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Prologue

JFK at six in the morning was a country with its own weather. Tessa wheeled her one bag through arrivals on a brain that had decided sleep was for other people, and let the cab line absorb her without comment. The driver was Pakistani, and he knew the route to Mount Sinai West before she finished the address.

Up the FDR. The river was the color it was in April, which was the color of a thing that had not yet decided what to be. The cab passed under the same bridges she had passed under in her grandfather's car when she was eleven, and the smell of the river through the cracked window was the same too, and her body recognized it before her head did. That happened with this city. That was why she did not visit.

The ICU corridor was the same blue-white light as every other ICU corridor she had ever set foot in, and it smelled the way they smelled, and the family was already there in the small ways families occupied hospital corridors, which was by not quite filling them. Her father saw her first. He was leaning against the wall outside Grandpa's room with a coffee he had clearly been holding too long, and he came toward her in a way that was not quite a hug and not quite not one, and his hand on her back stayed there a beat longer than she had braced for.

"You made it."

"I made it."

Her mother was in the doorway, eyes already wet, and did the full hug, the kind where Tessa was a person and not a logistics problem, and Tessa let her. Stuart was on the waiting-room couch in the same Boston College sweatshirt he had owned since he was twenty-four, and he raised a hand without getting up. We'll do later, the hand said. Go in.

She went in.

Grandpa was small in the bed. That was the first thing. He had been a tall man her whole life, in the way grandfathers were tall when you were a child and stayed tall because your head never updated, and now he was the size of the bed, and the ventilator was breathing for him with the steady, slightly arrogant rhythm of a machine that did not know whose body it was. Grandma was in the chair beside him. She had been refusing the cot in the corner for three days. She did not look up when Tessa came in. She put out her hand, and Tessa took it, and Grandma squeezed once and let go.

"You came," Grandma said, to the bed, not to Tessa.

"I came."

That was the visit. They sat. The machine breathed. Tessa watched a thin blue vein at his wrist and tried to remember what his hand had looked like with the knuckles working, and the memory was there and also nowhere she could find. After a while her father appeared in the doorway and tilted his head toward the corridor.

"Go get coffee," he said. "I'll text you if anything."

She went.

The cafeteria looked like the cafeteria at every hospital she had been in, which was to say it looked like a high school in the off-season. She got a paper cup of something brown from the machine that pretended to be an espresso machine, and a yogurt she would not eat because she had picked it up for the shape of the lid in her hand, and she sat at a corner table because corner tables were the closest a public room came to a wall.

The woman two tables over was the first thing in the building that had its own light.

Tessa saw her first peripherally and then directly, the way you saw something you were not supposed to be looking at. Deep emerald hijab, the green of a thing that had been a green for centuries. A real macchiato in a real cup, brought from somewhere not this room. An apple. A folded section of the Financial Times. The woman scanned the room before she sat, the calm half-second sweep of a person who did that everywhere out of habit, and her eyes touched Tessa's for the length of the sweep and went on without stopping. Then she sat. Then, after a beat, she looked up again, and this time she did stop, and Tessa felt the small low heat in her stomach that meant her body had decided something before her mind got a vote.

and this time she did stop, and held it. Tessa felt the look land. It landed at the base of her throat first and traveled down and stopped at the low pull in her belly that meant her body had decided something before her mind got a vote, and her mouth went dry the way it went dry when she was about to lose an argument she had been pretending to have. The woman across the room had eyes that knew where to put a look. Tessa knew this because her body told her, in two places, before her face had decided what to do.

The woman nodded. Tessa nodded back. The woman looked down at the FT in the way people looked at newspapers when they were not really reading them.

It took ten minutes. Tessa drank the brown thing. The woman turned a page she had not read. Then she put the paper down, picked up her macchiato, and crossed the three steps to Tessa's table without making any of it a production.

"Are you here for someone too?"

The voice had London in it. The vowels did the thing London vowels did, slightly clipped, slightly amused, even when nothing was funny.

"Grandfather," Tessa said. "ICU."

"I'm sorry."

"Yeah."

"Bahari," the woman said. She did not put out her hand. "Yasmin."

"Vance. Tessa."

"Vance, Tessa." Yasmin tasted the order, like she was deciding whether it would hold up later. "That coffee is undrinkable. There's a Nero around the corner if you'd like to make a real five minutes of it."

"Yes."

It was the cleanest yes she had said in years. She heard herself say it and did not try to take it back.

The walk to Caffé Nero was three blocks west and one block south. The rain that had stopped in the night had left the sidewalks in that particular reflective state where you could see a second city upside down on the pavement. Yasmin walked on the curb side without making a thing of it.

"Where did you come from?" Yasmin asked.

"Tokyo."

"That's a long way."

"It is."

"What do you do there?"

"I work in graphics."

It was the answer she gave at parties she did not want to be at, and as soon as it was out she regretted it, because Yasmin had not asked the party version, and she knew it, and she did not push.

They ordered. They sat. They talked about the rain, which was an honest thing to talk about, and about the cafeteria machine, which was a betrayal of the concept of espresso. Yasmin's mouth at the rim of the cup did something to the light around it. Tessa kept her eyes politely on Yasmin's eyes, which were green in the way her hijab was green, and this was not, she told herself, a thing she was allowed to be doing today.

Yasmin glanced at her watch. The watch was thin and old and not showing off. "I have to go back. They get nervous if I'm gone too long."

"Yeah."

Yasmin stood. As she rose her hand brushed the back of Tessa's chair, not quite the shoulder, the suggestion of a touch placed where a touch would go if either of them had decided it was that kind of conversation. She left it there one beat too long. Tessa felt the heat of a palm she could not see, through the back of the chair into her shoulder blade, and the heat went down her spine to the small of her back and stayed there. Then the hand was gone, and the heat did not go with it.

"Tomorrow?"

"Yes."

Yasmin walked out into the wet light. Tessa sat with the empty macchiato cup and the unfinished one and a place at the small of her back that was still warm where no hand had ever actually touched her, and after a minute she got up and walked back to the ICU, because her grandfather was still on a machine and her grandmother was still not eating, and that was the day, and there was a woman now, and both of those things were going to have to be true at the same time.


Chapter 1

JFK at six in the morning was a country with its own weather. Tessa wheeled her one bag through arrivals on a brain that had decided sleep was for other people, and let the cab line absorb her without comment. The driver was Pakistani, and he knew the route to Mount Sinai West before she finished the address.

Up the FDR. The river was the color it was in April, which was the color of a thing that had not yet decided what to be. The cab passed under the same bridges she had passed under in her grandfather's car when she was eleven, and the smell of the river through the cracked window was the same too, and her body recognized it before her head did. That happened with this city. That was why she did not visit.

The ICU corridor was the same blue-white light as every other ICU corridor she had ever set foot in, and it smelled the way they smelled, and the family was already there in the small ways families occupied hospital corridors, which was by not quite filling them. Her father saw her first. He was leaning against the wall outside Grandpa's room with a coffee he had clearly been holding too long, and he came toward her in a way that was not quite a hug and not quite not one, and his hand on her back stayed there a beat longer than she had braced for.

"You made it."

"I made it."

Her mother was in the doorway, eyes already wet, and did the full hug, the kind where Tessa was a person and not a logistics problem, and Tessa let her. Stuart was on the waiting-room couch in the same Boston College sweatshirt he had owned since he was twenty-four, and he raised a hand without getting up. We'll do later, the hand said. Go in.

She went in.

Grandpa was small in the bed. That was the first thing. He had been a tall man her whole life, in the way grandfathers were tall when you were a child and stayed tall because your head never updated, and now he was the size of the bed, and the ventilator was breathing for him with the steady, slightly arrogant rhythm of a machine that did not know whose body it was. Grandma was in the chair beside him. She had been refusing the cot in the corner for three days. She did not look up when Tessa came in. She put out her hand, and Tessa took it, and Grandma squeezed once and let go.

"You came," Grandma said, to the bed, not to Tessa.

"I came."

That was the visit. They sat. The machine breathed. Tessa watched a thin blue vein at his wrist and tried to remember what his hand had looked like with the knuckles working, and the memory was there and also nowhere she could find. After a while her father appeared in the doorway and tilted his head toward the corridor.

"Go get coffee," he said. "I'll text you if anything."

She went.

The cafeteria looked like the cafeteria at every hospital she had been in, which was to say it looked like a high school in the off-season. She got a paper cup of something brown from the machine that pretended to be an espresso machine, and a yogurt she would not eat because she had picked it up for the shape of the lid in her hand, and she sat at a corner table because corner tables were the closest a public room came to a wall.

The woman two tables over was the first thing in the building that had its own light.

Tessa saw her first peripherally and then directly, the way you saw something you were not supposed to be looking at. Deep emerald hijab, the green of a thing that had been a green for centuries. A real macchiato in a real cup, brought from somewhere not this room. An apple. A folded section of the Financial Times. The woman scanned the room before she sat, the calm half-second sweep of a person who did that everywhere out of habit, and her eyes touched Tessa's for the length of the sweep and went on without stopping. Then she sat. Then, after a beat, she looked up again, and this time she did stop, and Tessa felt the small low heat in her stomach that meant her body had decided something before her mind got a vote.

and this time she did stop, and held it. Tessa felt the look land. It landed at the base of her throat first and traveled down and stopped at the low pull in her belly that meant her body had decided something before her mind got a vote, and her mouth went dry the way it went dry when she was about to lose an argument she had been pretending to have. The woman across the room had eyes that knew where to put a look. Tessa knew this because her body told her, in two places, before her face had decided what to do.

The woman nodded. Tessa nodded back. The woman looked down at the FT in the way people looked at newspapers when they were not really reading them.

It took ten minutes. Tessa drank the brown thing. The woman turned a page she had not read. Then she put the paper down, picked up her macchiato, and crossed the three steps to Tessa's table without making any of it a production.

"Are you here for someone too?"

The voice had London in it. The vowels did the thing London vowels did, slightly clipped, slightly amused, even when nothing was funny.

"Grandfather," Tessa said. "ICU."

"I'm sorry."

"Yeah."

"Bahari," the woman said. She did not put out her hand. "Yasmin."

"Vance. Tessa."

"Vance, Tessa." Yasmin tasted the order, like she was deciding whether it would hold up later. "That coffee is undrinkable. There's a Nero around the corner if you'd like to make a real five minutes of it."

"Yes."

It was the cleanest yes she had said in years. She heard herself say it and did not try to take it back.

The walk to Caffé Nero was three blocks west and one block south. The rain that had stopped in the night had left the sidewalks in that particular reflective state where you could see a second city upside down on the pavement. Yasmin walked on the curb side without making a thing of it.

"Where did you come from?" Yasmin asked.

"Tokyo."

"That's a long way."

"It is."

"What do you do there?"

"I work in graphics."

It was the answer she gave at parties she did not want to be at, and as soon as it was out she regretted it, because Yasmin had not asked the party version, and she knew it, and she did not push.

They ordered. They sat. They talked about the rain, which was an honest thing to talk about, and about the cafeteria machine, which was a betrayal of the concept of espresso. Yasmin's mouth at the rim of the cup did something to the light around it. Tessa kept her eyes politely on Yasmin's eyes, which were green in the way her hijab was green, and this was not, she told herself, a thing she was allowed to be doing today.

Yasmin glanced at her watch. The watch was thin and old and not showing off. "I have to go back. They get nervous if I'm gone too long."

"Yeah."

Yasmin stood. As she rose her hand brushed the back of Tessa's chair, not quite the shoulder, the suggestion of a touch placed where a touch would go if either of them had decided it was that kind of conversation. She left it there one beat too long. Tessa felt the heat of a palm she could not see, through the back of the chair into her shoulder blade, and the heat went down her spine to the small of her back and stayed there. Then the hand was gone, and the heat did not go with it.

"Tomorrow?"

"Yes."

Yasmin walked out into the wet light. Tessa sat with the empty macchiato cup and the unfinished one and a place at the small of her back that was still warm where no hand had ever actually touched her, and after a minute she got up and walked back to the ICU, because her grandfather was still on a machine and her grandmother was still not eating, and that was the day, and there was a woman now, and both of those things were going to have to be true at the same time.


Chapter 2

Day 2, Monday morning, Tessa was at Caffé Nero ten minutes early because she could not stand the thought of being even one minute late. Yasmin was already there. Navy hijab today, the color of a thing that had been navy for a long time. Two cups on the table.

"I took a guess," Yasmin said, nodding at the second cup. "Macchiato."

"You guessed right."

"You don't strike me as a drip-coffee person."

"I'm not."

Tessa sat. The cup was the right temperature, which meant Yasmin had timed it. The careful exactness of it landed in a place a little behind her sternum and a little lower than that, the same place the almost-touch on the chair had landed the day before, in a body that had spent a decade in Tokyo not being looked at closely and was, it turned out, paying attention now.

They talked about nothing for a while, which was the kind of talking she had not done with a stranger in years, because Tokyo had filed off her capacity for small talk. Yasmin made it easy. Yasmin asked one question and listened for the answer like the answer was the point and not the bridge to her next question, and that was its own kind of foreign country.

"My father's mother had a thing she used to say," Yasmin said, after a stretch of quiet that was not the kind that needed filling. "When someone was sitting up through a bad night. The imam doesn't owe you the sunrise. You sit, and the sun comes up anyway."

Tessa held that. She did not say that's beautiful because that would have been the wrong size for what Yasmin had handed her. She nodded once and drank her coffee, and Yasmin let it be received without making her own offering into a sermon.

That evening Tessa was back in the cafeteria in a Black Sabbath tee under a cardigan, and Stuart was in the waiting room with his feet up on the coffee table the staff had stopped asking him to take down.

"You're forty next year, Tess." He didn't look up from his phone. "When does this end."

"When it ends."

"Uncle Calvin's in. Aunt Bernadette's flying in tomorrow with Sandra. It's becoming a thing."

"Of course it is."

"Grandma still won't take the cot."

"I know."

He looked at her then, the way he had been looking at her since they were both seven. Yeah, the look said. Me neither.

Day 3, Tuesday morning. Soft grey hijab, the grey of pencil lead, the grey that read as a different woman without being a different woman. Yasmin was already at the table when Tessa came in, which Tessa was beginning to suspect was the whole point: Yasmin was a person who arrived early so that you would walk in and find her, and that was a small, deliberate kindness she made look accidental.

Tessa opened her sketchbook on the table. She had been doing this since she was twelve, in every room she was forced to be patient in, and she was not going to stop now because there was a beautiful woman across from her. The man two tables over was in a grey suit one shade darker than Yasmin's hijab, and he was bent over his espresso with the posture of a man who had lost an argument with his morning. Tessa started him as Lt. Rhea Stavros: bad posture became the slouch of a mercenary who had been shot three times in the same shoulder, the bad suit became the long coat she had been redrawing for two years, and the defeated espresso became a tin cup of something stronger on a refueling station at the edge of nowhere. The panel grid blocked in around him without her thinking about it.

Yasmin watched. Tessa felt her watching without looking up, the way you felt warm light on the side of your face. After a while:

"What are you drawing?"

"You'll laugh."

"Try me."

Tessa turned the book.

Yasmin looked. Yasmin looked longer than Tessa had braced for. When she looked back up her face had gone through surprise and out the other side into something quieter and more pleased.

"You did that just now."

"Yeah."

"Of him."

"Yeah."

"What is it for?"

"It's a manga. I write it. Stavros's Blade. That's her — Lt. Rhea Stavros. She's a mercenary. She had a sister."

"Had."

"Had."

Yasmin nodded as if that was the right amount of information for the right amount of question, which it was, and she did not ask the polite follow-ups people asked when they wanted to seem interested. She asked, instead, the questions of a person trying to actually picture the thing: how Tessa decided what went in a panel, how long a chapter took, who lettered it, whether Tessa drew on paper or on a tablet. Tessa answered. Tessa enjoyed answering. It had been a long time since anyone had asked her about her work in a way that was not also asking when she was going to get a real job.

"And you?" Tessa said, eventually.

"Boring numbers. Portfolio manager at BlackRock. Mostly spreadsheets."

"I doubt it's boring."

Yasmin gave the small shrug of a woman who had been underestimating herself in public for so long it was muscle memory, and changed the subject by reaching across the table. Her fingers came down on the edge of the page Tessa was holding open, and the side of her hand brushed Tessa's wrist on the way.

It was nothing. It was a woman looking at a drawing.

It was not nothing. The contact was an inch of skin and it went through Tessa the way a struck bell went through itself, low and slow, and a place between her hipbones did the involuntary tightening of a body that had been told pay attention by another body. Yasmin's hand did not move on for half a beat longer than the looking required. Tessa held very still. Then the hand moved, and the place between her hipbones did not move with it, and both of them kept their eyes on the page like the page was the thing.

"You'll let me see the next one," Yasmin said. It was not a question.

"Yeah."

Yasmin checked her watch. "I have a ten o'clock."

She stood. As she stood she reached up and tucked a curl back under the soft grey edge of the hijab, the small private gesture of a woman who knew her own hair, and Tessa watched her do it because she could not not watch her do it, and her lips parted on a breath she did not bother trying to keep quiet, and the low place under her sternum did the slow turn it had done in the cafeteria, and lower than that did one too.

"Same time tomorrow?"

"Yeah."

"Good."

The good landed a little weighted. Yasmin heard it land. She half-laughed at herself, the laugh of a woman who did not often say more than she meant to, and she left.

Tessa sat with the sketchbook open and the macchiato gone cold and Lt. Stavros looking up at her from the page with the face of someone who had noticed something Tessa had not yet admitted. The body she was sitting in had been quietly turned on for thirty minutes in a public room and was going to have to walk back through a hospital like that. She gave it three more minutes to stand down. It did not stand down.

That evening at the boathouse the cars were coming in. Aunt Bernadette's rental in the drive, Aunt Sandra's voice in the kitchen, the house filling the way the house had filled when she was a kid and someone was dying, which was the only way the house ever filled. Stuart was on the deck with a beer. Tessa went out and stood at the rail beside him and looked at the bay and didn't say anything, and Stuart didn't say anything, and after a while he handed her his beer and she took a swallow and gave it back.

Three days, she thought. I'm already arranging my mornings around her.

The bay was the color the bay was at dusk in April. The cars kept coming in.


Chapter 3 

Day 4, Wednesday morning, Tessa was in the chair facing the door when Yasmin came in. Deep burgundy hijab, the burgundy of a thing that had been red a long time ago. Yasmin stopped half a step inside the door and her face did something Tessa wanted to keep.

"You beat me."

"I'm getting competitive."

"Hmm." Yasmin sat. "I'll have to come earlier."

"I'll come earlier than that."

"You're going to lose sleep over a chair."

"I've lost sleep over less."

They ordered. The barista knew them now, which was a thing four days in a row could do.

Tessa took her phone out before Yasmin had finished stirring sugar she did not need. It surprised her, the doing of it. She did not show people the J Henry folder. The folder was a thing she kept in the way some people kept a string of beads, for her own hand, not for an audience. But she opened it now and turned the phone to face Yasmin across the table.

"This is him in '44. Lyon. He was nineteen."

Yasmin took the phone like she had been handed a thing of value. She did not scroll yet. She looked at the photograph as if she had been asked to remember it.

"He looks like you," Yasmin said, finally.

"He doesn't."

"He does. In the jaw."

Tessa swiped to the next. "This is sixty-nine. The bar he ran in the seventies. They put the moon landing up on a sheet on the wall. That's him watching."

Yasmin looked.

"And that's me at four, on the dock. The boathouse. My grandmother took it. The woman behind him is my Aunt Gwen — she was in her thirties then. She's flying in tomorrow."

Yasmin held the phone a beat longer than she needed to and gave it back with the screen still lit. "Thank you."

"For what."

"For showing me."

The cafe sound got a little quieter, the way a room got quieter when one person at one table had decided to mean something.

"So," Yasmin said. "Why are you here. At this hospital. Specifically."

The specifically did the work. It was not the polite question. It was the actual one.

"He fell. In the bathroom at the boathouse. Hit the side of the tub. He was on the floor for an hour before my grandmother got home. They've had him on a ventilator since Friday. They're talking now about whether to keep going."

"And the family is gathering."

"The family is gathering."

"You came from Tokyo for it."

"Yeah."

Yasmin nodded the way she nodded, which was once, fully. She did not say I'm so sorry in the second voice people used when they had heard a thing they were not equipped to hold. She just held it.

So Tessa, because the room felt like a room you could ask in, asked.

"And you?"

It was a fair question. It had a fair shape. Yasmin's face did not move and that was how Tessa knew she had hit something.

For half a second Yasmin was a woman in a chair across a table, and then she was a woman who had remembered there was somewhere else she had to be. She put the cup down. The cup was still half full.

"I just realized I have a meeting."

"Okay."

"I'm sorry. I have to go."

"Okay."

She stood. Her hand came down on the back of Tessa's hand on the table, palm to skin, fully, for one beat. It was the first time she had let a touch be a touch and not the suggestion of one. The weight was real. The press said stay here and I am leaving anyway in the same gesture, and Tessa's body did the thing it had been doing all week, only louder this time: her belly tightened, her thighs tightened, the breath left her lungs without her authorizing it. Then Yasmin lifted her hand and it was gone, and she did not look at Tessa when she said I'll see you tomorrow, and she left the macchiato on the table half-drunk.

The after-impression of her palm sat on the back of Tessa's hand for a long time.

That afternoon Tessa was back in the ICU corridor. Grandma was asleep in the chair beside Grandpa, the cot still untaken in the corner of the room. The machine was doing what the machine did.

I asked her one question, Tessa thought, and she ran.

Day 5, Thursday morning, Tessa was at their table at five to nine. She ordered the macchiato. She ordered a second one, because it felt like a smaller thing than not ordering it. She drank her half of one and watched the door for forty minutes, and the door let other people in and other people out, and none of them were Yasmin. The second macchiato got cold across from her at the place where Yasmin's elbow would have been. Tessa paid for both and went back to the hospital.

The waiting room had become a thing. Uncle Calvin was there in the chair by the window with a printout of the ventilator manual he had downloaded off the internet, explaining the PEEP settings to anyone who slowed down past him, including the nurse, who was patient with him because she was that kind of nurse. Aunt Bernadette had brought a tray of sandwiches from the deli on Tenth that no one was eating, and was now circling with the tray as if a sandwich could be a service. Aunt Sandra was on the couch with her face in Annie's shoulder. Joe and Johanna were in the corner, the cousins from Connecticut, holding the same magazine between them as if the magazine were a small dog they were sharing. Stuart told Tessa quietly that Caroline had just landed and was getting a car from the airport.

Tessa sat on the radiator under the window with her sketchbook open in her lap and pretended she was sketching. She wasn't. She was watching the door. The back of her hand was carrying the print of Yasmin's palm into its second day, the heat of it sitting at a low unhelpful frequency the corridor lights and the ventilator beeps did nothing to drown out. Every fifteen or twenty minutes the cafeteria emptied into the corridor and the corridor refilled, and a woman in scrubs walked past, and a different woman in scrubs walked past, and a woman in a coat walked past, and none of them had a deep burgundy hijab or a navy one or a soft grey one or the green of a thing that had been green for centuries.

By four in the afternoon Tessa had the line in her head and she let herself have it.

I've known her three days and I'm already worried what she thinks of me.

That evening she was on the deck at the boathouse alone. The family was inside. The April air came off the bay in the thin way April air came off water that had not yet decided to be warm. She put her hand flat on the rail and the wood was cold and a little wet, and the after-impression of Yasmin's palm on the back of her hand came back up out of wherever it had been waiting, exact, weighted, the press of it living in the small bones of her hand like a thing that had been told to remember, and lower in her than that, in the place that had been quiet for a long time and was now not, a slow steady pulse the cold air off the bay was not going to put out.

I'm going to have to be the one who says it next.

She went inside. Stuart looked up from the kitchen island and tilted his head. You okay? the head said. She shrugged. He nodded.

Aunt Gwen was flying in tomorrow.

Tessa went up to her old room and lay on top of the quilt in her clothes and did not sleep.


Chapter 4 

Friday morning the house had the kind of background noise a house had when six adults were trying to be quiet for each other. Tessa stood in the kitchen with a cup of the bad drip coffee Stuart had made and watched the bay through the window. The bay was the bay. The driveway, behind her, made the gravel sound it had been making since 1962, which meant a car had pulled up.

She went to the porch.

Aunt Gwen got out of the car in a long camel coat she had owned in three countries, and she had a cigarette already lit, and her silver hoops did the thing silver hoops did in the salt light. She dropped her overnight bag at the bottom of the steps without looking at it, took two strides, and folded Tessa into the kind of hug Tessa had not realized she had been holding her week against.

"Kid. You look like hell."

"I love you too."

"I mean it. When did you last sleep."

"It's been an interesting week."

"I'll bet."

Inside, Gwen did the rounds with the efficiency of a woman who had been doing rounds at this house since before Tessa was born. She kissed Annie at the stove (hello, darling), put a hand on Stuart's shoulder as she passed him at the table (you're the size of a barn), went down the hall to where Fran had finally agreed to sit in a chair and took both her hands and said something private that made Fran shut her eyes for a moment and lean her forehead briefly against Gwen's. Then Gwen was back in the kitchen, taking the coffee pot away from Tessa and remaking the coffee properly.

"Walk with me, kid."

They took the new coffee to the deck. The April sun was honest and the salt air came off the bay in the cold thin way it did before noon, and Gwen lit another cigarette and held the pack out without looking at Tessa. Tessa took one. She had not smoked since Sapporo. The first drag was the same as the last drag had been, which was a small mercy.

They sat on the bench facing the water.

"Percy," Gwen said, after a stretch, "is going to die alone in a retirement community in Winston-Salem because he could not stand the idea of his daughter being the woman she was. Don't follow Percy."

"I'm not Percy."

"You're a Vance. Vances follow Percy by accident."

A boat went past, the small kind, a man in it doing nothing in particular. They watched it.

"Annie and I are done. Two years. You knew."

"I knew."

"It was the sex. I wanted it. She didn't. We were lying to each other about it for ten years. Don't do that, either."

"Okay."

"There's a woman in Paris. Model. Twenty-eight. She makes me laugh and she lets me work. I don't have to pretend I'm not who I am to be with her. That is what I want for you, kid. That is the entire thing."

"Okay."

Gwen turned on the bench. The hoop in her left ear caught the sun. "And you. Talk to me."

Tessa drank her coffee. The coffee was very good. Gwen had used twice as much as Stuart had.

"There's nothing to talk about."

"Mmm."

"There isn't."

"You haven't slept and you keep checking your phone."

Tessa did not check her phone, which was its own admission. She watched the bay. The body-memory of Yasmin's palm on the back of her hand came up out of wherever it had been sitting since Wednesday, exact and weighted, the press of it living in the small bones of her hand like something that had been told not to forget. She had been carrying it for two days now, and somewhere along the way it had stopped being a memory in her hand and started being a low simmer that lived in her belly and her thighs, the kind that made cab seats too warm, the kind that did not let her sleep on top of a quilt in her clothes. She held the coffee cup in that hand and the warmth of the cup did not displace the memory; the memory sat under the warmth and pushed back.

"Who is she," Gwen said.

"What makes you think there's a she."

"There's always a she."

"There isn't. I just got here."

"Kid."

Gwen looked at her face for a full second the way a woman who had been doing this since 1972 looked at the face of a woman who was being honest with herself for the first time in a while. The look was kind. The look did not let her off.

A pause.

"There's someone I've been having coffee with."

"Tell me her name."

"No."

Gwen laughed. It was the real laugh, the one that started low and was not for anybody else. "Good. That means it matters."

"Don't."

"I'm not doing anything."

"You're sitting there."

"I'm sitting here. Drink your coffee."

Tessa drank her coffee. After a minute she said, "She's complicated."

"They all are. Are you complicated for her too?"

"Probably."

"Good. That's the only honest start there is."

They sat with that. The boat had gone around the point. A gull did the thing gulls did. Inside the house Aunt Bernadette was telling someone something in the rising rhythm she used when she was about to be wrong on purpose, and Stuart was laughing.

Gwen stood. She leaned down and kissed Tessa's forehead, the way she had been kissing Tessa's forehead since Tessa was nine.

"Don't waste the life I worked to keep, kid."

"I won't."

"You will. Try not to."

She went back inside, her voice folding into the kitchen voices the moment she was through the door, light again, easy again, the Paris veneer back over the Sheepshead Bay original in one step.

Tessa sat on the deck with the empty cup and the dead end of the cigarette and the bones of her hand remembering the weight of a palm, and after a while she went inside, ate a sandwich Bernadette pressed on her, told her father she would take the late shift, and got in a cab back to the hospital.

The afternoon at Mount Sinai was the afternoon at Mount Sinai. The machine breathing for him. Fran in the chair. Stuart on the waiting-room couch with his cap over his eyes. The corridor light the corridor light. Tessa sat with her sketchbook open in her lap and did not draw.

At ten past four her phone buzzed.

Yasmin: Stuck at work today. Sorry, I can't make it. Tomorrow?

She stared at it. She thought of Gwen's that means it matters, and of the boat going around the point, and of the press of a palm on the back of her hand four days ago that her body had been carrying like a held breath ever since.

She typed:

Yes.

She sent it before she could revise it.


Chapter 5 

Saturday morning Tessa got to the cafe at the usual time without believing in it. She had read Yasmin's text six times the night before and once again on the cab in, and the word tomorrow could mean a great many things, and the thing it most often meant was not today after all. She ordered the macchiato for herself only and took the table.

Yasmin walked in at four minutes past.

She had a drink in each hand and a bookstore bag under one arm. The hijab was a pale stone-gray, almost off-white, draped so the skin at her temples caught more light than it had on any of the four days before. Tessa felt the room rearrange itself around the woman in the door and tried not to be the kind of person whose face showed that.

Yasmin set the cups down. One was a macchiato. The other was the color of a caramel latte that had been worked up by someone with a generous hand.

"I asked the barista what you usually order," Yasmin said. "He was very generous with detail. I got you both, in case I guessed wrong."

"I already got one."

"Then you have three coffees."

Tessa took the caramel latte. It surprised her, the choosing of it. She had not had a caramel anything in years. Yasmin watched her take the first sip and her face did not move, which was its own form of attention.

"I'm sorry I disappeared."

"Okay."

Yasmin let out a small breath, the surprised kind, as if she had braced for something longer.

"That's it?"

"I figured you'd come back or you wouldn't."

"I came back."

"I see that."

Yasmin sat. She reached into the bookstore bag and brought out a hardcover that was not from the bookstore. The slip-cover was creased at one corner. The spine was the well-broken spine of a book that had been opened many times and put down on its face. Tessa knew it before Yasmin had her hand all the way clear of the bag, because she had drawn the cover.

Stavros's Blade, Volume 1. The Tokyo printing. The one with the matte black slip and the small red glyph at the lower right that the colorist had argued about for three weeks.

Yasmin set it on the table between them.

"I googled you last night."

Tessa went still.

"It's not mine," Yasmin said. "It's my brother's."

She opened it to a page she had not had to look for. The second arc, the panel where Stavros pinned her opponent and said yield. The page was dog-eared. In the margin, in pencil, in a careful teenage hand, were notes in Farsi, small comments running down the gutter, an underline under the yield, a star beside Stavros's left hand on the hilt.

"He underlines the dialogue he likes," Yasmin said. "He's been doing it since he was thirteen."

"What's his name."

"Khalid. He's sixteen. He's been in a coma for almost a year. That's why I'm at the hospital."

She said it the way Tessa had said Grandfather. ICU. on Day 1, which was cleanly, which was the way she said things when she was not asking to be held while she said them.

Tessa looked at the Farsi notes. They were not decoration. They were a kid's careful argument with the page, where he liked a line, where he thought Stavros had been wrong, a little star where she had won. Tessa knew that handwriting, in the general sense, because she had been that kid with that pencil over other people's books most of her childhood.

While Yasmin explained (when Khalid had been admitted, what kind of coma, the way the family kept the routine of the visit even when the visit was the same visit it had been for eleven months), Tessa watched Yasmin's mouth. Not only for the want of it, though there was want, considerable, the kind that came up from under all the other things in the room and would not let her sit forward in her chair. She watched because Yasmin's lower lip caught between her teeth at the end of certain sentences, briefly, the body's way of getting itself across the next clause. Tessa had not seen the habit before. The habit appeared when Yasmin said coma, and again when she said eleven months, and again, more slowly, when she said the doctors are gentle when they tell us nothing has changed, and each time the small bite-and-release of teeth on lip went straight through Tessa to the place between her hipbones that was, it turned out, becoming Yasmin's place to land in.

When Yasmin was done she slid the book a little closer.

"Will you sign it. It would mean a great deal to him."

"What do I write."

"His name. K-H-A-L-I-D."

Tessa took her pen out. She did the thing she did when she was signing for a kid, which was draw, fast: Rhea Stavros in the corner of the inside cover, three lines, the long coat, the hilt at her hip. Under the sketch she wrote:

For Khalid — keep your blade up. — Tessa Vance.

She closed the book and pushed it back across the table.

Yasmin reached for it. Her fingers came around the spine and they closed around Tessa's fingers, because Tessa had not lifted her hand yet, and neither of them moved for a second. The cafe noise stayed where it was. Tessa felt the warmth of Yasmin's hand and the cooler edge of the slip-cover and the small bones of her own fingers folded under both, and Yasmin's grip was the precise weight of a thing being kept rather than held, and Tessa's pulse went loud enough in her throat that she was sure Yasmin could see it. Yasmin did not look away. After the second was over Yasmin lifted the book and Tessa lifted her hand and the table looked like a table again, and Tessa's body did not.

"Will you come somewhere with me later. Today. There's something I'd like to show you."

"Yes."

"I'll pick you up at four. Wear something the wind won't take."

"The wind?"

Yasmin smiled. It was the first smile Tessa had seen her do for herself instead of for the room: the corner of the mouth, the eyes catching up a half-beat after, the whole face arriving.

"You'll see."

She gathered the book and the bag and the empty macchiato and went, and the room rearranged itself again as she went through the door.

Tessa sat. The caramel latte was still warm in her hand. The other macchiato, the one she had ordered for herself, was untouched at her elbow. She had three coffees on the table and one of them was the wrong coffee and she had said yes to a thing she did not know the shape of, and her body had said yes louder than her mouth had. Her right hand was still carrying the print of Yasmin's fingers around it like a thing she had been told to keep until four. The afternoon was going to take a long time. The afternoon was going to take its time on her.


Chapter 6 

At a quarter to four Tessa was at the kitchen window pretending she was looking at the bay. The boots on her feet were the boots she had packed without deciding to. She had been told to wear something the wind would not take. She had the thin black hoodie zipped up over a plain shirt, jeans, and the boots, and her phone was in her hand the way phones were in your hand when you did not want to be the first one to look at it.

The family was at the dock. Stuart was throwing something for somebody's kid. Aunt Gwen was on the porch with Fran in a folding chair, Gwen smoking, Fran wrapped in a blanket that had been on the back of that chair for thirty years. Nobody was watching the driveway.

She heard the engine before she saw the bike. It came around the corner two blocks away, the note climbing and dropping the way a single-cylinder thing did in a residential street, and then it was at the curb at the end of the path, low and black and the kind of bike Tessa had only ever seen parked outside the bars on Christopher Street that she had not been brave enough to walk into.

The rider planted both feet, took the helmet off in one motion, and was Yasmin.

Deep teal hijab, pinned for it. The helmet had not moved a fold. The black leather jacket fit her at the shoulders and the waist the way a thing fit when it had been chosen for the body inside it. Tessa registered, in two and a half seconds and in a place a long way below her ribs, that Yasmin in a leather jacket on a Ducati was a category of woman she was not going to be able to take a casual position on.

Tessa's hand was on the screen door before she was thinking about it, and the screen door closed behind her without anyone in the kitchen noticing, and she was down the path, hood still up, the Vance dock noise small and far behind her.

Yasmin held out the second helmet.

"Have you been on one before."

"No."

"Don't look down. Look where I'm looking. Lean into the turns, not away from them. Trust me with the bike."

The word landed without ceremony. Tessa filed it.

Yasmin took the helmet back from her after Tessa had it half on, stepped close, and worked the strap under Tessa's chin with the fingers of one hand. The fingers were cool. They were brief. They moved her jaw a quarter-inch into the angle they wanted and Tessa let them. The underside of Tessa's jaw was a piece of skin she had not paid attention to in years and was paying attention to now in a way she was going to have to think about later. Yasmin's face was an inch and a half from her face. Tessa's mouth went dry the way it had been threatening to go dry since Wednesday, and a small thing in her chest leaned toward this woman without her authorizing it.

"Good," Yasmin said.

The word landed where Tessa's body had not known it was waiting for praise.

Yasmin stepped back. "On."

Tessa swung her leg over the seat. The bike was warmer than she had expected, in two places.

"Arms around me. Not loose. Like you mean it."

She put her arms around Yasmin's waist. The leather was warm from the engine and warm from a body and the cinch of a waist under her arms was a very specific shape she had not held in years, and her body remembered the holding before her head got there. Her thighs were against the outside of Yasmin's hips. The bike was not a small bike. There was nowhere to put a thigh that was not against a thigh. The engine came alive under both of them, throbbing through the seat into her in a way that registered, traveled, and stayed. Yasmin lifted a foot.

The Belt Parkway west was the bay through a rail at sixty. The wind came at the visor in the steady wall it came at you in on a bike. Tessa kept her eyes where Yasmin's were keeping hers, which was up the road, and she leaned into the turns instead of away from them because Yasmin had told her to and because her body had decided to do whatever Yasmin's body did. The vibration of the engine came up through the seat and into the place a vibration of an engine came up into when a woman was on the back of a Ducati with her thighs around another woman's hips, and Tessa was going to have to be very calm about that or not at all. Yasmin's back was in front of her, the leather giving slightly at the waist where Tessa's arms held it, and at every long curve into the West Side Highway Tessa's arms tightened by a quarter-inch she could not have told them not to, and her thighs tightened by the same.

The Battery Tunnel ran them under the river in a yellow rectangle of sound. Up the west side of Manhattan. Brooklyn behind them. The city stacking up on her right.

Yasmin turned off Columbus between Seventy-Sixth and Seventy-Eighth. Pre-war brick, brass-trimmed, the kind of building that did not advertise that it was the kind of building it was. She rolled into the garage. The engine cut. Tessa felt the absence of the vibration in her hands first.

They took the helmets off. The lobby was marble and brass and a doorman who knew Yasmin and did not speak. Yasmin walked ahead in the leather jacket, Tessa half a step behind in jeans and boots and her too-thin hoodie, and she did not care about the gap.

The elevator was small. Yasmin punched 37. The doors closed. There was a mirror on the back wall, which meant they were looking at themselves looking at each other. Yasmin's hand at her side moved a quarter-inch, found Tessa's hand at her side, laced fingers, and held. The hold was not a polite hold. It was the hold of a woman who had decided which hand was going to be hers for the rest of the night. Yasmin did not look at her. Yasmin looked at Tessa's throat in the mirror, where Tessa's pulse had gone visible somewhere on the way up from the lobby, and let her look at it back. The floors counted up. Tessa's breath came in through her nose. Neither of them said anything for the kind of quiet that had its own weight, and the weight was settling lower in Tessa with each floor.

At twenty-two the elevator stopped.

The doors opened. An eighty-year-old woman in coral lipstick that had been the wrong year of coral for some time stepped in with two grocery bags and a hand-knit shawl. She moved to the back. Tessa and Yasmin uncoupled hands and shifted, smooth, no fuss.

"Yasmin, dear."

"Mrs Ohanian. Good evening."

Mrs Ohanian looked at Tessa. The look was openly assessing and openly not unkind. It was the look of a woman who had seen a very great many things and decided about most of them. She held it for a beat that was a beat past polite, and gave a small nod.

"This is a nice one," she said to Yasmin. "Don't waste her."

"No, ma'am."

It was the most amused Tessa had seen Yasmin's face since the Day 1 cafeteria. The doors opened at twenty-eight; Mrs Ohanian got off; Mrs Ohanian did not look back.

The doors closed.

Yasmin and Tessa looked at each other in the mirror and lost the fight not to laugh, briefly, both of them, the kind of laugh that did not need sound.

"That was Mrs Ohanian. She lives below me. She has been wanting to meet you for some time."

"You told her about me."

"I told her there was someone, eventually."

The floors counted up.

At thirty-seven the doors opened onto a small landing with one door on it. Yasmin's keys came out. The key went in the lock. Her hand stayed on the knob.

She turned. The leather jacket was open. The hijab was still teal. Her eyes were very steady. Tessa's thighs were still warm from the bike. Her right hand was still carrying the print of yesterday's fingers around it. The pulse Yasmin had watched in the mirror was the loudest thing in her body. She had walked into this building already half-claimed and had been getting more so on every floor.

"Last chance to change your mind."

"I'm not."

"Then one thing before the door. Inside, if I tell you to do a thing, you do it. You can stop me with a word. You can ask anything you want to ask. But the asking is after, not instead of. Yes or no."

"Yes."

"Look at me when you say it."

Tessa looked at her.

"Yes."

Yasmin's hand stayed where it was.


Chapter 7 

She turned the knob and pushed the door open and stepped through it, and Tessa stepped through it after her, because that was what she had said yes to.

The light inside the apartment was the late kind, slanted, honey, off the river through windows that faced west. The hall ran straight to a living room with a low couch and a bar cart in one corner and one large blue bowl on a small black table that looked like the kind of object people bought in markets they could afford to walk back to. Yasmin set her keys in a shallow brass dish by the door. Said it half to herself.

"Casa de Yasmin."

It was the way someone named a place when they were bringing someone into it for the first time. Tessa heard the naming as a naming.

In the same motion that put the keys down Yasmin lifted both hands to the side of her head and pulled, and the deep teal hijab unwound off her in one practiced sweep, two pins out, the scarf folded twice and laid on the low console. The hair came down. Past the shoulders. Black, the kind of black that read blue at the edges. Heavy. The kind of hair a person had lived their whole life under a scarf, kept private, and the privacy of it landed in Tessa's stomach like a thing she had not been entitled to until thirty seconds ago and now was.

Yasmin shook it once and let it settle. She did not turn.

"Wine. Whiskey. Water."

"Water."

She poured two glasses from a tall bottle on the cart. Brought them back. Held one out.

Tessa took it.

Yasmin set hers down on the entry table without looking at where she was setting it down, and the next motion she made put her hand at the side of Tessa's jaw, the same fingers that had buckled the helmet strap two hours ago, and now she did not tilt Tessa's head. She held it. Tessa held very still and the glass in her own hand was a problem she was going to have to solve in a second. Yasmin's face came in slow. The kiss landed at the corner of Tessa's mouth first, a placeholder, the asking. Tessa turned her head a quarter-inch and answered, and that was the yes, and the kiss went where the kiss was going to go.

The wall came up against Tessa's back without her having registered the walking. The water glass got set down on something by feel. Tessa's hands went to Yasmin's waist, under the open leather jacket, and the heat of her there came through the thin shirt under it like a thing she had been running a low fever about for a week. Yasmin's mouth on hers was the slow methodical kiss of a woman who had decided which kiss this was going to be. Tessa's mouth parted under it because her mouth was not the one in charge.

Yasmin pulled back half an inch.

Her hand had not moved off Tessa's jaw.

"Tell me what you want."

Tessa's voice came up rough. "You."

"More specific."

"I don't know how to —"

"Try."

Tessa's body had been telling her what it wanted for six days in increasingly direct terms and her mouth had not been allowed to translate, and now her mouth was being asked to translate, and the translating was the hardest thing that had happened to her on that wall.

"I want you to take me to the bedroom."

Yasmin's mouth lifted a quarter-inch.

"Did you ask me what I want."

A beat. The recognition landed, late but cleanly: this was a rule. Tessa was being shown a rule.

"What do you want."

"Exactly that. The bedroom. Now."

The bedroom was off the hall to the left. The east window was narrow and tall, the dusk going to black behind it, and there was a pane in it (Tessa registered this in the half-second of crossing the threshold) that was not glass-glass but something patterned, geometric, an outline against the going-dark sky, leaded, intricate, an object that mattered in the day and was waiting for the day to come back. The bed was low and wide. The closet door was closed. In the corner near the window a prayer mat was folded twice, the green of a green that had been a green for a long time.

Yasmin walked her to the foot of the bed, hands at her waist, and turned her, and started on the buttons of the flannel.

She took her time. Each button: a small click, a slow descent. The flannel parted. Tessa's bra was the one she had thrown in her bag in Tokyo without thinking, plain, black, old. Yasmin pushed the flannel off her shoulders. It went to the floor.

Tessa's hand came up. She was not in charge of it. It went up to her chest the way it went up when a body remembered Sakura, three years ago, the small failed laugh and the I just thought there'd be more, and Tessa had spent the years since then trying to forget that her body was a body other people got to have opinions about. Her hand went up to cover. Reflex.

Yasmin caught her wrist before it got there.

The catch was not rough. It was very firm. She lowered Tessa's hand back to her side and held it there for a beat to let Tessa feel the holding.

"Did I not say you were beautiful."

"You haven't."

"I am saying it now. Believe me."

She let go of the wrist. The hand stayed where she had put it. Tessa did not bring it back up.

Yasmin's eyes went down Tessa's body the way she had scanned the cafeteria on Day 1, the calm half-second sweep, and then the looking changed, and the looking was no longer a sweep. It rested on her. It rested on her sternum and on the hollow at the base of her throat and on her stomach and on the pulse at the inside of her hip where her jeans were undone now without her having registered the undoing, and Yasmin looked at her the way you looked at a thing you were going to remember.

"Beautiful," Yasmin said. "Look at me when I say it."

Tessa looked.

"Beautiful."

A door inside Tessa that had been closed for three years did not open. It got a hand on the knob. That was enough for tonight.

Yasmin went to the bedside drawer and slid it open. She came back with a length of cream silk, folded twice. Held it up between them. The silk caught the last of the room light.

"Can I."

"Yes."

She guided Tessa back onto the bed, knees up at the headboard, lifted Tessa's arms above her head, looped the silk loose around the wrists and through the headboard rail, and tied a knot that was a knot and not a punishment. The silk against Tessa's wrists was cool and a little slippery and a little firm. Tessa pulled, experimentally. The knot held. Her arms did not have very far to go.

"Good," Yasmin said.

Tessa's belly tightened on the word. The word landed where her body had still not finished cataloguing how much it wanted to be told it had done a thing right.

Yasmin took her own jeans off and her own shirt off and got onto the bed. She did not take the bra off. The bra was lace, the color of old cream, the kind of bra a portfolio manager wore to do a thing she was good at. Tessa wanted to put her mouth on it. Tessa could not put her mouth on it. The not-being-able-to was the point.

Yasmin took Tessa's jeans off the rest of the way. She took Tessa's underwear off. She did not hurry. She was looking at her the whole time. The room was very quiet. The stained-glass pane in the dark was a black grid against a slightly less black sky.

"You are soaked," Yasmin said, low, between Tessa's thighs.

It was the first time the word had been used about her in three years. Tessa heard her own breath leave her on a sound she had not authorized.

"I want to taste you."

Fuck, Tessa thought, with the whole of her, and her hips lifted a half-inch off the bed before she had told them to.

"Open for me."

Tessa opened.

"Good girl."

The mouth came down. The mouth was patient. The mouth was not patient. The mouth was the precise unhurried mouth of a woman who did not finish a sentence before she meant to. Tessa's wrists pulled against the silk and the silk held and her hands could not go where her hands wanted to go, which was into Yasmin's hair, and so all of the going-anywhere had to happen in her body, and her body did all of it. The slow rising. The held places. The small involuntary noises she had been trained out of in college and that Yasmin was patiently un-training her into, one sound at a time. At one point Tessa caught herself biting down on a sound and Yasmin lifted her mouth and waited until Tessa let it out, and only then went back, and that was the second rule of the night, and Tessa learned it.

"Don't hide it from me," Yasmin said. "Good girl."

Tessa's noise came out of her at full volume the next time. The praise had unhooked her.

The fingers came in alongside the mouth. Two. Slow. Then steady. The pulse Yasmin had watched in the elevator was the pulse Yasmin was now setting the rhythm of from inside her, and Tessa's whole body became a thing being organized around that rhythm. Fuck, she thought again, and fuck, and then she was past words, and the building was a building she had not let herself have in three years, and Yasmin did not let her come back from the edge once she was on it.

She came in two long shudders, and the second one took her further than the first, and her wrists pulled at the silk and the silk did not give and that was good, that was very good, that was the whole point of the silk, and her hips lifted off the bed and Yasmin held them where they were and let her ride it out, and Tessa's voice came out of her at the apex in a sound that was just a sound, and she did not try to make it any other shape, because she had been told good girl twice now and her body had decided to believe both of them.

Yasmin slowed her. Eased her down. Lifted her mouth. Came up the bed.

Reached above Tessa's head and untied the knot. The silk came away. Yasmin took Tessa's wrists in her hands and ran her thumbs over the soft inside of them where the silk had left the faintest pink crease, and rubbed it out, slow, until the crease was gone.

"Good girl," Yasmin said, a third time, just for her.

She lay down. She pulled Tessa onto her chest.

"Tell me you're here."

"I'm here."

The dusk had gone to dark while they had not been watching. The stained-glass pane in the window was just an outline now, a darker dark against the dark, and the bedroom was only the warm low light of a single lamp Yasmin had not turned off in the corner. Tessa's cheek was on the bare skin above Yasmin's heart. Her ear could hear it. The heart was going about a normal heart's business, which was the most expensive piece of information Tessa had been given that day.

She lay there a long time. Yasmin's fingers in her hair did the slow, idle thing fingers in hair did. Tessa's body was a body she had not been in for years. She was reluctant to leave it.

"Will you tell me about him."

The fingers in her hair stilled for a beat. Then resumed.

"Tomorrow."

"Okay."

"Sleep, pet."

The word landed without ceremony. Tessa registered it. It had been put down on the bedside table beside her with the same precision Yasmin had set down her keys, and was going to be there in the morning.

She slept.

She woke into a room that was a different room.

The east window was on fire. The stained-glass pane in it was no longer an outline but the whole thing, the early sun coming through the leaded grid in a geometry of red and blue and amber, the colored shapes thrown across the bed and across the floor in long parallelograms that moved as the morning moved, and a square of red was sitting on Tessa's forearm where it lay across Yasmin's pillow. Yasmin's pillow was empty. The bed was warm where she had been.

Tessa turned her head.

In the corner of the room, on the green prayer mat, Yasmin was standing in plain white cotton: a long shift, a simple white scarf wrapped at the head and pinned, no teal anywhere in the room. She was standing with her hands raised. Her eyes were closed. She did not look at Tessa. She had not, Tessa understood, been asking Tessa to wake.

Tessa did not move.

Yasmin bent forward slow and put her hands on her knees and held it. Stood up. Bent again, all the way down, knees and forehead to the mat, palms flat. The morning light through the stained-glass crossed her back, red on the white, then amber. She stayed there longer than Tessa had thought a body would. Sat back. Down again. Up. The shapes of it were familiar from movies and not familiar from any movie. Tessa did not know the names of any of them. She watched anyway. She watched in the way a person watched a thing they had not been invited to and had also not been told to look away from. Yasmin did not look at her once, the entire length of it.

When Yasmin was done she rolled the mat up neatly, set it back in the corner, did not change out of the white scarf, did not put on a robe, and walked back to the bed.

She got under the covers. The white scarf was still on her head. The scarf smelled, faintly, of the same thing the apartment smelled of, which was a soap Tessa was going to identify within twelve hours and miss for the rest of her life.

"Coffee soon," Yasmin said. "First, this."

She kissed Tessa. Slow. There was no urgency in it. Tessa's mouth was soft and slow with sleep and Yasmin's mouth was soft and slow with prayer and the kiss was a kiss between two slow soft things and lasted as long as it needed to.

Tessa put her hand up into Yasmin's hair through the front of the white scarf, and Yasmin let her. The hair was as silk as it had been last night.

"Tell me about him."

Yasmin lay back on the pillow. She looked up at the stained-glass pane. The amber square had moved an inch since Tessa had last checked.

"My brother made me that."

"It's beautiful."

"Before. He was very good at small things. He had a kit and a hot iron and a roll of lead and he would sit at the dining table for entire weekends and not look up. He read your manga. I told you. He underlines."

She said it in the present tense.

"Tell me his name again," Tessa said. "I want to know it from your mouth without the hospital around it."

"Khalid."

"Khalid."

"Khalid Bahari. He's sixteen. He made me that window when he was thirteen. I said make me something that makes the sun do work, and he made me that, and I have lived under it ever since."

"How long has he —"

"Tomorrow. The rest of it tomorrow. Today I want this."

She kissed Tessa's forehead. The kiss was very small.

"Stay until I have to go to work, pet."

The pet again. The second deployment. Tessa had registered the first as a possibility and the second as a fact.

"Okay."

"Okay."

Yasmin got out of bed and padded to the kitchen in the white scarf and a long silk robe she put on at the door. Tessa lay in the colored light a minute more and then got up and put on the silk robe Yasmin had left across the foot of the bed for her, the wine-dark one, and went after her.

The kitchen was the kitchen of a person who took coffee seriously. There was a small La Marzocco on the counter. There was a grinder. There were two cups. Yasmin was tamping a basket. The white scarf at her head, the silk robe over the prayer-shift, the morning light coming sideways through the kitchen window and making her the kind of woman a person painted instead of looked at.

She pulled the shot. She steamed the milk in a tiny pitcher. She set down the macchiato in front of Tessa at the counter without looking at her, the way you set things down for a person you were already arranging your day around.

Tessa took it.

The first sip was the first sip. The second sip was the sip that did the work. She set the cup down.

I haven't told anyone in three days that I love coffee this much, she thought. I am about to tell her.

She told her.

Yasmin's mouth lifted at the corner, the smile from yesterday at the cafe, the for-herself smile, the whole face arriving, and she did not say anything, because she did not have to, and she pulled a second shot, for the second cup, which was hers.


Chapter 8

The macchiato was the second one of the morning and the third coffee Tessa had drunk in this kitchen, which was now a kitchen she had drunk coffee in three times. Yasmin was in jeans and a soft cardigan and a navy-blue hijab, the practical kind, the kind she put on to be in the world.

"Have you ever been to Ocean City."

"New Jersey or Maryland."

"The one I'm from."

"No."

"I want to show you."

The Ducati took the Belt Parkway west and curved south onto the Verrazzano this time, the bridge a long pale arc with the harbor on the right and the ocean opening on the left, and then the Turnpike down through the refineries, and then the Parkway. Two hours. Tessa's arms were loose around Yasmin's waist now, in the way a body learned a thing on the second go. The bay outside Ocean City came into view from the bridge: low water, salt grass, the boardwalk a thin line on the horizon.

The boardwalk was off-season. Half the storefronts were shuttered. The wood was the color the wood went when the salt had been working on it for forty years, which was silver. A handful of locals walked dogs. A handful of tourists looked at maps. Yasmin parked the bike at a rack near the inlet and took her helmet off and tucked Tessa's hair back behind her ear with one fingertip when Tessa's helmet came off, like a thing she had been waiting to do.

"This way."

She took Tessa's hand.

It was the first time Yasmin had held Tessa's hand outside a room with a door on it. Tessa's mouth wanted to comment and her mouth did not get to, because if she made it a moment the moment would be smaller, and she had learned that this week. They walked. Nobody looked twice. I have never done this in this country, Tessa thought, and then she filed it, because the filing was what kept her able to keep walking.

DeLuca's was three blocks back from the boardwalk in a Cape with a red awning. The inside had a red checked tablecloth on every table and one waitress and a woman in her early sixties behind the counter with salt-and-pepper hair pinned up and reading glasses on a chain.

The woman looked up.

"Yasmin Bahari, you ungrateful woman, you have not been to see me in four months."

"Mrs DeLuca."

"Sit. Sit. Both of you."

Mrs DeLuca's eyes did the Mrs Ohanian thing, briefly, the assessment that was openly assessing and openly not unkind. Her face softened. She nodded.

"This is Tessa."

"Sit. I'll bring something."

She did not bring menus. She brought, in twenty minutes, a small bowl of olives, a board of bread with oil, a plate of fried calamari, two glasses of something cold, and a long flat pizza with a slow-roasted tomato sauce and the kind of cheese you got from a person who knew a person. Yasmin and Mrs DeLuca spoke half-English half something else for two minutes about a sister and a hip and a son in Trenton. Yasmin was warmer in Mrs DeLuca's restaurant than Tessa had seen her be in a public room, the same Yasmin with another two inches of body. Tessa ate, and watched.

After lunch Yasmin walked her down a side street to a corner. Pointed across the road. There was a small bodega on the opposite corner, an awning that said REZA BAHARI MARKET in white block letters faded to cream, and above it three windows that were a second-floor apartment.

"That's my father's shop. The apartment above it is where I grew up."

She did not move toward the crosswalk.

"He doesn't know I'm in town today. I don't always tell him."

"Okay."

They turned back to the boardwalk.

The pier was at the north end, a wooden finger half a quarter-mile into the Atlantic, white-painted railings worn to wood at the corners. They walked to the end. There was one bench. They sat. The Atlantic was gray the way the Atlantic was gray in April under a sun that had not decided to commit. Yasmin took a Juul out of her jacket pocket and pulled on it once and held it.

"I used to come here with Jenny DeLuca when I was fifteen. Mrs DeLuca's older girl. We kissed under this pier once. Then I kissed her brother Kenny six months later, because I was trying very hard to be wrong about the first thing."

Tessa watched Yasmin's face in profile. The Yasmin at fifteen on this pier was a Yasmin Tessa could see, the same face minus the years, and the trying-to-be-wrong impulse was a thing Tessa had spent two years of high school doing in a different state with a different ocean. Heat came up in her low for both of those Yasmins at once and she held it, because Yasmin had not brought her here for heat.

Yasmin took another pull on the Juul. Held it. Set it down on the bench beside her.

"In London I was very good at what I did. I made it to vice president at Hastings and Sellers at twenty-seven. My boss was George McCluskey. He was forty-six. He was married. The affair was an actual affair, not a thing I am going to soften for you. It went on for a year. His wife found out. I will not say her name, because I owe her that and I have not paid her enough else. She started a campaign on Twitter and on LinkedIn that named me by my full name. She did it well. She had four months and she used them. She named me in finance and she named me in the London Muslim charity sector my mother had given twenty years to and she named me in the small Iranian-British diaspora world both my parents had built their friends out of. By the end of it I had lost the job, the friend group, and the easy version of my family.

"My parents disinvited me from Eid that year. Nineteen years of Eids in my parents' kitchen and I sat that one in a flat in Bayswater. The next spring they disinvited me from Nowruz too. That is when I came back to New York and started over. It has taken two years for them to want to see me regularly again. My mother more than my father. We are not done. They are gentle with me about it and they are also not done."

She picked the Juul up. Held it. Did not pull on it.

"That is why I have my rules now. Why I have the apartment the way I have it. Why I asked you to come there and not to a restaurant. Why I won't be sloppy again."

The first crack came at sloppy. It was very small. Yasmin lifted her cardigan sleeve to her eye and pressed it there a beat and lowered it again. The Juul was still in her other hand, untouched, the small light on the side of it lit.

Tessa reached over without speaking and took the Juul out of her hand and set it on the bench on the far side of her own thigh. Then she took Yasmin's hand.

"I'm here."

Yasmin's fingers in hers tightened a quarter-inch, the same quarter-inch the elevator had been worth, and then more, and held there. She did not say anything. The Atlantic did the Atlantic thing. After a while she squeezed Tessa's hand once and let it sit and breathed in slow and breathed out slower and the second tear that had been waiting did not come. She picked the Juul up. Took the pull she had been holding off. Tessa let her.

They drove back mostly in silence, Tessa's arms tighter than on the way down. They stopped once for gas at the service plaza in Cheesequake and Tessa bought two waters from the vending machine and they drank them standing by the bike, not talking, looking at the parking lot. By eight the bike was in the garage on Columbus and the helmets were back on the hook by the door and the keys went into the brass dish, and the door closed behind them, and the Casa was quiet.

Yasmin took the navy hijab off in the hall, slow, the practiced motion gone slower with tiredness. She did not fold it twice; she folded it once. She walked into the kitchen and got two glasses out of the cabinet and turned the tap and filled them and set them on the counter side by side and did not look at Tessa, and Tessa, who had been watching her since the door closed, walked up behind her and put her hands on her shoulders and turned her by the shoulders to face her and kissed her.

Yasmin's small surprised exhale was the surprised exhale of a woman not used to being moved across her own kitchen.

"My turn," Tessa said. "Come to bed."

Yasmin looked at her a long second. Then she let Tessa take her hand and lead her down the hall.

The bedroom was lamps only, the overhead off. The stained-glass pane in the window was dark on the outside now and lamp-lit and dimensional from the inside, the leaded grid catching the warm light in small reds and amber dots, present in the room in a quieter register than the morning. The drawer stayed closed. The closet stayed closed. There were no scarves in the room tonight.

Tessa undressed her. Took her time the way Yasmin had taken her time the night before, button by button on the cardigan, hands at the waistband of the jeans, slow. Yasmin let her hands stay at her sides. When Yasmin was down to the cream lace bra (the same lace bra, Tessa noticed, with the kind of attention she would later be embarrassed by), Tessa stopped and looked at her, fully, the first sustained look at a body she had only had pieces of.

"You are beautiful."

Yasmin's small wet laugh, no warning.

"Did I not say it first."

"You did. I'm saying it now."

She unhooked the bra. The bra went on the chair. The rest of Yasmin's clothes followed. Yasmin sat on the bed and let Tessa undress her the rest of the way and let Tessa undress herself and watched, and the watching was a softer watching than the watching had been the night before, which was the point.

Tessa got onto the bed. Got Yasmin onto her back. Started at Yasmin's mouth and moved down. Took her time at the collarbone. Took her time at the breasts. Took her time at the soft place below the ribs where Tessa was discovering that Yasmin had a tic of breathing in sharp when a mouth went near it. Tessa filed that. Moved down. Settled between Yasmin's thighs and put her hands flat on the inside of them and pushed them apart only a little, because she did not need to push, because Yasmin was letting her have all of it.

She bent her head.

The first taste was the first taste. Her body did the involuntary thing it had been doing for a week, only now from the other direction, the heat climbing into her own belly from giving instead of from taking. She lifted her mouth one beat to say something and the sentence did not arrive whole.

"You taste —"

She did not finish it. She put her mouth back where her mouth needed to be and worked. Yasmin's hand came down into Tessa's hair, firm, not directing, not pulling, just present, the dominant body's habit asserting itself even now and Tessa allowing it, because the dominant body needed it, because Tessa understood without thinking why.

She got Yasmin most of the way. She felt it in Yasmin's thighs first. Then in the way Yasmin's breath went short. Then in the small sound that broke out of Yasmin's chest, which was a sound, and then was a sob.

Tessa stopped.

She came up the length of Yasmin's body in one long slow movement and put her hand at the side of Yasmin's face and looked at her. Yasmin's eyes were wet and her mouth was a shape Tessa had not seen on her, the unguarded shape.

"What do you need."

"Don't stop. Just — hold me. Don't let go."

Tessa wrapped both arms around her. Got an arm under her shoulders. Got the other around her waist. Pulled her close. Stayed close. Slid one hand back down between them and went on, slow now, slower than slow, the rhythm at the pace of Yasmin's breath. Yasmin's face was at Tessa's neck. Tessa felt the wet against her collarbone. She did not say anything. She held.

It built slow. The crying did not stop. The crying was not what was happening; the crying was what was being allowed to happen because Tessa was holding her. When Yasmin came it was quiet, three soft shudders against Tessa's chest, and a sound that came out of her in two parts, half pleasure and half something older, and Tessa did not let go of her through any of it.

Yasmin lay against her after. The crying tapered. Tessa threaded her hand into Yasmin's hair.

"I've got you, pet."

She said it once. It was the only time in her life she would say it back. Yasmin's small laugh against her collarbone was a real laugh, the wet kind that meant relief.

"That's mine."

"I know."

"You can borrow it. Once."

"I know."

Tessa kept her there. The verbal check came up in her chest the way an idiom came up in a second language you were becoming fluent in.

"Tell me you're here."

"I'm here."

After a while Tessa got up on one elbow and reached for the glass of water on the bedside table and brought it to Yasmin's mouth and Yasmin drank, and Tessa drank what was left, and put the glass back. The Juul stayed in the drawer. Neither of them wanted it.

They lay a long time. The lamp light on the stained-glass pane refracted in small irregular shapes across the ceiling. Yasmin was looking at it.

"He made me that the summer he turned thirteen. He took a class at the Y and never put the kit down after. He told me to put it where I could see it from the bed because he knew I worked too hard and slept badly. He was right."

"He was right."

"The doctors say there's no medical reason he hasn't come back. I keep waiting for the morning he does."

"I know."

Tessa did not try to fix it. There was nothing to fix. There was only the lamp and the pane and a woman who had been crying for an hour off and on, and the slow evening of her breath under Tessa's arm. Yasmin slept first. Tessa stayed awake a while longer, watching the small refracted shapes of the lamp through Khalid's window move slightly when the lamp's flame in its glass bumped against itself. Then she slept too.


Chapter 9 

The light in Casa at seven in the morning was different from the light at seven the morning before, because it was Tessa's second morning in it, and the things that had been new at twenty-four hours had begun to be the things they were. The stained-glass pane in the bedroom had thrown its colored shapes across the floor again. The pillow next to Tessa's was empty and warm. The wine-dark silk robe was folded across the foot of the bed where Yasmin had left it for her.

Tessa put it on and went down the hall.

Yasmin was at the counter in jeans and a loose grey sweater and a soft white prayer scarf still on at her head, two macchiatos already pulled, the second cup pushed across the counter to Tessa's stool the way the macchiato the morning before had been pushed: without looking, with the quiet exactness of a person who had already arranged her day.

"I took the day off. Stay."

"Yes."

It was the second cleanest yes Tessa had said in a week, and the cleanest had been the first one in the cafeteria, and that one had committed her to a coffee. This one was committing her to a day.

She drank the macchiato. She opened her laptop on the counter. The Tokyo studio call was on her calendar for 2 p.m. their time, which was one in the morning here, and she pulled up the thread with Mr Fukuhara and wrote three sentences. Personal reasons keeping me in New York longer than planned. Need to postpone our Monday call. I'll confirm a new date soon. No more. No less. She read it once and sent it before she could revise it. Closed the laptop. Yasmin had not been pretending not to watch.

"That was a thing."

"It was a thing."

"You don't owe me the why."

"I know."

"Good."

Yasmin refilled her own coffee. Set the pot back.

"Tonight, if you want, we can do something I haven't done with you yet. With rules. With tools. If you want. If you don't, we don't, and the offer stands open."

Tessa felt the morning go quiet around her in the way the cafeteria had gone quiet on Day 1 when Yasmin had crossed the room.

"Tell me what's on the table."

"Tonight, before. Right now, just say yes or no to the offer."

"Yes."

"Then we have all day to walk it through."

They walked Riverside Park in the afternoon. The hijab was dark cherry-red, a color Tessa had not seen on her, the red of a thing that had been red since wine was red. Yasmin had wound it tighter at the temple than usual, the front edge precise, the back end pinned, the whole arrangement done in the bedroom mirror in two minutes flat while Tessa watched from the doorway and felt the tightening at her own low belly that the hijab had begun to mean now, separately from anything Yasmin had said. The river was the river. Yasmin's hand in Tessa's was a hand that had been in hers in a public place two days running now, which made it a habit.

Yasmin laid out the framework the way she had laid out the drink options the first night, terse, complete: that they would sit down before anything started and walk through everything specifically; that everything that happened would be consented in advance, not assumed in the moment; that there was a word for stop everything right now that she would teach Tessa before; that nothing was on the table unless Tessa wanted it on the table; and that this was not a one-shot thing, the offer was the offer every time, and the conversation was the conversation every time.

"What if I want to change a thing in the middle."

"You change it. You say the word, we stop, you change it, we start again or we don't."

"What if you want to change a thing in the middle."

"Same. I have a word too. Mine is kafi. Same meaning, different language. We do not use the same one because I need to know which of us said it."

Tessa filed that one. They walked another half-block in silence while she thought about it.

"You're really committed to making this not sexy."

"Wrong. I'm committed to making the sexy hold."

"And if the planning is making me wet right now."

A small mouth-lift. Eyes still ahead on the path.

"Then the planning is working. The planning is part of the thing, pet. The trust is the kink. The conversation is the kink. The list is the kink. You will understand by tonight."

Tessa did not say anything for a block. The low pull under her ribs that had been low pull for three days was not low anymore. It was the pull of a thing that had been told what shape it was going to take and was rearranging itself around the shape in advance. They walked another mile.

Dinner at Casa was light, because Yasmin knew what she was about to do to a digestive system later: scrambled eggs done slowly with butter and a soft green herb Tessa did not name, a piece of crusty bread, a wedge of feta, a small bowl of olives. Yasmin poured herself a half-glass of red. Poured Tessa a glass of water.

"You don't drink in dom-mode with me. House rule. Not because of you. Because of me."

"Okay."

The dinner took half an hour. They talked about Khalid's school. They talked about the kid Stuart was throwing a ball for at the dock. Yasmin did the dishes. Tessa dried. The kitchen was the kitchen at the end of a long quiet day with someone, which was a kitchen Tessa had not stood in in years.

When they were done Yasmin took Tessa by the wrist, walked her to the apartment door, opened it, stepped her out onto the landing, then back in. Closed the door. Set the lock.

"Welcome back. Casa de Yasmin."

Tessa felt the threshold land in her body the way a metronome landed when it changed tempo. The kitchen-Yasmin was gone. Yasmin took her by the hand and walked her to the living-room couch and sat her down on it, and sat beside her, knees angled toward her, voice the calm specific voice she used at the cafe when she was paying attention to a thing.

"Before anything tonight. The word for stop is Bas. B-A-S. Arabic for enough. It is short on purpose. Say it for me out loud once, now."

"Bas."

"Good. If you say it during, everything stops. Not slows. Stops. You don't have to explain anything. We talk after if you want. If you don't, we don't."

"Okay."

"On the table tonight: the collar. Bondage tape, wrists and ankles. A silk blindfold. Nipple clamps, screw-adjust, light tension only. A silver bullet vibrator. A curved one. A light flogger. A strap-on."

She said each item the way a checkout clerk said a list, without inflection, without performance. Tessa's body listed in two directions at once: low and hot under her ribs, and slightly cool at the small of her back where the adrenaline was finding her.

"The collar is leather. Soft. Single ring. It is not for pulling. It is a marker. It tells us both we are in the thing. The tape is bondage tape, sticks only to itself, comes off your skin with no residue. The blindfold is silk. The clamps are screw-adjust, which means the bite is set by me by a quarter-turn at a time, and I will set it light. The bullet is small, four settings, I will use one. The curved one is internal. The flogger I will use once tonight, briefly, lightly. The strap-on is harness plus silicone. The cock is mid-size. None of this is for hurting you in a way that hurts."

"Off the table: anything you haven't named. If anything I just listed should come off the table, tell me now, and it does, and we still have the rest. Do you want to add anything. Remove anything."

"The flogger. You said light."

"Light. Warm. Not punitive. Ten strokes total. Less if you want less. The word stops it."

Tessa thought about it. Found the inside of her own yes before she found the inside of her own no.

"Keep it on."

"Anything else."

"No. I want what you said. I'll trust you with the order."

"Do you trust me?"

The question landed where the trust me with the bike on the curb three days ago had landed and had been waiting, ever since, for its real version.

"Yes."

"Good." She nodded once. Stood. "Bedroom."

She walked Tessa down the hall and stopped her at the bedroom door, and put one hand flat on the door beside Tessa's head, not touching her, the body-block of a woman who could put a body where she needed a body to be.

"Tell me what you want."

"I want you to use everything you said."

A small mouth-lift.

"Did you ask me what I want."

Tessa's mouth opened. The recognition was faster this time. The rule had become a rule she knew. The brattier piece of her thought, this is the last time I am going to need to be reminded, and she felt almost sorry to be losing this beat.

"What do you want."

"To take you apart slowly. To put you back together. In that order."

"Yes."

Yasmin opened the door.

The bedroom was lit the way she had lit it the first night, lamps only, no overhead, the stained-glass pane in the east window dark on the outside and lamp-warm from the inside, the leaded grid a quiet pattern in the corner of Tessa's vision. The bed was made. The drawer was closed. The closet door was closed.

Yasmin went to the drawer first. She came back with a small velvet pouch the color of old aubergine. She loosened the drawstring and tipped the contents into her palm. A soft black leather collar with a single small silver ring at the front.

"This stays on tonight. It comes off in aftercare. It is how I know we are both here for the same thing."

She put it around Tessa's throat. The leather was warm from her hand. She buckled it at the back. Tessa's pulse went visible at the side of her neck above the collar's band, and Yasmin saw it, and bent her head and kissed the place where it was beating, once, soft, the way you put a seal on a letter.

She undressed Tessa fully. She did not rush. She did not say anything. She undid the robe at the waist first, slid it off the shoulders, set it folded on the chair. The shift under it went the same way, slow, lifted over the arms Tessa held up for her, set folded on the chair. The bra came off without comment. The underwear. Tessa was naked but for the collar by the time Yasmin had finished, and the body-shame reflex of the first night did not arrive, because the body in this room had been told it was beautiful, and the body had decided, this time, to believe it without being told again. Yasmin's small approving nod at the not-needing-to-be-told landed somewhere inside Tessa that filed itself under grown.

Yasmin was still fully dressed.

She walked Tessa to the bed. Sat her on it. Lifted her arms over her head and to the headboard rail. Went to the closet hook for the bondage tape. The tape was the kind that stuck only to itself, black, matte. She wound it around Tessa's wrists and the rail in a pattern that put pressure exactly where pressure went, and nowhere else, and tested it with two fingers under each wrist, and was satisfied. Then she lifted Tessa's ankles to the corners of the bedframe and taped each one wide, and the spread of Tessa's thighs was not negotiable, and the negotiating had already been done.

I have never been this still, Tessa thought.

The silk blindfold came out of the drawer. Yasmin slid it down over Tessa's eyes and tied it behind her head, careful with the hair.

"Tell me you can breathe."

"Yes."

"Good girl."

Tessa's belly tightened on the word the way it had the first night. There were going to be more of them. Her body was already counting.

The clamps came out of the drawer. Yasmin warmed them between her palms first, a long minute, the metal made warm so it would not shock. Then she leaned over Tessa and put her mouth on one nipple until it was hard, and the clamp went on slow, the screw adjusted by quarter-turn, the bite light, not medium, the catch of breath out of Tessa's throat the involuntary one. The other one. Same procedure. Same warmth. Same bite. Tessa's hips lifted a quarter-inch off the bed without permission and Yasmin's hand on her hipbone pushed them back down and held them there a beat, and that was a different kind of permission being denied, and Tessa understood the language of it.

The silver bullet came on at the lowest setting. The hum of it was quieter than Tessa expected. Yasmin set it on the spot it needed to be on and held it there. The vibration was small. The small was the point. Tessa's body started to climb, slowly, the climb a thing she could feel happening rather than a thing happening to her, the climbing the half of the building Yasmin was making her conscious of. Her thighs tried to close around Yasmin's wrist and the tape did not let them and the not let them was its own discrete sensation, the no-from-the-room rather than the no-from-Yasmin, and Tessa's body filed that one separately too. When Tessa was halfway up Yasmin took the bullet off her and Tessa made a sound she did not authorize, and Yasmin's other hand at her thigh, firm.

"Patience, pet."

The curved vibe came in next, slow, slick. Yasmin's hand on the base of it moving it at a pace Tessa would not have chosen, slower, much slower, and the bullet returned to the outside of her at the same low setting, and Yasmin was running both at once now and pacing both. Tessa's wrists pulled at the tape. The tape did not give. Tessa's voice did. A noise came out of her that was a noise.

"Good. Let me hear it."

Tessa let it out at full volume the next time. The praise had unhooked her, again. The wanting to please had become its own appetite.

"You are soaked," Yasmin said, low, between Tessa's thighs. "You are doing so well."

Tessa heard her own laugh come out of her at the edge of a held breath. The laugh was relief. The relief was the relief of being told she was doing the thing right when the thing was a thing she had never done at all.

Yasmin stopped both vibes.

Tessa felt her get off the bed. Heard her go to the closet. Heard something light and leather being lifted off a hook.

"I am going to use the flogger now. Light. Warm. Not for punishment. To bring your body up. Tell me yes or no."

"Yes."

The first stroke landed across her upper back, soft, more sound than sting, and a slow warmth started where it had landed. Three more. Then six across the back of her thighs, evenly spaced, the heat building under her skin where Yasmin laid the strikes. The warmth is the point, not the strike, Tessa understood, and let her body go up with it. The flogger went back on the hook before Tessa had counted past ten. The singular use was the singular use. She heard it being hung.

Yasmin came back to the bed. The clamps came off, one then the other, the blood coming back into Tessa's nipples in a slow throb that made her gasp. Yasmin's mouth on each one in turn for a count of three. The throb softened.

Then the sounds Tessa could not see were the sounds of leather on hips, a buckle, a strap pulled tight, the small click of a quick-release ring. The harness. The cock. Tessa's mouth went dry.

Yasmin's hands came back to her thighs, parting them past the tape's spread, what little extra there was to be had.

"Open."

Tessa opened.

"Good girl."

She entered slowly. The cock was not a small cock. The slow was the point. Tessa felt herself stretched and seen and held, and the blindfold turned the entering into a thing her body had to process whole, with no help from her eyes, the only signal her ears: the small shift of Yasmin's weight on the bed, the leather of the harness creaking once, Yasmin's breath at the back of her own throat doing the careful thing it did when Yasmin was paying close attention. The entering took its full minute. At the end of it Yasmin was all the way in her and motionless, and Tessa heard her own breath leave on a long shudder.

"Stay with me."

"I'm here."

Yasmin began to move. The pace was hers and was slow. The silver bullet came back on against Tessa's clit, low setting, in time with the strokes, the rhythm a rhythm her body had no choice about, and Tessa climbed. Halfway up Yasmin stopped. She rested inside Tessa, the bullet off her, and waited until Tessa's breath slowed, and then started again.

"You are doing so well, pet. You are taking it so well."

The praise landed in the place praise had been landing for two days now. The wanting to be good had become a discrete appetite inside the other appetite, and the other appetite was the one her body would have admitted to, and the first one was the one she was learning the existence of in real time.

She did that three times.

The fourth time she did not stop.

"I want you to say the word, pet. Not to stop. Just to hear yourself say it."

"Bas."

"Good. Again, soft."

"Bas."

"Good. Now nothing."

Tessa nothing. Yasmin's strokes lengthened. The bullet held at low. Tessa's body, which had been climbing for forty minutes by this point, came over the edge in a long slow break that took her further than the first night's two shudders had, and she came on the bullet and the cock together, and her hips lifted off the bed and Yasmin's hand on her stomach pushed them back down and the second wave came on the descent of the first one, and the second wave was the one that surprised her, because the second wave came on the cock alone with the bullet gone, and the second wave was slower and deeper and lasted longer than her body had remembered being able to last.

Somewhere in the middle of the second wave Tessa heard, behind the blindfold, a wetness on her own face. She did not know when she had started crying. She did not stop. There was nothing to stop.

She was making the small sound, please, unprompted, before she had registered making it.

"Good girl. Again."

"Please."

"Again."

"Please."

Yasmin held her through the descent until the descent was the descent and not still the climbing. Then she stilled. Then she pulled out, slow, the cock against the inside of Tessa's thigh on the way and laid down on a towel Tessa had not seen her put there. The buckles loosened one at a time. The harness off. The cock set aside.

Yasmin came up the bed. Her hand at the blindfold's knot.

"I am going to take this off. Slow. The light is low. Keep your eyes closed for a second."

The silk lifted away. Tessa kept her eyes closed for the count Yasmin had asked for. Opened them. The lamp-lit room came back in pieces. Yasmin's face was the first piece. Yasmin's face was the face of a woman who had just taken a thing apart with intent and was very pleased with how the parts had come out.

The tape on the wrists came off first, Yasmin's nails picking up the matte edge and easing it away without pulling Tessa's skin. Then the ankles. Tessa's arms came back down to her sides, slow, the muscle memory of up taking a moment to release. Yasmin rubbed each wrist between her palms until the small pink rectangle the tape had left was almost gone, then the other, then both ankles.

The collar was last.

Yasmin unbuckled it. The leather came away warm. She set it on the bedside on the open velvet pouch, the ring on top. She bent her head and put her mouth on the throat where the leather had been, in the same place she had sealed it shut hours ago, and kissed it once, soft.

"You did beautifully."

Tessa's voice did not work yet. She nodded.

Yasmin pulled her in. Tessa came onto her chest. The damp on Tessa's face was still wet. Yasmin's fingers in her hair did the slow idle thing fingers in hair did.

"Tell me you're here."

"I'm here."

"Good."

She lay there a long time. Yasmin's heart at her ear was a heart that had just done work and was settling. Tessa's body was a body that had been taken apart slowly and was being put back together, in that order. The order had been the promise.

After a while Yasmin moved Tessa gently to the pillows and got up. Tessa heard her in the kitchen. Cabinet. Tap. Fridge. She came back with a tall glass of water, a small plate with dates and walnuts and a square of dark chocolate, and the Juul. Set the plate on the bed between them. Sat back against the headboard. Held the water to Tessa's mouth. Tessa drank. Yasmin drank what was left. Then she pulled on the Juul, exhaled slowly toward the ceiling, and held it out.

"You want."

"Yeah."

Tessa took a small hit. The cool of it at the back of her throat was a different cool than the cool of Yasmin's hand on her jaw had been an hour ago, and the gradation of cools was, it turned out, a thing she was making a study of. She handed the Juul back.

They ate the dates in silence. The walnuts. Half the chocolate; Yasmin left the other half on the plate without comment. Tessa ate a date the way Yasmin ate a date, slow, the pit set on the edge of the plate.

"Talk to me," Yasmin said. "About anything. About your body."

"My back is warm."

"From the flogger."

"From the flogger. It feels good. It feels like the warm has a shape."

"Yeah. That's the right word for it. It is a shape. It stays a few hours, and then the shape softens, and then by tomorrow it is gone, and you remember it for a couple of days as a thing your skin knows happened."

"My wrists are okay."

"Good. Tell me in the morning if anything is sore that isn't sore now. Sometimes it shows up late."

"Okay."

"The clamps."

"Tell me."

"I want to do them again sometime. Tighter."

Yasmin's face was a face Tessa had not seen on her, somewhere between proud and amused, the same expression a person had when a person they had been teaching for a long time had skipped a step on their own.

"Noted, pet."

"And the crying."

Yasmin's hand kept its slow idle in Tessa's hair. Did not stop. Did not speed up.

"What about it."

"I didn't know I was. I want to know what to do with that."

"You don't have to do anything with it. It happens to a lot of bodies the first time the body is held still long enough. The body has been carrying things, the body lets them down because you cannot reach to pick them back up. It is not sadness. Sometimes it is. Not tonight, I think. Tonight I think it was overflow."

"Overflow."

"Yeah."

Tessa thought about that. Filed it where the new vocabulary went.

They talked a long time. About the cancelled Tokyo call, briefly, about what Mr Fukuhara would do with the email and what Tessa would do with what he did with it. About the day. About a thing Yasmin remembered from being twelve, a riding lesson in Surrey her aunt had paid for and her mother had disapproved of. About a thing Tessa remembered from being thirteen, the first time she had taken a photograph she had been proud of, of her father's hands on a steering wheel. About nothing.

At some point Yasmin turned the lamp off.

Tessa moved against her in the dark and put her cheek back where it had been. The stained-glass pane in the east window was just an outline now, a darker dark on the dark, except where the moon, somewhere outside and just past full, was throwing a faint cool light through the lead. The geometry was the geometry. The reds and ambers were gone. The leaded shapes were the shapes.

Yasmin's breath evened out first.

Tessa stayed awake a while longer. Her body was warm everywhere. The collar's faint imprint at the front of her throat was already fading, a soft band of pressure-memory under the jaw. Her wrists were a little tender in a way she liked. The thing inside her that had been carrying around the I should have come for Christmas for four months had been quiet for two hours and was likely to stay quiet through the morning.

She thought about what her body had done. She thought about the order of it, the slow climb three times before the not-stopping, the way the cock had been the second wave alone, the way the crying had not been crying she had chosen. She thought about the word overflow and about how a vocabulary was a place a body could put itself when the body had not had a place before. She thought about Mr Fukuhara opening her email on Monday morning Tokyo time and not knowing what to make of it and writing back something careful. She did not care.

I am where I am supposed to be tonight, she thought.

She slept.


Chapter 10

Tessa woke alone in Yasmin's bed at a quarter past seven. The light through the stained-glass pane was the morning-on-fire light again, the small reds and ambers laid in shapes across the duvet. The other pillow was cold. The wine-dark silk robe was folded at the foot of the bed.

Her body told her what had happened in the order her body felt it. Wrists first: a faint pink rectangle on the inside of each one where the tape had been, sore in the soft way a bruise was sore on the second day, not the first. Shoulders next: the long-held-overhead ache. The soft burn across her upper back and the back of her thighs where the flogger had laid its warmth in lines. Her ribs. Her thighs. The collar's faint band at the front of her throat already gone, but her hand went up to the place looking for it.

She lay still a moment and let the catalogue finish. Yes that happened. Then she got up.

Yasmin's robe was the robe. She put it on and went down the hall.

The note on the counter was four lines in Yasmin's tight slanted hand. Coffee in the press. Pastries in the fridge. Stay as long as you want. I will text you. Y. Beside it: the French press, hot, half-full. A small white plate covered with a linen napkin.

Tessa stood at the counter in the robe and ran her hand along the marble for no reason, and the body-memory came up under her ribs the way coffee did when she had not eaten, low and warm and specific. She set her palm flat on the counter and felt the cool of it answer the warm of the kitchen and the warmer of her own skin under the robe. She poured the coffee. She did not eat the pastries.

She washed the cup. She dressed. She left the apartment at half past eight and the doorman, who had nodded at her last night when she came in with Yasmin, nodded at her now when she walked out alone, and the nod meant a thing, and she did not stop to think what.

The subway south was the subway south. The cafe was open at the corner of West End Avenue and 71st when she walked past it; she did not go in. She went straight to Mount Sinai West.

J Henry was stable. Fran was in the chair. Stuart had come back from Boston the night before and was asleep on the waiting-room couch when Tessa walked by. The morning was a hospital morning. The afternoon was going to be a hospital afternoon. Tessa sat in the chair across from her grandmother and read the Times on her phone and did not look at the Times.

The text came at twelve forty-two.

Lunch with me at Mount Sinai? I want to bring you somewhere.

Yes.

Yasmin was in the cafeteria at one with a sage-green hijab pinned the way she pinned it when she was at the office, the front edge precise, an inch of glossy black at the temple where she had let it sit forward on purpose. Charcoal slacks. White blouse. The work-Yasmin. She bought two coffees and pointed Tessa at the elevators with her chin.

"He's two floors up from your grandfather. I should have told you that."

"You told me now."

Pediatric ICU. Yasmin signed in at the desk, said hello to the nurse by name, walked Tessa down the hall to a door at the end. Stopped outside it. Looked at Tessa once. Opened it.

Khalid Bahari was sixteen and thin and lying very still on his side with the head of the bed slightly raised, the breathing tube taped at the corner of his mouth, his hair longer than Tessa would have expected, his eyelashes the same eyelashes as his sister's. The room was a small room. A corkboard above the bed had cards from a school class pinned to it in three uneven rows. A framed photograph of a woman in a cream headscarf, mid-laugh, sat on the bedside table where you would put a glass of water. A lamp. A small folding easel set up beside the lamp, and on the easel a square stained-glass pane the size of a paperback, geometric, blue and amber, the leadwork small and clean.

And under the lamp, propped up on its base so the cover was readable: Stavros's Blade Volume 1, hardcover, the inscription page open. Tessa's own writing, in marker: For Khalid — Lt. Stavros says: stay in the fight. Tessa Vance.

She had to look away from it for a second.

Yasmin had moved to the bedside the way she had moved to the bedside in every room Tessa had ever watched her move in a bedside. She straightened the blanket at Khalid's hip with two fingers, smoothed it across, set it. The motion was the precise quick motion her hands had made on the tape last night. The same care. The same focus. Tessa felt the body-recall land in her low belly with no warning and stand there politely until she could put it back where it belonged for a hospital room.

Yasmin said something to her brother in Farsi. Two sentences, soft. Tessa did not understand them and did not need to. Then in English:

"I brought a friend. You'll like her. She is the one who signs your book. Yes, the actual one."

She did not look up when she said it. The book on the bedside was open at Tessa's inscription. The lamp threw a small yellow circle on the page.

"He reads it. I read it to him. The whole thing, then I start again."

Tessa came to the foot of the bed. She did not know what to do with her hands and put them in her coat pockets.

"Hi, Khalid."

The boy did not move. The monitor's small green line did the small green-line thing.

"He looks like you," Tessa said.

"He looks like our mother."

Yasmin nodded at the framed photograph. Tessa looked. The woman in the photograph had Khalid's mouth.

"The pane is his?"

"He made two. One for me at home. One for here. I bring it on the bedside and I take it home each evening, the hospital prefers nothing left. He told me to put it where the light would be his when he woke up. I think about that every morning when I set it on the easel."

"It's beautiful."

"He'll be glad you saw it."

She said it in the present tense, the way she had said he reads it.

They stayed ten minutes. Yasmin read a paragraph aloud from the open page, the section where Stavros took the watch off a dead man and put it on her own wrist, and Tessa heard her own dialogue in another woman's mouth and did not breathe loud while it was happening. The cadence Yasmin gave the line was the cadence Tessa had heard in her own head when she had written it, which she had not expected and did not have a place to put.

"He's been here since June," Yasmin said when she had closed the book. She did not say it heavy. She said it the way a person said a fact about a building. "The doctors are kind. The doctors are out of ideas. The nurses on this shift are the ones who know him best. The night shift talks to him in Spanish."

"Does he hear it."

"They think he hears something. There is no instrument for what."

She closed the book and set it back upright under the lamp.

She kissed Khalid on the forehead. Lifted the pane off the easel, no, paused, set it back. Not yet. Folded the easel. Set it under the bedside table. Left the pane.

"You can come back with me anytime you want," she said in the hall.

"Okay."

They rode down two floors together. Parted at the elevator on J Henry's floor. Yasmin's hand at Tessa's elbow for the second it took. Yasmin back to BlackRock.

Tessa went to her grandfather's room and sat across from Fran for the rest of the afternoon and did not look at the Times.

◆◆◆

Day 11 was a long slow day. Aunt Sandra had flown home to Charlotte. Uncle Calvin had driven back to Albany. Stuart was back from Boston for the second wave and was on the waiting-room couch most of the morning on his laptop. Tessa cycled between J Henry's room and the cafeteria and the small chapel on the third floor, which she sat in for fifteen minutes once without praying.

Fran was awake in the chair when Tessa came in mid-afternoon with two coffees. Tessa set one on the side table by Fran's elbow. Sat.

The room was the room. The monitor was the monitor. J Henry's breath was the breath of a ninety-seven-year-old man on his ninth day in a hospital bed and was the same breath it had been on his first day. Fran did not pick up the coffee for a while. Then she did.

"You look tired in a different way, Theresa."

"Tired in a good way too, I think."

Fran's small nod. The nod was a complete sentence. She drank a half-inch of coffee. Set the cup back down.

"Your grandfather always thought you should live where you wanted. He wasn't wrong about everything. He was wrong about most things. He wasn't wrong about that."

"Thanks, Grandma."

Fran put her hand out across the side table. Tessa took it. Fran's hand was the dry papery cool that Fran's hand had been since Tessa was small. She held it. Did not let go. The minute that passed was a long minute. Then Fran loosened her fingers, and Tessa loosened hers, and Fran picked up the coffee again.

They sat the rest of the afternoon.

Stuart was awake when Tessa came into the waiting room at five, the laptop open on his lap, the coffee on the side table cold. He looked up. Smiled the small smile.

"Hey, kid."

"Hey, Stu."

He had bags under his eyes. He had a piece of his hair sticking up at the back and did not know it. He had been doing the cousin-shift the way the cousins did the cousin-shift in this family, which was four days on and three days off and a sandwich eaten at the wheel on the way down, and Tessa had not been doing the cousin-shift, and the difference between them at this moment was the difference between a person who had a wife and two kids and an EV loan and a person who had a passport. She loved him for the difference and against the difference at the same time.

He started in on Claudia, then on the EV loan he was trying to get from his credit union and the rate they were offering him and the rate the dealer was offering him and the way the two rates were apparently the same number written in two different fonts. He talked at her for fifteen minutes the way Stuart had always talked at her, which was the talking of a man who had figured out that the woman across from him was a good listener and had built thirty years of cousinhood on that fact.

Halfway through the insurance section Tessa heard, inside her own head, the sentence: Stu, I've been seeing someone here. It arrived complete. She opened her mouth to start it. The opening did not turn into speech. Her mouth closed. He kept talking. He was on deductibles now. She thought, not today, not in this room, not with Grandma down the hall, and the not-saying landed in her chest as a small clear thing she could put down without breaking. Stuart talked. Tessa nodded at the right places. The almost-thing did not happen and she did not feel worse for the not-happening; if anything, she felt the small steadiness of a person who had made a quiet decision and trusted herself with it.

She left him with a fresh coffee at five forty-five and took the call from Paris on the hospital lobby steps at six.

"How are you, kid. And how is she."

"She is good, Aunt Gwen."

"What's her name."

A breath.

"Yasmin."

"Beautiful name."

A pause. Aunt Gwen on the other end of a transatlantic line did the thing Aunt Gwen did when she was letting a thing land before she said the next thing.

"You're allowed to be happy in the middle of all this, Tessa. The thing isn't either-or."

"I know."

"Bring her to Thanksgiving."

"It's April."

"Plan ahead."

They hung up. Tessa sat on the lobby steps in the dark with the phone in her hand for a minute and then put the phone in her coat pocket and got up.

She went home to the boathouse. The family was in the house, lights on, voices low, the wake-rhythm a household settled into now. Tessa took the sketchbook out to the porch with a glass of water and a cigarette, the second cigarette of the week, the first one she had wanted rather than the first one Aunt Gwen had handed her.

She lit it. She opened the sketchbook to a clean page. She drew without thinking what she was drawing.

The hijab came first; she did not draw the hijab consciously, she drew an arc and the arc was a hijab. Then the line of the jaw under it. Then the eyebrows, the eyes, which she gave the green by smudging her thumb against the side of the page so the graphite went a shade darker in the iris. Then the mouth, the upper-lip catch she had been watching for a week now. Then the throat. The pencil was working at the speed her hand worked when her hand was not asking her permission.

Ten minutes in the page was clearly Yasmin and only Yasmin and Tessa did not need to think about whose face it was. She put the pencil down. Looked at it.

The screen door opened behind her. Stuart's voice: "Tess, you eating in here or out there?"

She closed the sketchbook on the page.

"Out here."

He came out with a plate. Sat on the bench beside her. They ate cold chicken from the fridge and did not talk. The sketchbook stayed closed on her lap and her hand stayed on the cover the way a hand stayed on a closed door.

◆◆◆

Day 12 morning at the boathouse was the boathouse morning. Tessa went into the city at ten, sat with J Henry and Fran until one, took the train back to Sheepshead Bay, and was on the porch with a coffee by three.

The cafe at eleven had been empty of Yasmin. Tessa had gone in for the coffee and Yusuf at the bar had said she's not in today, and Tessa, who had not yet learned to read the pattern because the pattern had not yet repeated more than once, had said okay, and ordered the macchiato.

The text came at noon.

Apologies. Things on fire at work today. Tell you later.

Ok. I'm at the boathouse.

Nothing the rest of the afternoon. Tessa drew the panel she had been avoiding finishing for a week, the one of Lieutenant Stavros pinned under a mech strut, but only the strut, only the angle of the wreckage, not Stavros's face. She drew the strut for an hour. She put it down. She put the kettle on.

Five o'clock the phone went.

Tess. I'm going to be at Casa by 7. Will you come? I need to see you. Not long. A few hours.

Yes.

She was on the F at five forty. She was at the building at six fifty. The doorman did not stop her. The elevator. 37.

Yasmin opened the door in office clothes, charcoal blouse and dark slacks, no hijab because she had been at Casa long enough to take it off, the long black hair down past her shoulders, the blue edges catching the hall light. Her face was the face of a person who had been on phone calls in three languages for ten hours. Around her eyes was tired. The mouth set was the set Tessa had not seen before, harder, the work mouth.

She put her hand at the side of Tessa's neck the second the door was closed.

"Hi."

"Hi."

"Anything different tonight."

"No."

A nod. She took Tessa by the wrist and walked her down the hall.

The bedroom lamps were already on. The bedside drawer was already open. The velvet pouch was already on the bedside table beside the lamp. The pane in the east window was lamp-warm again, the small reds and ambers laid out in their dimensional grid.

Yasmin tipped the collar out of the pouch into her hand. Held it. Brought it to Tessa's throat. Buckled.

"This stays on tonight."

The same words from Day 9. The voice quieter. The weight different — not a thing being explained for the first time, a thing being put on the second time. Tessa's body did not need an explanation. Tessa's body knew the leather.

Yasmin kissed her at the side of the throat above the collar, once, the seal-on-a-letter kiss she had used in HS3, and the body-memory that opened under Tessa's ribs was a body-memory the body recognized and made room for.

Yasmin undressed her. Quick this time, not slow. The robe went, the shirt, the jeans, the bra, the underwear. Tessa was naked and collared and Yasmin was still in the blouse and the slacks and that was the way of it tonight.

She walked Tessa to the bed. Wrists to the headboard rail with the tape. The ankles she left free. The blindfold over the eyes, tied behind. The clamps from the drawer, warmed between Yasmin's palms a half-minute, set on at light tension, no quarter-turn tightening. The silver bullet from the drawer, switched to its lowest setting, set on the spot it needed to be on.

"Look at me, pet."

Tessa, behind the blindfold, turned her face toward Yasmin's voice.

"Good girl. Stay there."

The bullet did its small slow thing. Yasmin's hand on the inside of Tessa's thigh kept Tessa's hips on the bed. Tessa climbed. The climb was the climb she knew the shape of now, the body recognizing the architecture of its own arousal because Yasmin had taught it the architecture two nights ago, and the body climbed faster for the recognition.

"Wait, pet."

The bullet held. Tessa's breath held with it.

"Open."

Tessa opened her mouth. Yasmin's two fingers slid in, slow, the salt of them on Tessa's tongue, the press at the back of the tongue the firm clean press of a woman who had done this before and was doing it now because she had had a day she could not bring into this room and was bringing this instead.

"Mine."

Tessa's whole body answered the word before her mouth could. Yasmin took her fingers back. The bullet went on. The climb resumed.

Yasmin let her go over this time. One climb, complete, the clamps' light bite at the nipples making the inside of Tessa's chest hum on the descent, the bullet held in place a beat longer than Tessa wanted and then off.

"Good girl."

The unfastening was the unfastening. Clamps off, slow, Yasmin's mouth on each nipple for a count of three to take the throb down. Blindfold off. Tape off the wrists in the careful pick-the-edge-off way. Yasmin rubbed the small pink rectangles between her palms until they were almost gone.

The collar last. Unbuckled. Set on the open pouch. The throat-kiss in the place the leather had been.

She did not say you did beautifully this time. She pulled Tessa into her chest, still in the blouse, the buttons cool against Tessa's cheek, her hand in Tessa's hair the slow idle that was its own settled thing now.

The lamp threw the small reds and ambers from the pane across the wall behind them. Tessa watched the colored shapes move and not move on the wall and felt her breath even out.

A long while passed.

Yasmin spoke into her hair.

"Tomorrow is going to be a hard day for me. I won't be at the cafe. Will you not press me on it."

Tessa felt the request land the way a request landed when the person making it had been the person making the rules all week. She felt the brattier piece of herself want to ask why, and felt the trained piece of herself, the piece that had been trained on the couch in HS3 and on the bedside in HS1, set the why down without asking it. The trust had been built. She used it.

"Of course."

"Thank you."

Yasmin's lips against the crown of her head, briefly. Her arm tightened across Tessa's back. The pane on the wall did its small reds and ambers.

They lay there a while longer. Yasmin did not get the water and did not get the Juul and did not bring food. The aftercare tonight was a contained thing, the way the scene had been a contained thing. Tessa understood the size of it.

After a half-hour Yasmin sat up.

"I will drive you to the train."

"You don't have to."

"I want to."

She drove Tessa to Penn in a cab, paid the cab, walked her in to the LIRR concourse, kissed her once at the gate with her hand at the side of Tessa's throat in the place the collar had been an hour ago, and turned around and went home.

Tessa was on the train at nine forty.

The car was almost empty. She sat at the window and watched the dark of the tunnel turn into the lighter dark of Queens and then the further dark of the south Brooklyn line. Her body was satiated in the contained way the scene had been contained. The collar's faint pressure-memory at her throat was already fading. Her wrists were tender in the small pleased way.

She thought about Yasmin's mouth set when the door opened. About the work-mouth she had not seen before. About tomorrow is going to be a hard day for me and the specific weight of will you not press me on it. She thought about the fact that she had not pressed and that the not-pressing had felt like a thing she had been given a chance to do well.

She thought about the sage-green hijab the day before and the way it had sat at the temple in the cafeteria light. About Khalid's eyelashes. About the pane the boy had made twice. About the inscription on her own book and the way the marker had bled at the T in Tessa and she had thought, when she signed it, that's the wrong T, and signed under it anyway.

She thought about Fran's hand. About Aunt Gwen's plan ahead. About the drawing of Yasmin under the sketchbook's cover at the boathouse waiting for her on the porch table.

She did not know what tomorrow was. She was not going to ask.

The train pulled into Sheepshead Bay at ten twenty-two. Tessa got off and walked the eight blocks to the boathouse with her hands in her coat pockets, and the wait sat in her chest, and she carried it home.


Chapter 11

Friday morning at Caffé Nero Tessa took the table at the back, set the Financial Times on the chair across from her, and ordered the macchiato she had ordered every morning for two weeks. Yusuf made it. Yusuf brought it. Yusuf said she's not in today, Tess before Tessa had asked. Tessa nodded the small nod people nodded when a thing they had been told the day before was being confirmed in a way they had not quite needed.

She drank the coffee. She read the FT. She left the empty chair empty.

At the hospital J Henry was the same. David and Annie were in the chair-rotation. Fran had not slept well; the bags under her eyes were a deeper grey than they had been on Wednesday. Stuart had driven back to Boston the night before for Friday at the office and would be back Sunday. The room was a room a family had been doing for thirteen days now.

At two o'clock Tessa wrote: Thinking of you. No need to respond. Just here. At four o'clock Yasmin wrote back: Thank you. Two words.

Tessa filed the two words. Read them again at four-fifteen. Filed them again.

She was back at the boathouse by five. April daylight still bright. The bay was glass. The forecast on her phone, when she remembered to look at it at six, said a nor'easter would be on the city by mid-afternoon Saturday.

She poured a glass of the wine David had opened. Then another. By six she had drunk more than she meant to drink and wrote: Can I bring you dinner? Or come there?

No. Tonight isn't a Casa night. I need to be alone.

She read it twice. The brattier piece of her, which the wine had moved closer to the surface, typed: Okay. I miss you.

Nothing.

The nothing sat on the porch table next to her glass for two hours. She drank a third glass. She had not eaten since the cafe pastry. At eight o'clock the wine and the unanswered text had made one shape inside her chest and she wrote: Yasmin. Talk to me. What's wrong.

Nothing.

Twenty minutes. Did I do something.

The reply came at eight thirty-five.

No. This isn't about you. I'll explain. Not tonight.

Tessa read it once. The piece of her that had earned the right to push two nights ago by not pushing was using the earnings badly now and knew it and went on using them.

That's the second time today you've said not tonight. We talked about you not pressing me. I'm allowed to need the same.

The reply was almost immediate.

You are. I'm asking for one day. Please.

Tessa stared at the phone a long time. The please was the word that pulled. She typed Okay, sent it, turned the phone off, went inside, brushed her teeth without looking at the mirror, and got into bed at the boathouse at nine forty.

She lay awake until past one. The wine in her was a heavier wine than the wine she had drunk an hour ago because the not-answering had compounded it. The phone-off was on the nightstand and was the wrong kind of dark for a phone. She turned it back on twice and made herself not look at the screen and turned it off again. The third time she did look. Nothing. She turned it off and did not turn it back on. I'm allowed to need the same, she had written, and she had not been wrong about being allowed, and she had been wrong about everything else.

◆◆◆

Saturday morning she woke at eight with a small headache and the small clear hangover-shame of a person who had sent more texts than she had wanted to send. Turned the phone on. No new messages. The weather alert was on the lock screen: rain starting one p.m., heavy by four, wind thirty to forty by evening.

She made coffee in the boathouse's small kitchen and went up to the inland Vance house, where the family was already moving the porch chairs in. David at the bay-side windows checking the shutters. Annie wrapping the porch geraniums in burlap. Stuart still in Boston, the cousin-shift on its three-days-off. Fran in the kitchen with the radio low.

Tessa worked beside David for an hour on the boathouse windows, the wood stove, the small things that needed bracing. They talked about the storm and not about anything else. David, who had been watching his daughter's phone go off and on all evening yesterday without comment, kept not commenting.

By one the rain had started, light. By two it was the kind of rain that you stopped seeing through. By three the wind had come up and the family had migrated to the inland house with the wood-stove and the basement and the satellite phone, and Tessa had told David she was going to stay at the boathouse with the wood stove.

"You sure."

"Yes."

"Phone."

"On."

He let her.

She was alone in the boathouse by three thirty. The rain on the roof was the rain-on-a-tin-roof rain. The bay outside the bay-side window was foam-flecked, dark, the water moving against itself. She lit the wood stove. She wrapped herself in the wool blanket from the couch. She opened the sketchbook to the page with the drawing of Yasmin and looked at it for a minute and did not look at it. Turned the page. Drew Yasmin's hand on her own across the cafe table, the wedge of the wrist disappearing into the cuff of the cream sweater, the way the hand had landed on Day 3 when Yasmin had pressed Tessa's down to stay.

She drew for an hour. The drawing was better than the cousin-portrait. Her hand was working clean.

At six the worry-text came from David. You good down there. She wrote Yes. Wood stove going. Love you. She set the phone face-down on the floor next to the rug and went back to the panel.

At five o'clock she heard the engine.

She heard it first the way a person heard a thing the person had been not-listening-for: as an instrument-tone she registered before she registered which instrument. Then as an engine. Then as a motorcycle engine. Then as a motorcycle engine she knew.

She got up. The blanket fell off her shoulders. She crossed the boathouse floor in three strides and was at the bay-side window in time to see the headlight, low and yellow through the rain on the gravel road, the bike easing the last hundred feet in second gear, the rider's leather jacket black with water.

The bike stopped at the boathouse's small gravel apron. The rider's leg came over. The helmet came off. The hijab under the helmet was plastered to the skull, black, the small curls escaping at the temples where the helmet's edge had pushed them out.

Tessa had the door open before Yasmin reached the step.

"Don't say anything yet."

"Come in."

Yasmin came in. She brought half the storm with her. Water sheeted off the jacket onto the boards. Her boots had standing water in them. Her face was the face of a person who had been on a Ducati in a nor'easter for an hour and a half and had made all of the decisions a person could make to still be a person when she got there.

Tessa shut the door against the wind. The wind shoved back. The door took.

She put her hands on the wet jacket's zipper and worked it down. Took the jacket off Yasmin's shoulders, slow, one arm then the other, the wet weight of it heavy in her hand. She hung it on the wood-stove rack to drip. The boots she pulled off one at a time, kneeling, the standing water inside them running out onto the boards. The wet socks. The wet trousers Yasmin stepped out of with Tessa's hand at her elbow. The wet long-sleeved shirt. Yasmin in her thermal undershirt and underwear in the middle of the boathouse, the hijab still pinned at her chin in its wet plastered shape, dripping a small ring onto the floor at her feet.

Tessa took the wool blanket off the floor and wrapped it around Yasmin's shoulders.

"Tell me."

Yasmin held the blanket closed at her throat. The wood stove threw heat against her left side. Her breath was the breath of a person whose chest had finally let down half an inch.

"Today was a year. Khalid. I spent it at the mosque with my parents. I have not been at the mosque with both of them in three years. It was hard. I should have told you it was today. I didn't because saying it out loud changes what it is. I'm sorry."

She said it the way she said things: clean, no inflection-asking-for-anything, the five sentences laid down in the order she had decided to lay them down in. The last word she did not soften.

Tessa felt the please from the night before line up behind today's I'm sorry and the two of them inside her made one shape, and the shape was the shape of a thing she had not been carrying right.

"I'm the one who's sorry. I should not have pushed."

"I should not have hidden."

"Yes."

The yes was small. Yasmin's mouth did the upper-lip catch. The catch this time was not heat. The catch was the involuntary truth-tell of a woman who had just been agreed with on a thing she had walked through a storm to say.

"I told myself one more hour and then I called my own number. The Ducati got me here. I wouldn't recommend it."

"You're staying."

"Yeah."

Tessa took her by the wrist and walked her the four feet to the rug in front of the wood stove and sat her down on it. Sat down across from her. The fire's red light was on both their faces. Yasmin's hand came up to the pin at her chin and worked it loose. The hijab came off slowly because it was wet. She set it on the rug beside her, where it would dry. Her hair was the wet black of hair that had been under a wet hijab for two hours, the blue at the edges darker in the wet. She put both her hands flat on the rug.

"I am very tired."

"I know."

The kiss was quiet. Tessa leaned across the small space between them and put her mouth against Yasmin's and Yasmin let it land and gave it back the second beat. They were both still in damp clothes. The wood stove was warm against Tessa's left side and against the back of Yasmin's left shoulder and the place where their mouths met was its own small warm thing inside the room's warm.

Yasmin pulled back. The pulling-back was not a stopping; it was the small pause Yasmin took before she said a thing she wanted to say in order.

"We're not at Casa."

"I know."

"I want to bring something here for tonight. Just one beat. Just so you know who I am right now. Will you let me."

"Yes."

Yasmin's voice tightened the way her voice tightened when the dom-mode came down. Two words, the same two words from the bedroom wall on Day 7.

"Look at me."

Tessa looked.

"This is me. Tonight, here. I'm not turning it off. I'm not turning it all the way on. I'm with you. The rest is us."

"Okay."

The tightness in Yasmin's voice softened the way a thing softened that had been brought into a room only long enough to be named. The exception had been marked. The marking was the exception. It would not extend.

Yasmin kissed her again. This time the pulling-back did not happen.

They undressed each other slow on the rug, neither one of them leading, the small mutual unwrapping of two women who had done the not-being-together-tonight all of Friday and the not-knowing of the morning and the storm of the afternoon, and the unwrapping was its own thing for being slow. Yasmin's thermal undershirt off. Tessa's hoodie off. Yasmin's underwear. Tessa's pajama pants. Nothing else in the room. No drawer. No tape. No silk. No collar. The absence of the kit was a body-recall Tessa noticed in her low belly without meaning to, the catalogue of what was not here right now and was here in another building forty miles north, the catalogue's noticing itself the kink the absence was working.

Yasmin laid her down on the rug with her hand at the small of Tessa's back. The wood stove threw its red on Tessa's left side and her right side stayed cooler and the difference of temperatures across her own body was the body's reminder it was a body and was, tonight, on a floor in a boathouse in a storm with this woman.

She turned them. She brought her mouth down Yasmin's chest, her stomach, the inside of her thigh. Yasmin's hand in her hair the slow firm thing it was when it was in her hair, neither pulling nor directing, present. Tessa put her mouth where Yasmin needed it and stayed. Yasmin's breath went from breath to broken-breath in the slow way that was the slow way.

She felt Yasmin shift under her, the legs moving, the body turning to fit them both. Yasmin's mouth came down to her thigh from above. The angle settled. Their bodies fit the way bodies fit when bodies have decided. Yasmin's tongue on Tessa, Tessa's tongue on Yasmin, the rug warm under them and the firelight red on both of them and the rain a continuous thing on the roof.

"I love how you taste."

Tessa said it into Yasmin's thigh without thinking and the saying was the first time a Tier 1 sentence had come out of Tessa's mouth whole in the book, and she heard her own voice say it and did not pull back from it.

Yasmin's mouth left her for half a beat.

"Good girl."

Soft, not commanding. The single good-girl of the night. The Threshold-Rule extension allowed itself one and only one. Yasmin's mouth went back where it had been.

They worked each other up at the same pace. The pace was a pace they had not negotiated and did not need to negotiate. Tessa came first, on the rug, the small full noise out of her throat unmuted because the boathouse was empty and the storm was loud and no one was going to hear. Yasmin a minute later, against Tessa's mouth, the body's small shudders going through three soft passes the way they had at Casa on Wednesday, the something older in the second pass that Tessa had filed once and was filing again.

They came down. Yasmin shifted, came up the length of Tessa's body, settled half on top of her, mouth at Tessa's temple. They lay there a while.

Yasmin's mouth tightened a half-second. A small shift in her breath. The imported dom-mode wanting, almost, to extend itself one more beat past the deal.

"Bas."

She said it soft. It was not a stop. It was a beat-marker, half-joking, the testing of whether Tessa would say it back or push the dom-mode further. Tessa held her eye. The fire-light moved on Yasmin's cheekbone.

"No. I'm okay."

Yasmin's mouth eased. The dom-mode released. The exception had finished honoring its terms.

They lay tangled on the rug a long time after that. The fire ticked. The rain ticked. Yasmin's hand moved slow in Tessa's hair. Tessa's hand was open on Yasmin's hip and not moving.

Yasmin's mouth at Tessa's temple.

"If we were anyone else, I would say it now."

Tessa felt the line land in her chest in the way certain lines landed, whole, the meaning before the words and then the words. She did not answer for a minute. The smile came up under her ribs first.

"Say it later, then."

Yasmin's small breath against her temple was the small breath of a woman who had been answered exactly. They did not say more for a long time after that.

Tessa lay there and thought, without naming it the thing it was, about the shape the line had drawn in the air between them. The shape was the shape of a thing they had both agreed to leave standing where it was. Neither of them had said the word; both of them had said the word; the not-saying-it was the saying-it. The brattier piece of Tessa, which had been the piece running the texts on Friday night, was somewhere else entirely tonight; that piece had been left at the door with the wet jacket. The piece in her chest now was a quieter piece, and it knew what it was doing.

Tessa half-slept. Yasmin's hand kept its slow rhythm. At some point Yasmin's mouth into the crown of her hair:

"Sleep a little, love."

Tessa's eyes opened.

"You said something new."

"I did."

She closed them again. They slept on the rug with the blanket pulled across.

◆◆◆

Tessa woke first at three in the morning. The storm had passed. The roof was quiet. The wind was a low thing now, not the loud earlier thing. She put on the flannel shirt she had taken off Yasmin and a pair of pajama pants and went to the cabinet for the whiskey and poured two short measures into two mugs because the boathouse did not have rocks glasses.

Yasmin sat up on the rug and pulled Tessa's flannel shirt over her own shoulders and walked barefoot to the deck door. They went out together. The deck was wet. The salt of the bay was in the air, mixed with the wet wood and the wet rope. The dawn was an hour off. The sky to the east was the first faint grey behind the deeper grey.

Tessa lit a cigarette with the lighter from the kitchen drawer. Took the first pull. Handed it to Yasmin.

Yasmin took a pull, exhaled toward the bay, gave it back.

"I'm letting myself."

"Tonight."

"Tonight."

They passed the cigarette and the whiskey between them without saying much for a long while. The bay water moved against the dock pilings. Yasmin pulled the flannel tighter at her throat.

"I'd like to take you home tomorrow."

"Yes."

"Bagels."

"Yes."

She put her arm around Tessa's waist under the flannel. They watched the grey come up an inch, then another inch. Then they went back inside before the sun was actually on the water, and lay back down on the rug, and slept again.


Chapter 12 

Sunday morning at Casa Tessa woke alone in the bed and could hear Yasmin in the kitchen and the door of the apartment opening and closing once and then the small kitchen sounds of a paper bag being set down. The stained-glass pane was throwing its colored shapes across the rug. The robe was folded at the foot of the bed.

The bagels were from Zabar's. Yasmin had walked the eight blocks in jeans and one of Tessa's flannel shirts and a quick navy headscarf she had pinned at the door because she did not feel like the full hijab for a sidewalk errand and the headscarf was the compromise her body had made with itself. The shirt was the flannel Tessa had taken off Yasmin at the boathouse three nights ago. It had not been returned.

They ate the bagels in bed. Coffee. Cream cheese. The Times. The slow quiet of two people who had decided to do nothing for a day.

"Wednesday."

"Wednesday morning. JFK."

"Okay."

That was the dwelling. They did not dwell more.

Tessa packed in the afternoon. There were more things at Casa than she had thought there would be. Her phone charger from the bedside. The sketchbook from the kitchen counter. The Black Sabbath tee she had left on the chair by the closet. The toothbrush in the cup beside Yasmin's, which she did not take. She left it where it was. Yasmin noticed and did not say anything. The not-saying was its own confirmation.

They walked down to the boathouse for dinner with the family at six. David shook Yasmin's hand the way David shook a hand. Annie smiled the small careful smile. Tessa said "my friend Yasmin, who has been kind to me all week," and David nodded, and Annie nodded, and Fran, in the chair by the window, looked at the two of them across the room for a long second and then looked away, and the unspoken-knowing held quiet the way it had held quiet on Wednesday.

Dinner was the family dinner the family did at the boathouse, which was a pasta and a salad and a bread David had baked that afternoon to settle his hands. Yasmin took a half-glass of the wine David poured and drank a third of it. She asked Annie about the herb garden. She asked David about the boats. She did not ask Stuart about anything because Stuart was not there. Fran watched her from the chair and ate a small portion and at one point, while Yasmin was laughing at something David had said, reached across the side table and touched the back of Tessa's hand for half a second, and Tessa understood that the touch was the second deployment of Bring her, phrased differently.

They walked back to the subway at ten. Yasmin's hand in Tessa's the whole eight blocks. The bay was glass again.

◆◆◆

Monday morning J Henry was lower. The numbers on the monitor had been lower at midnight, lower at four, lower at six. The doctor had been in at seven and had said, in the careful language of the doctor, that they were watching closely now.

Fran was awake when Tessa came in. Awake in the chair, awake the way Fran had been awake for the last two days, the alertness of a woman who was not going to miss anything. Tessa set the coffee on the side table. Sat.

Fran took her hand. Held it. Did not look at Tessa for a long minute; looked at J Henry. The breath in the bed was the breath of a man at the small distance from the door.

Then she looked at Tessa.

"You're going back Wednesday."

"Yes."

"You'll come back when it's time."

"I will."

A long beat. Fran's fingers tightening once, the small papery tightening.

"Bring her."

Tessa held still. The line did not need her to do anything with it. She let it sit in the air a second.

"Okay, Grandma."

Fran nodded. Looked back at J Henry. Did not let go of Tessa's hand for the next hour.

At three Tessa took the subway back to Casa and got on her laptop with Mr Fukuhara in Tokyo. The conversation was a Mr Fukuhara conversation, which meant slow and gracious and entirely without the question Tessa was afraid of being asked. He did not ask why she had postponed. He did ask after her grandfather. She answered carefully. They talked about the panel schedule for fifteen minutes.

Then she asked.

"I want to confirm the six-month leave extension is available to me at my option."

"It is, of course. It has been since you signed. Take what time you need. The series can wait. I would prefer you back, of course. But take it."

"Thank you."

"Tell me when you have decided. There is no rush."

They hung up. Tessa sat at the kitchen counter with the laptop still open and pulled up the calendar app and counted the weeks. The latest possible return date if she took the full extension was Sunday November 1, 2026. She wrote Nov 1 on the back of a Casa-de-Yasmin receipt and put the receipt in her wallet.

Yasmin came home from work at six-thirty. Navy hijab, work clothes, the work-mouth at the edges but easing as she set her bag down. Tessa told her. Yasmin set the bag on the counter, came around to Tessa's stool, sat beside her, took her hand. Did not ask Tessa to use the option. Did not ask Tessa not to use it.

"That's good information to have. We don't decide tonight."

"Okay."

She kissed Tessa once at the temple. Got up. Started the kettle.

◆◆◆

Tuesday they walked to the cafe in the morning and ate dinner in. Yasmin made a thing with eggplant and pomegranate molasses that Tessa had not had before. The hijab was cream today, the soft last-night color, and Yasmin kept it on through dinner and only took it off at the bedroom door.

By eight they both knew what the night was.

Yasmin took Tessa's hand at the bedroom door and turned her so they were facing.

"Do you trust me."

"Yes."

"No new tools. You know what's in the drawer. I want the harness tonight. Nothing more. Okay."

"Yes."

She walked Tessa to the apartment door. Opened it. Stepped her out onto the landing. Stepped her back in. Closed the door. Set the lock.

"Casa de Yasmin."

The threshold landed. The metronome changed tempo. Yasmin took her by the wrist and walked her down the hall.

The lamps were on. The pane in the east window was lamp-warm, the small reds and ambers laid out in their dimensional grid the way they had been in HS2 and HS3 and HS6 and were now, the fourth register of the same light. The drawer was open. The harness was on the bed, the black cock buckled into it, ready. The velvet pouch on the bedside was closed; the collar was inside and was going to stay inside. The cream silk scarf was over the bedpost. The tape was on its hook in the closet and was going to stay there. The clamps and the bullet and the curved one and the flogger and the blindfold were where they were. Tonight was the harness and the scarf and Yasmin's hands and Yasmin's eyes.

Yasmin undressed her slow. The robe. The shirt. The jeans. The bra. The underwear. Tessa was naked and uncollared and Yasmin took the cream scarf from the bedpost and looped one end at one wrist and the other end at the other, tied them together over the headboard rail loose the way she had tied them on Day 7, no asking this time. The asking had happened once. The answer had been answered. The loop was just the loop.

She undressed herself. Tessa got to watch tonight. The cream blouse, the long dark skirt, the cotton slip under the skirt, the bra, the underwear. Her hair was down, the blue at the edges catching the lamp. She buckled the harness over her own hips, the leather click, the strap pulled tight, the cock standing forward. Tessa watched her do every motion. The watching was its own beat.

Yasmin came to the bed. Knelt over her. Put one hand at the side of Tessa's face.

"Tell me what you want."

"I want you inside me, slow. I want to look at you the whole time. I want you to tell me when to come."

"You learn fast."

She did not ask the second question. She did not need to. The rule had been internalized in HS3 and had stayed internalized and tonight Tessa had asked the question before Yasmin could have asked it back at her, and Yasmin's mouth-corner lifted the small amused lift of a woman whose pet had been trained well.

She entered slow. The cock at the angle that took the longest. Tessa watched her face the whole way in. Yasmin watched hers. Neither one of them looked away. The blindfold was on its drawer-shelf doing nothing tonight; the point of tonight was the looking.

The entering took its full minute the way it had taken its full minute in HS3, but the minute tonight was a different minute, because Tessa's eyes were open for it, and the watching changed the time of it. She saw Yasmin's mouth do the small involuntary thing it did at full depth. She saw the soft go in Yasmin's eyes when Tessa's body let her in the last quarter-inch. She saw the careful blink Yasmin did to keep her own face from doing more than the face was supposed to do tonight.

She moved. The pace was hers and was slow. Tessa's hands in the scarf-loop above her head. Yasmin's hands at Tessa's hips at first, then up to her ribs, then one came up to Tessa's throat and stayed there, soft, no pressure, just the warm of her palm against the place where the collar would have been if the collar had been on tonight. The pet-name register the body remembered without the leather. The body did not need the leather to remember.

Tessa climbed slow. Yasmin held the pace. The build went on the long way. Tessa's wrists tested the silk loop the way they had tested it on Day 7 and the loop gave the same exact half-inch tonight that it had given on Day 7, and the body-memory of HS1 came up through Tessa's belly and folded itself in with the present and the present did not push it out, the past and the present were the same room tonight, and that was part of the architecture of the last night.

After a long time, well into the build, Yasmin paused. Reached up. Untied the scarf at one wrist, then the other. Let the scarf fall to the rug.

"I want your hands."

Tessa's hands came up. One to the side of Yasmin's face. The other to her shoulder. Yasmin pressed her cheek into Tessa's palm for half a second the way a cat did. Then resumed.

"Say my name, pet."

"Yasmin."

"Again."

"Yasmin."

"Good girl."

The good-girl landed deep tonight. It had been three days since Tessa had been called pet by Yasmin. The vocabulary returning was its own permission.

"Again."

"Yasmin."

"Mine."

Yasmin said it low and certain and only once and the saying was the saying of a woman who had carried the word a long way before letting it out. Tessa's chest answered before her mouth. Her hand at Yasmin's face tightened.

"Yes."

The build went on. Yasmin's pace did not change. She brought Tessa up the slow way, all the way up, held her at the top for a beat that felt like the beat at the top of a wave before the wave broke, and then let her break, and Tessa came on the cock and Yasmin's hand at her ribs and Yasmin's eye on her face the whole way through.

She did not let her come all the way down. She kept moving. She started the second build. Slow. Tessa knew, the way the body knew now, that the second one was the deeper one and was going to take a while.

She climbed. The room narrowed to Yasmin's face and the pressure inside her and the slow steady rhythm of Yasmin's hips.

Yasmin paused just before. Looked at Tessa's face. The dom-mode tightened her voice the way it tightened her voice when she gave a command. The command tonight was not a command.

"I love you."

The words landed in Tessa's chest and her body broke on them at the same moment. The climax came up through her on the same breath she would have used to speak with, and the speaking came out of her with the climax, broken, three pieces.

"I love you. Yasmin. I love you."

The second wave went through her long and slow. Yasmin's mouth at Tessa's mouth in the middle of it. Yasmin breathing the breath Tessa was breathing. They stayed there.

When Tessa was almost back, Yasmin pulled out of her, slow. Set the harness aside on the towel beside the bed. Took the cock off, unbuckled the harness, dropped it on the rug. Came back to the bed.

She did not say you did beautifully tonight. She did not say anything. She lay down beside Tessa and put her forehead against Tessa's shoulder and went still.

Then her shoulders did the small once-twice shake of a body that had been holding a thing for ten years and had finally been told it could put the thing down for ten minutes. Not crying, exactly. The dom-mode tightness collapsing all at once into the body of the woman it had been holding.

"Hold me. Don't let go."

Tessa pulled her down. Wrapped both arms around her. Yasmin pressed against Tessa's collarbone, the breath at the hollow of Tessa's throat in long uneven pulls, her hand somewhere in Tessa's hair gone slack. Tessa's hand at the back of Yasmin's neck. The same hand position Yasmin had taught Tessa's body to recognize as kept, now Tessa's hand on Yasmin's neck doing the keeping.

"I've got you. I've got you."

She held her there. The minute was a long minute. Yasmin's breath evened out by degrees. Tessa did not move her hand. Did not loosen. Did not let go.

A long time passed. The light through the pane on the ceiling moved its small reds and ambers slowly with the lamp's flicker the way the light had moved them on the ceiling on Wednesday. Tessa watched them move and did not say anything. The hand at the back of Yasmin's neck stayed where it was. Yasmin's breath at the hollow of Tessa's throat slowed into the breath of a body that had been allowed to put down the thing it had been carrying for long enough to know that putting-down was a thing the body was permitted.

At some point Yasmin's hand at Tessa's hair came back, the slow idle, the dominant-body habit asserting itself again the way it had asserted itself even in the inverted HS2. It was not a re-taking of the role. It was a hand finding the rhythm a hand knew. Tessa let it be the hand it was. The hand had earned its rhythm.

After a while Yasmin moved. Sat up halfway. Wiped at her own face with the heel of her hand the small efficient way she did things. Looked at Tessa.

"I will get the water."

"Okay."

She came back from the kitchen with water and the Juul and a small plate of dates and almonds and the last of the dark chocolate from Sunday. Set the plate on the bed. Sat back against the headboard. Tessa came up against her shoulder. They ate the dates slow. Yasmin took the Juul, exhaled toward the ceiling, handed it over. Tessa took a small hit. Handed it back.

"Tokyo."

"Yeah."

"I will fly out. The fourth week of October. Ten days."

"Yes."

"I have looked at the flights already. I have not booked them."

"Book them."

A small smile.

"I will."

Tessa took another date. Set the pit on the edge of the plate the way Yasmin had taught her.

"I have until November 1. If you want me back here before then, I can come. You don't have to ask now."

"I will ask. When I am ready to ask. Not tonight."

"Okay."

"Thank you for telling me, love."

"Yeah."

A long quiet. Yasmin's hand finding Tessa's under the duvet, threading their fingers.

"Khalid," Yasmin said, after a while. "If something changes with him in the summer. I might ask you sooner."

"Then ask."

"Okay."

"And if nothing changes."

"Then October. And we plan from there."

Tessa nodded against Yasmin's shoulder. The plan was as much plan as a plan was going to be tonight. It was enough.

They finished the dates. Yasmin put the plate on the bedside. Pulled Tessa down with her. The lamp Yasmin left on tonight; the pane caught the warm in its small dimensional grid and threw the reds and ambers on the ceiling above the bed. Tessa watched them. Yasmin's hand in her hair did the slow idle.

They slept like that.

◆◆◆

Tessa woke at six-forty to the east-window in full color. The morning light through the leaded shapes had laid the reds and ambers across the duvet the way it had laid them across the duvet the morning after HS1. The same shapes. The same coordinates. The bed beside her was empty. The other pillow was warm.

Yasmin was at the prayer mat in the corner of the room. The white scarf was at her head. The shift was the long soft cotton shift. Her forehead touched the mat. Came up. Touched the mat. Came up. Her lips moved on the Arabic. Tessa watched from the bed. She kept her body still. She did not move under the duvet. She watched until the prayer was done.

The watching this morning was the watching of a person who knew what the prayer was now in a way the person had not known eleven days ago, which was that the prayer was its own thing and was not for her, and the not-for-her was what made the being-allowed-to-watch its own particular gift. The Arabic she did not understand a syllable of. The shape of the prayer she knew now. The folding of the mat. The folding of the scarf. The bundle on the dresser.

Yasmin folded the mat. Folded the scarf into the mat. Set the bundle on the dresser. Came back to the bed.

"Coffee."

"Yes."

She made the coffee in the kitchen in one of Tessa's tees, the Nirvana one with the smiley face, and the bottom of the tee came to the top of her thighs and Tessa, sitting at the counter in the robe, registered the body-memory and the morning-memory and the leaving-memory all at once. They ate the last of yesterday's bread with butter and honey. The macchiato was two short pulls.

Yasmin pinned the hijab on at the bedroom mirror. The color today was a pink Tessa had not seen on her yet, a soft dawn pink, almost peach at the edge, the color of the sky out the east window at the moment before the sun cleared the building line. The pinning took the practiced two minutes.

The bag was at the door. Tessa's bag. The toothbrush in the cup in the bathroom Tessa had left where it was.

Yasmin handed her the spare helmet at the curb downstairs. They rode the Ducati south on the West Side, across the Battery Tunnel, the Belt Parkway, the Van Wyck, the air still cool, the morning bright. Tessa's arms around Yasmin's middle, the seat steady, the engine through her thighs.

Yasmin pulled the bike up to the curb at Japan Airlines departures and stopped where the bike was not supposed to stop. The traffic cop down the curb had not yet seen them. There were maybe ninety seconds.

Tessa got off. Took the helmet off. Set it on the seat. Her hair was the hair-after-a-helmet hair, the curls flattened across her forehead. The dawn-pink of the hijab caught the morning sun the way the morning sun had caught the cream scarf at the bedside last night. Yasmin's London-vowel half-amusement was at the corner of her mouth.

Yasmin came off the bike. Stood in front of her on the curb. The bag was at Tessa's feet. The cop was forty yards down the curb now and was looking at the bike with the slow look of a cop who had decided something but had not yet started walking.

"I'll see you in Tokyo in October."

"I'll see you in Tokyo in October."

The kiss was the kiss they were going to give each other in front of strangers wheeling suitcases and a doorman and a cop who was now walking toward them at the pace of a cop who was going to give them maybe forty more seconds. It was brief. It was on the mouth. Yasmin's hand at Tessa's jaw was the hand from the wall on Day 7. The kiss had its time-pressure and used the pressure to be exact about what it was.

They came apart. Yasmin's other hand was at the small of Tessa's back for the second it took to get her balance after the kiss; then it was gone.

"Go."

"I'm going."

Tessa lifted her bag. Walked through the sliding door. Did not look back. She heard the Ducati pull off the curb behind her before the door had closed, the engine moving down the lane and away.

◆◆◆

She was through security in fifteen minutes. The terminal was the terminal in the morning. She found her gate. She sat at the gate window. The plane was on the tarmac, the catering trucks pulled away, the jet bridge being adjusted. The city was through the glass and was very bright.

She sat there a long minute and let her body register what it had just done and what it had just said and what had been said to it. Her body's registers were the registers she had been learning the names of for eleven days. Overflow she did not have tonight. What she had tonight was a quieter thing, a settled thing, a thing the body knew the shape of because the body had built the shape and was carrying the shape inside it now from one coast to another.

The small of her back was cold where Yasmin's hand had been for two seconds at the curb. The cold of the absence was going to be the shape of every morning until October.

She turned the phone off.

The boarding call came at nine-fifteen. She got up.


Epilogue

Her grandfather had died over the Pacific while she was mid-flight. They told her at the gate in Tokyo. She came back forty hours later for the funeral. She did not bring Yasmin. Aunt Gwen had told her on the steps of the church she would bring Yasmin when it was right. Aunt Gwen knew things.

The summer in Tokyo was the summer in Tokyo. The Stavros's Blade arc finished in August. The leave extension sat in her wallet unexercised, the Casa-de-Yasmin receipt with Nov 1 on the back gone soft at the corners from being looked at. Yasmin came in October the way she had said she would, the fourth week, ten days. They did not talk about the wallet. They talked about December. Khalid had not changed. Reza and Salma still did not know about Tessa. David and Annie still did not know about Yasmin. The architecture held.

Thanksgiving was the resort at Point Lookout, the one Aunt Gwen had booked in May.

Tessa drove out from JFK in the morning. Yasmin was flying in separately and would come from the LIRR station by cab. The lobby smelled like wood smoke and brown sugar. Aunt Gwen was across the room in a green dress with Margot beside her in a navy blazer, the two of them stationed by the fire the way they always stationed themselves at any family event, and Aunt Gwen nodded at Tessa over Margot's shoulder.

"She's coming?"

"Twenty minutes."

She came nineteen minutes later through the front entrance. The hijab was cranberry-red, the warmest color she owned, the color she had worn exactly once in front of Tessa before and never on a Thursday. Black wool coat. Black bag. Her hair tucked. She paused in the lobby and scanned it the way she had scanned the cafeteria the first morning Tessa had ever seen her, twenty-two weeks ago to the day, and then she found Tessa's face and the scanning stopped.

Tessa went to her. The hug was the hug they were going to give each other in a Vance-family lobby and was both shorter and longer than Tessa wanted it to be.

Yasmin's mouth at Tessa's ear.

"Tell me what to do."

"Just be here. They will love you."

"They will not. They will tolerate me very politely."

"That's fine too."

Tessa walked her into the main room.

"Mom, Dad. This is my friend Yasmin. She works at BlackRock. She's been a huge help with everything in the city since April."

David shook her hand exactly the way David shook everyone's hand. Annie smiled the polite smile.

"It's so good to meet you. Tessa hasn't told us much."

"She is private."

Annie's small laugh. It held.

Fran was across the room in the new wheelchair, the post-knee-replacement chair, and her eyes had found the two of them the moment Yasmin came through the door. She beckoned. Tessa brought Yasmin over.

"Mrs Vance."

"Theresa's grandmother. Sit down, both of you. Let me look at you a minute."

They sat. Fran took Yasmin's hand in her dry papery hand and held it. Looked at her face.

"You look kind. Are you?"

"I try."

"Good."

She let the hand go. She did not say more. The seal had landed in five words.

Aunt Gwen had set the place cards herself. Tessa and Yasmin together, Fran across from them beside Aunt Gwen, Margot beside Aunt Gwen, David and Annie at the head. The geography of the table was the message and Aunt Gwen had written the message in her own hand and nobody at the head had read the message and that was the point.

Dinner was the family dinner the family did. Stuart made the same joke he had made last year. Claudia laughed the laugh she had laughed last year. The kids were loud at the side table. Uncle Calvin said the wrong year for something and Aunt Bernadette corrected him. Yasmin held herself well, the practiced ease of a woman who had been at finance dinners in three cities for a decade, the questions she asked David about the boat business landing exactly. At one point Stuart leaned across the table and asked her something about EV-financing rates the way Stuart asked anyone about EV-financing rates, and Yasmin gave him a real answer, and Stuart's face did the small impressed thing.

Tessa's hand under the table found Yasmin's for a beat. She held it. Released it before anyone could see.

After dinner they went out onto the back porch. The Atlantic was gray. The light was the four-o'clock November light that was almost done. The wind was the wind of an ocean in late autumn, cleaner than the boathouse wind had been in May. They had coats on. They stood at the railing.

Their hands found each other under it where nobody could see. Yasmin's fingers laced into Tessa's the way they had laced into hers in the elevator on the night with the Ducati, and the body-recall came up under Tessa's ribs at the same coordinate it had come up then, and the present and the past held hands the way their hands were holding hands.

Yasmin looked out at the water.

"This is the best day I have had in a long time."

"Yeah?"

"Yes, love."

They stood there a minute. The wind. The salt. The lit windows behind them yellow against the November dark coming on.

"Come on, love."

Yasmin's small smile.

They went back inside. The door closed behind them, and the light from inside was warm, and the Atlantic was at their backs.
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