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Chapter One

◆◆◆

Erin’s Point of View

An awkward silence stretched for an age.

I sat in a conference-style room with four senior police officers, discussing the incident that led to my hospitalization.

The room smelled like furniture polish and the coffee nobody had touched. Four cups on the table, four files, four men in uniform who’d rather be anywhere else. The Chief sat directly across from me. The other three flanked him—two I knew by name, one I’d seen in hallways and never spoken to.

They’d been talking for eleven minutes. I knew because I’d been watching the clock on the wall behind the Chief’s head—not for the time, but for the rhythm. Eleven minutes of careful, circling language about “the incident” and “the recovery period,” and “the department’s duty of care.”

Senior police officers don’t ask how your ovaries are.

They skirt the issue and use the same bland medical language that doctors in hospitals use. The language that wraps the worst thing you’ve ever heard in a sentence so clean you almost miss it. Your wife had a coronary. Your wife is dead. Your wife had a stroke. Your wife is dead. The sentence structure does the work, so the person delivering it doesn’t have to.

They were doing it now. Phrases like “the proximity of the secondary trauma to existing compromised tissue” and “reproductive considerations as noted in the surgical report.” Four men, four files, and not one of them could say the word ovary in a room with a woman who had one that worked and one that didn’t.

“They preserved my ovary. The one that works.”

They looked uneasy for a beat, then looked at each other, then the Chief looked at me.

“Thank God, Erin.”

“You could have just asked.”

I pointed at the file in front of each of them.

“It’s in there, written in a language I can’t understand.”

“Neither can we.”

The awkward silence returned.

It settled over the table like weather. One of the officers I didn’t know picked up his coffee, realized it was cold, and put it down. The Chief closed his file. Not because he was done reading it. Because he couldn’t look at the words while he looked at me.

“When can I have my badge and gun?”

They all looked away, and my heart sank. Four men who’d spent their careers making eye contact in rooms that smelled like blood and cordite and stale fear, and not one of them could hold my gaze.

“Don’t do this.”

The Chief looked at me. He had the face I’d seen him wear at funerals—the face that held steady because everyone in the room needed it to. But his eyes were wet, and I’d known him long enough to know what that cost.

He pointed at the file.

“The doctor says—”

“What? What does the damn doctor say?”

I stood up.

The chair scraped back on the linoleum, and the sound was louder than I meant it to be. My hands were flat on the table. I could feel my pulse in my palms, in my jaw, in the scar that ran four inches below my navel, where seven staples had been.

He stood up, walked around the desk, and took my hands. Both of them. The same hands that had held my face at the hospital, the same hands that had signed my commendation, the same hands that had pinned my detective badge three years ago in a ceremony where he’d said this one’s going to run the department one day and I’ll be the first to salute her.

“Erin—”

“Just give it to me straight, Chief.”

“Doc says two traumas in and you have structural vulnerability in the abdominal wall and pelvic region that makes future field injury disproportionately dangerous.”

The words landed flat. Clinical. The kind of sentence someone had written in a report, and he’d memorized because saying it in his own words would have meant owning it.

“Dangerous for me. My choice.”

“No, Erin. It’s my call. I can’t do it.”

“Why not?”

“Because you’re a hero. You don’t belong entirely to yourself. People are invested in you. That child you saved…”

“What about her?”

“She wants to meet you. Her family does. You’re welcome to fly a desk like the rest of us, but—”

“Never.”

The word came out before I thought about it. Clean, single-syllable, a word I’d meant all the way down my whole life. I pulled my hands out of his and stepped back. Not far. Half a step. Enough to be standing on my own.

“I thought not.”

“Definitely not. No way.”

“You’ll never have to work, Erin. I—we—will see to it.”

“I don’t want your money, Chief.”

“It’s not money. It’s a pension, full medical, the commendation, and the gratitude of a department that knows what you did and what it cost. You’ll have everything except the work.”

Except the work. He knew what the work meant. Twenty-six years in, he’d waded through enough cases. But he’d never taken a bullet or a knife, so he didn’t know how I felt.

“One ovary and a career. That’s stolen from me.”

“You’ll recover, Erin. You’ll find a way to make everything in your life right.”

“Just not here.”

“Not here. I am sorry.”

I looked at the clock. Eighteen minutes had passed. It was the longest interview of my career, and I was on the wrong side of the table.

“Can I have a minute?”

He nodded.

The four of them filed out.

The Chief was last.

He stopped in the doorway and looked back at me, and his face wasn’t the funeral face anymore. It was the face of a man who’d just done the worst part of his job.

“You saved that girl, Erin. You got between a killer and a nine-year-old, and you took a knife. Nobody in this building has forgotten that, and nobody ever will.”

“Chief.”

“Yeah?”

“Thank you for saying it to my face.”

He closed the door.

I sat down. The room was empty, and the coffee was cold, and my badge was somewhere in a drawer in this building, and it wasn’t mine anymore. I put my hands flat on the table, but this time there was nobody to push against. My pulse was still in my palms.

My pulse was still in the scar.

I took out my phone. The group chat—three numbers, no name. Two months of messages, hearts, check-ins, grocery lists, the photo Jules had sent last week of Matt asleep on the sofa with his mouth open and his hand still on the espresso grinder.

I typed three words and sent them before I could think about it.

Coming home now.

Jules replied in four seconds.

We are outside waiting.

They were leaning against Matt’s car in the parking lot. Jules had her arms crossed, and her sunglasses pushed up into her hair. Matt had his hands in his pockets, weight on one hip, watching the building entrance—patient, still, waiting for the thing to finish doing what it needed to do.

I pushed through the glass doors, and the afternoon hit me. Warm air, traffic noise, the smell of asphalt, and cut grass from the strip of lawn the department maintained because someone on the city council thought cops deserved greenery. My eyes found them before my feet decided where to go.

Jules’s arms uncrossed, and her hands went to her sides. I watched her read me from sixty feet away—the walk, the shoulders, the face I was carrying out of that building. She didn’t come toward me. She waited. Matt straightened off the car. He didn’t come toward me either.

They let me close the distance. Both of them understood that I needed to walk to them, not be collected.

I stopped three feet away. Jules’s face was steady. Matt’s jaw was working—holding something back.

“They kept my badge.”

Jules nodded once.

“I know, Erin.”

“How?”

“Because you walked out of there without it, and I can see the weight of it missing.”

“It’s shit.”

“It’s safe, darling.”

Matt stepped forward and put his hand on the back of my neck. A grounding gesture he used on both of us now. The pressure at the base of my skull that meant I’m here. He didn’t say anything. He didn’t need to. His thumb moved once across the top of my spine and stayed.

“Take me home.”

Jules opened the rear door. I got in. She got in beside me, and Matt drove. Nobody spoke. Jules put her hand on my thigh—not squeezing, not stroking, just her palm flat on the denim, warm and still.

I put my hand on top of hers. The rings caught the light through the window—the pink diamond and the eternity band, side by side on my finger, the weight I’d been learning to carry for weeks.

Matt drove like always, both hands on the wheel. Ten and two.

The house smelled like coffee and something baking. Bread, maybe. Or the remnants of bread from the morning. Matt had left the kitchen window cracked, and the warmth had settled into the hallway.

All three of us were home, and the house had time to breathe.

I stood in the hallway. The closet was open. My hook was there—the leather jacket, the boots lined up underneath. But the shelf above it was bare. The shelf where I’d stored my service pistol and clipped my badge every night since I’d moved in. I’d handed them both back at the station weeks ago.

I hung up my jacket.

The shelf had a faint outline of dust where the holster had sat.

Jules was behind me. She’d seen what I was looking at.

“Come upstairs, Erin.”

Matt was already at the foot of the stairs. He held out his hand. Not to lead me—to walk beside me.

The bedroom was the same. The three-pillow bed, the lamp on the nightstand, the curtains half-drawn. Late afternoon light came through in gold bars across the comforter. Matt’s copy of Polysecure was still on his nightstand, bookmarked a third of the way through. Jules’s water glass. My phone charger was plugged in on the side nearest the door because I was the one who woke earliest and needed to move without waking them.

Jules pulled her shirt over her head. No ceremony. She unclipped her bra, stepped out of her jeans, slid her underwear down, and left everything in a pile on the floor. She stood there in the gold light, naked, and looked at me.

Matt did the same. Shirt, pants, boxers. He folded nothing and left everything where it fell.

I pulled the black top over my head, unclipped my bra, and stepped out of the jeans and the underwear—Jules’s underwear, a pair of her cotton boyshorts I’d taken from the drawer that morning without thinking about it.

My feet were bare on the hardwood, and the air touched every part of me. I stood there with two scars on my abdomen and no badge and no gun and nothing between my skin and the room.

Jules got into bed first. She lay on her back in the center, arms open. Matt got in on her left—his side, always his side—and turned toward her.

“Come here, Erin.”

I climbed in on the right. The sheets were cool against my skin, then warm where Jules’s body heated them. I lay on my side facing her. My forehead found her shoulder—the place it always found—and my leg hooked over hers, and my hand went to her stomach and rested there.

Matt’s arm came across Jules, and his hand found me. His fingers settled on my hip, then slid across to my stomach. His palm covered the old scar first—the two-inch silver line he’d been tracing in his sleep since the first morning in the wet room. Then his fingers moved left, gently, and found the new one. Four inches, still raised, still pink. He didn’t press. He laid his hand across both of them—a palm on a map of a country he’d decided to live in.

Nobody spoke. The house settled around us. I could hear the espresso machine ticking downstairs—the thermal sigh, the last heat leaving the element. I could hear Matt’s breathing slow behind Jules. I could hear Jules’s heartbeat under my ear, steady—the heartbeat of a woman who wasn’t going anywhere.

I closed my eyes.

The conference room was already fading. The Chief’s wet eyes, the cold coffee, the files with language I couldn’t understand. The word never that had come out of me like a reflex. The empty shelf in the closet downstairs.

Matt’s thumb moved once across the new scar. A small circle. The same circle he traced on my arch when we sat on the sofa, the same circle he drew on Jules’s hip when she was falling asleep. Not deliberate. Just his hands on the people he loved—without thinking, without stopping, without needing to be asked.

“I’m not a cop anymore.”

I said it into Jules’s shoulder. The words were muffled by her skin, but they both heard me.

Jules’s hand came up to the back of my head. Her fingers in my hair, slow—gentle with someone who’d been carrying something breakable and had just set it down.

“You’re Erin.”

Matt’s hand pressed flat across both scars.

“You’re ours.”

The espresso machine ticked once more downstairs. The sound it made when the element cooled all the way down. The sound of a house with three people in it who weren’t going anywhere.

I pressed my face into Jules’s shoulder, and I breathed.

The room was quiet. Matt’s thumb traced its circle on my scar. Jules’s fingers moved through my hair. The espresso machine had gone silent downstairs, and the house held us loose and warm, without asking for anything back. I could have stayed there for an hour. I could have stayed there until the light left the window and the gold bars on the comforter turned gray and the day folded itself up and went away.

“I sold my company, Erin.”

I heard the words, but I had no idea what they meant. It felt like playing Jacks. Jules threw a bunch of metal stars on the floor and bounced a ball, and I was supposed to pick them up before the ball came down, and the ball was already falling.

I leaned away and stared at her.

“You did fucking what?”

She was smiling. Not the nervous smile she wore when she was spiraling and trying to cover it. The calm one. The one I’d seen exactly once before—in the kitchen, on her knees beside Matt, holding her mother’s eternity ring.

“I sold my half of the wine business to Claire. I invested in pensions for us.”

“Fucking whoa.”

I leaped up and stood between them, naked, looking from one smiling face to the other. They were lying in bed with the sheets tangled around their legs and the late afternoon light on their skin, and they looked chilled out.

Jules wasn’t nervous or waiting for my reaction to tell her whether she’d done the right thing. She’d already decided. They’d decided without me, which was the most Jules thing she had ever done.

I looked at Matt.

“Has she gone mad?”

“I sold the coffee carts. To a national chain that wants to compete at the curbside.”

“Fuck.”

“Yep. Signed yesterday. I’ve invested too. In us three and our kids.”

Our kids.

He said it quietly, steadily, like the words had always been there and he was just letting them out. Our kids. Plural. A future with small hands and cortados in the morning and a kitchen full of noise.

“Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.”

I started crying. Not the hospital cry where my body shook, and the monitors changed rhythm. This was the ugly cry. The naked-standing-between-two-people-who’d-sold-everything-they-owned-for-you cry. My face crumpled, and my shoulders went, and I put my hands over my mouth, and the sound that came out of me was something I’d never heard before.

They pulled me down.

Four hands on my arms, my waist, guiding me back onto the bed between them. I went. My knees hit the mattress, and I folded into them, and the tears kept coming. Matt’s chest against my back. Jules’s forehead against mine. Their arms crossed over me the way they’d crossed on the first morning—the axis, the architecture, the thing that held when everything else moved.

Jules placed her forehead on mine. Her eyes were open, close enough that I could see the green flecks in the brown, close enough to feel her breath on my lips.

“Sleep, darling. We fly to Morocco at midnight.”

I stared at her. My face was still wet. My pulse was still in both scars. The word Morocco sat in the room like a piece of furniture nobody had carried in.

“Morocco?”

“A working vacation. We want to start a new company. The three of us.”

“Doing what?”

“Wine and coffee. Morocco has both—emerging vineyards in Meknès and specialty roasters in Casablanca. I found the wine, Matt found the coffee. We’re going to see if the country is what we think it is.”

I looked at Matt. He was grinning. The grin he wore when a new lot arrived from a broker, and he already knew from the smell of the bag that the beans were right.

“You’re serious?”

“Dead serious, Erin. Jules has been researching Moroccan Syrah for six weeks. I’ve been talking to a roaster in Casablanca who sources single-origin from the Rif Mountains. Ethiopian varieties are being grown at altitude on Moroccan soil. The guy’s doing something nobody else is doing.”

I looked at Jules again, hoping she would make more sense.

She didn’t.

“I wanted to call the company Two Beans and a Cork, but Matt thinks people will only see the filthy side of it.”

“People will only see the filthy side of it, Jules.”

“We can invent a new name while we travel.”

“Jesus. You two are mad.”

“Probably.” Jules kissed my forehead. The same place Matt kissed it. The benediction. “But we’re funded, we’re free, and we have a flight in six hours. So sleep.”

I lay between them. My head on Jules’s shoulder, Matt’s arm across my waist, his hand flat on the scars. The rings on my finger pressed between my cheek and Jules’s skin—the pink diamond and the eternity band, the weight I’d stopped noticing until right now, when the weight was the only thing that made sense.

Two hours ago, I’d been a cop.

Now I was a woman with no badge, two scars, two rings, and a midnight flight to Morocco with the two people who’d burned their careers to the ground so I wouldn’t have to stand in the fire alone.

I closed my eyes.

The espresso machine didn’t tick. It was already cold. The house was quiet. Matt’s breathing slowed behind me. Jules’s heartbeat under my ear was steady, the rhythm I’d learned to sleep to, the rhythm I’d crossed a parking lot for, the rhythm that had said we are outside waiting four seconds after I’d asked.

I slept.

We raced through the airport, dragging cases with holdalls perched precariously on top. Two women, one shower, one hair dryer—late at night was more fun than our lateness suggested.

Matt didn’t care that we had five minutes to get to our boarding gate.

He stood at the pharmacy counter buying every condom they had while Jules and I shuffled clothes from hold luggage to carry-on and back.

He came over with his arms full. Boxes stacked to his chin. The pharmacist was still watching him from behind the counter with an expression I’d seen on witnesses who’d just watched something they couldn’t explain.

“What are they for, Matt?”

“Just in case.”

I looked at Jules, then at him, and raised an eyebrow.

“Are we expecting company in Morocco?”

He looked confused for a moment. Then the penny dropped, and he shook his head. His ears went pink. He shot Jules a look I’d seen a hundred times—the you-explain-it look, the look of a man who’d walked into a conversation he wasn’t equipped to finish.

Jules took my hands in hers. Right there in the terminal, between a currency exchange and a duty-free perfume display, with travelers wheeling suitcases around us and a flight announcement echoing off the ceiling.

“Matt and I want to be ready for when you make the decision, Erin.”

“What decision?”

“To have a baby.”

My knees wobbled, and Jules stepped closer, holding me up, her fingers reaching around my waist, her palm opening flat as she cupped my ass. She held me without apology, without checking who was watching.

“You and I will both have to come off the pill and take hormones. In that time, we can’t have an accident.”

The biology was clear and obvious. I hadn’t considered it. To fertilize my egg, it would have to be taken from me and introduced to Matt’s sperm in a lab before being placed inside Jules. My egg. Matt’s sperm. Jules’s body. Three people making one child the only way three people could.

Matt stood behind the wall of condom boxes with his pink ears and his steady hands and waited for me to speak.

“How long have you two been planning this?”

“Since the kitchen floor, Erin. Since you told me about Harry.”

I looked at the condom boxes. I looked at Jules. I looked at Matt.

“You’re going to hate those things.”

“I already hate them.”

“Good. Then we’d better not waste any time. After Morocco. Not during.”

“Maybe I should donate the condoms.”

I reached out, took a box, kissed it, and smiled.

“Am I weird for thinking this is romantic?”

Jules shook her head.

“This is romantic.”

The gate was already boarding when we got there. Matt handed our passports over, and the woman behind the desk looked at the three of us—flushed, out of breath, Jules’s hair still damp at the ends. She smiled without asking.

We found our seats. Jules took the middle. I took the window. Matt took the aisle and stretched his legs into the corridor until a flight attendant nudged his foot on the way past.

The plane pushed back. The engines climbed. The runway lights blurred, and then we were off the ground, tilting into the dark, and the city dropped away beneath us—the precinct, the parking lot, the conference room, the shelf above the closet where my holster had sat for months. All of it shrinking to dots and then to nothing.

Jules fell asleep before we reached cruising altitude. Her head found my shoulder. Her hand curled around my arm, and her breathing slowed, and I felt her body go heavy against mine. Matt reached across her lap and put his hand on my thigh. His thumb pressed once and stayed.

“You knew they wouldn’t reinstate me.”

“We suspected.”

“And you sold up?”

“We were unhappy spending eight hours apart. Adding you, increased that unhappiness. Why should we spend more than one-third of every working day apart for the rest of our lives, Erin?”

I smiled and looked at the map on the screen in front of me.

“Why indeed, Matt. Why indeed.”

The cabin was dark. Forty rows of strangers sleeping or reading or staring at screens, and none of them knew that the woman in 14A had lost her badge that morning and gained a country by midnight. None of them knew about the condom box in the carry-on overhead, or the rings catching the glow of the reading light, or the two scars under my shirt, or the boy named Harry who’d never drawn a breath.

They gave me a choice.

I looked out the window. Black sky, sharp with stars. More than I’d ever seen from the ground. No city lights, no cloud cover, just the cold, clean dark above thirty thousand feet.

Morocco was at least seven hours away. I was a one-third owner in a vineyard, a roaster, and a company that didn’t exist yet. A business would be built by three people with savings money and no safety net, and a name I rather liked, even if a little filthy.

I put my hand on Jules’s stomach. Flat, warm, rising, and falling with her breath. Somewhere in the next year, if the clinic said yes, if my ovary did its job, if the science worked—this stomach would carry our child. My egg. Matt’s sperm. Jules’s body. The three of us turned into one person who’d never have to visit a bench alone.

Matt’s thumb moved once on my thigh. Jules murmured something into my shoulder, but I couldn’t hear.

I closed my eyes.


Chapter Two

◆◆◆

I woke to a sound I didn’t recognize.

It wasn’t a siren.

Orienting myself wasn’t easy. I listened harder.

It wasn’t dispatch or the espresso machine ticking its last thermal sigh two floors below.

I heard a voice—a man’s voice—singing something that climbed the morning air and hung there, held by the city and the sky and the pale light coming through a window I’d never seen before.

Jules was against my chest, spooning, her back to me, her hair across the pillow, smelling like the airplane and the night. Matt’s arm lay across both of us, his hand gently placed on my hip, his thumb resting on the old scar.

It was his homing beacon.

He knew what it all meant now. He’d known since the wet room. He just touched it the same—gently, without ceremony, without grief.

And he wanted to make a baby with Jules and me.

The voice climbed higher. I lay still.

The room came into focus. Tiled floor in geometric blues and whites. Plaster walls the color of warm sand. A wooden door with iron studs. The bed was low—a thick mattress on a wooden frame, cotton sheets that smelled like sun and something floral I couldn’t name. The window was a latticed screen, carved wood, throwing a grid of light across the sheets in patterns that shifted when the breeze shifted.

My body tried to do what it always did. Map the room. Locate the exits. One door, one window, bags on the floor by the far wall. I counted heartbeats—mine, Jules’s against my chest, Matt’s pulse faint through his wrist where it crossed my ribs.

Then I stopped.

There was nothing to patrol. No shift starting in two hours. No holster on the shelf. No conference room waiting to take something from me. Just a man singing from a tower in a city I’d never been to, and two people breathing against me who’d burned everything they owned so I wouldn’t stand still.

I closed my eyes and listened until the singing stopped.

I opened them and looked at Matt. Then at Jules.

My egg.

His sperm.

Her body.

We were planning to make a baby—the three of us, in the only way the three of us could. I’d been swept into it on a wave of proposals and rings and a midnight flight, and I hadn’t stopped long enough to feel the weight of what I’d said yes to.

No baby.

That had been the verdict. Not ever. One pregnancy, one loss and a husband who left, a bench I visited alone. I’d written it off the way you write off a debt you’ll never repay—not because the money doesn’t matter, but because counting it will kill you.

Now the man whose thumb sat on my scar was carrying a suitcase full of condoms in his luggage because two of us needed to come off the pill before the clinic could start, and the condoms were the bridge between now and then.

The bridge meant they were serious, and serious meant hope, and hope was the thing that had broken me twice.

I didn’t chase the thought. I let it sit where it landed—low, heavy, next to the place where Harry had been.

I slid out from under Matt’s arm without waking either of them. Bare feet on tile—cool, smooth, a relief after the heat that had settled into the sheets overnight.

The riad was a house built around a hole in itself. I stepped onto a wooden gallery that ran around four sides of an open courtyard. The courtyard dropped away below me—tiled floor, a small fountain running clear water into a stone basin, two orange trees in glazed pots with dark waxy leaves.

The air smelled like mint and bread and something sweet underneath both.

I went down the narrow stairs. Stone under my feet, then tile, then the courtyard floor, warm already where the sun had reached it through the open roof. The fountain made a sound like water being poured from a glass that never emptied. I put my fingers in it. Cool. I touched my fingers to my neck and stood there in Matt’s t-shirt and Jules’s underwear and nothing else, and I let the courtyard hold me.

A door at the far end led to more stairs. I climbed them.

The rooftop opened flat and wide, and the city was below me.

I saw flat roofs in every direction, laundry drying, satellite dishes tilted toward a sky so blue it looked manufactured. Cats basked in the sun on red brick walls. The green-tiled minaret where the voice had come from—I was close enough to see the paint peeling from a speaker mounted near the top. Beyond the roofs was the edge of the city, and beyond that, mountains. Brown at the base, gray above, snow on the peaks catching the early light.

I’d stood on rooftops before. I’d cleared them. I’d lain flat on one in a flak vest while SWAT moved through the floor below me. I’d never stood on one to look at mountains that started in the desert and finished in the snow.

The air moved.

It was dry and warm already, carrying kitchen smells from the houses below—bread, oil, mint. A rooster crowed somewhere I couldn’t see. The city was waking up slowly and all at once, and I was standing in the middle of it with no badge and no gun and two scars that didn’t hurt and a pulse that was steady.

I heard children laughing and looked down into the street. Women and men holding children’s hands—an unbroken chain of them.

The school bell rang in the distance.

The children ran. Their parents held on.

I breathed and looked down.

My rings caught the early light—the pink diamond and the eternity band, side by side on my finger. I’d gotten used to the weight. It had taken weeks, but my hand had stopped noticing the metal.

I remembered what my father said to me after the first injury.

The things you carry long enough become part of the shape you make in the world. Then they stop being things you carry and start being things you are.

“Choices.”

“Sorry?”

I spun around.

She’d been sitting there all along, tucked into the corner where the parapet met the stairwell wall, a glass of mint tea on the tiles beside her chair. In her sixties, with gray hair cut short, high cheekbones, and a smile that could open a conversation anywhere.

“I didn’t see you.”

“I was here first. You were busy with the view.”

“I’m not dressed appropriately.”

She looked me up and down, then smiled.

“And yet you are.”

She nodded at my left hand.

“Recently married?”

“Sort of.”

She held my gaze. Steady, unhurried, the look of a woman who’d learned that silence gets more than questions.

“You’re one of the three.”

“I am. Are we famous?”

“My husband, Arthur. He mentioned you last night. I’m Trudy.”

“Erin.”

We looked at each other until she laughed—short, warm, the laugh of someone who’d stopped caring about other people’s arrangements a long time ago.

“Arthur said you looked just like any other couple. Except the math was different. I think it’s delicious. Someone should write about it.”

“I’m sure they already do. Do you live here, Trudy?”

“Twelve years now. We’re from Connecticut originally.”

“Here is a long way from Connecticut.”

“Our son married a Moroccan woman. She was a pharmacist. They have three children, and Arthur and I discovered that being grandparents by video call is a miserable way to watch them grow.”

“So you moved.”

“We packed up a four-bedroom colonial, sold the Volvo, gave the dog to my sister, and flew to Casablanca with eight suitcases and no Arabic. Arthur learned enough to order bread and argue with plumbers. I learned enough to read our grandchildren bedtime stories. The rest we figured out as we went.”

“You live in a hotel?”

“My daughter-in-law owns this riad. Next door is her pharmacy.”

She picked up her tea and sipped it.

“You don’t move across the world because it makes sense, Erin. You move because the people you love are here, and being anywhere else starts to feel like the thing that makes no sense.”

Trudy stood up. She was shorter than I’d expected. She smoothed her shirt and looked out at the rooftops and the mountains beyond them.

“Breakfast is at eight. The msemen is fresh. Don’t let Arthur talk to you about the plumbing.”

She went downstairs. Her footsteps on the stone were light and sure, and the rooftop was mine again.

I stood there in Matt’s t-shirt with the Atlas Mountains in front of me and Trudy’s words in my chest, next to the place where Harry sat, next to the weight of two rings and two scars and a mountain of condoms in a suitcase downstairs.

Nobody in this city had ever heard of Detective Erin Sullivan. Nobody needed to.

She didn’t exist.

I went to find my people.

Matt found the kitchen before Jules opened her eyes.

I heard him from the rooftop—cabinet doors opening, water running, the sound of a man discovering he didn’t have his espresso machine and deciding to treat it as an education. By the time I came down, he was standing over a small brass pot, watching dark coffee rise toward the rim in slow dark foam.

“Erin. Come look at this.”

I stood beside him. The pot was narrow at the waist, long-handled, the coffee climbing and settling inside it.

“It’s a cezve. The grind is almost powder. You heat it slow, pull it off before it boils, let it settle, heat it again. Three times.”

“And?”

“And it’s the best thing I’ve seen in six months.”

“Will it catch on back home?”

He shook his head.

“Too rustic. People want gadgets that cost so much it has to be the right thing.”

“Is it?”

“No. Too much refinement spoils everything.”

He poured two small cups. No white heart on the surface—just dark coffee, thick, the grounds settled at the bottom like silt. He handed me one. His fingers touched mine around the cup, and the touch was deliberate.

“Erin. This one’s for you.”

Same words. Same quiet. Different cup, different country, different morning. I closed my eyes on the first sip, and I heard him exhale.

The coffee was dense and bitter at the front, then sweet underneath, then something that tasted like cardamom and earth and the ground it grew in. Not the Huila. Not the cortado. Something I hadn’t met before, and Matt’s face said he was already in love with it.

Jules appeared in the courtyard wearing one of my t-shirts—the one I’d worn on the plane—her hair wild, her eyes barely open, following the smell.

“Someone made coffee without me.”

“Someone made coffee that’s going to change my life, Jules.”

“You say that about every coffee, darling.”

“This time, I mean it. Taste.”

I handed her my cup. Matt watched. He took the cup and poured another into it.

“We only need two cups.”

He handed me his. Jules handed him mine, and somehow both cups had touched all three mouths, and my throat tightened in a way I wasn’t ready for.

I looked at the cup in my hand. Matt’s lips had been on it. Jules’s fingers had held it. The coffee was still warm.

“Erin?”

“I’m fine.”

I wasn’t fine. I was standing in a courtyard in Morocco drinking coffee that had passed through three pairs of hands, and my chest was doing something I couldn’t explain, and my eyes were hot, and if either of them asked me again, I was going to cry over a brass pot and a cup of coffee that cost less than a dollar.

Nobody asked again.

Jules sat down on a cushion beside the low table. The breakfast was already there. Someone had laid it out while I was on the roof—a woman I hadn’t seen, staff from the riad, quiet and generous.

I took it all in. Warm msemen flatbread, square, layered, glistening with butter. A second kind, round, spongy, and pocked with tiny holes, soaking up the honey poured over it. A bowl of olives—small, dark, wrinkled, nothing like the Castelvetranos from the jar at home. Butter in a clay dish. Honey in a glass jar with the comb floating in it. Fresh orange juice. Wedges of white cheese.

Jules picked up an olive and put it in her mouth.

“Oil-cured. Dry-brined, not brine-soaked. The bitterness is still in them—the fruit as itself, not a preserved version of the fruit.”

“Jules.”

“What?”

“It’s nine in the morning.”

“The olive doesn’t care what time it is, Erin.”

Matt laughed. He tore a piece of the layered bread, folded cheese inside it, and ate it standing up, one hand on the food, the other already reaching for the coffee pot.

“We should go out.”

“Where?”

“Everywhere. To see the vineyards and find coffee beans. But first I want to drive.”

“Drive where?”

“South. Toward the desert. I read about a road that runs through the valley past old kasbahs, and the landscape changes every twenty minutes.”

“You researched the driving routes?”

“I researched everything, Erin. I’ve been researching Morocco for six weeks.”

“Of course you have.”

She grinned. The grin of a woman who’d sold a wine company and bought a plane ticket and still had a spreadsheet for the country she was landing in.

“The company, Erin. We still don’t have a name.”

“Two Beans and a Cork.”

“Matt vetoed it.”

“Matt’s wrong.”

“I agree.”

“It’s fun. It’s sassy. I like it.”

“Me too.”

“In which case, two beans outvote one cork.”

Matt smiled.

Jules smiled.

I smiled.

The fountain ran. The orange trees held still in the courtyard heat. Three people at a low table with bread, olives, and coffee that tasted like the country it came from. We had nowhere in particular to be. No shift. No carts to open. No producer calls. Just time, unstructured, stretching in every direction.

The not-knowing what comes next felt like the first morning after the hospital. Terrifying and clean. I’d built a career out of knowing—knowing where the exits were, knowing who was lying, knowing what a room was about to do before the room did it.

I didn’t know what a vineyard in Meknès looked like. I didn’t know what a Moroccan grower did growing Ethiopian beans at altitude. I didn’t know what my life was shaped like without a holster and a badge, and the not-knowing sat in my chest like the first breath after a dive.

“I want to see the desert.”

They both looked at me.

“Then let’s go see the desert, Erin.”

Matt drove with both hands on the wheel. Ten and two.

Jules sat in the passenger seat with a map on her phone and a paper guidebook she’d bought at the airport, open on her lap to a page about Moroccan wine regions. I sat in the back of a rented Land Cruiser with the window down and my arm on the sill, and the country came at me.

The city fell away fast. Medina walls gave way to newer buildings, then to flat agricultural land—olive groves, orange orchards, irrigation channels cutting straight lines through red soil. The sky sat low and hot, pressing everything flat.

I listened, orienting myself.

“The vineyards are east. Guerrouane appellation. Mostly Grenache and Carignan, old-vine stock the French planted during the protectorate. The Moroccans kept the vines and figured out the wine on their own.”

“How’d they figure it out?”

“Trial and error and thirty years of bad vintages, Matt. But the terroir is real. Red clay over limestone, hot days, cool nights off the Atlas. It’s not Rhône, and it’s not pretending to be. It’s its own thing.”

“The coffee’s the same. The roaster in Casablanca—he’s growing Ethiopian cultivars at altitude on Moroccan soil. Nobody else is doing it.”

“That’s why we’re here, darling. Both things. Wine and coffee that don’t apologize for where they come from.”

I watched the country through the open window. The olive groves thinned. The red soil deepened to burnt orange, then to something almost purple where the rock showed through. Argan trees appeared—short, twisted trunks, branches reaching sideways, and goats in them sometimes, standing on the limbs, eating the leaves.

The landscape ran, and my mind ran with it. I’d spent a decade reading rooms—walking into a scene, finding what didn’t fit, pulling the thread until the picture came apart and reassembled into something true. I didn’t know wine. I didn’t know coffee. But I knew systems, and something about what Jules and Matt had been describing for the past two days didn’t sit right.

I leaned forward.

“You should roast your own beans, Matt.”

He looked at Jules. He looked at me in the mirror.

“Do you think so?”

“You understand flavor better than anyone I’ve ever met. You’re the middle of the chain. Take the beans, roast them, sell the finished product under your own name.”

“I’d never considered that.”

“How often do roasters send you samples for your opinion?”

“Every week.”

“You’re giving them your palate for free.”

He went quiet. His hands adjusted on the wheel—ten and two, same grip, but his thumbs moved once across the leather.

“How did you see that, Erin?”

“Spotting what doesn’t fit. It’s what I do.” I looked at Jules. “Both of you. You have the customer’s confidence, the relationships, and the knowledge. And you’re both selling someone else’s finished product.”

Jules swiveled in her seat and stared at me.

“Christ on a bike. She’s right.”

“I know she’s right, Jules.”

“Matt—if we roast coffee and produce wine, we own the chain. Bean to cup. Grape to glass. Nobody between the customer and us.”

“Erin just restructured our entire business model from the back seat of a Land Cruiser.”

“Spotting missing pieces, darling. It’s what she does.”

She turned to face me through the gap between the seats.

“Have you got more?”

“One. But I haven’t built the case yet.”

“Build it now.”

“Dark chocolate.”

Neither of them spoke.

“I love it with wine and coffee. The cocoa cherry is roasted and ground the same way coffee is. Different flavors, same problem—finding the taste that’s best. In time, we could build a brand of dark chocolate. A bridge between the wine and the coffee.”

“Peru and Madagascar are premium at the moment.”

The name landed before I’d finished thinking it.

“Two Beans and a Cork, Jules. Coffee bean. Cacao bean. Wine cork.” I sat back. “It’s not just a naughty slogan.”

The car went quiet. Matt looked at Jules. Jules looked at Matt.

“Well, fuck.”

“She’s done it again, Jules.”

Matt laughed. The road narrowed. The Atlas Mountains grew on the left, filling the windshield every time the road turned. Valleys cut between the foothills, green at the bottom where water ran, brown and barren above.

The air coming through the window changed. Drier. Hotter. The green fell away, and the country turned to rock and dust and scattered scrub. The road ran straight through it, rising and falling over low ridges, aiming south.

We passed a village—flat-roofed houses the color of the ground they sat on, a minaret, a single shop with crates of oranges stacked outside. A man sat on a plastic chair in the shade of a wall, watching the road with the patience of a person who had nowhere to be and no desire to be anywhere else.

He raised one hand as we passed.

Matt raised one hand back.

“When’s the last time a stranger waved at you, Erin?”

“Never. Unless it was to flick me the bird.”

“It just happened.”

“I saw.”

The road climbed. A dry riverbed cut across the landscape, white stones in a channel that hadn’t held water in months. On the far side, the last of the farmland gave up. No more olive trees. No more irrigation. Just rock and thorn scrub and the road, running south between low ridges of stone.

The road climbed one more ridge, and the desert opened.

Not sand—not the way I’d expected. A hammada. Flat black rock stretching to the horizon, broken by low mesas and the occasional village tucked into a fold of ground. The heat shimmered above the stone. The sky pressed down, and everything I could see was brown, and gold, and black, and the silence poured in through the open windows and replaced the air.

“Erin. You’ve gone quiet.”

“I’m looking, Jules.”

“At what?”

“At all of it. I’ve never seen this much nothing.”

“It’s not nothing. It’s just not selling you anything.”

She was right. The desert wasn’t empty. It was full of itself—rock, heat, distance, the slow work of wind on stone. It didn’t need anyone to see it. It would be here whether we drove through it or not, and the indifference was the most beautiful thing about it.

“Matt. Stop.”

He pulled over. I got out.

The heat hit me full in the face. I stood on the shoulder of the road and looked south, and the emptiness ran until it merged with the sky. No buildings. No sirens. No precinct. No conference room. Just distance, in every direction, more than I’d ever stood inside.

“There.”

Jules was beside me, pointing.

Off the road, maybe half a mile, perched on a low rise of rock.

“It’s a kasbah, Erin.”

“I know.”

Sandstone walls, the color of the earth, crumbling at the edges, a square tower at one corner. No roof. No vehicles. No people. Stone that had been standing so long it had forgotten what it was guarding.

I took Jules’s hand. Then Matt’s.

“Let’s go in there.”

“What for?”

I smiled.

“I packed a blanket. So we could fuck in the open air.” I looked at Matt. “No condoms.”

Neither of them moved.

“Come on.”

We walked hand in hand, me in the middle. The ground was hard-packed dirt and stone, hot through the soles of my shoes, and the heat rose from it in waves I could feel on my shins. No path. Jules and I carried water bottles. Matt carried the blanket.

I walked inside first.

The entrance was a low arched doorway with no door; sand drifted against the threshold. I stepped through, and the temperature dropped in the shade of the walls.

The interior was one large room, open to the sky, with smaller chambers opening off the sides through crumbling archways. The floor was stone and sand. One wall still held a window—a narrow slit, aimed at the direction an enemy would have come from.

I mapped the space before I caught myself doing it. Two exits—the door I’d come through and a collapsed section of the western wall wide enough to walk through. No overhead cover. Clear sightlines through the window and the breach. Northeast corner compromised—stay clear.

Then I stopped.

I wasn’t clearing a building. I was standing in a ruin that had been empty for decades. The walls had held against whatever they’d been built to hold against, and now they held nothing but sky and silence and three people who had no reason to be here except that one of them had packed a blanket.

“Erin.”

Matt was watching me from the doorway.

“You checked the exits.”

“Habit.”

“I know.”

He walked in. Jules followed. Their footsteps on the stone echoed once and died.

The walls were hand-cut sandstone, fitted without mortar in places, stacked by people who understood that a wall doesn’t need to be perfect to be strong. The sun hit the top of the eastern wall and poured in at an angle, cutting the room in half—light and shadow, hot and cool.

Jules pressed both palms flat against the wall and closed her eyes. Her face did what it did when she was tasting wine—the stillness, the intake, the reading of something through her body that her mind would catch up with later.

“Someone lived here.”

“Someone defended here.”

“Same thing.”

She was right. The people who built this place had lived inside the walls they’d raised to protect themselves, and the living and the defending had been the same act, performed daily, until the threat passed, and the walls became stone again.

Matt spread the blanket in the shade of the south wall. He smoothed the corners flat against the stone and sand, then stood and looked at me.

I sat down on the blanket. Warm stone underneath, shade from the chest down, sun on my face. I closed my eyes.

The silence was enormous. Not empty—full. Heat and distance and the sound of rock breathing, warming and cooling as clouds crossed the sun. A hawk somewhere above, turning. The scratch of something small in the sand outside the walls. Jules’s breathing. Matt’s weight shifting on the stone floor.

I opened my eyes.

Matt was leaning against the doorway, arms crossed, watching me with the patient stillness he’d carried in the parking lot outside the precinct—a man who knew how to wait for something to finish doing what it needed to do.

Jules was standing in the center of the room with her head tipped back, looking at the sky through the open roof. Her throat was bare, and the light was on her skin, and she looked like something the landscape had made.

The heat pressed. It found skin under clothes—the back of my neck, the inside of my wrists, the strip of stomach between my shirt and the waistband of my shorts, where the new scar sat pink and raised.

I put my hand over the scar.

Not because it hurt. Because I needed to feel the place where the old verdict had been written into me. No baby. No badge. No future that looked like the one I had built in my head when I was younger and stupid enough to think wanting something made the world softer.

But the desert did not care what had been taken from me.

The stone did not care what the doctors had said.

The ruined walls did not care whether I was a sergeant or a wife or the woman with one ovary left and two people mad enough to build a life around it. They simply stood. Broken, useful, beautiful, still holding shape after everything that had tried to wear them down.

I looked at Jules in the light.

I looked at Matt in the doorway.

Choice was not something clean. It was not paperwork, or permission, or a doctor’s careful language. Sometimes choice was a hand on warm stone, a scar under your palm, and the sudden certainty that if a future was going to be made from our bodies, I wanted to feel all three of us inside the act.

I felt it low. Heavy. The slow pull that started deep and spread outward, the thing that had always arrived before thought and had never once been wrong about what I wanted.

“Jules.”

She looked at me.

“Come here.”

She crossed the room and stood in front of me.

“I have a kinky side.”

“Tell me.”

“I want you to kneel and suck Matt’s cock.”

“That’s not kinky, Erin.”

“Then, when he’s close to cumming, I want you to bend over and let him fuck you and cum inside you.”

“Still not kinky.”

“While he does that, I want to rim him. Then I want to milk his prostate with my finger.”

Jules held my gaze. Her pupils were wide, and the pulse in her throat was visible.

“Okay. That’s kinky.” She glanced at Matt. “When do we start?”

Jules crossed the room to Matt in four steps. She took his hand and led him to the blanket.

“Stand there, darling.”

Matt stood on the blanket, his back against the warm stone. Jules knelt in front of him and unbuckled his belt. She pulled his shorts and boxers down together, and his cock sprang free—thick, hard, the circumcised head swollen and dark, a bead of precum already at the tip, catching the light that poured through the open roof.

I watched from the ledge.

I’d told them what I wanted.

Now I needed to watch it start.

Jules wrapped her fingers around the base of my fiancé’s cock and pulled the skin taut. She glanced at me, smiled, then lowered her mouth and closed her lips around the rim of his head. Matt’s breath left him. His hands went to her hair—not pulling, holding, his fingers threaded through, his knuckles white.

I could hear it. The wet, rhythmic sound of her mouth working his cock—spit flooding around his shaft, her lips stretching with each stroke, the soft pop when she pulled back to the head and sucked. She took him deeper, her throat opening, and Matt’s hips pushed forward.

“Jules. Fuck.”

She pulled off. A thread of spit connected her lower lip to the head of his cock, caught the light, and broke.

“Erin.”

“I’m here.”

“He’s already close.”

“Good. Edge him. I want to feel him cumming inside you from inside his body.”

I stood up, pulled my shirt over my head, unclipped my bra, and pushed my shorts and underwear down. I stepped out of them. The air hit my skin—hot, dry, carrying sand and distance and the smell of stone.

“Jules. Take everything off and bend over.”

Jules stood up and stripped. She pulled her t-shirt over her head, pushed her underwear down, and turned away from Matt. She placed both palms flat on a stone ledge, spread her feet wide apart, and bent forward, her back arching, her ass presented, her cunt glistening between her thighs—already soaked from the taste of him.

His cock jutted out from his body, slick with Jules’s spit, the head dark and swollen. He stepped behind her and gripped her hips.

“Fuck her slowly, Matt, and make space for me behind you.”

Matt notched his cock head against her entrance and pushed. Jules gasped. The head spread her open—I could see it from where I stood—her lips stretching around the rim, the slick resistance giving way as he slid into her inch by inch. Her fingers curled against the stone. Her shoulders dropped. Her moan echoed off the walls and scattered into the open sky.

“All the way, Matt. I want you balls deep inside her.”

He drove forward until his pelvis pressed flush against her ass. Jules’s breath stalled. His cock was buried to the root, and I could see the tremor in his thighs from holding still.

I knelt behind him.

“When we make a baby, this is how I want it. Me milking his cum into you, Jules. All three of us in the act.”

“At the clinic?”

“At the clinic.”

His ass was taut, the muscles clenched with the effort of holding position. I put my hands on his cheeks, one on each side, and I felt him flinch.

“Erin—”

“I told you what I wanted, Matt. Let me.”

I spread him open with both thumbs. The skin between his cheeks was hot, damp with sweat, and his pucker clenched tight against the sudden exposure. I leaned in close. My breath hit the exposed skin, and I felt his whole body shudder—the tremor traveling through his legs, through his cock, into Jules, who moaned at the vibration.

I licked the ridges around his rim. Slow circles with the flat of my tongue, tracing the tight muscle, tasting salt and sweat and the clean heat of his skin. He groaned—a sound I’d never heard from Matt during sex, low and broken, the sound of a man who hadn’t known his body could feel this.

“Fuck me while she does that, Matt. Don’t stop. We need your cum.”

Jules was demanding. Her voice was muffled by her own arm.

Matt started fucking her again. His hips pulled back—his cock sliding out of Jules until just the head remained inside her—then drove forward. I kept my mouth on him, my tongue circling his rim as his body moved, feeling the rhythm of his fucking through the muscle that clenched and softened with each thrust.

I speared my tongue inside him, and his knees buckled.

“Erin. Jesus. Erin.”

“Don’t stop fucking her, Matt.”

I pulled back. I wet my index finger in my mouth—thoroughly, slick—and pressed the pad against his opening. The muscle resisted, then softened, then opened as I pushed past the ring. The heat inside him was intense. Tight, gripping, the walls pulsing around my finger as his body adjusted to the intrusion.

I curled my finger forward. Searching. The tissue changed—from smooth to a firm, spongy patch the size of a walnut. His prostate. I pressed it, rubbed it gently, a slow come-hither stroke, and Matt made a sound that didn’t belong to any man I’d ever heard.

“Erin. I can’t—I’m going to—”

“Cum inside her, Matt. Now.”

I pressed his prostate harder, rubbing in firm circles, and Matt’s hips slammed forward into Jules. His cock swelled—I could feel it through the thin wall of tissue, his shaft thickening against my finger—and he came.

The first pulse was violent. So was the sound torn from his throat. His whole body seized, his ass clenching around my finger, his cock kicking deep inside Jules. I felt every spasm through the pad of my fingertip—the prostate contracting, releasing, contracting again, pumping his cum into Jules in hot, thick waves.

“Matt. Oh fuck. Matt.”

Jules felt it. Her back arched, her fingers scraped the stone, and she pushed back into him, taking every drop. Matt’s hips ground against her with each spasm, his breath ragged, his hands gripping her hips hard enough to leave marks.

I kept my finger on his prostate through every pulse, milking the gland, drawing the orgasm out longer than his body wanted to give.

The heartbeat through his cock—I didn’t feel it through the shaft this time. I felt it through his prostate. The pulse of his blood, fast and hard, thumping against my fingertip in the deepest part of him.

He came for a long time. Longer than I’d ever felt him cum. The prostate kept contracting under my finger, and the cum kept coming, and Jules kept taking it, and the sound the three of us made in that ruined fort filled the empty sky above us and drifted out across the desert where nobody heard it, and nobody needed to.

Matt’s legs gave. He pulled out of Jules and sat back on the blanket, his cock softening, slick with cum and Jules’s wetness. I withdrew my finger gently, and he shuddered once more at the loss.

Jules turned around. Her thighs were wet. Matt’s cum was already leaking from her cunt—thick, white, running down her inner thigh toward her knee. She looked at me with her eyes wide, her mouth open, and her chest heaving.

“Erin.”

“I know.”

“That was—”

“I know, Jules.”

She was still trembling. Matt’s cum ran down her inner thigh in a slow white line, and her cunt was swollen, flushed dark, glistening with his cum and her own wetness. I could smell them both—the sharp warm salt of his cum and the deeper musk underneath that was just Jules, just the taste I’d been craving since I watched his cock drive into her.

“Lie down.”

She looked at me. Her chest was heaving, her nipples hard, her hair stuck to her neck with sweat.

“On what?”

Matt lifted the ruffled blanket and spread it over the stone—the cotton landing flat, smoothing the sand and grit. Jules sank down onto it, her back on the blanket, her legs bent, her knees falling open. Matt’s cum leaked from her cunt onto the cotton, a dark wet patch spreading under her ass.

I knelt over her. Reversed—my knees on either side of her head, my cunt above her mouth, my face above her cunt.

The 69.

My thighs were shaking before she touched me.

“Erin. You’re dripping on me.”

“Good.”

I lowered my mouth onto her cunt.

The taste hit me first. Jules—warm, sharp, the salt-sweet I knew. And underneath, threaded through every fold, Matt’s cum. Thick, slightly bitter, coating her swollen lips, pooling at her gaping entrance where his cock had emptied minutes ago.

I licked through the mix of them—his cum and her slick and the heat of her skin—and the taste of them together made my cunt clench so hard that Jules gasped beneath me.

Her mouth found my throbbing cunt.

Her tongue dragged up through my folds, slow, flat, parting me. I was soaked—had been since I’d watched Matt’s cock disappear inside her, since I’d pressed my fingers against his taint and felt his prostate pulse under my touch. Jules’s tongue found my clit and sealed her mouth around it, and the suction pulled a sound from me that I didn’t recognize.

“Jules.”

I couldn’t say more. Her tongue was on my clit, circling, the tip flicking the exposed nerve, and my hips ground down against her face before I could stop them. I felt her nose against my entrance, her chin wet, her hands gripping my thighs to hold me in place.

I worked her cunt.

Long strokes, from her dripping wet entrance to her clit, tasting Matt’s cum as it leaked from her in slow pulses. I sealed my mouth over her clit and sucked, and her thighs clamped against my ears, and I heard her moan vibrate through my own body—her mouth on my cunt, the sound traveling up through the nerves and settling in my spine.

Matt sat against the wall. Watching.

I could feel his gaze on us—on the curve of my back, on Jules’s hands gripping my thighs, on the wet sounds our mouths made against each other’s cunts. His cock was soft against his thigh, spent, but his eyes were steady, and his breathing was controlled, and the attention was its own pressure—a third body in the act, holding us both.

“Matt. Look at her cunt.”

Jules’s voice was muffled against me. Ragged.

“I’m looking, Jules.”

“She tastes like she’s been waiting all morning.”

“She has.”

“You have to fuck her before we leave here.”

“I will.”

I pushed my tongue inside Jules. Deep, curling against her front wall, tasting the last of Matt’s cum where it pooled behind her cervix. She bucked under me, her hips lifting off the blanket, and the movement pressed her mouth harder against my clit.

My vision whited at the edges.

Her tongue worked faster. Short, precise strokes on my clit—the pad, then the tip, then the flat pressed hard with the vibration of her voice saying my name into my cunt. I matched her rhythm. My tongue on her clit, circling, sucking, the taste of her flooding my mouth.

“Erin. I’m close.”

“I know.”

“Don’t stop.”

“I won’t.”

Her thighs were shaking against my head. Her cunt tightened under my tongue—the walls contracting, her clit pulsing, the orgasm building in the muscles I could feel with my mouth. I sucked her clit hard and pushed two fingers inside her, and her back arched off the blanket.

Jules came with her mouth on my cunt. Her clit throbbed against my tongue—fast, hard, the pulse visible in the swollen flesh. Her cunt clamped around my fingers, and her whole body locked, her thighs crushing my ears, her fingernails digging into my hips.

She moaned into me, and the vibration hit my clit like a current, and the sound she made was my name, broken into syllables she couldn’t finish.

The vibration pushed me over.

My cunt seized.

The orgasm started at my clit—Jules’s tongue, the flat pressure, the heat of her breath—and it spread through my pelvis in a wave that tightened every muscle from my stomach to my thighs. My cunt pulsed against her mouth, clenching on nothing, and my face broke open.

I felt it go—the set jaw, the controlled expression, the cop-face I’d carried for a decade cracking apart on the stone floor of a kasbah while Jules’s tongue drew circles on my clit that matched the circles Matt drew on my scars at night.

My eyes squeezed shut, and my mouth opened, and the sound that came out was high and raw and unguarded—not a moan, not a cry, a sound that had no rehearsal in it, no control, nothing held back.

“Erin.”

Matt’s voice. From the wall. Quiet, steady, an anchor in the middle of the noise my body was making.

“I’m here.”

I was. Here. On a blanket on the floor of a ruin in the desert, cumming on my wife’s mouth while I tasted her and her husband’s cum on my tongue. The hawk turned above us, and the desert held its silence around the sounds we made.

Jules’s tongue slowed. Light. Gentle. Drawing me down the way you draw someone down from something high—carefully, knowing the landing matters as much as the fall.

I lifted my mouth from her cunt. My lips were swollen, wet, and tasting of both of them. I swung my leg over and collapsed beside her on the blanket, and my breath came in pieces that didn’t fit together yet.

We lay on the blanket in the shade of the south wall. Three bodies, skin cooling, the sweat drying in the desert air.

Matt passed the water bottle. Jules drank, spilled some on her chin, and laughed. I drank. The water was warm from the car, but it tasted like the best thing I’d ever swallowed, and I said so. Jules said, “Second best,” and Matt covered his face with his hand.

The laughter came.

Not the polite kind, not the nervous kind. The kind that starts in the stomach and takes the whole body with it—Jules shaking against my shoulder, Matt’s chest jumping, my own voice joining theirs and bouncing off the sandstone walls and scattering into the open sky above us.

Three naked people on a blanket in a ruin in the Moroccan desert, laughing at nothing and everything. The hawk circled above us like it had seen this before and wasn’t impressed.

Jules rolled onto her side. Her hand found my stomach, her palm crossing the new scar. Matt’s hand found my hip, his thumb on the old one. The same positions. The same hands. Different country, different stone, same three people who kept finding this shape in every room they entered.

The hawk circled above the open roof, riding a thermal, drawing its slow arc against the blue.

The fort had held against whatever it was built to hold against. The threat had passed, and the people who’d lived here had walked out into the open and built something else. Not because the walls had failed. Because they didn’t need them anymore.

I put my hand on Jules’s hand, on my stomach, on the scar.

I put my other hand on Matt’s hand, on my hip, on the other scar.

My egg. His sperm. Her body. We’d figure out the rest—the clinic, the cups, the science. But the decision had been made here, on a blanket on the floor of a fort that didn’t need its walls anymore.

Neither did I.

“Two beans and a cork.”


Chapter Three

◆◆◆

We found it on a side street off Boulevard Mohammed V, down three steps from the pavement.

No sign.

A wooden door with a brass handle rubbed smooth by sixty years of hands. Jules had asked the riad owner’s son where locals drank, and he’d written an address on the back of a pharmacy receipt and said, “Don’t go on a Friday.”

It was a Wednesday.

I’d dragged Jules out for a lunchtime drink. Matt was on the rooftop reading, his feet up on the parapet wall, a glass of mint tea going cold beside him. He’d waved us off without looking up from the page.

Inside, the ceiling was low and pressed tin, painted dark green a decade ago and not touched since. Tile floor—black and white diamonds, cracked in places, the grout stained the color of tea.

A zinc bar ran the length of the left wall, scarred and dented and polished to a dull shine by elbows and spilled beer and the slow passage of evenings that didn’t need to be anywhere else. Behind the bar, bottles stood on wooden shelves without labels facing outward—the bartender knew what was what, and if you didn’t, you pointed.

The bartender was somewhere past sixty. Thin, precise, a dish towel over one shoulder that hadn’t been white in years. He poured without measuring and spoke French to the regulars and Arabic to the men playing cards at the table by the back wall, and nothing at all to us until Jules ordered a spritzer and a double vodka in French.

His eyebrows moved a quarter inch. He set two glasses on the zinc without being asked for a second round.

Four men at the card table. Two more at the far end of the bar, drinking Flag Spéciale from the bottle, watching a football match on a television mounted too high on the wall with the sound turned down. A ceiling fan turned slowly enough to count the blades. The smoke from someone’s cigarette curled under the pressed tin and stayed there.

I mapped the room before I sat down. One door in, a service door behind the bar, a window in the back wall painted shut.

Old habit. Almost a dead habit.

“Why are we here, Erin?”

I nodded at the drinks.

“Drink that and order two more.”

She looked confused, but she drank. She finished the spritzer, caught the bartender’s eye, and held up two fingers. He poured without expression. The second glasses landed on the zinc beside the first.

“Why—”

I held up my hand.

“Give me a minute.”

I lifted my vodka and sipped it. Good vodka. Clean, cold, no performance. The bar had it because bars like this had everything and nothing, and the bartender didn’t care what two foreign women ordered as long as they paid and didn’t shout.

Jules waited. She was learning that from Matt—or maybe Matt had learned it from her before I arrived and given it back in a different shape. I didn’t know their history. Either way, she sat on her stool and drank her second spritzer and let me take the room in.

“We never discussed our kinks, Jules.”

She turned on the barstool and stared at me, her jaw slightly open. Her eyes darted around the room. It was one of those “of all the gin joints, in all the world” places—not because anyone had built it to look like the movie, but because the movie had looked like this, and this had been here first.

“Erin.”

“What?”

“You can’t just say that in a bar in Casablanca.”

“I just did.”

She picked up her spritzer and drank. Set it down. Picked it up again.

“Yesterday. In the desert. Did you enjoy it?”

“Yes.” Her cheeks were flushed, and it wasn’t the wine. “You know I did.”

“The rimming. The prostate. Telling you both what to do?”

“Yes. All of it.”

“Did it surprise you?”

She held my gaze.

“Honestly? No. I think I knew you had something like that in you. I just didn’t know when you’d show it.”

I sipped my vodka. The card players behind us argued over a hand, brief and sharp, and then someone laughed, and the argument dissolved. The football on the television had gone to a replay of something nobody in the bar cared about.

“This is fun, Erin.”

“Why?”

She stared at me.

“You’ve knocked me off balance.”

“Yes.”

We locked eyes. She smiled—not the nervous smile, not the spiraling smile, the one that belonged to the woman who’d sat down next to a stranger at Kline’s and opened a door. She leaned in and kissed me on the mouth. Soft. The spritzer on her lips and the vodka on mine.

The bartender didn’t look up. The card players didn’t look up. The two men with the Flag Spéciale didn’t look up. Casablanca had seen worse.

“Sorry, Erin.”

“For what?”

“Ambushing you. Both of us. The rings, selling our companies, the IVF, Morocco. We hit you with everything at once.”

I set my glass on the zinc. Centered it on the ring of condensation.

“You take my point, Jules?”

“Yes. No more ambushes.”

“Thank you.”

She was quiet for a moment. She turned the stem of her spritzer glass between her fingers the way she turned a wine glass when she was thinking—slow, precise, reading something through her hands.

“We proposed to you, and then we pushed you into the deep end.”

“You did.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry, Jules. I could have pushed back. I didn’t want to.”

I looked at the bottles behind the bar, the ones without labels, the ones that only the bartender could identify.

“I love you and Matt. I’m happier than I would have been if they’d given me my badge and sidearm back…”

“But that’s not the point?”

I waited.

“I don’t want to be invited into your marriage. I want to be a third. I want you and Matt to be thirds. Nobody’s the couple, and nobody’s the guest.”

“Together, we’re—”

“Whole. Yeah.”

She nodded. She flagged two more drinks without looking away from me.

“Got it.”

“Thank you.”

She leaned in and pressed her forehead against mine. Close enough that I could smell the wine on her breath and the sunscreen on her neck and the faint trace of Matt’s soap from the shower that morning.

“Thank you, Erin. For saying it.”

“That’s why we’re here. You and me.”

“To get drunk?”

“And to figure out how this works.”

I straightened up. The fresh drinks arrived. Jules was on her third. I was still nursing my second.

“Men are easy. We’re not. And Matt has two of us. We have him and each other.”

“It works so far.”

“It does. But a conversation wouldn’t hurt.”

Jules picked up her glass.

“For example?”

“Matt’s going to want a night out with his friends sometimes. I don’t want to gatecrash that.”

“Me neither. I never have.”

“You and I should go out together. With friends. Still as a triad, even when one of us isn’t in the room.”

“Of course. He meets up with us later, or we meet up with him. It’s three, not two plus one.”

“And, Jules.”

“Yes.”

“Can we be exclusive?”

She nodded without hesitating.

“Of course. No more experiments.”

I let that settle. I drank. The fan turned above us, and the smoke drifted, and one of the card players slapped a card on the table hard enough that the bottles on the shelf vibrated.

“I didn’t say no experiments.”

Jules looked at me over the rim of her glass.

“Like yesterday?”

“We took Matt completely without taking anything away from him, and that felt good.”

“It’s never been that intense—just me and him, I mean.”

“We should buy a strap-on, darling.”

The glass stopped moving.

“You and I have a unique option. We can enjoy double penetration without an extra man. You, me, and Matt. All three fucking each other.”

She set the glass down. Her mouth opened, closed, opened again. The flush on her cheeks spread to her throat.

“Fuck. Erin.”

“I know. Not here. But we should talk about it.”

“You just—”

She pressed her hand over her mouth. Then she laughed. The real laugh, the one that shook her shoulders and made the bartender glance over for the first time since we’d sat down.

“I can’t believe you just said that in a bar in Casablanca.”

“I told you we hadn’t discussed our kinks.”

Jules switched to shots. She caught the bartender’s eye and said something in French, and he produced two small glasses and a bottle from the shelf and poured without comment. Mahia—the fig spirit, clear, the smell sharp and sweet. She pushed one toward me.

I shook my head.

“I’m drinking slowly.”

“I’m not.”

Jules knocked hers back. Then mine. Then she ordered two more, and the giggles started. The real giggles—the ones that lived in her stomach and took her whole body with them, the ones I’d heard on the blanket in the kasbah after the hawk flew over.

“Why are we getting drunk, Erin?”

I looked at her. The laughter was still in her face, but her eyes were steady, and the question was real.

“Because once you’re pregnant, you and I are giving up alcohol.”

The bar went quiet around us. Not actually—the card game continued, the football played, the fan turned, the smoke curled. But the space between us went quiet, the way a room goes quiet when someone says the truest thing in it.

The bartender was listening.

We didn’t care.

Jules set her glass on the zinc. She didn’t pick it up again.

“You’d do that?”

“Of course I’d do that. You’re carrying our baby, Jules. Our baby. You’re giving up wine for nine months. You think I’m going to sit across the table from you with a vodka in my hand?”

Her eyes filled. Not the two-tear Beaune cry. Something warmer. Something that lived in the same place as the laugh.

“I knew you would.”

“Then why did you ask?”

“Because I needed to hear you say it.”

I took her hand on the zinc. Her fingers were cold from the glass. Mine were warm from the vodka and the afternoon heat outside and the steadiness I’d been building in my chest since I woke up that morning and decided today was the day I’d run this interview.

“I love you, Jules. I love Matt. I love this stupid, impossible, beautiful thing we built.”

She squeezed my hand.

“I love you, Erin.”

The bartender cleared the glasses without being asked. He set two fresh ones down—two vodkas. He hadn’t been told. He’d been watching.

Jules looked at the vodka.

She pushed it away.

“Water. Please.”

She said it in French. The bartender’s eyebrows moved a quarter inch—the same quarter inch from our first order, the only expression his face had offered all afternoon—and he poured a glass of water from a bottle he kept below the bar, and he set it in front of her.

She drank it.

“Practice.”

I smiled.

“Then she drank the vodka.”

The card players argued. The fan turned. The football match ended, and someone behind the bar switched the television off, and the silence was better than the sound had been.

Two women in a bar in Casablanca, both drinking vodka slowly, and one drinking water as well, and neither of them needed to be anywhere else.

The bartender brought small plates without being asked. Olives—dark, wrinkled, oil-cured. Sun-dried tomatoes. A dish of shellfish in something garlicky and sharp that tasted like the sea had walked into the kitchen and introduced itself.

I ate with my fingers. Jules ate with her fingers. The bartender watched us eat his food, and his face did nothing, but his posture said good.

“Is there anything on your mind, Jules?”

She nodded. She picked up an olive and turned it between her thumb and forefinger, the way she turned everything she was thinking about.

“When I get hot, I can’t sleep in the middle.”

I stared at her.

Then I laughed. A huge, rib-aching laugh that turned every head in the bar for the first time since we’d walked in. The card players looked up. The bartender looked up. One of the men with the Flag Spéciale raised his bottle in our direction like he approved of whatever had caused it.

“Is that it?”

“It’s not nothing, Erin. I wake up drenched. Matt sleeps through it. I need an edge.”

“Then we rotate. Or you take the outside. It’s not complicated.”

“It’s more complicated than that.” She put the olive down and pulled out her phone. “I’ve been looking at something.”

She turned the screen toward me. A website. Scott Whitby Studio, London. A bedroom designed for a throuple—not a gimmick, not a novelty, a serious piece of architecture by people who understood that three bodies in one room need more than a bigger mattress.

The bed sat in the center of the room like a piece of furniture that had decided it was the room. Walnut—dark, warm, the grain matched and joined so precisely it looked like a single piece of wood that had grown into the shape of a bed.

Jules pointed to a hidden staircase built into the headboard, climbing up through the structure to a mezzanine platform on top—a terrace, they called it. Open on the sides, tucked under the pitched ceiling.

I scrolled through the images. The sleeping space on the lower level was massive—wider than a king by half, room for three bodies to spread without anyone’s elbow ending up in anyone’s kidney.

“Storage is built into the frame. There is plenty of hanging space. It has everything a bedroom for three needs.”

But it was the upper deck that stopped me.

“Jules.”

“I know.”

The platform on top was big enough for yoga mats, for books, for sprawling. The designers had built it for whiskey tasting and reading. I saw something else. A cool wooden floor above the heat of the bed. A place for Jules to lie on her back at eight months pregnant and breathe. A place two women could stretch out side by side while the man who loved them slept below, his hand reaching up in his sleep to find a foot or an ankle hanging over the edge.

“It’s walnut, Erin. Sustainably sourced. The whole thing is clad in veneer over a softwood frame—they matched the grain on site, panel by panel.”

“You sound like you’re selling it.”

“I want us to buy it. Or something like it. They’re in London, but there’ll be someone stateside doing the same work. A joiner, a furniture maker. We should commission one.”

“For the house?”

“For us. For the room we sleep in every night for the rest of our lives. It can be built for three people, not adapted. Not a king with a body wedged on the edge. Built.”

I handed the phone back. The shellfish was gone. The olives were gone. The bartender cleared the plates and set nothing down in their place—he could read a table the way I could read a room, and the table said leave them alone.

“Matt would love the staircase.”

“Matt would sleep on the upper deck and never come down.”

“So would I.”

She smiled.

“That’s what I wanted to talk about. Not just the bed. The space. How we live in the house.”

She set the phone facedown on the zinc.

“Girl time. Not to exclude Matt. Never that. But it would be nice. Spa days. Yoga. Shopping.” She picked up her water glass and turned it. “I like wine tasting. Matt hates it. He hates guns. I want to shoot.”

“I can teach you to shoot.”

“I know you can.”

“We could do that. Range days. Wine tastings. Matt meets us for lunch after, or we meet up with him. It fits because we let it fit, not because we force it.”

“That’s exactly what I mean, Erin.”

“Matt knows we’re here right now.”

“He does.”

“And he said nothing.”

“Because he wants this as badly as we do.”

We got drunk. Not outrageously drunk. Funny drunk. The kind where the edges of the afternoon went soft, and the pressed-tin ceiling looked beautiful instead of old, and the card players’ argument sounded like music.

I finally saw what Jules was like when she lost her inhibitions.

She was no different. Fun, loving, touching my arm when she talked, locking eyes when she listened. The same woman who’d sat down next to me at Kline’s and ordered for both of us without asking—just louder, and leaning closer, and laughing at things that weren’t jokes because the laughing felt good and the afternoon had earned it.

We stood up.

The bartender appeared with two small cups of coffee. Black, thick, the grounds settled at the bottom. The same brass-pot coffee Matt had made at the riad.

“For the road.”

“Thank you.”

We stood at the zinc and sipped. The coffee was brutal—dense, bitter, the caffeine hitting the back of my skull like a door opening. Ten minutes and the edge came off the vodka. The room stopped tilting. The pressed tin went back to being old instead of beautiful.

The door opened.

A woman walked in.

Young, late twenties, dressed in a freshly starched police uniform—dark blue, brass buttons, the fabric pressed with the kind of precision that only someone who ironed their own uniform could achieve. Her badge caught the light from the ceiling fan. Her belt sat low on her hips, the weight of it familiar to me in a way that made my chest tighten before my brain caught up.

She walked toward us.

The bartender smiled. First time all afternoon. He pointed at us with the hand that held the dish towel, and the smile changed his whole face—the same face that had given us nothing for three hours, suddenly giving us everything.

I stared at her. Then at him.

“You called the police.”

My voice was flat. Cop-flat. The register I couldn’t shake, even with four doubles in me. I felt my shoulders square and my weight shift to the balls of my feet, and I hated that I did it, and I couldn’t stop.

He pointed to the woman. I looked at her.

“He did.”

“Why?”

“Because he is my father, and he is worried about you. He wants to make sure you get home safely.”

She said it simply. No apology. The voice of a woman who’d been called away from her duties to escort two tipsy foreigners home because the father she loved was the kind of father who noticed when people needed looking after and didn’t know how to do nothing about it.

I looked at the bartender. He was already wiping the zinc where our glasses had been, his face back to nothing, the dish towel moving in slow circles. He didn’t look up.

The quiet man who was father to the woman in uniform. Three hours of silence and one phone call. The most generous thing anyone had done for us in Casablanca, and he’d done it without a word.

Jules’s hand found my arm.

“Erin.”

“I know.”

“He’s Matt.”

“I know, Jules.”

My eyes burned. I didn’t wipe them. I stood in a bar in Casablanca with a policewoman waiting to walk us home and a bartender who wouldn’t look at me, and my throat closed around something I couldn’t swallow.

She wasn’t arresting me. She wasn’t interviewing me. She wasn’t walking into a crime scene or standing over a table with a file she couldn’t read. She was a woman in uniform whose dad had called her because two strangers had drunk too much in his bar.

The uniform wasn’t authority. It was care.

I’d worn that uniform. I’d been that woman.

Now I was the one being walked home.

Jules squeezed my arm. She understood—not the cop part, not the badge part, but the part where someone you’d never met decided you were worth worrying about.

“Thank you.”

The bartender looked up. His eyebrows moved a quarter inch. The same quarter inch from the first pour, the only expression his face had offered all afternoon. But this time it meant something different.

“I hope you ladies will return with your husband. On Fridays, we have lamb tagine.”

“You cook here?”

He shook his head. He pointed through the back wall, toward something we couldn’t see.

“The hammam. Next door. The furnace heats the water for the baths. My tagine cooks beside the fire all day. The fernatchi watches it.”

Jules grabbed his arm with one hand, mine with the other.

“The communal furnace. Erin, I’ve read about this. The whole neighborhood brings their food to the hammam keeper, and he slow-cooks it in the heat from the bathhouse fires. Tagines, bread, everything. The same fire that heats the water heats the food.”

“Jules.”

“It’s been done for centuries. The fire never goes out. Families bring their dishes in the morning and collect them in the evening, and the fernatchi knows every pot by sight.”

“Jules.”

“What?”

“You’re doing the wine thing.”

She stopped. She looked at the bartender. He was watching her with the same face he’d worn all afternoon—nothing, everything underneath—but the corners of his mouth had moved. Not a smile. The ghost of one. The face of a man who’d explained his neighborhood’s fire to a thousand tourists and never once had one of them grab someone’s arm about it.

“Fridays.”

“We’ll be here.”

I turned to his daughter.

“Lead the way.”

It was a fifteen-minute walk home that took forty-five.

Amira didn’t rush us. She walked half a pace ahead, her uniform cutting a path through the evening crowd—people stepping aside not out of fear but out of recognition.

She knew the streets the way I used to know my precinct blocks. Every turn taken without checking. Every greeting returned with a nod and a word I couldn’t catch.

The city was different at this hour. The heat had broken, and the air smelled like charcoal and bread and something sweet I couldn’t place—orange blossom, maybe, or the sugar from a cart we passed where a man was pouring tea from a height into small glasses, the amber stream catching the last of the light.

She detoured us through a small souk—a covered lane no wider than my shoulders, the roof a patchwork of corrugated metal and fabric and vine. Stalls on both sides. Leather. Spices in open sacks. Brass lamps. Ceramics glazed in blues and greens that looked like the tile floor of the bar we’d just left.

Amira stopped at a stall near the end of the lane and spoke to the woman behind the table—fast, warm, the Arabic of two people who’d known each other a long time. The woman looked at us. She smiled.

“This is my friend, Nadia. When you come back, she will treat you fairly.”

“When,” Jules said it before I could. “Not if.”

Amira smiled. The first real smile since the bar.

“When. You will be welcome.”

We walked the last five minutes in the kind of quiet that settles between people who’ve shared a stretch of road without needing to fill it. Jules was sobering up. Her hand was in mine, and our rings caught the streetlight—the pink diamond and the eternity band. Amira’s eyes found them once and moved away without comment.

At the front door of the riad, Amira reached into her breast pocket and handed me a business card. Stiff stock. Arabic on one side, French on the other. Her name, her rank, and a phone number.

“If you need anything while you’re here.”

“Thank you, Amira.”

She didn’t leave. She stood on the step with her hands clasped behind her back, deciding whether to say what she’d come to say. I knew the posture. I’d lived in it for a decade.

“I was raised by two women and a man. You met the man tonight.”

The street noise fell away. Jules’s hand tightened in mine.

“Two women?”

“My father married my mother. When his brother died, he married his brother’s widow. Not for love. For honor. To keep her in the family, to keep her children beside his children, to give her his name and his household so the community would not cast her out.”

She said it simply, without apology, the voice of a woman stating facts she’d grown up inside.

“He never touched her. The marriage was a roof and a name. But she raised me alongside my mother, and when my mother died, she raised me alone. My father poured drinks. Khadija made sure I did my homework and ironed my uniform, and she stood in the front row with my siblings the day I graduated from the academy.”

She looked at our hands. At the rings. At the two of us in a doorway. Belonging to each other and to someone upstairs who was reading on a rooftop and didn’t know we were home yet.

“So, we have something in common, I think.”

She said it quietly. Not as a confession. As a gift. A coin she’d decided to spend on two strangers her father had sent her to walk home.

Jules was crying. The silent kind—the two-tear kind that started and never really stopped.

“Thank you, Amira.”

“You’re welcome. Fridays. The tagine. Don’t forget.”

“Will you be there?”

“With my whole family.”

She turned and walked back down the street, her uniform disappearing into the evening crowd, visible to everyone.

I stood at the door with Jules’s hand in mine and Amira’s card in my pocket, and the city moved around us. The call to prayer started somewhere I couldn’t see, and the sound climbed the evening air the way it had climbed the morning air on the first day, and I let it hold me.


Chapter Four

◆◆◆

I woke to the call to prayer and a mouth on my cunt.

A voice climbed the morning air from the green-tiled minaret — the same sound that had woken me every morning in Casablanca, the sound I’d stopped mapping as a threat and started hearing as a clock.

The mouth was Jules’s.

Her hair was spread across my thighs, her lips sealed around my clit, her tongue drawing slow circles that matched the rhythm of nobody’s breathing but her own.

Matt woke up and stared at me across the bed.

“Where’s Jules?”

I grinned and nodded down.

He looked.

“Oh. Nice.”

“She’s warming me up for you.”

Matt shuffled across the bed, took my face in both hands, stared into my eyes, and kissed me. His mouth was warm and dry from sleep, and his thumb pressed once behind my ear — the grounding gesture, the pressure that meant I’m here — and my body answered before my mind caught up.

I came hard.

Right there, in Jules’s mouth, while my fiancé kissed me. My cunt seized against her tongue, and the orgasm rolled through my pelvis in a wave that tightened both scars and made my fingers curl into the sheet.

Jules held me through it — her mouth soft now, slowing, drawing me down the way she always drew me down, carefully, knowing the landing mattered.

She wiped her mouth, crawled up beside me, and smiled.

“Consider yourself warmed up.”

“I want Matt to fuck you, Jules. In the shower. Standing up while I kneel and lick your clit.”

She kissed me. I tasted myself on her lips — salt and heat and the sharp edge of whatever my body had been dreaming about before I woke up.

“You have the best ideas.”

The riad’s shower was a tiled alcove off the courtyard, open to the sky on one side, a brass fixture that coughed twice before the water came through hot. Matt stood behind Jules with his back against the tile. Jules braced her hands on the opposite wall, her feet apart, her head dropped forward, and the water ran over both of them while I knelt on the wet tile and put my mouth where I’d said I would.

I could taste them both. Jules’s cunt on my tongue, Matt’s cock sliding in and out below my lips, the warm water running down their bodies and into my mouth between strokes. Jules came first — her thighs clamped against my ears. I felt her cunt pulse under my tongue while Matt’s rhythm broke above me. He followed. I heard it — the sound he made, the short punched breath, his hips driving forward once and holding.

His cum leaked from Jules onto my chin. I wiped it with the back of my hand and stood up.

Nobody spoke. The water ran. The call to prayer had ended, and the courtyard was filling with the sounds of the city waking up — footsteps, a cart wheel on stone, children’s voices from the school run I’d watched from the rooftop on the first morning.

Matt turned the water off. Jules leaned against the tile with her eyes closed and her chest rising slowly.

“Coffee?”

“Already thinking about it.”

Matt stepped out and wrapped a towel around his waist. He was at the brass cezve before Jules, and I had dried off — grounds measured, water poured, the pot on the small gas ring, watching the dark foam climb toward the rim the way he’d watched it every morning since we’d arrived. Pull it off, let it settle, heat it again. Three times. The ritual he’d fallen in love with.

Jules and I sat in the courtyard in the robes the riad provided — cotton, white, too big for both of us. The fountain ran. The orange trees held still in the early heat. Matt brought two small cups and set them on the low table, then went back for his own.

I closed my eyes on the first sip, and the coffee hit — dense, bitter, cardamom underneath, the taste of the ground it grew in. Different from the Huila. Different from the cortado. The coffee that belonged to this country, made by a man who already understood it.

Jules picked up an olive from the breakfast tray someone had laid out while we slept. She turned it between her thumb and forefinger.

“Oil-cured. Same as the first morning. The bitterness is still in them.”

“Jules.”

“What?”

“It’s seven in the morning.”

“The olive doesn’t care, Erin.”

She fed me one, and I had to agree. In this place, at this hour, with this coffee, the olive was perfect.

“I messaged Amira.”

Jules set her glass down.

“When?”

“While I dried your hair. One-handed text.”

“About Friday?”

“No. She’s arranging a meeting for us. Today.”

They both leaned in. Same angle, same instinct — Jules’s chin lifting, Matt’s shoulders squaring. I let the silence sit for a beat longer than I needed to. A decade of interview rooms had taught me that the pause before the answer did more work than the answer itself.

“Amira’s godfather used to be a police officer. He moved up — he’s in senior administration now. Customs.”

Jules’s mouth opened. Matt’s eyes narrowed. The penny dropped at different speeds — Jules got there first because she’d spent a decade navigating customs paperwork for wine shipments, and the word customs hit her nervous system before it hit her brain.

“Customs. For wine and coffee export licenses.”

“Exactly.”

Jules looked at Matt. Matt looked at me. I picked up my coffee and sipped it and said nothing, because the silence after a good reveal was the best part, and I’d earned it.

“What time do we meet?”

Matt drove with both hands on the wheel. Ten and two.

Jules sat in the back with her phone, already pulling up export regulations, scrolling through government websites in French, muttering translations to herself. Matt was quiet. He’d never had to import his product. He hadn’t asked what to expect, and I loved him for it. He’d heard me say customs and export licenses, and he’d picked up the car keys.

The city changed outside the window.

Medina walls gave way to wider streets, newer buildings, and commercial blocks with signage in Arabic and French. The smell shifted — spice and bread fading, diesel and salt taking over.

We passed a roundabout with a faded mural of Hassan II, then a long avenue of warehouses, then the port road itself, where old and new trucks thickened and the cranes appeared above the roofline like the masts of ships that had outgrown the sea.

I watched it come.

A decade spent reading rooms. Walking into a scene, finding what didn’t fit, pulling the thread until the picture reassembled into something I could use. I didn’t know wine. I didn’t know coffee. But I knew people, and I knew systems, and I knew that the difference between a business that worked and a business that died was whether someone in the room could find the door that wasn’t marked.

Jules had the palate. Matt had the craft. I had this.

The question was whether I could do it without a badge.

The building was government. You could smell it — air conditioning fighting the heat and losing, the faint chemical overlay of cleaning products used on floors that never looked clean.

Amira was waiting at the entrance.

Past the security barrier, standing with her hands behind her back and her uniform pressed sharply. She’d positioned herself where we’d see her before we saw the metal detector, and the guard at the scanner saw her before he saw us. He straightened. His hand moved from the wand to his side.

“Erin. Jules. Matt.”

She said our names without smiling. Professional. The woman from the bar and the souk and the riad doorstep was somewhere underneath, but the woman standing in this foyer was a police officer escorting three civilians into a government building, and everything about her posture said these are mine, let them through.

The metal detector beeped when Matt’s belt buckle went through. The guard glanced at Amira. She shook her head once, and he waved us past without checking. Our passports stayed in our pockets.

I knew what she was doing. I’d done it a hundred times — walked a witness through a precinct, a victim through a courthouse, a colleague’s family through a hospital corridor. The badge opened the doors. The uniform cleared the path. The person you were escorting never had to ask or explain or wait, because your presence was the explanation.

I’d been wearing that badge for a decade. Now I was the one being walked through.

Amira led us to the elevator. She pressed three without looking at the panel. The doors closed, and the car smelled like cigarette smoke and someone’s lunch.

Third floor.

A corridor with fluorescent strip lighting and closed doors, each with a small brass nameplate in Arabic and French. The linoleum was gray. The walls were cream. It could have been any government building in any city in the world, and the sameness was the point — authority doesn’t need to be beautiful, just functional.

Amira stopped at the last door. She knocked once — a courtesy, not a request — and stepped aside.

The office was at the end of the corridor. The door was open.

He was standing behind his desk when we walked in. Mid-fifties, well-built, close-cropped gray hair, a charcoal suit that fit him properly. Not tall, but the room arranged itself around him without trying.

He had the posture of a man who’d spent time in the military or the police or both — weight centered, shoulders open, his hands visible on the desk.

He saw Amira first. His face changed — not softened, opened. He came around the desk and took her hands in his, then drew her in. Right cheek to right cheek, left cheek to left cheek, right cheek again, murmuring something low in Arabic — hamdullah, binti — and Amira answered in the same tone, her voice quiet, the voice of a woman returning to a man who’d held her since before she could remember.

It lasted three seconds. When he stepped back, the formal face returned, but his eyes carried the warmth a beat longer than the rest of him.

He greeted us in French. I replied in English, and he switched without missing a beat — accented, precise, the English of someone who’d learned it formally and practiced it daily.

“Please. Sit.”

Four chairs were arranged in front of the desk. We sat. He didn’t. He stood behind the desk with his hands flat on the surface, and he looked at each of us in turn — Jules first, then Matt, then me. The look lasted three seconds for each. Long enough to read, short enough not to challenge.

I recognized the technique. He was interviewing us before we’d said a word.

“Amira tells me you want to export wine and coffee from Morocco.”

“Wine, coffee, and eventually dark chocolate.”

“From which regions?”

Jules answered. Meknès for the wine — Guerrouane appellation, old-vine Grenache and Carignan. She named two producers she’d been researching. He listened without expression. When she finished, he asked about the soil composition in the eastern parcels of the appellation that made Jules sit forward in her chair.

She talked nonstop for ten minutes.

He smiled.

“You know the vineyards.”

“I know the vineyards. The wine I leave to people who understand.”

Matt talked about coffee. The roaster in Casablanca, the Ethiopian cultivars grown at altitude in the Rif. The man nodded.

“Youssef Benali.”

“You know him?”

“Everyone at this port knows Youssef. His shipments are always clean, always on time, always correctly documented. That is rarer than you think.”

“It’ll need to be cleaner than that.”

Both of them looked at me. Jules’s phone stopped moving. Matt’s coffee knowledge was still on his face, and the shift to mine wiped it clean.

Hassan’s eyes narrowed. Not suspicion. Interest.

“Go on, Erin.”

“Green coffee beans are one of the most common masking agents for narcotics in transit. The odor profile defeats sniffer dogs at the container level. Any regular coffee shipment from a transit country — and Morocco is a transit country — gets flagged for secondary inspection unless the documentation is bulletproof.”

The room was quiet. Jules’s mouth was slightly open. Matt had gone still.

“We’d need batch-level traceability from farm to port. Tamper-evident sealing at the point of packing, not at the point of shipping. A direct relationship with the customs broker, so every container has a clean chain of custody. And the broker needs to know us by name, not by invoice number.”

Hassan hadn’t moved. His hands were still flat on the desk. His eyes were on me, and the look had changed — the interview was over, and whatever he’d been assessing had landed in a place he hadn’t expected.

“You were a police officer?”

“Ten years.”

“What rank?”

“Detective.”

He nodded once.

“Me too, until I moved up here.”

He looked sad. Then he looked at his goddaughter and smiled.

“Amira will also be a detective… soon.”

The nod of a man whose goddaughter was a cop and who understood exactly what ten years of detective work meant when applied to a supply chain instead of a crime scene.

“I was going to raise this myself. I’m glad I didn’t have to.”

He asked two more questions — one about volume projections, one about US import regulations for agricultural products. Both were sharp. Both told me he already knew the answers and was testing whether we did. Matt handled the second one. Jules handled the first. I said nothing.

He looked at me.

“You three. Amira said you were impressive.”

“We were tipsy.”

“She said that, too. But I see now. A team. You find the door nobody else can see. Then you knock on it.”

He held my gaze for a beat. Then the corners of his mouth moved. Not a smile. The acknowledgment of a meeting he had enjoyed.

He stood.

He buttoned his jacket.

He walked to a door behind his desk — plain, painted the same cream as the walls, easy to miss if you weren’t looking.

“Come.”

The staircase was narrow, whitewashed, climbing toward a rectangle of blue sky. He went first. Halfway up, he stopped at a hook on the wall — an iron hook, worn smooth, bolted into the plaster a long time ago — and hung his jacket on it.

He rolled his sleeves to his elbows without breaking stride. The formality left his body at the same time as the jacket, and the man who emerged from the top of the stairs was not the man who’d stood behind the desk.

The roof opened flat and wide.

The port was below us — container ships at the berths, cranes swinging loads, the organized chaos of a working harbor laid out in rows of color. Blue containers, red containers, the rust-orange of older ones that had crossed more oceans than I could count. Beyond the port, the Atlantic, flat and bright, stretched west toward a horizon I couldn’t reach. South, the beaches curved away from the city in a long white line that disappeared into haze.

The wind was warm and carried salt.

Cushions were scattered on the floor in a loose circle around a low brass table. A teapot. Glasses already poured — mint tea, dark green, steam rising. A plate of pastries I didn’t recognize, layered with honey and almonds.

Hassan gestured to Amira, and she sat cross-legged on a cushion with her tea in both hands, her uniform jacket unbuttoned at the collar, relaxed in a posture that had nothing to do with a meeting and everything to do with a woman in a space she’d been coming to since she was small enough to sit in his lap.

She smiled at us and patted the cushions.

“You look at home here.”

“The office downstairs is for strangers. Ammi wants you to be comfortable.”

The man — she called him Ammi. Uncle Hassan, though the blood was thicker than uncle and thinner than father, sat down on a cushion and poured himself a glass of tea. He drank before he spoke. The drinking was part of the conversation, not separate from it.

“Sit. Please.”

We sat. Jules took the cushion beside Amira. Matt sat cross-legged, his back straight, his hands on his knees — comfortable on the ground in a way I hadn’t expected. I sat between them and took the glass of tea Amira offered.

Hassan was different up here. He talked. He asked about the three of us, not the business, us. How we’d met. How long we’d been in Morocco. What we’d seen. Jules told him about the drive south, the hammada, the kasbah.

He nodded.

“The desert teaches patience. The port teaches urgency. A good business needs both.”

He asked Matt about the cezve, and Matt’s face lit up. He described the grind, the foam, the three-times heating, and Hassan listened with the attention of a man who drank coffee the same way and recognized a convert.

“Youssef will like you. He doesn’t sell to people who want convenience. He sells to people who understand that speed ruins everything worth having.”

He looked at Jules.

“The Guerrouane wines. You’ve tasted them?”

“Not yet. We’re driving to Meknès this week.”

“When you go, ask for Fatima Lahlou at Domaine de la Zouina. Tell her Hassan sent you. She will open the library for you — the older vintages, the ones they don’t pour for visitors. The 2016 Volubilia Syrah is the one you want. If it doesn’t convince you, nothing from Meknès will.”

Jules was already typing the name into her phone.

“Fatima Lahlou.”

“She studied oenology in Bordeaux and came home because she believed Moroccan soil had something Bordeaux didn’t. She was right. She’s been right for twenty years, and the French still pretend she doesn’t exist.”

Jules looked at me. The look said I love you for finding this man.

But I hadn’t found him, and that was the point. I had found myself.

The pastries were called kaab el ghazal — gazelle horns. Almond paste wrapped in thin pastry, curved, and dusted with powdered sugar. Hassan pushed the plate toward me.

“My wife makes these. She would be here, but she is visiting her sister in Fez. You will meet her on Friday.”

“Friday?”

“The tagine. Amira tells me you’ve been invited. My wife insists on meeting the three Americans her goddaughter walked home from a bar.”

He said it with the ghost of a smile — the same ghost I’d seen on the bartender’s face in the bar when Jules grabbed his arm about the hammam furnace. The family resemblance wasn’t in the features. It was in the restraint.

He reached behind a cushion and produced a bottle — small, dark glass, no label. He held it out to me. Not Jules, not Matt. Me.

“Argan oil. From my sister’s cooperative in the Souss Valley. Hand-pressed. You won’t find this in any shop.”

I took it. The glass was heavy for its size, the oil inside thick and golden.

“Thank you, Hassan.”

“Amira told me you were the one who called her. The one who saw the connection.”

“It’s what I do.”

“It’s a good thing to do.”

He set his tea down and looked at all three of us.

“I’m going to make a phone call. Excuse me.”

He took his phone from his pocket, walked to the far edge of the roof, and called someone. He spoke in Arabic — fast, warm, the tone of a man calling a friend about a favor he already knew would be granted. Two minutes. He came back and sat down.

“Tomorrow at ten. The customs brokerage office on Rue Ibn Batouta. Ask for Driss Amrani. Bring your passports and a one-page summary of what you intend to export — quantities, destinations, frequency. Driss will walk you through the licensing. He’s honest, he’s fast, and he owes me a dinner.”

Jules looked at me. Matt looked at me.

Six months of dead ends cleared in an afternoon on a rooftop with mint tea and gazelle horns.

“I’ll also call the appellation board in Meknès. And Youssef. He should know you’re coming before you knock on his door.”

“Hassan. Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. Thank my goddaughter. She told me you were worth the roof.”

Amira looked at her tea and said nothing. But her mouth moved, and the movement was a smile she didn’t need anyone else to see.

Jules and Matt were deep in conversation with Hassan — Jules asking about shipping temperatures for wine, Matt asking about the freight forwarder. I stood up and walked to the parapet where Amira was standing with her back to the table, looking out at the port.

The wind was stronger at the edge. It pressed my shirt flat against my chest and carried the sound of the cranes working below — metal on metal, the beep of reversing trucks, the shouts of men in high-vis vests who’d been doing this work since before the sun came up.

“Do you miss it, Erin?”

“The uniform?”

“And the purpose.”

I thought about it. The honest answer, not the easy one.

“I miss knowing what I was for. I don’t miss what it cost.”

“Are you finding yourself?”

“Yes.”

She nodded. She was looking at the container ships, but she wasn’t seeing them.

“When my mother died, Khadija took me to the hammam every Friday. She washed my hair and told me stories about my mother. Every week for three years. The same hammam where my father’s tagine cooks beside the furnace.”

She paused.

“I became a police officer because of Khadija. Not my father or my mother. Khadija told me that the job of a good woman is to stand between the people she loves and the things that would hurt them. She said it while she washed my hair, and I believed her, and I’ve believed her every day since.”

The wind moved. The cranes turned. A container ship sounded its horn as it cleared the harbor mouth, low and long, the sound traveling across the water and up the building and arriving at the rooftop where two women stood side by side.

“You stood between a man and a girl and took a knife, Erin. Khadija would say you are already what she hoped I would become.”

I didn’t speak. My throat wouldn’t let me.

“How did you know?”

“My Ammi had you three checked out. He told me before our meeting. You don’t need the uniform. The uniform needed you.”

I don’t know where the time went, between mint tea, gazelle horns, olives, and dates, but we left the rooftop in the late afternoon. Hassan walked us down the narrow stairs. He picked his jacket off the hook but didn’t put it on — he carried it over his arm, and the gesture made him look like a man leaving his own house rather than returning to his office.

At the building entrance, he shook Matt’s hand, kissed Jules on both cheeks, and held my hand in both of his for three seconds.

“Friday. My wife will be angry if you don’t come.”

“We’ll be there.”

Amira walked us to the car. She and Jules talked — something about the souk, about Nadia’s stall, about a ceramic bowl Jules had seen and wanted to go back for. Matt unlocked the car and got in. I stood with Amira on the pavement while the port traffic moved around us.

“Thank you, Amira.”

“You messaged. I made a phone call. That’s how it works.”

She held out her hand. I took it. She squeezed once and let go.

“Friday.”

“Friday.”

She turned and walked back toward the building, her uniform visible in the crowd until it wasn’t.

Matt drove. Jules was in the back, her phone out, typing notes — names, dates, the Rue Ibn Batouta address, Fatima Lahlou, Driss Amrani, everything Hassan had given us organized into the spreadsheet she’d started on the plane.

I sat in the passenger seat with the bottle of argan oil in my lap and the window down. The city moved past — the port road giving way to the commercial district, the commercial district giving way to the medina. The smell shifted back. Diesel and salt fading. Spice and bread returning.

I felt it at the roundabout with the faded mural.

Low. Left side. A cramp — not sharp, not the stabbing kind. Deep. Muscular. In the place where the only ovary that worked sat behind four inches of scar tissue and two months of silence.

My hands went flat on my thighs.

I’d felt this before.

The cramp was my left ovary contracting. The left ovary doing what ovaries do. The thing I’d been waiting for since the doctor in the hospital had said if the cycle returns in twenty days, that’s a strong positive indicator.

It had been longer than twenty days. It had been longer than six weeks. I’d stopped counting because counting was the thing that killed you.

The cramp came again. Stronger.

“Erin?”

Jules leaned forward from the back seat. She’d seen my hands go flat.

“Pull over, Matt.”

He didn’t ask. He indicated, pulled to the curb, and stopped. His hands stayed on the wheel. Ten and two.

I turned in my seat and looked at Jules. My face was doing something I couldn’t control — the set jaw trying to hold, the eyes going hot, the muscles around my mouth pulling in two directions at once.

The car went silent.

Jules’s phone was still in her hand. She put it facedown on the seat beside her. Slowly, as if the phone weighed more than it had a moment ago.

She pointed to a building.

“A restaurant. Toilets. Let’s go.”

Matt panicked.

I leaned across the center console and put my mouth close to his ear.

“My period just started.”

His hands tightened on the wheel. His knuckles went white. His eyes filled, and his jaw stopped working because the muscles in his face had given up trying to hold whatever was behind them.

He didn’t speak. He couldn’t.

As I left the car, I saw the first tear roll down his cheek, and I smiled.


Chapter Five

◆◆◆

We were quiet.

So quiet, I laughed.

“I’ve never wanted my period more.”

Jules sat in the back seat. Matt was beside me. He pulled over, and the three of us hugged.

“I can’t believe it.”

Jules smiled.

“We’re going to have a baby, Erin.”

“Not yet. Let’s have Morocco for ourselves.”

“Yes.”

Matt pulled back onto the road. His eyes were wet, and he didn’t wipe them. Jules reached forward from the back seat and put her hand on his shoulder. She didn’t speak. Her thumb pressed once — the grounding gesture, the one Matt used on me, on both of us — and she gave it back to him without a word.

The cramp came again. Low. Left. My ovary pulling like a fist unclenching.

I put my hand on my stomach. Over the new scar, the old scar, the place where the last working part of me sat behind tissue that had been opened twice and healed twice and was now doing its job.

Two months of silence in my body. Two months of tracking nothing because there was nothing to track, and the nothing had been louder than any pain I’d ever felt.

The cramp came a third time, and I pressed my palm against it. Warm. Alive.

The city went past. The roundabout with the faded mural. The medina walls catching the last of the light. I wasn’t seeing any of it.

“Erin.”

“Mm.”

“You’re smiling.”

“I know.”

Jules reached forward and took my hand from my stomach. She held it in both of hers, and I felt three months of waiting in her fingers — three months of researching clinics and hormone protocols and uterine lining thicknesses while I slept beside her not knowing.

“Say it again, Jules.”

“We’re going to have a baby.”

Matt’s jaw tightened. His left hand came off the wheel and found Jules’s wrist, and the three of us were connected — his hand on hers, hers on mine, mine over the place where the future had just announced itself.

“Drive, darling.”

He put his hand back.

“I’m driving.”

“You’re crying.”

“Both.”

The riad was cool and dark. The courtyard fountain ran steadily, water falling into itself, and the orange trees had dropped a single fruit onto the tiles while we were gone. Matt picked it up and set it on the low table beside the teapot.

We didn’t eat. Jules poured water from the clay pitcher, and I drank two glasses standing up. The water tasted like the earth it came from — mineral, clean, nothing added.

Matt undressed first. He was asleep inside three minutes, facedown on the bed with his shoes still on the floor where he’d stepped out of them. Jules took off his watch and set it on the windowsill. She unlaced his shoes and lined them beside the door.

She pulled the sheet over his shoulders and stood for a moment looking down at him with an expression I’d only seen twice — once at the hospital when he’d cried standing up, and once when she’d told me about the night he proposed from Medellín.

I showered. The water was cold, then warm, and I stood in the tiled alcove with my forehead against the wall and felt the cramp work through my pelvis. The blood hadn’t started yet. The cramp was the announcement — the body sending word before the body sent evidence.

I dried off and wrapped myself in the riad’s cotton robe and walked barefoot across the courtyard. The tiles were warm under my feet. The evening call to prayer had started — the voice climbing the air from the green-tiled minaret.

Jules was sitting on the edge of the bed in her underwear. She’d taken off everything else. She looked at me, and her eyes were red, but she hadn’t been crying — she’d been holding it.

“Come here.”

I sat beside her. She put her head on my shoulder.

“I didn’t want to cry in the car. I didn’t want to make it about me.”

“Jules.”

“It’s your body. It’s your ovary. It’s your —”

“It’s ours.”

She breathed in. She breathed out. A small sound came from her throat — not the wine-register sound, not the bed sound. Something I hadn’t heard before. The sound of a woman who’d been carrying a plan for three months and had just learned the plan might work.

“It’s a sign, Jules.”

“Of course it is. A new beginning.”

“These last few days were—”

“Challenging?”

“No. And that’s the point. Sure, I felt sad about losing my job, but that passed quickly. Staying at home, on my own — I don’t know where I would have ended up.”

“You would have been fine, Erin.”

I held her.

“I don’t think so. At least, not as fine as I am now.”

Matt was already snoring. The fountain ran. Outside, the call to prayer ended, and the city settled into the sounds I’d learned to sleep inside — cars, voices, the distant clatter of something metal being stacked.

Jules slept first. I pulled her against me and drew the sheet over both of us and lay in the dark with my hand on my stomach and my fiancée’s breath warm against my collarbone.

The cramp faded.

I slept.

Matt drove us south at seven.

The customs meeting with Driss Amrani was set for when we got back to Casablanca — Hassan had confirmed the appointment by text the night before, and Amira had sent a thumbs-up emoji that meant more than it should have. This morning belonged to the wine.

Jules had been up since five, sitting cross-legged in the courtyard with her phone and the cezve Matt had made without being asked. By the time he handed me my cup, she’d already built a brief in her head.

“Fatima Lahlou earned her oenology degree from Bordeaux, and she came home in 2004. Twenty years of vintages, zero international distribution until 2019. The 2016 Volubilia Syrah was scored 92 by a French wine magazine that refused to name the country on the cover.”

“Scored 92, and they wouldn’t put Morocco on the cover?”

“Morocco makes wine that embarrasses France, Matt. France doesn’t enjoy being embarrassed.”

He smiled. He was wearing the white shirt he’d worn to Hassan’s office, sleeves rolled to the elbows, already damp at the back from loading the car in the heat.

The road from Casablanca ran east through flat agricultural plains. Wheat fields. Sunflower fields, the heads all turned the same direction, tracking something I couldn’t see. Olive groves in rows so precise they looked planted by a machine, but the rows followed the contour of the land, and the land had been shaped by water and by centuries.

I sat in the back and watched Morocco go past.

The coastal humidity burned off an hour in, and the air through the open window turned dry and warm and carried the smell of earth that had been baking since dawn. Red earth. Not the dark soil of the coast — red, the color of rust, the color of the clay pots in the medina.

Jules talked the whole way. She talked about terroir — how the same grape planted in different soil on different slopes at different altitudes produced a different wine, and how the soil of the Meknès plateau sat on a limestone bed laid down millions of years ago by a sea that no longer existed.

“The sea is in the wine, Erin. The fossils, the minerals, the calcium. When you taste a wine from limestone soil, you’re tasting an ocean that dried up before humans existed.”

“You’re telling me I’m going to drink the ocean.”

“I’m telling you the ocean never left. It just changed form.”

Matt caught my eye in the rearview mirror. The look said she’s been waiting for this.

She had. Ten years importing other people’s wines — tasting, grading, shipping, selling. Jules had built a career on recognizing quality in a glass. But she’d never stood in the vineyard where the grapes grew and felt the soil between her fingers and known, before the wine was poured, what it would taste like.

Today she would.

Domaine de la Zouina sat on a hill above the Meknès road. The entrance was a dirt track between two stone pillars, no gate, no sign except a small tile plaque with the name in Arabic and French. The track climbed through olive trees, and then the olives gave way to vines — low, head-trained, the trunks gnarled and thick as fists, growing straight out of the red earth without a trellis or a wire in sight.

Jules was out of the car before Matt had turned off the engine. She crouched beside the nearest vine and put her hand on the trunk. The bark was rough, split, the color of weathered stone. Her fingers moved slowly over the grain, reading it with her whole attention.

Matt and I stood beside the car and watched her.

“She’s gone.”

“She’s been gone since Casablanca, Matt. She was just being polite about it.”

The winery building was low, white, flat-roofed — built for heat, not for show. A clay courtyard with bougainvillea growing up the walls, a wooden door standing open, and a woman walking out of the shadow toward us.

Fatima Lahlou was in her fifties. Short gray hair, sun-darkened skin, a face that had stopped caring what twenty years of wind and work had done to it. She wore a linen shirt, loose, untucked, and canvas pants stained at the knees with red earth. Her hands were cracked at the knuckles. She’d spent more time in soil than in offices.

She saw Jules crouching by the vine and stopped.

“She’s touching my Carignan.”

“Jules is a wine importer.”

“I can see that. The importers always touch the vines first. The tourists take photographs.”

She walked to Jules and crouched beside her, her own hand on the vine three inches above Jules’s.

“This one is 1962. One of the last the French planted before they left. The vine stayed.”

Jules looked along the row. Her eyes moved from vine to vine.

“The leaves are different.”

Fatima nodded.

“The French didn’t plant these parcels by variety. This one is Carignan. The next is Grenache. Beyond that, Syrah. Three grapes in the same row, growing from the same soil, harvested on the same day, fermented in the same vat.”

“A field blend.”

“Not blended afterward. Together from the root. The wine only works because all three are in it.”

Jules’s hand moved down the trunk to the root.

“The soil is red.”

“Clay over limestone. The limestone is three meters down. The roots reach it. That’s where the wine lives — not in the fruit, not in the leaf. In the stone the roots touch.”

She stood and offered Jules her hand. Jules took it and stood, and the look between them lasted longer than a handshake.

“Come. I want to show you something.”

The cellar was cut into the hillside. Stone walls, stone floor, a curved ceiling that sweated in the cool air. Oak barrels were stacked two high along both walls, each marked with chalk: vintage, varietal, parcel number. The smell hit me before the cold did — damp stone, oak, alcohol, the sweet yeast undertone of wine still working in the dark.

Jules breathed in and closed her eyes. Same involuntary beat. Same as the Burgundy at Kline’s, the cortado in our kitchen, every time her body met a thing it recognized before her mind caught up.

I slipped a hand in hers, the other in Matt’s.

Fatima noticed, paused briefly, smiled, and led us past the barrels to a door at the back — heavy, wooden, iron hardware. She opened it with a key from her pocket.

“This is my library.”

It was smaller than the main cellar and cooler. Bottles lying on their sides in stone niches carved into the wall, each niche holding a single vintage, labeled in Fatima’s handwriting on small white cards. The bottles were dusty. Some had been lying there for fifteen years.

“This is every vintage since I came home. 2004 to 2024. I don’t pour these for visitors. Most visitors don’t understand what they’re drinking, and I’d rather the wine stayed in the bottle than be misunderstood.”

She scanned the wall. Her finger stopped on a niche near the bottom.

“2016. The Volubilia Syrah. Hassan said this was the one.”

“He said if this doesn’t convince me, nothing from Meknès will.”

“Hassan is dramatic. But he isn’t wrong.”

She pulled the bottle from the niche. Dark glass, heavy for its size. The label was simple — a line drawing of Roman columns.

“Volubilis. The Roman ruins, twenty kilometers from here. The Romans grew grapes on this plateau two thousand years ago. I named the wine for them because the French wouldn’t let me name it for Morocco.”

“Wouldn’t let you?”

“Appellation rules. Designed in Paris. Enforced by men who’ve never stood in this cellar. The label says Guerrouane. It can’t say what I want it to say, which is that this wine is Moroccan, and it’s better than most of what comes out of the southern Rhône, and the reason it’s better is the soil, and the soil is mine.”

She said it without heat. The fact was enough.

“The wine France tried to snuff out.”

Fatima smiled and nodded.

“Not a bad campaign slogan.”

We followed her back through the cellar and up into a tasting room I hadn’t noticed on the way in — a side door off the courtyard, a small space with a wooden table, six chairs, a window that looked out over the vineyard. The afternoon light came through warm and gold and lit the dust in the air.

Fatima uncorked the bottle. She poured three glasses. She set them on the table and stepped back.

“For you.”

Jules looked at the glass.

“You’re not tasting with us?”

“I’ve been tasting this wine for ten years. I know what it says. I want to hear what it says to you.”

Jules picked up the glass. She held it to the light.

Deep garnet with a purple-black rim. Old vines, low yields, a winemaker who’d refused to water down her fruit. Jules tilted the glass and watched the legs run — slow, thick, clinging to the bowl.

She swirled. She brought the glass to her nose and breathed. She closed her eyes.

The room went quiet.

Matt was watching Jules. I was watching Jules. Fatima was watching Jules. Three people watching a woman meet a wine, and the meeting was private even though it happened in front of witnesses.

Jules opened her eyes.

“Blackberry. Not jam — fresh, the kind that stains your fingers. Black pepper. Violets. Something underneath.” She breathed again. “Smoke. Old smoke, not charred. And the stone.”

Fatima’s mouth moved.

“The stone.”

“It’s in the wine. The limestone you talked about. I can smell it — wet chalk, crushed rock, the mineral underneath the fruit.”

“Most people can’t find it.”

“They will.”

Jules sipped. She held the wine in her mouth with her eyes half-closed, her jaw working slightly — drawing air across the liquid, letting it reach every surface.

She swallowed.

She set the glass down.

“The tannins are still alive. Ten years in the bottle, and they’re still carrying weight — not hard, not astringent. Structural. They’re holding the fruit together.” She paused. “The finish is iron. Not metallic. Mineral. The iron of blood, of red earth, of the soil this vine has been standing in for sixty years. It tastes like the ground it grew in.”

Fatima pulled out the fourth chair and sat down.

“Tell me your name again.”

“Jules.”

“Jules. I’ve poured this wine for seventeen importers in ten years. Fourteen of them said it reminded them of a Crozes-Hermitage. Two said it was like an Australian Shiraz. One said it was interesting.”

“It doesn’t remind me of anything. It’s itself.”

Fatima reached across the table and poured herself a glass.

“When I came home from Bordeaux, my professors told me I was wasting my education. They said the soil was wrong, the climate was wrong, the market was wrong.” She sipped. “The soil was right. The climate was right. The market didn’t exist yet, so I made one.”

“How?”

“I grew the wine I believed in, and I waited for someone to understand it.”

She looked at Jules.

“I’ve been waiting twenty years. You walked in and understood it in thirty seconds.”

Jules’s eyes were full. Not crying — holding. The look of a woman who’d spent a decade selling other people’s wines and had just found the one she wanted to put her name beside.

“Fatima. How much of the 2016 do you have?”

“Eleven hundred bottles.”

“How much of the 2017?”

“Fourteen hundred.”

“How much do you want to export?”

Fatima leaned back in her chair. She picked up her glass and swirled it — the same motion Jules used, the same wrist, the same patience.

“All of it.”

Matt had been quiet through the tasting. He’d sipped his wine. He’d watched. He’d done what Matt did — listened, absorbed, held onto the thing that mattered without announcing he’d found it.

He spoke at the door.

“Fatima. Can I see the vineyard? The old vines — the 1962 parcels?”

“Of course.”

He turned to me.

“Walk with me?”

Jules stayed with Fatima. They were already talking about shipping temperatures, case quantities, and the freight forwarder Hassan had recommended. Their voices faded as we stepped into the late-afternoon light.

The vineyard was quiet. The vines stood in their rows — low, free-standing, the trunks twisted into shapes that were just the record of sixty years of growth. The soil was red between the rows. The Atlas Mountains sat on the southern horizon, blue-gray, snow-capped, impossibly far away and impossibly present.

Matt crouched beside a vine and pressed his palm flat against the earth.

“It’s warm.”

“The soil?”

“It holds the heat. Even now. Like a wall after the sun goes down.”

He looked along the row. His hand moved from the Carignan trunk to the vine beside it — different leaves, different bark, smaller.

“Three grapes. Same row.”

“The field blend. Fatima said they grow together. From the root.”

He was quiet for a moment.

“Good system.”

He stood and looked out across the rows toward the mountains.

“Erin.”

“Yeah.”

“I need to say something, and I need you to let me finish before you respond.”

“OK.”

His jaw was loose. His shoulders had dropped. He looked younger.

“When you told me about Harry, I said I chose you. I said I chose you in the wet room and in the kitchen, and every night my hand found the scar. I meant every word. But I didn’t know what I was choosing. I knew the scar. I knew the weight. I didn’t know about Harry, or the sixteen weeks, or the bench, or the husband who left.”

The wind moved across the vineyard. It carried dust and the smell of warm stone.

“Today in the car, when your period started, I cried because I realized I’d been choosing you for months without knowing whether the thing we wanted was possible. And now it might be. And I need you to know that if it hadn’t been — if the ovary hadn’t come back — I would’ve chosen you anyway. Not the version of you that can have a baby. You. Standing in a vineyard in Morocco with red dust on your shoes and no badge on your belt.”

He wasn’t crying. His voice was steady, and the steadiness was what made it land — delivered standing upright in a vineyard, his hand still warm from the soil.

“I know.”

“I needed to say it.”

“I know, Matt.”

I took his hand. His fingers closed around mine. His thumb pressed once against my knuckle — the grounding gesture, the pressure that meant I’m here.

We stood in the vineyard and looked at the mountains. The light was turning gold. The vines cast long shadows across the red earth.

“Good wine.”

“Good wine.”

Jules came out of the tasting room carrying two bottles in a canvas bag. Fatima walked beside her, and the two of them were laughing — leaning toward each other, the shorthand of two women who’d decided in the space of an afternoon that they were going to do this together.

Fatima shook Matt’s hand. She held mine for a moment.

“Hassan was right about you.”

“He was right about your wine.”

She smiled — the real one, not the careful version she’d worn when we arrived.

“Come back. Before you leave Morocco. I want to show you the 2017 parcels — the ones I planted myself. Different soil. Eastern slope. The wine isn’t the same.”

“We’ll come back.”

“Bring the baby.”

I didn’t know how she knew. I hadn’t said a word. Maybe Hassan had told her. Maybe Amira had. Or maybe Fatima was a woman who’d spent twenty years reading soil and weather and the faces of people who stood in her vineyard, and she’d read ours.

Jules put the canvas bag in the trunk. Matt started the car. I sat in the passenger seat with the window down and the warm air carrying the smell of red earth and the fading sweetness of a wine I’d never tasted before today and would never forget.

“Jules.”

“Mm?”

“What’s the finish on the Syrah? You never said how long.”

“I didn’t say because it hasn’t ended. I can still taste it.”

She leaned forward from the back seat and put her chin on my shoulder.

“Some things don’t finish, Erin. They just change form.”

The road stretched north toward Casablanca. The sun sat low over the Atlas, and the mountains held their snow, and the vineyard disappeared behind us — the vines, the cellar, the library, the woman who came home because she believed the soil had something no one else could see.

She was right.


Chapter Six

◆◆◆

The days blurred like dunes—one rolling into the next, the horizon never arriving.

Jules and Matt set a blistering pace. I rested in the car, power naps between stops, my head against the window, my feet on the dash.

It was like being on a stakeout. Different car, better coffee, same people who didn’t know when to quit.

When I noticed Matt’s head dipping at the wheel, I told him to pull over at a service station. I said I needed the restroom. I didn’t. I needed him to stop driving.

When I came back, he and Jules had bottles of ice-cold water and the look of two people who’d sat down and realized how tired they were. I snapped the lid on mine and drank half standing up.

I pointed at the truck.

“I’ve never driven one of these.”

Matt looked at it, then at me.

He tossed me the keys and slid into the back. Jules shut the door and shot me a look.

“Nice.”

“We have to look after each other.”

Matt was asleep before I cleared the service station. Jules lasted until the highway. I drove with the windows down, and two people I loved unconscious behind me, and the road was mine.

We ate, slept, drove, walked, talked, and visited coffee plantations and vineyards for three days.

And then it was Friday.

The call to prayer woke me.

Not the sound—I’d stopped hearing it as a sound four mornings ago. The silence before the sound. The city holding its breath, and then the note climbing the air from the green-tiled minaret, and the breath releasing, and the day beginning.

Jules stirred against my chest. Matt didn’t.

I lay in the low bed and listened. The courtyard fountain ran below us. The latticed window threw its grid of light across the sheet, across Jules’s bare shoulder, across Matt’s hand on my hip—thumb on the old scar, same place, the habit that had followed him here from home.

I didn’t check exits. I didn’t count heartbeats.

I just lay there.

The singing ended. The city picked up—footsteps, a motorbike, children on the school run, the scrape of a metal shutter being rolled up.

“It’s Friday.”

Jules’s voice, muffled by the pillow.

“It’s Friday.”

“The tagine.”

“The tagine.”

She rolled over and pressed her face into my neck. Her hand found my stomach, over the new scar, beside Matt’s hand on the old one.

Matt’s breathing changed. He pressed his thumb once and got out of bed. Bare feet on tile, then the stairs, then the courtyard. The brass cezve clinked against the gas ring. Water poured.

Jules kissed my neck.

“Our husband has the right idea, Erin.”

“Coffee first?”

“It’s been a tough week.”

“It has. You had a plan to find a plan, and now you have that.”

“Most of what’s left can be done on video calls. It’s harder when you’ve never met someone.”

We rolled out of bed and sat in the courtyard wearing robes the riad provided—white cotton, too big for both of us. Matt brought two small cups and went back for his own. He stood against the pillar with his cup in both hands and his eyes half-closed, tasting fully, without rushing, the morning stretching around him.

“I’m going to miss this pot.”

“Buy one.”

“I’m going to miss this coffee.”

“Buy that too.”

He smiled over the rim.

The fountain ran. The orange trees held still in the early heat. My phone buzzed on the table—Amira.

Noon. I’ll meet you at the corner of the lane. Don’t be late. Khadija is cooking something extra, and she doesn’t like to wait.

I showed the message to Jules.

“Khadija is cooking. It sounds like its own call to prayer.”

“Fridays are different.”

Jules looked at Matt. Matt looked at me.

“Friday prayers?”

“Yes.”

“We should bring something.”

“Like what?”

“Wine. There’s a bottle of the Volubilia in the car.”

“Matt. It’s a Muslim family after Friday prayers.”

“It’s a gift for a table. People understand gifts.”

He was right.

We walked to the hammam at noon.

Amira met us at the corner of the lane. Out of uniform—jeans, a white blouse, her hair down. She looked younger. Lighter.

“You are on time.”

“Always.”

“Is it more difficult to be on time as three?”

I grinned. The question was both honest and welcome.

“We share a hair dryer, which Matt also uses even though he doesn’t need to.”

“Do you style one another’s hair?”

I smiled again.

“We do.”

“It sounds perfect.”

“It is.”

Nobody had asked about the bedroom. Nobody had asked us about anything. Amira had asked about hair dryers, and it was the most honest conversation I’d had about us.

She led us through a narrow passage between two buildings, barely wide enough for Matt’s shoulders, opening into a courtyard I hadn’t seen before. The air changed. Warm, wet, the mineral smell of steam, and underneath it, something cooking—slow, deep, meat and spices working in the heat.

The furnace room was to the left of the hammam entrance, separated from the baths by a thick wall with a service window cut into it.

The heat hit me three steps in.

The fire was in a pit. Brick-lined, chest-deep, fed with wood and compressed sawdust blocks. The flames were low and even, not roaring. Patient. A fire that had been burning so long it had forgotten what it was like to be unlit.

A man sat on a stool beside it. Small, wiry, his skin dark from the heat, a towel around his neck. The fernatchi. He watched the fire without watching it—seeing everything, looking at nothing.

Around the pit, on shelves and on the floor, were tagine pots. Dozens of them. Conical lids, each marked with chalk or tape or a scrap of paper—names, families. The heat from the fire cooked the food. The fire heated the water. The water heated the baths. One system with everything connected.

A man crouched beside one of the pots on the lower shelf. He lifted the conical lid, looked inside, and replaced it. He didn’t adjust anything. He didn’t speak to the fernatchi. He just checked.

He saw us and stood.

The bartender. The man who’d poured without measuring and called his daughter to walk us home. But here, beside the fire instead of behind the zinc, he was different. Softer.

He held out his hand to me.

“Brahim.”

One word. His name, offered beside the fire—not from behind the counter.

“Erin.”

“I remember. I also remember Jules, but I didn’t meet your husband.”

His eyebrows moved their quarter inch.

They all shook hands. I crouched beside the pit. The heat pressed against my face.

“How long has this fire been going?”

Amira translated. The fernatchi looked at me. He smiled—the first movement his face had made. He held up three fingers, then opened both hands wide.

“Thirty years?”

Amira shook her head.

“Three generations. His grandfather. His father. Him.”

I stared at the fire.

“It never goes out?”

“Never.”

Jules was watching with her reading face—the stillness, the intake, body before mind.

“One fire. It cooks the food, heats the water, and warms the baths. One fire for a whole neighborhood.”

“I know, Jules.”

She looked at me. I looked at her.

We didn’t need to say it.

Brahim’s home was four doors from the bar. A wooden door, no different from the others on the street, opening onto a tiled hallway that led to a courtyard smaller than the riad’s—no fountain, no orange trees, just a square of sky and a vine growing up one wall heavy with fruit I couldn’t name.

Brahim held the door. Behind him, standing in the hallway with a cloth over her shoulder and flour on her hands, was Khadija.

She was in her sixties. Solid. Gray hair pulled back, wearing a dark blue kaftan. She had hands that had done work—rough at the knuckles, the joints thickened. She looked at the three of us, then at Amira, then back at us. She said something in Arabic, and Amira laughed.

“She says you’re thinner than she expected. She’s made extra.”

Khadija stepped forward and took Jules’s hands, then mine, then Matt’s—holding each pair for a beat, looking at our faces, reading whatever she needed to read. She nodded once and walked back toward the kitchen.

The salon was long and narrow. Low cushioned benches along three walls, covered in fabric washed so many times the pattern had faded to a suggestion of flowers. A low wooden table ran the length of the room, already set—plates, glasses, bread in baskets, bowls of olives and pickled carrots, and harissa.

This was Khadija’s table in a home built by her hands.

Hassan arrived with his wife, Leila. She was small, dark-eyed, her hair covered with a deep green scarf, and she moved through the room with the certainty of a woman who’d been walking into this house for decades.

She saw Jules first.

“Hassan tells me you found Fatima’s cellar.”

“His directions were perfect.”

“What did she pour for you?”

“The 2016 Volubilia.”

Leila’s face changed—not surprise, recognition. A woman who’d tasted that wine before and remembered where she was standing when she did.

“And?”

“It’s the best Syrah I’ve ever tasted. We want to export it.”

“Good. She’s my cousin. She’s been waiting years for someone to say that.”

Jules made a sound. Not a word.

She turned to me.

“And you are the one who knew about the coffee shipments.”

“Hassan told you?”

“Hassan tells me everything. He said you knew about the sniffer dogs before he’d finished his tea.”

“Former detective.”

“I think you will always be a detective. Just working on different cases.”

She kissed me on both cheeks, and the warmth of her hands stayed on my face after she let go.

Matt handed Leila the bottle of Volubilia. She held it up and read the label.

“You brought Fatima’s wine to a Friday table.”

“It’s a gift.”

“It’s the right gift.”

Children arrived. Hassan’s grandchildren—three of them, small and fast, threading between adult legs. The youngest attached herself to Matt’s knee inside two minutes and stayed there.

Matt looked at me across the room. His face did something I couldn’t read.

Then I could.

My eyes burned.

Matt had disappeared into the kitchen. I found him at the gas ring with Brahim, Hassan’s youngest grandchild, in his left arm. She had her fist around Matt’s collar and her head against his shoulder, watching the coffee with wide eyes.

Matt’s free hand measured the grounds. Brahim poured the water. They watched the dark foam climb together, and the child watched too.

Neither of them spoke.

Jules leaned into me in the doorway.

“If that isn’t the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”

“Don’t cry, Jules.”

“I’m not crying.”

“Your chin is doing the thing.”

“Shut up, Erin.”

The tagine arrived at dusk.

A boy—twelve, maybe younger—carried two pots through the front door, one in each hand, the conical lids balanced. He set them on the table, lifted the lids, and the smell filled the room—lamb, preserved lemon, saffron, olives, the slow, deep warmth of meat that had been cooking in that fire since dawn.

Khadija came from the kitchen carrying her dish. Couscous—hand-rolled, steamed, studded with golden raisins and toasted almonds, a knob of butter melting into the center. She set it beside the tagines and stood back, surveying the table. The hostess checking her work.

She sat beside Amira and put her hand on Amira’s knee. Amira covered it with her own. Matt sat between Jules and me. We both leaned closer to him. We both held his hands. Nobody blinked.

Brahim served the tagine—precise, unhurried, a wooden spoon moving from pot to plate. He served Khadija first. Then Leila. Then Jules. Khadija served the couscous. She gave Jules a generous mound, then me, then Matt. The children got extra almonds and golden raisins.

Nobody spoke until the first bite was taken.

I tore bread and dipped it. The lamb fell apart on my tongue—tender, the preserved lemon cutting through the richness, the olives adding a bitterness that grounded everything.

Khadija’s couscous was different. The grains were fine, separate, each one holding butter and the steam. The raisins burst sweetly between my teeth. The almonds were warm and oily.

Matt ate slowly. He caught Brahim’s eye.

“This is the best meal I’ve ever eaten.”

Brahim’s eyebrows moved. His mouth moved too—not a smile, the edge of one.

“Every Friday. You are welcome.”

“We fly back tomorrow.”

“You will return.”

It wasn’t a debate.

Leila pulled Jules into a conversation about the spice market—where to buy saffron that hadn’t been cut with turmeric. Hassan asked Matt about the Portland roaster idea. Amira translated for Khadija when her French ran out.

The room filled with noise. Good noise. Plates and voices and bread being torn and children arguing and Brahim pouring tea from a height into small glasses—the amber stream catching the light.

Matt poured his cezve coffee into small cups and brought one to Brahim. Brahim sipped. His eyebrows moved—both of them, a full half inch. He said one word in Arabic.

Amira translated.

“Good.”

Matt carried that word out of the house like a man who’d been given something he’d carry for the rest of his life.

Khadija stood when the tea arrived. She walked to where I was sitting and stood beside me. Amira started to follow, but Khadija raised one hand, and Amira stopped.

She looked at my hands. At the rings. At the scars above my waistband where I’d pushed my shirt up in the heat.

She put her hand on my stomach. Flat. Firm. Over both scars.

She said one word in Arabic. I looked at Amira.

“Strong.”

Khadija took her hand away and went back to her seat.

We left at eleven.

Brahim shook Matt’s hand at the door. Leila kissed Jules on both cheeks. Hassan squeezed my shoulder. Amira walked us to the corner.

“See you on a Friday soon.”

The words of a woman who expected to be believed.

We believed her.

The medina was quiet. Friday-night quiet—lamps in windows, the sound of television, families behind walls. We walked three abreast. Jules in the middle. Her hands in ours.

“I want to come back.”

“To Morocco?”

“To that table. To that fire.”

Matt’s thumb pressed against her knuckle.

“Then we will.”

The evening call to prayer started somewhere above us. The voice climbed the air. The city keeping time. A voice telling the neighborhood that the day was done, and the day had been good.

I let it hold me.

The riad door was unlocked. The courtyard fountain ran. The orange trees stood still in the dark.

Jules reached for her robe.

“Don’t.”

She stopped. She looked at me. I was standing in the courtyard with the fountain beside me and the lamplight on the tile and the taste of tagine still in my mouth.

“Take everything off.”

She pulled her shirt over her head. No bra. The air hit her skin, and her nipples hardened.

“Matt.”

He was at the foot of the stairs. He turned.

“Bedroom. Now.”

He pulled his shirt off as he climbed. Jules followed, stepping out of her underwear on the landing. I undressed in the courtyard—shirt, bra, jeans, underwear. I left everything on the tile beside the fountain.

The air touched every part of me. Warm. Orange blossom and the city cooling down.

I climbed the stairs.

They were on the bed. Matt on his back. Jules beside him. Both naked. The latticed window threw lamplight across the sheets. His cock was already hard against his thigh—thick, the head dark and swollen, a bead of precum at the tip.

I stood at the foot of the bed.

“Jules. Sit on his face.”

She moved without hesitating. She swung her leg over Matt’s head, facing me, and lowered her cunt onto his mouth. His hands came up to her hips. His tongue found her swollen lips and parted them, and Jules’s breath caught—eyes closing, head dropping back.

I crawled onto the bed. I took his cock in my hand—hot, rigid, the pulse against my palm. I stroked him once, base to tip, and his hips lifted.

“Erin.”

Jules, looking down at me, Matt’s tongue on her clit.

“Watch me.”

I lowered my mouth onto his cock. The salt hit my tongue first—sharp, clean—then the deeper musk underneath as my mouth flooded with spit around his shaft. I took him deep, my lips stretching, my tongue flat against the underside. He groaned into Jules’s cunt.

She moaned. His groan into her clit, her moan into the room.

I sucked him slowly. Long strokes, my mouth tight, my hand working the base. His hips pushed upward. His cock hit the back of my throat, and I held him there, swallowing around the head.

“Fuck, Erin. His tongue just—”

“I know.”

“Don’t stop.”

“I won’t.”

I pulled off. A thread of spit caught the light and broke. His cock stood slick between us.

“Ride him, Jules. I want to watch.”

She lifted off his face, slid down his body, and sank onto his cock in one slow movement. Her cunt swallowed him—flushed lips stretching around the head, the shaft disappearing inch by inch, her thighs shaking as she took him to the root.

Matt’s hands gripped her hips. Jules settled her weight and rolled her hips once, and the sound he made filled the room.

I moved behind Jules. My breasts against her back. My chin on her shoulder. Matt’s face below us—his eyes moving between us, his cock buried inside her.

My right hand found her clit. Swollen, slick. I pressed my fingertip against it, and Jules jerked forward.

“Erin. Oh fuck.”

“Ride him. I’ll take care of this.”

My left hand found Matt’s balls. Heavy, tight, drawn up against the base of his cock. I cupped them, squeezed gently, and Matt’s hips drove upward, his cock driving deeper, Jules gasping.

I worked them both. My right hand on Jules’s clit—slow circles, matching her rhythm. My left on Matt’s balls, rolling them, squeezing, my fingertips stroking the taut skin behind them.

Jules rode him harder. Her hips rocking forward and back, grinding her clit against my fingers, taking his cock deep on every stroke. The wet sounds filled the room—her cunt around his cock, the slick friction, the slap of skin.

“Matt. Tell me what she feels like.”

“Tight. Hot. She’s dripping down my cock, Erin.”

“Good. Don’t cum yet. I need her first.”

I pressed her clit harder. Tight circles on the swollen nerve. Her head fell back against my shoulder. Her mouth opened. Her hips lost their rhythm, grinding blindly, chasing the pressure.

“Erin. I’m going to—”

“Cum, Jules.”

Her cunt clamped around Matt’s cock. I felt it through his balls—the contraction, the pulsing grip. Jules broke. Her whole body locked, thighs trembling, her clit throbbing against my fingertip in fast hard pulses. The sound she made was my name, broken into syllables she couldn’t finish.

I held her through it. My finger slowed—gentle, drawing her down.

She collapsed forward onto Matt’s chest. His cock was still inside her, still hard.

I lifted her off him gently. She rolled onto the sheet, chest heaving, eyes half-closed.

I straddled Matt.

His cock was slick with Jules—her wetness coating the shaft. I took him in my hand and positioned the head at my entrance.

“Look at me, Matt.”

His eyes found mine.

I sank onto him.

My cunt stretched around his cock—the fullness, the heat, the ridge of the head sliding deep. I took him all the way, pelvis flush against his, and held still.

His heartbeat through his cock. Steady. Strong. My cunt gripped him, and his pulse pressed against my walls.

“Erin.”

“I feel you.”

I wasn’t chasing anything. Not numbing. Not escaping. Not proving I could still feel something after the badge and the knife and the bench. I wanted him because I was happy, and wanting someone from happiness instead of need was the newest thing my body had ever done.

I rode him. Slow. Hands flat on his chest, hips rolling—long, deep strokes, taking his full length, lifting until just the head remained, sinking back down. The friction against the front wall where the nerves clustered.

The room smelled like us. Sweat and sex and the warm salt of skin working against skin. The courtyard air carried it through the latticed window and brought back orange blossom, and the two scents mixed and settled over the bed.

Jules rolled onto her side. She put her mouth on my breast. Her tongue circled my nipple, sucked hard, and the sensation shot from my breast to my clit to the place where Matt’s cock filled me.

“Jules. Don’t stop.”

She sucked harder. Her hand found my other breast and squeezed, her thumb rolling the nipple. Matt’s hands gripped my hips, and he thrust upward—hard, deep, meeting my descent.

“Cum inside me, Matt.”

“Erin—”

“Now.”

His hips drove upward. His cock swelled inside me—I felt it thicken, the first pulse hitting the deepest part of me, hot and thick, pooling where his head pressed against my cervix. Each spasm pushed more into me, and I clenched around him, milking the shaft, holding every drop where he’d left it. His hands pulled my hips down, his cock buried to the root, pulsing, emptying.

His heartbeat through his cock—fast now, hammering.

It tipped me.

My cunt seized around him—clenching, pulsing, gripping him in waves that matched his heartbeat. The orgasm rolled through me from my clit down and from my scars up, the two waves crashing in the middle. My thighs locked against his hips. My mouth opened. The sound had no rehearsal in it. High, raw, nothing held back.

Jules’s mouth released my nipple. She kissed my shoulder. She kissed my neck.

“My turn.”

I lifted off Matt. His cock slipped out, softening. His cum leaked from my cunt onto his thigh—thick, warm, running in a slow line toward the sheet. I rolled onto the bed, chest heaving, scars tight from the orgasm.

Jules moved between my thighs.

Her mouth on my cunt.

Her tongue—flat, warm, dragging through the wetness. She licked through my folds, gathering the taste of both of us—Matt’s cum, thick and salt-dense, threaded through the sharper warmth of my own slick. The sound she made when she swallowed was small and wet and undeniable.

Her tongue found my clit. Still swollen, still pulsing. She sealed her mouth around it and sucked—gentle, steady.

“Jules. I can’t—”

“You can.”

She pushed two fingers inside me. Matt’s cum was still there—hot, slick, her fingers sliding through it, curling against my front wall. Her mouth on my clit. Her fingers inside me.

I came again. Harder. My cunt clenched around her fingers, and my clit throbbed against her tongue, and my hips lifted off the bed. My hands found her hair. I held her there while my body shook, and the sounds I made went through the latticed window and into the Casablanca night.

Jules drew me down. Her tongue slowed. Her fingers withdrew. She kissed the inside of my thigh. Then the old scar. Then the new one.

She crawled up beside me. Matt was on my other side. His hand found my stomach. His palm covered both scars. He fell asleep quickly.

The fountain ran below us. The city settled.

“We’re coming back.”

“I know.”

“The fire doesn’t go out, Jules.”

“Neither do we.”

“I want us to have a baby, darling.”

“Me too. Shall we wake Matt and practice?”
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