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Chapter One

◆◆◆

Erin’s Point of View

I woke before them.

It was an old habit. My body’s alarm — four-thirty, five at the latest — was wired into me before the Academy, before the badge, before any of it. The rhythm of a woman who’d spent her adult life getting to crime scenes before the evidence cooled.

Except there was no scene. There was a bedroom. Dawn’s early light through curtains I hadn’t chosen, a ceiling I was still learning the cracks in, and two bodies breathing on either side of me.

Matt’s hand was on my stomach. His palm flat, his fingers slightly curled, the unconscious reach of a man who found the same place in his sleep every time. His thumb rested on my scar. Two inches of silver-pale tissue that he touched the way you touch a knot in wood — without thinking, without knowing it was there, just following the surface of the thing under your hand.

Jules’s forehead was against my shoulder. Her hair smelled like the shampoo she’d used on me the night before — rosemary and something citrus — and her breathing was the slow, deep rhythm of a woman who slept like she lived: fully, without apology, taking up whatever space she needed.

I lay between them and listened to the house.

The fridge hummed downstairs. A pipe ticked somewhere in the wall. Outside, a bird I couldn’t identify started up and stopped, as if it had something to say and thought better of it.

My bags were still on the hallway floor.

I’d packed them in forty minutes. Two bags. Everything I cared about fit in two bags, and what that said about the life I’d built before this one wasn’t something I wanted to examine at five in the morning between two people who’d made room for me in their bed like it had always been three pillows wide.

Matt stirred.

His thumb moved on the scar. I held still the way you hold still when someone is touching something they don’t know the meaning of, and you aren’t ready to tell them.

I did a room check.

Exits: bedroom door, open. Bathroom door, open. Window, closed, curtain drawn. Bags downstairs. Badge and pistol on the shelf above the closet hook where Matt had hung my jacket. My phone was charging on the nightstand, facedown, the group chat with two hearts in it from a life that already felt like someone else’s week.

Everything accounted for.

Nothing out of place.

Except me.

I closed my eyes and let myself have this. The warmth of two bodies, the sound of a house that wasn’t mine but smelled like bread and coffee, and the sex from last night that still lived in the sheets.

When I opened them, Jules was looking at me.

Not drowsy. Looking. The focused, warm attention of a woman who’d been watching me sleep and had something to say about it.

“Hey, Jules.”

“Hey, darling.”

The word landed in my chest the way it landed every time. Darling. Reserved for Matt until it wasn’t. Reserved for the husband until the wife decided I deserved it too.

“How long have you been awake?”

“Long enough to know you do a perimeter check before you open your eyes.”

I almost smiled.

“Habit.”

“Single living habit or cop habit?”

“Both.”

She reached across Matt and kissed my shoulder. A small, warm press of lips against the skin her husband’s t-shirt didn’t cover. Not a sex kiss. A morning kiss. The kiss of a woman who’d woken up beside me and was glad about it.

Matt’s hand tightened on my stomach. Not awake — the reflexive grip of a man whose body knew something had shifted and was holding on.

“Coffee,” Jules whispered. “I need coffee before I’m human.”

“Your husband makes better coffee than most baristas I’ve met.”

“Cops spend time in coffee shops?”

“Stakeouts.”

She laughed. The laugh traveled through her body into mine, and I felt it in my ribs, and I filed it the way I filed everything — carefully, precisely, in the place where I kept the things I couldn’t afford to lose.

We showered together — Jules and me.

Not the wet room sex of the first morning, with the rain head and Matt’s thumbs. This was two women in a bathroom, figuring out the choreography of shared space.

Jules washed my hair. Her fingers in my scalp, working the shampoo through in slow circles, and I stood under the water with my eyes closed and let her. I’d washed my own hair every day of my adult life. The sensation of someone else’s hands doing it — her hands, the wine-importer’s hands that could tell a Burgundy from a Bordeaux by weight in the glass — was so simple and so foreign that my throat tightened.

I washed hers. She tipped her head back into my hands, and I worked the conditioner through the way I worked everything — methodically, section by section, the cop’s hands that held things precisely now holding the hair of a woman who trusted me with her morning.

We kissed under the water.

Her mouth tasted like the toothpaste we were now sharing, and her wet breasts pressed against mine. My hand slid between her thighs and found her clit, and she made a sound that the water swallowed. Not full-blown lovemaking. A few minutes of fingers and mouths and the slippery warmth of two bodies that couldn’t stand next to each other naked without touching.

Jules came quietly, her forehead against my collarbone, my fingers inside her tight cunt. The orgasm was small and private and had nothing to do with performance. Just a woman cumming on another woman’s hand in a shower on a Saturday morning because they could.

We stood in front of the mirror afterward. Two women, two towels, one blow dryer.

“We need a system in the morning.”

“I’m a cop, Jules. I can be ready in four minutes.”

“That’s obscene.”

“You take forty.”

“I have more hair.”

“You have the same amount of hair. You just do more to it.”

She handed me the dryer. I dried my hair in three minutes. She took it back and spent twenty on hers. I sat on the edge of the tub and watched, and the watching was the thing.

I could have watched Jules and Matt all day.

Not the sex. The watching. Now, it was a woman I loved drying her hair. The way she tilted her head, the way she sectioned it with her fingers, the way she checked the mirror and caught me looking and didn’t stop what she was doing because my looking was part of the routine now.

“We need to talk about the closet. I have more things at my place and not much here.”

“There’s room, and you can borrow mine.”

She stared at me, daring me to defy her.

“There’s room for two, Jules. There might not be room for three.”

“Then we make room. Matt can lose two suits he hasn’t worn since 2019. Don’t tell him I said that.”

Matt appeared in the doorway. Boxers. Coffee cup. The expression of a man who’d heard his name from downstairs and had come to investigate.

“What am I compromising on?”

“Closet space.”

He looked at the bathroom. Two women in towels. One blow dryer. A counter covered in products that hadn’t been there a week ago.

“I’ll move the suits and anything I haven’t worn in three months into a spare bedroom.”

He left. Jules looked at me. I looked at Jules.

The laugh we shared was the laugh of two women who’d just been handed a house without asking for it.

Matt was at the machine by the time I came downstairs.

He stood at the counter in boxers and nothing else, his shoulders broad under the kitchen light, his hands moving through the ritual I’d watched enough times now to know the sequence: beans into the grinder, the short burst, the tamp — tap, settle, polish — the pull. The espresso fell in a dark, steady stream, and the kitchen filled with the smell of something I’d learned to associate with being cared for.

I sat on my stool.

The stool where I’d eaten eggs the first morning. The stool where I’d drunk the cortado that changed my understanding of coffee. The stool with the same placement I gave everything — center of the space, squared to the counter, nothing left to chance.

Jules appeared in a t-shirt that ended at her thighs and nothing underneath. I knew because she stretched for a glass on the top shelf, and the hem rode up past the curve of her ass, and I saw the bare skin and the shadow between her legs, and my cunt clenched once before I’d registered the image.

She caught me looking.

“See something you like, Detective?”

“I see a woman who isn’t wearing underwear in a kitchen with two other people.”

“Correct. Full marks.”

Matt set my cortado in front of me. The white heart on the surface. The same hands, the same care, the same ritual.

“This one’s for you.”

The words he always said. Four words that had become the most reliable thing in my life, which was either beautiful or devastating, depending on what I let myself think about it.

I sipped. The Huila. Dark cherry, raw cacao, the finish of toasted almond that Matt had once described in a voice I’d only heard men use about engines or weapons. I closed my eyes on the first sip — the involuntary beat, the body surrendering to a thing it didn’t expect to want. Jules had told me I did this. I hadn’t believed her until I caught myself doing it again.

“Saturday.”

Jules said it like a declaration. Like the day itself was an event she’d planned.

“No shifts. No cases. No accountants.” She looked at Matt, then at me. “Just us.”

“Just us.”

Matt kissed Jules’s forehead, then mine — the benediction. The place above my eyes where the discipline lived, where he always put his mouth, as if he knew that the thing I needed wasn’t passion but absolution.

I drank my coffee and watched them move around each other in the kitchen — the choreography of a marriage that had been two bodies for nine years and was learning to be three. Jules reached across Matt for the butter, and her hip grazed his, and he steadied her with a hand on the small of her back, and the gesture was so practiced and so unconscious that it hurt to watch.

Not because I was excluded. Because I wasn’t.

His other hand found the small of my back as he passed behind my stool. The same gesture. The same two-fingered pressure. The grounding touch that meant I’m here, and I know where you are.

He was using it on both of us now, and I didn’t know if that was something he’d decided to do or something his body had decided for him.

My period was due yesterday.

I’d been tracking since I was twenty-three — the app, the dates, the regularity that the doctors said was the one good piece of news among all the bad. Twenty-eight days. Sometimes twenty-nine. Never late.

It was late.

I wasn’t pregnant. I was on the pill. I’d taken every dose at the same time, the same minute, the cop’s discipline applied to the small white tablet that kept the impossible from becoming the cruelest kind of possible. But the body didn’t care about discipline. The body tracked its own calendar, and the calendar said yesterday, and yesterday had come and gone, and the only evidence in the case was absence.

I drank my cortado. I said nothing.

I filed it.

It started because of the butter.

Jules was spreading toast, standing at the counter, and a piece of her hair fell across her face. Matt reached over and tucked it behind her ear. His hand lingered on her jaw. She turned into the touch the way a plant turns toward light — involuntary, structural, the response of a body that had been doing this for nine years.

He kissed her.

Not the morning peck. A real kiss, his hand on her jaw, his mouth opening hers, and Jules made a sound against his lips that I heard from three feet away and felt between my legs.

I sat on my stool with my coffee and watched my boyfriend kiss his wife, and the watching was the most natural thing I’d ever done.

Matt’s hand moved from Jules’s jaw to her hip. His thumb hooked the hem of the t-shirt. Jules’s breathing changed — I could hear it, the shift from morning rhythm to the faster, shallower breath of a woman whose body was making decisions her brain hadn’t approved yet.

She looked at me over his shoulder.

“Erin.”

My name. The way she always said it — like a coin she was spending because I was worth it.

“I’m right here, Jules.”

“I know. I want you right there.”

“I love watching Matt fuck you.”

“He’ll fuck both of us before lunch. Then again, after.”

“I am due.”

Matt looked at me.

“Good. I’ll fuck you every day, Erin. Help with the cramps.”

“I’ve never tried.”

Jules reached out for me and gripped my fingers.

“It’s wonderful.”

I stood up and smiled.

Matt turned Jules and bent her over the kitchen stool. My stool. The stool where I’d sat every morning since the first one, and now Jules was draped across it with her t-shirt riding up past her waist and her bare ass in the air and her husband’s hand between her thighs.

I watched his fingers find her. The sound was immediate — wet, warm, the slick evidence of a woman who’d been ready before anyone touched her.

Matt stared at me and smiled.

I nodded.

“She came in the shower.”

“She’s warm.”

“Yes, and desperate to be fucked.”

“As are you?”

“I am.”

His fingers slid through the folds of my girlfriend’s cunt, and she gripped the edge of the stool, and her knuckles went white.

“Erin. Give me your hand.”

I gave her my hand.

Her fingers laced through mine on the wooden seat of the stool. She held on the way you hold a rope when the ground shifts — not panic, not desperation, but the firm, knowing grip of a woman who wanted an anchor while the world tilted.

Matt pulled his boxers down. His cock was already rock hard — the morning erection I’d woken beside for the first time weeks ago and had been waking beside since, the thick, circumcised shaft that I’d felt inside me and watched inside her and tasted in both our mouths.

He gripped the base and notched his crown against Jules’s entrance.

He pushed.

I was close enough to see the stretch. Jules’s lips parting around the head of his cock, the swollen pink tissue gripping the ridge of his crown as it slid past, her slick coating his shaft as he sank into her inch by inch. The sound — wet, dense, the sound of a body opening for a body it already knew — traveled through the kitchen and into my hand through Jules’s grip.

“Matt. God.”

“I know.”

“Fuck me harder.”

He drove forward. His hips met her ass with a slap that echoed off the tile, and Jules’s whole body lurched against the stool, and her fingers crushed mine.

I sat eighteen inches from where my boyfriend’s cock entered his wife and watched. I watched the way his shaft glistened when he pulled back — her slick coating him in a sheen that caught the morning light through the kitchen window. I watched the way her cunt gripped him on every out-stroke, her swollen lips clinging to his shaft as if they didn’t want to let him go. I watched the way his balls swung forward and bounced off the swollen hood of her clit at the bottom of each stroke.

Jules turned her head. Her cheek on the stool seat, her eyes finding mine, and what I saw in them was everything I’d spent my life believing I’d never have. Trust. Need. Love. The unguarded face of a woman who was being fucked by her husband and was looking at me while it happened because I was the thing that made it whole.

“Erin. Don’t let go of my hand.”

“I’m not going anywhere, Jules.”

Matt’s rhythm built. I knew his rhythm — the slow start, the deepening fuck, the point where his breath changed and his grip shifted from holding to driving. I’d cataloged every version of Matt’s body the way I cataloged evidence, and I knew he was close from the way his jaw set, his thighs tensed, and his strokes shortened.

“Matt. Cum inside me.”

“You’ll dribble.”

“Inside me. Erin is watching. Let her see so she looks forward to her turn.”

He drove forward one last time and held. I could almost feel how his cock swelled inside her — I could see the base thicken, the pulse traveling up the shaft — and his hips ground against her ass in small, involuntary circles as the first spasm hit.

Jules’s grip on my hand went rigid.

They both stared at me.

My heart melted.

“I can feel him cumming deep inside me, Erin. Every pulse.”

“I know, Jules. I know what he feels like.”

“Watch.”

I watched.

Matt’s cock kicked inside her in thick, rhythmic pulses — I counted four, five, six — and Jules’s cunt clenched around him with each one, the muscles of her entrance fluttering against his shaft. His cum leaked around the seal where they joined, a white thread that ran down the inside of her thigh, and the sight of it — my boyfriend’s cum dripping out of his wife’s cunt — was the most honest thing I’d ever seen in a kitchen.

Matt pulled out slowly. His softening cock slid free, and Jules’s cunt gaped for a moment — open, swollen, the pink passage glistening with the mess of what they’d just done. A thick drop of his cum gathered at her entrance and fell, landing on the inside of her thigh.

I let go of Jules’s hand.

I knelt.

My mouth found her gaping cunt the way a mouth finds water. I sealed my lips over her entrance — warm, swollen, the tissue trembling under my tongue — and I sucked. Matt’s cum moved inside her, drawn toward my mouth in a slow tide.

The taste hit in layers: salt first, sharp and dense, then Jules’s sweetness underneath — warmer, deeper, the specific taste of the woman I loved after the man I loved had finished inside her. I swallowed, and the sound of it traveled through the quiet kitchen.

“Erin. Fuck.”

Jules’s hand was in my hair now, not guiding — gripping. Holding on while I worked my tongue through the passage her husband had just fucked, gathering what he’d left, the evidence of their marriage on my tongue and the taste of both of them compounding into something that was neither his nor hers but theirs and now mine.

I licked from her entrance to her clit, slowly, pressing the flat of my tongue through the mess of cum and slick, feeling every fold and ridge of her cunt under my mouth. Jules’s hips rocked against my face. Her clit was swollen and hot under my tongue — the hood pulled back from being fucked, the raw nerve exposed — and when I closed my lips around it and sucked, her thighs clamped against my ears and her whole body shuddered against the stool.

“Don’t stop. Erin. Don’t you dare stop.”

I didn’t stop.

I worked Jules’s engorged, sticky clit with my tongue — flat strokes, circling, then the tip pressed hard against the base where the sensation lived deepest — and my fingers found her entrance and slid inside. Two fingers, easily, the passage stretched and slick from Matt’s cock, and my fingers found the rough spot on her front wall and pressed.

Jules came with my name in her mouth.

Her cunt seized around my fingers in hard, rhythmic contractions — I felt each one, the walls gripping and releasing, the deep pulse of an orgasm that started where my fingers pressed and radiated outward through her whole body.

She made a sound I’d heard before and cataloged: the Jules sound, not a scream, not a moan, something between, the sound of a woman who’d been loved from both sides and couldn’t hold the weight of it.

I stayed until the last contraction faded. Then I pulled my fingers free, kissed her cunt once — gently, the way you close a book — and stood.

My chin was wet. Matt’s cum and Jules’s slick on my lips, on my jaw, running down my neck.

Matt was leaning against the counter. Watching. His cock hanging soft against his thigh, his eyes on me with the expression I’d learned to read as love — steady, quiet, the look of a man who’d watched a woman eat his cum out of his wife and was grateful.

I wiped my chin with the back of my hand.

“Someone mentioned toast?”

Jules laughed. The laugh was half-broken, the laugh of a woman who’d just been fucked over a stool and eaten clean and was now being offered breakfast by the woman who’d done it.

Matt made more coffee.

The hour between was the hour I’d never had.

We sat in the living room. Jules on the sofa with her legs across my lap, Matt in the armchair with a second cortado and the newspaper open on his phone. Sunlight came through the windows and landed on the carpet in long, warm stripes, and the house smelled like coffee and sex and the toast that someone had finally made.

“Claire wants us for dinner tomorrow.”

Jules said it casually. The way you mention a thing you’ve been thinking about all morning and have decided to present as if you just thought of it.

“Sunday?”

“She said Sunday. The three of us. No parents. No judgment.”

“She knows about us.”

“She knows, Erin. She grew up here. She has friends who notice.”

I drank my coffee. Claire. The sister. The business partner. The woman whose opinion mattered to Jules the way a mayor’s opinion mattered to a police chief — not because it was required, but because it was earned.

“How much does she know, Jules?”

“That I’m seeing someone. That Matt is seeing someone. That the someone is the same someone.”

“And she’s okay with that?”

“She’s coming off a separation. She’s not in a position to judge, and she’s not the judging type anyway. She wants to meet you.”

The word meet carried weight. Not the bar weight, not the bedroom weight. The daylight weight of sitting across a table from a woman’s sister and being assessed as a permanent addition to her family.

“Matt?”

He looked up from his phone.

“What do you think?”

“I think Claire will like you. I think she already likes you because Jules hasn’t stopped talking about you for two months.”

“That’s terrifying.”

“It should be. Jules talks a lot.”

Jules kicked him with her bare foot. He caught it. His hand wrapped around her arch, and his thumb pressed the sole, and Jules made a sound that wasn’t sex but lived in the same neighborhood.

“The carts are doing well.”

He said it to both of us, but looked at me.

“The Medellín lot is pulling numbers I haven’t seen since the first year. The downtown operators are asking about new beans before I even pitch them.”

“That’s good.”

“It’s better than good. I’ve been thinking about something.” He set his phone down. “There’s a model. A roaster in Portland that employs homeless people — training, wages, the whole thing. The coffee sells because it’s good, not because it’s charity. I’ve been reading about it.”

Jules’s feet stopped moving in my lap. I felt her attention shift — the wife tracking a change in her husband’s energy, the business partner recognizing something new.

“You want to do that?”

“I want to explore it. The carts are the platform. If I step back to a brand and royalty model, the operators run the carts, I develop the roasting side, and the people who need the work get the work.”

“That’s a big shift, Matt.”

“It’s an evolution. The carts got us here. They don’t have to be where we stay.”

The word stay landed differently than he meant it to. He was talking about business. I heard something else. The word settled in my chest beside the other things I was carrying — the scar he touched without knowing, the period that hadn’t come, the bags on the hallway floor that I hadn’t unpacked because unpacking meant deciding, and deciding meant believing this was real, and believing this was real was the thing I’d spent my whole life training myself not to do.

“I think it’s a great idea.”

I meant it. And the meaning had nothing to do with coffee and everything to do with the man sitting in the armchair, looking at me like I was part of the plan.

Jules squeezed my thigh.

“Christmas.”

“What about it?”

“We should think about it. The three of us. Whether we do something here or go somewhere.”

“It’s May, Jules.”

“I plan ahead.”

“You catastrophize ahead.”

“It’s the same thing.”

She grinned. The grin of a woman lying on a sofa in a t-shirt with her feet in another woman’s lap talking about a Christmas that was seven months away and had room in it for three.

I smiled. The smile was real. The thing behind the smile was the small, quiet voice that said: What if you aren’t here in December?

“We can plan Christmas, Jules. Whatever you want to do.”

“We’ll visit our families the week before?”

I smiled.

“Yes. You’ll meet my parents soon.”

“Good.”

She was gentle. Jules understood the life I’d built before this one had a way of taking things. The bullet had taken the certainty of children. My husband ran. The job took sleep, and peace, and the ability to close my eyes without seeing rooms I couldn’t unsee.

I’d learned to love small things because the large things had been removed, and now I was lying on a sofa in a house that smelled like bread, with a woman’s feet in my lap and a man’s eyes on me, talking about Christmas, and the large thing was right here.

That was the terrifying part.

Not that I might lose it.

That I might keep it.

Matt started it.

He’d been watching me for twenty minutes — not staring, watching, the quiet attention of a man whose patience was a physical trait — and when Jules got up to refill her coffee, he stood too. He caught my hand as I started to rise.

“Stay. Please.”

“Matt—”

“Sit back, Erin.”

“Is it my turn?”

“If you want it to be.”

I sat back. The sofa cushions were warm from the hour of lying on them, and my body sank into the warmth, and Matt knelt in front of me and put his hands on my knees.

“Jules.”

She turned from the counter.

“Come here.”

She came. The wife. The woman who read the room the way I read the room, except her reading was warmer and less afraid.

Jules knelt beside the sofa and looked at me. Her hand found my thigh. Matt’s hands were on my knees. Two pairs of hands, and I was the center of a thing I’d never been the center of before.

“I want to make love to Erin.”

Matt said it to Jules. Not asking permission — stating intention. The way a man speaks when the permission is permanent, and the intention is now.

“So do I.”

Jules looked at me.

“Lie back, darling.”

I lay back.

Matt’s hands moved from my knees to the waistband of my underwear — the sports bra and period panties I’d chosen from Jules’s drawer the night before, the comfortable cotton that smelled like her laundry detergent and had been against my skin all morning. He pulled them down slowly, the fabric peeling away from my cunt where the cotton had been pressed against my folds by an hour of sitting, warm and slightly damp from the arousal I’d carried since the kitchen.

Jules’s hands found my knees and spread them.

Wide.

The position was deliberate — my legs held apart by Jules’s hands, my cunt exposed, the cool air hitting the slick skin between my folds. I felt the vulnerability in my spine. Open. Held open. The woman I loved gripping my thighs and presenting me to the man I loved, and the openness was the point.

Matt stared at my cunt the way he looked at a single-estate bean under the light — with attention, with reverence, with the hunger of a man who loved the thing he was about to fuck.

He stood, pushed his boxers down, and gripped his cock. Hard again — the recovery of a man who’d watched his wife being cleaned by another woman and had been building toward this for an hour.

He notched his crown against my entrance.

“Ready?”

“I’ve been ready since watching you fuck my girlfriend, Matt.”

He pushed.

His cock head spread me open — slow, thick, the rim dragging against the inside of my lips as they stretched around him. I felt every ridge of his shaft, the veins catching against my walls, the slick resistance giving way inch by inch. Jules’s hands tightened on my thighs, holding me wider, and Matt sank deeper inside me, and the fullness reached the place where his cock always reached — the place that pressed against the front wall and made my breath stall in my chest.

“God. Matt.”

“Erin.”

My name.

The way he said it — one word, the whole word, the sound of a man whose cock was inside me and whose wife was holding me open for him and whose voice carried nothing except the truth of the moment.

He began to fuck me.

His hips drove forward in a rhythm that wasn’t gentle and wasn’t rough — it was Matt. Steady, balls deep, on every deliberate stroke of a man who’d learned exactly where I needed him and went there every time. Jules’s hands held my thighs apart, her fingers pressing into the muscle, anchoring me against the force of each thrust.

“Jules. Look at her.”

“I am looking, Matt. I can see your cock inside her.”

“Tell me.”

“Her cunt is gripping you. Every stroke. She’s so wet, Matt. I can hear it.”

The sound was obscene.

The wet, rhythmic slap of his cock entering me on every stroke — my slick coating his shaft, the excess running down to pool on the sofa cushion beneath my ass. Jules leaned closer, her face inches from where we joined, and I felt her breath on my clit — warm, close, the proximity of a woman who was watching her husband fuck another woman and wasn’t watching from a distance.

“You’re beautiful, Erin.”

Jules said it. Not to the room. To me. To the woman on her back with her legs held wide and her boyfriend’s cock slamming into her cunt.

“I can see everything. Every ridge of him inside you. The way your clit swells when he bottoms out. The way your cunt grips his shaft and won’t let go.”

“Jules. Fuck. Your voice.”

“My voice does that to you?”

“Everything about you does that to me.”

Matt’s rhythm changed. The signal I’d learned — the shortening strokes, the tightening jaw, the breath that went from steady to ragged. His hands gripped my hips, and Jules’s hands gripped my thighs, and I was held between them, two pairs of hands and one cock and the weight of everything I’d never let myself have.

“Matt. Cum inside me.”

“Erin—”

“Fill me up. I want Jules to see.”

He drove deep and held. His cock swelled — the familiar pulse, the vein on the underside jumping against my soft tissue wall — and the first hot jet hit deep inside me with a force that made me gasp. His hips ground forward with each spasm, his shaft throbbing between my walls, and I felt his cum pooling where his head pressed against the deepest part of me.

The heartbeat.

I felt it through his cock.

The same heartbeat Jules had felt for nine years, the same metronome she’d described to me in the dark after the first time. His heart beating inside me through the wall of his cock, steady and fast and alive.

My orgasm broke on his third pulse.

Not the giving-up sound. Not the cracking. Something I didn’t have a word for — the deep, involuntary seizure of a body that had been held open and filled and loved from both sides. My cunt clenched around his cock in rolling waves, each contraction squeezing his shaft and milking the cum out of him in pulses I felt through my whole pelvis.

My hands found the sofa cushion and gripped. My back arched. I made a sound I didn’t recognize from the outside — high, broken, the sound of a woman whose body was responding to something her mind hadn’t finished processing.

Jules’s hands were still on my thighs.

She held me open while I came around her husband’s cock.

The wave crested and fell. The aftershocks rolled through in slow, fading pulses, each one smaller than the last, until the only movement was the twitching of my walls around his softening shaft and the steady thread of his cum leaking from where his cock was still inside me.

Matt pulled out. The emptiness was immediate — the profound absence of pressure, the warm trickle of his cum beginning its slow slide out of me. I felt it gather at my entrance, thick and heavy, and begin the run down the crease of my ass toward the sofa.

Jules looked at the mess. At me. At her husband’s cum leaking out of my cunt onto her sofa.

“Well… there goes the upholstery.”

I almost laughed.

Almost.

I checked Matt’s cock. No pink streaks.

Good.

Jules lay on me before I’d stopped trembling.

Her body slid between my open thighs, her stomach against mine, her mouth finding my mouth in a kiss that tasted like the coffee she’d been drinking and the sex we’d been having and something underneath both that was just Jules.

Her hand was between us. Her fingers found my cunt — swollen, open, still slick with Matt’s cum — and she slid two fingers inside me gently, curling upward, and the sound I made against her lips was not English.

“Shh. I’ve got you.”

“Jules. I can’t—”

“You can. Once more. For me.”

She pulled her fingers free and moved down my body. Her mouth on my breasts — each nipple, the flat of her tongue circling, her teeth grazing the stiff peak — then lower. My ribs. My stomach. The scar.

She kissed it.

The way she always kissed it. Once, without lingering, without avoiding. As part of the body she was tending and in love with.

Then her mouth was on my cunt.

The taste she was getting — I knew what it was. Matt’s cum and my slick, the same compound she’d cleaned from me before, the evidence of a man inside the woman she loved. Her tongue moved through the mess slowly, gathering, and I felt her swallow once before her lips found my clit.

“Erin. Move to the floor.”

Matt’s voice. From the kitchen. I heard the grinder start — the sharp, brief whir of beans being ground, the beginning of the ritual.

Jules pulled me off the sofa. I went down onto the carpet — my back against the floor, the wool rough against my shoulder blades, the morning sun warm on my skin from the windows. Jules followed me down, her body settling between my thighs, her mouth returning to my cunt without pause.

I reached for her.

My hands found her hips and pulled her around. She understood. She shifted, turned, swung her leg over my face, and lowered herself until her cunt straddled my mouth. Her thighs were on either side of my head, her knees on the carpet, the smell of her filling my world — warm, sharp, the specific scent of Jules aroused, mixed with the salt of Matt’s cum that had been inside her an hour ago.

I pulled her down onto my mouth.

Her cunt pressed against my lips, and I opened my mouth and tasted her. My tongue slid through her folds — swollen and sensitive from being fucked over the stool, the tissue hot and slick, the taste of her stronger now, concentrated, the arousal of a woman who’d been cumming and watching and holding my legs apart and was now grinding her cunt against my face.

Jules moaned against my clit. The vibration traveled through the exposed nerve into my pelvis, and my hips bucked against her mouth.

We found a rhythm.

Her tongue dragged my clit from side to side, while mine was on hers. Her fingers fucked me, while mine were inside her. The dual circuit of two bodies feeding each other — every stroke she gave me, I gave back, and the sounds we made were absorbed by each other’s skin.

From the kitchen, the espresso machine hissed. The tamp — tap, settle, polish. The pull. Matt was making coffee while his wife and I made love on his living room floor, and the domesticity of it — the absurdity and the rightness, the sound of the grinder and the steam wand running underneath our moans — was the thing I’d carry from this morning.

I looked past Jules’s hip.

Matt stood at the machine. His back to us. Calm. Steady. The set of his shoulders said he knew exactly what was happening behind him and was choosing to give us this without watching, without needing to be inside it, and the grace of that — the man who stepped back so two women could have each other — was the thing about him that made me understand why Jules had married him.

Jules sucked my clit into her mouth and pressed two fingers against the rough patch on my front wall, and the combination split my concentration in half and destroyed both halves.

“Jules. Fuck. I’m cumming.”

“Cum. Erin. Right now.”

I came. The orgasm was different from the one with Matt — no cock, no fullness, just Jules’s mouth and fingers and the weight of her body on mine, and the sensation was sharper, tighter, centered on my clit and radiating outward in pulses that felt like electricity through water. My cunt clenched around her fingers, and my thighs locked against her head, and I pressed my mouth harder against her clit and sucked.

Jules tipped seconds after me. Her cunt pulsed against my tongue in the slow, rolling contractions I’d learned were hers — deep, rhythmic, each one pushing a fresh wave of slick onto my tongue. She groaned against my clit, and the sound extended my own orgasm past the point where it should have ended, the vibration catching the fading waves and amplifying them.

We lay on the floor, tangled, breathing.

The espresso machine ticked once. The thermal sigh.

“Coffee’s ready, ladies.”


Chapter Two

◆◆◆

The afternoon unfolded the way Saturdays unfold in a house where nothing is required, and everything is offered.

We showered together.

The three of us under the rain head, the water hot, the tiled space that had held every version of us since the first morning. Matt’s hands on my shoulders, working the knots. Jules’s body pressed against my back, her arms around my waist, her chin on my shoulder.

The water ran over all of us, and the heat held, and I stood between them the way I’d stood between them all morning—held from both sides, the axis of a thing I was still learning to believe in.

Jules sponged me. Matt washed my back. I stood with my eyes closed and let four hands move over my body, and the tenderness was harder to take than the sex. The sex I understood. The sex had rules—bodies, positions, the architecture of who goes where, and what gets touched. Tenderness had no architecture. Tenderness was just two people being gentle with a body that hadn’t been treated so gently, and the absence of a framework to put it in made my throat close.

I felt it before I saw it.

The warmth between my thighs that wasn’t the shower. The slow, familiar release—the body’s calendar finally delivering, a day late, in the worst possible location.

I looked down.

The thin pink thread ran down my inner thigh and swirled into the water at my feet. The water carried it toward the drain, diluting it, but not fast enough.

“I need to get out.”

My voice was wrong. Too fast. The cop’s voice—the voice that handled situations, controlled rooms, kept the panic below the surface where no one could see it.

Jules’s arms tightened around my waist.

“Erin. It’s okay.”

“It’s not—I’m bleeding. My period. I need to—”

“Stay.”

Matt’s voice came from behind me—steady. The voice of a man who’d heard the shift in mine and wasn’t moving.

“Matt, I—”

“Stay in the shower, Erin.”

“I’m embarrassed.”

The word cost me more than it should have. I’d been shot. I’d sat with dead children in a morgue until morning. I’d knelt on a living room floor and choked on this man’s cock while his wife held me. And the thing that made my face burn was blood on my thigh in a shower with two people who’d seen every other fluid my body could produce.

Jules kissed my shoulder. The same spot she’d kissed that morning in bed.

“Every month, Erin. For twenty years. There’s nothing here I haven’t seen.”

“Matt—”

“Erin.”

His hands moved from my shoulders to my hips. His thumbs on the bones. The grip shifted from washing to holding.

“You’ve bled in the shower before?”

“Not with—”

“Not with us. I know. That’s done now.”

His cock pressed against the small of my back. Rock hard—present. The warmth of him, the weight, the familiar length that I’d felt inside me an hour ago on the sofa.

“Matt, you don’t have to—”

“I want to.”

I wanted him to fuck me so badly my cunt ached worse than the cramps.

Jules moved.

She stepped around to face me, her back against the tile wall, and pulled me toward her. My face found her neck. Her arms went around me, and I was pressed between them—Jules in front, Matt behind, the water falling over all three of us.

“Let your boyfriend fuck you, Erin. Let him love you through this.”

Matt’s cock throbbed against my ass. I was losing all will to resist, but when I saw the need to fuck me during my period glowing in his eyes, I gave up. He chose this—not despite the blood but through it, past it, the way you walk through a door that someone told you was closed, and you find it open.

His hand slid between my thighs from behind.

His fingers found me—the slick folds, swollen and sensitive, the blood mixing with the water, and the arousal that had started the moment he said stay. He didn’t flinch. His fingers parted my lips and traced the seam slowly, gathering the warmth, and I buried my face in Jules’s neck and made a sound I didn’t want to name.

“Erin. You’re beautiful.”

“I’m bleeding, Matt.”

“I know. Bend forward. I want to fuck the cramps out of you.”

“Like Jules?”

“Exactly like Jules.”

“Go on then. Please fuck me, Matt.”

I bent over as far as I could—further than I needed to.

My arms went around Jules’s waist, my face buried in her neck, her fingers running through my hair. Matt’s cock found me from behind—the crown notching against my entrance, the familiar pressure, and then the push.

He slid inside me slowly, and the stretch was different—the tissue swollen, more sensitive, the blood making everything warmer and slicker, and the fullness reaching deeper than it had an hour ago.

“Oh, God.”

“Does it hurt?”

“No. It’s—more. Everything is more—oh, fuck, don’t stop.”

“Good.”

He fucked me again.

Slow, deep strokes that felt almost spiritual, his hips meeting my ass with a sound the water softened. The cramps I’d been bracing for dissolved under the pressure of his cock against my soft tissue walls, the way a knot dissolves under a thumb that knows where to press. His hands gripped my hips, and Jules’s arms held my shoulders, and I was fucked from behind and held from the front, and the water ran over all of us and turned pink at our feet, and nobody looked away.

“Jules.”

“I’m here, darling.”

“Hold me tighter.”

She did.

Her grip on my shoulders became an anchor, her body bracing against the tile to absorb the force of Matt’s thrusts. I could feel her breasts against mine, her heartbeat through her chest, and behind me, Matt’s rhythm was building—the steady acceleration of a man who’d stopped thinking about the blood five strokes ago and was inside a woman he loved, and her body was gripping him, and the rest was detail.

“Matt. Fuck me harder. Don’t hold back.”

“Erin—”

“I said harder.”

He obeyed.

His hips drove forward, and the slap of wet skin on wet skin echoed off the tile. My cunt clenched around his cock on every stroke, the swollen tissue gripping him tighter than usual. The sensation was raw and specific—the heightened nerves of a body in its most dramatic part of the cycle, every ridge of his shaft amplified, every thrust landing in a place that felt new.

“I’m close, Erin.”

“Cum inside me. It doesn’t matter. Nothing matters.”

“It matters. You matter.”

He came.

His orgasm pulsed and traveled through his cock into the deepest part of me—hot, thick, the familiar kick of his orgasm mixing with the blood and the water. I felt each spasm. His hips ground against my ass, and his hands pulled me back onto his shaft, and Jules held me through it, her mouth against my temple whispering words I couldn’t hear over the water.

My orgasm followed his.

Not the sharp, electric break from Jules’s mouth on the living room floor. A deep, rolling wave that started where his cock pressed against my front wall and moved outward through my pelvis in slow, heavy pulses. My cunt milked his softening shaft, and the blood and his cum and the water ran together down my thighs, and I didn’t look away.

Nobody looked away.

Matt pulled out, and the spoils drained pink from my gaping cunt.

He kissed the back of my neck. Jules kissed my mouth. I stood between them under the rain head, and the water was still warm. The drain took everything—the blood, the cum, the last of whatever shame I’d carried into this shower—and left nothing but clean skin and two people who hadn’t flinched.

“Every month, Erin.”

Jules kissed me.

“Every month. We’re here for each other.”

Matt cooked. Grilled cheese and tomato sandwiches with fries, nothing elaborate, the food of a man who understood that the morning’s work had been the meal and the afternoon needed only fuel. We ate on the sofa. Jules put her head in my lap. Matt sat on the floor with his back against the couch, his hand on my bare foot, his thumb tracing circles on my arch.

“Your feet are ridiculous.”

“They’re normal feet.”

“They’re the feet of a woman who stands for fourteen-hour shifts. The arches are—”

“Don’t diagnose my feet, Matt.”

“He diagnoses everything. Last week, he diagnosed our marriage.”

“That’s different and understandable.”

I didn’t ask them to share. I never did. I was present in their home, inside their marriage, but I would never interfere.

“Matt said we were ‘evolving.’ I told him to stop reading management books.”

“I wasn’t reading management books. I was reading—”

“You were reading Polysecure. I saw it on your nightstand.”

The silence lasted two seconds. Matt’s ears went red.

“For research.”

Jules looked at me. I looked at Jules. We didn’t laugh. We held the not-laughing between us like a bridge, and Matt’s red ears were the toll.

“Research is good. I should probably do some and…”

And what? I had no, and what, nor did I need one because Jules pressed a finger to my lips.

The afternoon sun moved across the floor. The stripes lengthened and changed angle, and the house settled into the quiet of a Saturday where the hard work is done, and the rest is waiting.

Matt’s hand was on my stomach again. We’d moved to the sofa—the three of us, the configuration. Me in the middle. Matt’s hand in its place. The scar under his palm.

He traced it. Not the way you trace a scar you’re curious about. The way you trace the edge of a thing you’ve memorized without realizing you were memorizing it.

I held still.

He touches it every time. He doesn’t know what he’s touching. He doesn’t know about Harry. About the sixteen weeks. About the anniversary, when I go to the bench alone.

The thought arrived, and I let it pass. Not today. Today was Saturday, and the house smelled like sandwiches and coffee and the sex that had happened in two rooms, and the man beside me was reading a book about polyamory with red ears, and the woman on my other side was asleep with her mouth slightly open.

My period had come, and I felt like it was a different event.

I’d been late.

One day was nothing. One day was my current case stress, or the body’s small rebellion against the regularity I’d imposed on it for fifteen years. One day was almost certainly nothing.

But the cop in me didn’t deal in almost certainly.

The cop in me dealt in evidence. And the evidence was absence.

I closed my eyes. Jules’s breathing on one side. Matt’s heartbeat through his hand on my stomach. The espresso machine ticking downstairs—the last thermal sigh of the day, the sound of a house settling around three people.

This was the happiest I’d ever been.

That was the thing that frightened me most.

Because in my experience, the happiest I’d ever been was the thing the world took note of and then corrected. The bullet had come after the best year of my career. The husband had left after the best year of our marriage. The child I’d been certain of had been taken after the certainty was the only thing I had.

I was happy. The house was warm. Two people loved me.

The correction was coming.

I could feel it the way I felt a case about to break—not evidence, not logic, just the deep animal knowledge of a woman who’d learned that the safest place to stand was nowhere near the center of someone else’s life.

But I was here. In the center. Between them.

And tomorrow was Sunday.

My phone rang. I answered it.

“Sullivan.”

“DNA came back.”

“Yeah.”

“It’s him, Sully.”

“I’m on my way. Call SWAT.”

“Done.”


Chapter Three

◆◆◆

I did a room check.

Ceiling: white. Acoustic tile. Not the plaster with the hairline crack I’d been mapping for a week. Not the ceiling I’d stared at that morning while Jules’s mouth was on my cunt and Matt made coffee downstairs and the house smelled like Saturday.

Sound: beeping. Steady, rhythmic, mechanical. Not the fridge hum. Not the pipe tick. Not Jules breathing beside me or Matt’s low sleep-murmur that I’d cataloged in the first three nights and filed under sounds that mean safe.

Smell: antiseptic. Latex. Something metallic underneath that my body recognized before my mind did. Blood. Old blood. Mine.

I didn’t open my eyes.

The cop’s brain was already working. Assembling evidence. The data came in fragments, and I let each one land before reaching for the next.

My left hand: cannula. The tape pulled at the skin on the back of my hand. I had an IV line and felt the weight of a clip on my index finger—pulse oximeter.

I retched.

“She’s throwing up.”

I felt something touch my chin. A hand gently turned my head.

I threw up.

I lay back.

“Thank—”

“Relax, Erin. You’re in the recovery room.”

“Matt? Jules?”

“We’re right here, darling.”

My right hand. Someone touched it. Their fingers were warm, and they threaded through mine with the care of a person who’d been holding for a long time and had stopped adjusting.

“Jules?”

“And Matt.”

“Tired. Sick.”

“You’ve had surgery.”

I wore a hospital gown. Thin cotton, open at the back. A catheter. And underneath it all—pain. Low. Left side. Deep enough to be internal, specific enough to have a location.

I mapped it.

The tears came quickly.

I choked.

I retched.

Someone put the bowl to my mouth and turned my head gently.

I lay back and slept.

When I woke again, I checked the room. Same room. Same state. Awful pain.

The pain sat below my navel and to the left. In the cradle of my pelvis. In the neighborhood where my left ovary lived—the one the first bullet hadn’t touched, the one the doctors had called “intact and functioning normally,” like they were delivering good news at a funeral.

I knew that neighborhood.

I knew what lived there. I knew what it meant. And the fact that a new pain had taken up residence in the one part of my reproductive system that still worked—the part that still made eggs, still cycled, still gave me a period every twenty-eight days like clockwork—was a piece of evidence I couldn’t unfeel.

I kept my eyes closed.

The hand in mine shifted. A thumb moved across my knuckles—slow, back and forth, the absent rhythm of someone who didn’t know they were doing it.

“Jules?”

“Yes, darling.”

I knew her hands. The wine-importer’s hands that had washed my hair and held my hips and slid between my thighs in a shower twelve hours ago. I knew the weight of her grip and the temperature of her skin and the way her thumb moved when she was thinking.

“What happened?”

Jules was thinking now. Her breathing rhythm was faster than her resting pace. She was scared.

A voice. Low, from my other side. Not directed at me.

“You’re okay, sweetheart.”

“Matt?”

“I am here, and you must rest. Your breathing—”

He was right. I was hearing my breathing inside my head.

“Sick.”

“Yes, darling, but sleep now, and when you wake, you’ll feel better.”

I didn’t want to open my eyes.

“Better.”

I fell asleep. I wanted to stay in this space—the space before accountability, between the last version of myself that existed before and the version that would have to open her eyes and face whatever happened.

I woke.

I was sick.

I saw Jules and Matt. I saw a doctor. A nurse. A man in uniform.

“Chief?”

“Thank God you’re alive, Erin.”

“What happened?”

“Your lead. Dale Morrow. It was him. You crashed into the house. Rodriguez said you and he heard a girl scream. SWAT was late. You went in.”

“Is the girl—”

“She’s fine. Rodriguez is, too. You got between her and Morrow.”

“Thank God they’re okay.”

“Morrow stabbed you instead. He cut deep.”

“Where?”

The doctor stepped in. I felt coldness in my arm. Then I saw nothing.

Then I saw the knife.

It came back in pieces. Not the whole night—fragments. My vest. The hallway. I was on point, Rodriguez behind. The door breaching. The back bedroom and the sound I’d heard from inside it—a child’s scream. High, thin, barely human with fear.

I saw the man turning from her. The thing in his hand catching the tactical light—short blade, fixed, the kind you buy in a gas station for eleven dollars. And the girl. Behind him. She was nine, maybe ten—the witness who’d seen everything and survived because she’d hidden in a crawl space for two days while four other children died around her.

He moved toward her.

I moved toward him.

I woke again.

I was sick.

“Are you in pain, Erin?”

I looked at the doctor and nodded.

“Don’t send me under. Something to take the edge off will do.”

“Okay, but you can have the good stuff. Medical-grade fentanyl.”

“No thanks.”

The Chief grinned. Matt and Jules looked terrified.

I tried to sit up and failed instantly, searing pain through my gut making itself known.

Gears whirred. Someone pressed a button, and I rose slowly, almost to a sitting position.

“How long am I here?”

I glanced at Matt, Jules, the Chief, and then the doctor.

“A few days. Then a few weeks of healing. Then rehab. You’ll be well looked after.”

He looked at Jules and Matt.

“I can’t stay—”

The Chief leaned in and kissed me on the cheek. I saw emotion in his eyes that didn’t belong there. His eyes were red. He’d been crying.

“Nobody will judge a hero, Sully. Go home to your family.”

“They… I…”

He kissed me on the forehead.

“Get well.”

He left.

The doctor left.

Matt and Jules sat on either side of my bed.

I looked at each of them.

I cried.

They held me, and I fell asleep.

When I woke again, the light through the hospital window was gray and flat—not the warm gold of their bedroom, not the dawn I’d been waking into for a week between two bodies that knew mine.

Jules was asleep in the chair on my right. Her head tilted at an angle that would cost her neck for days, her hand still loosely holding mine, the grip slackened in sleep but not released. She hadn’t let go. Not once in—I didn’t know how long. A day. A night. Another day.

Matt was awake.

He sat on my left, forearms on his knees, coffee cup between his hands. Hospital coffee—I could smell it from the bed. Thin, over-extracted, nothing like the Huila. He drank it anyway. He’d been drinking it since Saturday night, probably. The man who made coffee like a sacrament, drinking machine-vended shit from a paper cup because he wouldn’t leave the room.

“Hey.”

He looked up. The eyes found mine and held.

“Hey.”

“How long have I been here?”

“Since Saturday night. It’s Monday morning. Just after six.”

I did the math. Thirty-six hours. Maybe more. The cycling in and out, the vomiting, the Chief, the sedation, the fragments of the raid replaying behind my eyelids every time the drugs pulled me under—all of it compressed into a span I couldn’t account for properly. I’d lost time. Cops don’t lose time.

“You’ve been here the whole—”

“—Yeah.”

“Both of you?”

“Jules went home once. Showered. Came back inside an hour. I haven’t left.”

I looked at him.

“I love you, Matt.”

“I love you too.”

He had stubble that was well within the attractive stage, but he’d forgotten about his face. Dark circles around his eyes. He still wore the shirt he’d been wearing Saturday afternoon when I’d lain on the sofa with my head in his lap and his hand on my stomach, and the house had smelled like grilled cheese and Saturday and nothing wrong.

“Matt.”

“Yeah?”

“I need to tell you something.”

He set the coffee down. The paper cup on the side table.

“Okay.”

“Wake Jules.”

He looked at me. A question in it.

“She already knows what I’m about to say. But I want her here when I tell you, because this belongs to all three of us now.”

Matt walked around my bed—carefully—and touched Jules’s knee.

“Jules.”

She surfaced the way I used to surface—fast, alert, the jolt of someone trained to wake into crisis. Her eyes found me, and the fear flashed before she could hide it.

“I’m fine. I’m awake. I’m not—” I squeezed her hand. “I need to talk to both of you.”

Jules looked at Matt.

Matt looked at Jules.

The silent conference.

Then Jules pulled her chair closer, and Matt sat on the edge of the bed. I was between them the way I was always between them, except the bed was wrong and the room was wrong and the thing I was about to do was the most expensive coin I’d ever spent on a man.

“The scar on my stomach. The one you touch every night.”

Matt was still. His hands in his lap. His eyes on my face.

“I was shot in my second year on the force. It was a domestic call. The wife panicked—shot her husband, then shot me. The round went through the muscular wall of my uterus. The myometrium.”

I said it the way I wrote reports. Flat. Ordered. The facts laid out in sequence because sequence was the only thing holding me together.

“The scarring means the wall can’t sustain a pregnancy to full term. The doctors didn’t say ‘you cant have babies’ they said ‘we cant guarantee it’. Which is the cruelest way to say anything in medicine, because it means maybe, and maybe keeps you hoping when hoping is the thing that’s killing you.”

“You don’t need to explain this, Erin.”

“I do. I must.”

Jules’s hand tightened around mine. She’d heard this before. The kitchen floor, midnight, Matt’s t-shirt. But she was hearing it again in a hospital room with a new wound underneath a bandage, and her grip told me the weight hadn’t lessened with repetition.

“I got pregnant, Matt.”

His jaw moved. The clench. Not the one that meant I disagree. The one that meant I’m holding.

“I was sixteen weeks. I named him. He died here. That’s why I sat on the bench outside. It was his anniversary.”

The room was quiet.

The monitor beeped.

Jules’s thumb moved across my knuckles.

“Harry. They told me not to name him. They said it would make it harder. I named him anyway because he was mine for sixteen weeks, and he deserved a name even if my body couldn’t keep him safe.”

“It wasn’t… no, come on, Erin, that’s—”

“I know.”

Matt’s hand moved from his lap to me, and he made small circles where my thumb and index finger joined.

“My husband left. Not because of Harry. Because of what I became after. I stopped being anyone. I was just the body that couldn’t hold, and every time he looked at me I could see him doing the math—is it worth trying again, is she worth the gamble—and eventually the math didn’t work, and he was gone. I didn’t blame him. I still don’t.”

“Erin—”

“Let me finish, Matt.”

I looked at him. Straight, with the eyes that held suspects and witnesses and crime scenes without blinking.

“I can’t carry your children, Matt. That’s not a maybe. That’s ten years of evidence and a dead pregnancy and a scar you’ve been touching every night without knowing what it means. And it’s not fair—it’s not fair for you not to have children born by the women you love. Jules can give you that. I can’t. And if I stay in this—in us—and I watch the two of you build a family that I can never be part of the way it matters most—”

“—Stop.”

He didn’t say it loudly or sharply. It was the voice of a man who’d heard enough.

“I know, Erin.”

The sentence hit me harder than the knife.

“What?”

“The scar. I know what it is. I’ve known for a long time.”

I looked at Jules. Her face had shifted—not shock, not relief. The face of a woman discovering she hadn’t been carrying the secret alone.

“How?”

“The location.”

Matt’s voice was steady. Present and patient and Matt.

“The size. The tissue pattern—it’s not surgical. It’s trauma. And where it sits—I know what’s there, Erin. I know what the damage would have done.”

“How long?”

“Since the first morning in the shower. The wet room. I saw it, and I knew.”

“Since the first morning?”

“I didn’t ask about it because it wasn’t my place to ask. It was yours to give me when you were ready, or not give me ever, and I was going to be in that bed beside you either way.”

“Matt—”

“Please, don’t.”

“Matt, you deserve—”

“Don’t tell me what I deserve.”

He said it quietly and without anger. The firmness of a man who’d let me finish and was now finished himself.

“I saw the scar, and I chose you. I chose you in the wet room, and I chose you in the kitchen, and I chose you every night my hand found that place on your stomach in the dark. I didn’t need to know the story. I just needed you.”

“You didn’t know about Harry.”

“No. I didn’t know about Harry. I’m sorry about Harry, Erin. I’m sorry you carried that alone.”

The tears came. Not the quiet, controlled tears I’d given Jules on the bench. The other kind. The kind that shook my body and made the wound flare and made the monitor change its rhythm because my heart rate was climbing, and I didn’t care.

“You need to understand, Erin. You aren’t alone anymore.”

Matt’s hand moved to my face. His palm on my cheek. His thumb under my eye, catching what he could. The same steady hands that made coffee and held his wife open and traced my scar in his sleep—they were on my face now, and they weren’t shaking, and the fact that they weren’t shaking was the thing I couldn’t stand.

Jules moved. She didn’t speak. She climbed onto the bed—carefully, on my right side, avoiding the IV, avoiding everything except me—and pressed her body alongside mine. Her arm went across my chest. Her face against my shoulder. The position from the first morning, the position from every morning since, except we were in a hospital and my body was broken, and she was holding me the way you hold something you almost lost.

“We’re here, Erin.”

“I know.”

“Then stop trying to leave.”

I didn’t have an answer for that. I didn’t have an answer for any of it—for the man who’d known and stayed, for the woman who’d carried my secret without bending, for the two of them on either side of me in a hospital bed that wasn’t built for three but held three anyway.

Matt leaned forward and kissed my forehead. The place above my eyes where the discipline lived. The benediction. The same place the Chief had kissed me, except when Matt did it, I felt it in my chest.

“Rest now.”

“I’m not done—”

“You’re done for now. The rest can wait.”

Jules’s arm tightened across my chest. Matt’s hand stayed on my face. The monitor steadied. The gray light moved across the ceiling.

I closed my eyes.

I was not okay. I was held. I was known. The correction had come, and it was worse than I’d imagined—not the knife, not the wound, but this. Being loved through the telling. Being loved before, during, and after the worst thing I could say about myself.

That was the thing I didn’t know how to survive.

I slept.


Chapter Four

◆◆◆

The staples came out on a Monday.

Seven of them. Small metal teeth that had held my skin together for nine days, and now a nurse with steady hands and a tool like a flattened pair of pliers was removing them one at a time while I watched the ceiling and breathed through the pull.

“You’re healing well, Erin.”

I didn’t answer. I was counting. Seven staples, seven small releases, seven places where my body had been pinned shut and was now being trusted to hold on its own.

Matt sat on my left. Jules on my right. Their chairs pulled close enough that I could feel the warmth of them without turning my head. Matt’s hand was on my knee. Jules’s hand was in mine, her thumb moving in the slow absent rhythm I’d cataloged weeks ago under things Jules does when she’s scared but pretending not to be.

The last staple came free.

“There. All done.”

The nurse cleaned the wound — gauze, saline, and careful pressure. I looked down. A four-inch line below my navel, slightly left of center. Pink. Raised. New. The skin puckered where the staples had been, tiny dots on either side like a railroad track that had been pulled up but left its marks in the ground.

Two scars now. The old one — two inches of silver-pale tissue from a bullet years ago, smoothed by time into something my fingers barely registered when I traced it in the shower. And this one. Fresh. Angry. Four inches of proof that I’d gotten between a man and a child, and the man had a knife.

The doctor came in after the nurse left. Mid-fifties, gray at the temples, the kind of man who delivered news with his hands in his coat pockets because it gave him something to do with them.

“Detective Sullivan. How’s the pain?”

“Manageable.”

“Scale of one to ten?”

“Three. Four when I twist.”

“Good, that means seven and coping. That’s where we want you. Painkillers?”

I was about to protest. He shot me a look. I stayed quiet.

He pulled his hands from his pockets, held a tablet, and scrolled.

“The surgical site is healing well. Internal sutures are dissolving on schedule. No sign of infection, no fluid buildup. You’re cleared for discharge today.”

I nodded.

“You’ll need to avoid heavy lifting for another three weeks. No running, no impact exercise for six. I’d recommend walking — start short, build gradually. Your abdominal wall needs time to knit properly.”

“Understood.”

He scrolled again. Paused. The pause was longer than the previous pauses, and I treated it the way I treated silences in interview rooms — the silence before the thing someone doesn’t want to say.

“There’s something else we need to discuss.”

Jules’s thumb stopped moving.

“The blade entered your lower-left abdomen. The trajectory was slightly medial — toward the midline. Based on our imaging, the tip of the blade came within close proximity to your left ovary.”

I didn’t move.

“We’re seeing some swelling in the ovarian tissue and the surrounding vasculature. At this stage, it’s consistent with surgical trauma — the inflammation from the wound itself, the body’s healing response. But given the proximity, we can’t rule out direct vascular compromise to the ovary until we see it resume normal function.”

“Define normal function.”

My voice was flat. Professional. The voice I used when forensics told me something I needed to hear precisely.

“Ovulation. Menstruation. Your cycle resuming as expected.” He glanced at his tablet. “Your records indicate a regular twenty-eight-day cycle. Your last period began—”

“Eight days ago.”

He looked up. The faint surprise of a man who expected patients to hesitate over dates.

“Right. So under normal circumstances, your next cycle would be due in approximately twenty days. However — and this is important — surgical trauma of this nature, combined with the physical stress of the injury and recovery, can suppress ovulation. The body prioritizes healing. It’s common for the cycle to delay after significant abdominal surgery, even when the reproductive organs aren’t directly involved. In your case, given the proximity of the wound to the ovary—”

“It could take longer.”

“It could. We give it six weeks from the date of surgery. If your cycle returns on schedule — roughly three weeks from now — that’s a strong positive indicator that the ovary is functioning normally. If it delays but returns within six weeks, still likely within normal range for post-surgical suppression. If it hasn’t returned after six weeks, we investigate further. Imaging, bloodwork, hormone panels.”

“And if the ovary is compromised.”

It wasn’t really a question. A statement.

The doctor looked at me. Then at Matt. Then at Jules. The look of a man deciding how much to say in front of people whose relationship to his patient he hadn’t quite categorized.

“Speak freely, please.”

“If there’s significant vascular damage, the ovary may not resume full function. That would mean reduced fertility on that side. But I want to be clear — this is a possibility we’re monitoring, not a diagnosis. The swelling may resolve entirely. Many patients in similar situations recover full ovarian function within weeks.”

“Thank you, Doctor.”

“Do you have any other questions?”

“No.”

He nodded. Shook my hand, shook Matt’s, nodded at Jules, and left the room.

The door closed behind him.

I stared at the wall opposite my bed. The same wall I’d been staring at for eight days. A watercolor print of a harbor — sailboats, blue water, the kind of thing hospitals hang because someone decided healing people needed to look at boats.

Matt’s hand was still on my knee. Jules’s hand was still in mine.

Neither of them spoke. They were waiting for me. Waiting the way people wait when they’ve heard something heavy and they’re letting the other person decide what it means before they react.

I knew what it meant.

The right ovary was damaged by the original bullet. The left ovary — the one that cycled, that gave me my period every twenty-eight days like clockwork, that had produced the egg that became pregnancy, that had kept functioning through years of scar tissue on the uterine wall like a factory floor that didn’t care what condition the building was in.

That ovary.

The last one doing its job.

Possibly compromised.

I filed it.

“Okay.”

“Erin—”

“I’m fine, Jules. He said it might resolve. We wait.” I squeezed her hand once. “I want to go home.”

The word came out before I’d decided to say it. Home. Not your house. Not back. Home. And I meant it — I meant my kitchen and my bed and the sound of a kettle, not the one their espresso machine made when the heating element cooled.

Matt stood first.

“Come home with us, Erin.”

It wasn’t a question. His face was steady, calm, the face he wore when something mattered enough for ten and two on the wheel. Jules’s face echoed it — softer, but the same certainty underneath.

“I—”

“You’re coming home with us.”

That was Jules. A harsher tone. The sort a mother uses before the voice tips over the edge and the child is about to receive a chastisement.

I stared at Matt.

“Don’t look at me, darling. If you want to beat a woman, send a woman. I asked nicely.”

“It wasn’t a question, even when you asked it, though.”

“No, it wasn’t.”

Jules stared at me, defiant, daring me to argue. Truth was, I had nowhere else to go where I could be cared for, but my mind wasn’t ready to decide on what happens next, and I didn’t want to commit to something while one leg was still dancing on the wrong side of the decision.

“Thank you.”

Jules’s face softened instantly, and she began tearing everything out of my hospital closet, packing like the mom who couldn’t wait to get her daughter home from college. Cards from the precinct. The robe Jules had brought me on day three. Toiletries. The book I hadn’t opened. A pair of slippers Matt had bought from the hospital gift shop because he couldn’t stand watching me walk to the bathroom in bare feet on cold linoleum.

Matt held my hand.

His other hand held flowers — a small bunch, wrapped in brown paper, that he’d carried in this morning and set on the window ledge without explanation. I’d noticed them but said nothing when he didn’t hand them to me. I’d been planning to gift them to the chapel on my way out, the way I’d gifted every other bunch. Because flowers died, and watching things die in a hospital room felt redundant.

Matt picked them up from the window ledge. Held them in his free hand. Didn’t offer them.

“These aren’t for your room, Erin.”

I looked at the bunch. Simple. White roses and something green — eucalyptus, maybe. Understated. The kind of flowers you bring to a place, not a person.

“There’s a card.”

Jules paused and stared at the flowers, then at me.

Matt held them so I could see. A small white card tucked into the brown paper, the envelope unsealed. Matt’s handwriting — steady, neat, the penmanship of a man who filled out invoices by hand because he liked the feel of a pen.

I pulled the card free.

To our beloved Harry. Mom, Jules, and Matt.

I read it once. Then I read it again, because the first time my brain processed the shapes and the second time my chest processed the meaning, and the two things happened in different parts of me and met somewhere in the middle where I couldn’t breathe.

Mom.

Not Erin. Mom. The name I’d held for sixteen weeks and then had taken from me in a room three floors above where I was sitting now. The name I’d never said aloud to anyone except a bench outside this building, once a year, alone, in the early morning before the world was awake enough to see me.

And beside it — Jules and Matt. Two people who’d never held Harry. Never heard his heartbeat on a monitor. Never felt him move. Never sat in a room while a doctor said I’m sorry and meant it the way doctors mean it when there’s nothing left to do. They’d never had Harry, and they were claiming him anyway. Writing their names beside mine on a card as if they had the right.

I cried.

Not the controlled tears. Not a total breaking where my body shook and the monitor changed its rhythm. This was quieter and worse — the crying that starts behind your face and fills your sinuses and blurs everything before a single tear falls, and then the tears come, and they come without sound, and you can’t stop them because they aren’t coming from the place where stopping lives.

Matt was crying too.

I saw it through the blur — his jaw working, his eyes full, the hand holding the flowers trembling the way steady hands tremble when the steadiness runs out. He’d written the card. He’d chosen beloved. He’d chosen Mom. And now he was standing in a hospital room watching me read it, and the man who held everything together for everyone had nothing left to hold it together with.

“Matt.”

“Yesterday—”

His voice cracked on the first word.

“Yesterday. I asked Jules what kind of flowers.” He breathed. “She said white roses.”

Jules had stopped packing. She stood with a toiletry bag in one hand and her other hand pressed flat against her own stomach — the gesture I’d seen her make once before, in the kitchen, the morning after I’d told her about Harry. The unconscious reach for the place where life grows.

Tears ran down her face unchecked. She wasn’t wiping them. She wasn’t hiding them. She was just standing there, crying, the way a woman cries when she’s watching two people she loves fall apart over a boy she never knew but claimed anyway.

“He asked me what to write on the card.”

Her voice was thick but steady — Jules could cry and talk at the same time, a skill I’d never mastered.

“I told him Mom was the word that mattered. The rest was his.”

They did have the right.

They’d earned it.

Matt had earned it by saying I’m sorry about Harry in a hospital bed and meaning it more than my ex-husband ever had. Jules had earned it on a kitchen floor at midnight, being the first person I’d ever told. They’d earned Harry the way they’d earned everything — by staying. By not leaving when the truth was ugly enough to justify it.

“I wanted to ask you first.” Matt’s voice was low, unsteady. “Whether you’d want us to. Whether it was okay. But I thought — I thought if I asked, you might say no. Not because you didn’t want it, but because you’d think it was too much. So I did it, and if it’s wrong, Erin, if it’s too much, I’ll take the card out, and we can just leave flowers without—”

“Don’t you dare take that card out.”

He stopped.

His face was wet.

The hand holding the flowers was still shaking.

I held the flowers against my chest. The paper crinkled. The stems were cool through the wrapping. The card was in my other hand, Matt’s handwriting blurred by tears that wouldn’t stop.

“It’s not too much.”

Jules crossed the room and put her hand on the back of my neck — the warm, firm pressure of a woman who was crying and holding me at the same time, whose grip said I’m here and whose tears said I know.

We stayed like that.

The three of us in a hospital room, crying over a card with four words and four names for a boy who’d lived for sixteen weeks inside a body that couldn’t keep him, and was now — finally, six years later — beloved by people who hadn’t been there but refused to let that mean they didn’t belong.

“Are you ready, Erin?”

“No.”

“Do you want to do it anyway?”

“Yes.”

The wheelchair was hospital protocol. I hated it. The orderly was young — twenty, maybe twenty-two — and pushed me with the careful diligence of someone who’d been told this patient was a hero.

I didn’t feel like one.

I was just glad the girl was alive, and the monster was caged.

Matt carried the bags. Jules walked beside the chair with her hand on my shoulder, her thumb making small circles on the cotton of the t-shirt I’d changed into.

The corridor was long, and I watched the linoleum pass beneath the wheels and thought about the last time I’d been wheeled anywhere — gurney, Saturday night, the fluorescent lights above me strobing as they ran and the sound of Rodriguez’s voice saying stay with me, Sully, stay with me — and I shut that down. Filed it. Not now.

The elevator.

Ground floor.

The lobby.

And then the doors.

Matt walked ahead. He didn’t go left, toward the parking lot.

He went right.

I knew what was to the right. I’d been walking to the right of this exit once a year for six years. The small garden. The wooden bench under a young oak that had been even younger when I’d started visiting. The bench where I’d sat alone every anniversary and talked to a boy who never grew past sixteen weeks. The bench where Jules had sat beside me and heard me say his name for the first time — Harry — and hadn’t tried to make it better.

“Matt.”

He turned.

The bags in one hand.

His eyes on mine.

“I know.”

He walked. Jules pushed the chair — the orderly had left us at the door, job done — and I held the flowers in my lap and let her take me there.

The bench was the same. Of course, it was the same. Wood slats, green paint peeling at the corners, a small plaque on the back that read In Memory of Those We’ve Lost in brass letters that had gone dull with weather. The oak was in full leaf — May, everything growing, the air warm enough that I could smell cut grass and something floral from the garden beds.

Jules parked the wheelchair beside the bench. Matt set the bags down. Neither of them sat.

I looked at the bench the way I always looked at it — the way you look at a grave when there isn’t a grave. This wasn’t where Harry was buried. There was no burial. He was sixteen weeks. They’d asked if I wanted to hold him, and I’d said yes, and then they’d taken him, and the rest was administrative. A form. A checkbox. Disposal of remains. The language of bureaucracy applied to a boy I’d named against medical advice because he was mine, and he deserved a name.

I struggled to rise, felt a twinge, and sat back down.

“Help me up, please.”

Matt moved immediately. His hands under my arms — careful, avoiding the wound, taking my weight without making me feel like I couldn’t carry it. I stood. The pain was an eight. Manageable. I stepped forward.

The bench.

I sat down.

The wood was warm from the morning sun. The same grain under my palms. The same angle to the sky.

Matt sat on my left.

Jules on my right.

The same configuration. The bed, the hospital, the car, the bench. I was always between them.

I placed the flowers in the center of the bench seat. Adjusted the brown paper. Made sure the card was visible. Matt’s handwriting facing up. To our beloved Harry. Mom, Jules, and Matt.

“Hey, baby.”

I said it quietly. The same two words I said every year. The greeting that had never changed and never would.

“I brought people this time. More people than last time.” I glanced at Jules. “Jules was here before. Remember? She sat where she’s sitting now. She’s the first person I ever told about you. The woman I love.”

Jules’s hand found mine on the bench slat between us.

“And this is Matt.” My voice caught. I breathed through it. “He’s — he’s the man I live with now. The man I love. He wanted to bring you flowers and write your name on a card, and he called you beloved, and he put my name first because he knows—”

I stopped.

“They called me Mom.”

Matt’s arm came around my shoulders. Not tight. Present. The weight of a man who was there and was going to stay there for as long as this took.

“They know you’re mine, Harry. And they want you to be theirs too. If that’s okay.”

The tears came. Quiet. No sound. The kind that run down your face and drop off your jaw and land on the concrete like raindrops. Not the breaking — not the body-shaking, monitor-changing collapse. This was something else. This was the crying of a woman being given something she’d stopped believing she was allowed to have.

A family. Around the thing she’d lost.

Jules leaned into me. Her forehead against my shoulder — the position from every morning, the position from the first night I’d stayed, the position I’d memorized the weight of and filed under home.

We sat for a long time.

The oak moved above us. A bird started up and stopped. The hospital went on behind us — doors opening, people entering, people leaving, the business of illness and recovery and loss continuing without pause — and the three of us sat on a bench with flowers for a boy who’d never breathed and a card that said he was beloved and a silence that didn’t need filling.

I left the flowers on the bench when we stood.

Centered.

The card visible.

The way I always left whatever I brought — a single flower, a stone from a walk, once a tiny pair of socks I’d bought online at three in the morning and regretted immediately and brought here anyway because regret didn’t make them less his.

Matt helped me back into the wheelchair. Jules pushed.

We went to the car.

Matt drove. Ten and two. His jaw set in the soft way that meant something mattered — not clenched, not tense, just held. Jules sat in the back with me. I’d refused the front — the recline would’ve been easier on the wound, but I wanted her beside me. I wanted the warmth of a body next to mine in a car that was taking me somewhere I’d chosen to go.

The city moved past the windows. Tuesday morning. People on sidewalks. A man with a dog. Two women at a crosswalk laughing about something on a phone. The ordinary world was doing ordinary things while three people in a gray car carried a silence between them that was too full for words.

Jules’s hand was on my thigh. Not moving. Just there.

Matt adjusted the mirror once — caught my eyes in it, held them for a beat, looked back at the road. Ten and two.

I watched the streets change from hospital district to commercial to residential. The houses getting smaller, then larger. Trees. A park I’d driven past on shift — different angle from the back seat. Different life.

The house appeared at the end of the street. Their house. White siding, dark shutters, the driveway where Matt parked. The front door I’d walked through, carrying two bags, the Saturday everything changed. The door I’d left through for the raid and hadn’t come back through since.

Matt parked.

Nobody moved for a moment.

Then Jules squeezed my thigh once and opened her door.

The hallway smelled the same. Coffee and something clean — the laundry detergent Jules used, the one that smelled like cotton dried in the sun. My jacket hung on a hook in the closet where Matt had hung it the day I’d moved in. My boots stood beneath it.

Everything was the same. Everything waiting. As if the house had held its breath for eight days and was only now exhaling because I’d walked back through the door.

“Sofa or bed?”

“Sofa.”

I walked through the kitchen — the espresso machine on the counter, the olive jar, my stool at the island — and into the living room. The sofa. The same sofa where I’d lain with my head in Matt’s lap the Saturday afternoon before the raid, his hand on my stomach, the house smelling like grilled cheese and safety. The same cushions. The same throw Jules kept draped over the arm.

I lowered myself down. The pain flared — a seven, briefly, as my abdominal wall took the strain of the movement — then settled. Jules arranged pillows. Behind my back, under my knees, one more for good measure.

“I’m not dying, Jules.”

“No, you’re not. You’re sitting on our sofa and letting me put pillows where I want them.”

I let her put pillows where she wanted them.

Matt was in the kitchen. I could hear him — the grinder first, the sound of beans being reduced to powder, then the tamp. The tap, the settle, the polish. The machine was hissing as the shot pulled. The milk pitcher — the sound of a steam wand frothing milk to the exact texture Matt demanded. I’d heard it every morning for three weeks before the raid. I’d missed it in the hospital the way you miss a sound you didn’t know you’d memorized.

He appeared in the doorway. Two cups — one in each hand. The small white cups he used for cortados, the ones without handles that sat in the palm like a warm stone.

“Erin. This one’s for you.”

The same words. The same delivery. The same turn back to the kitchen to make his own.

I took the cup. Wrapped both hands around it. Looked at the surface — the single white heart in the center of the crema, perfectly poured, the wrist-flick that left the shape without a wobble.

I brought it to my lips.

The Huila. Washed process, dried on raised beds, the cortado Matt had made me the first morning I’d ever stayed. Dark cherry, raw cacao, brown sugar. The finish of toasted almond that lived on the back of the tongue for ten seconds after the swallow.

I closed my eyes.

The same involuntary response. My body was recognizing a thing it hadn’t expected to need this much, shutting down everything else to feel it fully. I’d done it over the Burgundy in their kitchen the first night. I’d done it over the first cortado the first morning after. And now I was doing it on their sofa, eight days post-surgery, with a new scar and a doctor’s words and a card that said Mom and a problem I hadn’t begun to process properly yet.

The espresso machine ticked once in the kitchen. The thermal sigh. The sound of a house settling around three people.

I opened my eyes. Matt was back, sitting in the armchair with his own cup. Jules was beside me on the sofa — not touching, just close. Both of them were looking at me with the quiet attention of two people who’d gotten what they wanted and were trying not to show how relieved they were.

“Stop looking at me like I’m going to break.”

“You’re not going to break. You’re going to drink your coffee and sit on this sofa and let us be near you.”

“Yes, sir.”

He smiled. Not the big smile — the small one. The one that lived in the corners of his mouth and meant I love you, and I’m not going to say it again right now because I said it in a hospital bed and it still counts.

I drank my coffee. Jules leaned her head against my shoulder. The throw blanket appeared over my legs — Jules’s doing, the habitual tucking of a woman who couldn’t sit near someone she loved without covering them.

The house held us. The afternoon light moved across the living room floor. Matt put on music — something quiet, acoustic, not Ella but a similar range. The olive jar sat on the kitchen counter where I could see it through the doorway. The hallway closet held my jacket. The bedroom upstairs held a bed I’d slept in for a week before everything changed.

Home.

I believed it.

I did.

Matt’s hand found my stomach in the dark.

The same way. The same place. His palm flat, his fingers slightly curled, his thumb tracing the old scar the way it always did — the unconscious navigation of a man whose hand knew my body in sleep better than his waking mind would admit.

He was asleep. His breathing was steady, deep, the rhythm I’d cataloged in the first week. Jules was on my other side — curled against my back, her arm across my ribs, her face between my shoulder blades. Both of them were asleep. Both of them were holding me.

I was awake.

The ceiling. The hairline crack I’d been mapping before the hospital — it ran from the light fixture toward the window, a fault line in the plaster that had probably been there since the house was built. I mapped it again. Retraced the route. Let my eyes follow it the way my mind followed evidence — one piece leading to the next, each piece changing the shape of the case.

The doctor’s voice in my head. Possible vascular compromise. If your cycle returns on schedule. Six weeks from the date of surgery.

I did the math.

My period arrived eight days ago. Twenty-eight-day cycle. Under normal circumstances, the next one would come in twenty days. Three weeks from now. If it came — good sign. The ovary was working. The factory floor still operational.

If it didn’t come — the body suppressing ovulation. Trauma. Healing. The prioritization of recovery over reproduction. Common. Expected, even. Not necessarily a sentence.

But if it didn’t come by six weeks post-surgery — five weeks from now — then they’d look closer. Imaging. Bloodwork. Hormones. The clinical machinery of let’s find out what’s left.

Let’s find out if she’s still a real woman.


Chapter Five

◆◆◆

Four days.

That’s how long it took for the pain to drop from a seven to a three. Four days of Matt’s cortados every morning — the Huila, the heart in the crema, the cup without a handle that sat in my palm like a warm stone.

Four days of Jules changing the dressing on my wound with fingers that had watched three YouTube tutorials and practiced the tape-and-gauze sequence on her own thigh before she’d touch me. I knew because I’d found the practice strips in the bathroom trash on day two.

The bruising yellowed. The staple marks faded from angry red to pale pink dots. My abdominal wall held. The internal sutures dissolved on schedule, the body’s quiet engineering doing its work beneath the skin without asking for credit.

During the day, I lived on the sofa. Jules’s pillow arrangement — behind my back, under my knees, one more wedged between the armrest and my hip that served no medical purpose but made her feel better — became the architecture of my days. The throw blanket appeared every time I sat down, tucked around my legs with the habitual precision of a woman who couldn’t be near someone she loved without covering them.

Matt’s phone rang constantly.

I could hear it from the kitchen — the vibration against the counter, the pause while he checked the screen, the decisive silence when he declined the call. Jules redirected my calls to Matt.

Reporters. The precinct’s media liaison. A producer from a local morning show who’d called three times in two days. The Mayor’s office — twice — wanting to arrange a ceremony. A commendation. A medal. A photo opportunity with the woman who’d taken a knife for a child at a monster’s home.

Matt screened them all. Jules deleted the voicemails with the focused satisfaction of a woman pulling weeds.

“The Mayor’s chief of staff again.”

“Delete.”

“She says the Mayor would come to the house if —”

“Delete, Matt. Please.”

“They won’t stop, Erin. The city wants to shake your hand.”

“I want to sit on this sofa and drink coffee and not be looked at by anyone except you and Jules.”

“I’ll tell them you’ll be in touch.”

“I may not be, Matt.”

“Why not?”

“Would you? I’ve been shot once, stabbed once and lost—”

He didn’t let me finish the sentence. Matt leaned in and pressed his lips to mine.

“Don’t, Erin. Rethink your future, but don’t… not that.”

The doorbell rang.

My physio arrived.

Matt had arranged her. The man who couldn’t watch me walk to a hospital bathroom in bare feet without buying slippers from the gift shop was not going to leave my rehabilitation to chance and a printed sheet of exercises from a discharge nurse.

Her name was Rachel. Late twenties, maybe thirty. Dark hair pulled into a knot at the back of her head, no makeup, the lean build of a woman who spent her days on her feet putting hands on bodies. She wore black leggings and a fitted top with the logo of a sports medicine practice on the chest, and she carried a bag that looked like it could outfit a small gym.

She shook my hand with a firm grip and made direct eye contact. It was the handshake of a woman who touched strangers for a living and had lost every trace of awkwardness about it before she’d finished her certification.

“Erin. I’ve read your surgical notes. How’s the pain today?”

“Two. One if I don’t twist.”

“Good. That’s at least a four then. Can I see the wound?”

I lifted my shirt. She knelt beside the sofa and examined the scar — her fingers light, clinical, tracing the line the way a mechanic traces a weld. She pressed gently around the edges and checked the staple marks.

“You’re healing well. The scar tissue is forming cleanly. No adhesion concerns from what I can feel.” She sat back on her heels. “Range of motion — can you sit up for me? Slowly.”

I sat up. The pull across my lower abdomen was manageable — a tightness, not a pain. She watched the way I moved, the muscles I recruited, the ones I favored.

“Good. You’re guarding on the left — that’s normal, the body protecting the injury site. We need to retrain that. I’m going to give you three exercises — core activation without strain, diaphragmatic breathing to engage the transverse abdominis, and a pelvic tilt sequence. Twice a day, ten minutes. No crunches, no planks, nothing that loads the rectus abdominis directly for at least three more weeks.”

She demonstrated each one.

I followed.

She corrected my form with hands that knew exactly where to press and how much pressure to apply — the professional intimacy of someone whose job was other people’s bodies.

Matt and Jules stood at the kitchen counter. Matt, with his arms crossed, was watching the way he watched anything that involved my well-being — total attention, quiet assessment. Jules was beside him, leaning against the frame, a dish towel over her shoulder.

Rachel packed her resistance bands back into her bag and made notes on a tablet. She glanced up at Matt and Jules.

“She’s ahead of schedule. The wound is clean, the muscle wall is intact, and she’s got good proprioception. Most of my post-surgical patients at this stage are still lying flat and complaining. You’ve got a tough one.”

“We know.”

Rachel smiled and stood up. She looked at all three of us with the assessment of a clinician reading a room.

“Any questions? Anything else I can help with?”

Jules stepped forward. The dish towel came off her shoulder and into her hands, the way she held things when she was about to say something she’d been thinking about.

“Is there anything else we can do for her? To help with the recovery, the tension, the discomfort. She won’t ask for herself, so I’m asking.”

“Is Erin irritable?”

“Very.”

Rachel looked at me. Then at Jules. Then at Matt. The look of a woman who’d worked with enough patients and enough partners to understand what was needed.

“Honestly? Orgasms.”

The word landed in the room like a stone in still water.

“I’m serious. The endorphin release is more effective than most of what I can prescribe for soft-tissue recovery at this stage. Oxytocin reduces inflammation. The pelvic floor engagement — gentle, not strenuous — actually supports abdominal wall healing. It’s the body’s own recovery protocol. We just don’t put it on the discharge sheet because hospitals are squeamish.”

She said it the way she’d said diaphragmatic breathing — clinical, factual, the same tone, the same steady eye contact.

My cheeks burned.

Jules smiled. I wasn’t sure that she licked her lips deliberately.

“Really?”

“Give her tongue. A good orgasm will do more than another ice pack.”

Rachel zipped her bag.

“Just no penetration yet. The internal sutures need at least two more weeks. Nothing inside her — fingers, toys, her boyfriend—anything. External stimulation only. Clitoral. Oral is ideal, if that’s — “ She glanced between the three of us without a flicker of judgment. “If that’s something you’re comfortable with.”

“Thank you, Rachel.”

Matt’s voice was steady. His ears were pink.

Rachel left her card on the kitchen counter, confirmed a follow-up in two days, and walked out the front door. The latch clicked behind her.

The house held its breath.

Matt looked at Jules. Jules looked at Matt. The look between them — the married look, the look that carried fifteen years of shared vocabulary in a single glance — held for three seconds. I counted. I always counted.

I looked at the ceiling. Because if I looked at either of them right now, they’d see exactly how wet I’d been since Rachel said the word tongue, and the cop who controlled everything wasn’t ready to show them that. Not yet. Not sitting on a sofa with a pillow under her knees and a wound that still pulled when she breathed too deeply.

But my cunt didn’t care about the wound. My cunt had heard tongue and oral and give her and had responded the way it always responded to being discussed in the third person by a woman who knew what she was talking about — a flush of heat, a clench, the slick beginning to gather between my lips with the patient insistence of a body that had been waiting for permission.

Nobody spoke.

The espresso machine ticked in the kitchen. The thermal sigh.

Jules moved first.

She always moved first. In the bar, the first night, Jules had crossed the room. In the kitchen, the morning after, Jules had kissed me before Matt had finished his cortado. Jules was the woman who walked toward the thing that scared her while other people were still deciding whether to stand up.

She came around the sofa and sat beside me. Not on the edge — close. Her thigh against mine. The warmth of her through the thin cotton of my sweatpants.

“Are you seriously going to—”

“We both are. Matt and me.”

“But—”

Her hand found my thigh. High. The inside, where the skin is thinnest and the heat lives closest to the surface. Her fingers rested there the way they’d rested a hundred times before — in bed, on the sofa, in the car — but her thumb moved. A single slow circle against the inner seam of my sweats. The lightest pressure. The gentlest declaration of intent.

“We’ve been afraid to touch you, Erin.”

Her voice was quiet. Not tentative — Jules was never tentative. Quiet, the way a woman is quiet when she’s saying something she’s been carrying for days and is finally setting it down.

“Nine days in the hospital. Four days here. Changing your dressing and adjusting your pillows and making sure you’re comfortable, and every single time I’ve touched you, I’ve been touching you like you’re made of glass. And you’re not made of glass. You’re made of —”

She stopped. Her thumb kept moving.

“You’re made of the thing that took a knife for a child and walked out of a hospital and sat on our sofa and drank a cortado as if nothing had happened. And I’ve wanted my tongue inside you since the day you came home, and I didn’t know if I was allowed.”

Matt hadn’t moved. His arms still crossed, but the posture had changed — not guarding, waiting. The stillness of a man who was letting his wife go first because that was how they worked, how they’d always worked, the choreography of a marriage that had learned to expand.

I looked at Jules. Her eyes. Brown, warm, the focus of a woman who saw me — all of me, the scars and the damage and the thing I hadn’t told them yet — and wanted her mouth on me anyway.

I looked at Matt. His eyes were steady. The quiet want in them that he never announced, never pushed, just held until someone was ready to meet it.

I pushed the throw blanket off my legs.

The cool air hit my thighs. Jules’s hand stayed where it was.

“I’m not made of glass, Jules.”

“No. You’re not.”

“Then stop treating me like I am.”

Jules’s hands went to the waistband of my sweatpants.

She didn’t rush.

“Then get naked and let me watch Matt fuck you from behind while you eat me.”

Jules stood. Her top came off first — pulled over her head, her breasts swinging free, the nipples already hard. Jeans and underwear together, one movement, kicked aside. She knelt back between my thighs. Naked, her back arched. The sheen of sweat on her collarbones, the dark triangle between her legs glistening as she shifted her knees apart on the hardwood.

“Matt. Behind her.”

He was already moving. Shirt, jeans, boxers — stripped in the time it took Jules to lower her mouth to my thigh and kiss the skin there, once, slow. His cock was hard. Thick, flushed dark, the head swollen and glossy with precum. He knelt behind Jules on the floor, his hands finding her hips.

Jules’s tongue found the seam of my swollen, sticky lips and traced it — bottom to top, the full length from my throbbing, wet hole to the engorged pink bud protruding from its hood, parting me slowly. The flat of her tongue dragged through my slick folds, gathering the wetness, and the sensation after thirteen days of nothing made my breath stop, and my hands grip the cushions.

“Slow, Jules. I want to feel every stroke.”

“I’m not sure I can, darling.”

“Matt, fuck her my way so she licks me good.”

“My pleasure.”

“Don’t cum until I say. You’re my leverage. I want Jules’s tongue between my legs for as long as I need her there.”

Jules obeyed. Long, slow passes of her tongue through my cunt — base to clit, flat and wide, each one finishing with the softest pressure against my hood. She was precise. Controlled. The wine-importer’s mouth that could describe a Burgundy with a lover’s attention now tasting me, cataloging every fold.

“Fuck her now, Matt. Slide in slowly until you’re balls deep inside her.”

I watched him notch his crown against Jules’s entrance and push. Her swollen lips stretched around the head — I could see it from above, the slick spread, his rim dragging against her as he slid inside inch by inch.

Jules moaned into my cunt.

“Good girl.”

The vibration traveled through my clit and up through my pelvis, and I moaned — the way Jules’s mouth changed when Matt started fucking her. By the fourth stroke, she was looser, wetter. Her tongue worked harder, curling around my swollen, sticky bud.

I trembled from head to toe.

Jules’s tongue on my cunt was driven by Matt’s cock in hers. When he thrust slowly, her tongue moved slowly — careful, deliberate, strokes I could ride for hours. When he fucked her faster, harder, and deeper, her mouth sealed tight against my hole, and her groan hummed through me like a current. I could read her arousal through her lips and tongue the way I read a suspect’s nerves through their hands — involuntary, honest, impossible to fake.

“Faster, Jules.”

She couldn’t go faster on her own. She whimpered against me — the frustration of a woman whose mouth no longer belonged to her. It belonged to the cock inside her.

“Matt. Give her more. Go deeper. She can’t hold herself.”

“What if she cums?”

“You’ll stop just before that. This naughty girl needs edging.”

He fucked his wife with shorter strokes, harder, his hips cracking against Jules’s ass. Jules’s tongue went ragged. The careful rhythm broke — her mouth became urgent, sloppy, desperate, her lips clenching around my hole and my clit, sucking and licking whatever her body wanted while being fucked from behind.

I felt Matt’s rhythm inside my girlfriend. Every thrust balls deep pushed her mouth harder against my cunt. The wet sounds of his cock inside her, the wet sounds of her tongue inside me, the slap of his thighs against her ass — the room smelled like sex and sounded like it.

“Slow down, Jules.”

She didn’t. She couldn’t.

“Slow down, Matt.”

Matt slowed. Jules whimpered against me, her tongue finding my clit, circling it with the trembling precision of a woman hauled back from the edge. I watched my boyfriend’s cock slide in and out of my girlfriend — her arousal thick on his shaft, dripping from the join where his body met hers — while her mouth worked my clit with the focus of a woman trying to hold her discipline together and failing.

I was reading her. The way her tongue pressure changed when Matt bottomed out. The way her moans pitched higher when he ground against her cervix and stretched her wide. The way her lips tightened around my clit when her own orgasm started to build — involuntary, the body clenching everywhere at once. I timed my arousal against hers. When her tongue got sloppy, I was close. When it sharpened, I backed off. The cop reading the evidence. The woman riding the mouth.

Then Jules dropped lower.

Her thumbs hooked into the crease of my ass, peeling my anus open with slow, deliberate pressure. Cool air on the exposed skin. Then her breath — hot, close. Then her tongue, tracing the ridged skin around my pucker in slow circles, the flat of it soft and wet against the puckered ring.

She speared inside — her tongue tip pushing past the muscle, and the sensation was sharp and deep and so filthy that my thighs shook against her head, and a sound left my mouth that I didn’t recognize.

Matt’s cock was still inside her, still fucking her slowly, and Jules was rimming me while being ridden — her tongue in my ass and his cock in her cunt, and the raw intimacy of it — a woman’s mouth inside the most private part of my body while her husband’s cock drove her deeper — made my vision blur.

“Back on my clit, Jules. Now. Don’t stop. Fuck her flat out, Matt, and fill her with cum.”

Her mouth sealed over my clit. No patience. No teasing. She sucked hard, pressed the flat of her tongue against my exposed nerve, and held.

“Harder, Matt. Stretch her.”

He drove into Jules. The force rocked her mouth against me. Her tongue lost all discipline — flat, wet, relentless, the pressure building with every thrust behind her. I could feel her moaning, a continuous vibration against my clit, the sound of a woman being fucked hard while her mouth was full of me.

She rubbed my anus with one finger, then slid it inside. I wanted it. I craved it. I wanted Matt to fuck me.

Her tongue was getting sloppy again. Urgent. She was close — I could feel it in the way her lips trembled around my clit, the way her groans were climbing in pitch, by the way her finger fucked my ass in time with her husband’s cock. I was close because she was close, because her mouth was telling me everything her body was feeling, and the evidence was undeniable.

I came.

The orgasm clenched deep in my cunt — pelvic floor seizing, the muscles gripping nothing, the wave rolling up through my belly. The abdominal wall pulled. The scar tightened. A flash of pain swallowed whole by the pleasure. My thighs clamped around Jules’s head. She didn’t stop. Her tongue stayed on my clit through the contractions, through the waves, through every sound that tore out of my throat.

The giving-up sound.

But this time it wasn’t control breaking. It was control set aside. Gently. On a sofa. In a house that smelled like coffee.

Jules came seconds after me — Matt’s cock buried deep inside her, her face pressed into my thigh, her cunt clenching around him. I felt her orgasm through her mouth — the gasp, the shudder that traveled through her body and into mine.

Matt came. His cock swelled and kicked inside Jules, his hands gripping her hips, pulling her back onto him. He groaned — low, raw, the sound of a man who’d been holding back since the first stroke and was finally allowed to let go.

Jules wiped her chin with the back of her hand and climbed onto the sofa beside me. She smelled like me. Her hair was wrecked. She pulled the throw blanket over my legs and tucked it the way she always tucked it.

Matt went to the kitchen. The grinder. The tamp. The machine.

“Erin. This one’s for you.”

I took the cup. Both hands. The heart in the crema. I drank and closed my eyes.

Jules’s head found my shoulder. Matt sat on the floor with his back against the sofa and his hand on my ankle.

The house settled around us. The espresso machine ticked once. The afternoon moved on.


Chapter Six

◆◆◆

The doors closed first.

Not all at once. Not a declaration. The bathroom door, which I’d left open every morning since I’d moved in because there was no one to hide from anymore, started closing again on day five. The bedroom door when I changed the dressing on my wound. The shower door, when I stood under the water and counted days on the calendar in my head.

Twenty-eight days. My cycle had been clockwork since I was thirteen. The period should’ve come on a Tuesday. It didn’t come on Tuesday. It didn’t come on Wednesday. By Thursday, I’d stopped looking at the calendar and started looking at the ceiling.

Matt’s hand found my scars every night. The old one, his thumb traced in sleep, the unconscious navigation I’d cataloged and filed under things Matt does that make me want to stay forever. And the new one, four inches of pink railroad track below my navel, which his palm covered the way you cover a wound you’re trying to keep warm.

Matt didn’t know what the doctor’s words meant. Not really. He knew my functioning ovary was threatened. He knew we were waiting for news. He didn’t know that waiting meant I was lying awake every night doing math I couldn’t show him, running the numbers the way I ran evidence through a case file, and every calculation came back the same.

My right ovary was damaged by a bullet years ago. Scar tissue on the uterine wall. Can’t carry.

My left ovary — possibly compromised by a knife. Swelling. Vascular trauma. Might not conceive.

Two scars. Two injuries. Two sides of the same organ doing the same thing to the same woman.

I stopped meeting their eyes over coffee.

Matt noticed first. He always noticed first — ten yards ahead, the man who read the room before the room knew it was being read. He didn’t say anything. He made the cortado and set it in front of me and said Erin, this one’s for you the way he always said it, and I drank it without closing my eyes.

That was the tell.

I knew it was a tell.

I couldn’t stop it.

Jules noticed everything second but louder. She watched me drink the coffee with my eyes open, and her face did the thing it did when she was cataloging evidence of her own — the slight narrowing, the jaw setting, the almost-imperceptible tilt of her head that meant I see what you’re doing and I’m going to let you do it for exactly as long as I can stand.

She lasted eleven days.

The argument happened on a Wednesday night. We were in bed. Matt was brushing his teeth. Jules was beside me, reading, except she wasn’t reading. She was holding a book and looking at the same page she’d been looking at for twenty minutes.

“You’re leaving.”

“I’m right here, Jules.”

“Your body’s right here. The rest of you left us about ten days ago.”

I didn’t answer. She was right. The cop in me respected the accuracy of her observation even as the rest of me wanted to roll over and face the wall.

“Talk to me, Erin.”

“There’s nothing to talk about.”

“There’s everything to talk about. You stopped closing your eyes when you drink Matt’s coffee. You close the bathroom door and shower alone. You sleep on the outside of the bed, facing the wall. You haven’t touched either of us in eleven days, and don’t tell me it’s the wound because Rachel cleared you for everything now, and we both know you heard her.”

Matt appeared in the doorway, his toothbrush in hand. The look on his face was the look of a man who’d been waiting for this conversation and dreading it in equal measure.

“Sit down, Matt.”

He sat on the edge of the bed. Jules put her book on the nightstand. The three of us in the configuration that held every truth this house had ever spoken — Matt on my left, Jules on my right, me in the middle with nowhere to go.

“My period hasn’t come.”

Jules’s hand found mine.

“It was due days ago. My twenty-eight-day cycle hasn’t come. The doctor said if it didn’t come within six weeks of surgery, they’d investigate. We’re past four weeks now.”

“That doesn’t mean—”

“Let me finish, Jules.”

She went quiet. Her hand stayed in mine, but the thumb stopped moving.

“I’ve been shot once. Stabbed once. I’ve lost a baby and a husband. I’ve pulled children out of rooms I can’t describe to you and gone back for more because that’s what the badge means, and every time I go back, the odds get shorter.”

“You’re a cop. We understand that.”

“People say that, but the reality is, one day I’ll walk out that front door for a shift, and I might not walk back through it. You both know that. You knew it before I moved in.”

“And?”

“If you both build a family, I’ll be the parent who isn’t really a parent until I’m dead.”

Jules scrunched her brow.

“I don’t understand your point?”

“Why create a situation for both of you and a child to suffer loss? There is no future.”

Matt didn’t move. His hands were on his knees. His jaw was set in a soft way.

“I love you. Both of you. I love this house and this kitchen and the way Matt makes coffee and the way Jules describes wine and the sound the espresso machine makes when it cools down at night. I love waking up between you.”

“You haven’t done that for a while.”

“I love that you laid flowers for Harry. I love every single thing about this life.”

My voice was steady. The flat delivery I used when I was presenting evidence I’d already weighed and measured, and couldn’t argue with.

“We love you too, Erin.”

“But love isn’t enough if I can’t build anything with it. I’m the woman who leaves at six in the morning for a phone call and comes home smelling like crime scenes. I’m the woman with two scars who brings the worst of the world into a house that smells like coffee and herbs and safety.”

“Stop. Please.”

“No. You have to hear this. My period hasn’t come, and if that ovary’s gone, I stop being a woman.”

Jules’s hand tightened around mine.

“You’ll want children, Matt. You should want children. And Jules can give you that. Jules can carry your babies and raise them in this kitchen and teach them about Burgundy, and they’ll grow up watching their father make cortados, and that life — that future — is real. It’s possible. It’s right here for both of you.”

I looked at the ceiling. The hairline crack I’d been mapping for weeks. The fault line in the plaster.

“I don’t fit in that picture. I’m the woman who loves you but can’t give you anything except a body that keeps getting broken and a job that might kill me. And I can’t sit in this kitchen ten years from now watching your children eat breakfast knowing I couldn’t make one, couldn’t carry one, couldn’t even keep my body whole long enough to try. That’s not a life. That’s a sentence.”

The room was quiet. The kind of quiet that happens after evidence is laid out and the interview room is waiting for the response.

Matt spoke first.

“Are you done?”

“Yes.”

“Good. Because that’s the most you’ve said in eleven days, and most of it’s wrong.”

I looked at him. His face was calm. Not the forced calm of a man performing steadiness. The real calm of a man who’d heard everything and wasn’t shaken by any of it.

“The job might kill you. That’s true. I knew that before I kissed you in the hallway the first morning. I knew it before I made you a cortado. I knew it before I wrote Harry’s name on a card. The woman I love is a cop who walks into rooms where people die. I didn’t fall in love with a version of you that stays home and arranges flowers. I fell in love with the woman who got between a man and a girl and took a knife for her. If that’s the reason you’re leaving, you’re leaving the wrong house, because this is the only house in the world where two people know exactly what you are and want you anyway.”

His voice cracked on the last word. The steady man. The man who held everything together.

“And the rest of it — the babies, the ovary, the picture you’ve drawn of Jules and me with children you’re not part of — that’s you deciding our future for us. You’re running the case, Erin. You’re sitting in the interview room with the evidence, and you’ve already written the verdict, and you haven’t asked either of us what we think.”

Jules was crying. Silently, the tears running down her face, her hand still in mine.

“Matt’s right, Erin.”

Her voice was thick but steady. Jules could cry and talk at the same time.

“You said you can’t build anything. You’ve been building since the night you walked through our front door. You built this. The three of us. You built the kitchen where Matt makes three cortados instead of two. You built the shower that holds three bodies. You built the bench where Harry has flowers from people who love him. You’ve been building every day, Erin, and you don’t see it because you think building means babies, and it doesn’t. Building means staying. Building means the doors being open. Building means my mother’s casserole dish has moved to the left because your coffee mug needed a shelf.”

She wiped her face with the back of her free hand.

“And you’re wrong about the picture. You said I can carry Matt’s babies and you can’t, and that’s the future, and you don’t fit. But you know what you left out? You and I could never have a baby together anyway. Two women, Erin. No amount of functioning ovaries changes that. So if the baby question is the reason you’re leaving, it only works if you’re rejecting Matt. Are you rejecting Matt?”

I looked at Matt. His face. The steady eyes. The hand on my knee. The man who’d written beloved on a card for a boy he’d never met and laid flowers on a bench outside a hospital.

“No.”

“Then your argument has a hole in it. Because you haven’t described a woman who can’t build. You’ve described a woman who’s afraid the building will cost too much. And that’s not the same thing.”

She stopped. Breathed. The tears kept falling.

“What it really is, Erin — what’s underneath all of it, underneath the period and the ovary and the scars and the job — is you believing you’re not worth the cost.”

I broke.

It was a full break — the one that starts in the chest and moves through the throat and comes out as a sound that doesn’t have a name, the sound of a woman hearing the truest thing anyone has ever said about her and recognizing it the way you recognize your own face in a photograph you didn’t know was being taken.

Matt’s arms were around me. Jules’s arms were around me. Both of them holding the pieces while the breaking happened, the way they’d held me in the hospital, the way they’d held me on the bench, the way they always held me — present, patient, Matt, and Jules.

“Am I worth the cost?”

“You’re worth everything, sweetheart.”

Matt. The distress endearment that had slipped out in the hospital and was back now because the distress was back, and the love underneath it hadn’t gone anywhere.

“You’re worth everything, Erin. And if your eggs are gone, we’ll figure it out. And if they’re not gone, we figure it out. And if you walk out that door tomorrow for a shift that scares us all, we’ll figure that out, too. But you don’t get to leave because you’ve decided for us that we’d be better off without you. That’s not your call. That’s ours.”

Jules pressed her forehead into my shoulder.

“Stay, Erin. Just stay.”


Chapter Seven

◆◆◆

I stayed.

The doors opened the next morning.

The eggs were on. Scrambled, the way Jules made them — low heat, wooden spoon, the patient stirring of a woman who treated eggs the way she treated a Burgundy, with attention and time and the unshakeable belief that the difference between good and great was whether you rushed.

I stood at the kitchen counter, slicing bread. Matt’s t-shirt hung to my thighs. I wore white cotton panties underneath — Jules’s, from the drawer, the elastic stretched to her shape, the fabric thinned and softened. I’d stopped pretending I had my own underwear in this house months ago.

Jules was beside me, wearing Matt’s other t-shirt, the gray one with the coffee company logo faded to a ghost across the chest. Her panties were pale blue. Her legs were bare. Her hair was up in a knot that was already coming loose.

It was Saturday morning. I was off duty — the medical evaluations that would clear my return to work were still two weeks away, and my body reminded me every time I reached for something on a high shelf.

“I think I can go to the gym on Monday.”

“Great. I’ll come with you.”

I started to object, but Jules’s expression stopped me.

“Okay. We can train together.”

“You’ll train with the physio. As she said last week. I’ll call her and book an hour slot when she can make it on Monday.”

I smiled at the quiet bossiness of a woman who’d decided my recovery belonged to her as much as it belonged to me.

The kitchen smelled like butter and toast and the herbs on the windowsill. The olive jar sat on the counter, untouched, the way it always sat — waiting for three mouths again, or maybe just waiting.

The espresso machine was cold.

I’d noticed when I came downstairs. No grinder noise. No steam. No tamp — the tap, the settle, the polish that I’d cataloged in my first week and missed in the hospital the way you miss a heartbeat. Matt hadn’t made cortados before he left.

“Where did Matt go?”

“I don’t know, darling.”

Jules didn’t look up from the eggs. Her voice was calm. Too calm. The calm of a woman who knew exactly where her husband was and had decided not to share.

I filed it. The cop files everything.

The bread went into the toaster. I set plates. Three plates, the way we always set plates, the muscle memory of a household that had practiced being a family until the practice became the thing itself.

Jules hummed something I didn’t recognize — not Ella, not the acoustic playlists Matt favored, something older, softer, the kind of tune a woman hums when she’s happy and doesn’t realize she’s doing it.

The toaster popped.

The front door opened.

I heard the shoes first. Not sneakers. Not the boots Matt wore to the carts. Hard soles on hardwood — the click of dress shoes in a hallway that usually heard bare feet and slippers and the soft pad of three people moving through their mornings in cotton and skin.

Matt appeared in the kitchen doorway.

He was wearing a suit.

Dark navy. Well-fitted — not new, the suit he kept at the back of the closet for meetings that mattered, for the quarterly reviews and the bank conversations where a man who ran coffee carts had to look like a man who ran something larger. White shirt, no tie, the top button undone. He’d shaved. His hair was done. His jaw was set in the soft way that meant something mattered — not clenched, not tense, just held.

“You look gorgeous, Matt.”

“So do both of you.”

He was carrying flowers. White roses, wrapped in brown paper, arranged with eucalyptus, the way the hospital bunch had been. Not a grocery-store grab. Chosen.

“I need a minute, please.”

The bread knife stopped moving.

Jules set down the spatula.

He crossed the kitchen. Set the flowers on the counter beside the olive jar. His hands were free now. Both of them. Ten and two, except there was no wheel — just his body standing in front of mine, close enough that I could smell the aftershave he’d put on at six in the morning before I’d woken up, before I’d known he was gone.

He got down on one knee.

On the kitchen floor.

“Erin. Will you marry me?”

“I can’t. We can’t.”

“Not the way the law means it. I married Jules nine years ago, and the paperwork says one, and the paperwork is wrong, because there are two women in my life and I want both of them to wear my ring.”

His voice cracked on the word ring. His hands didn’t shake. Ten and two.

He pulled a box from his pocket and opened it. A white gold band with a single pink diamond that caught the morning light from the kitchen window and held it.

“Matt.”

“I chose you in the wet room the first morning you stayed. I chose you in the kitchen when you drank my coffee and closed your eyes. I chose you on a bench outside a hospital where I laid flowers for a boy I never held, because he was yours, and that made him mine. I chose you in a hospital bed when you told me everything, and I chose you last week when you tried to leave without leaving, and I will choose you tomorrow and the day after that and every day until one of us stops breathing.”

Tears ran down his face. The steady man, crying on his knees on his kitchen floor, holding a ring up to a woman in a t-shirt and panties who couldn’t move.

“I know what the scar means. I know what the knife might have taken. I don’t care. I didn’t care in the wet room, and I don’t care now. Marry me, Erin. Not legally. Not on paper. In this kitchen, in front of the woman we both love, with a ring I bought three weeks ago and have carried in my jacket pocket every day waiting for the doors to open again.”

I had no words. I had a man on his knees and a ring in a box, and my hands were shaking, and the whisk I’d been holding had fallen onto the counter at some point, and I hadn’t heard it land.

Jules moved.

She came around the counter and stood beside him. Then she knelt. Both of them on the kitchen floor now. Both of them looking up at me.

Jules held out her hand. In her palm — not a box, just her open hand — sat a ring. An eternity ring. Old. The band was thin, the gold worn to a soft gleam, the stones small and unevenly set, the way jewelry was made fifty years ago when the hands that made it were human and imperfect and didn’t apologize for either.

“This was my mother’s.”

Her voice was thick. Tears on her face. But steady — Jules could cry and talk at the same time, the skill I’d never mastered.

“She wore it for forty-one years. My father gave it to her on their fifth anniversary, and she never took it off, not once. Claire insisted I have it.”

She held it up. The gold caught the morning light from the kitchen window, the same window where the herbs grew, the same light that had warmed every breakfast we’d eaten together in this room.

“It’s time, Erin. Marry me, too.”

Two people on their knees.

Tears streamed down my cheeks.

Two rings held up.

The man I loved and the woman I loved, kneeling on the floor of the kitchen where I’d learned to stay, asking me to stay forever with metal and stone and words that cost them everything to say.

I looked at their faces. Both wet. Both open. Both terrified — not of my answer, but of what the asking had cost them.

I sank to my knees. The tile was cold under my bare skin. I didn’t care. I was on the floor with them.

I held out my left hand.

Matt slid the diamond onto my ring finger. His hands steady. Ten and two. The metal was cool and then warm and then mine.

Jules slid her mother’s eternity ring onto the same finger, beside the diamond. The gold was already warm — she’d been holding it in her palm, her body heat in the metal, her mother’s ring carrying Jules’s warmth onto my skin.

Two rings. One hand. Two people who’d asked.

I cried.

The tears came without sound at first — the kind that fills your sinuses and blur the world before they fall. Then the sound came. Low, broken, the sound of gratitude so large it couldn’t fit inside a body and had to come out through the throat.

Matt’s hands were on my face. Jules’s arms were around me. The three of us on the kitchen floor, crying — except this time the crying wasn’t grief.

It was the opposite of grief.

It was the thing that lives on the other side of grief when you’ve walked through all of it and come out holding two rings and two people and a future you’d stopped believing you were allowed to have.

“You haven’t agreed.”

I stared at the rings and at them, and I smiled.

“Yes.”

One word. The most expensive word I’d ever spent. And the cheapest, because it cost me nothing I wasn’t already giving.

“Yes. Yes. Yes.”

Jules laughed through her tears. The wet, messy laugh of a woman whose plan had worked, whose architecture had held, whose whole life had been leading to a kitchen floor on a Saturday morning where two people she loved said yes to each other.

Matt kissed me. His mouth was wet with tears. His hands were on my face. The kiss tasted like salt and aftershave and the morning and the rest of our lives.

Jules kissed me. Her mouth was softer, warmer. Then Jules pulled back. Wiped her face with the back of her hand. Set her jaw in the way that meant the architect had one more thing.

“We bought you a wedding gift.”

She stood. Crossed to the counter where her bag hung on the hook beside the door. She reached in and pulled out a folder. It was white and plain.

She set it on the counter between the flowers and the olive jar and opened it.

I saw pages. Medical letterhead. Charts, numbers, and a clinic name I didn’t recognize.

“I’ve done the research. Three months of it. Since before the stabbing — since before you moved in. Since the night you told me about Harry on this floor.”

I looked at the pages. My hands were shaking. The rings caught the light.

“IVF, Erin. Your egg. Matt’s sperm. I carry.”

One sentence that dismantled every calculation I’d run in the dark, every equation that ended in nothing, every night I’d lain awake under Matt’s hand doing math that proved I wasn’t enough.

“The clinic is thirty minutes from here. The success rates are good — not guaranteed, nothing’s guaranteed, but good. The cost is manageable. I’ve already spoken to them. I’ve already had the initial consultation. My body is healthy. My uterus is healthy. They believe I can carry a baby to term.”

She looked at me. Her eyes. Brown, warm, the focus of a woman who saw everything.

“I want to carry yours and Matt’s baby.”

“How can—”

“Your egg, Erin. Your DNA. Your eyes, your cheekbones, your stubbornness, your courage. And Matt’s too — his steadiness, his patience, his hands. Our baby. Growing inside me. Born into this family. All of ours.”

“Jules—”

“Don’t argue with me. Not about this. I’ve had three months to think about it, and I’ve thought about nothing else.”

“Why would you carry my baby before your own?”

The question came out before I could stop it. The question that had lived inside the scar since the first night Jules kissed it on the kitchen floor — the question underneath every other question.

Jules looked at me. Then at Matt. Then back at me.

“Because I love you, Erin.”

“But—”

“Because it is my baby, too, Erin. It’s not yours and Matt’s. It’s not mine and Matt’s. It’s ours. The three of us. The same way this kitchen is ours, and the bed upstairs is ours. I’m not carrying someone else’s child. I’m carrying our child, my wife and husband’s, as far as I am concerned. And the body it grows in is a detail, not a definition.”

Matt’s hand was on my back. His palm flat, his fingers slightly curled.

“She’s right, Erin.”

“You knew about this?”

“I drove her to the consultation, but this was all Jules.”

“And you agree?”

“Wholeheartedly.”

I looked at the documents on the counter. The clinic name. The numbers. The charts that mapped a future I’d crossed off my list the night a bullet went through the muscular wall of my uterus and a doctor said we can’t guarantee.

The IVF documents sat beside the olive jar and the white roses and the brown paper. Everything on the same surface. Everything in the same kitchen. The rings on my fingers catching the light.

“My period still hasn’t come.”

“I know.”

“The ovary might be gone, Jules. There might not be an egg to fertilize.”

“Then we wait. And if there isn’t, we find another way to grow our family. But we don’t stop. We don’t quit. We don’t close doors.”

I put my hand on my stomach. Both scars under my palm. The old one smooth and silver. The new one raised and pink. Two wounds. Two stories. Both of them part of a body that had been broken and healed and broken again and was standing in a kitchen on a Saturday morning with two rings and a folder full of hope.

“Okay.”

Jules exhaled. The breath she’d been holding since she’d opened the folder.

“Okay?”

“Okay. Let’s have a baby.”

Matt kissed my forehead. The benediction.

“Let me make you a cortado, Erin.”

“Make three.”

He stood. Crossed to the machine. The grinder. The beans. The tamp — the tap, the settle, the polish. The steam. The pour. The wrist-flick that left a white heart on the surface of the crema.

“Erin. This one’s for you.”

I took the cup. Both hands. The heart in the crema. The Huila — dark cherry, raw cacao, brown sugar, and the finish of toasted almond.

I closed my eyes.

We went upstairs.

Matt’s hand rested on the small of my back — the two-fingered pressure at the base of my spine that meant I’m here and I know where you are. Jules was ahead of us, her bare feet on the wood, her pale blue panties visible under the hem of Matt’s gray t-shirt.

The bedroom door was open. The bed was made. The lamp on the nightstand was off, but the morning light came through the curtains and made the room warm and gold.

Matt stood by the door. Jules beside the bed.

I pulled the t-shirt over my head. Pushed Jules’s white cotton panties down my thighs and stepped out of them.

Jules pulled her t-shirt off. Her breasts swung free, full and heavy, her nipples already tight and flushed dark. She pushed her panties down and stepped out of them. She looked beautiful naked. Her skin was warm from the kitchen, the faint sheen of sweat at her collarbones, her cunt already glistening between her thighs — the lips swollen, parted, a thread of slick catching the light between them.

Matt undressed. His shirt came off first, then pants, then boxers. His cock sprang free — thick, flushed dark, the circumcised head swollen and wet at the tip. A bead of precum sat in the slit, catching the light. I watched it stretch into a thread as his cock bobbed, then break and run down the underside of his shaft.

I could smell him from where I stood — warm skin, aftershave, and underneath it the heavier scent of a cock that had been hardening inside cotton since the kitchen floor.

I lay down.

The sheets were cool against my back. Jules came to my right side. Matt to my left.

“I love you, Erin.”

“I love you too, Matt.”

His hand slid down my stomach. Over the scars — both of them, his palm flat and warm — then he moved lower, down through the curls, and his fingers found me. I was soaked. Not just wet — the slick had gathered between my lips and run down to the crease of my ass, coating my inner thighs while we’d been standing, while I’d been watching them undress. The smell of my own arousal was already in the room — warm, sharp, unmistakable.

He slid two fingers between my lips and held them apart. The cool air hit my wet skin, and I shivered. Then his thumb began circling my throbbing, sticky clit, slow and firm, pressing the hood back until the bud was exposed and swollen under the pad of his thumb.

“You’re dripping, Erin.”

“I’ve been wet since you walked in wearing that suit.”

Jules’s mouth closed around my nipple. She sucked — not gently, a firm pull that sent a wire of heat straight from my breast to my cunt. My hips rocked against Matt’s hand, and I felt my slick coat his fingers, heard the wet sound of his thumb working my clit — obscene in the quiet room, the sound of how ready I was.

He slid two fingers inside me. Easily — my walls gripping them to the second knuckle, pulling him deeper, the wet noise of his fingers entering me loud enough that Jules looked down. He curled them upward, found the rough patch on my front wall, and pressed. The sparks fired up my spine, and my thighs clamped around his wrist.

“I want your cock inside me, Matt.”

“The sutures—”

“Healed. Rachel cleared me a week ago. I want your cock inside my cunt. Now. Fuck me hard—”

I looked at Jules. She nodded.

“Fuck me hard, fiancé.”

He moved between my legs. His weight on his arms, careful of my abdomen, his cock heavy and hot against my inner thigh. I felt the smear of his precum on my skin — warm, slick, a trail of wet as the head dragged through my folds, nudging my clit on the way down.

I gasped.

Then the head notched against my entrance, like a wet, sticky kiss as his swollen rim pressed against the slick opening of my cunt.

He pushed.

Matt’s cock head spread me open. Slow, thick, his rim dragging against the inside of my lips as they stretched around him. The first inch burned — not pain, the stretch of a cunt that hadn’t been fucked in weeks, my tissues swollen and sensitive and tight from disuse. I felt every vein of his cock. The ridged skin of his shaft and throbbing veins catching against my walls, the slick resistance giving way inch by inch until his pelvis pressed flush against mine and the head nudged my cervix with a pressure that made my breath stall and my cunt clench hard around him.

“Fuck. Balls deep.”

“It’s nice to be back, Erin.”

“Damn right. Now fuck me.”

The words left me without permission. My eyes watered. Not pain — the sheer relief of being full of my beloved fiancé’s cock again. Weeks of his hand on my stomach in the dark. Weeks of wanting and not having. His cock was stretching me open now in the morning light, and my cunt was gripping him like it was trying to keep him there permanently.

“Don’t stop. Fuck me slowly and deep. Give me all of it and stretch me.”

He fucked me with long strokes, the full length of his cock withdrawing until only the head remained inside me — the rim catching at my entrance, my lips gripping the ridge before he slid back in. Slow, deliberate, each thrust reaching the deep spot behind my cervix where the nerve endings clustered. I could hear it — the wet slap of his pelvis against my soaked cunt, the slick sound of his shaft moving through me, the obscene noise my body made every time he drove in.

“You feel incredible, Erin. So tight. So fucking wet.”

“Fuck me harder. I can take it.”

Jules’s hand lay flat on my stomach. Her palm across the new scar. Her hand rested there while Matt’s cock filled the space beneath it. I could feel the heat of her palm and the heat of his cock, and the two of them were holding me from both sides.

“Jules. Come here. I want your cunt on my mouth.”

She moved without hesitating and slowly cocked a leg over my head, mounting me patiently. I saw her cunt lips open and watched the pink, slick hole I wanted to taste as it descended on my mouth.

My fiancée straddled my face, her knees on either side of my head, facing Matt. I cupped her ass cheeks and spread them to get access to her swollen, flushed dark pink lips as they parted, soaking wet. The slick hung between them in a thin, glistening thread. I could smell her before I tasted her — warm, sharp, the dense scent of a woman who’d been aroused since the kitchen floor, the musk of her cunt filling my nose before my tongue ever touched her.

I pulled her hips down onto my mouth.

My cunt was stretching as each stroke of Matt’s cock went balls deep, his crown crushing my cervix. My tongue slid through Jules’s cunt lips. The taste of her flooded my mouth — salt first, then the deeper warmth underneath, the specific taste of Jules that I’d craved for weeks.

My tongue found her clit — swollen, the hood already pulled back, the bud exposed and hard under the tip of my tongue. I circled it, then pressed flat, then pushed my tongue inside her hole — her walls hot and slick, gripping my tongue, her cunt clenching around me as I fucked her with it. The taste deeper inside was thicker, warmer, and I lost myself there, pushing in as far as I could while her hips ground down against my face.

“Fuck, Erin. Your mouth. I’ve missed your mouth.”

Matt thrust deeper, faster, and harder. His cock hit the spot that made my cunt seize around him, and the moan traveled up through my chest and vibrated against Jules’s clit. She gasped. Her thighs clamped against my ears, and I felt her slick run down my chin.

“Matt. Fuck me harder. I want to feel every stroke through her mouth.”

He obeyed and fucked me deeper, his cock withdrawing to the head and driving back in with a force that pushed a sound out of me — a wet, muffled groan into Jules’s cunt that made her grind down against my face.

I gripped her thigh and held her there, my lips sealed around her clit, sucking while Matt fucked me with long, hard strokes that I felt in my jaw.

“Jesus, Erin. You’re clenching so hard around me.”

“Don’t stop, Matt. Make her moan into my cunt. I can feel it — every time you hit that spot, her mouth vibrates on my clit.”

My tongue worked Jules — flat strokes through her parted lips, gathering the slick that was running freely now, then circling her clit, sucking the exposed bud between my lips. Her taste was everywhere — my mouth, my chin, running down my neck. I swallowed, and she groaned and ground her cunt harder against my face, smearing her slick across my cheeks.

“Erin. I’m going to cum on your face if you keep doing that.”

“Not yet. Matt — grab her breast. Pull her back from the edge.”

Matt reached forward. His hand found Jules’s breast — cupping it, his thumb rolling her nipple hard enough to make her gasp and buck, the touch splitting her attention between his hand and my mouth.

I slowed my tongue and used long, flat strokes through her slick folds, letting her build again, slowly, while Matt fucked me with a rhythm that was making the bed creak.

His strokes shortened. I felt his cock thicken inside me — the swell, the vein on the underside jumping against my walls, the head growing hotter and harder against my cervix. His breathing turned ragged.

“Erin. I’m going to cum.”

“Inside me. Every drop, Matt. I want to feel you fill me up.”

“Cum inside her, Matt. Fill her cunt.”

Jules was commanding from above, her voice tight and breathless, her cunt grinding against my mouth, her thighs trembling against my ears.

He drove balls deep inside me and held. His cock kicked — the first pulse hot and thick, a jet hitting the deepest part of me. I felt his cum spread behind my cervix, pooling in the space he’d made with his cock, warm and dense and more with every spasm.

His hips ground against mine, his shaft throbbing between my walls. I clenched around him and held — milking him, pulling every pulse out of him, my muscles gripping his cock in rhythmic squeezes while his cum filled me.

I felt his heartbeat through his cock. Fast, hard, the vein pulsing against my walls.

“Erin. Fuck. Erin.”

Matt’s hips were still grinding, the last spasms emptying him. I could feel the volume of it — thick, warm, more than my cunt could hold. His cum leaked around the seal of my lips and ran in a warm thread down to the crease of my ass, pooling on the sheet beneath me.

I didn’t stop my tongue. Jules was close — her clit swollen and hard under my lips, her thighs shaking, her hands white-knuckled on the headboard. I sucked her clit into my mouth and flicked the tip with my tongue, fast and relentless, and pushed two fingers inside her cunt, fucking her. Her walls clamped around them immediately — hot, slick, gripping my fingers the way my cunt was still gripping Matt’s softening cock.

“Erin. Don’t stop. Don’t — fuck — don’t stop—”

I curled my fingers against her front wall and sucked harder. Her clit throbbed against my tongue — I could feel the pulse of it, fast, the blood hammering through the nerve.

Jules came.

Her cunt clenched around my fingers in hard, rhythmic spasms — squeezing, releasing, squeezing again. Her clit pulsed against my tongue with each contraction. Her thighs crushed my ears, and her slick flooded my mouth — a hot rush of it, thick, the taste of her orgasm different from her arousal, saltier, denser.

She came with my name in her throat, a groan that started in her chest and broke out of her like something she’d been holding for weeks. I swallowed everything she gave me. My mouth sealed against her cunt while she rode my face through the aftershocks, her hips jerking, her thighs trembling, until the last contraction faded and her body went limp.

She collapsed beside me. Her hair was wrecked. Her chest heaving. Her hand found mine and gripped.

Matt’s cock softened inside me and slipped free. I felt the head drag against my swollen walls on the way out, the rim catching at my entrance before it slid past and left me open. My cunt gaped around the absence — the muscle too swollen and too used to close, the cool air hitting the wet, stretched tissue.

His cum spilled from me in a slow, thick pour — warm, white, running from my open cunt down the crease of my ass onto the sheets. I could feel it leaking out of me in pulses, each time my pelvic muscles clenched involuntarily.

I hadn’t cum yet. My cunt throbbed — swollen, aching, empty, the orgasm sitting at the base of my spine like a weight that hadn’t tipped.

“Jules.”

She knew.

She slid down the bed and settled between my thighs. I felt her breath on my cunt first — warm, close, deliberate. Then her mouth.

Her tongue found the seam of my lips and licked upward through the mess — Matt’s cum and my slick and the swollen, gaping heat of me. She gathered it on her tongue. I heard her swallow — a small, wet sound that sent a shudder through my pelvis.

Then her tongue slid inside me — pushing past my entrance, into the space Matt’s cock had just left, her tongue working the cum from my walls. Tasting him inside me. Tasting both of us — the mixture of her husband’s seed and my arousal, warm and leaking onto her tongue.

“Jules. Fuck.”

She pulled her tongue out and sealed her lips over my clit. My bud was raw, swollen, exposed — and the heat of her mouth on it was almost too much. I cried out. My hips bucked against her face, and she held me down with both hands on my thighs, her mouth sealed, her tongue circling my clit with a pressure that was steady and relentless and exactly right.

“Give me your cum, Erin. I want to taste all of you.”

Her tongue circled. Slow, then fast. Her lips sucked the bud between them and held — just pressure, just heat, while Matt’s cum still leaked from my open cunt and ran down her chin. The wet sounds filled the room — her mouth on me, the slick noise of cum and arousal, her tongue working through the mess. I could hear her swallowing. Small, rhythmic, gathering everything my body was giving her.

My orgasm hit.

My cunt seized — the muscles spasming in hard, rolling waves that started behind my cervix and radiated outward through my pelvis, my thighs, my stomach. My clit pulsed against Jules’s tongue, each throb a shock that made my legs jerk.

The scar tightened — the abdominal wall pulling — but I didn’t care. My thighs clamped around her head. My hands gripped the sheets until my knuckles went white. The sound that came out of me was raw and loud, torn from my chest without permission or control.

Matt’s hand found my stomach. His palm flat over both scars, holding me while I shook apart.

Jules didn’t stop. Her tongue dragged my clit left and right, riding me through it, her mouth sealed against me while the contractions rolled through my cunt. Another wave. Another. My body clenching and releasing and clenching, the aftershocks coming in smaller and smaller pulses until my thighs fell open and my body went limp and the only thing I could feel was her mouth — still on me, gentle now, soft licks through my folds, cleaning me, tasting the last of Matt’s cum from my swollen lips.

She crawled up beside me. Wiped her chin with the back of her hand — wet, glistening. Her mouth was coated with us. The smell of sex rose from her skin — my cunt, Matt’s cum, her own arousal, all of it on her face.

She kissed me. I tasted all of us in my mouth — Matt’s cum first, salt and density, then my own slick underneath, sharper, then Jules herself beneath both. Three tastes layered on one tongue. I kissed her deeper, chasing it, my tongue finding hers and tasting everything we’d just done to each other.

Matt lay on my left. His hand on my stomach. Jules on my right, her forehead against my shoulder, her arm across my ribs.

The rings on my left hand caught the light. The pink diamond and the worn gold, side by side.

“Matt.”

“Yeah.”

“The espresso machine is cold.”

He laughed. The quiet one.

“I’ll make cortados.”

“Three.”

“Always three.”

I closed my eyes.

I was lying in a bed with the two people who’d knelt on a kitchen floor and asked me to stay forever. I was full of my fiancé’s cum, and the taste of my fiancée was on my lips.

Come home with us, Erin.

I was home.
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