My nipples rise into the sheer.

The blouse I chose for tonight is black silk thin enough to read me through, with nothing under it, and Evan's eyes sit on the read of my nipples a long moment before he can take them off me. I let the look finish before I give him anything else to carry.

At seven, boots on the interior stairs. He knocks, and Evan looks at me.

"Answer it with the tray."

Evan opens with the silver riding his hand. Cortez fills the frame in the jacket and the black tee, a head and a half of him with the stairwell dark behind, and he looks down at the tray before he looks at my husband. He lifts the whiskey off it and takes a pull standing. The jacket slides off one shoulder, then the other. Evan reaches to take it and Cortez is already walking, so my husband finishes taking a coat off a man who has left him, and stands in the doorframe with the coat over one forearm and the tray on the other hand.

My pussy clenches on nothing at the picture. More of that, I think. Whatever it costs him.

Cortez looks back from halfway across the loft, sees where my eyes went, and lets it pass without comment. He sets his glass on the windowsill, takes me around the back and under the knees, and lifts me off my own floor. He sits with me turned sideways across his lap, my legs up on the armrest, the skirt sliding to mid-thigh, my shoulder blade finding the shelf of his chest.

The silk leaves my nipples on show and the lamps do the rest. Cortez looks his fill and takes his time about it. I arch enough to pull the cloth tight and hear Evan's breathing change across the room.

"Set the tray where she can reach it," Cortez says, low, without looking at him.

Evan moves down the wall to the couch's end and stands holding the silver at the length of my arm.

"And face me while you're there," I tell him. "I want you watching tonight, not hearing."

He turns and faces the couch, the coat still folded over his forearm.

Cortez swings his boots up along the cushions and lays his heels on my husband's knee, one and then the other, and leaves them there. Evan holds his ground and takes the weight, his thigh shifting once under the leather before it stills, and the glass stays level in his hand. I watch him hold all of it, and the slickness starts under the skirt early, from nothing anyone has touched.

"Water," Cortez says. One word, hushed.

Evan goes down on one knee with the tray flat on his other palm, lifts a glass up off it, and holds it at reach. The water trembles against the rim once and goes still. He keeps the glass raised, eyes down on the level of the water, long past when the hand-off needed doing. Cortez takes it off his fingers, drinks, and turns back to me. Evan stays on the knee until I tip my chin at him, and then he rises and stands into his old place with coat and tray both.

"While he's still hearing everything," I say, "new rule. From tonight, every answer you give me ends in ma'am. Here, out there, wherever one of us is listening."

"Yes, ma'am."

The word lands warm coming out of him, and I decide I like it and say nothing about deciding.

"And if you want me to stop — this whole arrangement, tonight, forever — say so now, with him in the room to hear you say it."

"No, ma'am." He answers quick. "I rehearsed walking out for a week, and then Thursday came and I taught my hand a tray. You can guess which practice stuck."

I laugh, and I reach across Cortez and take the bottle off the silver. I fill my own glass where it stands on the tray in Evan's hand, and the tray dips under the pour, and he brings it level before the wine can crest. Cortez watches my husband's arm do all that and drinks his whiskey over it.

Then Cortez puts me on my feet, takes my hand, and walks me down the hall past my husband and his cargo. At the bedroom I lay my palm on the door and send it open all the way. The gray towel sits folded on the dresser where Evan staged it before the knock.

He bends me over the edge of the bed with the skirt shoved to my waist and goes into me slow, the width arriving in stages, opening me the long way until my fists close full of duvet and the breath leaves me through my teeth. The sheer stays on. The light from the hall lies across the bed, and through the black cloth my nipples show for the man standing his post in it. Cortez rides me at that same unhurried depth, his belt buckle tapping me with every push, and I stop caring what I say or how loud. He finishes deep with a hand closed over my shoulder, and I stay bent over the edge, dripping down my thigh, my cheek turned so I can see Evan in the doorway, his hand splayed flat on the frame.

Afterward Cortez sits back against the headboard and turns me sideways between his knees, my back to his chest, my knees open on the sheets where anybody walking in sees everything. Evan comes in with the silver — whiskey fresh for Cortez, wine for me — kneels at the bedside, and holds my glass to my mouth while I drink. Cortez's hand lies between my thighs, two fingers resting idle in the mess he left.

He takes his whiskey and looks at my husband over the rim.

"You serve well." He turns the glass in his fingers. "Same hour next week."

"Thank you," Evan says, fast.

My husband thanks him for it, and I close around Cortez's fingers once with no order behind it from anyone. He huffs under me. There is a want in me tonight, and it has Mihai's face on it, and I am keeping it.

"That's all, husband. Dry them and rack them."

He gathers the tray and goes. Through the open door I hear the silver land on the counter and the tap come on. Cortez's hand leaves my pussy and settles flat on my side, and I lay my cheek on his chest and let my eyes shut.

"Evan." The tap shuts off down the loft. "You're on the couch tonight. The throw's on the arm."

His voice comes back from the kitchen doorway.

"Yes, ma'am."

The tap goes on again.

Later, mostly under, at the far end of the loft with the bedroom door still open behind me, I hear Evan pull the throw off the couch arm and draw it across himself.


Her Inventions

I wake with the sheets stuck to the backs of my knees and the bedroom door standing wide at the angle I set it.

The dent Cortez left in the pillow beside mine has gone cold. I lie there a moment and catch glass set on glass below me. Evan is stacking the night away.

I peel the sheet off and stand under the shower long enough to wash the night off me. The gray towel sits folded on the dresser where it lives now. I dress around it — a cream tank with no bra under it, a loose blue skirt — and take the stairs barefoot.

Downstairs the glasses stand stacked by the sink in careful ranks, and Cortez's hook hangs empty by the door. Evan is on the couch under the throw, sitting up with his head in his hands, wearing last night — the gray oxford still buttoned to his collar, sleeves rolled, the front of his trousers dried stiff around the cock that went to bed unserved.

I stop at the end of the couch and take him in — the wrecked collar, the muscles standing in his forearms, the place the trousers dried over him. Eleven years of that face, and it goes through me same as the first night I saw it, and my pussy warms in my panties before I've decided anything about it.

He lifts his head when my foot lands off the last stair. He holds my eyes across the coffee table. Then he stands, the throw sliding off his knees onto the cushions, crosses to the back hall, and goes down the workshop stairs without a word, and I follow him down.

The workshop smells of stripped oak and linseed oil. Chairs in bones line the wall — seat frames with their upholstery gone, legs penciled for re-gluing — and one chair sits clamped at the bench with a leg stripped to bare pale wood. He picks up the sanding block and draws it along the grain, long strokes, his back working under the slept-in shirt. I put my shoulder on the doorjamb and watch him do the work he can't say.

The paper runs out of stroke. He stops with the block wrapped in his fist and turns on the stool.

"I've been turning one question over all night, and this leg won't take the finish off fast enough to wear it smooth, so here it is, plain as I can plane it. Last night I knelt on our bedroom floor and held a glass of water steady for the man who'd just finished inside my wife, and when he stood up to dress, I thanked him. Twice. Out loud. You heard every word of it. So here is the question I need answered before I can look at you straight this morning: does any of that make you think less of me?"

"Less of you?"

I come off the jamb. He's already bracing, so I take my time.

"No — no, I don't think less of you, and I'm going to say it slowly, so you can't sand it away while I'm talking. You are what I want, Evan. Not Cortez. Not the Fridays. You — my husband, who wraps both hands around a water glass on our floor so his wife can drink after another man's mouth. I've never wanted you more than I wanted you last night, and I have never wanted you more than this minute, with yesterday dried into your clothes."

His fist tightens on the block, and it comes out of him fast.

"Then there's more, and it's worse, so take it in order. The days between his Fridays, I'm at this bench from breakfast, and the work won't come right. I sanded this leg earlier this week with the glass in my head. Midweek I was back on the hallway floor of the first night with my ear against the wood, and it was a good place to be, Sylvie, I'm ruined for it. I keep seeing myself on my knees with that water glass. I—" He stops. He clears his throat once. "Ma'am. I want it back. I want his next Friday more than I want this chair finished, and underneath that want sits a bigger one I have never said out loud to anyone, yourself included."

"Say it anyway."

"I'm ruined for it," he says to the bench, and his ears have gone red. "Not the man Cortez made you. The man on the floor. I've been at this bench all week with the water glass in my head, and the work won't come right, and I don't have a request in me, Sylvie. I only know I'd rather stand in it than get well."

I look at his wrists on the bench edge, sawdust in the creases, the wedding ring dark with oil, and I go looking in him for the place where a want like that goes bad in a man. One picture comes up — my husband kneeling in front of one of my men, and the man not stopping where Cortez stops — and I look at it straight before I let it go, because the man who came off that hallway floor came up fed, not bent.

"What becomes of our marriage if I do what I've been swallowing?"

"It becomes what I make it," I tell him, and his chest is working harder than my answer needs.

"Then hear what I've decided. The inventions start now. Mine, not yours — you don't get to pick a single one, and you'll never see one coming. They'll be crueller than the cleaning, and I won't run out of them. That's not a negotiation. It's what I've wanted to do to you since April and never had the cruelty to say out loud."

I cross the shop floor and stop inside his knees.

"I've been lying to you by omission, husband." I keep my voice low and keep going anyway. "Every week I've stood in that kitchen with two cruelties between us — the one I handed you and the one I swallowed. The tray, the ma'am, the door set at my angle. I chose those small on purpose, and the ones I swallowed had your knees in them. I have wanted to push you harder than I ever told you I wanted to push you. The inventions are that. I'll find where your edge is myself, and I won't stop short of it out of politeness."

I lift the sanding block out of his fist and set it on the bench.

I grab his wrist and walk his hand up under my skirt. His fingers carry the sawdust the whole way up, fine grit catching on the soft inside of my thigh, and I pin his hand to my pussy and press until his fingertips find the seam of my panties through the cloth. The cloth clung to me on the couch; it clings tighter now. I rock on his hand once, a small grind, and his fingertips drag the soaked seam through the cloth, and the breath leaves him in one long pull. He holds his arm exactly where I put it, and I keep it pinned there while the wetness climbs through the cloth and wicks into his fingers, my juice and his sawdust grinding to paste under his fingers. I look at his face while it happens. His lips are parted. His cock has thickened down one thigh of the dried trousers, dragging the cloth tight over it, and I lean my weight onto his hand and hold there until my panties are plastered to me and his fingers are slick to the second knuckle.

I take my hand off his wrist and step back.

I start up the stairs, and Evan follows with my wetness still on his fingers. Halfway up I stop one step above him, and his eyes come level with mine.

"One night — a night I'll pick — I'm going to kneel you down in front of my men and make you thank me for it, out loud, the way you thanked Cortez. You won't see it coming, and you won't have asked for a piece of it. Nothing you want is going to come out of your mouth first again."

He holds the rail.

"Yes, ma'am." It comes out of him wrecked, and he climbs the step up beside me, and I let him.

The studio takes the noon sun, and the river through the high windows has gone white. Canvases lean in stacks along the brick — storm covers, a woman's bare back. I stop in the middle of the floor and turn to face him.

"Say it here, in front of my canvases. You stood at a workbench and heard what your wife means to do to you. Say it where I work, so I hear you take it."

He stands among my paintings with wood dust dried down the front of his oxford.

"Whatever you invent, ma'am. I'll be there."

I turn to the drying rack and pull a stretched canvas off it, the storm cover I've been avoiding, carry it to the open floor, and set it down flat with its painted side up.

"Kneel down and hold that corner flat while I paint."


Family Table

Gabor's house sits up on its bluff with the whole lake flat and bright below it. His dock runs out on pilings at the foot of the slope, and his boats hang at their ties in the sun. Smoke drifts off the deck and out over the water.

I'm out of the car before Evan has his door open, sandals hooked on my fingers for the gravel. A week ago he asked for this at his workbench and I granted it, and all week I've been looking at men I'd have walked past before. I stop at the edge of the yard and take the slope in — the dock, the pontoon tied outside the speedboat, the long shine of the lake — and then the house, where his whole family is. Today I get to look.

A truck swings into the yard behind us. Kaito climbs out with a beer case hooked over one forearm, tan to the elbow, his tee sweat-stuck to the chest. Gabor leans off the deck rail before his son reaches the steps.

"Kaito. Those coals want raking. Now."

"Dad." Kaito walks the case to the cooler. "You've smoked out the whole shoreline. The fishermen are drafting formal complaints as we speak."

Gabor comes down the deck steps and swats him across the backside with the grill tongs. "Rake."

He looks over at me for a moment. "Sylvie. You're eating real meat tonight." A nod at Evan. "Evan."

Renata comes through the screen door wiping her hands on a dish towel. "Both of you, come here." She takes my face in both hands and kisses my cheek, then Evan's, then holds me at arm's length. "You look tanned. The gym suits you." She flicks the towel toward the kitchen. "Table's set on the deck. Sit before it wilts. Mihai's been underfoot in there all morning."

Mihai comes up from the yard carrying stacked trays on one arm, whites on, sleeves rolled to the elbow. At the porch door he tips the trays wide and hugs Evan with the free arm, a slap between the shoulders. "Cousin. You bring nothing and your wife brings everything. As usual." He kisses my cheek. "Sylvie. The only person at this lake who dresses for dinner." He hauls the trays through the screen door, and Renata's voice follows him in, telling him to sit down like a guest for five minutes.

The long table stands on the deck under the string lights, set for the family. Gabor takes the head with his carving board beside his plate. Renata sits at his right. Kaito drops in across from me, and Evan takes the corner at the end of my side, pitcher at his elbow, and Mihai fills in between, still in his whites.

Gabor carries the roast in from the grill on his board, crusted dark, and sets it at his place. Mihai reaches for the carving knife and Gabor lifts it off the board first. "Sit. Nobody carves at my table but me."

He carves standing, slow, turning the roast with the fork. Under the blade the crust cracks, and he lays the slices pink-side-up, builds Renata's plate heavy. "Renata first." The plate goes down the table hand to hand. "Evan. The cousin." He builds every plate himself and sends it, loads his own last, sits, and only then does anybody start eating.

"Has everybody been down to see the workshop lately?" Kaito aims his bottle down the length of the table. "Because my brother keeps a basement full of other people's dead furniture. He glues it all back together. Grown adults pay him real money for it — isn't that something?"

Mihai sets his fork down. "You can laugh. I watched this man rebuild my grandmother's walnut buffet in a garage over one whole winter. He carried it home to her on Christmas Eve and the old woman cried over it, and I did too, a little, and I will defend that man's glue joints at any table in this family."

"And to be fair," Evan gets it out fast over his glass, "the buffet needed the whole winter because Mihai kept coming by to eat."

Gabor points his fork down the table at Evan. "When do I get grandchildren out of you two? I'm not getting younger and this lake wants children on it."

Under the noise I take a drink, then give it low. "Evan gives me everything I ask for."

Kaito's hoot nearly tips his bottle. Renata scolds me down the deck by name, and Gabor bangs his palm on the boards, delighted, laughing until his beer slops. I let them finish. "The studio first. Covers don't paint themselves around feedings. Ask me when the work calms down."

Down at the corner Evan holds my eyes for a second, then gets up and refills Renata's glass before she asks. At home it's the tray. Here it's only the pitcher.

Kaito goes after his father mid-chew. "Dad, if we ran extra pontoons on weekends, you'd fill every slip we've got before summer—"

"No." Gabor says it into his plate and keeps chewing.

Kaito turns his own sentence around halfway through. "—which is smart, honestly, because the dock space we run already keeps—" He swallows the sentence whole and drinks.

I watch him fold. He turns the bottle in his fingers, the veins standing up along his forearm, a pale band where the watch sits against the tan. He folds that fast for the old man, and I sit with my wine and think about him folding — what he'd do if a woman told him to rake her coals instead, whether he'd argue first or just go down and do it — and heat gathers low, and I press my thighs together under the cloth.

I turn my head and Evan is watching me watch his stepbrother. We hold it a moment. My hand goes onto his thigh under the tablecloth, high, and settles there. He goes back to his plate and chews slower.

Kaito gets up into the story about the referee and the wrong buzzer, glass in hand, acting out the last shot with his whole body. Gabor laughs so hard he sets his beer down. I'm laughing with my hand where it is, my thumb moving slow on Evan's leg through the khaki.

Between bites Gabor gets going about the season. Two boat owners fought over a single slip all spring. "I told them. One slip, one boat. Want two boats, buy water." Renata wipes her eyes with her napkin. Mihai lifts his water glass to it.

"He asked me on that dock, you know." Renata turns her wineglass by the stem. "I told him he was insane and married him anyway."

"She cried," Gabor says.

"I did not cry."

"You cried," Kaito says. "You absolutely cried."

Gabor's hand is around his glass, knuckles wide, gray hair down the forearm. I look at those hands longer than a daughter-in-law should. Renata starts cutting the cobbler and I pass the bowls down the table, watching the same hand close around a fork and wanting it, plainly, at my mother-in-law's table.

Gabor gets up for the platter and the second helpings. Passing back behind my chair, he drops his hand on my shoulder and leaves it there, heavy, warm off the grill.

I lean into it, just my weight, a small give. He draws his thumb along the top of my shoulder, slow, a full pass. The thin strap of the slip slides where I lean and comes down my arm to the muscle, and I leave it where it slid.

From the head of the table he says it to the whole deck, easy and loud. "Best dinner guest this lake has ever had."

I laugh up at him, chin up, throat open. His eyes stay on the bare strap a moment, and he walks the platter on down the table.

At the corner Evan's fork is down. He watches me from his end, strap and all, and I hold his eyes and squeeze his thigh under the cloth.

I shift my weight and the panties stick and peel. I find Evan's hand where it rests on his knee, lace my fingers through, squeeze once, and let go.

Renata cuts the cobbler into pieces nobody has room for and everybody eats anyway. Gabor tells the story of the snapping turtle on the boat ramp and Renata mouths the ending along with him.

At the car Gabor shakes Evan's hand and claps his shoulder. Renata holds my face and tells me to come back before the summer's out. Kaito lifts a bottle out of the case and toasts me across the yard with it.

Evan drives us down the hill road with the headlights on and the lake dropping away behind us. He keeps his sleeves rolled. The grill smoke is still in my hair and the strap still hangs loose on my arm, and I let the quiet run most of the way down the hill.

"Your family has strong hands."

Evan keeps his eyes on the road. Then, fast: "I noticed which ones you meant."

The loft is dark when we get in. I kick the sandals off inside the door. Evan hangs the keys and goes through to the kitchen. I pick my phone up off the counter where I left it this morning, and the screen lights with Cortez's name on it, a message from midday.

Denver keeps me to the 28th. That Friday I come hungry. Tell Evan to stock the bottle.

I stand at the counter and read it again, lake smoke still in my hair.


The Caterer

Evan takes the far end of the folding table and I take this end, and we walk it up the plank ramp into the wedding tent. Mihai claimed us at the car door and put us straight to work, whites already on, sleeves rolled to the elbow, so the hello can wait for the work to settle.

Inside, the midday heat sits under the canvas and the river glints through the open flap. His hired kids run chair stacks down the side walls, and the first cars pull onto the grass outside. Our tables go up in long rows under the string lights, Evan thumbing each leg open and settling it with his palm, the shop in his hands even at somebody else's wedding.

Mihai comes around the edge of the bar wiping his hands on his apron. "My crew." He hugs Evan with a slap between the shoulders, then kisses my cheek and holds me a moment at arm's length. "You brought your husband. Good. He can reach the high shelves and I'll reach everything else."

He steps in behind me to the glass rack and lifts a stacked tray of glasses clean over my head, close enough that the heat comes off his arms onto my ears, and sets it on the bar without a ring clicking. Then he works a cork loose with both hands, wire twisted off first, and pours the toast flutes in a thin rope, his forearm flexing on the tilt, the muscle standing up through the rolled sleeve. Halfway down the row he glances up and finds me watching him pour.

The grin comes slow, and he goes back to the flutes. "You want one now, Mrs. Calloway?"

"Later."

Mihai tips the bottle upright and moves down the counter, and I stand there with the warmth of his arms still on my ears.

Linens and glassware are ours next. He snaps a cloth open over the head table and flicks it flat. "They put you on flutes because you stack things straight, Sylvie. Evan gets the heavy end." He ties the cloth at the corner and smooths the fold once with the side of his hand. "And fold those legs gentle tonight, cousin. They've served their queen for the day."

Evan ferries crates up from the van with his sleeves shoved to his elbows and stacks the empties by the canvas. I fold linens over the bar stools and run clean flutes down the counter, and every trip past the ice well brings me level with Mihai's hands.

He goes out through the canvas and comes back with a full crate of bottles in one hand, plastic handle creaking, and sinks it in the ice well. I watch the hand that did it. It is a wide hand, and the grip closes over the whole handle with room left over. I imagine those hands landing on me — one at my waist, the other at the back of my neck — and my thighs press together under the dress hem. I cross my legs where I stand. The crotch of my panties clings, damp.

I carry the empty flute rack to the far end of the tent and put as many tables between us as the room allows. It doesn't take.

Before the toast he pulls me around the end of the bar into the kitchen, out past the hired kids still hauling chairs. He pours a flute off the bottle the toast came from and hands it over. "You said later. It's later." Then he reaches past me into the rack for the bottle, chest against my back for the length of the reach, and straightens up with it. "Perfume. You do that to a kitchen?"

"It came with the dress."

I drink the flute down and walk back out to the front, and he follows without a word about it.

The toast pulls the whole room toward the head table, and Mihai pours through the crush without breaking stride, bottle after bottle down the row, handing each flute off stem-first. "By the stem, madam. The bowl is for looking." Around him the tent fills, perfume and buttoned collars pressing at the pass, and he laughs at something the best man shouts over the string quartet and tops a flute held up to the counter by a kid riding his father's arm.

The bride's mother sails up angling for a top-off, and Mihai pours it over the rim without making her ask. "Madam, I have worked weddings where the mother hid behind the cake all night. Yours walks this tent like the toast belongs to her. Invite me to pour at your table sometime and I'll do it on one knee." She laughs from the belly and squeezes his arm above the elbow, and he takes it standing straight and fills her glass to the brim.

A groomsman who has been at the champagne all afternoon weaves into the bar and takes a fistful of Mihai's sleeve to stay upright. His table hoots at him. Mihai turns, gets a shoulder under the man instead, and walks him onto a chair. "Sit there, brother. Breathe at your own pace. Water's coming." He brings the water, closes the man's fingers around the glass, waves the hooting table down with a towel, and is back at the flutes before the man drinks any.

He works the room through the afternoon until his collar goes dark and the whites stick down his back. Empties go out, full crates come in, and he calls his kids at the van by name while he fills. The ice melts in the well around his wrists and he shakes it off and keeps pouring.

When the seats fill he runs short-handed at the pass, so I station myself across the counter with the clean towels. I wait for his hands to come up empty. When they do, I lay a towel across his palm and leave my fingers pressed over his past the moment the towel changes hands. His hand is rough at the pads. I hold still and let the seconds run long. He keeps calling orders down the bar and never looks down.

Evan crosses the tent with an empty crate on his hip and stops mid-stride. He sees where my hand sits. He looks up at me across the pass. Mihai is mid-order, pointing a bottle down the counter for one of his kids. I hold Evan's eyes across the pass and leave my hand where it is. Mihai reaches along the well for a fresh bottle and our fingers come apart on the turn. Evan sets the crate down on the boards, stands through a breath, and carries it back out.

Our job ends when the dinner plates go down the tables. The band starts up inside, and Mihai walks us out past the cake and the gift box and hugs Evan with the shoulder slap. Then his hands find my back, spanning it, and my sandals come off the boards, my dress swinging, and he sets me down slow with his hands staying on past the goodbye.

"Thank you, my crew. You carried, you never asked when dinner was, and the bride's mother thinks I hired angels." He holds the canvas aside for us. "Go home. I'll see you both behind whatever table this family builds next."

I walk to the car with the lift still in my knees.

Evan pulls onto the river road with both hands wrapped around the wheel, the reception fading behind us. He says nothing for the first mile. Then he takes the corner by the grain elevators hard enough to slide me along the seat, and I ride it out with a hand braced on the dash.

"He lifts women when he hugs them." I keep it low and let it sit. Nothing comes back.

"Say what you're driving at."

"Your cousin is strong enough to carry me around a room. Those fingers on his hand at the bar were me wanting what those fingers came attached to."

He runs a hand down his face and grips the wheel again. "Say it plainer. What exactly do you want from my cousin?"

"His hands on me. The way he'd carry me. What a man that strong would do with me when he got me somewhere private."

He takes it in through the windshield. "At the lake table you told me my family has strong hands. I've turned that sentence over all week, and I confess I was hoping you'd get to Mihai last."

The wheel creaks in his hands all the way across the bridge.

At the loft I kick my sandals off inside the door and turn around before the hallway can take me. "Hold me."

Evan crosses the room and puts his arms around me, chest to chest, his chin at my temple, his breath sitting warm there. I take his wrists and move his hands to my waist, where the picture in my head has Mihai's. He holds them where I put them and lets his weight settle forward.

His arms are Evan's. What I see is the tent flap: Mihai's hands spanning my back, my feet coming off the boards, my dress swinging, the arms around me belonging to both men at once. He is hard through his trousers at my belly, and we stand there with it.

In the bedroom he draws my dress over my head in the low lamplight and lays it across the chair. My bra goes next, and his hands cover my breasts from behind, thumbs dragging slow across my nipples until they stand stiff. He rolls the cotton panties down my hips and I step out of them, and his palm slides once between my legs from behind — I'm wet, and the wetness has been with me since the bar. He walks me to the bed and gathers me in with his chest to my back, hard through his briefs against my ass. I press back on it, slow, and keep up the small grind until his hands spread wide over my hips and hold me still against him. His mouth finds the side of my neck and stays there, open, breathing me in.

I lie awake with my back to Evan's chest and my hand resting low on my belly, where hands grip to lift. His breath goes slow and even at my temple and I stay wide awake under it.

How do I get Mihai's hands on me with the whole family still smiling at him across the table?


Down at the Marina

Gabor Marsh owns the loudest voice on this water.

I have the sandwich bag hooked over one wrist at the top of the ramp while he proves it, planted at the head of the fuel dock in a work shirt gone thin from sun, sleeves cut off at the shoulder, sending two men across the planks with a hose coil between them. "Left. Your other left." The voice crosses the whole basin and comes back off the moored hulls, and the men correct course without looking up.

Below us Kaito stands bare-chested on a pontoon boat, cinching the bow line to a cleat with his boot braced on the gunwale, dark across the shoulders from the league court. He tests the knot in his fist and weighs it before he'll leave it.

A cabin cruiser guns it out past the fuel dock. "Idle till the channel." The voice goes after the cruiser and lands. The wake arrives anyway and knocks the pontoon against its neighbor, and Kaito hops the gap with the line still in his hand and reties it swearing, and down the dock the old man's answer crosses the water — "Language" — and Kaito shuts up in the middle of a word.

Evan and I come down the boards, and Kaito jogs up the ramp to meet us, planks clattering, and lifts the bag off Evan's shoulder on the way past.

"Brother." He walks backward with it. "Give me the hand. The famous hand."

Evan offers it palm up. Kaito sets it flat beside his own, fingers matched at the top, and studies the pair — his hand wide enough to close over Evan's whole fist. "Years of paste wax. My father's deckhands crack walnuts with their off hands, and this one couldn't bruise a peach." He curls Evan's fingers shut and squares his own fist against it, knuckle to knuckle, and Evan's whole arm gives at the knock. Kaito looks at me over the joined hands. "Sylvie. Condolences. The winter nights at your house must drag."

"He keeps them busy," I say.

"Busy." The word climbs. "Polishing some dead chair, I heard." He digs into the bag, takes a sandwich, and bites it walking down the ramp.

Gabor comes off the fuel dock, pulls a bottle out of the ice chest, cold and beaded, and puts it in my hand. His eyes hold where the halter meets the dress, and sit there. "Beer before lunch. Marina rules." Then his hand lands flat at the small of my back, wide enough that his fingers reach past my side seam, and he steers me along the dock toward the office, talking over my head at his workers the length of the boards. Evan holds the gate for us and watches the old man's hand the whole way in. The hand stays where it landed. My dress is sun-warm and his palm is cooler, and I can feel every finger of it through the dress.

Inside, the office smells of gasoline and sun-baked wood. He turns a fat ledger on the counter so the summer pages face out, week by week in blunt pencil, June filled to the holiday week in his own hand. He stands in behind me to read it with me, close enough that his shirt rests on my shoulder blades, and tracks the page with one thick finger.

I think about Cortez, carved and silent, strength kept inside a smooth skin, and then about the gray man reading over my head, thick through the chest, strength all out where you can see it, in the forearms and the wide hands and the voice. The sun's warmth is still in the dress, and now his heat is in behind it, and I think about that hand and where it would travel on a woman cornered at a counter. My nipples stiffen under the halter.

He says it to the ledger page. "You're the best thing Evan ever brought into this family. Years my stepson knocked around this city before he found you." The finger stops on a July Saturday. "He doesn't know what he's got. I do."

"Bold," I say.

"Accurate." He leans in to tap the page, and his belt rides against the back of my dress. I lean my weight into it, a little, and he keeps reading, and the hand stays where it is until he straightens.

Out on the dock, the summer hire — freckled, sunburnt across the neck — waits at the gate while Kaito stretches a hamstring up on a piling, taking his time about it. Gabor leans out the office doorway. "Go."

They're off, and Kaito leaves him at the gate, slaps the far cleat in stride, and struts back along the planks with his arms spread, taking a bow at a fisherman coiling line at the rail. The hire jogs up and gives his shoulder a shove, and Kaito lets the shove knock him back a step, and then they're wrestling on the boards, boots skidding on old scale, and Kaito walks him down and folds him onto the planks and pins him there, the kid's wrists held flat under one hand, laughing down at him until the boy slaps the dock.

I take a mooring cleat at the dock's elbow and sit.

I replay the pin with me under him instead of the kid — the hold he kept with one hand alone, his weight settled home, what a woman does laughing under all that and then stops laughing. And the hand from this morning, the one that couldn't bruise a peach, wrapped in Kaito's fist and shaken like a rattle. While he pulls the kid up, sweat slides down the groove of his back and into the waistband of his shorts, and I watch it run the whole way down. He rolls his shoulders after, slow, working the ache out of them, and watching him roll those bare shoulders finishes it before I've moved a muscle.

He puts the boy in a headlock and grinds his fist over the kid's scalp, and the kid takes it laughing, and I take the picture of that hold home with me — my wrists under it instead, my face pressed to his chest, and the laugh gone somewhere else. Then I shift on the cleat. The iron holds the morning's heat through the dress. After that I sit still, hands clasped over my knee, and sitting still makes it worse, and when he glances over and gives me an easy brotherly wave I'm wet through my panties, and the office is in my head again with a belt riding up the back of my dress.

Two owners come off the fuel tie-up arguing, both hands going. Gabor steps between the two owners and stands. "You. North wall, outside tie." A nod at the other. "You. Wait your turn and drop the volume on my dock." He walks off before either man finishes, and both owners thank him anyway, at his back, and go do what they were told.

Late in the afternoon we sit on the dock edge, all of us, boots hanging over the water, and Evan fetches the bottles up from the cooler and hands them out, caps off each one first, host's habit even out on the water. Kaito retells the race for the second time with a bottle for a baton, makes me stand so he can walk me through his winning stride, hand circling my wrist, and dips me at the finish like a dance at somebody's wedding. I laugh in the dip and he sets me up slow, his hand staying on past the joke.

"A swan chased a paddleboarder half a mile this morning," Gabor says to the water. "The tourist went down on his knees on the board. Prayed on it, I think."

"Dad, the swan outranks you. He was here before the marina was."

Gabor reaches over and claps Evan's shoulder, pitching him toward the water and back. "There's my scholar. The thinker of this family." He says it to the lake. "Sat through a footrace, a wrestling match, and a workday without pulling one splinter."

"He also guarded the sandwiches," Kaito says. "Vital work."

"I watched the whole race from a seated position," Evan says. "History will thank me."

"Mihai would weep at this baloney," Kaito says through a mouthful, "then disown it, then eat the rest."

Gabor drains his bottle and stands. "Lockup time. Kaito — the hire wants teaching on the pump before dark." Kaito mock-salutes us with the bottle and follows his father up the ramp, and their voices carry off into an argument about tomorrow's charter.

The dock lamps come on down the planks behind us. The water under our boots has gone black. Evan sits with his elbows on his knees while the family noise fades up the hill, and then he pulls his polo off and drapes it over my shoulders against the breeze, and asks it fast.

"I held my tongue through the race and the pin and that office, on purpose, and I've had one question since the ramp, and now the dock is dark and the family's gone up, so it's coming out — of the men on this dock, who did you look at longest?"

I look at the black water. "You know the man I measure them against now."

"Cortez."

"I put them both up against him today. Kaito with his shirt off, all that young back. Gabor with his hand at my back and his belt through my dress." My voice stays low and level, and I keep it there. "You wanted the measuring. There it is."

He's turned to me on the boards. "The longest look. Say which."

"In the car. Where I tell you the rest."

We're out over the bridge before I give it to him, streetlights coming through the windshield and going.

"Gabor."

His hands tighten on the wheel. He keeps the car in its lane.

"Say it again," he says, "slowly, because my body answered that name before my head did, and I want to be sure I heard my own stepfather."

I watch his profile instead of the water going by. "Gabor. At the counter he stood in behind me with the ledger and told me I'm the best thing you ever brought into this family, and that you don't know what you've got, and that he does. He looked down the front of my dress when he handed me the bottle, and he held there longer than a man hands over a bottle, and I let him have it. And I leaned into him, Evan. A little. He let me stay."

The bridge ends. The riverfront road runs dark under the trees.

"He put his hands on you at his own workplace," Evan says, "with his hire twenty feet off the planks." He shifts against the seat, and I put my hand on his thigh and find him hard through the khakis, thick along the seam, and he takes us home off the bridge with both hands tight on the wheel and my hand where I left it.

At the loft the studio keeps the last of the light, and the marina sits across the water in its little ring of dock lamps. I stand at the open window in my bare feet, his polo still around my shoulders, the dress still carrying the marina — sun, gasoline, sun-baked wood. The office window over there still burns. Gabor at his season book, most likely, ruling his shoreline by lamplight.

Below me Evan puts the day through the loft, bottles into the bin, glasses to the sink, his footsteps coming and going on the boards. The office light across the water goes out. I stand a while longer with my palm flat on the cool glass, and then I turn off the studio lamp and go down to my husband.


Her New Wish

"What do you think of Mihai?"

I ask it into the dish towel, turning the last supper plate dry in my other hand, and Evan stops in the kitchen doorway with the chair back laid across both palms, the stain still wet and shining on it.

He keeps his eyes on the chair back. "Mihai is the kindest man in this family."

I hang the towel on the oven door and set the plate in the rack. Behind me the high windows hold the last of the evening, the river under them gone dark. He sets the chair down on the counter and faces me with his sleeves shoved up and the stain drying brown on his fingers.

"He is my cousin and my oldest friend. We grew up two streets apart and he has missed none of my mother's dinners. The man drove four hours through rain for Kaito's birthday and stood in her kitchen in wet shoes making everyone laugh about it."

"Gabor and Kaito sit at your own table," I tell him. "Sunday night you asked me to say your stepfather's name a second time, slowly, so you could watch it land. At the wedding you stood in the crowd while my fingers stayed on Mihai's hand through the towel, and weeks before that you confessed you'd been hoping all along I'd get to Mihai last."

He takes the chair up again and turns it for the last spindle, dragging the rag down fresh wood. "You are willing to lose the whole family over this."

"I want every strong man in your family. That is the whole wish, and I am done handing it to you one man at a time. Gabor ruling his shoreline with those wide hands and watching me across a room. Kaito with the court still on his chest, showing off his arm at a family table. Mihai lifting me clean off my feet at every goodbye. Cortez ruined polite men for me, Evan, and your family is full of the opposite of polite. You have watched me look at them for a month of Sundays and you liked the looking. You liked it enough to make me say it again."

The rag stops on the wood. "Then hear the cost said plainly." His sentences come fast and low, running into each other. "My mother reads a face across a room, she has read mine my whole life. Gabor asks questions until people answer him. Kaito misses nothing that happens at his own table and repeats it everywhere it will travel. One Sunday with Mihai carrying what we put in him, one holiday at the lake with my stepfather's eyes crossing the deck to my wife, and every dinner my mother cooks turns into a table where everyone is careful. Forever, Sylvie. Those dinners end forever and we do not get them back."

"Then he can keep pouring the wine at her table," I say. "I'll sit there knowing what his hands do."

"And it is Mihai who pays first." He sets the rag on the counter and his voice drops. "His grandmother wept over the joints I cut for her buffet. He toasts my marriage at every table we share. The man cries at toasts, Sylvie. You would be setting his own grief down in front of him across my mother's tablecloth, and you would watch it happen, and I know you, and some part of you wants to watch it happen."

He is right about that part and I let it sit between us. The wish is out of my mouth now, every word, and saying it has gone through me and settled low. My pussy is heavy and hot from the saying. I want the argument finished.

"He'll cry," I say. "Then he'll come back for seconds."

"Sylvie—"

"I'm asking you to feel it before you answer me. Feel it, and then tell me about the dinners."

I cross the kitchen. His hand is splayed on the chair back, holding it steady, and I lift it off the wood and bring it down and press his palm flat against the front of his jeans. His cock is hard through the cloth, thick down his thigh under his own hand.

He stops talking. His mouth stays open around the end of a sentence he was still building.

I push his palm harder into himself. "Your body just answered me."

He breathes once, deep, and lets it go. His eyes sit on his own hand a moment.

"Yes, ma'am," he says. Quiet. Ruined.

"It proves the part of you I'm talking to," I tell him. His face is still building one more argument. "The dinners will keep. They always keep. Nobody at that table ever looks at us the way you look at me getting ready for it."

I keep his hand where I put it and take his collar with the other and walk him backwards out of the kitchen. Halfway down the hall I put his shoulders against the wall and kiss him, slow, my tongue going deep, his stained fingers rise to my chin, the sharp smell of the shop on them. His other hand finds the bare top of my thigh under the hem of my skirt and grips. He groans into my mouth. When I pull back his eyes have gone half out of focus and his chest is working.

In the bedroom I turn the lamp down to its low click and push him onto the bed. He lands on his back and I climb on before he settles, straddling his thighs, my skirt already up around my waist. My panties are white cotton, soaked through, clinging to my pussy. I drag the cotton aside with two fingers and set the head of his cock at my opening and sink down.

He is thick and I am done waiting, so I take him in one long glide to the root, my lips spreading around him, wet enough that he goes in easy, and the fullness stops my breath at the bottom. His head tips back into the pillow. Both his hands close on my ass, his ring band warm on my cheek, pulling me down until I take every inch of him.

I pull my tank off over my head and drop it off the bed. My breasts come free, heavy, my nipples stiff and dark, and I lean down and feed him one. His mouth pulls on it slow, then his teeth graze, and I switch breasts and start riding him through it, long strokes up until he nearly leaves me, down until I sit full. My clit grinds on him at the bottom of every one, and the wet noise and the headboard and our breathing make the loft loud. Sweat gathers between my breasts. I put my palms flat on his chest and watch his face come apart under me, his mouth wet at my tit, his throat moving, and I own every second, and he knows I own it.

His hand comes up my body and cups my other breast, and his thumb drags across the underside, and the stain goes on in a dark smear where it passes. I look down at his trade printed on my tit and I keep it.

The wedding tent rises behind my eyes. His forearm flexing on the champagne tilt. My sandals off the boards, his hands spanning my whole back at goodbye, my dress swinging. One of those hands splayed across my waist. One in my hair. I lean to my husband's ear with my nipple still wet from his mouth.

"Mihai."

His cock jerks inside me, hard.

"Say it again," he says, hoarse. "Say it while I'm in you."

"Mihai. His hands would go clear around my waist. One at my back and one in my hair, and I would let him do anything he wanted with them."

He groans low, and his heels drive into the mattress, and he pushes up into me deep and holds there, pulsing, his cum going into me hot, his fingers denting my ass. I ride him through it slow, working him, and he finishes shaking under me. My clit is still straining and I am nowhere near finished. That is how I want it. I stay seated on him, full of his cock and his cum, my pussy clenching around what is going soft in me, and I let his breathing come all the way back down while the ache stays sharp and unserved between my own legs.

Then I lift my face and look at him from above and say it again.

"Mihai."

He goes still under me. His hands slide up my back and pull me down onto his chest, my breasts flattening on him, his cum deep in me and starting its slow way out.

"I want Mihai to take you." His voice comes quiet and fast, the sentences running together. "I argued my mother's dinners at you and my cock never went down through one word of it, which tells me whose side my body took. Take him, Sylvie. Take my cousin. And don't stop wanting him afterward. Promise me that. Whatever my mother's table costs us, promise me you won't stop."

"I promise," I say into his neck, and I kiss the side of his neck there. He has left the ache hot where his thumb and his cock passed, and I keep it, mine to carry into another night. I reach down between us and turn the lamp off.

Through the high windows the river has gone black. I slide off him at last and his cum follows, thick down my inner thigh, and I lie into his side and he pulls the sheet over the both of us. My breast where his thumb passed still carries the smear and I leave it under the sheet. His heart is going quick under my ear.

I'm under fast. Half under, I hear him say the name once more into the dark over my head, low, and his heart keeps up its quick beat against my cheek.


Evan Says Yes

I wake to Evan saying my name from his side of the bed, and I lie still a moment before I answer him. I hold still with his yes from last night and the dread that came with it, both of them still in me, before I say a word.

"Morning," I say.

The river light is already up the wall, white and high. He sits against the headboard with the sheet at his waist, bare to the light, the dark line of hair running down the middle of him, and his wedding ring on his finger, his thumb nowhere near it.

"I didn't sleep," he says.

"I heard you saying his name when I dropped off."

"I said it until it stopped sounding like a dinner invitation." He gets the rest out fast and low, all one breath. "Under the invitation there was want, Sylvie. Plain want, mine, and I lay there all night trying to hand it back and it wouldn't take. So take him. Get him here however you get him. Make him laugh his way across our doorstep and never let him taste what the job is."

"And you mean it."

"I mean it." He holds my eyes through the morning light. "I hate how much I mean it. I hate that I spent the dark wanting my own cousin to want my wife, and I hate worst that hating it doesn't slow it down one bit." He stops there, and then he gives me the part I didn't ask for. "He'll hug me at the door and cry at the toast, the way he cries at every toast in this family, and I'll stand there pouring his champagne knowing what the night is. And I want that too. God help me, I want that."

He reaches for his jeans over the chair back. He steps into them and hauls them up his thighs, and his hand goes for the shirt on the hook, and I come up on my knees on the mattress edge and stop him with my fist around his waistband.

"I didn't ask—"

"This is me thanking you. Hold still."

His cock is half-hard and slept-warm in my fist, and it thickens while I hold it, the skin hot from the night, the head darkening and slick. I lick it once, slow, tasting the salt a sleepless night left on him, then open my mouth over him and work down. My lips stretch around the width and my tongue rides the shaft on the way, and above me he stops breathing. His hand lands in my hair and stays there, not pushing. My breasts hang bare and swing with the work, and he looks down the length of himself at my mouth and watches it. I take him to the back of my throat, hold until my eyes water, pull off slow with spit stringing from him to my chin, and go down again faster, cheeks sucking in. He's wound tight from the whole night and it shows in how little it takes. His stomach goes hard under my palm. His thighs shake. "Sylvie." My name comes out of him high. I feel him swell against my tongue, take him deep, and keep him there while he comes down my throat in pulses, bitter and thick, everything he stored up lying awake. I swallow around him until he's finished, keep him in my mouth while he softens, and let him slip out slow.

He braces a hand on the dresser and breathes with his eyes shut.

"That's not a thank-you," he says, wrecked. "That's a bribe."

"It's both."

I wipe my mouth on the back of my wrist and look up the length of him, his jeans open, his shirt hanging untouched on the hook. "Now the plan, and it's small. We don't chase him. We put out a paying job no caterer laughs at, and he walks in here on his own feet, grinning, with crates in both arms. All we ever do is open the door and let the family in."

He looks down at me still kneeling on the bed. "You've been building this since the river road."

"Since the river road."

We take our coffee at the long table while the windows finish coming up. I type one-thumbed, elbow planted on the wood.

Me: Party at our loft next Saturday. Small. I have a paying job for you.

The answer comes back fast.

Mihai: A paying job. I'll tell my mother the family finally came through. I'll cater it, family rates. 😉

Mihai: What are we toasting?

Me: My spring covers. Done and framed. We drink to them.

Mihai: Then send me a head count so I know whether I'm catering a party or a snack.

Evan reads the thread upside down across the table. "He winked at you."

"He winks at everybody."

"He doesn't wink at you like that."

I look at the little yellow face sitting under Mihai's promise, and I think about Mihai, who calls my husband brother with his whole chest and cries at toasts, and I send nothing back about head counts.

We don't send him one for days. Every evening we put one of the names on the kitchen table and talk it back off again. Renata means sweet potatoes and a mother's questions. Gabor means the room belongs to him before the cork is out. Kaito means the party leaves with the league. What survives is me, Evan, and Mihai, behind a cover story about framed covers that Mihai will take at face value, because he's being paid, and family rates are for family.

Midweek, past ten, I come up from the studio for water and find the kitchen lamp turned low and Evan at the counter in his work shirt, the stain rag in his fist, laying the last coat onto the walnut chair back that has sat half-finished since the night I pushed his own hand down onto himself. He wipes with the grain, slow, the rag going dark, his forearms ridged with the work, the stain smell thick in the warm room.

"Couldn't sleep," he says without looking up. "The chair was bugging me."

I lean on the doorway and watch him finish it. When he's done he folds the rag over the can and stands with his palms flat on the counter.

"It'll be in the room Saturday," I say.

"Everything of mine will be in that room Saturday."

Thursday night, dishes done, the dish towel over his shoulder, he starts it again at the sink. "One guest, Sylvie. Give me one. Renata at that table with a roast turns the whole evening back into a Sunday supper, and nothing that happens afterward—"

He stops with the sentence open.

I've come around the counter and stopped across the kitchen from him, hands at my sides, and I stand there and look at him and wait.

He stands holding the towel and looks at me looking at him.

"Take him," he says, and his voice drops. "That's where every road I walk this week ends up. I consent. I said it Sunday with my eyes open, and I say it here with the whole kitchen for a witness, and if you want it again tomorrow you'll get the same yes with less fight left in it. I consent, Sylvie. Cook for him, pour for him, open the door for him."

I take it standing still. I'm wet watching him mean it twice in five days, and underneath that I keep finding the same appetite: I could make him say it a third time, and I'd like to watch his face while he does.

"Good," I say. "Then we're done arguing."

We choose the dress that night at the bedroom rail. He lifts the gray silk off its hanger and holds it open in front of me, lamp shine running down the front of it.

"This one has a history."

"It has Cortez." I take the white cotton down instead, buttons from the neck all the way to the hem, and hold it against myself. I work the top button through its hole under the lamp while he watches. He looks at the white a moment longer, hangs the gray back on its hanger, and slides it to the far end of the rail.

"White for a family man," he says, and makes it sound like a joke.

Then I hand him his night. "Saturday you cook. You stand at the counter end, past the glasses, and you pour. When I take Mihai up to see the covers, you give us a few minutes, then you bring the tray up the stairs after us — the champagne, clean glasses. Set it on the paint cart inside the studio door and stay with it."

"Yes, ma'am."

"And when I call you in, you come in, you watch, you do what I tell you."

"That part I've had practice."

Friday evening my phone rattles on the counter beside the finished chair.

Mihai: Saturday at seven, confirmed. One question, Mrs. Calloway. Do I bring my best champagne, or the stuff I pour for grooms who tip in toasts?

Evan comes up behind me while I'm reading it and sets his chin at my ear, and I feel his breath change when he reaches the question, and against my back he goes thick.

I type slow, so he can watch every letter land.

Me: Bring everything you have.

I send it. He straightens and reads it again off the screen over my shoulder.

"Everything he has," he says.

"That's what I wrote."

He's quiet a moment, hands loose at his sides. Then: "I'll cook. Whatever he brings, I'll build the dinner around it. I'll pour for the table, serve you both, keep the glasses coming, and you won't hear one word of protest out of me all night." He turns his ring once on his thumb and lets it go. "Protest would spoil it, and I've stopped spoiling things I begged for."

The morning of the party I'm up before him. I take the white dress off the rail and lay it across the fresh coverlet, buttoned to the collar, waiting for tonight. I pull my robe on and go along to the studio and throw both switches. The bulbs take, row by row, the high windows going silver behind them, and my finished covers stand propped along the long table with their paint dry, waiting for their toast.

Below me, Evan is already chopping onions.


The Open Stairwell

I button the white cotton to my throat while Evan sets plates on the long table below.

The buzzer goes when I reach the hem. He takes the stairs to the street door two at a time and comes back up with Mihai behind him, a crate riding flat on one palm, whites on, sleeves rolled, curls pushed dark with the climb. Mihai swings the crate onto the counter and hugs Evan with a slap between the shoulders, then takes my face in one wide hand and kisses each cheek. "Mrs. Calloway. You dress like this for a table of three." He's already heading back down for the second load. "My mother will see these photos and ask why your own family leaves you to cook."

Coming through again he stops at the walnut chair back resting finished on the counter and runs his thumb down the new stain. "Same joints as her buffet, cousin. My grandmother wept over that piece, and she'll weep over this chair, and it will be your doing, cousin." Evan laughs at the stove and turns what's in the pan.

What Mihai brought wants nothing from either of us: lamb, lemon rice, bread wrapped in cloth, a salad he tosses at the counter himself. Evan plates it and serves it, and Mihai watches him carry the dishes and grins into his glass. "Look at the household. I cook, I haul, and now they keep a waiter on staff. Family rates run both directions, cousin. Ask me for the apron next time and I'll bring two."

Evan laughs and refills his glass. "Between your rates and my wages, this is the most expensive free meal in the city."

The champagne is Mihai's wedding stock, and I have Evan tip the bottle and pour the flutes in a thin rope. Mihai drinks with his eyes shut and calls it a rehearsal.

Afterward we take the couch with what's left of the bottle. I sit close enough to lay my knee on his, and the cotton of his work trousers is warm, and the leg under mine stays where I put it. He talks about a tented wedding two towns over, the groom's mother and the cake table and the rain. I open one more button at my collar and let the cotton gape, and his look lands in the opening, and he loses the end of his sentence.

"Do you have a girlfriend I should know about?"

He laughs, head back against the cushion. "A girlfriend. Sylvie, June eats me alive. I've fed four weddings this month and July is booked to the last Saturday. The last woman I kept heard my summer and packed."

"Good." I stand and hold my hand out to him. "Come up. The toast wants the covers first."

At the counter, Evan wipes a glass and sets it down and takes up another. He knows his cue. I leave the studio door standing wide and climb with Mihai's hand at the small of my back, and below us the stairwell carries every word said up here straight down to the kitchen.

The drying canvases lean along the far wall and the framed spring covers stand propped in a row along the long table, and Mihai walks the row with his hands in his pockets. He stops at the woman on the cliff, my best of the season, cedar pencil curls still scattered on the proof board where I sharpened. "You put real fear in this one. The groom's mother last week had a face half as interesting and paid twice over for it."

He comes to stand behind me at the next frame. His hand settles on my waist through the cotton, and his thumb moves along the waistband seam, one pass and back. I hold still and let the hand stay. The warmth starts where his thumb passes and spreads under the waistband, and my nipples stiffen in the bra, and the gusset of my panties sticks a little when I shift my weight to him.

I turn under his arm, take his collar in both hands, and kiss him.

He tastes of the champagne. His mouth opens and his tongue slides in thick and unhurried, his stubble scratching my chin, his free hand closing on the back of my neck, holding me where he wants me. I push close and feel him harden along my thigh, big through his whites already, and I open my mouth wider and let him take the kiss over while our saliva runs. He pulls back an inch, looks at my mouth, and kisses me again deeper, and one of his hands slides down to the small of my back and presses my belly to him.

His fingers find the top button of the dress and work it through. At the second, halfway into the hole, the hands stop.

He looks over my head to the doorway, down the lit stairwell, where a glass squeaks under cloth and Evan's shadow crosses the kitchen wall. He takes half a step back with his thumbs still hooked in my placket. "Sylvie. Your husband is drying glasses for our toast."

"Evan knows." I hold his wrist where it hangs. Then I tell him the rest, unhurried. "He took this dress off the rail and buttoned it himself this morning. He cut the guest list down to you. The door is open because he wants to hear, and in a few minutes he climbs those stairs with the tray he practiced alone and does whatever I put in front of him. Tell me you want to stop and I'll walk you down, pour your toast myself, and you drive home a guest who behaved."

He glances back at the stairwell once more. The glass squeaks below. His thumbs stay in the open placket and his breath goes out through his nose, and then he says, "Somebody in this family ought to get to take something off you."

He hauls the dress up my body and off over my head, buttons half done, cotton dragging my hair, and drops it on the paint-flecked boards.

He reaches behind me and unclips the bra. My breasts come out heavy in the cool of the studio, my nipples tight and standing, and he bends and takes one into his mouth, sucking slow, his wide hand coming up to weigh the other, then switches and takes the second nipple deeper until the pull lands straight in my clit. I grip his curls and hold his head at my breast and he moans onto the skin, and the sound goes through me and out of me as a shake in my thighs.

He walks me back a step and lifts me onto the long table between the jars of paint, one arm under my butt, and sets me down among the sienna and the ochre. He pushes the white panties down my thighs, past my knees, off one foot and then the other, and drops them at the table's end. Then both hands spread me wide, thumbs outside my lips, and he looks at my pussy, taking his time, and I lie open between the jars and let him look his fill with my breasts still bare to the doorway and the lit stairwell behind him.

He bends between my thighs. Lips first, a slow pull on my clit, then his tongue works me in long strokes up my slit and dips inside, and my thighs come over his shoulders and his stubble burns me there. He eats me until my back bows and I lift clean off the wood, a jar rolling into my arm, his name already in my mouth.

He straightens, wipes his chin with his wrist, and frees his cock out of his whites. Thick, the head dark and slick. He sets it at my opening and pushes in slow, stretching me open, all the way to the root, and stops there while I clamp down around him and my breath goes ragged.

"Mihai." It comes out of me at full volume, aimed at nothing, and runs down the open stairwell into the kitchen. Knowing Evan is hearing it down there makes the next stroke land harder.

He fucks me harder. The table butt knocks the wall under the drying canvases, the jars rattle their rings along the wood, and my breasts bounce with every stroke of him. He drags over me with every stroke and it gathers and gathers, a jar rolls hard into my arm, and I shout his name at the ceiling, louder than anything I ever aimed at a door, and I come with my heels drumming the drawer below and his name still going, my pussy clenching through it while he keeps the pace and rides me through it.

Boots on the stairs. Evan, on schedule, the tray riding level, the gray towel folded over his forearm. He stops in the doorway and stands there with Mihai's back flexing between my thighs and my breasts still moving with the strokes, and he watches my pussy take his cousin's cock from three feet off the paint cart.

I lift one hand off the table and crook two fingers at him. "The cart."

"Yes, ma'am." He crosses the studio and sets the tray on the paint cart inside the door. His fingers go white on the cart rail. The front of his trousers tents, the cloth dark at the peak, and the tray never tilts.

Mihai drives in deep and holds, and his cock pulses, and I feel him fill me while my husband stands at the cart watching it happen. Mihai stays in me through it, breathing hard, his forehead dropped to my breast, his hips giving the last small pushes on their own weight, and his cum runs warm and deep and starts to leak out of me around him while Evan watches from the cart without moving his feet.

Then Mihai steps back, his cock slipping out of me, and I look down my own body at my husband. "Towel. Clean me, Evan."

Evan kneels where Mihai stood, between my open thighs, and Mihai stands over both of us in his open whites, chest still heaving, and watches my husband lower his mouth to where his cum is running out of me. Mihai drags a hand down his face and stares.

"God. Sylvie." His voice has gravel in it. "Does he do this every time?"

I prop up on my elbows. "Evan cleans me every time. Whatever the man leaves in me, my husband's mouth takes out." I hold his stare through it. "And he's there every time, hard through his jeans. Ask him yourself sometime."

Evan's mouth is still on me when Mihai buttons his whites at the studio door. He crosses back to the table, bends past my breasts, and presses his lips to my forehead. "Sunday I'm feeding the family at your mother-in-law's table. This stays off the menu." He straightens, looks once at Evan kneeling, and picks his crates up from the landing.

He piles the empty crates against one arm and takes them down the open stairwell, and passing my kneeling husband he lays his free hand a moment on Evan's shoulder. The street door swings below.

Through the high windows I watch him cross to his van and drop the tailgate.


The Secret Held

I come down to the kitchen Sunday morning with Saturday's stairwell still loud in me, and Evan is already at the stove in his gray henley, eggs going in the pan, coffee hot behind him. The phone lights up on the counter while the eggs are wet. Mihai's name.

"Mrs. Calloway." His voice sits careful on every word, slower than he talks. "Before you say a word — I sat in my van on your street Saturday night until the streetlights quit, and I've been carrying your stairwell around with me. Tell me plainly what I walked into."

"You know what you walked into. You had me on my own table while my husband held the champagne."

"I know what I did. Tell me what I joined. All of it. I fed you that toast Saturday, Sylvie. I'd like to know what I was drinking to."

Evan keeps his back to me at the stove, spatula going, and I tell it with him standing right there.

"Evan wanted another man to have me for most of our marriage. He told me in the dark across years, a sentence at a time, and I said no every time, and he took the no and stayed. Last spring I ran out of no. One night, I told him. One man, my choice, and then back to who we were. He picked the hallway floor outside our bedroom and listened through the door while Cortez took it. Cortez climbs at my gym. He walks me through routes. He's built like a doorframe, and he took our room without asking and finished in me while my husband sat on the floor with his ring turning on his thumb." The spatula stops.

"And you let him finish in you with Evan on that floor."

The pan hisses behind me. "That was the arrangement. My choice, my night."

"Then the rest. All of it."

"We never went back to who we were. Fridays came. The door opened at my angle. Evan came inside it and sat against the wall to watch, and after, he cleaned me with his mouth and swallowed what Cortez left, and I kept the cleaning for good."

"He asked." I watch Evan's shoulders working at the stove while I say the rest.

"He asked me for one stranger, once. Everything since is mine. He cooks for my men when they come. He pours and kneels where he's put, calls me ma'am and takes what the house does to him. That's the house you walked into Saturday, Mihai."

"I can hear the pan." He waits on it. "He's hearing this."

"He's hearing every word, and the eggs are fine."

Evan scrapes the pan and lets them brown.

"And what I give you is this," I say, before Mihai can go on. "Your nights when you ask for them. My husband's hands while you're under this roof. Both our mouths shut as long as yours is. What you do with that is yours."

He laughs, one short breath of it. "I'm holding a bag of oranges and I can't feel my fingers. You're going to have me crying into these oranges like a groomsman, Mrs. Calloway. Put my brother on. I have one question and I want his mouth making the answer — is he all right with what happened in his own house?"

Evan sets the coffee pot down on the counter, dries his hand on his jeans, and takes the phone.

"Mihai. You've had her version, so here's mine, quick as I can make it, which for me is a discipline. I wanted this before you ever carried a crate through our door — wanted it most of my marriage, told no one, then told only her, and she refused me for months and I loved her for every refusal. When she said yes she chose the man and the night and the door, and I stood on our hallway floor and learned what I was. Everything you saw Saturday — the table, the stairwell, the towel — I asked for one stranger and she built the rest. The one thing I never put in any plan is family. That part's yours to answer for. So am I all right? I'm more than all right, cousin. You didn't break my marriage. You walked into the part of it that was always hers."

A long quiet on the line. Then: "Then hear me, both of you, and we never spend another word on this. What happens in your loft stays in me. I won't say it to Kaito at his loudest, or to Gabor with a lamp in my face and his questions, and my aunt will pour me plum brandy and try to draw it out of me — God knows she'll try. Nobody hears it from me while I'm upright, and when I'm gone there'll be no one left to tell. I'll carry it to my grave smiling, and I'll toast your marriage at every table between here and there the way I always have. Now — practical business. Wednesday I'm free after the Hartley pickup. I'm coming to the loft at eight and I'm bringing nothing, so Evan cooks light, nothing that sits heavy. And Sylvie — leave the studio door off the hook."

The line clicks off. Out on the river a boat lays on its horn, one long note. Evan takes the pan off the flame and stands looking at it.

"He took that better than my mother took our wedding date."

Afternoon, and Renata's name comes up on my phone while I'm stretching a cover sketch at the long table.

"Sylvie. Two things and then I'll leave you to your Sunday. Supper here next Sunday, seven sharp — Gabor wants a head count by Friday and he wants it firm, so no covers, no deadlines, no plein air. Second thing." Paper rustles on her end. "Answer me honestly. Has Mihai seemed strange to you two? He came to pot roast Thursday and left half of it, and he didn't tease me once about my potatoes, which from Mihai means fever. He lives over that van of his on takeout boxes, and Kaito says he eats alone. The man feeds weddings all season and nobody feeds him back, and I lie awake about it."

"He catered our party Saturday, Renata. He stayed past midnight and ate with us at the end — he ate plenty and laughed the whole night. It's June. He's buried in weddings. That's your strangeness, all of it. I'll send him home from your supper with enough leftovers to embarrass my husband's cooking."

"Good. That's good." The paper goes down on her end. "Then why did he sound so far away when I called him Friday, and why didn't he ask once what we're eating?"

"Ask him Sunday, Renata. I'll send him home to you with leftovers big enough to answer the question for you."

She laughs and settles for that. "Seven sharp, and bring the boy if you see him before then." Click.

I set the phone face-down on the counter and laugh, and it takes a while to stop. Evan comes in from the studio with a pencil behind his ear.

"Say it plain."

"My mother was one untouched plate of pot roast from the truth." He leans on the counter beside me. "She reads a face across a room better than Gabor reads water. She handed you his appetite on a plate and you fed her June, and she took it and hung up. The family came within a question of finding out what we do in this loft, Sylvie. She'll ask again."

"She was asking whether the man who had me Saturday night is off his food." I press my thighs together on the stool. My hand goes flat on my leg. "I'm wet on this stool telling you about it. The danger is part of what makes me wet, Evan — her voice asking after him, his name in my mother-in-law's mouth, the whole family one question off. You knew that about me back on the hallway floor."

He looks at me a long moment. "Wednesday," he says, and goes down to his bench.

Monday the water pitcher stands filled on the paint cart by the studio door, two days early, the glass beside it, and Evan is below at his bench over a chair arm that's been finished for a week.

Wednesday evening the knock comes up the stairwell and I go down with Evan's white shirt buttoned and nothing under it, and Mihai fills the street door with his sleeves rolled and daylight behind him. His eyes go over the shirt.

"Evan's?"

"Mm."

"Good. Keep it on." He kisses me at the door, one hand flat on the back of my head, then turns me by the shoulder and walks me up the stairs ahead of him, his palm between my shoulder blades the whole climb.

The high windows still hold the light. He stops me at the long table, puts two fingers between my shoulders, and I go over it — forearms on the wood, the paint jars standing past my head. He gathers the shirt at my waist and pushes it up my back in one thick fold, my back bare from waist to shoulder blades, the collar still holding my throat. My husband's shirt, handled up me by his cousin. Evan comes up with the pitcher and the glass, sets them on the paint cart, pours a glass of water, and takes his place past the table's end, where my face turns when I lift it.

Behind me Mihai opens his trousers, and the head rubs through my wet until I push back at him. Then he pushes in — slow, thick, opening me wider with each push until his hips rest on me and there is nothing of him left outside. I breathe out on the wood. He draws back and drives in again and finds a heavy pace, his hands closing on my waist, my breasts hanging and swaying under the folded shirt, my nipples stiff and grazing the wood on the deep strokes. Evan stands where my eyes land, watching my face while Mihai works me over our own table. Having both of them at once is what does it, and I'm wetter than either of them knows. This is the shirt my husband sleeps in, and his cousin has it pushed to my shoulder blades, and every piece of that is mine by choice.

Mihai slows. "Evan. The water," he says, and waits. "This time you bring it without waiting on your wife."

Evan crosses the boards and puts the glass into his hand. Mihai drinks without coming out of me, sets the glass on the wood past my fingers, and rolls his hips again, deep.

"Thank you for the order, Mihai." My husband says it without a drop of joke in him.

I clamp down on his cock so hard Mihai laughs over my shoulder blade and has to stop moving. He gathers my hair off my neck and starts again, and puts two fingers under me, finds my clit, and rolls it in time with his hips. Then the fingers quit, sitting still against me while he keeps fucking, deep and level, making me wait on his hand for it.

"Mihai."

"Mm."

"Please."

The fingers go back to work, and it stacks low in my thighs — every stroke landing on them, them pushing me back onto the stroke — and my husband's eyes hold mine across the paint jars the whole way. I grab the table's edge with both hands and quit pretending I'll last. It comes up through me bigger than Saturday on this same table, and I come loud with Mihai's name on it, aimed straight into Evan's eyes. Mihai follows, grinding deep, his hands hard on my waist, and finishes in me with a groan he lets go at full size.

He steps back breathing hard. "Towel, Evan. Then your mouth — I saw how it's done Saturday. The same." No prompt from me. I look at Evan across the table with my cheek on the wood. "You heard him." My husband wets the gray towel and kneels, and Mihai stands at the cart end drinking the water while he works.

Mihai stays. Evan pan-fries chicken and cuts tomatoes and bread, and the three of us eat late at the kitchen table, Mihai making up for a season of wedding scraps and telling the story of a bride's mother who tried to pay him in wine. "Fridays are mine now, by the way," he says, pointing with his fork. "Every Friday till Tez gets home, and then the three of us renegotiate like grown men. I want my name on this house's week." He sets the fork down. "And hear the rest plainly, because I'll only say it once. Families this size have no walls. If it ever comes out — Gabor won't shout, which is worse. He'll go quiet and take the lake away and bury the three of us under it. Kaito turns it into a league joke before the month is out. And my aunt will mourn it like a death and ask me at her own table what she did wrong. They would kill us, Sylvie. All three, and call it love while they did it."

"Then split the bill," Evan says, fast and low, the sentences running together. "I carried this alone through most of my marriage and it ate me in the dark, and the night you climbed those stairs I stopped eating alone. The risk is ours now — all three of us — and I won't have either of you paying it without me or behind my back. I've been the man outside the door, Mihai. I'm finished standing anywhere outside anything."

Mihai hugs me off the stool at the door, my feet clear of the floor, and holds Evan by the neck a moment, forehead to forehead. "Wednesday was practice, brother. Fridays we work." Then he goes down the stairwell, and below, the street door bangs shut.

Thursday runs ordinary. Evan varnishes at the bench, I ink a cover at the long table, and at supper we talk about Sunday — what to bring Gabor, whether to stay past the dishes. I wash up and Evan dries, and when the counter's clear he heads up, and I stand a moment in the kitchen with my hand on the light switch. Three of us hold it now. I turn off the kitchen light and follow Evan up the stairwell. He reaches back at the top without turning, and I give him my hand. In bed he lifts the sheet for me, and I get in under it and fall asleep smiling into my husband's shoulder.


The Old Hunger

I take the stairwell down with the red wrap loose on its tie, my hair damp at the ends from the shower. The knock comes again, low on the street door, and I turn the locks.

I bought this dress for him. The first night he undid the tie with one finger, I was wearing it, and this afternoon I put it back on for a knock I've been hearing in my head all afternoon. I tied it loose for his hands. The first knock put my nipples up.

Cortez fills the street door with a duffel down at his heel, and his eyes land on the wrap first.

"Hey," I say.

He steps in, drops the duffel, and takes me under the ass with both hands. My feet leave the ground. He hikes the wrap up my thighs, his forearm hot under me, my breasts crushed to his chest, and I hook my arm around his neck while he carries me up the stairwell and into the loft. Cortez clears the whole flight with me and puts me down on the couch, my legs across his thigh, the dress up where he left it.

Across the room Evan sets the wine on the counter and pulls down glasses for the room, and pours with the bottle held high.

"Bottle's stood out since Tuesday," he says, fast. "I checked on it most mornings. It felt rude, leaving it by itself."

The knock comes again. Evan goes down the stairwell, and Mihai's voice climbs ahead of him the whole way.

"—she wants a head count by Sunday, so somebody text me before I buy the pork—" He comes up onto the loft floor with a dessert box held out in front of him and stops with one foot still on the top step.

I sit where Cortez put me, in his lap, his arm banded across the small of my back, the red hem up past mid-thigh. Mihai takes in the scene a moment — the man, the lap, my legs — and his mouth closes on the end of his own sentence.

"There goes my Friday," he says. He grins when he says it.

Evan slips past him and closes the street door. "Mihai, this is Cortez. Cortez, Mihai — my cousin. He caters."

"Mihai." Cortez says the name once, over my shoulder, in the hush he keeps. "I had her before you ever met her."

Mihai looks at me on Cortez's lap a moment longer. "So the whole month, I was keeping the seat warm."

"Sit where you like, Miha," I tell him. "I'll put the dessert in the icebox for whoever's standing at dawn," he says, and carries the box to the paint cart inside the studio door, sets it down shut, and sits on the cart's edge with his eyes on the couch.

Supper is Evan's chicken off the long table, Cortez asking after the drive and me answering around his hand, which spends the meal under the tablecloth, warm on my knee, climbing. Mihai talks weddings, two booked weekends, a bride who cried over the cake, and fills his own glass while Evan tops it off before it sits empty. The dessert box stays shut on the cart through the whole meal. Evan clears the plates and Mihai drifts back to the cart, and I go back to the couch, and Cortez pulls me into his lap where I was before supper.

Evan brings a glass across the room and holds it out level with Cortez's shoulder. Cortez's mouth finds my neck first, his teeth working the join slow, and he takes the glass off Evan without lifting his mouth off my neck, drinks a swallow, and sets his teeth back into the same spot. He's building a mark there. I hold my hair off my collar to give him room.

"Every day I was gone," he says into my neck. "The whole stretch. You."

I turn my face up under his. "Prove it."

He stands with me in both arms. My glass stays on the side table; his goes back into Evan's hand.

"Bedroom's his tonight, Miha," I say over Cortez's shoulder. "Sit where you put the box."

He carries me down the hall. The bedroom door stands wide, at the angle I choose for it, and Mihai's shadow crosses the hallway wall behind us.

"Towel," Cortez says, low. "Foot of the bed."

Evan takes the gray towel off the dresser and kneels at the foot of the bed with it on his shoulder. Mihai fills the doorway with his arms hanging.

Cortez puts me on my feet beside the bed and turns me by the shoulder until I face the room. He pulls the tie open with one finger and strips the wrap off me slow — my breasts first, heavy and bare in the light, then my belly, the dark thatch at the top of my thighs — spread out for Evan on his knees and Mihai in the door. He drops the dress on the floorboards and lays me back on the bed.

His mouth starts at my knee and climbs the inside of my thigh, taking his time, and I lift toward him before he reaches me. When his mouth lands, he hooks my thighs over his arms and pins them wide, opens me with his thumbs, and licks me slow, top to bottom, then gathers my clit between his lips and sucks until my back bows off the mattress. The sounds he makes carry to the doorway. I grab his hair with both hands and pull, and he follows the pull with his tongue, pushing it inside me, deep, then back up over my clit, working the tip over me until I'm saying his name to the ceiling with both fists knotted in his hair.

He rises over me, pushes my thighs wide with both hands, and sets the head of his cock against my opening. Weeks of Fridays and I'm gripping how thick he is before he's inside an inch. He works it in slow, drawing back and pressing again, and I open around him a little more each time, until the stretch sits at the edge of too much and he holds there, propped on one elbow, watching my face while I take him to the root. I get both hands under the hem of his tee and shove it up over the slab of his chest, and he shrugs it off one arm without losing an inch of ground.

Then he takes me slow and deep and keeps his eyes on my face the whole way. Closing my eyes would waste it, so I keep them on his. Every long drag out and push back in lands deeper than the Fridays reached, and my voice climbs. I know the loudest I ever went in this loft — Mihai's night on the studio table, Evan holding the champagne — and I pass that mark and keep going up. My shout fills the loft and carries out the open door and down the hall, and I let every note out.

Evan kneels at the bed's foot with his fists on his knees and his mouth open, his cock standing thick in his jeans. Mihai stands in the doorway and watches me take it, and Evan and Mihai getting the show together winds me tighter than either one alone.

I come with his name in it, loud, my heels dug into the mattress, and he talks me through it in that hush — "There. Again." — and I do.

He turns me onto my hands and knees and takes me again from behind, deeper at this angle, one hand gripping my hip. His palm cracks down on my ass, loud enough to reach the hall, and I bite the pillow and push back into him for another. My nipples drag the sheets with every stroke, raw and aching.

He takes the pace up until my voice is a whine into the pillow and I clamp around him, short and hard, nothing like the first, and he finishes deep with a groan he swallows. Then he pulls out, takes a fist of Evan's collar, and pushes my husband's head down between my thighs.

"Clean her," Cortez says. "All of it."

His hand stays flat on the back of Evan's head while Evan works, holding him to it, and I lie there wrung out and take my husband's mouth while Cortez's cum runs out of me into his mouth. When Cortez lets him up, Evan's beard is wet to the jaw.

Out in the hall I hear Mihai settle on the floorboards, his back to the door frame.

"Evan. Out." Cortez says it from the pillow, low. "Fresh towels at this door in the morning."

"Folded and stacked before the coffee's on, ma'am," Evan says. He gets up off his knees with the towel still on his shoulder.

Cortez draws me into his arm, my cheek on the chest I bared with both fists in his tee, and I find Mihai's shape in the doorway dark, sitting on my husband's old spot on the floor.

"Miha." I say it toward the door, then wait. "Hear this one plain. He takes me hardest. You had my real voice every Friday and I set its level where I wanted it. Tonight I couldn't find the level anywhere." I look at Evan while I say it. He stops gathering the glasses and stays crouched in the doorway, holding them, watching me back, his grip tightening on the glass.

"Then I'll bring earplugs and a better dessert," Mihai says from the floor, quiet.

Cortez pulls me in tighter, once.

Evan turns back at the doorway, crouches, and starts lifting the glasses off the bedroom floor.


Stay in the Room

"Leave the glasses, Evan."

Cortez says it from the pillows behind me, quiet, in the voice he saves for orders, and my husband stops mid-crouch at the doorway with a tumbler in each fist, water tilting in one of them.

"In the room tonight," Cortez says. "You serve us now. Both of us."

Evan's eyes come over his shoulder to the bed. I nod once from the pillows. He lowers both glasses to the boards without a sound, gets up, and steps through the doorway he has only ever worked from the other side of, the towel coming off his shoulder into his hand as he crosses.

"Water stays topped up," Cortez tells him. "She wants it, you pour. And bring the lamp — you'll hold it where I point."

Evan goes down the hall and comes back with the pitcher and the bedside lamp trailing its cord, and Cortez points him in at the bed's side. The light swings up over the mattress and settles on me.

I'm spread where Cortez left me, thighs wet, his bite fresh on my neck, all of what the night has left on me lit up plain. My husband holds the lamp out from his body and looks his fill — down my belly, over what's run out of me onto the sheets, at how open I still am from how long Cortez kept me. The front of his jeans has gone tight. He shifts his weight and leaves it alone.

Cortez gets up, lifts the coral sundress off the chair, drops it on the dresser, and takes the chair for himself at the angle that faces the bed. His arm goes over its back.

"Bath her," he says. "Cloth, warm water, everything I left in her. You finish on the towel."

Water runs in the bathroom off the bedroom. Evan comes back with the basin steaming and a washcloth doubled over his fist, kneels at the bed's foot, and spreads the gray towel open across my thigh. I bend my knees wide for him before he can ask.

He kneels there with the lamp in his left hand and the cloth in his right, holding the light where Cortez pointed it, and washes me with the cloth hand. The first pass is warm and slow, wrung nearly dry, drawn down through my folds. I'm sore from how long I was kept open, and each warm pass eases the ache and leaves a slower want wherever he touches me again.

He turns the cloth to a clean side each time he comes up. Two of his fingers work under it, tracing every fold, and he wrings it over the basin between passes until the water clouds. I keep catching myself opening wider than the washing needs, and every time I do it, Evan's eyes flick to mine.

How far is far, I keep thinking. I keep answering with my knees before I've decided anything.

He lays what he's gathered onto the towel in slow wipes, fold by fold, until the cloth comes away clean and the gray cotton carries what Cortez put in me, stained dark where it landed. I reach down and close my hand around Evan's wrist and draw it in until his knuckles rest on my belly.

"Do you hate it?" I keep my voice where I keep it, low, unhurried. "The washing. Tell me the truth while you're down there."

He keeps his eyes on what he's doing.

"Hate is the wrong word," he says, fast, "and I've had practice with the right one. I love you for making me do it tonight — with him in the chair and the door standing wide, and your knees open for a washcloth. I love you for making me do it in the room."

"Glass," Cortez says.

Evan folds the towel over the stained part, lays the cloth in the basin, fills my glass from the pitcher, and holds it to my mouth while I drink. Cold, a long swallow, both men watching my throat work. He sets the glass on the nightstand within reach of my hand.

Cortez puts his own down beside the chair.

"Bed, husband. On your back, up by the headboard. You'll take her hands and hold them over her head, and she doesn't move them till I'm done with her."

Evan stands the lamp on the floor by the bed and stretches out above the soaked sheets, and Cortez takes me under the arms and moves me onto him. I come down chest to chest, my nipples dragging up the henley to his jaw, and he catches both my wrists and pins them to the pillow above his head.

Cortez comes up onto the bed behind me on his knees, spreads me with his fingers, and pushes back into me. The soreness flares and goes under. He gives me all of him slow, and then he quits being careful, and every stroke skids me up my husband's chest, walking my breasts over Evan's face before they fall back down to it.

At the top of a stroke Cortez pulls all the way out and holds. His cock comes up out of me wet to the root, shining, strung with what I've got to give him, and I feel what came out of me start to run before he fills me again. Evan's eyes go over my shoulder to it.

I keep my eyes on my husband's face. He keeps his on mine, and under my breasts his heart goes hard through the shirt.

I'm lying on my own husband while another man fucks me, and I'm so wet for Cortez's rhythm that I soak the henley through to Evan's skin. There's a mean little thought under everything else — I want Evan to feel Cortez's weight arrive through my body — and every push gives it to him.

Cortez's hands close hard on my hips and he hauls me back onto him, my heels dug into the sheet, my nipples dragging over the soaked henley with every stroke, him that deep at this angle turning the ache into something I push into. I hold my eyes open on purpose and come with them fixed on Evan, his name into the inch between our mouths, and Cortez keeps working me through it, in no hurry about letting me down.

Out in the hallway, footsteps cross the boards and stop short of the door. Cortez speaks over his shoulder at the gap without pulling out of me.

"Family's welcome to watch, Mihai. Or go home. Either's fine by me."

"Then I'm family," comes back through the wood, easy, "and family sits where it likes."

Boards settle outside. Through the gap past Cortez's shoulder I watch Mihai fold down onto the floor with his back to the frame, knees up, in the spot Evan kept all spring.

Cortez eases out of me and stands off the bed. What he's left behind runs while I watch, down onto Evan's shirt. He drags his tee off the floor and pulls it down over that heavy chest, steps into his jeans and buckles them standing, and collects the duffel from the wardrobe end. Mihai unfolds off the floor and goes with him. Their voices go down the stairwell together, Cortez's low and Mihai's lighter under it, and the street door shuts.

I roll off my husband onto the sheet. His henley is soaked through with me and everything Cortez left, and it clings.

Evan strips it over his head, wads it onto the basin's edge, and kneels down at the bed's side. He takes my hand.

"I've spent every Friday I've been given learning how much of you I can stand to lose," he says, fast, "and tonight I found how far it goes."

He kneels there with the wet henley in his fists and waits for whatever I make of it.

"You stay in the room," I tell him. "Every night from now on, whatever I do in here, whoever I do it with. The towels are yours to keep folded, and you don't get a night off from any of it." "You heard him — you serve us now. You'll pour, and you'll bath me after, and you'll sleep at my feet like you have been. Come up under the covers. I want your feet on mine."

Evan strips his jeans off the end of the bed, lifts the covers, and settles down at my feet. His soles find my calves, cold and then warming. He leans past my knees and turns the lamp down to its lowest light, and down on the river a horn opens up and holds its note across the water, and I'm asleep before it fades.

Gray climbs the high windows at some hour I don't lift my head for. Evan sleeps on across my feet, and I hook a toe over his ankle and go back under.


The Stepbrother's Court

Kaito rips a steal at midcourt and takes it the length of the floor, and Gabor comes up off the bleacher plank ahead of us with both fists planted on his hips.

"Twelve-ten, us."

Evan drove us up the river road with the morning's sawdust still riding his collar, and now he pats the plank beside him while his stepfather scores the game out loud for the whole basin. I sit and pull my dress over my knees. The sun lies flat on the court and the whole league runs through it, and Kaito plays end to end, calling for the ball with his whole arm, going past men who took one look at his shoulders and committed anyway.

He goes over the big kid they put on him — a jump stop, a rise, the ball kissing off the glass and in — and on the way back he finds Gabor in the bleachers and points at him, arm straight out. Gabor points back without dropping the score. "Fourteen-ten. Keep your feet, boy."

Between plays Kaito peels the jersey up off his head and wrings it, and I get the chest the sun has been working on all afternoon. Tan down to the line a shirt would sit on. Sweat running from the hollow of his throat down his chest, a drop tracking his stomach and going into the waistband. Off the pontoon boat last month I measured his back and called it a young back. Here's the front. My clit wakes under the sundress with my father-in-law a step above me keeping the score.

No man I've had tops Cortez. Kaito is younger, springier, nothing settled on him, and I like how unsettled he is. I like that Evan sits beside me while I look, and that he can see me look. During a free throw Kaito turns to the rails and finds my eyes, and he holds there a second.

Gabor claps once for the inbound. "Play's live. Watch your man." My face is back on the game before Evan finishes turning his head.

He behaves for a possession, then the big kid backs Kaito down and loses the ball off his own knee, and Kaito takes it the other way and feeds the corner, and the corner misses, and Kaito screams at the sky about it. The other bench tells him to hush. Gabor laughs loud enough to turn heads down the bleachers.

Evan lays his hand on my knee during the timeout and leaves it there. He knows what I was looking at. His hand stays.

At the scorer's table Kaito drinks from a bottle and pours the rest over his own head, and the water runs down the chest I just memorized, and my thighs press together on the plank.

One possession left, down one, and every stranger on these rails knows who's touching the ball. Gabor says it for the record. "One down. Last play." Kaito waves the big kid into his chest, crosses low, steps back behind the arc, and lets it go, and the net makes the clean sound. The crowd comes off the rails shouting his name, men who have never met him howling "Ashford" at the fence.

He jogs over on the buzzer, takes my wrist, and pulls me up out of the seat, and wraps me up before I find my footing. Soaked jersey to my dress. Its wet soaks through the cotton and onto my breasts, all that heat coming off him underneath, and I hold on and let my family watch me hold on. Gabor reaches down from his plank and claps his son on the back hard enough that Kaito's chin knocks my shoulder.

"That's my boy." Gabor straightens his cap.

Kaito peels back, wrings the jersey one more time, and hangs it over my shoulders, and cold water tracks down between my shoulder blades. "Game-worn Ashford. Museum condition. You're the luck now — it stays with you till I say different."

"It's got the whole league in it."

"Then the whole league loves you. Consider yourself blessed."

The bar sits past the marina gate with its doors propped wide and the dock lights coming on down the water. We take the long table by the window, his teammates folding chairs in at the ends, and they start begging before the drinks arrive. "Do the shot." "Do it with the hop. He does the hop."

Kaito stands with his glass in his hand and gives it to them.

"So. Clock's dying, we're down one, and their big kid is draped on me like a wet tarp. I give him the shoulder, take one dribble into the space it buys me, and I'm telling myself, Kaito, old boy, this is either the highlight of the summer or the reason your father disowns you." He raises the glass over his head, knees bent in a little crouch on the bar floor. "Dad scores it from the rail. I step back." He releases an imaginary shot and holds the follow-through. "The beer is history and so is the shot."

Gabor, over his bottle: "Sit down before you put an eye out."

"The hop!" one of the teammates says. "He skipped the hop." Kaito does the hop, glass held high, and half the bar turns to look, and he takes a bow into their whistling.

Everybody at the table goes off. I laugh with my hand flat on the wood.

Kaito drops into his chair and tips his chin at Evan's collar on the way down. "And speaking of history — brother, there is sawdust in your collar. Seasoned hardwood by the color, artisan grade, and you brought it to a public establishment. The family reputation weeps."

Evan picks the collar away from his neck with two fingers and studies it. "Walnut. Off the Hagopian buffet. I tuned your father's chairs before we came so he'd have one less thing to boom about, and the dust rode home with me. Family service."

I laugh out loud, too hard for the joke, and under the table I turn my knee and press it to Kaito's and leave it there. His calf is warm and he doesn't move away. Evan laughs with the rest of them, fast, and his thumb finds the label of his bottle and picks at it. I like watching him take it. A whole marriage, and tonight's game is my knee on his brother's calf under a family table while Gabor holds forth about the fuel dock across from us, and a slow warmth builds under the sundress where nobody at this table can see.

Kaito leans back with his glass loose in his fingers and lets the noise run past him. "You know what I keep circling, Syl. Family table. Both of us boys at one end of it. My father scoring my game off the bleachers for anybody in the basin." His head turns and his eyes go across the table to Evan and stay there. "You married the wrong brother."

Everybody hoots. Somebody toasts "the wrong brother" and drinks it.

Evan laughs along, wraps both hands around his glass, and empties it to the bottom. He sets the empty down soft. Kaito watches him drain it, glass loose in his fingers, a grin growing.

"I'll take it under advisement," I tell Kaito, low.

"Advisement moves fast in this family." Kaito drinks. "Ask your husband. He built the table."

Ten minutes on, his knee presses back and stays, leg to leg under a table of family, and we finish our drinks that way while Gabor booms about a charter that came in with its paint stripped. I sit in the middle of all that noise wet and unhurried about it.

Gabor stands up amid the noise with his bottle raised. "Season party. Lake house. Last Saturday of the month, everybody, no excuses — Renata's got the brisket ordered already." The bottle sweeps down the table. "That includes the league boy and his luck."

"There's no trophy, Dad."

"Then win one."

Evan stands. "Excuse me a minute — I've been out-narrated by a professional and I want to go compose myself." He goes past me toward the back hall.

I keep my eyes on the doorway. Kaito runs league talk past me — playoffs, a guy across town whose traveling is so blatant the refs just shrug at it now — and I nod where nodding is wanted and hold my eyes where I put them. The doorway stays empty past the stretch a restroom needs. League smell rises off the jersey whenever I move my head. The marina day put all of him in front of my eyes once, and I promised myself later, and here I am keeping that promise early.

Kaito breaks off his own story and looks at me. "You went somewhere."

"Nowhere. Tell the traveling one again."

Evan comes back through the doorway and I catch his eyes across the room and hold them. A nod, first. Then him weaving between the chairs. Past the stretch where holding a look could still pass for friendly. He stops at the table with one hand on the chair back and gives me a nod he doesn't give the room.

Beside me Kaito's voice quits in the middle of a word, and he follows my look, and he gets there, and he grins slow, then all the way. He leans in a touch, his voice under the table noise. "Careful with that look, Syl. Family keeps what family catches."

Evan sits down beside me and sets a fresh bottle in front of himself and lets it be.

Kaito rolls his sleeve up his shoulder and lays his arm on the table, elbow bent, and lets the bicep stand. "League ball since middle school. The arm holds."

"Show-off," one teammate says, and Kaito keeps it there anyway, turned toward me. Gabor watches his son's arm land on the table and shakes his head over his bottle. I watch it. The bunched muscle, the tan, the sandy hair down the forearm, a blue vein standing down to the wrist. I take my time over it, and everyone at this table can see me take my time.

"Take your time, Syl," Evan says. "I'm driving."

We push the chairs back and fold into goodbyes. In the lot the asphalt still holds the sun, a radio plays somewhere behind the dumpsters, and down the pier the dock lights stand in a line on black water.

"Home, Kaito. Lock the gate behind you."

Gabor points his cap at the two of us across the lot. "Brisket. Both of you."

Kaito takes me around the waist with one arm and lays his other hand full on my ass through the dress and squeezes, once, slow. His hand is wide and warm and covers my whole ass, and I press back into the cup of his palm before I let the hug go. A few steps off, Evan holds the car door open and sees where Kaito's hand is, and holds the door.

"Drive safe, brother," Kaito says over my head to Evan, and his hand gives me one more squeeze and lets go.

Gabor stands holding the truck door, his eyes out on the dock lights down the pier. The bar door swings behind us and one of the teammates steps out into the lot, calling Kaito's name for one more of the shot.


The Second Bottle

Evan pulls in at the curb and leaves the engine running, and Kaito's squeeze is still warm through the seat of my dress.

I sit with that a second. Then I work my phone out from under the jersey and type.

"Still in the car. There's a bottle at our place you'd like better than anything behind that bar. Come by after you drop your father."

The reply comes fast.

"You've still got my luck overnight and text me from my brother's passenger seat. Dad wants his gate locked, so you get me after. Leave the bottle standing — I'll come judge it."

I hold the screen where Evan can see it. He nods and pulls off the curb, and the river runs black beside us the whole way up the block.

Upstairs I peel the jersey over my head and hang it on the shower rail to drip. The white cotton dress from Mihai's party comes off its hanger, and I stand at the mirror with Kaito's hand on my ass in my head, squeezing slow while Evan watched from the driver's seat, and my nipples come up hard in the cooled bathroom. The dress goes on over nothing.

Down at the counter I set the bottle where the whiskey waits on Fridays, and Evan, who has swapped the shop shirt for his gray henley, stands working the cork. I turn my back to him.

"Buttons. To the throat."

He sets the corkscrew down and does them, top to collar, his fingers at my neck on the last one.

"He does the opening tonight," I tell the window over the sink. "You do the closing."

"You're sure." He says it to the bottle. "Years I asked you for strangers, Sylvie. Men with no chair at my mother's table. You come home from a parking lot with his handprint on you and pick Gabor's own son, a boy who'll pass me dishes at Christmas, and you're sure."

"I've never been more sure of anything." I take the cork out of his hand and lay it on the counter. "From the dock on, he's been looking down my dress, Evan. I'm done making him do it across tables."

The buzzer goes while the bottle is still breathing. Evan leans over the couch arm and hits it and stays put, and when the stair door swings he lifts his hand, and Kaito comes through alone with his hair still damp from a shower, dark tee, jeans, sneakers. Evan pours and holds the glass out and Kaito takes it by the stem.

"Wine. My brother keeps wine. Dad would faint." He drinks standing, drops onto the couch beside me, and his arm comes along the backrest behind my shoulders. I lean into it, and under the hem of the dress my hand finds his thigh and settles, and he tenses under my palm.

Kaito looks across me at my husband. "Brother. Your wife has her hand on my leg, under her dress, on your couch. Is this what it looks like?"

"It's what it looks like. Stop asking and start."

Kaito sets his glass on the floorboards, turns my face to his, and kisses me, tongue first, unhurried, wine on him, and I open for it and pull him closer by the thigh. On the same cushion beside us the couch gives under Evan's weight when his hand closes on his own knee. Kaito's thumb hooks the top button.

"Who closed you to the throat?"

"My husband. On my order."

"Good brother." He works the buttons down my front, taking his time, and the dress falls open on bare skin, nothing under it, and he studies me bare a long moment. "Nothing under it. My brother is a lucky man."

Evan rises off the couch and takes the big chair by the windows, pulled around to face us.

Kaito bends and takes my nipple into his mouth, sucking slow, then catches it in his teeth and rolls it until my back comes off the cushion. He gives the other breast the same with his hand full of the first, my fingers in his hair now, holding on. The dress slides down my arms and he drags it off my wrists and drops it on the boards. Then he pushes my knees apart and fits his shoulders under one thigh, my leg hooking over the couch back, and his mouth lands on my pussy open, lips first, his tongue circling the clit until it swells. His fingers spread me wider and his tongue goes lower, up inside me, and I'm wet down to the cushion. He eats me loud and rude about it, sucking my clit in, dragging the tip through everything, and I lean most of my weight on the couch arm when it starts to build.

I fist his hair and haul his head up before it lands.

"In me. Now."

He comes up grinning, lips shining, wipes his chin with the back of his hand, and stands over me to open his jeans. His cock comes out thick, the head heavy, and he pulls me to the couch edge, hooks my knee over his forearm, and pushes in. My pussy is soft from his mouth and I take him in one long slide, and the stretch pulls a sound out of me I let the whole floor hear.

He fucks me on the couch in our own living room, steady, deep, my knee at his shoulder and my fist in his hair, and I ride my free knee up onto the couch arm, a hand's width off Evan's leg.

"Sawdust, Evan." He says it over my head, at the chair, without breaking his stride. "All night at the bar. Off your collar, onto the bar floor, while my wife dug her knee into my leg under that table. You wore the shop to my game." A thrust, hard. "And she still picked the brother who plays."

"Kaito—" It comes out of me loud, aimed across the couch arm at my husband, and I grip his hair with my whole fist and hold on while he fucks me.

"You're younger than him." I turn my head and put my mouth where Evan can watch it work. "And harder. I felt it through a jersey."

Evan stays in the chair. His hands lie open on his knees.

Kaito's stride shortens. He shoves in to the root and holds, and his cock pulses in me, and I clench around him and take everything he has, and he groans, spent, and rolls off onto the far cushion, wet to the root.

"Family reunions." He says it at the ceiling, still breathing hard. "Brisket at the lake just became appointment viewing, and that whole table won't have a clue why."

I look at Evan over the couch arm and hold his eyes. He comes out of the chair, crosses the boards, and kneels at the couch edge, and puts his mouth where Kaito just was with no order given. He works slow and thorough, hands on my thighs, licking Kaito out of me run by run and swallowing, my clit too raw to do more than twitch against his nose. Kaito sits up on one elbow to watch. He reaches for his glass and drinks through it, unhurried, looking his fill over the two of us. He likes what my husband is doing for him. That's the piece of tonight I wanted without knowing how to ask for it. I hold his eyes over Evan's bent head and let him see me take it.

Evan works until I'm wrung dry and rests his forehead on my thigh.

"I hated every minute," he says against my skin, and he's still hard against my thigh saying it.

Kaito sets the glass down and takes my wrist. "Couch is all yours tonight, brother. The bed is mine."

Kaito walks me down the hall and pushes the bedroom door with his palm until it knocks the wall and stays. He lays me out on our bed, my head on our pillows, and Evan comes in behind us and sits down on the floor at the wall past the foot of the bed — the spot where Cortez put him that first night — and takes it on his own this time, his cock a hard ridge down the denim.

Kaito comes over me and pushes back in easy — I'm open and soft and still full of him — and feeling him work through his own cum curls my toes. He fucks me slower than the couch, propped on his fists, watching my face. "Hear that, brother?" He lifts his voice for the wall without stopping. "That's what she sounds like for the one who plays." The bedroom door stands wide to the stairwell, my voice going up loud with the stairs open behind him, and every deep drag lands double on everything his mouth already worked over. I pull the sheet loose from the corner of the mattress with my free hand.

When I start clenching he speeds up, hikes my knee higher, and comes with his forehead dropped to my ear, quieter than the couch, groaning into my hair.

Then he eases out and stands at the bedside looking down my body, dress gone, tits loose and marked from his mouth, thighs wet, my husband seated at the wall. He steps into his jeans where he stands and buckles them.

"Better brother than anybody at that table knows." He says it across me, at the wall, and goes.

Kaito goes down the stairwell whistling, no tune to it, and the street door bangs behind him.

I lie there with his cum starting its slow run out of me and onto the sheet. Then I reach down off the bed, close my fist in Evan's collar, and haul him up over the edge and up the bed to me.

I hold him.


Brothers After

I love my husband most in the hours right after his brother, and I refuse to look straight at that.

So I do the next useful thing instead. Coffee made, his mug carried down the hall, Sunday light coming high through the workshop's back window. Evan stands at the bench in the gray henley, shavings curling off the spokeshave, a chair leg taking shape under his hands. I set the mug inside his elbow and stay there.

"How did you sleep?"

"In the wet spot, ma'am." The spokeshave keeps moving. "Left side. Your stepbrother claims territory in his sleep."

I laugh before I've approved it, loud across the empty floor, and Evan laughs with me, surprised at the sound coming out of himself. I let it run down on its own.

"That one," I say when I can talk. "The laugh. I want it every Sunday, same bench, same mug, same filthy answer."

"Filthy answers run in the family."

Wednesday, Gabor's voice comes off the speaker at the bench, loud enough to reach my table.

"Evan. The office chairs are shot — the seats drop under a man. Friday, nine, bring the bag. Kaito will meet you and show you the sorry ones. Put Sylvie on." Evan carries the phone over. I take it.

"I'm here."

"Feed him before he goes. He forgets food exists when there's work in his hands, and I won't have my stepson fainting off my dock."

"He eats when the plate's down."

"Then it's handled." He hangs up.

Friday means the eggs go into him at eight because Gabor said so, and Evan's tool bag sits packed by the door, its handle worn smooth. I dress for it — blue linen sundress, wedge sandals, hair loose — and Evan drives us up the river road with the bag between my feet, the river coming and going through the trees.

Kaito meets us at the office in a faded marina tee and khaki shorts, slapping the boards in dock shoes. His eyes go down the front of the sundress while I'm still crossing the lot, and I give the look time to finish before I catch Evan at the office door by the collar and kiss him, unhurried, while his brother watches.

"Be good for your brother."

"I'm always good for my brother. That's the whole trouble."

Kaito hoists the stack of broken chairs himself and carries them out to the dock table, arms full, chair legs jutting past his elbows. Gabor stands behind the counter with his cap pushed back, and a charter customer radios in for fuel, and Gabor takes the truck out to the far dock. I take the awning table with an iced coffee and my sketchbook, heroine's shoulder under my pencil, where I can watch the dock table and both brothers.

Kaito works a screwdriver loose in the first frame and waits until the fuel truck's engine settles at the far dock. Then he pitches his voice, and it carries clean across the flat water.

"Brother. Straight question, and don't whisper — your wife reviews everything. Was it the worst night of your life?"

Evan sets a screw to the frame and drives it, eyes down on his work.

"Worst is the wrong word. I stayed through the whole night. I'd stay again."

The words come across the water and land in me. My pencil stopped on the heroine's shoulder at his first question; I drag it on and the line goes somewhere I didn't send it.

Kaito laughs at the sky. "Stayed through the whole night, and he'd stay again — I'd have paid money for less." He sits back on the dock edge, forearms on his knees. "Whiskey out this time, and none of your hiding the bottle you two keep for Fridays. That loft's mine now too — Friday's furniture, brother. You pour, I drink, I sleep where I slept." He taps the screwdriver on the frame. "And Father gets nothing. Nothing. A man holds his tongue at his own father's table — I've had years of practice and the stomach for it."

Evan keeps driving screws, the cord snaking over the boards between his knees. "Thank you, Kaito."

"You're my favorite brother. Don't tell the others. There are no others." The pitch climbs on the last word and comes down grinning. He tests the mended chair with his weight, rocking it, and nods. "Holds." Then he tips his head toward the awning. "Any notes from over there?"

"The seats don't drop," I call back.

I watch Evan's back more than the work after that, shoulders moving under the shop shirt, the sweat drawing a line down his spine while the sun climbs. He finishes the last frame and stands the mended chairs up in a row on the dock boards just as the fuel truck comes back across the lot. He carries them up into the office past Gabor coming down the ramp, and Kaito claps him on the back, big, right where Gabor can see.

"Good," Gabor booms past them. "The office runs again. Kaito — the hire boat wants a wash before five."

At the car, Kaito tucks folded bills under the bag's strap and grins over Evan's shoulder at me. "Family rates."

Evan drives us home with the bag between my feet and the money folded under its strap.

"He paid me, Sylvie. Family rates."

"Then Gabor's son pays for what he takes." I put my hand on his thigh and leave it there the rest of the way.

That night, lights off, his chest under my cheek, he says it to the ceiling.

"The stepbrother shames me worse than Cortez." He breathes once and goes on. "Cortez was a stranger behind a stranger's door. Kaito does it in my own bed, on my own sheets, and he'll pass me dishes at my mother's Christmas table, and every bit of the shame comes with a place setting. That's the part that gets me, Sylvie. The place setting."

He's right about the place setting. I lift my head. "Kaito's back next weekend."

"I know," he says, and his hand stays on my shoulder, and under the sheet against my hip he thickens saying it. It's a while before either of us sleeps.

The next day burns off slow, and after dark I take him to bed with the lamp low. I work his shirt up off him and put my mouth to one flat nipple on the way down, and he thickens against my stomach before my knee crosses his hip. Two days of talk have done that to him. Me too — I'm wet enough that going slow is my choice.

I stroke him hard, unhurried, my fist at the base and my thumb circling the head, and climb on, and sink down onto him a little at a time, my pussy taking him inch by inch until I'm seated full and my thighs are flat to his. I hold there. He waits under me, hands loose on my waist, sweat starting at his temples. Then he lifts up into me, one long push from the mattress, and I let him have it and go still again.

He waits longer this time. I take my time about it, my nipples dragging his chest when I breathe. Then he lifts again, and I give him that too, and lean down and put my mouth at his ear.

"Your brother will never know what you look like under me."

"Sylvie—"

I reach back and take his balls in my hand, cup and squeeze, slow, until the word dies in him.

"Fridays are his now," I tell him, and squeeze again, gentler. "Whiskey out, bedroom door open, you watching from wherever I put you. It lands on you because I want it to, and you don't get a piece of it said first."

He spends inside me with my name quiet in his mouth.

I ride him through it then, done with stillness, hips dropping on him hard enough that the headboard knocks the wall with every one. I lie down full on him, him still inside me, and stay.

The phone goes off on the nightstand, screen lighting the ceiling. He lifts it over me and tilts it where I can read. Kaito.

"Friday. Seven. Bottle standing, glass empty till I pour. Rest up, little brother."

The screen fades. I stay on Evan's chest with the words still up on the ceiling and one question I can't put down: what happens to that name across Renata's brisket.


Her Cruel Game

Evan pours drinks without being told now.

Kaito comes Sunday evening instead of the Friday his text promised, the bottle he demanded carried under his own arm, and my husband meets him at the door with the heavy glass ready. "Dad ran a charter Friday and chained me to the fuel dock, so my furniture moved to Sunday, brother. Same terms. I brought my own bottle — your taste runs to whatever's nearest the register."

Evan pours at the threshold, steady to the last drop, and hands it over. "Glass stays with me, brother. You're on refills." Kaito drinks half of it standing in our doorway, looking past Evan's shoulder at me. I'm in the blue halter sundress, barefoot, and I walk to the bedroom ahead of both men without being called.

At the bed I point at the floor beside it and Evan folds down onto his knees, hands flat on his thighs, his eyes already on the place I'm about to be. Kaito sets the glass on the nightstand, pulls the halter up over my head, and leaves it there — blue cotton over my eyes, everything bare from the throat down. The blindfold was his idea. I only picked the dress.

He puts me on my knees on the mattress with my head over the edge above Evan. He works two fingers into me, patient, then hard, until I'm pushing back onto them. Then his cock, in to the root, one long push, and my breath goes out of me in a shout. My breasts hang over the edge over my husband's face, swinging with every stroke, my nipples sweeping an inch above his open mouth. Down there I'd left him with his orders — mouth open, hands down — and when they swing against his mouth he keeps his hands flat where I put them. Blind, I read everything through my ears — the springs, Kaito's breath at my back, Evan's open mouth under me — and I can't tell which wet sound is his and which is mine. With my eyes gone, Evan's breathing carries through everything else, and I lean toward it without meaning to. I planned him gentler when the week started. Tonight I want it to hit him harder, and I let myself want it.

Kaito reaches past me for the glass without leaving my body and drinks over my husband's bowed head, unhurried, then sets it down and takes up a pace that shoves me up the mattress and drags me back by both ass cheeks.

"My husband kneels for his own blood now, Kaito," I say across the top of Evan's head. "The family runs him. I only decide where."

"Family rates, brother," Kaito says from inside me. "You're the only man in this family collecting wages in posture."

I come blind and loud, my nipples sweeping through Evan's open mouth when it broke over me, and Kaito holds my waist hard enough to bruise while he finishes deep. He eases out. I stay up over Evan's face while everything runs down and drips onto my husband's cheek, and he holds still under it with his mouth open, and I take my time about moving — more time than mercy needs.

Kaito peels the dress off my head, drops it on Evan's back, steps over our husband whistling something from the league, and dresses in the doorway light. At the door he lifts the empty glass to me. "Sunday suits me. Whiskey tastes lazier on a Sunday." He lets himself out. Evan stays kneeling on the floor with the dress on his back and his jeans pushed up tight in front, and I go run the shower and leave him exactly where he is.

Mihai comes Wednesday at eight with a dessert box balanced on one forearm, and I open the street door myself. "Miha." I hold the door wide, then say it over my shoulder: "Beside me. Knees." Evan folds down into the doorway, hands on his knees, while Mihai stands on the mat taking in the picture — the wife upright with the door held for him, the husband down beside her hip.

"Sylvie." His joke drops out of his voice for once. "He's your husband. Family gets a chair, at least."

"He asked me for one stranger once," I tell him. "The rest is mine." I nudge Evan's knee with my toe. "Say what you are."

"Hers, ma'am. I belong to whatever this house does to me."

Mihai looks down at him a while. "Then I'm not arguing with the architect." He steps inside, kisses my cheek, puts the box in my hands, and walks past my kneeling husband like furniture he approves of.

He strips me on the couch with no hurry — top over my head, bra unhooked behind my back in one motion, skirt and panties worked down my thighs while he tells me about a bride's mother who tried to poach him for her own wedding. "She asked what I charge for August, Sylvie. Old ladies keep me in dessert." — then lays me back and takes my nipples one at a time, sucking each until it stands hard and wet and aching, switching only when I pull his curls. Then down my body, and his mouth covers my pussy whole, wide hands under my thighs holding me open for him, spit and patience, and he groans into me, loud about it.

My thighs close around his ears and I ride it. One word from me moves Evan to my hip, near enough to watch my clit swell under Mihai's lips. Mihai lifts a hand off my thigh and strokes my husband's hair without breaking rhythm, and I keep my fist in his curls through it.

He comes up my body and pushes his cock into me, and I take Evan's hair in my fist and press his cheek to my breast and hold it there. I arch between them — my cousin's cock in me, my husband's cheek on me, his ear against my heartbeat — and I come with my hand on the back of his neck, keeping his head where I put it through the last wave and past it.

Mihai groans into my neck and finishes deep. When I sit up his cum follows and runs warm down my thigh. I keep my hand on Evan's neck. "Your cousin and your stepbrother both know what you are now," I tell him, quiet, while Mihai dresses behind the couch.

"Yes, Sylvie," Evan says into my breast, and I let my fingers rest in his hair.

Mihai pats the back of Evan's neck on his way past. "Sleep well, Cousin. The pistachio thing keeps two days, Sylvie." He pulls the street door shut behind him, gentle about it.

Evan cleans me on the couch the usual way, and I hold his hair through it, and I'm wetter for his mouth after Mihai and Kaito both than I was for either man alone.

Friday belongs to Kaito on standing terms: the bottle out, the bedroom door open to the stairwell, me loud through the whole loft, Evan placed on the floor at the bed's foot. He leaves folded bills weighted under the empty whiskey glass and whistles himself down to the street.

Saturday morning I come down and find Evan drying the whiskey glasses at the sink and racking them on the tray without anyone asking. When he reaches for the cupboard I stop him. "The tray lives by the door now. All season." He carries it to the mat and sets it down, and that's where it lives from now on.

He waits for the kitchen to go quiet. I don't make him wait long.

"There's one name left on my list," I tell him, drying my hands. "The one man I've never touched. Gabor."

He stops with the dish towel in his hands.

"Your stepfather. I've wanted him since he put his hand on my back at his own counter, and I've been through your whole family around him. He's what's left, and I mean to have him."

I watch him across the kitchen table and let him sit in it. His ears go red at the edges. His eyes drop to the towel in his hands and stay there, and the front of his jeans stands at full while he stares at the terry cloth.

"Then hear the price all the way through," I tell him. "Cortez takes a room over. Kaito borrows it. Mihai asks sweetly at the door. Gabor rules every room he walks into — his dock, his table, his marriages — and no room has ever watched him ask for anything. There's no Friday shape with him, no terms struck at the doorway, no midnight where I hand him back his coat. Once he starts, he never becomes a game again — not for me, and not for you."

"And under the warning, Evan — I want the old man to rule me once. I've wanted it since his hand landed on my back at the marina counter, and you've wanted it since you made me say his name slowly in the car. So we do it right. The lake party opens the door. Next weekend, his water, his deck, his kitchen, Renata's brisket on the table above everything we'll be doing under it. You carry the cooler, you stay where I put you, and you keep out of his eyeline unless he asks for you."

"Yes, ma'am," he says.

"And you'll bring the good corkscrew. The man's wine deserves better than our drawer."

I take Evan to bed naked that night and lay him on his back beside me. "The old man's hands. Start at my neck and work down, and say where they go."

"He'll come up behind you at the dock rail," Evan says, fast and low, "and lay the whole gray hand at the back of your neck, the one that steers deckhands and sons. He'll walk it down your spine, and at the small of your back it'll spread, wide as a dock cleat, and from there it comes around your side, under your dress, up your ribs, and he'll weigh one breast in his palm while he's still talking about boat prices, and roll your nipple between his fingers while his voice never changes, and then he'll—"

His voice quits. He's staring at the ceiling, his ears red again.

My fingers go where his words quit, through the wet, onto my clit. "Here," I tell him. "This is where he'll take his time. Watch what his time does to me." I keep my eyes on him while I make myself come, and he lies beside me hard and untouched with his hands flat on the sheet, and I keep the wet on my fingers and listen to him breathe.

Past midnight my phone lights the dark — the family thread, Renata's name at the top of the list.

Season party next weekend. Lake house. Everybody Friday, no excuses. Tell me Wednesday who's coming. Brisket's ordered.

I read the message with my thumb hovering over the reply. Evan sleeps at my feet with the covers up to his shoulders. The warning I gave him at the table sits on me like the old man's hand at the small of my back, and under it the want stays wide awake. I type nothing. The screen dims, and I hold the phone flat between my breasts and lie in the dark wanting Friday.


The Old Man's House

The lake lies bright below Gabor's bluff, the whole season tied up along his dock, pontoon riding outside the speedboat, every slip full to the walkway. A pickup backs down the ramp with a runabout on the trailer, and Gabor stands at the ramp head in his faded cap, steering the driver with that voice. "Easy. Watch my piling. The piling wants respect." The words cross the water and come back off the moored hulls.

Evan and I carry the cooler up from the car, one handle each, gravel underfoot. I've had my eyes on the old man since we turned in the gate. A few nights ago my husband named him for me in our own bedroom, and I drove up this hill wanting to watch those hands work.

Kaito takes the cooler off us at the screen door, one-armed, tee dark at the chest from the morning's hosing, and swings it up onto the counter. "Brother. Mrs. Calloway. You made good time. The old man's been out there since breakfast directing one trailer like it insulted him — he ran the swan off the swimming float this morning, so expect a formal complaint from the waterfowl."

Gabor comes off the ramp smelling of outboard fuel and hot canvas. He shakes my hand at his own door, his hand closing over mine whole, and holds it past welcome. "Sylvie. Evan. My wife's in the city till Sunday — her sister went under the knife and Renata's holding her hand through it. So the kitchen's yours tonight, Sylvie. Renata's writing is on the inside of the cupboard door. Whatever she wrote down, that's how it goes. The man who argues with that door sleeps in the truck."

I swing the cupboard door open and there it all is, ruled recipe cards taped inside the wood, her hand on every one of them. Pot roast, brown sugar in the rub, and across the bottom of the card in harder strokes: "Gabor's favorite. Do NOT let him salt twice." I salt once and stand guard.

He leans at the counter through the afternoon with a cold bottle and talks the season while the roast braises. "Best year I've run on this water. Slips went before the holiday. There's men on the waiting list who bought boats they've got nowhere to put — I could sell them lake by the gallon if the county would allow it." He raps the counter once with a knuckle the size of the deck screws he's been driving all day. I lean on the counter beside him, my forearm a hand's width from his sleeve, and I ask about the haul-out and the ice and the winter crew, because I want his voice going and I want it going at me. He fills his corner of the kitchen without trying. When he reaches past me for the pitcher his forearm crosses my shoulder, gray hair catching the window light, and I keep my eyes on the cutting board and my mind on subjects that keep a woman presentable at her in-laws'. Presentable-ish.

Dinner goes on the deck table under string lights still dark. Gabor takes the head with the board beside his plate and carves the roast himself, sleeves rolled over the gray forearms, and he pitches it over his shoulder at me while the knife works. "This boy lucked out the day he carried you home. He'd better know it."

"He knows it," I say.

"Half this lake doesn't."

"Dad." Kaito points his fork down the table. "Serve the meat before you marry her off."

The deck laughs. Under the table Evan's knee comes to mine and stays.

While Gabor stacks the board I ask for it plain. "Show me the new planks before it's dark."

He looks over at me, then wipes his hands slow on the towel hanging off the oven door. "You want the tour, you get the tour. Evan, glasses on the deck at dusk. Kaito — coals."

He walks me down the slope with the towel still over his shoulder, and at the head of the ramp his hand lands on my back. The same wide hand from his marina counter. His fingers reach past the zip at the side of my dress and settle, warm through the thin cotton, and stay. I keep my stride unhurried.

The new planks run pale beside the old. He talks while he walks — "Screws, not nails. The lake spits nails out by fall" — and his thumb rides the move of my back through the cotton, one slow pass at my waistband, then back. The wind off the water finds the low open back of my dress and my nipples stand under the cotton. I've been married to a man with beautiful hands for eleven years. These are older, wider, wrecked by line and ice, and I want them on me with a directness that makes me glad my face is aimed at the water.

Halfway out he starts on the years himself. "I ran this marina alone between wives. Lived over the office at the fuel dock. Hauled every hull out for the winter myself, then walked the ice to read the pilings by flashlight. You hear your own voice come back off a frozen lake enough times, you quit minding it." He says it out at his boats. His hand never leaves my back.

At the rail's end he stops me on a plank. "Right here. I asked my wife on this spot. She told me I was insane and married me anyway." He told that story across a full table once, the two of them laughing. He gives it to me alone, watching my mouth instead of the water.

I lay my hand on his forearm. The gray hair runs the length of it, the veins stand thick under the weathering, and my fingers reach less than halfway around. He looks down at my hand. Then out at his boats. He keeps it there. "Wind comes up from the south by dark," he says, and goes on about the moorings with my hand resting on him and his arm doing nothing whatsoever about it.

From the deck Kaito's voice comes down the slope. "Dad! Coals are white whenever you're done selling the lake to Sylvie."

I take my hand back. "Keep your shirt on," Gabor calls up the hill, and his hand leaves my back slow, the fingers last.

Dusk, and Evan carries the glasses out and pours, and Gabor stands at the head of the deck with his glass up before anyone has settled into a chair. "Sit. Listen. This family ran on outboard fuel and grudges before this woman started coming to my table. She reads my wife's cupboard door like scripture. She asked about my planks. Nobody asks about my planks. To Sylvie — the best thing to land on this dock since the swan." Over the rim of his glass his eyes find me and hold through the whole of his own toast, and everyone on the deck drinks to me without knowing what he's drinking to.

Across the rail Kaito holds his drink at his chin and watches his father through the whole toast, through the joke and past it. His mouth does its twist. He half raises his glass again. "Dad. When you say the swan —" and he quits it there, whatever the question was, and drinks last.

Later, with the deck cleared and Gabor down at the dock lamp checking a line, Evan and I take the porch swing. "His hands never stop, Evan. I watched them all day. Carve, pour, cinch, point. They move from before breakfast to after the lights come on. I want them on me. I want the whole weight of them."

He sits with the swing moving under us for a while. "All through that toast I was composing objections, and every objection circles back to the dock, to your hand on his arm, to an old man keeping it, and the objections lose. You know they lose. And Sunday I sit at my mother's table and pass the brisket and keep my mouth shut about where you spent the weekend. That's the bill. I'm paying it."

"I know they lose."

The guest room holds Renata's quilted coverlet and a shelf of her paperbacks. I lie with my back to Evan's chest in the dark, and I give him the dock from the ramp head out.

"He walked me past the old planks and put his hand here." I reach back and find the spot above my waistband and press my fingers into it so he knows exactly where. "He kept it there through the whole tour. Then at the rail's end he stood me on the plank where he proposed to his wife, and told me about it looking at my mouth instead of the water."

His arm comes over my waist. "The whole way out?"

"The whole way. Thumb and all. And I put my hand on his forearm, and he looked down at it and left it there." I hold my fingers up in the dark, measuring. "The arm is this thick. Then Kaito called him up for the coals and I took it back, and I walked up that hill wet enough to feel myself through the dress."

His cock is hard along the back of my thigh. He holds still and lets me finish it.

"And the toast. 'Nobody asks about my planks.' He said it loud enough for the whole deck. He praised me at his own rail with his son and his stepson listening, and he meant the planks and he meant me, and Kaito watched his father's eyes the whole way through and said nothing."

Evan holds me through the end of it, his heartbeat slow under my shoulder blade, his cock patient against me and asking for nothing. "You'll keep," I tell him, low. "I want to drive home with this ache still on me."

He holds me until my eyes quit.

Morning comes up gold on the water and Kaito is out early hosing the pontoon, water sheeting off his shoulders. I come back up with coffee and Evan is in the guest room doorway in yesterday's shirt, and I kiss him there — open-mouthed, slow, my hand flat on his chest, my tongue deep enough to make my meaning plain. He takes a fistful of my hair and gives it back.

Then I pack the bag on the bed. Sundress, kit, his mother's paperbacks stay on their shelf.

Evan stands in the doorway holding my sandals while I zip it. "The question's been in me from the toast on. When he reaches for you — and he reached on that dock — will you take him?"

"The old man opens slowly, and I mean to be there when he does." I set the bag by the door. "He doesn't ask and he doesn't hurry. He's had this water and those years to himself too long to hand them over in one weekend. It'll take him two weekends to put his hands where he's been looking, and longer to say it out loud."

"You go back alone," he says.

"I go back alone. You stay home with the boats — put a hull in the shop and tell him it can't survive your leaving it. The old man won't open with family watching him watch me."

"Your mother will ask where I am."

"Your mother will get the hull too." He sets my sandals on the bed, and the front of his khakis stands at full while he does it, and neither of us says a word about that either.

Midday, Kaito takes the bags up the slope two at a time and Evan loads the car. I go down to the water to say goodbye. Gabor straightens off a cleat at the foot of his dock and takes my hand in both of his, the callus dragging across my knuckles. "Drive slow. The state boys love a lake car on a Saturday."

I climb the gravel toward the car. I'm past the boathouse when his voice comes up the hill after me, pitched to carry.

"Sylvie. Next weekend. You come back, and you stay through Sunday — I'll keep the pontoon gassed and the kitchen door open."

I turn on the slope. He stands at the foot of his dock, cap pushed back, the line coiling through his fist, watching me up the hill.


Sylvie at the Lake

Evan drives me north with my bag riding the back seat and Gabor calling before the bridge is behind us. My husband thumbs the speaker on without lifting his eyes from the road.

"Lake house tonight." The old man's voice fills the cab. "Both of you. Sylvie, the kitchen's yours — the cards are where they live. Evan. The pontoon sits on a dry axle and a lazy winch, and I don't launch rust. You're on that trailer from the minute you park till it rolls clean. Kaito has the grease."

"We're an hour out," Evan says.

"Then you're an hour late."

The line dies.

I rode up here on an invitation written for one woman. Now the old man wants my husband greasing his axle across the yard while he stands behind me at a stove. He learned my game in a weekend. The thought sits warm and low in me the rest of the river road, and by the county line I shift on the seat to keep my dress from sticking to my thighs.

The gravel lot, mid-afternoon. Kaito comes off the ramp wiping his hands on a rag and takes Evan by the sleeve before the engine settles. "Boatyard, brother. Dad's orders roll downhill fast around here."

Evan carries my bag as far as the porch door anyway, sets it inside the screen, and says it low. "You heard him at the bridge. The trailer's mine." He looks down at my bag inside the screen. "I didn't say no."

Then Kaito hauls him off across the yard, and Gabor comes up from the dock with a coiled line over his shoulder. His hand closes over mine at the porch rail and sits there past welcome. His eyes make one slow pass down the front of my sundress. I let the look finish.

"Kitchen's yours," he says. "Cards in the cupboard, and the door gets the last word. Supper at eight — the lake eats late in August."

He goes off to look at whatever needs looking at.

The cupboard door swings open on Renata's ruled cards, tape gone yellow at the corners. I take down the paprika chicken. Across the bottom of that card, in harder strokes than the recipe: the old man salts by smell, not need. Guard the shaker. The window over the sink gives me the yard — trailer frame jacked up, two backs under it, Kaito's voice carrying over the metal.

Gabor comes in for a bottle while the pan spits, and he stays. He stands close at my back, close enough that his body warms my back before I hear him breathe. I keep stirring. A man who watches hands that closely thinks about hands all day, and mine are salting his wife's chicken in her own kitchen, and I am wet enough that the damp cotton clings when I shift my weight. He watches, and my nipples press at the cups of my bra. His hand goes for the shaker.

I catch his wrist. It sits thick under my fingers, and I hold on. The old man lets me. Under my grip his pulse knocks twice against my thumb, and he doesn't pull free. We watch each other over the steam.

He sets his hand down. "The door rules," he says, and takes his bottle out to the deck.

At five I carry cold bottles across the yard. Kaito lies on his back under the frame, talking up at the axle. "Undefeated since the season opened, one loss the refs signed themselves, and my name is sitting at the top of the standings. Ask anybody with a radio." Then, to the boots beside him: "You know what this means, brother. Dad's either putting you in the will or that trailer's cursed, and grease won't tell you which."

Evan runs the grease gun along the axle and says nothing.

"And look at the layout." Kaito rolls out and sits up in the grass. "One weekend he sends your wife up alone, the next he chains you to the axle and hands her the whole kitchen. He's courting her or hiring her, and either way the old man wins."

I set the bottles down on the trailer tongue. "Why not both?"

Kaito clips his crown on the frame sitting up too fast to laugh. "Both! She said both!" Evan's eyes find mine through the gap over the axle, and I hold the look long enough for the grease gun to stop, and then I go back to my stove.

We eat at eight on the deck, Gabor serving every plate off his carving board before anyone else touches food. The chicken holds its seasoning.

Afterward he takes me out along the planks. His palm lands at the small of my back halfway down the ramp, wide and warm, and stays for the whole walk. At the rail, with the dock lights strung out on black water, I ask about the years between his wives.

"Kaito's mother wanted the city," he says, eyes on the water. "I wanted the water. There's no arguing a man out of his own shoreline."

"And after?"

"After, I kept the marina alone a long stretch. Slept over the fuel office. A man and a shoreline do fine alone." Wind moves across the lake and ruffles the far lights. "Then a woman walked into my office to dispute a fuel bill she swore was padded, and never left."

"Was she right about the bill?"

"Doesn't matter. She stayed to finish the argument."

Somewhere behind us the winch ratchets. I turn my head toward the yard and find Evan standing up from the axle, grease to his elbows, his face angled at the dock rail where the old man's hand sits on me. The boathouse floodlight holds him in it. He watches, and he doesn't drop his eyes, and neither do I. Gabor's palm presses me a half step forward, and I turn back to the water with my husband's look still warm on my back.

The walk up the boards passes without a word.

On the deck the lake has gone to one black sheet with lights on it, and Gabor pours the wine, mine first. He pats the chair arm beside his own. "Here."

I sit. And I put my hand high on his thigh, above the knee, and leave it where I put it.

He goes on talking boats, my hand under his silence. His thigh is furnace-warm under the canvas, the muscle heavy and idle under my fingers. Kaito crosses the deck jingling his keys — "Town for the night, family. The league brothers hold a table and I hold the streak. Don't wait up." — and his truck swings out of the lot with its lights sweeping the boathouse. Through the guest-room window Evan's lamp burns, the door standing open to the hall behind it, my husband taking his post where he can hear the stairs.

Then Gabor's palm comes over mine, presses my hand down against him, and holds it there.

My pulse taps his fingers where they pin mine. I let my air out through my nose and take the next breath shallow, and under his hand his leg settles heavy against my palm and stays. His thumb crosses my fingers once, slow. Then he goes back to the charter season as if nothing under his hand were happening at all.

He stands, and one finger comes under my chin and tips my face up to his.

"Tomorrow night," he says, low, for him. "Dishes cleared, house settled. I'll have you then, and I'll be slow about it."

"I'll count on it."

He looks at me. Then he lets my chin go and takes the stairs, and I hear his boots cross the ceiling over the kitchen for a while.

Evan's book goes face-down on his chest when I come in. I sit on the edge of the bed. "Tomorrow night," I tell him. "After the dishes are cleared. He tipped my chin up to say it."

"His own house." He sits up fast. "A supper my wife cooked off Renata's cards." Evan pushes his book onto the nightstand. "And me down the hall, greasing his toys."

His thumb rides the ridge of my hip through the dress. He watches me for that. I don't say anything.

His fingers go to the top button of my dress.

He works them down the bodice one at a time, unhurried, watching the placket open button by button. The cups of my bra hold me level while the dress falls off my shoulders, and he looks at them a long moment before he touches them. Then he draws the left breast up out of its cup, slow, and it fills his hand, the cup pushing underneath, holding me up for him. The air is cool where the cloth was. My nipple hardens while he watches it, and he gives the right one the same handling, slower, until I'm both out over the cups and offered up in the lamp, nothing hidden. Heat runs down my stomach and gathers. I push them toward his mouth.

He takes his time. His mouth closes on one nipple and pulls, gentle, then again with more of me, his tongue working the peak in slow circles while his free hand weighs the other breast like he's learning it. When he switches sides I find his hair with both hands.

He bunches the dress at my waist and drags my panties down, and I push up onto my elbows to let them pass. He opens his jeans. His cock is thick and ready, and he comes over me and pushes in slow, and we both stop there, joined, and listen. Wind, water, and no step on the stairs.

He starts again, long and easy, and I swallow my sound, my mouth finding his shoulder. One board out on the deck takes a step's weight. We stop with him held deep inside me. No second step comes. The lake goes on. He begins to move, and when it builds I bite down on his shoulder and come with my mouth closed, my nails in his back, and he follows into me with his breath going out of him in one long push into my hair.

He stays where he is and holds me. His hand spreads warm over my hip where his own grip marked me.

"After the dishes," he says into my hair. "He picked the night. In his room. One floor up from where I sleep." His thumb moves on my hip. He is quiet a while. Then: "Let the old man have his night. I'll be here for whatever comes back down the stairs to me."

I lift my head. "Then tomorrow I'm not biting anything. I want the whole house to hear me, top to bottom."

Saturday runs long and bright. The pontoon rolls off the trailer into the water on the first pull, and Gabor stands on the ramp, watches it float, and puts one hand on Evan's shoulder. "Clean." Kaito texts that he's sleeping at a teammate's with the streak intact. The second supper comes off Renata's cards and onto Gabor's carving board at eight, and after the dishes the house settles. I take the guest room with Evan and lie in the dark listening to the water work the pilings.

Below the window the porch light burns yellow on the boards. The porch door opens, spills light across them for a moment, and shuts. Gabor's porch light goes out.


Porch Light

Gabor's nightcap sits full on the kitchen table when I come down the stairs.

Evan stands behind his chair and lifts his glass to me across the room, holds the lift a moment, and sets it back down with the whiskey still standing at the rim.

He spent the day flat on his back under Gabor's pontoon trailer, grease dried black to the elbow, the winch wound off and wound back on because the old man stood over him and said so. Kaito dressed for his league game after lunch and took the truck into town. Supper went to the grill at dusk, and Gabor ran his season talk the length of the table, and now the kitchen is down to its last dishes.

I carry the last plates to the counter while Evan rinses at the sink. Gabor gets up off his chair, reaches past us, and turns the taps off. He takes the dish towel off its hook and dries the counter in long pulls, and his eyes stay on me through every pull, and I keep my eyes on the plate in my hands and let him watch me do it. My own nightcap sits where he poured it, and I leave it sitting.

"Kitchen's done. It wants nothing more from either of you." He says it to the whole room with his eyes on me. "Evan. Bed. The trailer wants you up before the dew's off it."

Evan wipes his hands on his jeans and sets his glass down beside Gabor's full one, and goes out through the porch door.

Gabor hangs the towel and unbuttons his work shirt with both hands, unhurried, top button first, and the silver hair of his chest widens out of the opening with every button. The forearms above his rolled sleeves run gray hair over thick, knotted muscle. He watches me across the kitchen while he works the buttons.

I stand there with my nightcap untouched in my hand and let him look. The green sundress went on this morning with this exact looking in mind — thin straps, a skirt that gives at the hip — and my face warms under it, and I lift my chin and give him more of me instead of less.

"Go up to my room," he says. "Get in the bed."

I set my glass beside his on the table. My sandals come off at the first stair. I climb, and behind me Gabor takes the stairs two at a time, sixty-three years old and closing the gap by the landing. At the landing window the last light lies out on the lake past the dock, a thin strip of it sinking toward the far trees.

I shut his bedroom door behind me and lean back on the wood. His house. His stairs. His bed. So the knock is his to give, and I want the knock.

Last night we were quiet together under this roof and I slept with the ache still in me. Tonight it has somewhere to go. And downstairs Evan will be on the guest bed by now with the lamp off and his ears wide open — he asked me for one stranger once, and the piece I want most is the one that lands harder on him than he ordered.

The knock comes heavy, right behind my shoulder blades.

"Sylvie." His boom pressed to the wood. "I'm waiting."

Through the floor, footsteps stop at the foot of the stairs, hold there, and walk away toward the guest room.

I turn the knob and open the door. Gabor fills the frame with his shirt hanging open off both shoulders, and he studies my face at his own pace.

"Nobody muffles me tonight," I tell him. "Not in this house."

"Good."

He walks me back to the bed and lays me down on his spread with my head on his pillow, and I reach over and push his door wide open and leave it. One hand closes around both my wrists together and carries them up over my head and pins them flat to the mattress. He strips the straps off my shoulders and pulls the bodice down to my waist, and my breasts come up out of the dress heavy in the lamplight, and he looks at them a long moment before he puts his mouth on anything. I hold my arms where he pinned them and let him have the looking.

His mouth goes to my nipple, the short beard dragging over it first, then his tongue, then his lips closing down around it and pulling until I cry out at full volume, up at the ceiling, out the dark window. He moves his mouth to my other breast and gives it the same, slow, sucking it deep into the heat of his mouth while my wrists strain up into his grip and find it holding. The level I keep on my voice stays in the city tonight. He opens his canvas trousers one-handed, pushes my skirt to my waist, and works himself into me slow, thick, and I have to open around him in stages, each push deeper than the one before, and I'm loud for every stage. He fucks me deeper with my wrists held flat above my head, and I push up off the bed into every stroke as far as my pinned arms allow. I came up these stairs ready to be taken fast, and the old man makes me wait out every inch, slow on purpose, watching me take it.

"Gabor." Full voice, out the open window. "That's it. That's what I came up the stairs for."

The shout carries out over the water and comes back off the far shore.

Footsteps come up the stairs and stop.

Gabor stills inside me. He lets my wrists go, pulls out, and crosses the room to the landing, and I stay where he left me on the bed, spread and swollen, listening to my husband get told.

"Go to bed, Evan," he sends down the stairwell, full boom. "You'll have her back at breakfast."

His boots come back across the landing. He walks in, takes my waist in one wide hand, and stands me up off the bed.

Below, the guest room door opens and stays open.

He turns me to face the window and pushes the skirt up over my ass, and his fingers draw my panties aside, and he pushes back into me from behind. The glass is cold. My breasts press flat to it, and my nipples come up hard on the chill, and the fog of my breathing spreads on the pane with every cry. In the black glass our reflection holds — my breasts flattened white against the pane, his shirt off and his thick belly working at my ass, his silvered head bent to my shoulder. His chest hair drags my shoulder blades with every stroke.

"Gabor." Loud, straight out at the water.

Evan's name I put on the glass itself, mouth close to the pane, soft, for the man downstairs with his door open.

Between my cries his voice comes up through the boards, fast and careful: "Gabor. I need to ask it once and then I'll stop. Is she all right up there?"

Gabor leans over my back without stopping, sets his mouth on my neck, and sends the answer down through the house at a boom that reaches the yard: "She's where she wants to be."

Evan's footsteps go out across the guest room and onto the porch, and the screen door bangs behind him.

Gabor straightens off my back. His hand closes full on the back of my neck, and he walks me off the glass and back to the bed and bends me over the footboard, forearms down on the spread. The skirt stays where he pushed it. His fingers hook my panties and drag them down my thighs until the elastic catches at my knees, and he leaves them there, straining. He spreads me wide with both hands and takes his time looking at what he's opening.

Then he works his cock into me a little at a time. He presses in and stops, and holds there while I flinch around him and start taking him. Another inch. His hands close harder where they're holding me open. Another, and the stretch burns and turns over into full, and I'm loud through all of it — the voice I promised this house, down through the floorboards, no stop anywhere in me.

"Evan!" I put his name straight down through the boards. "This is what I wanted! Both names, all night — is it enough for you, husband? Is it enough?"

Gabor laughs low against my back, and gives me the next inch, and the fullness tips me over. I come around him shouting, and the shout goes down through the floor and out the window and off the water, and he holds my neck and fucks me through it at his own heavy pace until my elbows quit and my cheek is on the spread.

He keeps me bent over the footboard until my forearms shake. Then he stands me against the wall by the window, hooks my knees over his forearms, and takes me standing, slower now, his beard at my ear. "You've called your husband's name under my roof tonight. Call mine more." I do, into the cool plaster an inch from my cheek, my bare back dragging up the wall with every stroke. Between rounds I catch myself listening below — a cough, a boot on the porch boards — and every sound I catch pulls my next cry up louder. Evan left that door open for this. I want every sound finding him.

Near the end he stands me at the window with his hand full on the back of my neck. The lake has started going gray under the last of the dark, the dock a thin line out on it. First light comes up over the water, and his fingers tighten.


Family Inside

I come down Gabor's porch steps with the whole night still sitting in my legs.

Evan follows me off the boards with the cooler, and at the screen door the old man puts his hand out and closes it over my husband's.

"Pontoon's stowed. Gate's locked." He looks from Evan to me and back. "Go on. Home with you both."

Evan loads the trunk while I make one last pass through the kitchen. The nightcap glasses stand on the table where Gabor poured them and forgot them. I rinse both at the sink and stand them rim-down in the rack, and leave his kitchen shut behind me.

Gabor walks us out to the car himself. At my door he puts his hand on my shoulder and squeezes, and the grip lands through the green cotton into the ache he left there.

"The guest room is yours now. Any weekend."

He squeezes once more and turns back up the lawn toward his dock, wide shoulders working under his work shirt.

Evan drives us east out of the hills with the windows down. I sit turned on the bench seat with my knees toward him, and I give him the whole story, plainly told.

"He never hurried me up those stairs," I tell him. "He unbuttoned his shirt with both hands and made me stand in his kitchen and watch every button. Then he said, go up to my room. Get in the bed. And I went."

Evan keeps his eyes on the road. The river shows and hides through the trees.

"In the bed he put one hand around both my wrists and carried them up over my head and pinned them. After that he never asked me for anything. He took his time with me, husband, all of it, and I let him. He turned me at the window when the lake was going gray and finished me there with my breasts on the cold glass. And when he had me pinned to that glass I put his name into the ceiling, loud, so it landed in every room of his house. I wanted you to have every syllable through the boards."

Evan takes the next curve in silence.

"Does Kaito know?"

"The boy knows nothing. And when he learns it, he learns it from me — at my table, out of my mouth, before anybody else gets to hand it to him."

More trees. Then it comes out of him fast.

"I lay on that porch and took every sound your voice let out. But Gabor's name — his, in your mouth, that far up in his own house — that's the one that undid me. I had my fist pressed to my mouth and kept it there the whole night."

While he talks, the soreness where Gabor finished me climbs back into want. I watch the water flash between the trunks and decide.

"Pull off at the river overlook."

He takes the gravel without a word and parks under the oaks, the river showing in pieces below through the leaves, the engine ticking as it cools. I swing my knees over the console and put my hand on his chest and push. He goes back into the seat with the wheel hard behind his shoulders.

"Here?" he says.

"Here."

I drag the skirt of my dress up over my waist. There's nothing under it. My panties finished their night in Gabor's bedroom and they're staying there.

I come down onto his lap with a knee on each side of him, cramped and hot between seat and door, and strip his shirt open from the collar down, popping each button off his chest. The last one fights me where the wheel pins the cloth at his back; I work it free and push his shirt wide. His breath is already going quick under my palms.

I put my mouth on his neck and drag my pussy up the hard line of his cock through his jeans, watching his face while I do it. His lips part. The seam of the denim darkens under me where I'm wettest, and he kicks up under my weight, and it runs straight through my clit.

"Christ," he says, ragged.

I pop the button on his jeans and drag the zip down over the tent in his shorts and take him out — hard, thick, the head slick. I hold him in my fist at the base and look down at him. My husband's cock. Mine since long before any of them ever heard my name. I'm still open and sore from the weekend, and this one jumps in my hand for me anyway.

I fit him against my entrance and sink. My cunt, still open from last night, takes him to the root in one long drop, and the ache folds over into fullness, and we both make a sound at how little fight I have left for him.

I ride him long and unhurried, dragging myself up until only his head holds me, sitting back down full, my breasts coming down against his chest with every drop. I haul the neckline of my dress off my shoulders and give him my nipples, tender from the whole weekend of mouths, and he leans in and takes one, sucking easy while I move on him. His left hand spreads over my ass, and his ring presses cool into my flesh at every downstroke.

"Say whose you are."

He lifts his face off my breast, wet at the mouth. "Yours. All of me. Every hour of me, yours."

I settle all the way down and hold us deep, his cock hard up inside me, and say the names into the open collar of his shirt.

"Cortez."

His cock kicks inside me.

"Mihai."

Another, harder.

"Kaito."

His fingers press in on my ass.

"Gabor."

I lift my face and watch him take that one. His breath goes ragged and his eyes shine at the edges, and I give him the rest without dressing it.

"Every man in your family has been inside me, husband. Your cousin. Kaito, your own brother. Your father. A summer of them, one after another, and every one finished in your wife — and you wouldn't give one of those nights back."

He trembles under me now, from his chest up into mine, close, and I stop moving and hold him still with my whole body while he breathes hard into my shoulder.

"One night," it comes out of him low and fast. "Not a Friday. Not the hour after somebody buttons up and leaves. One night where you're only mine — your body given to me and no other man's name anywhere in your mouth. Nobody else in the bed, nobody in your voice. Give me one night of you with my name in it and nothing else."

Water moves in pieces through the leaves below us. I look at him a long moment, his chest climbing under the open shirt while he begs with my body still seated on his.

"Tonight," I say. "Drive me home."

I climb back over the console into my own seat and pull the dress down my thighs. He tucks himself away with clumsy fingers and gets us back on the road, and the rest of the drive goes past with my hand resting high on his thigh and his shirt hanging open to his belt.

We come into the loft with the afternoon still high in the windows and the river's gray light lying across the ceiling boards. I throw the deadbolt myself and leave the key standing in it. The whiskey tray sits on its mat by the door where it lives all season. I lift it — bottle, glasses, the whole rig — carry it to the hall closet, set it on the shelf over the coats, and shut the door on it. Evan watches from the foot of the stairs.

I take his hand and lead him up the hall into the bedroom with the sun still lying in long bars across the floor.

He reaches for the hem of my dress and lifts it over my head, and I stand in front of him in nothing and let him look his fill. The weekend is still written on me — Cortez's bite fading low on my breast, the faint marks at my wrists where Gabor's hand held them over my head. He takes in every mark, and his breathing picks up.

I push him back onto the coverlet and climb over him and take him in my hand, hard already, wet at the tip, and fit him in and sit down onto him unhurried. Tonight I keep my voice where I keep it, level, and the only name this room gets is his. The others' names climb my throat on the first drop and I swallow each one back down. My hand wants his hair in a fist, wants teeth in his shoulder, wants him begging under me the way the weekend taught them to beg — I hold my hips slow instead and let it burn itself out against his belly.

He reaches for my hip to hurry me and I catch his wrist and pin it flat to the coverlet, and keep the pace mine. I ride him in long easy strokes, my clit dragging over his body on every pass down, and he gathers my breasts up in both hands and plays his fingers over my nipples while I move on him. He keeps his eyes on my face the whole time, and the slowness builds me high right where I want it. The end comes up through my clit and spreads down my belly into my thighs, and I let it climb at its own pace. When it breaks I turn my face into his neck and his name is the only word I say, again and again into the side of his neck, and my pussy clenches around him and holds. He groans deep and spills up into me, his fingers pressing hard at my waist, and we ride it out together.

The light goes blue in the high windows while we sleep. I surface once and find him propped on an elbow watching me, and pull his head down to my breast and go back under.

When the room is properly dark he speaks to the ceiling.

"I shake." A breath. "Every time you give me a night alone with you, my hands shake from the first touch to the last. Married all this time, and the shaking has never worn off. It's not the jealousy tonight. Tonight it's only you."

I trail a finger down his chest.

"That's why I grant them," I tell him.

I reach down the bed and find his left hand. I carry it up over his head and pin it to the pillow, my palm settling over his ring finger, and hold it there. His wedding band sits warm under my thumb, and I go under holding it there.


Everyone at the Loft

The knives lie on the counter in their row with the whetstone beside them, and the river runs gray past the high windows into the evening.

I come out of the bedroom in the black dress and stop in the kitchen doorway to watch. Nothing behind me past the small of my back, a halter up front and a cut that means it, hair down over both shoulders so the table has to work for whatever it wants to see. Evan stands at the counter in his white shirt with the sleeves turned back, steel moving over the stone, wrist low and steady.

"Chairs," I tell him. "Cortez at my right. Mihai past Cortez. Gabor across from me, where I can hold his eyes. Kaito at the foot, facing me." I cross the kitchen and put my hand on his shoulder. "You're behind my chair. You pour, you serve, and nobody at this table orders you anywhere except through me."

He lays the knife down. "He'll come through that door with a bottle in his hand already talking," he says, fast, low, all one breath. "The first face he finds across the room will be his father's. You're asking a man to learn the biggest thing he'll learn this year with bread in his teeth."

"The boy still knows nothing about his father. Nothing about the lake, nothing about the porch, nothing about where my July went. And tonight he learns it, here, at my table, with the food still hot. I keep my promises in my own order."

"And Gabor sits through it." He turns the whetstone over in his hand. "He'll want to know whether you told the boy before or after you fed him. I'd like to be able to say after."

"You'll say after. The man eats first at his own table. He can extend me the courtesy at mine."

The loft smells the rest of the afternoon of the short ribs Evan put on at midday, and by dusk the long table stands dressed at the center of the floor, the crystal out, the whiskey bottle waiting on the counter where it waits for Cortez. Mihai lands first with his dessert box riding one forearm, joking before the door finishes opening — "Mrs. Calloway, this stairwell gets worse every visit and I refuse to blame the building" — and Evan lifts the coat off him and pours his glass before the man has his shoes off. Cortez fills the doorframe next, jacket folded over one arm. He hangs it on the hook himself, past my husband's reaching hand, and hushes the whole loft doing it. "Pour for the table for now. All of them." Evan sets the whiskey in front of Cortez's chair without being told. Gabor's boots come up the stairwell carrying the marina in them, fuel and lake water, and I meet him at the top with my palm flat on his chest. His hand comes over mine and presses it once into him before he lets go. His eyes hold on the front of the dress, slow, taking their time over what he's already had, and I stand for it and let the dress do its work. "Black," he says. "Good."

Kaito climbs up last with a wine bottle by the neck and his team jacket over the other arm, mid-sentence about the stairwell bulb, and then the loft opens up in front of him — the long table set, Cortez in it, Mihai lifting his glass, his father across from my chair — and he stops on the mat with the sentence still in his mouth. His thumb finds the bottle's label and works at it. His eyes go down the table and land on his father.

Gabor meets them and holds them. No word comes off either man. Mihai laughs first, into his glass, and Kaito pulls out the chair at the foot and sits down with the bottle clamped in both fists.

I put Cortez at my right and Mihai past him, Gabor across from me, and take the head myself with Evan standing behind my chair.

Cortez leans back, forearm along the wood, and says it quiet. "You're sitting in your brother's loft, son. Sylvie decides who sits at her table, and she picked every man at it herself. You staying, or going home?"

"I brought wine." The mockery starts into it and quits. "I'm staying."

Evan serves standing, plates down in front of each man before he comes back to his place behind me. Gabor starts the season going — slips sold before the holiday, the fuel dock running nonstop, a client who backed his own boat into his own slip on a windless morning and blamed the wind for being absent. Kaito answers with the league, his team taking another one this week while the banner at the gym keeps somebody else's name on it, and he tells that part standing, half out of his chair, using the salt cellar for the trophy.

I sit at the head of my table and let the talk run, and under the talk I hold what this table is. Cortez's hands have had all of me, giving orders while they did it. Mihai's have lifted me clean off my own floor. Kaito's have had their fill of me in this bed. Gabor's have spanned the whole small of my back at a window at first light. Every hand at this table has had me.

Kaito comes down out of the story at last and turns up the table. "Mom's back, by the way. She says the lake house sat too quiet without her, and she wants to know what you did with a whole empty—"

"The beans are going cold." Gabor puts it across his son slow and final, and picks up the spoon to prove it.

I let the man steer. It's instinct with him and it's wasted here. I set my glass down and keep my voice where I keep it — the lake stripped the hold off me once; my table gets it back.

"Kaito."

He turns, and the table turns with him.

"Your fork's been moving the same bean around and your wine's untouched. I don't lie at my own table, so you'll have it straight. Here's the piece of the summer you don't have." I let it sit a moment. "Your father has had me."

Nobody picks up a fork. I go on anyway, low, and I don't dress it.

"Last month. His house at the lake, upstairs, windows open, the whole shoreline welcome to hear it. My husband stood it on the porch below all night because he wanted it stood — ask him, he'll tell you so. I climbed Gabor's stairs on my own feet because I'd wanted the man since he put his hand on my back at his own counter, and I regret none of it. I told your brother you'd hear it from me and from nobody else. There's the hearing, and there's all of what happened."

Kaito's fork goes down on the china. His mouth opens on the fast courteous thing it does, and the words stall in it. Down the table Gabor watches his son take it and lets him look as long as he needs.

"You heard her." Gabor says it once and drinks.

The table sits with it. Then Mihai turns his glass by the stem and finds his easy pace. "Well. Since we've all resolved to be honest at this particular supper — the studio table, June, champagne in the groom's hand. Best wedding I never catered, and I've told the bride so."

Kaito looks at Mihai, then at me, and something comes back up into him. "Sundays," he says. "This loft, the bed, the whiskey, my jersey still hanging on your shower rack. I paid family rates and had myself convinced I was the one collecting."

"She climbed my stairs to me," Gabor says. "I kept her till breakfast. The rest of that stays where it happened."

"Friday nights," Cortez says, in no hurry at all. "She calls, I come. Everything else is hers to tell."

I stand. Every man at the table looks his fill while my bare back faces the room, and Evan's face joins them over my shoulder. I lift my glass.

"I don't apologize at my table, so nobody should sit waiting on me. Every man here is a man I chose and a man I've had, and every one of you stayed tonight when the door was right there. And the man behind my chair begged me for each night I gave away and pours for all of you without being asked twice. To the table. To what it knows now."

The glasses come up. Gabor drinks his down and sets it empty in front of him. Kaito drinks long. Cortez drinks slow, watching me over the rim the whole way, and Mihai drinks with his eyes gone wet and says something into the glass that nobody asks him to repeat. Behind me Evan stands through all of it with his ears red over the pitcher and the front of his jeans pulled tight.

Evan goes around the empty plates and refills every glass. The containers wait on the counter where he packed them. "Take yours," I tell the table. "Nobody leaves here hungry." Before they rise I put one hand on the wood. "And tomorrow night, this loft, every man sitting here. Come hungry again and bring nothing."

Mihai weighs the stack of containers on his palm at the door and promises them back washed, with next week's interest. Gabor shrugs into his jacket, squeezes my shoulder once going past, and shakes Evan's hand at the door. Kaito stops on the mat with his bottle empty and his jacket over his arm, and looks back once — at the table, at the chairs, at his father's place across from mine.

"Tomorrow, then," he says. "All of this again."

"All of it," I tell him. "Eat first this time."

The door shuts behind the three men, boots going down the stairs, gone into the dark.

Cortez stays in his chair with his glass half full, forearms on the wood, in no hurry known to man. I take his hand off the table and he rises out of the chair and follows, and I walk him past the kitchen — my husband's back to us, sleeves up, hands deep in the suds, the towel folded over his shoulder, the long table's glasses standing in the rack for the washing he's already deep in — and on the first stair Cortez's fingers leave mine and close around the back of my neck.


Cortez Commands

I carry the fourth chair into its corner and set it facing the middle of the floor.

The chairs stand one to a corner now, all of them aimed at the open boards past the foot of the bed. I try each seat with a hand as I place them. Three wobble, cheap stuff off the front room. The fourth is maple, solid, the chair Evan re-caned last winter, and it goes in his corner, the one facing the bed. My husband gets the seat that holds. I know what Cortez will ask of this room tonight, and it sits low in my belly the whole time I work.

The bell goes once and boots come up the stairwell together. Evan takes the jackets at the door, three over his arm, and pours whiskey at the counter while the four of them fill the front room. Cortez walks through all of it into the bedroom, takes the low couch off the front-room wall by himself, one end and then the other, and sets it against the bedroom wall with its face to the middle of the floor. He points.

"Kaito. Gabor. Couch."

Father and son sit down on the same cushion, shoulder to shoulder, the old man's boots planted wide under him.

"Mihai." Cortez lifts the bedside lamp off the dresser and puts it in his hands. "You hold it where I point. You move it when I say."

Then the corner chair facing the bed. "Evan. That one. You sit there till I say different." Evan folds into the maple with his glass left on the dresser, hands flat on his knees.

Cortez takes the middle of the floor and drops his voice into the hush he keeps for orders.

"Before anything happens in this room, every man says his night with her. Out loud, all of it. Kaito first."

"Gladly." Kaito's pitch climbs before the word is done. "Sundays, gentlemen. My bottle standing on the mat, my stepbrother's bed under me, family rates paid in cash, in full, every time. And the noise on a Sunday in that loft could raise the whole building, which is why I come on Sundays, when the neighbors sleep in."

I stand at the foot of the bed and take his bragging in my face.

Mihai looks at his knees. "The studio table. In June." He breathes once. "I'd fed a wedding that afternoon, a hundred guests, a five-tier cake, and I walked in here with my whites folded in the van and never went back out for them. There was a table, and there was Sylvie, and somewhere in the middle of it I stopped being a caterer." He drinks fast.

Gabor takes his time. "The lake house." He drinks. "My house. My bed, upstairs. She came up when I told her to come. I sent my stepson down off the landing before I laid a hand on her, and she stayed through breakfast." He sets the glass on the couch arm. "That's mine."

My husband sits through his stepbrother and his cousin and his stepfather saying their nights with his wife, hands flat on his knees, the front of his jeans saying it for him.

Cortez wipes his mouth with the back of his hand.

"None of you touched her first. I did." The hush again. "April. That door shut and her husband on the floor outside it. First is mine, and no man in this room talks his way around it."

Gabor's voice fills the bedroom. "First through a shut door. A night can be rented, Marsh. I held her under my own roof with my wife asleep down the hall and my son in the next room. You bought an evening. I owned a weekend."

Cortez crosses the floor and stands over the couch, over him, close enough that the old man has to bend his head back to keep the look.

"You'll talk when I ask for it. Tonight you sit where I put you."

Gabor holds it. Then he lifts his whiskey and drinks it slow, and after that he studies his glass instead of anybody.

Cortez comes to me, and every word of the last ten minutes is already somewhere in my body, Kaito's bragging in my face, Mihai's shyness low in my belly, Gabor's slow claiming down my spine. My nipples have stood hard from the first name on. My pussy is wet and getting wetter with four men seated around it in the lamplight.

He takes the top button of my dress between his fingers and opens it. Then the next, then the next, unhurried, his eyes over my head on the couch the whole time he undresses me. The white cotton falls open down my front and he peels it off my shoulders and down, and I step out of it, and the panties go with two hooked fingers to my ankles, one foot lifted and then the other.

Naked in the middle of the floor. Kaito's grin has gone to work, his eyes running down me and stopping where the wet already shows. Mihai holds the lamp steady, his hand gone white on the stem. Gabor looks his fill, unhurried, and drinks. From the corner my husband's breathing has turned loud.

"Cocks out if you want them." Cortez says it easy, to the couch and the chair. "Hands only. Nobody's on her tonight but me." Kaito has himself out before the sentence ends. Mihai follows a breath later, red to the ears, one hand staying on the lamp. Gabor stays buttoned.

Cortez hooks a corner chair with his foot, drags it to the middle, turns its back to the couch. "Hands on the seat."

I fold over the back of it, forearms on the seat, my ass offered high to the room. His hands spread me wide, the cool of the room on everything I'm showing, and then his mouth is on my pussy and the first slow drag of his tongue up through me is heavy and obscene in a quiet room.

He takes his time. His tongue works inside me deep, drags up slow, circles my clit in small rings that never land, and when I grind back onto his mouth his hands lock my ass still and he returns to his own pace, and the frustration climbs so fast my eyes fill. "Let them hear you," he says into me, low, and I get louder, and Kaito says "good girl" from the couch and Cortez's palm comes down once on my ass, a slap with his whole hand, loud enough to reach the whiskey glasses. Mihai's arms have started to shake and the lamp light wobbles over my back. Behind me Kaito works himself in long pulls, his breath going loud through his nose.

My knees go first. They quit under me in the middle of a lick and I sink toward the boards, and Cortez follows me down with his mouth still on me and eats me through my own collapse, and I come on the bedroom floor with his face in my pussy, loud, fisting the chair seat, my voice out of my mouth with none of the level I keep on it.

He stands, wipes his mouth with his forearm, opens his trousers, and his cock comes out filling, heavy, bigger than everything, always bigger than everything. Three men watch me watch it over my shoulder. He sets the head at my entrance and pushes in slow, one long split that empties my mouth of sound, every man hearing what each new depth does to me, until he's bedded to the root and I'm closed around all of it, stretched and burning and full.

Kaito works himself faster. Mihai has quit on modesty altogether, lamp in his left hand, right hand busy, his eyes on the place Cortez disappears into me. Gabor sits forward on the couch with his elbows on his knees. My husband leans into the maple and the cane seat creaks under him, and I find his eyes for one second, for him, before Cortez takes my chin and turns my face ahead.

"Floor. Hands and knees."

He pulls out and I take the boards and he comes in behind me on his knees, pushes back in deeper at this angle, one hand gathering my hair into a rope at the nape. "Eyes on me." I look back over my shoulder at him while he fucks me, my breasts swinging heavy with it, all three of them watching the swing. Every position he names, I take.

"Syl." Kaito, tight. "Look at me once, baby. Come on."

I keep my eyes where Cortez put them.

"She looks where I tell her, Kaito." He never breaks his stride.

"Back." He pulls out and turns me under him and lays me down on the boards, then sits back on his heels above me. "Legs. Wide as the room. Hold them there."

I take my own thighs in my hands and pull myself open for the couch, for the chairs, my pussy red and used and still dripping him. Mihai aims the light down where Cortez points it, and every part of me is lit for three men and a husband, and the shame of the holding goes through me as its own heat, and I pull myself wider anyway. My stepfather-in-law leans over his knees to study what Cortez has me holding open.

"Kaito, her chest. Mihai, her face. Gabor," and Cortez points between my thighs, at the place his cock is about to go back into me, "there."

He pushes into me slow while they watch, and I hold my own legs wide through it, and the second stroke lands deeper than the first and my back comes off the boards.

"Tez." Kaito again, rough, fist going. "I want the next one. Call the order now so I know it's mine."

Cortez gives the couch one look and keeps his rhythm. "Stop talking, Kaito. Whiskey."

Kaito shuts his mouth and drains his glass to the bottom and holds the empty in both hands.

Cortez pulls out and stands over me.

"Hands flat on the floor."

I roll onto my knees and put my palms flat on the boards, arms straight, and hold there with all four of them watching me do it.

"Now ask me. What you want. Out loud. Every man here is going to hear you say it."

I say it low, and my voice shakes going. "I want your cock, Cortez." A breath. "I'm asking for it in front of every man in this room."

"Louder."

"I want your cock. Give it to me. Please."

He kneels behind me and pushes in, and I'm shaking before he is halfway into me, arms, thighs, voice, all of it going at once, his name falling out of my mouth onto the floorboards over and over. He rides me through it at his own pace with both hands locked on my waist, and this orgasm comes up on me faster than the first and lands bigger, my arms going out from under me, my face to the boards, the sound I make with everything gone off it. From the couch Gabor breathes out slow. From the chair Evan says my name once. Cortez finishes deep and holds me onto him until I'm done, and we stay on the floor with the lamp light steady on my back.

Evan is up before anyone tells him, the gray towel off his shoulder, one step toward me.

"Not her." Low, from the floor. "Them."

Evan stops, turns, and goes around the room with it. Kaito wipes himself down thoroughly and hands the towel back with a small bow of his head. Mihai murmurs a thank-you and cleans his hand and studies the lamp instead of anybody. Gabor takes the towel, wipes each palm slow, and lays it over Evan's forearm without a word.

Cortez gathers me up off the boards and sits down on the couch he moved, me in his lap, my back to his chest, his arm banded under my breasts. He says it over my head to the room.

"Hear me once. She's mine to share. Every man here gets her when I hand her over, and not one minute before I say so."

Gabor looks at his whiskey. Kaito and Mihai look at me. I smile at them from Cortez's lap.

The men dress slow. Belts, shirts, boots, nobody in a hurry to be anywhere. Kaito's last look travels down my body and he grins at everything he saw. Mihai carries the lamp back to the dresser where it lives and sets it down soft. They file out through the front room, and each of the family men sets his empty glass on the long table as he passes, empty glasses standing down the wood.

At the street door Gabor stops. He turns and puts his hand out, and Cortez takes it, and the shake is slow, the old man's grip swallowed in Cortez's hand, held there past friendly.

"Marsh."

"Gabor."

The door shuts on all of them.

The loft goes quiet. Cortez settles into the front-room couch with me gathered in his lap, my cheek on his chest, his heartbeat slowing under my ear, his hand moving up and down my arm. Down the long table the family men's glasses stand empty. My eyes keep traveling, the white dress dark on the bedroom floor through the open door, the chairs in their corners, the glasses down the wood, and everything keeps going softer. Evan crosses to the table and puts his hand above one of the glasses.

"Leave them, Evan." Cortez says it into my hair, low. "Morning can have them."


Cleaning Up for All

I lay the night out myself while the last light holds in the high windows. Towels folded at the bed's foot and more laid on the studio table, the tray by the door with the whiskey standing on it and the glasses set out mouth-up. Evan comes in with his sleeves already turned back and reaches for the stack, and I move my hip into the dresser and take the work away from him.

"Mine tonight. You'll have enough of it."

He stands a second, then nods. "Then I'll keep the water ahead of everyone and the glasses behind them, and try to be the one thing in this loft that stays where it's put."

The room came back to us through the afternoon. The floor got mopped where Cortez had me the night before, the glasses Cortez told him to leave for morning went into the suds before the coffee finished, the sheets got changed and the bed pulled tight. When I kneel to set the last towel, the ache from last night wakes up in my knees and settles. Cortez dressed at noon and took the stairs, and the loft has been ours since, quiet to its corners.

"Order of the night," I tell him. "Cortez opens — he opened for us first and he opens tonight. Mihai gets the studio table. Kaito takes the bedroom with you at the bed's foot. Gabor rides last and slow, so the bed's his middle till he's done. You pour at the counter, you kneel where each turn puts you, and between turns you keep me clean. Nobody hands you the work tonight. The work is yours."

His eyes stay on mine through all of it. "Understood, ma'am."

By the time the second towel is down I've thought my way through all four of them once, each man at his station, and I'm pressing my thighs together at my own dresser.

They come through the evening one at a time and hang their own coats on the hook, all four. Cortez first, a head and a half of him stepping out of the doorway light. Mihai next with the dessert box on one forearm, cheerful about the climb. Kaito takes the stairs two at a time with his own bottle in his fist. Gabor comes up last with the marina on him, fuel and lake water. Evan pours at the counter for each in turn — whiskey for Cortez, wine for Mihai, Kaito's bottle opened and filled, the older whiskey for Gabor — and hands every glass up.

"Bed," Cortez says into the whiskey, low, and gives the glass back to my husband.

He strips the chemise over my head and drops it on the rug. My ankles go up on his shoulders while he opens his trousers with one hand, and his cock comes out heavy and dark at the head, and I'm lifting my hips before his hands get there. He pushes in on one drive and the sound leaves me with no shape to it. He's more than the week let me keep hold of. The headboard knocks the wall — the knock we taught ourselves out of, back with the room here for it.

He fucks hard, straight into the pace, and every drive lands in me and comes out of my mouth. Past his shoulder I find Evan on his knees at the bed's foot, hands flat on his thighs, watching the place where Cortez keeps going into me. The front of his jeans stands full. His hands stay flat.

I know every inch of this bed, and Cortez remakes it in a stroke. I hold onto his forearms and take it until he decides to end it — grinds down deep and stays, and I feel him finish in long pushes, and I know what the foot of the bed is watching, white seeping up around a shaft that keeps moving, and I watch Evan watching it with his mouth open.

"Everywhere I put it," he says down at Evan, in the hush he keeps for orders.

Evan comes up onto his knees before the words are done. I hold my thighs open and my husband puts his mouth where Cortez has been and works — tongue hauling through the mess, lips closing over my clit to hold me steady while he swallows. I'm sore from the size and it all feels of a piece, Cortez's weight still sitting in my hips and Evan drinking it down. I slide my fingers into his hair and ride it slow.

"Keep the bottle where the tray lives," Cortez tells him, pulling his shirt on. "You'll want it Fridays." He takes the chair he keeps for himself at the bedroom's corner and settles his ankles.

I walk myself down the hall on Cortez's finish. The studio table is cool under my ass, and I scoot to the edge and lie back, and Mihai steps in over me, and my breasts sit at his mouth. He leans in and takes one nipple, then the other, sucking each sore, both wide hands spreading my hips open on the table's edge. He pushes in slow to the root and fucks in short digs that keep his mouth where it wants to be, and I hook my heels behind his back. Mihai couldn't hold my eyes over a lamp last night, and tonight his teeth are on my nipple, and the surprise of the man goes through me with every pull. Evan comes up the hall with the water glass and Mihai drinks from my husband's hand without coming out of me.

He finishes with his forehead dropped between my breasts, and Evan is on his knees at the table before my breathing settles, mouth working through everything Mihai has left in me while Mihai stands over the pair of us doing up his belt. Then Mihai leans across and puts his lips to my forehead, stubble first, his mouth still tasting of me. "Mrs. Calloway." He carries the pitcher to the paint cart and sits down on it, my husband's station, and makes himself at home with the glass refilled. I like the look of that more than I planned to.

Kaito is in the bedroom when I get there, and he points me onto my hands and knees before my foot is off the frame. The first smack lands before he's halfway in, hot and loud, and I shove back onto him for it. He sets his league pace, both hands on my hips, laying another smack between strokes for the sound. Then he leans over my back, pushes me down onto the pillow, my breasts against the sheet, and says it past my ear, aimed at the foot of the bed.

"Wood dust, brother. In the creases. You sand walnut all week and then come kneel at your wife with the shop still on you — does the floor pay worse than the benches, or is this the apprenticeship?"

"Thank you, sir." Fast, level. "The shop travels with its man. I've stopped leaving any of it at the door."

Kaito laughs from the chest, loud, and loses half his stroke to it, and I feel the laugh land through his cock. He rolls off onto the wet sheet, pleased with the whole night, and Evan does his work from the floor while Kaito finds his wind, and I lift my hips to help him.

Gabor drains his glass and sits back against the headboard, boots off, belt open, two fingers crooked at me. I climb up and sit astride him, my breasts hanging over his face. He holds steady underneath and lets me set the pace for about a minute before his hands start teaching it slower. They cover my back with room left over, and he walks them up my back and draws my breasts down to his mouth. He works one nipple with his lips and teeth, patient, then the other, and keeps the fuck long — deep sits, slow lifts — and my voice starts coming off the level I keep it at.

Cortez keeps his corner chair. Mihai keeps the cart. Kaito takes the maple chair, and it takes his weight without a sound. Three men sit listening to what my level used to keep quiet.

"The counter at my marina," Gabor says into my breasts, the boom gone quiet. "I told myself I was only watching your mouth across my own counter. Nobody watches a mouth that long."

"Gabor." It comes out of me with nothing under it, loud, and I cry it again on the next deep sit because he laughs low and rewards it. He finishes with his fists closed in the sheet and his forehead pressed to my breasts, every push of it landing in me, and then he lifts me off and lays me down.

I reach down and open myself with two fingers. Gabor starts coming out of me in a slow rope, and I put my other hand on the back of Evan's head and bring him to it. He takes it without being led, tongue and lips both, and what runs past his mouth runs over his chin, and he follows it down.

Cortez speaks from the corner, in the hush. "Water for the room before the coats come down. And the towel stays on your shoulder till the last glass is racked."

Evan lifts his mouth off me long enough to answer. "The pitcher's topped, sir, and it stays that way."

Mihai, from the cart: "The box goes down to the van on your own arms when I do, cousin. Whatever's left in it rides home with me."

"It'll be waiting on your seat, Miha."

Kaito leans back in the maple chair. "The Sunday terms stand, brother — whiskey out, door at her angle, you on the wall spot. You keep them now without me saying them."

"Terms kept, sir."

"You eat before you sleep tonight," Gabor says, slow. "I'll watch the plate go down myself."

The orders came one after another without a word from me — four appetites and my husband serving all of them. I'd stack this night against anything I invented all summer. I take Evan's hair in my fist and raise his head so the room can see his face, wet to the jaw.

"You heard every one of them," I tell them. "He's mine, and he's yours to command as much as mine now. Any of you, any night this loft is yours to sit in. I'm done standing in the middle of his work."

"Then I'm yours." His mouth is wet and his voice runs fast, and he says it like a man taking a sentence rather than making one.

"He's mine and he's yours to command," I tell the room. "Any of you, any night this loft is yours to sit in, and where you put my husband is where he stays — all season, wherever any of you is sitting down to me."

Cortez nods once from the chair. "The wall, then. He holds it well."

"The wall spot's yours in perpetuity, brother," Kaito says. "Congratulations on the promotion."

"Family keeps a plate for family," Mihai says. "Yours is standing."

"Done," Gabor booms, soft. "Plate first, then."

We eat late and loud at the long table. Evan serves the plates standing, pours every refill before a glass sits empty, and Gabor holds the meal on the season — slips gone before the holiday, the pontoon fleet booked out, Kaito's league robbed of its banner. The plates pass over Evan's bowed head from hand to hand. Gabor dries his fingers on the towel at Evan's shoulder between courses, and Evan stands and lets the old man do it. He eats his own plate standing at the counter end, Gabor watching until the fork goes down.

The coats start coming off the hook in the small hours. From the bedroom window I hear the van door roll, Mihai's box riding my husband's arms down to it. Kaito grips the door frame on his way out and calls back that the dust had better stay in the creases. Gabor shakes Evan's hand at the door with his free hand closed over their joined hands, and takes the stairs slow. Cortez drains what the bottle has left into his glass, drinks it at the hook while he swings his coat on, and follows him down without a word.

I stand in the bedroom doorway in the chemise with one strap fallen down my arm and watch the kitchen from the hall. The light is low. Evan's sleeves are up and the towel is still on his shoulder and the glasses go into the suds one at a time, and he racks each one rim-down and wipes the counter with the corner of the towel. The water shuts off. He stands a minute drying his hands, and I stay where the door frames me and watch my husband to the last glass.

He carries the towel up the hall, and I go back into the warm middle of the bed and leave the door standing at my angle.


The Lake House Weekend

The lake lies flat from the bluff all the way to the marina point, and every neighbor dock aims its umbrella at our stretch of shore. Gabor's string lights run the deck rail waiting for dark. The speedboat sits on its trailer below the boathouse, cover still on, and by five this lawn will hold the family, the marina crowd, and the neighbors who think they know what we are. I stand on the slope in a red halter sundress, hem up my thigh, dressed for the neighbors and for no one I'll name tonight.

Down on the ramp, ahead of anyone, Gabor works a rag over the speedboat's hull in passes, sleeves rolled, nobody watching him do it. I stand there a while and let him have his hour. There's no guest to perform for and he's out here anyway, putting real work into a shine nobody ordered. He sees me without lifting his head.

"You here to help or here to supervise?"

"Supervise. I'm dressed for it."

He grunts and goes back to his rag, and I go up to the deck where Renata is setting out glasses at the rail.

The guests come up the lawn through the afternoon. Renata runs the rail in a linen dress and a big hat, cheek for the wives, orders for the husbands. Evan carries the folding chairs down in stacks and opens them in rows facing the water. Mihai backs his van up to the lawn, whites on, sleeves rolled, and starts feeding the party before anyone asks him to.

At the deck table Gabor carves the brisket himself, knife in his wide gray fist, and lays each guest's plate down before his own. Between plates his hand lands on my shoulder from behind and stays there, heavy, while Renata tells her pontoon rentals story. Renata keeps her eyes on that hand and says nothing about it then.

She catches me at the kitchen sink when the deck is loud without us. "Gabor does not brag. In all my years at this rail he has never bragged on a daughter-in-law, and now listen to him go. You did something to that man, Sylvie, and I have decided not to investigate."

I dry my hands and let her think it's the sundress.

After the brisket, Kaito tows me tubing behind the speedboat with half the party on the dock, drinks up. He cuts his own wake on purpose and I come off the tube in the air, and my laugh carries back across the water to the boards, and I like every person on them watching me fly. He swings the boat around and hauls me in by the wrist.

"There it is," he calls to the dock. "Best wipeout of the season, and I did the driving. The marina crowd will speak of nothing else for a month."

In the kitchen, Mihai slides a plate across the counter to me with his back filling the doorway, a cheerful sentence going the whole time about a bride's mother and her third helping, and the guests stay out of the kitchen while I take it from him.

Cortez comes up the lawn at dusk in a black tank and khaki shorts, my gym friend from across the river, introduced to wives and neighbors in one breath. He takes a beer off the tray Evan is carrying, and Evan's ears go red above his collar. Renata corners him at the rail.

"And what is it you do, Cortez?"

He takes his time with the beer. "Climbing gym. Across the river."

"You teach people to fall off rocks?"

"I teach them to stay on. Mostly."

Renata tells him about Kaito's league. I stand at her shoulder with my glass, and his eyes come to me over her hat brim and stay there while she talks. I hold his look as long as she draws breath, drink slow, and set the glass down.

The guests file down the lawn at dark with their compliments. Mihai loads his crates at the van, squeezes my arm, and goes in a stream of cheerful promises about somebody's October wedding. Gabor catches Cortez at the chair stacks.

"There's a bunk over the boathouse, Marsh. No man drives the river road after one of my parties."

"Appreciate it."

The family folds inward as the last cars pull out. Renata takes the bath upstairs. Kaito drops into his old room. I take my guest room, the one Gabor handed me in June, and Evan takes the little room off the kitchen he slept in before I had a room of mine here.

The house has been quiet a while when I give up on the sheet and lie on top of it, listening to the lake work the boards below. One thought keeps coming back: Cortez is on a bunk under this lawn, a stretch of grass from where my husband sleeps, and the whole family is stacked asleep above the water, and I want it more for that. The thought alone does it; warmth gathers along my folds.

I go down the hall barefoot and knock once on Evan's door. He opens it with the lamp behind him, hair flat on one side.

"Cortez is in the boathouse. I need you at the door."

He reads my face before he answers. "Then I'll stand the door. It's the one job at this lake I'm actually qualified for." He steps into his jeans in the dark and follows me down the slope.

By the lawn's end the ache has caught up. The boathouse door stands open on the slip, moonlight coming through the board gaps in stripes. The workbench runs along the far wall under the life rings, Gabor's coiled rope on it. Cortez comes down off the bunk loft pulling the tank off over his head, and the stripes take his shoulders one at a time.

I walk into him, put both hands flat on his chest, and push. He goes back onto the bench and sits, and the oil cans rattle. I climb up over him, knees on either side of his lap, and ruck the sundress to my waist. Nothing under it came down the slope with me.

His fingers find the halter's top knot and pull, and the bodice drops, my breasts coming heavy out of it into the cold of the slip. His mouth goes to one nipple and then the other, sucking each until it stands stiff and wet, and I grind on his lap through his shorts until his cock is a bar under them. He shoves the shorts down his thighs with one hand and it comes up against his stomach, thick, the head already dark.

"Hands on my shoulders," he says, in the voice he keeps for orders. "Ride it at my speed."

I lift over him and he holds himself at my pussy and lets me take the head, and the stretch opens through me in one long drag. I sit down onto him by inches while he watches my face do it, until I'm full and breathing against his neck. The bench leg knocks the boards under us in its own beat, and under the boards the water slaps and slaps.

He fills deeper than the ache I came down with, and I ride him at the pace his hands set on my ass, and the sound I make on him is louder than the lake. Gabor's rope is under my knee. The family is asleep up the hill. I picked this bench, and wanting it is why I'm on it.

Up the slope, the screen door clicks.

"Hello?" Renata's voice comes down the lawn. "Somebody down there? I heard shouting."

I stop dead, seated full on him. Cortez's palm covers my mouth before my next breath.

"Quiet," he says, low and unhurried. "Stay on my clock. Nobody moves till the lawn clears."

I hold still with my clit pressed hard down on him, pulsing, begging to move, and his hand holds me where his order put me. Through the board gaps I make out a robe and a towel folded over an arm. Evan's voice answers from the grass, level, too easy. A few words carry. "Went for a swim." Then Renata's again, closer to him: "In the dark? Sylvie swims in the dark?" Evan lets the question sit. "She swims after dark anywhere there's water, Mother. You've seen her at the loft." Renata hums something low. "Take her the towel, Evan, the lake's cold at night." The white towel changes hands, and they go up the lawn together, their feet fading on the slope.

He comes back alone and stops at the door.

Cortez takes his palm off my mouth.

"Where we were."

He sets his heels against the boards and fucks up into me from the bench, and I hold his shoulders and take it. This time I ride my voice all the way up and bite his shoulder to keep the end of my own noise inside the boathouse, and he pulls me down hard and comes deep, keeping his grunt swallowed, and I feel every pulse of it go into me while the lake keeps slapping under the floor.

At the door Evan stands with his back to us, a shape across the gaps, hands loose at his sides. His breathing comes through the boards, fast, and one hand has left his side and gone to the front of his jeans and stays there. I watch Evan's back while I come down off it on Cortez's cock. The lake carried my voice up to Evan at the door. I liked that too.

I climb off and stand on legs I have to talk into it. Cortez stays on the bench a minute, chest working, watching me fix nothing about myself. Then I go out past Evan, down the swim ladder, and slide into the lake. I go under, come up gasping, duck twice, and slick the night off me. Evan holds the towel out at arm's length at the top of the ladder without looking, and I climb up into it dripping, the red sundress stuck to me, everything I own showing through the wet cotton.

"Go on up," Cortez says from the slip door. "I'll lock it."

I come up the lawn with my hair dripping down my back and the wet dress hanging off me, and at the top of the slope I look at the house, because the house is where the beds are. Gabor's window is lit. He stands inside the lamp with the curtain pushed back off his hand, and he watches me cross the dark grass with my hair wet, and he does not step away from the glass. I stop once, lake cold still climbing my legs, and look back at him looking at me, and I give him the rest of the lawn unhurried. Then I go in through the screen door, quiet, and his curtain stays where it is.

The coffee pot is on when I come down Saturday in the white cotton, hair damp. Gabor pours my cup himself at the counter and sets it at my place before anyone's plate is down. He serves me first in front of his wife, and the table keeps eating, and I drink it slow with both hands around the cup. Evan is already at the table in a dry shirt, buttering toast and passing Renata the jam without being asked. Kaito yawns over his eggs and says the bunk over the boathouse is already made and the slip door shut, and Gabor grunts that gym people get up with the sun.

Renata sets her cup down and looks the length of the table, her hand flat on the boards.

"I have fed this family since Evan was a boy, and I have never seen this family this happy. Whatever is going on, nobody fix it."

After breakfast I take the towel down to the dock and dry my hair in the sun, sitting on the edge, bare feet hanging over the water. Below me on the ramp Gabor and Kaito have the speedboat's cover half off, and their voices climb up through the boards under my feet. Kaito goes up at the ends. Gabor comes back short. The subject moves from the prop to the gas line to who drives it Sunday, and the volume stays where it started.

My hair comes half dry and hangs heavy down my back. Under my bare feet the argument finds another subject at the same volume, and the lake holds its bright shine all the way out to the point.


Rivals

Nobody sits at Gabor's table until Gabor says where.

This Sunday he says it from the deck steps before the food is anywhere near ready — Kaito on the bench at his left hand, me in the middle of the long side, Evan down at the end with the pitcher — and he stands over the seating until every person he pointed at is sitting in it. Renata took the morning car back to the city; her sister still needs her, and the deck is ours. Late summer lies out on the water in a hard bright shine, and dusk sits a long way off.

Kaito comes up from the ramp with a bottle of red under one arm and his shirt pressed, dressed for the old man's table. Gabor takes the bottle out of his hand and holds his son by the back of the neck, aimed my way over the yard. "My son brings the wine. Sit where I put you, boy — family sits where the father says, even the grown ones." Then he pours my glass off the boy's bottle and sets it at my place before anyone else's hand gets near a drink.

In the kitchen I find the serving board and reach the high shelf for the carving knives, and Kaito fills the doorway behind me with his bottle back under his arm, watching the reach. Evan goes past the two of us into the yard with the first load of glasses, and the screen door bangs behind him.

"Honest version," Kaito says. "I've been half-hard since you went up on your toes for that shelf. The version your husband gets is that I drove up for the wine." He tips the bottle toward me when I only look at him. "You wore the dress. I'm reporting the damage, not starting it."

"Take your seat," I tell him.

"Yes, ma'am." He goes, wearing Evan's address out the door with him.

At the table, glasses up, Gabor gives it the full boom. "Hear me. This lake has paid me in good seasons and bad, and it never paid better than this one, and this year's best drove up my drive in a sundress. To Sylvie — the best summer this house has had." We drink. Kaito drinks with the rest of us and says it over his rim: "To the best summer. Contributing since June." Then he settles back and gives the table his shoulders. "And for the record, I've run this woman on the tube more times than any man on this water. Ask the marina. They keep a plaque." I laugh, and Kaito drinks to his own health.

"Kaito." Gabor points with his glass. "Bring the speedboat around for Sylvie in the morning. Aired off and clean."

"She prefers my driving to yours, Dad. You drive it like you're mad at it."

The old man laughs loudest at his own table, a boom that carries out over the water, and goes to see to his coals.

The brisket comes off the grill dark-barked, and Gabor carves it himself — his knife, his table, a law older than anybody eating — and my plate goes down first, full, while the rest of the table sits waiting on his hands. I eat my first bite with the table watching me chew and take my time about it. Kaito reaches across my plate with knife and fork and cuts my brisket for me, unhurried, courteous, close enough that his forearm crosses my glass, and Gabor's eyes follow the knife all the way down and come back to his own plate. Under the table I cross my legs toward Kaito, then uncross them toward his father, and let them have the slow show of ankle I came in with. At the end of the table Evan pours. His eyes go to my plate — his father serving me first, his brother carving for me — and his ears go red above the glass he's filling, and the pour stays steady anyway. I knew what the middle chair was when I sat down in it. Staging, his and his, me placed in the center for service — and knowing it only feeds what's already running. My nipples have been tight under the dress from the toast on, and somewhere in the meat course the wet of me arrives, warm, patient, mine.

When the plates are cleared Gabor stands and offers me his arm. "Walk me down. I want the lake with the light still on it." I take it. Kaito falls in at the head of the ramp and takes the other one, and I go down the slope between the two of them with a hand on each arm, Evan behind us with the tray and the stacked plates, glasses chiming at every step. Halfway down the ramp I lean between them — slow, my choice — and let the neckline do the work I bought it for. Two heads tip my way at once — Kaito's quick, his breath changing on the spot, Gabor's slow, settling in to look his fill — and from their angle the dress hangs open at the neck, and they get the full soft fall of my breasts where they drop away from the cotton. I hold the lean past balance, watch them take it, and leave the neckline where it is. The heat under the dress climbs on the walk down, and I carry that warmth the rest of the ramp.

The dock lamps come on down the planks as we reach them, and the lake keeps up its slap under the boards. Evan sets the tray on the wood, pours whiskey for Gabor and the red for Kaito and me, and steps back a pace with the gray towel folded over his shoulder.

Gabor puts his hand down over mine on the rail — the whole wide gray width of it covering my fingers to the wrist — and sends his voice out over the water at full carry.

"Hear me, boy. She belongs to this house. And this house's oldest man is standing at its rail with her hand under his. Whatever you've had of her down in the city, you had it on her schedule. This lake is where she stays."

"With respect." Kaito sets his glass beside his father's. "Belonging's a lovely word, Dad, but I was first. Before the upstairs, before the guest room — she picked me out of a parking lot in June and had me in her own bed inside the week. You've gotten one summer of her. I've had her since the beginning of her giving anything away. Ask her which of us she went looking for."

"Ask her nothing." Gabor keeps his eyes on the water. "And when you're done asking, remember where she spent the night that mattered. Up my stairs. In my bed. With my wife asleep down the hall and you in town for the evening and her husband awake below her every minute of it. You've had the boy's version of this family, son. She walked up to the man's version on her own legs."

Kaito gets his mouth open as far as breath. He starts an answer and quits it at the second word, and looks at his wine instead of his father.

"Boys." I put my free hand flat on the rail between their hands. "Enough." They stop. Two big men and one rail with me fitted between them, the lake working under the boards, and I take my time, because taking my time is half of what they're fighting over. "Nobody in this family books my nights. Not the man who owns the lake, not the man who drives on it. I take them when I want them — that's been true since April, and it's how Saturday stays true too."

"I'm not waiting on anything," Gabor says. "I'm stating a fact."

"You're waiting. You've been waiting since the counter at the marina."

Gabor drinks to that and gives me his one word. "Good."

Kaito laughs, head back, the real one. "Name it, then. I've never gotten terms out of her I regretted."

"One night. Both of you. My bed, my hours, and nobody leaves it until I end the night — and in order. Gabor first." I hold Kaito's eyes while his father takes that in. "You're the sure one. You can wait."

"Sold," he says. "Father first, me second, her in charge. That I can lose gracefully."

"Then we do it at your loft. I'll come to the city for the night." Gabor says it slow, eyes on me over the rim of his glass.

"I'm in," Kaito says. "I'll bring a bottle your husband can pour without asking me anything."

"Tell me something." Kaito leans his forearms on the rail. "The brother. Every night, or does the man get holidays?"

"Every night."

"And begging after," Gabor says. "I've heard that man through a floor, son. He stares the whole time, and when it's done he begs her to line up the next one."

"My husband begs me for the nights I give away." I let that stand, then give them the rest, because they've earned it. "On his knees, with the towel folded on his shoulder. He picks the men sometimes. He picked both of you." A pace off, Evan's hand comes up and touches the folded edge of the towel on his shoulder.

"You hear that, Dad?" Kaito tips his glass at his father. "Your stepson kneels to all of us. Cortez, the cousin, you, me. The whole roster. I've watched him thank a man for taking his wife with the towel still on his shoulder from the last one."

I laugh before I've ruled on it — loud, unguarded, louder than anything I gave that table all evening — and it goes out over the black water and comes back off the point, thinner. Evan looks up from the tray.

I take Gabor's hand off the rail and close both of mine around it. Then I reach down the wood and take Kaito's and hold that one too, so I'm standing at the rail with a Marsh hand in each of mine, the father's and the son's, the lake moving under all of us.

"Saturday. My bed. Both of you in it, and the night runs until I call it. That's the promise. You each have it."

Gabor looks at our hands on the rail for a while. Kaito's eyes are already on me. I hold them until I'm done holding them and let go of both at the same moment.

We sleep Sunday at the lake — the guest room is mine now, and Gabor wishes us goodnight from the deck steps. Monday morning Kaito brings the speedboat around aired and clean, runs me up the lake and back with the wind in my teeth and his father watching the whole run from the dock with his coffee, and hands me up the ladder at the end. "Told you. My driving." We point the car south after lunch, and the lake shrinks in the mirror until the river takes over.

On the river road, with the dashboard lamps just coming on, I give Evan the rail piece by piece — the old man's claim, the boy's answer, my ruling, both their hands in mine at the end. He drives through it without a word, past the plant, past the lit windows, his hands fixed on the wheel, and when I finish he lets the quiet run a full mile before he spends it all at once.

"So the last two names on my list share a father. I've spent this whole summer imagining versions, Sylvie, and the version where the house itself — the blood, the actual blood — sits down to you in one bed never made the list. I didn't have the nerve to invent it."

"That's the promise."

"And me."

"You're in the room. Where do you want to be?"

He shifts in his seat and says nothing, and I let him hold it to the county line.

"You'll be in the corner chair," I tell him. "The bedroom one. I want you at the angle where you watch his face, and then his son's over my shoulder, and I want you there the whole night."

"The chair." His breath goes out slow through his nose, and the front of his khakis stands thick against the seat for the rest of the ride, and the last miles run dark and quiet.

Home. The whiskey goes back on the tray by the street door, and I lay towels folded on the bedroom dresser, and Evan showers and comes to bed and sleeps turned toward my side. I lie awake beside my husband in a loft staged for his father and his brother — the tray standing ready downstairs, the dresser laid for whoever I hand a towel to. I love Evan, asleep turned toward me, and I'm wet for the two men the loft is set for. I let him sleep. Saturday can take its time. My hand settles low on my belly, and I leave it there.


The Marsh Chairs

The strangest part of tonight is how steady I am. My husband's father is coming up these stairs to have me, and his son after him, and my hands go quiet on the brush, my pulse even, my pussy soaked through the gray silk already. Steady hands, wet silk. Both of them are mine tonight.

Evan carries the last chair through the bedroom door past me, and I want to pull him down by the collar and kiss him until he forgets the tray downstairs, and I keep my hands to myself, because the room is set for what it's set for. He puts the big chair by the wall for Gabor. A straight-back goes near the bed for Kaito. His own corner chair stands past the foot of the bed, where the floor spot used to be, and he sits down in it before anyone knocks. The whiskey stands poured in Gabor's heavy glass, Kaito's beer beside it sweating on the tray, and I'm in the slip with nothing under it, straps straight on my shoulders, hair loose.

The knock comes up the stairwell and I go down myself.

Gabor fills the street door with silver in his beard and his sleeves already rolled. "Sylvie." He goes up ahead of me, boots heavy on every step, and lifts the glass off the tray without breaking stride. He drinks half of it standing. "Whiskey. Then the bed." He lowers himself into the big chair, knees wide, forearms on the rests, and the gray hair on them catches the lamplight.

Kaito comes in a minute behind, henley and dark jeans, bottle of nothing under his arm because his beer is already poured. "He beat me up the stairwell, which has never happened in my recorded life. Call it ceremony." He takes the bottle, drinks, looks at the straight-back set out for him, and walks past it to drop on the edge of the mattress instead. The bed dips under him. "The bed has the better view. Objectively."

I cross the boards to Gabor's chair and go down on my knees in front of him.

His belt buckle is heavy brass and warm from his body. I work it loose, open his trousers, and take him out into my hand — thick already, thickening, the veins standing through the skin, silver at the root, gray to match his beard. I circle the head with my tongue, slow, then pull it into my mouth and suck, and he groans low and gets heavier on my tongue. Both his hands come down and close in my hair — wide, knuckled, heavy as dock rope, the same grip I've watched on banister rails at the lake — and he holds my head still and lets me work.

At the mattress edge Kaito has gone quiet. His eyes stay on his father's hands in my hair, on my mouth stretched around him, and his jeans stand tented hard in front, his fists white on his knees. From the corner, Evan holds the room with his glass untouched and his eyes moving between all of it.

"Slower." Gabor's voice comes down from above me, clipped. "We have the night."

I slow. I take my time on him, tongue and lips and hand, until his breath goes rough and his thighs tense under my forearm, and then his fist tightens in my hair and he pulls me off him, up, and walks me to the bed.

He pushes the slip up over my waist and I'm bare under his hands. He spreads me with both of them, thumbs at my lips, holding me open for his eyes first, and Kaito scoots close along the mattress, close enough to see everything, close enough to watch exactly where his father's cock goes into me. Gabor puts the head at my entrance and pushes in slow, and the stretch opens me around his thickness inch by inch until his weight settles full on me and I shout at how full he is. He builds a rhythm, heavy and even, and I cry his name with his son sitting a hand's width from my knee — cry it loud, over and over, Kaito watching my face now instead of the join. Gabor drives in deep and holds there and finishes inside me, cum hot and deep in me, his chest working over mine, and we stay locked together while it ebbs.

He eases out and stands, doing himself up half. "Towel."

Evan has the gray one off the dresser before the word finishes. He kneels at the bed and cleans me with his mouth first, tongue and lips, swallowing what Gabor left in me, then wipes me down slow with the towel, thorough, the way he's done after every man this summer. Gabor takes the towel from him and dries his own cock, tucks himself away, and sits back down in the big chair with the rest of his whiskey.

I put my hand in Evan's hair and make him lift his face to mine. "Eyes up, husband. Say what you're doing."

"Cleaning my wife after my stepfather." It comes out of him fast, his ears red. "I begged for the job, and I'd beg again."

Gabor reaches over, takes my ankle, and slides me across the sheet toward Kaito, my body dragged through the warm mess of the mattress. "She's open. Get in her, boy."

Kaito stands and shoves his jeans down, bare and hard and younger-built, and comes over me. He pushes into my used pussy and the slide goes easy through everything his father left, and then he keeps going, deeper, until he bottoms out past where Gabor stopped, and I grab at his arms at how deep he's gone. He doesn't watch the join. He watches my face, and keeps watching it while he moves.

"You're harder than he is." I say it looking up into him. "Younger, too."

"Runs in the family." Gabor's voice comes level from the big chair, and he drinks to it.

Kaito laughs once, low, and starts fucking me in earnest, steady and deep, his eyes on my face through all of it, and I come apart under him with his name shouted at the ceiling, louder than I've gone for his father tonight, and he follows me into it and cums inside with a groan through his teeth. He pulls out and everything runs down over my thighs, his and his father's together.

They trade me through the dark. Gabor takes his second turn slow, propped over me, my knees at his ribs. Kaito takes his with my wrists caught in one fist above my head, pinned into the pillow, and he holds me down like that and makes me take him until I'm hoarse. Evan brings water between turns. He brings the towel. He sits in his corner and holds the room, all night, through every sound I give this loft.

Between turns I lie spread on the wrecked sheets with the sheets pasted warm to my thighs and both of them leaking out of me, and the soreness underneath is the good kind, the kind I'll feel on the studio chair tomorrow, and neither man leaves the bed — Gabor propped at the head with his glass, Kaito sprawled at my hip, their shoulders nearly touching across me. I reach up and lay a hand on each of them.

"Say it plain, one of you. Father and son share me now."

"Shared, kept, and my Sundays stand," Kaito says.

"No arguments from this chair," Gabor says.

Gray comes up the high windows off the river. The men dress in the lamplight, slow, stiff in the shoulders, and while Gabor pulls his shirt over his head Evan stands up out of the corner chair.

"Sylvie." Quiet, from across the room. "It's the quiet nights that get me now. The ones with no name in them."

"Come to breakfast," I tell him. "I have something of mine to say."

Gabor buckles his belt and shakes Evan's hand at the street door, the full grip, held. "You held the room all night, Evan. Good house."

Kaito claps his shoulder going past. "Our brother in service. Sleep fast — the morning's mine, and my terms stand."

The door shuts and the bolt goes. Sheets wrecked to the middle, the loft smelling of whiskey and both men, and I turn to my husband standing by his chair in the dawn.

"Your whole family has had me in one room now."

I pull him down into the wrecked bed with me, and I put my hand flat on his chest, and he starts to say my name, and I'm asleep before it lands.


The Hardest Nights

Evan is up when I come down the hall in the brown skirt and the loose knit top, eggs going at the pan, his back to me, eyes down. Upstairs the bed is stripped, last night's sheets churning down in the basement machine. He sets my plate down first, sits, folds his hands, and watches me across the table without a word in him anywhere.

I eat a bite before I speak. The announcement should come from a woman chewing.

"A new week starts today, husband, and it runs on my terms. No more Fridays carrying the whole weight alone. Every night this week I take you to bed and tell you what the next man will do to me. The whole circle — Cortez's shoulders, Mihai's arms, Kaito's stamina, my stepfather-in-law's hands — you'll hear them all named, one night after another, at whatever depth I choose and however often I choose it."

He sets his fork down.

"Every night?"

"Every night I decide. And no — not the full depth, not the version of you that runs hot on it. You can't survive every night at full depth, husband. I've seen you the morning after Cortez — you lost the whole day to your own head and came back to me around dark. After your stepfather you stood at that sink with your hands in the water and went somewhere I couldn't call you out of. Run it night after night and there'll be nothing left of you to be jealous with. I married a man who wants this. I intend to keep him wanting. I won't run you down to the shame and hand myself back a husk."

He looks across the table at me and takes one breath.

"The jealousy is where the intensity lives. Take the jealousy out to spare me and there's nothing left worth the name. I understand what it does to me, Sylvie." He turns his wedding ring once on his thumb. "Do what you decided." Under the table his cock is thick down his thigh through every word of it.

His ears have gone red at the edges. He means it — he has meant it since April — and somewhere in his second sentence I go wet, low, watching him beg for his own hurt across my breakfast table.

I sit back, pull the hem of the skirt up my thighs, and slide my hand under it. I went bare this morning. My fingers find my clit on the first pass, slick enough to slide.

"Watch the hand, husband. Not my face."

His fork goes down and stays down.

"You want the depth nightly. Here's what one night of it did to me, and you'll watch my fingers while I tell it. Your stepfather named his hour after the supper dishes. He took me up his stairs with his door standing wide behind us, dock lamps on the black water through his window, and he turned me over with both hands and laid me down and kept the whole night."

By that line my fingers have gone from circling to working, and I can hear how wet the telling has made me. The knit top gives my nipples away where they've stood up, and Evan's breath has gone audible across the plates.

"Slow, heavy, his from the first touch — those wide gray hands closing in my hair when I tried to rush him. The house stood empty above the lake except for the three of us, and I went loud through every room of it with my husband awake below, and when I finished the first time he wasn't done, and I finished again with his name in my mouth. One man. One night. That's the size of what you're asking me to hand you daily."

He watches my hand move under the hem and lets his food sit. His cock has swelled the front of his jeans into a tight ridge, and he sits with his hands clamped under his thighs like they need the weight.

I pull my hand out and lay the wet fingers on the table edge where they shine for him.

"So here's what you get, and you'll take it my way. Every night this week I take you to bed and tell you what the next man will do to me. You take each telling whole. Your hands stay off me through it — off me and off yourself until I say different. Some nights you take the couch after, because the bed is where I do my telling and I want it clear of your reaching. The men come when I schedule them and at the depth I choose. And the worst nights, the ones that would put you on the floor for a day after — I hand you those myself, on my schedule, when I decide you've earned them."

Each term comes out harder than the one I carried to the table.

I reach the wet fingers across the table to his mouth, hold them an inch from his lips, and take them back.

He looks at the wet fingers a moment. "You've built something crueler than what I begged for."

"I know. Eat your breakfast; it's gone cold on you."

That night I make good on it. Lamp low, and I name Cortez — the shoulders, the hush he keeps for orders, what that cock does to the level I hold on my voice. Monday I name Mihai, the grip that lifts me off my feet, what his mouth does before anything else. Evan takes each telling without asking for a piece more, and the not-asking sits on him worse than the asking would. I watch the front of his sleep trousers while he sits in it.

Tuesday I stop touching him altogether. I push the wine-dark chemise to my waist and put him on his back beside me, his hands at his sides.

"Where they are until I say. Off me, off yourself."

He turns his head to watch my fingers and keeps his hands where I've set them. My breasts hang bare over the pushed chemise, and his eyes keep climbing to them between the pieces I give him.

"Two names tonight, and they come as a set. Your stepbrother and your stepfather, the next lake weekend, both of them." I start on my clit, slow circles. "Kaito first, because the boy performs and I like watching him do it. He puts me on my back and shows off — young, hard, no mercy in the pace, all of it for the room. And while he's inside me your stepfather moves my hand off his son's shoulder to the front of his own jeans and holds it there while the boy works, and leans down and talks me through it in that marina voice, slow, telling me what he'll do to me after."

I slide two fingers into myself and keep talking on top of what my hand is doing. The stretch lands loud enough for both of us.

He says nothing. The nothing is loud in the room — his breathing through his nose, the bed not moving under him — and I give him the rest anyway, slow, holding the worst piece back until his knuckles go white on the sheet at his sides. The old man's weight coming down over me, the boy's mouth on my breasts, what I'm made to say between them. Somewhere in the middle I lose the circles.

I come with my voice held level the whole way through, and that takes him apart worse than shouting would. His fingers press white into the sheet at his sides. The head of his cock has gone wet against his belly. He stays where I put him.

Afterward I hang my heel on his knee under the sheet and leave it there while his breathing comes back. The wet spot under me is mine tonight, and he falls asleep beside it.

Wednesday and Thursday I hold him to the terms: the telling in bed, the couch for the night after. Thursday, from the dark by the window, his voice comes down the room fast and low.

"I'm not sleeping this week."

"I know."

He turns over on the couch, and across the room in the dark I can see the shape of him standing at full against the throw. He lies there awake with it, and I sleep.

Friday I come down to his fried eggs in Cortez's spare tee — the black one he left here in July and never asked after — and the neck stands off my chest far enough to hand Evan the inner curve of my breast. I let it stand. He looks once, hard, and makes himself look at the plate.

"The week ahead runs like this, so eat while I say it. Kaito keeps his Sundays. Mihai comes midweek. Cortez has his Fridays. And at the week's end the whole circle gathers here — all four of them, my bed, one night. The whiskey tray lives at the door. The towels are yours to lay out and keep laid out. Your service runs from the street door to the dresser, and where each man puts you is his to decide."

"Yes, ma'am." And then, fast: "The worst nights. The ones you'll hand me."

"Mine to pick. You'll know when you're inside one."

That night he gets his telling and the couch after.

Saturday night I go down the hall and take him by the wrist and bring him back up to our bed. I'm still in Cortez's tee. He lies where I put him, and tonight I take his hand myself and put it on my breast and leave it there. His thumb crosses my nipple once and holds.

"End of the week, the whole circle takes me. All four of them, and you'll serve every one — wherever a man points you, you go. That's the order, and the week runs on it."

"All of them," he says into my hair. "I'll serve all of them."

His hand stays warm on my breast until we're both asleep.

Sunday the workshop runs loud till dusk and my studio door stays shut, and at dark he starts up the stairwell ahead of me. He carries the white towels up in a stack and lays them out on the dresser where they live. I sit up in the gray slip with my knees drawn and watch him set the last one down and stand a moment with his hands empty.

"Leave the top one loose," I tell him. "I reach for it first."


A New Cruelty

Evan is sliding eggs onto plates when I come down in the red wrap dress with its tie left loose. He bought the dress in May with the knot meant for his hands, and he looks at the loose tie longer than he looks at the plates. I take my chair at the long table and wait for him to set my breakfast down.

"You're going to start buying my men for me." I say it while he stands over the skillet. "Every man who takes me gets courted first. Not by me. By you. Your hands dial, your mouth does it, and you say all of it in your own words, wherever I put you when you say it."

He carries his plate over and sits across from me with his fork set down. "I can defend the kneeling, Sylvie. I built the kneeling. It happens in front of you, with your eyes on me, and I chose every floor I've gone down to. You're asking me to pick up a phone in a shut room and hand my wife over."

"Yes. That's the piece I want." I picture him dialing Cortez and saying it, and my nipples harden against the silk while he sits there working it over. He opens his mouth to argue and I lay the rest over his objection. "And Thursday night you'll give me every word back, in bed, while I ride you. I invented that one while you were blinking. Mihai, Kaito, Gabor — a call apiece this week, from the workshop, door shut. Cortez you call now, right here, with me at the table."

He wipes his palms on his jeans and dials. I stay in my chair. Cortez's voice comes through the quiet kitchen in its hush, and I lean my forearm on the wood to keep it.

"Cortez. Evan Calloway." My husband straightens in his chair when the voice answers. "I'm calling ahead of Friday to ask you properly, because my wife has ordered me to ask you myself. I'm asking you to come to our house Friday night and take her. Everything you take. I'm asking with my own mouth, and I'd rather say it clumsy than have her hand you to me."

The hush sits a moment. "Say the middle again. You cleaned it."

My husband's free hand presses the table edge and goes white at the knuckles. The wedding band turns under his thumb, around and around, and I watch the ring instead of his face. "Come Friday and take my wife, Cortez. I'm asking you for it. Nobody's inviting you but me."

"I'll come. My whiskey on the counter. Pour it before I've said a word."

The call ends and I'm soaked through the cotton, hot in my chair, wanting the week gone off the calendar. I stand, kiss my husband's mouth, and leave him at the table with the dead phone and the front of his jeans standing full. From the studio door I give him one more thing. "You heard his order about the pour. Keep it."

The week runs on. He makes the calls from the workshop with the door shut, and his voice comes up through the floorboards, climbing for the ask, stopping dead where the men answer. I keep my brush on the cliff woman and let him stay in there with it. Tuesday his voice drops long and low, and I grip the brush harder and finish her hair. Wednesday I give up on the canvas; his voice comes up through the floorboards and I sit with my thighs pressed together until it stops.

Thursday he comes up when I call him. I sit him on the bed's edge and stand over him with my skirt still on. "The calls are made. Now I get them back. Every word, each man, what you said and what they gave you. Start with Mihai."

He looks at my knees while he starts. "He picked up fast, and I said, Mihai, it's Evan, I'm calling to ask you for Saturday. Not for the food. I'm asking you to come take my wife, and my wife has ordered me to be the one who asks. Then I said, everything you do to her, come do it, and take this call as your invitation." His ears have gone red at the rims. "He laughed. A real one, from down in him. Then he said, so the host now begs the caterer to his own table and asks him to eat the centerpiece. I'll come, Evan. I'll bring dessert and an appetite."

I reach under my skirt while he talks and work my panties down over my thighs, off one foot, the crotch peeling wet off me. He stares at them on the rug, at the legs they came off. I pull his sleep trousers down and take his cock into my hand. He's soft, and he thickens while he keeps quoting himself, and I climb onto him and sit down slow, taking him to the root, my pussy stretching around him until my thighs meet his.

"Kaito made me say it twice." I lift and sink on him with my palms on his chest. "He let me reach the end of the ask, and then he said, again, slower. So I said it slower, and he took my wife's name in it both times, and then he said, I'll come and I'll bring the bottle, and you'll keep my glass empty till I pour — you've gone liturgical down there, brother, and I want my place in it said right."

Somewhere in the Kaito part I pull the knit over my head and drop it behind me, so he says Gabor's part to my bare breasts, porch light and all. "Gabor's boom came off the phone loud enough that I held it out from my head. I said, Gabor, I'm asking you for Saturday night with my wife, every part of her I'm given. He let the quiet sit a while, and then he said, you'll ask your stepfather for your own wife. All right, boy. It's asked. I'll come. And leave the porch light on when I go — she walks me down to the car and comes back up those steps alone, and she'll have light on them."

He's talking faster now and driving up into me to match it, and then he stops moving altogether. "Sylvie. The kneeling I could carry." He says it wrecked. "I built the kneeling. I chose it in front of you and you watched me do it, and a man carries what he chooses in front of his wife. Begging them in a shut room — begging Mihai to come use her, with nobody's eyes on me and nothing of it mine — that cost worse than every floor I've knelt on."

"That's why I invented it." I keep my voice level on the words and ride him hard, my clit dragging over him on every downstroke. "Now Cortez. Every word, what you told him." His hands close on my ass and he gives it back to me between strokes — come Friday and take my wife, I'm asking you for it, nobody's inviting you but me — and I come on the last word, grinding down through it, keeping the sound low in my throat because the loud one belongs to tomorrow's room.

"Now you," I tell him. "Let it go." He cums inside me with his teeth set in my shoulder, his cock kicking through everything, and I stay seated on him until he's spent and softening under me.

I lie on his chest while his hand finds its way up my back and settles between my shoulder blades. "Thursday was the easy night," he says. "Tomorrow I pour for all of them." Then I get up, take the pitcher off the dresser, and pour his water glass myself. I put it in his hands, and his eyes go to my thumb on the rim before he drinks the whole thing down.

"You poured," he says.

"You asked men for your wife all week. You can have a glass of water." I get in beside him and turn off the lamp.

Friday I dress for Cortez in the gray silk and leave my hair down for his hand. His whiskey stands on the counter from suppertime. At seven the knock comes and my husband is already there with the bottle tipped, the glass filling before the door swings, and he hands it across the threshold before Cortez says a word. Cortez drinks half of it looking past my husband's shoulder at me, sets the glass on the tray, and takes me where I'm standing. The silk goes up over my waist. He bends me over the couch arm and pushes into me in one deep drive, my pussy opening around his size the slow stretching way, and I'm loud before I choose to be. One wide hand locks at my waist and holds me onto him while he sets the pace, deep and unhurried, every stroke dragging back out to the head before it lands again, and through the gap under my arm I watch Evan's eyes fixed on the place where Cortez keeps disappearing into me.

Evan kneels at the couch arm with the tray level in both hands, the half-drunk whiskey standing in the glass beside my cheek. I hold my husband's eyes while Cortez works me and the whiskey trembles on the tray where his hands clamp down, and I stay wet for both of it — the man inside me, the man on his knees. Cortez keeps the hush while he takes me through it, and I climb orgasm after orgasm until he finishes deep, his hand locked at my waist and my dress wadded above it.

He straightens me at the waist himself, both hands drawing the silk back over me, and says it over my shoulder in the hush. "Your husband begs well on the phone."

"Every word his own mouth," I tell him. Then, down to my husband, still on his knees with the tray: "The courting starts with Cortez and runs through every man after him. Each of them buys his night from you now — your call, your words, my schedule. Thank him. He came because you asked him."

"Thank you for coming when I asked, sir." My husband says it from his knees, level, and Cortez looks down at him and finishes the whiskey.

"You'll do it again." Cortez says it low, and I take him back to our bedroom by the hand and leave my husband on the floor with the tray and the empty glass.

Saturday evening I stand in the bedroom hooking the black dress at my waist while the list starts downstairs.

"Whiskey for Cortez." My husband alone at the counter with the tray. "Red for Mihai. Kaito brings his own bottle and his glass stays empty till he pours. The heavy one is Gabor's."

I finish the hooks and listen to him run it again from the top, slower, the list coming smoother every time he takes it. Below me, over and over, my husband says the drinks until he has them all.


Summer Heat

The tray stands by the street door with the whiskey in it, the red open and breathing, Gabor's heavy glass, and the one glass that stays empty until Kaito pours his own. The loft holds the day's heat in its brick, and the heat pools thickest in the kitchen over the pot my husband put on at gray light.

I come down the stairs in the black dress with the hooks done and stop long enough to shove the window over the sink higher. Nothing comes in off the river but warm air and the smell of the supper.

Cortez has the corner chair already, dressed from last night, forearms across his knees, watching the street door. Evan dries his hands and takes his place at the tray, and I put my mouth at his ear.

"Knees, husband. Nobody coming through that door reaches for anything tonight."

He sets the tray on the doormat and folds down behind it, and his ears go red while he does it.

Mihai comes through the street door first, sweat at his hairline, a light jacket coming off before his foot clears the mat.

"September," he says, hand on the rail. "I dress for other people's rooms all season and arrive looking like the drive."

Evan takes the jacket from his knees and has the red poured before Mihai is all the way in. Mihai looks down at the glass, then over the top of it at me.

"He's pouring from the floor now."

"He's wherever the door puts him," I say. "Drink your wine."

Kaito comes up loud with his bottle under his arm, henley and dark jeans, and grins down at the whole arrangement before he says a word.

"Look at this. Jacket service from the knees." He pours his own glass full, sets the bottle down on the tray across Evan's thighs, and stands over my husband drinking it. "I'd tip, but he'd only thank me for it."

His eyes run down the black dress while he says it, top to hem.

Gabor comes last with the early dark behind him, checked shirt and khakis, a jacket regardless of the heat. He stops on the mat and takes the picture in: his stepson kneeling with the tray across his thighs, me upright in black above him.

"So the boy pours from the floor." He hands the jacket down into Evan's hands. "Then pour."

Evan fills the heavy glass where he kneels. Gabor takes it, drinks standing over him, and walks past the pair of us to the big chair, where he can hold the whole loft in one look. The men take their seats — Kaito and Mihai sharing the couch, Gabor keeping his chair, Cortez never leaving his corner.

Evan cooks through the early dark with the talk going over him — the league's fall schedule, the marina's last charter weekends, a wedding Mihai is already dreading. He carries the pots out in his shirtsleeves and lays the long table standing, plate by plate, sleeves dark with steam at the cuffs. Nobody eats. The glasses move and the food sits steaming under the window while Cortez comes out of his corner and stops at the end of the table.

"Order of the night," he says, in the low hush he orders with. "Mihai, the studio table. Kaito, the bedroom. Gabor after him, however long he wants. I'm last."

"Second suits me," Kaito says. "Good seat for the whole show and none of the standing around."

"However long I want," Gabor says. "Good."

"I was going to pitch for the table anyway," Mihai says. "He knows me."

Nobody looks to me for an overturn. Cortez looks at me once and I nod, and that settles it.

I stand at my end of the table with my glass and hold the worry for a minute. Everything I've wanted since April is inside this room, drinking slow over food nobody is touching, and a room full of everything can run like a schedule — jacket, drink, one man up, one man down, the night Mihai runs for strangers at other people's weddings. I look down the table at their hands around their glasses and keep the thought where I can see it: a night like this only goes small if I let it.

Mihai takes me to the studio first. He bends me over the long table with my dress up around my waist, his wide hands holding me open and his eyes on me before he gives me anything, and then he pushes in and fucks me with the whole front room in his voice — cheerful, steady, telling the chairs across the loft that my pussy takes him better than any plate he's ever sent out. Evan comes up the hall with the water pitcher during it and stands close at the table's end, near enough to see my bare ass meet Mihai with every drive, Mihai's hands closing on my hips to haul me back onto him. I put my forearms on the cover proofs and take what he's giving until he groans and holds still deep in me.

Kaito walks me into the bedroom and sits back against the headboard and has me climb up over him, face to face, my knees in the bedding on either side of him. He holds my dress up out of his way with one fist in it and watches his cock go into me inch by inch from below before he starts driving up.

"Note for the calendar," he says, pitched high and pleasant while he works. "Next time this woman takes me, I want the boathouse at the lake. The water going under the boards, my father's dock lamps out on the black. I've heard that lake my whole life and I want it holding us up when I finish."

"You'll get your lake," I tell him, and ride him until his talk quits and his hands take hold of my waist and pull me down for the end.

Gabor takes me the slowest of the three. He lays me on my back with my dress still on and my legs over his forearms and enters me a little at a time, gray-haired and heavy, working himself in at the pace he chose when Cortez said however long. Sweat runs from under the open collar of his checked shirt onto me. The headboard knocks the wall in his long rhythm. I reach up and grip the back of his neck, and the neck goes rigid under my fingers, and he looks down at me and keeps his pace going.

"That's the grip," he says.

"It's mine to give," I say, and hold it while he comes, his full weight settling over me for a moment before he lifts off.

Then Cortez. He comes off his corner chair into the bedroom, takes my hand, and walks me to the middle of the floor. He pushes the black dress down off my breasts and leaves it bunched at my waist, and lays me down on the boards with my legs open toward the chairs, and the family men come in behind us and sit where they can see — Gabor back in the big chair, Kaito on the straight-back, Mihai at the bed's edge. The last time Cortez had me on this floor, Mihai stood over us holding a lamp where he was told. Tonight nobody holds a lamp and every man's hands stay free around his own glass.

He starts with my breasts, his mouth closing over one nipple and then the other, taking his time about it while I feel every eye in the chairs on what his mouth is doing. Then his fingers — two, then three, opening me while I go wet and loud on his hand, and when I reach for his belt he takes my wrist and puts it down flat on my own stomach.

"Ask," he says.

"I want your cock," I tell him, loud enough for the chairs. "In front of my husband's whole family. I want them to watch you open me up."

Evan kneels at the bed's foot with the towel folded in his lap and watches me take it. Cortez gives me the head first and waits, and waits, my body opening around his size the slow way it has since April, and then he sinks the rest and starts the long strokes, deep and even, sweat dropping off him onto my breasts, the sound of him working into me carrying to every chair. My first one comes up fast, faster than I'm ready for, and my hand clamps over my own mouth on the old apartment habit, thin walls, years of keeping the neighbors out of my bed. Cortez keeps the rhythm where it is and looks at my clamped hand, and I pull it off my mouth in the middle of the sound and give the room everything else — louder than the studio table, louder than the lake house, louder than any night of this summer, my voice and the wet sound of it carrying to every chair. The men across the floor hear what his cock does to me and none of them says a word.

He finishes deep and holds there, and I feel him from the inside the long way down, and what runs out of me after lands on the boards.

Evan comes up off his knees with the towel, and Mihai's voice comes easy across the floor.

"Towel under her first, Evan. Lay it down. She's had a night."

Evan spreads the towel under my hips and kneels back down and cleans me with his mouth while the three family men watch from their chairs — watch what my husband's tongue takes out of me, watch my thighs close on his ears and open again, watch the whole service done at the middle of the floor with the lights on. Their glasses stay full and their hands stay still.

I push up on my elbows with his mouth still at me.

"Every man of my summer took me tonight," I tell the room. "One night, one floor, all of you at once. Whenever this loft fills up again, it fills up like this."

Nobody argues with me while my husband finishes the cleaning.

The men eat everything Evan cooked. They go at the pots standing and sitting, plates loaded twice, and when a glass runs low it tips his way over the table rim and he fills it where it stands while the men keep talking above him. Gabor sets his fork down at the far end and says it across the plates.

"Last warm weekend of October, you bring the family up to the lake. All of it — my wife at her end of my table and this room at the other end, before the water turns. I want one more night of this under my own roof while the lake's still warm."

"You'll have it, sir," Evan says from the counter.

The table quiets around the last plates, and Evan stands at the table's end with the towel back on his shoulder and waits for the last of the talk to finish before he says anything at all.

"In April I stood behind my wife at the dresser and fastened her earrings for her, and I thought I knew what I was asking the house for. I didn't. Jackets taken at this door from my knees. Whiskey poured before a word. Four men in one night with my knees on my own floor between the turns. None of it was in the ask. All of it is what she made of the ask, and I sit here at the end of it unable to get up."

Nobody moves for a moment. The red comes up the back of his neck while he holds my eyes down the length of the table, and the front of his jeans stands built through every word of it.

"Then stay seated," I say. "That's one use for a husband."

Later, with the long table standing cold behind us, Cortez takes my wrist and draws me down onto the couch in the front room, my dress still bunched at my waist, his arm coming over me with all of his weight behind it. Down the hall the family men are claiming corners, Kaito's voice still going about the boathouse with nobody answering him. At the sink Evan runs the water and washes the last glasses, towel on his shoulder, and I watch him from Cortez's chest with my eyes going heavy. All four men of my summer are asleep or going to sleep in my loft, and my husband is finishing the glasses he poured for them, and the only question left is what he begs for next, now that I've handed him everything he knew how to name.

The water shuts off. His steps come soft across the boards toward the couch, and I let my eyes close.


Renata's Birthday

The lake lies flat under a high September sun. Gabor's lawn runs green to the dock, the deck stands swept above it, and the string lights hang coiled and dark along the rail. Mihai's van is already backed to the side gate, his stock on the outdoor burner, the smell of the stock drifting up over the water.

I come up the lawn with the cake box level in both hands, Evan behind me with the garment bag on his shoulder and Renata's wine in a paper sack. The cake needs the cold shelf in Gabor's kitchen before this deck fills with people, and I intend to put it there first.

In the kitchen, Renata's ruled recipe cards hang taped inside the cupboard door. Mihai works around them in his whites, sleeves rolled, and lifts his chin at my box. "The birthday cake shares my counter, Mrs. Calloway. If yours beats my dessert course, I retire on the spot."

"Then we're both out of work by eight." I slide the cake onto the cold shelf. Gabor comes in off the dock path with a coiled hose over one shoulder, kisses my cheek, and points me back out. "Chairs, Sylvie. My wife comes down in that blue dress any minute wanting to greet her family at the rail."

Renata takes that rail in blue linen and the big hat as the cars come up the gravel. A cheek for Kaito, an order about chairs for Evan, and a handshake held for Cortez, who walks up from the road parking with a bottle in one fist. "You picked right," she tells him over the label.

Mihai feeds us off the deck table at dusk, plates down in order, whites spotless through the whole service. The compliments go to Renata because it's her birthday, and she takes them with both hands. "Mihai cooked. I supervised. Praise the man who owns the stockpot." Kaito pours her wine first, label out, and she thanks him before the family, her hand circling his wrist. His eyes take in my dress on the way past me, top to hem, and I let them. "My stepson reads a wine label. My son reads furniture joints. Between them I am covered."

"Flattery accepted," Kaito says. "And I'll be repeating it at the marina."

Renata looks down the table at Evan and me. "And look at my luck this year. My son has color in his face and my daughter-in-law glows. Both of you, all summer. The city agrees with you."

Gabor stands, glass up. "Sylvie. Bench at my right. It's my toast and I choose who sits beside me."

Renata waves him off. "Sit where the man points. Arguing with him costs a whole evening, and it's my birthday."

I move down the bench to Gabor's right hand. His eyes stay on my mouth while I settle.

"To Sylvie Calloway." He holds the glass high over the table. "She landed on my dock a guest this spring and she stayed the best thing this family has. Drink to her before my wife takes her back."

Glasses go up. "To Sylvie, then," Renata says, and drinks before anyone else at the table.

I shift on the bench. Under the table I press my thighs together and hold them there. Across from me Evan goes around with the bottle, topping Gabor, Kaito, Mihai, Renata, and in the middle of the toasts his eyes find mine. I hold his look and let him have it. The front of his trousers sits built under the table's edge, where only I know to look.

"And to my son." Renata raises her glass at Evan across the sideboard where my cake waits in its box. "Who married the painter. Stand up and be looked at, Evan."

Evan stands. "Toast accepted, Mother. I'll try to keep deserving it." He sits, fills my glass last, to the brim, and his fingers brush the stem on the way off it.

After the plates go in, the deck spreads into chairs and coffee. Renata holds the low table with the story of her sister's tomatoes, and Cortez ends up in the chair behind mine, his arm along the back of it behind my shoulders. I let it stay. To the deck it reads as a gym friend easy in a stranger's family. Across the coffee table Gabor's eyes land on that arm and sit there, and he keeps his smile on Renata.

"Cortez." Renata aims her cup at him. "A man your size at a climbing gym all day. What is it you actually do?"

"Belay work. Coaching. I keep the wall safe and the clients moving."

"And my daughter-in-law hangs off your walls how often?"

"Weekends, mostly. She listens well. That's most of climbing."

"And Evan?"

"He keeps to the easy walls. Good company on a rope."

"You taught her to dangle over a river for fun." Renata sets her cup down. "I can't decide whether to thank you or call somebody."

"Thank me," Cortez says, and drinks.

Gabor rises with the wine bottle, comes around the chairs, and fills my glass where I sit. "You get the better bottle," he says, loud, for the deck. His hand comes down flat on my shoulder and stays, wide, gray at the knuckles, warm off his own glass. I lean into the weight under his palm. Renata gets to the part where the deer ate the whole crop and Kaito howls, and under the cover of her story his thumb crosses the side of my neck once, slow, where nobody at this deck can see it. I keep my eyes on Renata's face and my thighs pressed where the toast left them.

Renata opens gifts at the deck table. Kaito's silk scarf earns a real scream. Gabor's bracelet goes over her wrist and gets approved aloud. Mine comes last in plain paper and takes both her hands: the family painted from out on the water, the deck rail, her hat, Gabor at the post, the boathouse at the edge. She sits with it a while.

"You painted us from the lake." She tips it toward the light. "Even his shoulders came out kind." Then her eyes come over the frame at me. "No one else at this table looks this hard at us, Sylvie. And you're still glowing. I said it at dinner and I'll say it again under the lights."

"Thank you, Renata." I fold the torn paper under the empty box. "Enough unwrapping. The cake needs candles, and candles need dark."

Behind us Kaito and Mihai start in on the dishes, Kaito for rotation and Mihai for standards, until Gabor picks up the first stack himself and carries it in.

I go inside for the cake and Cortez follows with the plates. He sets them by the counter and stays in the doorway, deck noise at his back.

"Hold still when it's lit," he says, in the hush he keeps. "I'm not done looking."

He goes back out. I stand a second with the box in my arms, and my pussy throbs once under the cotton of my dress.

Gabor kills the deck lights. Candles burn down the cake's length on my steady hands. The family crowds the table — Cortez, Mihai, Kaito, Gabor, and my husband among them — and the four men who share me sing happy birthday to his mother while I hold still like I was told. Renata shuts her eyes on the wish and blows the row out in one go, and the lights come up on her laugh.

Renata catches my wrist on her way past the sideboard. "Walk me down before the men settle their dishes treaty, Sylvie. I want air off my own deck."

The dock lamps throw yellow low over black water. She walks me the length of the boards past the pontoon and stops at the far end, on the plank Gabor asked her on, and sets her forearms on the rail.

"Mihai outdid himself, and I'm taking the credit, because I found the man. The portrait goes over the buffet in the hall where everyone has to see it coming in."

"You'll get tired of explaining the hat."

"I never get tired of my hat."

"Ask me about your sister's garden instead," I say. "Is she planting over the surgery, or is it finished?"

"Finished and planting. Stubborn, that one." Renata looks at the lamplight lying on the water. "Enough about her. It's my birthday. I get one hard question, and I've been saving it all through dinner." She turns. The light sits on her face. "What has happened to my husband?"

The toast comes back first, then the thumb an hour behind it, and my folds swell warm again inside my dress, standing on her dock, being asked.

"He's been good to me all summer, Renata."

"That's a daughter-in-law answer." She lets it stand, then looks back at the water. "I married a loud man. His whole first marriage and half of mine, that man walked this dock at four in the morning checking lines. I'd hear the boards and know his stride and go back to sleep. This summer he sleeps until I get up. Same hour, Sylvie. Both of us." She faces me. "In my whole marriage I have never seen that man settled. Not once. And he is settled now."

The truth sits one breath back. I could hand it to her here in the lamplight with the water for a witness, and wanting that is a live thing in me, the same pull I get at the bottom of a hard wall. I hand her the smile instead and keep my voice level.

"You did that." Renata takes my hand in both of hers and squeezes. "Don't argue with me on my birthday. I watched that toast tonight. I know what I saw. Whatever you're feeding this family, keep feeding it."

"I feed them. They eat."

She laughs with her head back. "He cut this plank longer than the others so two could stand on it. Told the dock builder it was for the view." Gabor gave me that story himself in June, his hand at the small of my back the whole way down the ramp. I keep my hand where Renata put it and give her the squeeze back.

"You'll both come for Thanksgiving," she says. "I'm putting it on the calendar before Gabor claims the deck for the turkey. And Sylvie—" the curt edge comes up under the warm "—if this family ever needs anything fixed, you'll tell me. I'm old. I can carry it."

"This family doesn't need fixing, Renata."

"No," she says, and nods up the lawn at her lit deck. "It doesn't. Come on. The birthday girl wants her brandy, and the men want an audience."

We go up the boards together, her arm through mine, the lamps at our backs.

Inside, I gather Renata's torn wrapping into an armload for the burn barrel. The screen door stands open at its evening angle, and the rail past it still holds two men with their nightcaps. I stop in the doorway with my armload.

"You poured all night without a drop off the side," Gabor says, pitched low. "And you kept your face through a table of men toasting your wife. Sit your last drink with me, boy."

"I've had harder evenings, sir." Evan's glass taps his. "I helped build most of them."

Gabor drinks. Then, pitched for the screen door: "This family runs on its peace and its secrets, Evan. I keep both. Ask your wife how I keep them."

Evan's glass stops halfway up. "She tells me what I'm allowed to know, sir."

Neither man turns. Gabor sent it through the door on purpose. I carry the paper out to the burn barrel, and it goes up in one bright breath.

Sunday passes slow and full. The lake stays flat all morning, Renata and Gabor hold the deck chairs with coffee, and Kaito loses an hour tubing behind the pontoon and comes up the ladder dripping, insults ready. We eat leftovers off the deck table at noon and swim off the dock in the warm part of the afternoon. The side of my neck carries the warm ghost of that thumb off the deck chair, and I swim with my chin up and let the family see none of it. Kaito loads his car at dusk, hugs his mother at the steps, tells his father the pontoon needs a new rope, and takes the city road with the windows down. Mihai and Cortez went home last night — Mihai with his crates and a Thanksgiving order, Cortez down the river road with the bottle empty in his footwell.

After supper I come out to the lawn for a last look before bed, Evan in the kitchen behind me turning off the room lights. The house stands lit above the grass — Renata and Gabor's windows yellow up there, the kitchen bright at his shoulder. Below the lawn the boathouse sits dark, and the lake keeps up its slap under the boards. I stand and look at the lit windows and at the boathouse dark below them. Evan's shadow crosses the kitchen light, and I go up the grass, and he holds the screen door, and it shuts soft behind us.


Secrets at the Table

Renata comes alone.

Her text comes at dusk — the cab, the river road — and Evan lays a place for her while I pull the chicken out of the oven. She comes up the stairwell in a stone-colored suit with pearl studs at her ears, kisses both our cheeks on the landing, and hands her coat across to my husband without a word about it.

We keep the supper small. One bird, a plate each, the everyday cloth on the kitchen table. She runs the marina season for us — slips gone before the holiday, Gabor booking October at the lake for everybody — and asks after my covers, and I tell her about the woman on the cliff and how long her hair took, and Renata asks who suffers worse, the woman or the artist. The bird comes off the board juicy. Evan refills her glass before she knows it's low. Under the pleasant meal I sit with her birthday remark from last weekend: a man stops looking once he's gotten what he wanted. She decided that about Gabor and let it lie. Tonight her attention is on her son, working the same ground.

She sets her fork down at the quiet part, when the plates are going empty, and levels her eyes at me across the chicken.

"Sylvie. Sweetheart. I have watched that boy slouch through every supper of his life, and this summer he sits up at my table laughing ahead of his own jokes. Happy as a man can be, and I'd know the reason. Whatever it is you do to him, write it down before I'm too old to use it."

I have the answer ready before she finishes. Your son begs me for men, Mother. His cousin, his brother, his father, the man off the climbing wall. He begs, I take, he cleans up after. One breath. I look at her pearl studs, her wine, her fork laid neat beside her plate, and I hear myself start.

"I ask him what he wants, Renata. The real list, not the safe one he brings to family suppers." I go on before she can lift her glass. "And then I give him all of it. Every item, including the ones he'd die before saying out loud. Especially those. You would be surprised what a man is ashamed to want from his own wife."

Her fork stops over her plate. Her eyes go to her son.

"Mother." Evan waits for the room to fall quiet, then runs it fast. "What my wife is describing is the chicken. Butter under the skin, applied in open defiance of a standing order she issued in April. You heard what a man is ashamed to want from his own wife. In my case, butter."

Renata laughs — head back, fork down, the real one. "Well. Keep feeding that bird." She drops the question where it lies. "Speaking of standing orders, Gabor wants everybody at the lake for the last warm weekend of October, and I have promised a pie I cannot make."

I'm furious at him. I'd kiss him for it, too, and both of those are honest.

Evan rises, gathers my mother-in-law's plate before her chair moves, and carries it to the sink past my shoulder. He racks it, wrings the cloth, wipes the board. I watch my husband wait on his mother — the hands that kneel on this floor for four men wrapped around her fork and her china — and I keep still and let the picture sit in me.

I bring Renata her own birthday cake, the half she sent home with us, on a plate with a fork. She looks at it and then at me. "You brought my cake back."

"You baked it. I only drove it."

She finishes the slice and licks the fork, and stands, and kisses my cheek and her son's, and pauses at the street door with her coat on. "Same table next month. Bring the husband." I hear her heels on the stairwell until the street door closes behind her. Evan turns the deadbolt and keeps his fingers on the key.

"What would you have said?" He asks it to the door before he turns around.

"You heard how it began." I push my chair back and face him across the uncleared table. "I wanted her to hear the rest. That her daughter-in-law takes the whole family. Her husband's cousin, her husband's brother, her husband's father, the man off the climbing wall. Laid out on her plate with dessert. I wanted to watch her fork stop a second time, and this time stay stopped."

He comes to the table and stands over his own plate. "She isn't Cortez. She isn't Gabor with his own roof over it, or Kaito with his Sundays. You set that sentence in front of my mother and the family splits at the table it eats on. Renata stops looking because looking kills her. Gabor loses the house he rules. Kaito loses the place settings he shames me with. And I stand in the wreckage holding your coat, Sylvie, and there's no corner left in any of this that's mine."

"I know." Low, unhurried. "That's the piece I can't hand you, husband. Your mother one breath off the truth — that was the best taste at the whole supper. I sat there through her kindness with my dress sticking to the chair. The almost is the meal. The danger is what makes me want it, and you can't talk me out of what feeds me."

"Now trade me." I hold my hand out flat on the table. "You collect my confessions on a schedule — fine. Then give me the true account of the save. How slow were you, Evan? You heard it coming. Say it."

He stands with his fingers hooked on the chair back, and the answer comes fast and low, all one breath.

"From the third word I heard where you were going. And I put my thumb around my glass and let you walk. That's the confession, since you're collecting: I wanted her fork to stop too. I wanted my wife to say it at a family table — my mother right there with cake coming. Some of me has wanted that since the first hallway floor, and tonight it came that close."

I hear him out standing still. "There it is. That's exactly why the limit gets said out loud tonight. Neither of us can be trusted at the edge. You lean too — you just lean quiet."

"So we build it small," he says. "The circle stays as it stands. The four men who already carry it. Nobody new, ever. My mother never — not by accident, not on purpose, not in a sentence you start and abandon."

"And if a sentence ever runs long on me again?"

"Then I'll finish it for you," he says. "Badly enough that you never start another."

"My mother never." I put my hand over his on the chair back. "Then hear what I'm handing over, because I'll come back for it every week and you'll watch me come. I'm giving up your mother's table. The best seat in this family. She set me in the seat above the whole table, told me to keep being it, and I'm never going to tell her what I did to earn the chair."

He turns his hand under mine. "Then hear my half, and it isn't close. Everything you set down tonight, I keep — the door, the dishes, her Sundays, the quiet surface of this family, held shut with both my hands. And everything you kept, I'm devoting myself to. The want points at me first, Sylvie. Wherever it fits, it lands on me, and I kneel into it glad."

We work it deep into the night, my loopholes against his walls, and end where we started: the four men, nobody new, Renata never. The plates go cold between us.

The table stays loaded. He kneels. I sit back down in my chair and open for him.

"Mouth," I tell him, in the voice that carries no further than this kitchen.

He takes my dress up over my thighs to my waist, hooks his thumbs into the lace and strips it down and off one foot. Then he spreads my thighs wide with both hands — wide past the chair arms — and looks first, and keeps looking, his thumbs opening me for the ceiling light, and puts his mouth straight on my clit. Lips over it, a soft pull, his tongue circling short and never landing. My back comes off the chair with nowhere to go. His forearm lays across my lower belly and pins me to the seat. I drag the other chair close and set my feet on its edge, spread as wide as the kitchen allows, his to look at under the lamp while he eats.

He works me over slowly — long strokes through my folds, then back up to worry the clit with just the tip, then his lips closing over it to suck while two fingers push into me and curl. I grind what the arm allows, which is almost nothing, and take it.

"Gabor." I say it into his hair, and he goes still on me until I give him the rest, here, where I want it said.

"His room at the lake, the weekend I stayed through Sunday. He walked me up ahead of him and put me on his bed and closed one hand around both my wrists and carried them over my head and pinned them flat — those wide gray hands — and then he took his time. He never hurries, that man. The window stood open to the water, the dock lamps sitting out on the black, and he held me pinned the whole while, slow, watching my face while I took him. Renata was asleep down the hall of her own house. Your guest-room door stood open below me. And my voice got away from me — went out that window loud enough to reach the far shore, and the lawn stayed dark and still under it. Nobody came up the grass. That's the piece, Evan — the one I'm telling you with your mouth on me. Nobody came."

My voice roughens on the rope part and he feels it through my thighs. "Nobody came" puts me over. He seals his lips around my clit and sucks me steady through it while I grind what his arm allows, and it runs long, my thighs shaking on his ears, both names getting out of me at the ceiling. He stays down there through the slow drop after it, drinking what I give him, until I push at his forehead.

I fist his shirt in both hands and haul him up off the kitchen floor. He comes up wet-mouthed and I turn him back to the table and unbutton him, one to the last, and reach in and bring his cock out into the lamplight — heavy, the head dark and slick. I sit forward on the chair and take him into my mouth. The lamp hangs straight over us and I want the lamp full on him while my husband looks down at his wife with her lips stretched around him.

I work him deeper in passes until my throat takes him to the root, eyes watering, breathing through my nose with my throat full. Then I reach up and take his face in one hand and tilt it down so he has to watch.

"Look," I try to tell him around him, and it comes out a mess, and he looks.

My free hand finds my clit, raw from his mouth, and I rub slow circles while I swallow him down again and again, my other palm flat on his thigh feeling it lock. I come the second time with his shaft past my lips, the moan clamped around him, my fingers working myself through it while my throat closes on him, and he warns me with his stance and I take him deeper instead, and he comes in pulses down my throat and I swallow every drop of his cum and keep my hand on his face until he's done and sagging over the table.

I lift my hand away last. He stands over me breathing with his shirt hanging open, and neither of us clears the table.

The week runs inside the line we drew. Mihai comes midweek with his dessert boxes and takes me over the studio table with the river lit behind him, laughing his kitchen laugh, with Sunday's near-telling still ours alone. Kaito comes later in the week with his bottle and his terms a day early, and rides me through every one of them and leaves down the stairwell with the circle shut behind him. Nobody new. Nobody told. The four men carry it with us now, and none of them know the weight got measured this week.

At week's end the last glass is racked and the loft is ours. Evan sets the folded towels back on the dresser and stands a minute with his palm flat on them, and I sit up against the headboard and watch him through the lamplight.

"Come here. Sit."

He sits on his edge of the bed. I put my hand on his thigh.

"The full weight, since we trade straight now. The secret sits on me hard, Evan. Every week — hard as it sits on you, and I've said that out loud never. Sundays at your mother's table. Plates going past me. You on your knees with the towel over your shoulder. I watch you carry your share, and I carry mine, and one Sunday I nearly put both halves down in front of her with the cake. That's what I gave up this week. When it gets heavy I'll hand it to you like this, so it never goes stale in me."

"Then hand it over every week," he says. "You'll never carry it by yourself in this house again. The heavier half lives in my hands now, and I'm stronger than I look." He takes my hand off his thigh and carries it across the sheets and presses it flat on his chest, and keeps his own hand over mine while his heart works under my palm.

Later, when his breathing has gone long and slow beside me, I get up in the chemise and cross the dark loft to the studio windows.

Across the river the city keeps its lights on — small and far and steady, every lit window a table I'll never tell. I put my forearms on the sill and let the river cold climb my arms, and the want is all there, and tonight it sits lighter, most of the weight in his hands in the bed behind me.

The lights stay far off across the river. I stay at the glass in the dark, keeping what's mine.


The Last Claim

I want the season closed tonight and I want it to run another month, and there's no picking between the two wants while the circle comes up my stairwell. The men put their coats on the hook by the street door, and I hear them in the kitchen already, deep in talk.

Evan pours at the counter — whiskey for Cortez before anyone speaks to him, the heavy glass for Gabor, Kaito's own bottle standing, Mihai's wine — and the talk is summer ending: docks up before the ice, the league moving indoors, Mihai's one wedding left on the October book. I stand in the middle of the bedroom in the black dress with the hooks fastened, the windows open to the last warm night of the season, and listen to them through the wall.

I go to the doorway and keep the level I keep on my voice. "The season closes tonight. One night left, and I'm giving it to the man who opened it. Everyone here had his summer. Cortez ends it because Cortez began it."

"Sundays were mine by terms," Kaito says across the counter. "You were the weekday help, cousin."

"Terms from June are stale," Mihai says, "and the season's changing hands."

Cortez puts his glass down and says it in the hush. "Both of you stop. Sunday's mine now — mine through the cold months. Argue over what's left."

"That's not how terms run," Kaito starts, and Cortez looks at him, and the bottle goes back on the wood without the rest of the sentence. Mihai laughs once, at himself.

We run the summer's order after that. Kaito first, in our bed with the door wide, my ankles over his shoulders while he tells me what his week has earned him. Mihai on the studio table, my dress up round my waist, the paint cart at his elbow. Gabor last of the three, unhurried in the big chair, my knees over his forearms while he announces what he intends before he does any of it. Between turns I drink from my glass and leave it on Evan's tray. Evan pours standing, kneels where a man points him, keeps the towel ready on his shoulder. When Gabor is finished with me I sit up on sheets gone dark under me, the dress still hooked, my hair down, and Cortez puts his empty glass on the dresser and stands.

He crosses the floor and stops in front of me. The men are in their places — Gabor in the big chair past the bed's foot, Kaito on the straight-back, Mihai in the doorway with his shoulder on the jamb. Cortez looks me over first, unhurried, from the hooks down the back to the hem.

"You dressed for the room," he says.

"I dressed for you."

His palm lands flat over my mound, outside the wool, and stays while the heat comes up through it. Then two fingers drag up the seam, slow, over my clit, and back down, and I set my feet wide on the boards before I've decided to.

"Open your stance," he says, and I'm already there.

He works the seam of the dress into me until the wool darkens and clings in a wet line to the lips of my pussy. I hold my breath. He waits me out. I let it go and he drags the cloth over my clit again, slow enough that I feel every thread of it.

Evan comes up behind me and gathers my hair up off my collar, holds it loose in one fist clear of the sweat. "Keep it there through all of it," I tell him. "Don't drop it when I get loud." His fist closes. He stays.

Gabor nods from his chair, the old man's yes to what he's watching. Kaito lifts his glass to Cortez across the room. Mihai smiles down at the floor. Then Gabor rises, crosses to the tray, and picks up my glass — the one my mouth has been on all evening — and drinks from my rim with his eyes on the bed. He drains it and hands it back to Evan empty. "She never leaves a glass worth wasting," he says, and goes back to his chair.

Evan sets the glass down with one hand, moves to the bed's foot, and goes down on his knees there, the towel across his thighs, his face level with my knees.

Cortez turns me by the shoulder and puts me on my back with my knees wide on the sheet. He opens the hooks down my back one at a time, unhurried, and the dress falls open off my breasts into the lamp. Four men look. My husband watches from the floor. My nipples are hard in the cool off the open windows, and Cortez takes one breast in his hand and rolls the nipple with his thumb while his other hand goes back under the skirt and pushes two fingers into me. The men go quiet at the sound of his fingers in me. Mihai's smile is gone off his face now.

He stands off the bed and opens his jeans and takes his cock out, thick and heavy, the head dark, big as the first night taught me it would be. He pulls the skirt to my waist and puts the head against my opening and pushes in slow. I'm open from his fingers and he still stretches me around him, and the burn is good, and my cry comes up out of me with the level gone from my voice.

He bottoms out and every man in the room hears me take him, wet and loud, the sound carrying to the doorway. He fucks me in long pushes, deep and steady, and builds the pace until the headboard knocks the wall and Kaito starts his league talk again over it, louder, riding the noise. I pull my knees wider for him. Evan stays where he is on the floor, the towel still across his thighs, his eyes on my face.

"Tight as April," Cortez tells me, low, for the room. "Tighter."

I cry out under him on every deep push and give them all of it. The windows stand open and the street below can have it if it climbs that far — I want it climbing. Four men keep their eyes on the bed while my husband's fist holds my hair off my collar, and every pair of them watching feeds me: Cortez's size, Gabor's patience, Kaito holding his own voice steady. Cortez puts his thumb on my clit and works it in circles and keeps the depth coming, and the climb goes fast. At the peak I look down myself, past the open dress, past where he's in me, into Evan's eyes, and I hold them there.

"Whose is the last night?" Cortez says.

"Yours, Cortez," I say, into Evan's eyes, and I go over around his cock with every man hearing it, my heels digging into the sheet. I hold his gaze straight on while it takes me. I want him carrying it home.

He rides me through it and doesn't stop, and my second climb starts before my voice has come down. When his turn arrives he pushes in to the root and holds, and I feel each spill of him deep while I keep watching Evan, until he has emptied himself into me. When Cortez draws off, what he leaves runs down and darkens the sheet.

I sit up against the headboard with the dress open and my thighs trembling. "Evan. The tray. On your knees at every chair in this room." He fills Gabor's glass from his knees, then Kaito's, then Mihai's, then Cortez's, the towel still over one thigh.

The men carry their glasses back to the kitchen and I come off the bed and follow, the dress open down my front. Evan stands the tray on the counter. He has started down at my feet when I stop him with two words. "Standing, Evan." He comes up and stays on his feet, hands at his sides.

"You stand below every man in my circle now," I tell him, in front of all of them. "Below Cortez. Below Gabor, below Kaito, below Mihai. Below every man I took this summer. That's where you stand, and I'm saying it here so it holds in front of witnesses." I let it sit between us. "And you're the man I married. The ring stays where it is. I keep you."

The kitchen goes quiet. Evan's thumb crosses the ring on his left hand, once, and his mouth opens and shuts on nothing. The men stand waiting. I wait him out. And then it comes out of him fast, every word arriving on the last one's heels. "Then I'm the lowest man in my own house and the only one in this room she swore eleven years to. I built what tonight is, and I'll stand where she's put me."

He stops there. His thumb crosses the ring once, and the rest of it never gets out of him. The front of his jeans says what his mouth won't, standing full in front of all four men, and nothing more comes.

Mihai sets his glass on the table. "Since the house is settling its places tonight, I'll say mine out loud. I'm done renting nights by invitation. Sunday's gone to Marsh, so — Wednesday. My Wednesday, every week, standing, not asked for. And since it's the husband's household everyone keeps telling me it is — Evan." He waits. The men wait with him, his grin holding on by its corners.

Evan answers him before the quiet can set. "You'll have your Wednesday, Mihai. Come at eight, bring the dessert box, and keep doing to my wife whatever keeps that grin on you while you do it. The telling after is mine to sit through." Mihai's eyes go bright and he laughs at himself for it and lifts his glass to my husband.

Gabor puts his glass down and crosses to the counter. Kaito's hand is already out and his father reaches past it and gives Cortez his first, the shake slow, the old man's grip gone under Cortez's and kept there. "Top of the circle," Gabor says. "Understood."

He brings his coat in from the hook and puts it on at the counter, and says the rest of it across the steel to Evan. "I never thought I'd share a woman with my own stepson. Sixty-three years old, and your wife is the one it happened with." He settles the coat on his shoulders. "I'd do it all again."

"Pour for your wife before we go, boy. Let the family watch you do it right." Evan takes the bottle and fills my glass to the brim, all the way up, and hands it to me first, ahead of every man at the counter. I drink half the glass down with the family watching and the dress still open on my breasts.

The men let themselves out into the night — Kaito's voice going down the stairwell, Mihai's laugh under it, Gabor's boots last on the steps. Cortez goes without a word, and his empty glass stays on the dresser for morning. The street door shuts. Evan turns the deadbolt and stays at it with his fingers on the key.

I take my glass off the counter and we go up the hall to the bedroom, past the long table, the windows open to the last of the warmth. It's past midnight. I put my glass on the dresser beside Cortez's empty one and take Evan's hand — the left one, the ring one — and hold it in both of mine. He holds on.


Everything Known

"Leave the table to me, Evan."

I say it bent over the boards with my arms full of plates, and he stops in the kitchen doorway with the dish towel still in his hand.

"I cooked all of it. There's nothing left for me to carry."

"You cooked. You'll pour. You'll serve standing." I slide the first plate into the place at the head, the one nobody sits in until Marsh takes it. "The laying of this table is mine, and tonight it gets laid by these hands."

He comes up behind me while I reach down the runner for the far candles. The dress I chose for tonight is the green one, its back open to the waist, and the reach gives him the whole line of my bare back. He stops where he is. I hold the pose longer than the candles need, up on my toes, and let the cool off the high windows travel down my bare back while he looks.

"Go tend the pork," I tell him, and he goes.

The studio lamps burn over the half-finished cover down the hall. The stairwell is black without them, and I want this building lit for the men climbing it.

Mihai arrives first, his voice ahead of him on the stairs — "—and if the pork is dry, cousin, I'm invoicing the cook, that is a catering guarantee" — then himself in the doorway, rust shirt, sleeves rolled, a bottle of red crooked in one arm. He reads the settings down the table and his grin spreads.

"Full bench. Somebody means to say something tonight."

"Drink your wine and find your chair, Miha."

He kisses my cheek on the way past and puts the bottle at his place.

Kaito takes the stairs at a jog with the whiskey. He sets the bottle on the tray by the street door, where the glasses stand waiting. "The one I texted for back when we were still negotiating my terms. It's been sitting in my closet waiting on a night worthy of it." He looks past me to the head of the table. "Somebody better have saved Marsh's seat."

Gabor's boots come up that stairwell louder than anything all evening. He hangs the barn coat on the hook himself, sets a paper-bagged bottle at his elbow, and says, "For after." He takes the chair across from me. "Renata's at her sister's till Monday. I'm a free man till then."

Cortez's knock comes last, quiet. He takes the stairs at his own pace, crosses the room past all of us, pulls out the chair at the head, and sits. Nobody points him to it. I laid the table and he took the head, and neither of us needs the arrangement explained.

"Evening, Marsh."

"Sylvie."

Evan pours his whiskey before he says another word — from Kaito's bottle, the tumbler set down at his right hand. Cortez drinks and puts it on the wood.

The pork goes out braised dark, with the bread and the greens, and Evan serves it standing, a plate down in front of every man, and takes the chair beside mine when the last plate lands. Gabor cleans his plate and starts on the loaf. Mihai gets a story going about a bride's mother who tried to renegotiate the cake the morning of the wedding. "I told her, madam, the cake is a covenant. Covenants don't take amendments."

"And she paid?" Kaito, around a fork.

"She wept and paid."

"Never amend a cake," Gabor says, and Kaito's laugh goes down the table. He moves on to the league — his team taking another one, somebody's broken layup, the banner at the gym carrying the wrong name — and Gabor lets all of it run until the plates slow down.

The plates slow down and stay slowed. I look down the table at the four of them and wait for somebody to look finished with a summer like this one, and nobody here looks finished. What's left unsaid is sitting across from me in my husband's chair, and I make him stand up under it.

"Stand, Evan."

He stays in his chair. The color comes up over his ears at the edges and climbs while the table waits, and nobody hurries him. His hand stays where he put it, on the wood. I wait him out. Kaito starts to say something and thinks better of it. Cortez drinks and lets the man find his feet.

The chair scrapes and he stands, and he stays on his feet until the men quit moving. Then fast, the sentences long and solemn and running into each other:

"I asked for the first night of this. Out loud, in our bedroom, before any man at this table knew there was a night to ask for. I've asked for every one since — down a phone to each of you, on my knees at this door, wherever she put the asking. Nobody here took a thing from me, and no man at this table has heard the one thanks owed him for it, so: thank you. Thank you for taking my wife." He finds me down the table and holds my eyes. "And the only person here I haven't thanked is the one who told me to stand up and say it."

I watch the men take it. Kaito's grin dies down into something steadier. Mihai's glass stops halfway up and hangs there. Gabor's eyes stay on Evan the whole length of the thanks and past it.

Mihai lifts his glass first, wet along the lashes and smiling around it. "My Wednesday doesn't move."

"Sundays stand, brother." Kaito leads with the scorn and lands it fond.

Gabor points his glass at Evan across the table. "Well asked."

"Nobody said done." Cortez, into the quiet. "Sit down."

"Sit, husband." I wait until he's beside me again, his hand finding my knee, and then I give them my piece. I look along them and let them hold still under it.

"Every man at this table had me this summer, and every one of you is welcome back at it, and my husband pours while you're here. Pour, Evan. Cortez first."

He pours standing, man by man down the table.

"Gabor." He pours. "Kaito." He pours. "Mihai." He pours. When he reaches me I catch his wrist and put him back in his chair, and he fills mine last and keeps the bottle at his elbow. Gabor slits the paper bag and sets his bottle in the middle of the table, the label he keeps for Christmas, and says nothing about it. My hand stays where his left it, on his knee, and I keep my seat beside him while Mihai gets the weddings going again and Kaito argues coaching with Gabor past the point of sense.

It's past midnight when Gabor pushes his chair back and stands, and nobody mistakes what the standing is. He holds his hand out to me across the wood, and I take it.

He walks me down the hall with the men rising behind us as far as the bedroom doorway and no farther. At the door he turns me by the shoulder and lifts the green dress off my shoulders, slow, and drops it on the boards. Then he backs me to the middle of the rug and takes me down onto it, my back in the wool, my legs coming up around him, his weight settling over me broad and easy. He works his cock into me without a word until I'm taking all of him, and the doorway stays full while he does it — Mihai's shoulder on the frame, Kaito dead center with his father's glass held up high where I can see it past Gabor's back, a toast with nobody's mouth moving. My eyes go past all of them to Evan, standing inside the men, and stay on him while Gabor rides me slow and hard on my own rug, the old man's breathing going rough over me, until he groans into my hair and comes and lets his weight down heavy for a moment before he rolls off.

Evan kneels where Gabor left me before the man's belt is back through its loops, his mouth on my pussy, licking Gabor's cum out of me while boots go on in the hall behind him. I hold his head with both hands until I've finished shaking.

Gabor ducks his head to me at the bedroom door and takes the stairs first. Kaito lifts the emptied glass to me backward, without turning around, and follows him down. Mihai kisses my cheek at the street door. "Same table in the spring, Sylvie. I'm bringing the good champagne." Cortez goes last, his empty in his hand, and sets it on the tray where the bottle stood. He looks at me once and goes down into the October dark.

The street door shuts. Evan throws the deadbolt and leaves the key standing in it. I go down the hall and turn off the studio lamps, and the building goes dark behind me, and I follow my husband up to bed.

He's propped on his elbow with the lamp on when I lie down. He starts fast, the sentences long, rehearsed the whole way up the stairs.

"I carried a question up with me. I've handed over the door, the bed, the Sundays, the phone calls where I beg on command. Under all of it there's a marriage — ours, the one we signed — and I need to hear it holds. That what's left between you and me is still that, and not only the floor the men cross on their way to you."

He's lying there with the question out in the lamplight, and for a second all I can see is him on the hallway floor with his ear to the wood, asking for everything before anybody knew what everything was. I put my hand on his ring finger and keep it there.

"The men come to this loft for me." Low and unhurried. "Cortez climbs my stairs on Fridays. Mihai holds my Wednesdays. Kaito and Gabor will spend the winter arguing over the leftovers, and every one of them walks back down to his own house when I finish with him. Not one of them has a key, and none of them gets this side of the bed." His hand comes over mine and folds it closed on the ring. "You built what they climb up here for. You cook for it, you pour for it, you kneel for it, and you asked for every piece of it out loud with your ears red and your eyes lit, and I've watched you do it since April. If you think I hand that over at a doorway because an old man was slow and heavy on a rug, you stopped paying attention to your own wife somewhere back down the stairs.

"I come back to you, Evan. That's the trade, and I've kept it every night since April."

He reaches over and turns off the lamp. I lie back with my hand where it is and listen to his breathing go long. Down the hall, in the dark, the long table stands set, the glasses on it where the men left them.


Her Game, Their Marriage

I pull the gray silk slip up my body and settle each strap high on my shoulder. In the mirror it hangs loose at my chest and ends at mid-thigh, the slip I kept from the night Gabor and Kaito shared this bed, and I leave my hair down over it and go barefoot out to the hall.

Down the hall Evan stands at the stove in his henley with the sleeves shoved up, stirring the braise from Cortez's first supper, and the long table already holds my place at the head, his own, and the chair that faces mine.

All afternoon I've been waiting for this night to come out smaller than April. April ran ahead of us blind. Tonight has months of practice behind it and a guest who knows the house, and I want to know whether the weight holds through the repeat.

The knock comes up the stairwell. Evan goes down, draws the bolt, and folds to his knees on the mat with a glass of the red already poured, and Cortez stands over him in the doorway with a bottle in one hand — the same red he drank across our first table — and takes the offered glass and drinks half of it where he stands.

"At the table," he says, and puts the bottle into Evan's hands.

Evan rises and carries it past me up the hall, and Cortez's eyes follow him as far as my shoulder, then come down to the slip, the straps, the legs under the silk.

At the long table, Evan works the cork out and pours mine first, then Cortez's, then his own, and sits at my right hand. The braise goes around steaming, and Cortez eats it unhurried, forearm along the wood, and halfway into his plate he speaks across it. "You cooked it the same." "Same pot. Same cut. Rustier hands," Evan gets out fast, and Cortez's mouth pulls at one corner. The talk stays small after that — his gym, the gallery out in the hills, the league moving indoors for the winter — and I reach to turn my glass and the strap on my right shoulder slides down my arm to the elbow. I leave it lying there. The silk sags at my chest and one nipple sits a pull from the lamplight, and Cortez's eyes drop and stay through the rest of his plate, and I go wet under him at my own table with my husband three feet away keeping our glasses full. Evan's face gives away nothing and the front of his trousers gives away everything. Nobody at the table says a word.

I put my napkin down and stand, the strap still down my arm.

"With me."

Evan goes up ahead at my word, carrying the bottle and both glasses, and stands inside the bedroom doorway holding the door wide. I take Cortez up the hall past the studio, and the gray silk dress hangs on its hook where April left it. Cortez slows and draws the back of his hand down it, shoulder to hem, and walks on.

I stop him at the bedroom threshold and step through alone. Evan stands at the door with the bottle in one hand and the glasses in the other, waiting on my word.

"The boards, by the door," I tell him, and he sets the bottle and both glasses down just inside.

"Kneel where you knelt in April."

He steps past me onto the hallway floor and folds down at the wall, the spot past the foot of the bed, and the door stands wide above his head.

I hold my hand out to Cortez and he crosses the room and takes my wrist and turns me to face the door. He slips the loose strap off my arm and the other one after it, and the silk drops from me to the boards. I stand in the doorway light with both of them looking, my husband on his knees in the hall and the man who opened me filling the room, and I roll my shoulders back and let them look their fill — the heavy breasts, the nipples up, the hair loose over both.

"Still the same," Cortez says.

He sits on the bed's edge and draws me in between his knees. He draws a nipple into his mouth, then the other, sucking slow until both ache, and then he sets his teeth into the one April marked and keeps them there until I gasp. My fingers find his scalp and stay there while he turns me by the waist, lays me down the mattress, and follows me onto it with his hands running my thighs wide apart.

His mouth goes down my body — my belly, the inside of a thigh — and spreads over my pussy, tongue slow through my folds and up inside me, and I'm climbing before he's through the first lick. I arch off the mattress. I'm close from the supper, from the strap lying in my lap through the braise, from his eyes, and he takes me right to it and lifts his mouth away and stands up over me and opens his belt.

His cock comes out heavy and thick, the head swollen dark, and he strokes it once up my slit, coats it in me, and pushes in slow, and my body opens around his width wider than anything else this summer gave me. He bottoms out and holds there, watching my face take him.

Then he fucks me, long and deep, a hand over one breast, the other holding my thigh open, and I turn my head on the pillow and look through the doorway to the top of Evan's head on the boards, his shoulders squared, the front of his jeans straining. Cortez follows my eyes and sees what I'm looking at and rides me deeper for it.

"Evan," I say.

Cortez's strokes go longer. My husband's head comes up off the boards.

"Evan." Louder. The man inside me picks up the pace and fucks me through the word, and I come apart under him with my husband's name in my mouth and my husband's eyes on me — my thighs trembling, the sound carrying down the hall, my fists wringing the sheets.

Cortez holds his breath and finishes seated deep with a groan he holds down low, and his weight comes down over me, and his cum runs warm out of me around him while he's still inside.

"Stand, Evan. In here."

He rises and crosses the threshold and takes the gray towel off the dresser and kneels at the bed's side, and I lie spread and let him work. He cleans me with the towel until it comes up carrying the last of Cortez, careful through every fold, and folds the wet inside and lays it on the dresser. I reach down and take a fistful of his henley and pull him up over me and hold his head between my breasts, his cheek against the one April marked, his breath going slow there.

"There's my husband."

"The glasses, Evan. Ours and his. Cortez is watching you do it."

He gathers them off the boards and carries them out to the kitchen, and my eyes stay on him the whole way down the hall. Cortez dresses where the lamp reaches, lifts his coat off the hook by the street door, and goes first into the October dark. I follow and throw the bolt after him, my fingers on the key, and stand at the door a moment before I go back up.

Evan is at the bed's side when I return.

"You can leave that door open from now on," I tell him. "Whenever I want it open."

"Bring me my glass. Leave the bottle."

He brings it. I pour what the bottle has left into my glass and set my mouth on the rim and drink once, then hold it out to him across the space between us. He takes it and drinks the rest slow with his lips on my rim and his eyes on me over the glass. Gabor drank from this rim in front of the whole circle. My husband drinks from it alone in our room, and I watch his throat work.

I set the empty glass on the dresser and turn him to the bed's foot and unbutton his fly. His cock comes out of his jeans hard and heavy, built up tight through the whole evening, and I take it in my hand and stroke him slow from the base and watch his lips part.

"All of this from a doorway," I tell him.

I walk him back onto the mattress and climb over him and put my mouth on his, and between kisses I give him his work. "My name. Into my mouth. Keep saying it till I finish."

He says my name into my mouth, again and again, kissing it into me, and I ride his thigh slick with my fingers at my own clit, and I finish with the name still moving on his lips.

I climb up his body and put a knee on either side of his head and lower my pussy onto his mouth, my hand at the back of his head, holding the pace I want, and his tongue works up into me until I'm riding it with my whole weight. Then I slide back down and take his cock in my hand and seat myself on it and ride him, and my hand stays at the back of his head, pulling his mouth onto my nipple so it has work to do.

I turn onto my hands and knees on the sheets and he comes up behind me on his knees and pushes back in, and the open bedroom door stands in front of us with the dark hallway beyond it. He grips my ass with both hands and fucks me in long strokes, and I keep my eyes on that doorway, the hall dark and empty, and the build climbs out of everything the evening put in me. I come again under my husband, loud, with the doorway wide in front of me. He drives in hard and finishes with his mouth at my shoulder blade, and we stay there till our breathing goes long.

I slide off him and lay my cheek on the pillow.

"Kneel," I tell him. "The April spot."

He gets up off the bed and folds down on the boards by the open door, his back to the wall, and I lie looking at him from the pillows with the sheet over my hip.

Then he talks fast from the floor.

"The season's over," he says to the floor, and his voice is flat. "The warm weather goes and takes it with it."

"No," I say from the pillow, and let it sit a moment. "Every year. The supper from the first Friday, the dress off its hook, one man I choose to open the door and the other three behind him whenever I call, and you at this door through all of it. Somebody will have to press that dress. And you'll cook the braise."

He is quiet on the boards a while. Then, faster and lower both:

"The shut door in April wrecked my sleep for a week and cost me a walnut chair I still think about. Tonight the door stood wide over my head the whole evening and the kneeling went through me worse. I wanted you to know I could tell the difference."

"Come to bed."

He crosses from the boards and lies down on his edge of the bed. I spread myself across the mattress with a knee over his thigh and look once at the doorway standing wide, the hall dark past it, and find his hand and leave our fingers lying together on the sheet.
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