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Chapter One

◆◆◆

The t-shirt smelled like her.

Not perfume — Erin didn’t wear perfume. It smelled like warm skin and leather and something underneath both of those things that I’d only learned existed ten days ago when she’d stood in my kitchen wearing it and nothing else. Matt’s old gray Huila Estate tee, the one with the faded logo from a farm he’d visited before we met, stretched at the collar where she’d pulled it over her head.

I held it to my face for three seconds.

Four.

I put it back in the laundry basket and went downstairs.

Matt was at the coffee machine. The grinder ran its cycle — a descending whine that meant he’d dialed it fine, which meant he was thinking and needed the ritual to do it in. I sat on my stool and watched him tamp. Tap, settle, polish.

“Are you okay, Matt?”

“As okay as you are.”

“How did this happen?”

“We made a choice.”

A lesser man might have blamed me.

The shot pulled clean and dark, and he steamed the milk with the wrist that hadn’t changed its angle in nine years of marriage. He set my cortado down with the single white heart centered in the crema, and then he made his own.

He didn’t make a third today.

He carried his cup to the window above the sink and stood there looking at the driveway. Not waiting. Matt didn’t wait for things — he prepared for them, which was different. But he was looking at the empty space where a car that wasn’t ours could’ve been parked, and he was looking at it the way I’d looked at the t-shirt. Too long. With too much knowledge behind his eyes.

“The San José roaster confirmed the sample lot.”

“That’s using the washed process?”

“Honey process. Sixty kilos available. If it cups the way the pre-ship did, I’ll run it through the downtown carts first.”

“Good, darling.”

The espresso machine ticked once in the silence that followed. The sound of metal cooling. The sound of a kitchen with two people in it that had recently held three.

I drank my cortado. The heart broke on the first sip, the way it always did.

“Should we call Erin?”

“She asked us not to, Matt. Not for the next few days.”

“That’s what people say when they’re scared, Jules.”

“You don’t understand women. No man can. We’re messy.”

“But—”

“If she wanted our call, she would’ve told me.”

He stared at me.

“Will it be like that? Woman to woman?”

“Maybe. With some things. With certain feelings, she might open up to me before you.”

“Like this husband?”

“Like this husband. Yes.”

“There’s more to it.”

I gave Matt the husband. I didn’t give him the whole story. That was Erin’s to discuss with Matt. I hadn’t seen this layer of complexity when I dragged my husband into Kline’s.

I took the t-shirt Erin wore out of the laundry basket and held it to my nose.

I set it aside.

One more night would do no harm.

Claire noticed on day three.

We were in the tasting room at our warehouse, spending a long afternoon with a Willamette Valley producer who’d sent six Pinot Noirs, three of which were worth representing and one of which was extraordinary. I was nosing the third, a 2022 single-vineyard from volcanic soil — dark cherry, iron filings, the barest suggestion of turned earth after rain — and Claire said my name twice before I heard it.

“Jules.”

“Mm.”

“You just described that wine as ‘the color of someone leaving a room.’ That’s not a tasting note. That’s a diary entry.”

I set the glass down.

“It’s been a long week.”

“It’s Wednesday.”

“That’s why they call it hump day.”

Claire had arms like mine and a mouth like a prosecutor’s. She was three years older and had been finishing my sentences since I was four, and when I deflected, she didn’t push — she just filed it in the place where she filed everything about me, the place that was organized by severity and cross-referenced with every lie I’d ever told her.

“Is it Matt?”

“Matt’s fine.”

She put her glass down and looked at me the way she looked at suppliers who were lying about yields.

“Jules.”

“Matt is fine, Claire. The carts are up. The Medellín broker sent him a new sample, and he’s excited about it. Matt is fine.”

She picked up the extraordinary Pinot Noir and swirled it. She had my palate but better discipline. She didn’t drink when she was reading someone.

“Okay.”

She didn’t believe me. I didn’t need her to. I needed her to wait, and Claire had never been good at waiting, but she was excellent at choosing her moment, and today wasn’t it. She knew. She didn’t know what she knew, but she knew the shape of it — that her sister was carrying something that wasn’t about wine and wasn’t about Matt and wasn’t going to be explained while sipping six Pinots from the Willamette Valley.

I picked up the fourth glass.

We moved on.

The evenings were the hardest.

Matt and I had always been good at evenings — dinner, wine, the couch, his arm around me while I answered emails with my feet tucked under his thigh. We’d built nine years of evenings, and they’d always been enough. The quiet between us had been a comfortable thing, a shared silence that didn’t need filling because we were the filling.

Now the quiet had a shape in it.

“Have you considered babies, Jules?”

My head whipped around.

“What?”

“Erin changes everything.”

He said it the way he said things about the carts — factual, already calculated, the conclusion arrived at before the sentence. Matt didn’t float ideas. He landed them.

“And nothing. She isn’t here.”

“We’re not having the discussion, then?”

“We can’t.”

“We’re in love, Jules. With each other and—”

“—We can’t plan a future, Matt. This isn’t like you and me walking along Dobson’s Creek discussing having a family.”

His jaw moved the way it moved when he was swallowing something he wanted to say. I knew that jaw. I’d watched it for nine years across kitchen tables and pillows and the front seats of cars, and I knew the difference between the clench that meant I disagree and the clench that meant I’ll wait. This was the second one.

“On hold?”

“On hold.”

The word sat between us like a stone on a scale.

I wanted to tell him. The bullet. The scarring. The husband who’d left because her body couldn’t do the thing he’d married her for. I wanted to say: the reason we can’t plan is because the woman we love may never be able to give us the thing you’re asking me to consider, and she told me on a kitchen stool at midnight, wearing your t-shirt and nothing else, and I’m carrying it for her until she’s ready to give it to you herself. But that wasn’t my truth to spend.

Erin had given me the story the way she gave everything — one coin at a time, from a purse she kept zipped against her chest. Matt would get his coin. When she was ready. Not from me.

“Okay, Jules.”

Two words and my name. He didn’t push.

Erin’s absence felt like something physical — a chair pulled out from a table set for three, a glass not poured, a warmth missing from the room that the thermostat couldn’t explain.

We sat on the couch, and the space between the end of his body and the armrest was exactly the width of a woman who wasn’t there, and neither of us looked at it, and neither of us pretended it didn’t exist.

The evening settled around us the way evenings do when two people are waiting for something they’ve agreed not to name.

“She’s on nights this week.”

Matt said it without looking up from his phone. The carts app, probably — he tracked the daily take the way I tracked tasting scores, with the attention of someone whose livelihood depended on small numbers moving in the right direction.

“How do you know that?”

“She mentioned it. The morning she left.”

I hadn’t heard that. I’d been in the hallway when Erin walked out, watching her pull on her boots with the efficiency of a woman who’d dressed fast in other people’s houses before. I’d been looking at her hands. I’d missed the conversation at the door.

“Matt.”

“Mm.”

“Do you think about her?”

He put his phone down. He looked at me the way he’d looked at me the night I’d told him I thought I’d fallen in love with her — the look of a man who was ten yards ahead and ten yards behind and right beside me the whole time.

“Every day, Jules.”

Two words and my name. That was enough. That was Matt.

I leaned into him.

His arm came around me, and his hand settled on my shoulder, and we sat there in the quiet that had a shape in it, and neither of us tried to fill it, and neither of us pretended it wasn’t there.

On the fifth night, I stood in the wet room alone.

I didn’t turn the rain head on.

I just stood on the tiles in bare feet and looked at the space. The drain in the center. The frosted glass window where warm light filtered through in the mornings. The sliding panel I’d insisted on during the remodel the year we moved in, because I’d wanted a space that was ours — mine and Matt’s — a place where the water fell on both of us and no one else.

Three people had stood here.

Erin had lain on these tiles with her back against the slope and my body on top of hers and Matt’s hands on both of us. I’d cum in her mouth. She’d cum with his taste on her tongue. The giving-up sound — the one that was different from the cracking sound, the one that meant control gone rather than control breaking — had echoed off these walls.

The tiles were dry. The room smelled like grout cleaner and nothing.

I wanted to call her.

I stood there with my phone in the pocket of my robe and my feet on the cold tile, and I wanted to call her the way I’d wanted the Puligny-Montrachet the night Matt proposed — not because I needed it, but because the world was wrong without it, because there was a space in the evening that only one thing could fill, and the thing was a voice on a phone saying my name in the way that cost her something to say it.

Don’t push this.

I turned off the bathroom light and went to bed.

The phone rang on a Tuesday.

Not the morning.

Late afternoon — the light in the kitchen had already gone amber, and I was making notes on a volcanic Pinot Noir, writing up the proposal Claire would need by Friday. Matt was at the downtown carts, running a new Honduras sneak preview lot through the afternoon regulars.

Our house was quiet.

The espresso machine had been off since noon.

Erin’s name on the screen.

My heart did something that wasn’t a beat. A stall, then a thud, the kind that happens when the body knows before the brain does that the thing it’s been waiting for has arrived.

I answered.

“Erin.”

I heard nothing for two seconds. Then breathing. Not steady breathing. The kind that’s been through something and is trying to find its way back to a rhythm the lungs remember.

“Jules.”

Wrong.

Her voice was wrong. Not the cop voice — controlled, measured, every word a coin she’d calculated the cost of before spending. Not the bed voice either, the one that shortened to fragments and names and the sounds that came after the words stopped working. This was underneath both of those. Stripped. A basement beneath the building I’d thought I knew the floor plan of.

“Where are you?”

“Can you come and get me?”

Six words. No explanation. No context. Erin spent words the way other people spent money they couldn’t afford — carefully, reluctantly, with a full understanding of what each one cost. Six words meant she’d already spent everything she had on the decision to dial.

“Give me the address.”

She gave it. I wrote it on the back of the proposal. A hospital. Not an ER — the main campus, the kind with a parking structure and a chapel and a bench outside the entrance where people sat when the building behind them had done everything it could do.

“I’m coming. Don’t move.”

I hung up and called Matt.

“Come home. Now.”

He didn’t ask why.

He was home in twenty minutes. Keys were already in his hand when he came through the door. He’d left the carts with his assistant manager and driven home. He was standing in the hallway with his jacket on and his eyes on mine.

“What happened, Jules?”

“Erin needs us.”

“Where?”

I showed him the address.

We got in the car.

Matt drove. His hands at ten and two — the way they went when something mattered, the grip that said I’m here and I’m steady and you can fall apart if you need to because I won’t.

The city changed as we drove south. The buildings got lower, the signage got older, the streets got wider in the way that streets do when the money has moved somewhere else and left the infrastructure to wither. I watched the navigation, and I watched Matt’s jaw, and I didn’t say anything because there was nothing to say until we got there.

“Matt.”

“Yeah?”

“She sounded broken.”

“She’s not broken, Jules.”

“How do you know?”

“She called you.”

Not broken. Not finished. The words we’d said to each other about our marriage in the dark after the quarrel. Matt was giving them back to me now, about her, and the fact that the same words fit both things told me something about the shape our lives had taken that I wasn’t ready to look at directly.

“We’re close.”

Both meanings. He meant the hospital. He meant all of it.

I saw her from forty yards.

The bench was concrete, the kind hospitals put outside their main entrances because people need somewhere to sit when the building has given them news they can’t carry standing up.

She was on the far end.

Leather jacket. Jeans. Her hair was pulled back, but not severely. Her posture — the one that carried something — had changed. The straight back from the bar stool at Kline’s, the squared shoulders that didn’t ask permission, the controlled economy of a body that had been used hard and didn’t decorate — all of it was still there, but it was holding something heavier than it had been built for.

Matt pulled to the curb.

“Go.”

I looked at him.

“Go, Jules. I’ll be here.”

“But—”

“You were right.”

I got out.

The air smelled like exhaust and institutional landscaping — mulch, the chemical green of maintained shrubs. The hospital behind the bench was beige and enormous and anonymous in the way that buildings are when they hold the worst days of a thousand different lives and can’t afford to remember any of them.

I walked to her.

She didn’t look up until I was ten feet away. When she did, her face was dry. Not crying. Past crying. The crying had happened already — maybe hours ago, maybe in the bathroom of the building behind her, maybe on this bench with her hands between her knees. What was left was the face after the crying. The face that had put itself back together with the discipline of a woman who’d learned how to do that alone.

I sat down beside her.

I didn’t touch her.

“I lost a baby.”

Four words. Each one placed on the bench between us like evidence.

The air left my lungs and didn’t come back.

“Here. In this hospital. Six years ago. Sixteen weeks. I carried him for sixteen weeks, and my body couldn’t hold.”

Him.

She’d said him.

“The doctors said the scarring — the bullet, the surgery, the scar tissue on my uterine wall — they said it was a miracle I’d conceived at all, and they were sorry, and they’d do everything they could, and they did everything they could, and it wasn’t enough.”

“Oh God, Erin.”

She leaned into me and sobbed. The straight back I’d watched hold everything since Kline’s gave way, and what collapsed against me wasn’t the cop or the stranger or the woman who didn’t stay. It was the mother.

“Harry. I called him Harry. They told me not to.”

“You had to, Erin.”

She lifted her head, eyes dark, wet, face contorted in agony.

“Was I right?”

Something cracked in me that I didn’t know could crack.

“Yes, darling. You were right.”

“Can we stay here. Just for a minute.”

“I’ll hold you. We stay as long as you want.”

She was giving me everything at once. Each sentence longer than the last, building the way a confession builds when the person giving it has held it in a room alone for so long that releasing it feels like a wall coming down.

“My husband left seven months later.”

“Not your fault.”

“Not because of the baby. Because of what came after. I stopped being the woman he married. I stopped being any woman at all. I was the body that couldn’t hold, and every time he looked at me, I saw him calculating whether it was worth trying again, and every time I saw him calculating, I died a little more, and eventually I’d died enough that there was nothing left for him to calculate against.”

“So he left?”

“He left, and I didn’t blame him. I still don’t.”

She looked at me.

“I come here every year. Same bench. Same date. I sit here, and I’m close to the place where it ended, and I don’t know if that’s grief or punishment or just the only prayer I know how to say.”

Her hands were between her knees. Cop’s hands. The same hands that held the vodka glass at the center of the coaster and placed the cortado cup precisely on the saucer. They were shaking.

“I’ve always come here alone.”

A breath, then she looked at me.

“I didn’t want to be alone this time, Jules.”

I took her hand.

Not the way I’d taken it in the bar — strategic, intentional, the architect making her move. Not the way I’d taken it the morning of the shower — naked, charged, leading her somewhere her body wanted to go.

I took it the way you take the hand of a person who has told you the thing they’ve never told anyone and is sitting on a concrete bench outside the place where the telling happened, and the taking means I heard you and I’m here and you don’t have to explain another word.

Her fingers closed around mine. Hard. The grip of a woman who didn’t know how to ask for things, holding onto the hand of a woman who’d come anyway.

We sat there.

The hospital hummed behind us.

An ambulance pulled in somewhere on the far side of the building, its siren cutting off mid-note the way they do when they’re close enough. A man in scrubs walked past with a coffee that smelled like the fluorescent water they served at Sal’s.

The world continued.

The bench held.

“Matt’s in the car.”

She turned her head.

“He came?”

“Of course.”

“You told him?”

“Only that you were married once.”

“He’s… I…”

“He drove, Erin. I called him, and he came home, picked up his keys, and drove.”

Something moved across her face. Not surprise. Recognition. The look of a woman who’d spent years with a man who’d calculated the odds on her body and walked away, sitting with the knowledge that another man had picked up his keys without asking why.

“He didn’t ask what happened?”

“He asked where.”

She closed her eyes. The same involuntary closed eyes from the Burgundy and from Matt’s cortado in the kitchen. Erin’s body responded to something it didn’t expect to want.

I stood up and kept her hand.

“Come home with us, Erin.”

She sat in the front.

I’d expected the back seat — distance, self-protection, the geometry of a woman who kept escape routes open. But she got in the front, beside Matt, and when she pulled the door shut, she looked at him, and he looked at her, and nobody said anything for a full five seconds.

“Erin.”

“Matt.”

“Are you ready?”

“I am. Thank you.”

He pulled away from the curb. His right hand left the wheel and settled on her knee, just above the joint, and stayed there. I sat behind them and watched his hand on her leg, and I felt something I hadn’t anticipated — not jealousy, not compersion, not any of the words the internet had given me for what a woman is supposed to feel when her husband touches another woman.

I felt grateful. Grateful that the man I’d married was the kind of man who put his hand on a woman’s knee and left it there without needing to know what it was for.

Erin’s hand came down on top of his.

The drive home was quiet.

I watched the city change back — the buildings getting taller, the signage getting newer, the streets narrowing toward the neighborhood we’d built our life in. Erin’s head was turned toward the window. I couldn’t see her face. I could see her shoulders, and the leather jacket that creased at the same points it always creased, and the dark hair pulled back but not severely, and Matt’s hand under hers on her knee.

I reached forward between the seats and put my hand on her shoulder.

Three people in a car.

Thirty minutes of silence.

The only sounds were the engine and the turn signals and Matt’s breathing and mine and hers, and somewhere in those thirty minutes the three rhythms found each other and settled into something close to the same tempo.

The hallway.

Matt opened the closet. He took Erin’s leather jacket from her shoulders — the same hands that had hung it the first night, the same hook, the same small gesture that in any other house would mean nothing, but in this house meant you are here, and your jacket has a place. The leather settled on the hook with the sound of a thing returning to a spot that had been kept for it.

The house smelled like coffee and thyme and the warm absence of a space that had been closed up since morning. I turned on the kitchen light out of habit, then turned it off again. The stove light was enough. It had always been enough.

“Upstairs.”

I said it.

Not a command. Not a seduction. The voice of a woman telling two people she loved that the place they needed to be was above them, behind a door, in a bed that had held all of them before and could hold all of them again.

We climbed the stairs.

The bedroom was dark. I didn’t turn on the lamp. The light from the hallway was enough to see by — enough to see Erin standing at the foot of the bed where she’d stood the first night, except everything about her standing there was different.

The first night, she’d been a stranger taking off her clothes because that was the transaction. Tonight, she was a woman who’d sat on a bench outside a hospital and told me about the baby she’d lost and the husband who’d left and the six years of anniversaries she’d spent alone, and she was standing at the foot of my bed because I’d asked her to come home.

Matt undressed first. He pulled his shirt over his head and stepped out of his jeans and his boxers and stood there — bare, steady, unhurried. Not performing. Arriving.

Erin watched him.

I reached behind me and unzipped my dress. It fell. I stepped out of it. I unclipped my bra, slid my underwear down, and stood barefoot on the carpet in the half-light.

Erin looked at both of us. Naked. Waiting. Not for sex — for her.

She pulled the simple black top over her head. She unhooked her bra — plain, no lace, the same bra that had nothing to prove the first night and had nothing to prove now.

She unbuttoned her jeans and slid them down with the underwear inside them, the way women do when they’re not undressing for someone but simply taking their clothes off because clothes are the last barrier between their skin and the thing they need.

Three bodies bare.

Matt pulled back the comforter. He got in first. Erin followed. She lay on her side facing the center of the bed, and Matt moved in behind her — his chest against her back, his arm across her ribs, his hand settling on her stomach just below the scar. Not because he knew where it was. Because that was where his hand fell. The two inches of silver-pale tissue under his palm was like a sentence he hadn’t read yet.

I got in facing her.

My forehead close to hers. My hand on her hip. The warmth of her skin against mine — not the heat of sex, not the charge of the first night. The simple radiant warmth of a living body held by two other living bodies.

“Jules.”

“I’m here.”

“Matt.”

“I’m here, too, Erin.”

“Please stay.”

Her eyes were open. Dark, and close, and looking at me from four inches away with the expression of a woman who’d spent six years sitting on a bench alone and was now lying between two people who’d come to get her.

Nobody’s hands moved.

Nobody’s mouth searched.

The only thing that happened was breath — Matt’s breath on the back of Erin’s neck, warm and even. Erin’s breath on my face, unsteady at first, then slower. My breath on hers.

I felt the moment her body let go.

Not the cracking sound of the first night. Not the giving-up sound of the shower. Not even the arriving sound. Something quieter than all of those. Something underneath the vocabulary I’d built for her — beneath the coins and the rules and the sounds that marked each stage of her surrender.

This was the sound of a woman being held by two people who’d driven across the city without asking why, who’d stood in a parking lot and said go and I’ll be here, who’d undressed without heat and climbed into a bed without want and wrapped their bodies around hers because that was what she needed, and it was the only thing they had.

Her breathing settled. Deep. Unguarded. The breath from the first morning — the one that had told me she’d broken her own rule before she knew she’d broken it.

Matt’s hand stayed on her stomach. His thumb moved once — a single slow stroke across the skin below the scar — and then it stopped, and his breathing deepened, and he was asleep. Or not asleep. Holding with his eyes closed in the way that Matt held everything — without needing to announce it.

I lay there with my forehead against Erin’s and my hand on her hip and the warmth of three bodies in a bed where no one was having sex, and everyone was home.

She was asleep before I was.

She always would be.

I closed my eyes and listened to her breathe, and I didn’t think about the architect or the blueprint or the building I’d thought I was constructing. I thought about a bench outside a hospital and a woman who’d sat on it alone for six years and a phone call that had cost her everything she had left to spend, and I thought about my husband’s hand on her stomach with the scar under his palm.

I thought about the baby she’d carried for sixteen weeks in a body her world had damaged and a man who’d left because the math didn’t work and the man in this bed who’d picked up his keys without asking why.

Don’t push this, she’d said.

I wasn’t pushing.

I was holding.

The house was quiet. The espresso machine ticked once downstairs — the sound it made when the heating element cooled all the way down, the last thermal sigh of the day. The sound of a house settling around three people.

I slept.


Chapter Two

◆◆◆

The phone woke all three of us.

Not the gentle chime people kept for texts — a hard, flat tone that cut through the dark bedroom like a blade laid on glass. It was six in the morning. The lamp was off. The room was gray and warm and held the three-body heat we’d carried through the night, and the phone killed it in two rings.

“It’s not mine.”

“Not mine either.”

Erin moved fast. Not startled — trained. She was sitting upright before my eyes were fully open, her hand already on the phone, her thumb swiping the screen with the precision of someone who’d answered calls like this a thousand times before.

“Sullivan.”

Her last name.

All those weeks — the bar, the bedroom, the kitchen floor, the bench — and I’d never had it. She’d given me her body and her scar and the name of the baby she’d lost, and I’d never had the name that would let me find her in a phone book.

It arrived at six in the morning in a voice I’d never heard her use — clipped, operational, the voice of a woman who wasn’t Erin from the bar or Erin from the kitchen floor. I filed it in the place where I filed everything about her, the place that was getting full.

Matt’s hand was still on my hip. He was awake — I felt it in the tension of his fingers — but he didn’t move. He waited—the way Matt waited for everything: with his body still and his attention fully on.

Erin listened for thirty seconds, maybe forty. She didn’t speak. She didn’t ask questions. The light from her phone screen lit the underside of her jaw, and I watched her face do something I’d never seen it do.

It didn’t collapse.

It emptied.

The cop face from the bar had been controlled — deliberate, measured, the architecture of a woman who chose what to show. This was different. This was the face of someone hearing something that required the removal of every human feeling in order to process it.

Not armor.

Evacuation.

“How long will they take?”

I couldn’t hear the other side.

“Confirmed. I’ll be on site by nine.”

She ended the call. The phone screen went dark. The room was gray again.

She sat there.

“Erin.”

Matt said it quietly. Her name and nothing else. I reached for her fingers. She held on tightly.

She didn’t turn around.

“I have a new case. Forensics are on site. I have to be there for nine.”

Three sentences. Each word was delivered with the economy I’d learned to read as her currency — but these weren’t coins. These were secrets from a locked vault. The minimum required to explain a departure without explaining anything at all.

I sat up beside her.

The comforter fell to my waist, and the cool air touched my bare breasts, but I didn’t care. I was looking at the back of Erin’s neck. Her dark hair pulled back but not severely. The vertebrae I’d kissed last night while she fell asleep between us. The tension that had arrived in her shoulders the way weather arrives — fast, total, from a direction you couldn’t see coming.

“What kind of case?”

Matt asked it. Not pushing. Asking the way you ask when you want someone to know the door is open, but you’re not going to pull them through it.

Erin turned her head. She looked at him over her shoulder, and the face I saw was the emptied one, except now there was something underneath it. Something that lived in the space between the evacuation and the discipline.

I didn’t have a word for it.

The closest I could get was the look of a woman who’d seen something no one should see and was about to see it again and had arranged her face so the seeing didn’t destroy her.

“The kind that doesn’t leave, Matt.”

Neither of us asked another question.

“You have until nine?”

“Yes.”

“You’re with us.”

She smiled and wove her fingers through mine. She lifted our hands and kissed the back of mine.

“Thank you. Both of you.”

“What for?”

“For coming.”

I put my hand on her back, between the shoulder blades. Her skin was warm from sleep, but the muscle underneath twitched. She was already somewhere else — already in the car, already at the scene, already in whatever room she was going to walk into at nine o’clock that would require the face she was building right now.

She leaned back into my hand.

One inch.

One small collapse of posture that told me the woman underneath the cop was still in the room.

Matt got up.

He didn’t announce it. He walked naked through the gray light to the doorway, and I heard his feet on the stairs.

Erin looked at me.

“He walked out naked.”

“Matt looks good naked.”

“He does.”

She paused, watching the door Matt had just walked through.

The grinder started.

“He’s right, Jules. Coffee is the only way to start the day. Clothes are optional.”

“He dialed the machine fine. Expect strong.”

“I like strong. Does Matt always know exactly what to do?”

“Only for those he loves and—”

I stopped. She managed a smile. It was weak.

“And?”

“Nothing.”

The grinder finished its cycle. The sound of a man who didn’t know what to do with what he’d heard, doing the one thing he knew how to do.

“Come downstairs, Erin. Let’s start there.”

I found my robe on the hook behind the door. Erin pulled on Matt’s shirt from the floor beside the bed. It fell to the middle of her thighs.

She didn’t look for pants.

I reached out and took her hand. I didn’t let go.

Matt was at the machine. Three cups on the counter. Not two. A triangle. He’d set out three without hesitating, without considering shapes, and the third cup sitting there in the early light was the quietest declaration of intent I’d ever seen in a kitchen.

The grinder ran its cycle.

He tamped. Tap, settle, polish.

The shot pulled dark and clean. He steamed the milk and carried Erin’s cortado to her first — the single white heart centered in the crema. He set it down in front of her on the counter where she sat on the stool with her bare legs crossed and her hands in her lap.

“This one’s for you.”

The same words he used every morning for me. The same delivery. The same deliberate act of love disguised as coffee.

She looked at me. She looked at Matt. She looked at me again.

“Jules—”

“Matt is there for whoever needs him more.”

She’d heard him. It was a man saying this is who I am to you now, and I will do this every time you are in my kitchen.

Erin closed her eyes. Her body responding to a thing it didn’t expect to want. She wrapped both hands around the cup and held it under her chin. The steam rose around her face, and she breathed it in the way I breathe wine — with the attention of someone receiving a gift through the nose before the mouth gets its turn.

“Thank you, Matt.”

He made mine. He made his.

The three of us sat in the kitchen at six-twenty in the morning — me on my stool, Erin on hers, Matt leaning against the counter by the window — and the silence had a different shape from the silence of the past ten days.

That silence had been an absence.

This one was a presence.

Three people drinking coffee in the early gray, one of whom was about to walk into something terrible, and the other two knowing it without knowing what it was.

Erin drank her cortado in four slow sips. She set the cup down precisely in the center of the saucer. Cop’s hands. The same controlled placement as the vodka glass at Kline’s.

She looked at me.

Her eyes were dark and steady and asking for something her mouth hadn’t said yet.

I kissed her.

Not the way I’d kissed her the first night — strategic, the architect opening a door she’d planned to open. Not the way I’d kissed her in the shower — charged, wet, the taste of sex already in both our mouths.

I kissed her the way you kiss someone who is about to leave for a place you can’t follow, and the kiss means—take this with you and come back, and I know you can’t tell me where you’re going, but I can feel what it costs you to go.

Her mouth was warm from the coffee. Her lips tasted like the cortado — the dark cherry, the brown sugar, Matt’s love translated into crema and heat. She kissed me back, and the kiss changed. It softened and opened. Her hand came up to my jaw, and her fingers pressed into the bone behind my ear, and her mouth said my name into the kiss without pulling away.

“Jules.”

“I’m here.”

“I need you both before I go.”

Erin used the clipped cop delivery that I’d learned to read as the most expensive currency she had. She didn’t explain. She didn’t elaborate. She said it the way she said everything that mattered — once, directly, and then waited to see if the world would meet her.

Matt set his cup down. The sound of ceramic on granite. He looked at me across the kitchen, and the look was the one that meant she’s asking, and we answer, and this is what we are now.

“Upstairs.”

I said it. The same word I’d said last night. But last night it had meant sleep, holding, tenderness. This morning, it meant something else.

We climbed the stairs.

Our bedroom was warm. The comforter was still pulled back from where we’d slept, the sheets creased with the shapes of three bodies. The pillows held the impression of Erin’s head between mine and Matt’s.

Erin pulled Matt’s shirt over her head and stood at the foot of the bed. Naked. The flat stomach, the six-pack that still carried the discipline of a body worked hard, the small tattoo on her hip I still hadn’t read.

My eyes landed on the scar low on her abdomen, inside the hip bone — the two inches of silver-pale tissue I’d kissed in the dark and on the kitchen floor with the stove light on her skin while she told me what had put it there.

The bullet. The domestic call. The wife who’d panicked. The round that went through and took the future with it. I knew everything the scar meant now, and the knowing didn’t make looking at it easier. It made looking at it a different kind of hard.

Erin stood the way she’d stood the first night — straight back, squared shoulders — but her eyes were different. The first night, she’d been offering a transaction. When she stayed, she offered herself. This morning, she was asking for a sacrament.

I dropped my robe.

Matt was already naked. He didn’t perform domesticity.

He lived it.

Erin lay down on the bed. On her back. Centered. She looked up at both of us standing over her, and I saw the moment the cop’s face broke — not cracked, not emptied, but opened. The discipline that had arrived with the phone call released its grip long enough for the woman underneath to surface.

“Jules. I want you on my face.”

I felt my cunt respond before my brain caught up. A pulse, a tightening, the sudden slick heat of a body that knew what it wanted before the mind had agreed to want it.

“And Matt.”

She turned her head and looked at him. His cock was hard against his thigh — thick, flushed, dark, the head swollen and smooth in the gray light. She looked at it the way she’d looked at it the first night. Direct. Hungry.

“I want Matt’s cock inside me while I taste you.”

She looked back at me.

“Face him. Watch each other take me.”

I looked at her for a moment.

“And I want you to let go, Jules.”

Then I understood what she meant.

“That doesn’t happen to me, Erin.”

“If it does, promise me you won’t hold back.”

Her eyes were steady.

She was a woman who asked for things that mattered with the directness of someone who had calculated the cost before opening her mouth. She wasn’t guessing. She wasn’t hoping. She was asking for a specific act from my body, and the asking was a coin I hadn’t seen her spend before — not permission this time, but demand.

“I promise. I won’t hold back.”

I climbed onto the bed.

I straddled her face.

My knees were planted on either side of her head, my thighs framing her, and as I lowered myself, I smelled her — the warm skin scent from sleep still rising from her neck and chest, mixed with something sharper underneath. Arousal. Hers. Already there before I had touched her.

Her hands came up to my hips.

Her fingers pressed into the bone, and she pulled me down.

Her mouth opened against my cunt. The lips were swollen, the clit already hard and aching under the hood, and when Erin’s breath hit the wet skin between my folds, I gasped.

Matt watched my cunt lower onto Erin’s face. His mouth opened. His chest expanded with a breath he didn’t release. The look of a man watching two women he loved find each other with their mouths, and the look undid something in his face I’d never seen undone before — the steadiness cracking, not into pain, into wonder.

Erin’s tongue found my swollen clit first — not circling, not teasing. A flat, firm stroke from the base of my slit, through my wetness, to the hood, her tongue tip catching the underside of the bud where the nerves cluster.

Her pressure was deliberate, and the heat was instant, and my cunt clenched around nothing, and my juices flooded her chin. I was soaked. I’d been wet since the kitchen. I’d been wet since she said ‘I need you both before I go’ in the voice that cost her everything.

I reached forward.

She sucked hard, and I trembled everywhere.

“Give me your ankles, Erin.”

She bent her knees.

I took both her ankles — one in each hand — and spread her legs apart. Wide. The position opened her cunt to the room, and I heard Matt’s breath change. The scent of Erin’s arousal rose between us — warm, sharp, the concentrated smell of a woman whose body was ready before anyone had gone between her legs.

“Matt. Look at her cunt. She’s ready for you.”

“So beautiful.”

“She’ll be tight, Matt. Erin’s not been fucked in days. Fuck her well.”

I held her open.

My hands gripped around her ankles, her legs spread wide, her cunt exposed and glistening in the gray morning light. I felt Erin’s tongue pause on my clit — a single moment of stillness when she heard her own body being offered to the man at the foot of the bed.

Matt knelt between her legs.

I watched Matt slide his cock inside Erin.

From where I sat on her face, I could see everything — his hand gripping his shaft, the swollen, glistening head notching against her opening, the slow push that spread her lips around the ridge of his crown.

Erin’s jaw dropped open against my cunt. Her breath hit my clit in a hot, sharp flood, and her tongue went rigid, pressed flat against me. The moan that came out of her vibrated through the wet flesh between my legs and traveled up through my pelvis and lodged at the base of my spine.

My husband was inside the woman who was licking my cunt.

“Erin. Jesus.”

Matt’s voice was strained. The sound of a man whose cock had just pushed into tight, slick heat.

“So fucking tight.”

Erin lifted me enough to speak.

“Fuck me hard and slowly, Matt. I want to feel every inch of your cock while I eat your wife’s cunt.”

She pressed her mouth back against me, her lips moving on my slit as the last words muffled into my skin. The words went through me like a current.

My husband’s rhythm was slow.

I felt each stroke in Erin’s mouth — every thrust transmitted through her body into her tongue, the forward push grinding her lips harder against my clit, the withdrawal pulling her mouth back so the cool air hit the wet trail she’d left on my skin.

He paused and rested his cock balls deep inside her, his forehead pressed against the inside of my wrist where I held Erin’s ankle, his breath hot and ragged on my skin.

Her hands tightened on my hips. Her fingers dug into the bone. She was holding onto me, her tongue spearing deep inside while Matt fucked her. I could smell the sex building between the three of us — the sharp scent of my cunt mixed with the warm musk rising from where my husband’s cock was working inside Erin.

“Fuck her, Matt. Slow.”

My voice surprised me.

The command was raw — no wit, no architecture, just a woman telling her husband to fuck the woman whose mouth was on her cunt.

“She needs it.”

“She needs both of us, Jules.”

“Stretch her. Leave yourself inside her so she feels you all day.”

Matt obeyed.

I felt each stroke through Erin’s tongue — circular and firm against my clit when he was deep, flattening when he withdrew, as if her mouth was translating his cock into a language my cunt could read. The wet sounds below me were layered — my slick against Erin’s chin, his cock in her cunt, the rhythmic slap of his pelvis against her thighs.

“Jules.”

Erin said my name into me. The vibration hit my clit, and I jerked.

“I can feel his heartbeat. Through his cock. Inside me.”

I’d felt it for nine years of marriage, the thud of my husband’s heart transmitted through the hardest part of him into the deepest part of the woman who held him. Erin could feel it now.

“I know, Erin. I’ve felt it for nine years.”

“It’s so—”

She didn’t finish.

Matt drove deep and held. Her mouth opened against me in a moan that was half word and half surrender, and I pressed down onto her face and let her feel the weight of me, the heat of me, the slick mess of my cunt against her lips and chin and cheeks.

“Matt. Cum inside her.”

I said it without thinking. The words came from the same place the command to fuck her slowly had come from — a voice that existed only in this bed, a voice that orchestrated without planning.

His rhythm changed.

The slow strokes shortened and deepened, and the wet sound of my husband’s cock inside her cunt got louder — the slick, rhythmic friction building faster, the slap of skin on skin. I could feel Erin’s body tightening beneath me, her stomach muscles clenching against my calves, her cunt gripping his cock harder. I could feel it in her jaw, the way her mouth went slack against my clit each time he bottomed out.

“Give me your cum, Matt. I want to feel it.”

“Erin. I’m—”

“Now. Fill me up. I want to leak you all day.”

I let go of her ankles.

My hands found her stomach. I splayed my fingers across the flat muscle below her navel, and my palm settled over the scar — the two inches of silver-pale tissue that I knew everything about, and Matt didn’t, the place where a bullet had taken a future, and underneath my hand, deeper, the place where my husband was about to leave himself inside her.

He drove deep and held.

His cock swelled inside her — I felt the first pulse through my palm, through her skin, through the wall of muscle beneath my fingers. Erin’s tongue went rigid against my clit. Her whole frame seized. And then the rhythm I knew better than my own heartbeat: Matt’s cock kicking inside her, each spasm a hot jet I could feel through my fingertips — the heat, the pressure, the slight swell of her lower belly as his cum filled the deepest part of her.

Erin’s inner walls were gripping and releasing in time with his pulses — I felt her milking him in the clench of her stomach under my hand, in the way her jaw worked against my cunt, in the moans that came in bursts that matched the rhythm of a man emptying himself.

Matt’s groan filled the room. Low, broken, the sound of a man whose cock was still pulsing inside a woman while his wife’s hand lay across her stomach and felt every throb.

The heartbeat. Through his cock. Into her cunt. Under my palm. The thing I’d cherished for nine years was beating inside a new home.

“Jules.”

Erin’s voice was thick. Wet. Her mouth was soaked with me, her chin glazed, her lips swollen from the sustained pressure of my cunt against her face.

“Let go. Please.”

Her voice was strained.

Matt’s hands took Erin’s ankles. He was still inside her, softening, his cum leaking around the seal where their bodies joined. He held her legs open, and I released my grip, and my hands went to my own thighs, and I looked down at Erin’s face below me — her dark eyes looking up through the frame of my thighs, her mouth open, her lips and chin and cheeks shining with my wetness — and something in my body answered.

Not my clit. Deeper. Behind my clit, beneath it, a pressure that had been building since Erin’s tongue first touched me — a swelling, heavy fullness in the spongy tissue behind my pubic bone, the spot that engorged when everything was right, and my body was past the point of holding.

I’d felt it before during the hardest orgasms of my life, but had always clenched against it, always squeezed shut because the release felt too much like losing control of something I wasn’t supposed to lose control of.

“I’ve got you, Jules.”

Erin’s mouth sealed over me. Not over my clit — lower. Over my hole, the swollen ridge around my urethra where the pressure was at its worst, her lips forming a tight ring against me. I could feel the heat of her breath against the tissue, the gentle suction of her mouth, her tongue pressing flat against the spot that was about to break.

The first release hit me like a fist.

A jet of hot fluid that left my body with a force I didn’t know I had — the pressure behind my pubic bone releasing in a single hard burst that I felt travel through the tissue and out of me with a contraction deep in my pelvic floor.

The fluid squirted through the seal of Erin’s lips, hit her tongue, and I heard it hit the back of her throat — a sound that was wet and specific and real. Two seconds. I clenched. Stopped it. My thighs shook. My hands gripped my own legs hard enough to leave marks.

I rocked back and forth on Erin’s face, my clit grinding against her chin, her lips sealed around my opening. I kneaded my breasts, pinched my swollen nipples, trying to release in any other way.

It made matters worse.

What happened next broke me.

Erin swallowed.

I heard it. The small, deliberate sound of Erin’s throat working, and then her mouth was back, her lips sealed tighter, pressed firm against me, and her tongue traced the swollen ridge where the release had come from.

“Again, Jules. Give me more.”

I let go.

The second burst was longer.

Three seconds.

The pressure inside me crested and broke, and the release poured out of me in a hot, hard jet that filled Erin’s sealed mouth. I could feel her drinking — her throat contracting in rhythmic swallows, her lips holding the seal so nothing escaped, her hands on my hips pulling me down tighter against her face.

My cunt clenched with each pulse, the muscles behind the release contracting and pushing. The sensation was nothing I could have described before it happened — not an orgasm, not yet, but a letting go so deep and physical that my vision blurred and my hands shook and the smell of my own release rose between us, sharp and clean and unmistakable.

The embarrassment hit me between the second and third squirt.

A flash of heat in my face that had nothing to do with the orgasm — the architect, the planner, the woman who ran everything, losing control of her own body in a way she couldn’t plan or manage or make elegant. My body was doing something raw and animal and messy, and Erin’s mouth was under it, and the shame rose hotly.

Erin’s tongue moved. One slow circle around the spot she’d sealed against. Patient. Present. The tongue of a woman who’d asked for this and was proving it with her mouth.

“Don’t you dare stop, Jules. This is mine.”

My shame dissolved.

The third burst broke me.

I let it go without clenching, without rationing, without the three-second control I’d managed before. The release was continuous — a sustained flood that poured from my body with each bearing-down contraction of my pelvic floor, my muscles working involuntarily now, and Erin drank with a moan that meant this is what I asked for, and this is mine, and I’m taking this with me where I’m going.

The orgasm followed the release like thunder after lightning.

My cunt clenched. Not once — in waves, deep rolling contractions that started behind the place the fluid had come from and radiated outward through my whole pelvis.

My clit pulsed against Erin’s tongue with an intensity that crossed the line between pleasure and pain and kept going. My thighs clamped around her head. My back arched. My hands left my legs, reached behind me, and found the headboard and gripped it. A sound came out of me that I didn’t recognize — not a moan, not a scream, something between them, something from a voice I’d never used because I’d never been in this body before.

“Erin. Erin. Erin.”

I said her name three times. The way Matt said Jules during sex — the grounding word, the name as anchor, the name as the only language left when the body has taken everything else.

Erin’s mouth stayed sealed.

Her tongue worked through the aftershocks — gentle, slow, the pressure easing as the waves eased, reading my body the way she read everything, with the attention of someone who wasted nothing.

I could feel her swallowing the last of it. Of me. Patiently. Thoroughly. Taking everything I’d given her and holding it inside her the way she held everything — close, guarded, carried.

I lifted up and looked down at her.

Her face was soaked. Her chin, her cheeks, her lips, the fine hair at her temples where my thighs had pressed. She looked up at me with an expression I’d never seen on her face before — not the emptied cop face, not the control, not the giving-up. This was the face of a woman who had asked for something no one had ever given her before and received it.

Her tongue slid out and licked her lower lip. Slow. Tasting the last of me.

“Thank you, Jules.”

Two words and my name. The Erin currency. Except the words had never sounded like this — quiet, full, the voice of someone who’d just been given a thing she needed for reasons she hadn’t told me yet and might never tell me, and the gratitude was so real it hurt.

I climbed off Erin’s face, my entire body trembling.


Chapter Three

◆◆◆

My legs were shaking.

I lay on my back beside Erin, panting. The room was still catching up with what my body had done.

The ceiling fan turned slowly.

My thighs were wet—my own release, slick and cooling on the skin Erin’s mouth had just left. My cunt pulsed in slow, deep aftershocks that felt like echoes of a thing my body had never done in thirty-five years of living in it, and my hands trembled against the sheets.

“I can’t close my legs.”

“Too sensitive?”

“Fuck yes.”

“You squirted hard and deep, babe.”

“I fuck… yeah, I did.”

“I drank every drop.”

“Yes.”

Erin’s face was beside mine on the pillow. Still soaked. Still tasting me—I could see her tongue move against her lower lip, slow, automatic, the way you lick salt from your lips without deciding to.

Matt still kneeled between Erin’s legs, his softening cock slowly slipping out of her, his cum leaking from her gaping cunt onto the sheets in a slow, warm thread.

I turned Erin’s head toward me.

“It’s your turn.”

She looked at me, still licking her lips.

“I came. Matt made me cum.”

“Is it enough?”

She held my gaze, then looked at Matt. His hand was still on her thigh. He squeezed once—the quiet pressure of a man who’d just cum inside a woman and wasn’t threatened by what she needed next.

“If you need to be fucked more, don’t hold back on account of me, Erin.”

“Are you sure?”

“I want to watch.”

“I want Jules to lick your cum out of me. Not all. Some.”

Matt’s cum was inside Erin, and my taste was on her tongue and in her stomach. She was lying between us with her body still vibrating at the frequency of two people who’d loved her from both ends, and she hadn’t tipped.

I moved down the bed.

Matt moved aside.

I settled between Erin’s thighs, and the scent hit me before the sight—the thick, warm smell of sex, my husband’s cum, and Erin’s arousal blended into a single compound that I breathed in and held.

Then I saw it—Matt’s cum, thick and white, leaking from her swollen cunt in a slow tide that ran down the crease of her ass to the sheets. Her lips were flushed, dark, and parted, the inner folds slick and swollen, and the sight of my husband’s cum inside the woman I loved hit me the same way it had hit me the first time—not jealousy, not ownership, but a fierce, specific tenderness for the fact that his body had been where mine couldn’t go.

I licked from her pucker, gathering every drop. My tongue dragged through the slick crease, the taste of Matt thick and warm against my lips before I reached her cunt.

The taste hit my tongue in layers—Matt first, salt and density, the familiar taste of my husband’s cum that I’d tasted a thousand times inside my own body. Then Erin underneath—warmer, sharper, the taste of her arousal that I’d learned on the first night and had replayed in my body every night since.

I licked into her slowly, my tongue parting her swollen lips, sliding through the slick mess of both of them. The sound my mouth made against her open cunt was obscene and specific and mine.

“Jules. Fuck.”

“I want you. I want both of you. I want to be part of this mess leaking out of the hole my husband just fucked.”

“You are.”

Erin’s hand found my hair. Her grip was tight this time—not resting, not gentle. The grip of a woman who’d been fucked and drunk from and hadn’t cum fully yet and was done being patient.

“Don’t be gentle. I need your mouth on my clit, and I need it now.”

There she was.

The Erin from the doorstep.

The Erin who’d said I need Matt’s cock and open your mouth, Matt. The woman who named what she wanted when her body had spent enough waiting.

My tongue found her clit.

Swollen and sensitive, the hood pulled back from the sustained arousal of having Matt’s cock inside her while her mouth was on me. I sealed my lips around the succulent bud and sucked.

Erin’s hips drove off the bed, and her hand crushed into my scalp.

“There. Right there. Don’t stop.”

I sucked harder.

My tongue worked the exposed tip in tight circles while my lips held the suction, and I slid two fingers inside her cunt—easily, the slick of Matt’s cum and her arousal coating my knuckles to the second joint. I curled upward against her front wall and pressed, and the sound that came out of her was raw and guttural and nothing like a word.

Matt lay beside her.

His hand on her stomach. His thumb tracing the skin below the scar—the same slow stroke from last night, the same unconscious touch on the two inches of silver-pale tissue he hadn’t read yet. He didn’t know what lived under his thumb. I did. The knowing made every touch he gave her a thing I carried twice—once for what he meant, once for what it meant.

“Erin. We’re here.”

Matt said it quietly. The steady voice. The voice that didn’t push, didn’t perform, just arrived and stayed.

“Matt. Kiss me. I want your mouth on mine when I cum.”

He leaned down.

My husband’s mouth found hers. I heard the kiss from between her thighs—wet, deep, the sound of a woman being kissed by the man whose cum was still inside her while another woman’s mouth worked her clit.

Erin broke.

Not the cracking sound of the first night. Not the giving-up sound of the shower. Not the sound outside the hospital. This was a new sound—the sound of a woman who’d woken up at six in the morning and heard something terrible on the phone and asked two people to love her before she walked into it.

The two people were loving her, and her body couldn’t hold the weight of being loved this much.

Her cunt seized around my fingers—pulsing hard, rhythmic, the walls clamping and releasing in waves I could feel against my knuckles. Her clit throbbed under my tongue, each pulse a contraction that matched the ones inside her.

Her hips drove upward.

Her hand in my hair tightened—the cop’s grip, the grip of a woman who didn’t know how to ask for things, holding onto the person who was giving them anyway. Her stomach clenched under Matt’s palm, the scar tissue moving under his thumb, and her back arched off the bed.

She came into my mouth, groaning into Matt’s. The sound started in her chest, traveled through her throat, and broke against his lips—not silent, not held, not locked behind her teeth.

Given.

The way she’d made me promise to give everything this morning. The sound of a woman cumming while being kissed by one person, eaten by another, and held by both, and choosing to let them hear it.

“Fuck. Fuck. Matt. Jules.”

Both our names. Both of us. In the same breath.

I clung on, sucking her clit through the aftershocks, my tongue gradually easing the pressure as the waves eased. I tasted her orgasm—the hot flood of slick that came with the contractions, the salt, the heat, the last traces of Matt’s cum that my tongue had already gathered. The taste of both of them together, the mixture that belonged to no one person but existed only because all three of us were in this bed.

She gasped.

One breath.

Then another.

Her hand loosened in my hair. Her thighs softened around my head. Her body settled into the mattress the way a body settles when the tension it’s been carrying has been fucked out of it and replaced with something warmer.

I climbed up beside her.

Three bodies on the marital bed. Matt on her left, his hand on her stomach. Me on her right, my mouth still tasting both of them. Erin in the center—filled with Matt, covered in me, her breathing slowing from the ragged post-orgasm rhythm to something deeper, steadier, closer to the breath of a woman who might survive the day she was about to walk into.

“Thank you.”

Erin said it to the ceiling. To both of us. To the room.

Nobody answered.

Nobody needed to.

I stood and beckoned her. Erin took my hand. Matt rolled off the bed and ran in front.

Matt turned on the rain head. The first water was shockingly cold, the way it always was—the plumbing reality of a house built before anyone imagined three people would stand under a single shower head and need it to be warm immediately.

The cold hit Erin’s shoulders, and she didn’t flinch. She stood under it with her eyes closed and her arms at her sides and let the temperature climb around her.

I picked up the soap.

Matt took the shampoo.

We didn’t discuss it or coordinate. We just moved to either side of her and began.

My hands on her shoulders. The soap between my palms, building into a white lather that I spread across her skin with slow, deliberate strokes. Her collarbone. The hollow of her throat. Down her arms, lifting each one, soaping under her armpits, the inside of her elbow, the inside of her wrist, the palm of her hand. Her fingers. Each one. The cop’s hands that held things precisely and never wasted a movement—I held them in mine and washed them the way you wash something sacred.

Matt’s hands were in her hair. The shampoo worked into a foam, his fingers against her scalp, the gentle circles of a man who knew how to take care of a thing he loved. He was taller than her. His arms came around from behind to reach the front of her hair, and for a moment she was enclosed—his chest against her back, his hands in her hair, my hands on her body, the hot water falling on all three of us.

I washed her stomach.

My palm flat against the skin below her navel, the soap sliding over the scar. I didn’t linger on it, and I didn’t avoid it. I washed it the way I washed the rest of her—as part of the body I was caring for, as part of the woman I was sending into the world.

I washed between her legs. Gently. My fingers parting her swollen lips under the water, the soap and the heat washing away Matt’s cum and the slick evidence of what we’d done.

The water ran clear down her thighs. She was clean.

Matt rinsed her hair.

I rinsed her body.

The water fell on the tiles and ran to the central drain, and I thought about the first time we’d stood here—the three of us, the morning after the first night, our 69 on the wet tile, the giving-up sound. The room remembered. The tiles remembered. But this morning wasn’t about sex. This morning was about sending a woman to war with clean skin and the memory of love in her body.

Erin opened her eyes.

She looked at me. Then at Matt over her shoulder.

“No one has ever done this.”

Four words and a negative. The Erin construction—defining her experience by what had been absent. No one had washed her. No one had stood on either side and cared for her body without wanting something from it. No one had made the water warm and the soap gentle and the hands patient because the hands were the point, not what the hands could get.

“We’re here, Erin.”

“I know.”

She stepped out of the water. Matt handed her a towel. She dried herself the way she did everything—efficiently, thoroughly, no wasted motion—and walked to the bedroom.

Breakfast was brief.

Matt scrambled eggs. I made toast. Erin sat on her stool in the towel. The kitchen was warm and smelled like butter and coffee, and the clock on the wall said seven-fifteen, and the distance between this kitchen and the place she was going was measured in minutes now, not hours.

She ate.

She drank.

She didn’t talk.

When she stood, she went upstairs alone.

I heard the bedroom. Drawers opening. The sound of a woman dressing for a world that required a different version of her—the jeans, the simple black top, the plain bra that had nothing to prove.

She came downstairs.

Her feet were bare on the hallway floor. She sat on the bottom step and pulled on her boots—one at a time, efficiently, the same hands that held everything precisely. She stood, opened the closet, and took her leather jacket off the hook Matt had hung it on last night.

The zipper.

Erin wore her clothes. The cop had returned. The woman from the bar. Her transformation was complete. The same body that had been naked under the rain head twenty minutes ago was now armored in leather and denim and the controlled economy of a woman who didn’t waste movement.

She stood in the kitchen doorway. The same doorway where she’d stood the first morning, the three-second look, the wet hair making a dark patch on the leather. Her hair was wet again. The dark patch was forming again. But the look was different.

The first time she’d stood in this doorway, she’d been leaving.

This time she was going to work.

“I’ll call you.”

Three words. A promise that cost her more than a confession, because a confession was about the past and a promise was about the future, and Erin had never given anyone her future before.

“I don’t know when I’ll be back.”

Matt opened the door. The same hands. The same gesture. He didn’t say her name this time. He leaned down and kissed her forehead—not her mouth, not her lips, the place above her eyes where the discipline lived. A benediction.

“Be safe, Erin.”

She looked at him. Something moved across her face—the recognition from the car, the look of a woman recalibrating what she believed was possible. Then she looked at me.

“Jules.”

“Go, darling. We’ll be here.”

She walked out.

The door closed.

The kitchen was quiet. The espresso machine ticked once—a thermal sigh, the sound of metal cooling. Matt stood at the door for three seconds, then turned and came back to the counter. He poured himself a second cortado from the group head, and the milk steaming was the loudest sound in the house.

I sat on my stool with my hands around my cup, and I was still shaking. Not from the morning. Not from the sex. From the door closing behind a woman who’d promised to call, who’d kissed us both, who’d walked out into a day I couldn’t follow her into.

“Matt.”

“Yeah?”

“That was the best orgasm of my life.”

He set his cup down. He looked at me with an expression I knew—the honesty face, the one that appeared when he was about to say something that mattered without decorating it.

“Mine too, Jules.”

I looked at him.

“I’m not ranking. Not even comparing, Jules. Just—”

“I know. It’s just true.”

“Yeah. Even watching her and you. No jealousy. I could watch that for hours, not the sex, the beauty of it. Two women I love lost in each other.”

He stopped.

“Say it again, Matt.”

“Two women I love.”

I shook my head.

“What’s wrong, Jules?”

“Nothing’s wrong. I never expected this.”

“Me neither.”

We sat with that.

The two of us in a kitchen that had held three people twenty minutes ago, admitting to each other that the best their bodies had ever felt had happened with someone else in the room, and the admission wasn’t a wound. It was the opposite of a wound. It was two people who’d loved each other for nine years, discovering that their love had room in it for a thing they couldn’t name.

“This isn’t a threesome anymore, Matt.”

“I know.”

“What is it?”

He picked up his cup. He drank. He set it down precisely in the center of the saucer—the same placement, the cop’s placement, the Erin placement—and I didn’t know if he’d learned it from her or if it had always been in him.

“I don’t have a word for it. But it’s real, Jules.”

“It’s real.”

“And she promised to call.”

“She did.”

“And if she doesn’t?”

“She needs us, Matt. And we need her.”

“Did you see her face? The call. I mean, what the fuck is that?”

“Something awful.”

The espresso machine ticked. The kitchen settled around us. Two people holding the space where a third had been, and for the first time, the holding didn’t feel like loss. It felt like faith.

We went upstairs to dress. Our bedroom felt lonely, her absence filling it. I went to my drawer, opened it, and saw something missing.

I laughed.

“Matt.”

“Mm.”

“My black lace Agent Provocateur panties are gone.”

Matt was quiet for a moment. Then he turned and looked at the chair beside the bedroom door, the one where he’d dropped yesterday’s shirt when he’d undressed the night before.

“So is my shirt.”

We looked at each other.

She’d taken them.

Upstairs, while we made breakfast, while we thought she was getting dressed, she’d opened my drawer and found the pair she wanted. Not the everyday cotton. Not the nearest thing to hand. The Agent Provocateur—the black lace I’d worn a hundred times, washed a hundred times, the elastic stretched to the shape of my hips, the fabric thinned and softened by my body until it held me even when I wasn’t in it.

She’d chosen the pair that carried my shape against her skin, the lace that knew my contours pressing against hers. And she’d taken Matt’s shirt from the chair and put them both on underneath her own clothes. Against her body. Under the leather jacket and the jeans and the cop’s armor.

“You know what this means, Matt?”

“She wanted us close.”

“Yes.”

Walking into whatever she was walking into today, she was wearing my underwear and Matt’s shirt against her body, and she hadn’t asked, and she hadn’t told us, and we’d discovered it after the door closed because that was how Erin gave you the truth—not by telling you, but by leaving the evidence and trusting you to read it.

My eyes burned.

“She’s wearing us, Matt.”

“I know, Jules.”

The kitchen was quiet when we returned to it. The third cup was on the counter, empty, her lip print on the rim. The third plate was in the sink, the eggs finished. The stool where she’d sat was empty.

She was wearing my panties against her cunt, where I’d been an hour ago. She was wearing Matt’s shirt against her chest, where his hands had been in the shower. She was carrying us into the dark, and we didn’t know what the dark looked like, and she hadn’t told us, and the not-telling was the last wall she hadn’t taken down.

I picked up my cup. Matt picked up his. We drank in silence, and the silence held everything—the sex, the shower, the promise, the stolen clothes, the woman who’d walked out our door wearing two people’s bodies under her own.

The espresso machine ticked.

The morning continued.

I had a few Zoom calls to attend, so I worked from home. The Willamette Valley proposal was due Friday, and Claire had already texted twice about the volcanic Pinot Noir pricing. I sat at the kitchen counter with my laptop, answered emails, and pretended my body wasn’t still humming from what had happened in the bedroom three hours ago.

Matt left around mid-morning to meet with his accountants. He kissed my forehead at the door—the same place he’d kissed Erin. The benediction, passed between us now like a language he was learning to speak to more than one person.

“She brings better days, Jules.”

“The carts?”

“Best week ever.”

“It’s turning for us, Matt.”

“It’s turning.”

He left.

I worked. The proposal came together. Claire called at eleven, and I let it go to voicemail because I didn’t trust my voice not to carry the morning in it. My sister would hear it the way she heard everything—instantly, accurately, and with follow-up questions I wasn’t ready for.

At noon, I picked up my phone and messaged Erin.

Thinking of you.

Three dots.

Then a red heart from her.

Nothing else. No words. The heart was enough. The heart was Erin spending a coin she’d never spent before—the emoji of a woman who didn’t do emojis, sent from inside a day I couldn’t see.

An hour later, Matt created a group. The three of us. No name, no photo, just three numbers in a thread that hadn’t existed before this morning.

Erin sent a heart to that, too.

I looked at my phone.

Two hearts in ninety minutes from a woman who measured every word like currency. I set the phone facedown on the counter and pressed my hand flat on top of it and held it there, and the screen was warm against my palm, and the warmth was absurd and insufficient and everything.

I turned on the TV at four.

I don’t know why.

Background noise.

The habit of an empty house in the afternoon, the kitchen too quiet without Matt’s machine running or Erin’s voice or the sound of three cups being set on granite.

The local news was running.

“—police have locked down the crime scene, but an eyewitness who came forward this afternoon described what they called a scene of absolute horror. At least four children are confirmed dead. Police are not releasing details, and we are waiting for a Public Information Officer to give a press conference.”

I stopped hearing words.

My chest tightened.

“—All police will confirm at this time is that the investigation is being led by an experienced female detective.”

I stared at the screen. The shot cut to the scene. Yellow tape. Unmarked cars. Officers in plain clothes moved with the controlled urgency of people who had seen something they would carry for the rest of their lives.

And then I saw her.

Erin.

She walked through the tape. Badge on her belt. Pistol holstered at her waist. Cops moved aside for her. She carried herself like the person the room was waiting for.

The leather jacket.

The jeans.

The wet hair now dry. The straight back and squared shoulders that didn’t ask for permission looked rigid.

She was walking into a building where four children had been murdered, wearing my lace and my husband’s shirt against her skin. The woman on the screen looked nothing like the woman whose mouth I had cum into this morning, and everything like her at the same time.


Chapter Four

◆◆◆

I inhaled.

My chest seized.

I sobbed—not the two-tear cry from the night Matt proposed, not the hallway cry after Erin left the first time. A sound from a place I didn’t know existed, the sound of a woman sitting in her kitchen watching the person she loved walk into the worst thing in the world and understanding for the first time what “the kind of woman that doesn’t stay” meant.

I picked up my phone.

My hands were shaking. I opened the group thread—the thread that was ninety minutes old, the thread with two red hearts in it—and I typed three words.

We love you.

I sent it.

Then I put my phone down and sat on my stool in the kitchen. I cried until Matt came home.

He found me with the TV off and the kitchen dark.

I’d turned it off twenty minutes after the broadcast because I couldn’t look at the yellow tape anymore, and then I’d sat in the silence that replaced it, and the silence was worse. The counter was still warm where my laptop had been.

The Willamette Valley proposal was still open on the screen. I’d been negotiating cents per bottle while Erin walked into a house where four children were dead, and that seemed insulting. The distance between my life and hers was the distance Erin crossed every day, and I’d never once thought about what the crossing cost.

“Jules.”

Matt stood in the kitchen doorway. His keys were still in his hand. His face was already reading mine—the red eyes, the swollen lids, the way I was holding myself on the stool like the stool was the only thing keeping me vertical. The phone sat facedown on the counter like something I didn’t want to touch.

“What happened?”

“Sit down, darling.”

He didn’t sit. He came to me. His hands landed softly on my shoulders, his thumbs on my collarbones, the steadying pressure of a man who’d spent nine years learning the difference between me crying about a difficult producer and me crying about something that mattered.

“Tell me.”

“The murders today. The children.”

“I heard about it on the radio. Gutting.”

I looked at him. My tears had been sporadic since the broadcast, but I cracked now, and my voice came out in pieces.

“It’s Erin.”

“What is?”

“She’s the detective. I saw her on the news, walking through the tape. They moved aside for her, Matt. Every cop on that scene moved aside.”

“Are you sure?”

“Positive.”

“Fuck!”

I watched his face change. Not the way mine had—not the sob, not the chest seizing, not the breaking. Matt went still. The way a building goes still before an earthquake reaches the upper floors.

His jaw tightened.

His hands on my shoulders stopped moving. His eyes stayed on mine, and I watched him process four murdered children, and the woman he loved walking through the tape, and the processing looked like a man standing very quietly inside a thing too large to hold.

“Show me.”

I opened my phone, found the news clip, and held it up for him.

He watched the section that mattered. Fifteen seconds of a reporter saying words, and then the shot cutting to the scene, and then Erin—walking through the tape: the leather jacket, the badge, the straight back, the cops moving aside. Matt watched it twice. The second time, his thumb pressed the screen so hard I thought he’d crack it.

“Oh god, Jules. I tried calling her.”

“I messaged.”

“I saw that and checked an hour later. She read it but didn’t respond. I called at lunchtime. No answer. It went straight to voice.”

Matt put the phone down and walked to the espresso machine. He stood in front of it for five seconds without moving. Then his hands did what his hands knew how to do. The grinder. The tamp—tap, settle, polish. The pull. The milk. Two cortados. He carried mine to me and set it on the counter. His hand was steady, and I loved him for the steadiness the way I’d always loved him for it, and I also understood for the first time that the steadiness cost him something.

He didn’t make a third cup.

“Try her phone again, Jules.”

I tried. I put my phone back down.

“Off. Straight to voice.”

Matt picked up his cortado and drank. He set it down in the center of the saucer he never used—the Erin placement, the precise placement, the cop’s hands he’d borrowed without knowing when he’d borrowed them—and the gesture broke me again because she wasn’t here, and his hands were doing her thing anyway.

“We wait for her, Jules.”

“I can’t wait.”

“We wait.”

“Why?”

“Erin is a cop. This is her job. We can’t go running to her because we’re afraid.”

“I need to—”

“I said no, Jules. She won’t thank you. Not this time. This isn’t grief outside a hospital.”

“What is it?”

“Erin is hunting a beast.”

“Oh god, Matt.”

His eyes went to the empty stool. The stool where she’d sat that morning in a towel, eating eggs, not talking. The stool where her cortado cup had sat with the lip print on the rim and the precise placement and the silence of a woman who was already carrying the day she was walking into.

“Erin needed us this morning, Matt.”

“She had every right. We gave her what she asked for. This silence is her asking us to leave her alone.”

“But—”

“—We wait for her. For her call or her message.”

We went to bed at eleven.

We lay in the sheets that still carried the morning—Erin’s shampoo, the faint salt of sex, the shape of three bodies in a bed that now held two. Matt’s hand was on my stomach. The same hand that had gripped Erin’s waist as he made love to her. He moved his fingers until they rested on the same place.

I stared at the ceiling.

My body wouldn’t stop replaying the last twenty-four hours. Not the sex, or not only the sex. The hospital. The journey home. The shower. My hands on Erin’s shoulders, the soap between my palms, the slow, deliberate strokes across her collarbone. Her fingers. Each one. The cop’s hands that held things precisely. I’d washed them the way you wash something sacred, and then she’d walked into a day that started with four murdered children in a house.

I remembered my palm on her stomach and her scar under the soap.

The connection arrived the way it had been arriving since the kitchen floor—slowly, and then all at once, and then with a weight that made it hard to breathe.

I rolled over and looked at Matt. His eyes were already open.

“I had no idea. You watch a newsfeed, see tragedy every day and look past it. Until—”

“Until you meet the people who deal with it.”

“Yes.”

“It makes you sick. Sicker even that you looked past it. Erin looks at it, so we don’t have to.”

“Jesus, Matt.”

My face crumpled, and Matt pulled me into his chest. I cried into the place where his heart was, and the heartbeat I’d felt through his cock that morning was the same heartbeat under my cheek now, and the distance between those two moments was the longest day of my life.

“Let it out, Jules.”

“She hunts child killers, Matt.”

The silence lasted long enough to fill the room.

“Why? What drives her?”

“I have no idea, Jules.”

I saw something flicker in his expression—a thought arriving and being held back.

“What? What is it?”

“Nothing.”

His eyes filled.

“Matt. Talk. Now.”

“Erin saw your message. There’s a read receipt.”

“I know. You said.”

“Maybe she didn’t answer for a reason.”

“Too busy?”

“No. She’s giving us the chance to walk away. Your message told her everything. ‘We love you,’ not ‘I love you.’ We. Nobody uses we unless it really matters. She knows you saw her going into that house.”

My heart pounded, and I felt sick.

“What are you saying, Matt?”

“I’m saying that Erin is giving us a chance to run from her, from this, from a lifetime of being with a cop who does the work most people can’t stomach.”

He was quiet for a long time. His thumb traced a circle on my stomach—the same unconscious motion he’d made on Erin’s stomach while she slept. The gesture that belonged to both of us now.

Neither of us slept.

My phone rang at 2:07 am.

I was already awake. Matt’s breathing beside me wasn’t sleep breathing—the slow measured breath of a man pretending to sleep so the woman beside him could pretend too.

“It’s an unknown number.”

“Erin?”

I answered.

“Hello? Erin?”

“I’m her friend.”

I sat up in the dark. Matt’s hand slid from my stomach.

“Is she okay?”

“Are you Jules?”

His voice was tired. Cop-flat—no introduction, no name, no department.

“Yes. I am.”

“Sully mentioned you. Said you were dating.”

“We are. What’s happened to her?”

“Erin is spiraling.”

“Oh god. Where is she?”

“At the county morgue. Has been since ten, when the kids were taken there.”

“Who is this?”

“She sits with them. It’s not normal behavior. We process the scene, work the case, write it up at the precinct, and then go home. Sully is making that place her home.”

“Why?”

“When the scene is done, and the forensics are done, and the detectives go home, she goes to the morgue, and she sits with them until morning. She promises them she’ll keep them safe.”

My chest locked.

“Are you...”

“That’s what makes her good. It’s also killing her.”

“But—”

“When you get there, ask for Detective Sullivan.”

The line was dead.

I was already pulling on clothes. Jeans. The first top my hand found. Sneakers without socks. Matt was up before I said a word—he’d heard snippets in the silence of a bedroom where neither of us had been sleeping.

“Matt. Can we—”

“Of course. I’ll drive. Where is she?”

“County morgue.”

The city at two in the morning was a different place from the one I understood. Streetlights on empty roads. The occasional cab. A world that existed after the restaurants closed and before the coffee carts opened—Erin’s world, the version of the city that belonged to cops and paramedics and people who couldn’t sleep. I’d never been inside it before.

Matt drove with both hands on the wheel. Ten and two. The grip he used when something mattered—the same grip from the parking lot at Kline’s, the same grip from the night he’d driven us home with Erin in the back seat. I watched his hands and thought about the last time those hands had touched Erin: the shampoo in her hair, the circles on her scalp, the water running through his fingers.

Less than twenty-four hours ago, he’d washed her hair in our shower.

Now he was driving us to the morgue.

“I don’t even know where the morgue is, Matt.”

“Most people don’t. The first time we see this is in a funeral parlor or church.”

“Sully. The guy on the phone called Erin that, and he said to ask for Detective Sullivan.”

“We have a name. She never offered one.”

“We never asked. She must have had a pistol and a badge the whole time. We saw her naked, but we didn’t see those.”

“We weren’t looking for them. What do we know about cops, Jules?”

“Nothing.”

Absolutely nothing.

I knew her smell, her taste, her touch, and how she felt, and I knew something of what was inside the woman, but even that seemed like nothing now.

The building was low, flat, institutional—a place I’d driven past a hundred times on the way to the wine distributor on Hennessey without looking at. It was set back from the road. The parking lot was half-empty. Fluorescent light shone from behind frosted windows that turned the whole structure the color of something that was deeply unattractive and out of context with the night.

Matt parked.

We walked in together.

A duty attendant sat at the front desk. Young. Tired. The expression of someone who’d been sitting alone in a building full of the dead for six hours and hadn’t expected visitors.

“We’re here for Detective Sullivan.”

He looked at us. At his watch. At two civilians wearing jeans who knew a detective’s name and had shown up at a morgue at two-thirty in the morning.

He passed two red visitor passes, but didn’t ask us to sign in.

“Sully is down the hall. Third door on the left. She’s in Autopsy Room 4 or 5.”

I looked at him.

“Which one?”

“Both.”

“Oh.”

The corridor was long and lit the way corridors in these places are always lit—fluorescent, merciless, the kind of light that doesn’t allow shadow or ambiguity or softness of any kind. The floor was linoleum. Our sneakers squeaked. The air smelled like industrial cleaner and cold air and the faint chemical undertone of a thing I didn’t want to name.

Matt stopped at the door of Room 4.

He looked at me.

I looked at him.

I understood what he was doing—the same thing he’d done when he’d sent me to sit beside Erin outside the hospital, the same grace. Not because he was afraid. Because he read the room better than anyone I’d ever known, and the room said: Jules first.

I pushed the door open.

The room was white tile and stainless steel under fluorescent tubes that hummed the way fluorescent tubes hum in rooms where professionals don’t care or notice. I saw two steel tables in the center, parallel, three feet apart. Both were draped with white sheets that followed the shapes underneath—small shapes, the size of children who should have been in their beds. The sheets were tucked carefully at the edges, the way you tuck a child in at night.

I understood who had done the tucking.

Erin was in the far corner.

She sat on the floor with her back against the tile wall, her knees drawn up, her arms around her shins. The leather jacket was zipped to her throat. The badge was still on her belt. Her hair hung around her face, and her eyes were open.

She was looking at the two covered tables with an expression I’d never seen on a human face—not grief or anger. Something more profound. Erin wore the expression of a woman keeping a promise.

She looked up.

She saw me.

Her face didn’t change. Not surprise, not relief, not the flicker I’d seen at Sal’s Diner or the doorstep or the hospital bench. She looked at me the way you look at someone who has walked into the room you’ve been sitting in alone for four hours, the room with two dead children in it.

And the look.

You came. You shouldn’t have. I’m glad you did.

“Jules.”

“I’m here, Erin.”

“Tosh called.”

“He never said.”

She tried to stand.

Her legs didn’t hold the first time—the cop, the detective, the woman who walked through yellow tape while other officers moved aside. Her knees buckled, and she caught herself against the wall with one hand and pushed up and stood.

The standing cost her something; I could see it in her shoulders and her jaw, and in the way her hands shook when they left the wall.

She walked to me.

Not the controlled walk. Not the Kline’s walk or the kitchen-doorway walk or the walk through the yellow tape on the news. A walk with nothing behind it except the need to reach the person standing in the door.

She fell into me.

Her arms went around my back, and her face went into my neck, and the sound she made brought my tears.

I held her.

My arms wrapped tightly around her back, her badge pressing into my ribs, the leather jacket cold against my forearms. She shook against me—not trembling, shaking, the deep seismic shaking of a person who’d been holding herself together for more than fourteen hours and had just been given permission to stop.

“Come with me, Erin. Let’s get out of this room.”

She pulled back. She looked at the two tables.

“I told them I’d stay.”

“You did stay. You stayed all day and most of the night. Now come with me.”

She let me lead her to the door. Matt was in the corridor, exactly where I’d left him. His hands were at his sides. His eyes were on her. The tears running down his face in the fluorescent light—the second time I’d ever seen Matt cry standing up, and this time he didn’t try to hide it.

Erin saw him and stopped.

“Matt.”

Erin said his name the way she’d said it that morning when she’d asked him to kiss her while she came. Except this time the word carried nothing except need—the raw, unguarded need of a woman who’d run out of ways to hold herself upright.

“I’m here, Erin.”

“Come.”

She reached for him. Her hand found his sleeve, and she pulled—not gently, not politely, the grip of a woman who needed a body beside her and had stopped pretending she didn’t. She pulled him toward me, toward herself, toward the space between us.

Matt’s arms went around her from behind.

My arms went around her from the front.

Her face was in my neck again. Matt’s chest pressed against her back, and we stood in the corridor of a county morgue at three in the morning, three bodies holding each other the way they’d held each other in a bed that same morning.

The shaking didn’t stop.

Erin led us down the corridor to a family room. It was small, eight chairs, a box of tissues, no windows. The fluorescent light was older in here—warmer, softer, the light of a room built for people who were falling apart.

Erin sank into a chair. I sat beside her, and Matt knelt in front of her the way he’d knelt beside the bed that morning when his mouth had found hers, and her hands found both of ours—my left, Matt’s right—and she held them in her lap with the precise grip of a woman who held everything deliberately.

“I come here.”

“For the case?”

“The connection. It helps me find—”

“The killer?”

“Yes.”

“Being here is damaging you, Erin.”

“Tosh told you?”

“Yes.”

“It’s my process.”

I knelt in front of her, took both her hands.

“I can’t pretend to understand, Erin, but I know this. We will always run toward you. We just don’t know when.”

“Now is good. You’re here. Will you stay with me until morning? When the staff arrive.”

The woman who said I don’t stay was asking two people to stay.

“Yes, Erin.”

“Both of you?”

Matt’s voice was almost broken, the way a thing holds weight even after the crack appears.

“Both of us. Until morning. As long as you need.”

She closed her eyes.

The fluorescent light hummed. Somewhere behind the walls of this building, in Rooms 4 and 5, four children lay under sheets that had been tucked at the edges by a woman who’d promised to keep them safe.

The woman was here now, between us, her hands in ours, her breathing slowing from the ragged rhythm of someone who’d been drowning to the deeper rhythm of someone who’d been pulled from the water.

We stayed.


Chapter Five

◆◆◆

I woke to gray light and the smell of faux leather.

Erin’s head rested on my shoulder, her body tilted into mine on the family room couch, her leather jacket still zipped to her throat. Her breathing was the slow, unguarded rhythm I’d learned on the first night — the breath of a woman who expected nothing from anyone.

Our first night had been a bed with clean sheets and a man’s hand on her stomach. This was a vinyl couch in a county morgue with fluorescent tubes humming above us and the chemical undertone of a building that held the dead.

I didn’t move.

The vinyl had warmed under us during the night, and the air between our bodies carried the faint tang of it — municipal, institutional, the smell of a surface designed to be wiped clean. Her real leather against the fake. Her jacket had been on since yesterday morning, and it smelled like Erin, and the couch smelled like everything that wasn’t.

Dawn light came through the corridor door — not from the family room itself, which had no windows, but from somewhere down the hall where the world was waking up without knowing what had happened inside these walls.

The light was thin and gray and carried no warmth.

Erin’s hand was on my thigh. Not gripping. Resting. The placement of a woman who held things deliberately, even in sleep.

Matt came through the door.

He carried three paper cups of coffee and a bakery bag darkened with grease at the bottom. He’d been out — I didn’t know when he’d left or how long he’d been gone, but his jacket was damp at the shoulders, and the cups were still hot. The man I’d married had walked out into a city at dawn to find food for the woman sleeping on my shoulder while we sat in a building full of the dead.

He set the cups down on the side table. He knelt in front of us.

“Jules.”

“I know.”

“The overnight kid. He needs us out before the day staff arrive or he gets into trouble.”

“How long do we have?”

“Twenty minutes.”

I looked down at Erin.

Her eyelids were thin and shadowed, the bruised look of a woman who’d spent the day hunting a murderer, walked into the morgue at ten, and had only stopped moving because two warm bodies had arrived at half-past two and stayed beside her in a room she’d been sitting in alone.

“Erin.”

She opened her eyes.

No confusion. No slow surfacing. Erin came awake the way I imagined cops came awake — fully, instantly, already scanning the room for the thing that needed handling. Her eyes found mine first, then Matt’s, then the paper cups on the table.

“You went out.”

“There is a passable bakery on Hennessey. The coffee isn’t mine, but it’s hot.”

She sat up. Took the cup Matt offered and drank.

Her face wrinkled.

“You’re right. It’s not yours.”

“We have to go, Erin.”

“I know.”

“Come home with us.”

Matt said it. Not me. On his knees in a family room at a county morgue at six in the morning, the man I’d married asked the woman we loved to come home.

Erin looked at him.

“I can’t. Not yet. I have to go in.”

“Erin—”

“Four dead children, Matt. I’m the lead. I have to be there by eight.”

She drank her coffee. She tore a croissant in three, ate one piece, handed me another, and gave Matt the third.

“Share bread.”

The gesture was so ordinary and so devastating that I had to look away.

“I’ll come tonight. Your place. I’ll be no later than seven.”

“Promise?”

She looked at me. The three-second look. Then something that was almost a smile.

“I promise, Jules.”

We stood. The three of us in the family room with paper cups and croissant crumbs and the fluorescent light that had been too harsh all night and was now competing with the dawn.

We kissed.

I don’t know who started it. Matt’s mouth found Erin’s first, or mine found hers, or she turned between us and both mouths landed at once — it was clumsy, three faces too close, someone’s nose bumping someone’s cheek, and Erin made a sound that wasn’t a laugh but lived in the same neighborhood, a small broken thing that said this is ridiculous and I need it and don’t stop.

We stopped.

Erin walked down the corridor toward the autopsy rooms. She didn’t look back. I watched her go — the straight back, the leather jacket, the walk of a woman returning to the dead — and I understood that letting her go was the first lesson of loving a cop.

Matt drove.

Ten and two.

The city was waking up. I saw his coffee carts on two corners — the red-and-white umbrellas, the early operators setting up, the small machinery of a business he’d built with his hands. His world starting its day while Erin’s had never stopped.

“We have to learn, Jules.”

“Learn what?”

“How to love someone who does what Erin does. She needs space. Sometimes she’ll do what she needs to do, and our job isn’t to stop her or follow her or fix it. Our job is to build a place she can come back to.”

“Since when did you become wise?”

“Since three o’clock this morning, when I watched her sleep on your shoulder in a room down the hall from four dead children.”

I didn’t answer.

“She chose us, Jules. Out of everyone in her life, she let us in that building. We have to be worth that.”

“We will be.”

“Then we start today.”

“When we get home, make the bedroom ready. Three pillows. Clean sheets. Make it a place she can fall into and be whoever she wants to be.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Shop. Then we’re going to bake bread.”

“Bread?”

“You heard her?”

“Yes. I did.”

“When she walks through that door tonight, she’s going to eat bread we made with our hands and steak I cooked and drink wine you chose for her and coffee I chose for her. She’s going to sit in our kitchen and eat a meal that two people built because she matters. Not because she’s broken. Because she’s ours.”

He pulled into the driveway.

I went upstairs.

I stripped the bed.

The sheets from two nights ago — Erin’s shampoo, the faint salt of the sex from the morning she’d left for the case, the shape of three bodies. I put them in the hamper and pulled clean ones from the closet. White. The good cotton. I made the bed the way I’d never made it before — for three. Not a couple and a guest. Three pillows across the headboard, evenly spaced. The comforter turned back on both sides and the foot. I stood in the doorway and looked at it.

A bed that was ready for a woman to fall into and be held from both sides.

Matt came home two hours later with grocery bags — rib eyes from the butcher, thick-cut, marbled, the kind you salt an hour early and cook in cast iron. Vegetables. Flour, yeast, salt. A paper bag from a roaster I didn’t recognize.

“What’s that?”

“Later.”

We baked bread.

I’d never baked with Matt.

Nine years of marriage and I’d drunk his coffee, and he’d poured my wine, and we’d scrambled eggs together a thousand mornings, but we’d never stood side by side with flour on our forearms and our hands in dough.

He kneaded.

I kneaded.

Share bread.

The yeast smell filled the kitchen, and the rhythm of pressing and folding and turning was the rhythm of two people building something with no language in it — no spreadsheets, no tasting notes, no business calls. Just hands and dough and the slow trust of bread that would rise if we let it.

I laid my floury hand on his.

“We should’ve done this years ago, darling.”

“We’re doing it now.”

“Do you think she’ll actually come?”

“She promised, Jules.”

“People promise things after three in the morning that they take back by lunchtime.”

“She isn’t people. She’s Erin.”

He kissed my forehead. The same place he kissed Erin’s.

“We make the evening good, Jules. That’s all we can do. We make it good enough that she wants to come back the night after.”

“And the night after that…”

The bread rose. We punched it down, shaped it, and put it in the oven. The kitchen smelled like a home that was trying.

At six-thirty, I opened the wine.

I’d chosen it that afternoon from the rack while Matt was out — a Châteauneuf-du-Pape from Domaine de la Mordorée, the cuvée called La Dame Voyageuse. The Traveling Lady.

Matt looked at the label.

“A mother and daughter?”

“There is a story.”

“Erin will love that.”

“It feels right.”

The color was deep garnet, almost black at the center, thinning to a ruby rim. The nose hit in waves — violets first, dark and sweet, then blackberry, then something underneath both of those that was earth and iron and the mineral quality of old-vine Grenache grown in stones that had been baking in Provençal sun since before anyone alive could remember.

The palate was silk over structure — the tannins were there, but they didn’t fight. They held. The way a frame holds a painting. The way a marriage holds two people who’ve decided to hold a third.

The finish lasted.

I set the glass down and looked at the clock.

Seven.

The bread was resting. The steaks were salted and ready for the cast iron. Matt’s coffee setup — the unfamiliar bag, the grinder dialed to a setting I didn’t recognize — sat on the counter like a question waiting to be asked.

I looked at the door.

Seven-fifteen.

I checked my phone. No message. No call. The group thread — the one with two red hearts — was silent.

“Matt. Shall I—”

“She’ll come.”

“It’s quarter past.”

“She said no later than seven. She’s a detective running a quadruple child homicide. She’ll come when she can.”

“What if—”

“She’ll come. We have to learn, Jules.”

The espresso machine ticked once. The sound of metal cooling. The sound of a kitchen with two people in it that wanted three.

Seven-thirty.

My catastrophizer started its engine — the case went wrong, she was back at the morgue, she was in a bar somewhere alone, she’d changed her mind, the three-second look was a goodbye I’d misread.

I paced.

Matt watched me pace. He didn’t tell me to sit down, calm down, or breathe. He let me pace because he’d spent nine years learning that my anxiety moved through my body, and the worst thing you could do was ask it to be still.

“Should I—”

“No.”

“One text. Just one.”

“Jules.”

“I know. Build a place she can come back to. Not a cage.”

“So stop rattling the bars.”

Seven forty-five.

I checked my phone again. Nothing.

“I’m scared, Matt.”

“I know. So am I. But being scared isn’t the same as being right. This is how it’ll always be.”

That landed.

I was still scared.

Matt poured himself a glass of wine. He held it up to the light the way I’d taught him years ago — checking the color, the rim, the legs — and he smiled, and the smile was for me, for the wine I’d chosen, for the fact that I was climbing the walls, and he was standing in the middle of the room trusting a woman who wasn’t here yet.

Eight o’clock.

Three knocks.

Evenly spaced.

The knock of someone who’d decided. The same knock from the doorstep, the night she’d brought the empty floral bag, the night she’d stood in the dark wearing my cotton briefs and said that’s because I’m wearing them.

I opened the door.

Erin stood on the step.

Not the leather jacket and badge of the morning. She’d changed — jeans, a dark sweater, boots. Her hair was down. The circles under her eyes were darker than the morgue. She looked like a woman who’d spent fourteen hours inside a case that involved four dead children and then driven across the city to the only place that wasn’t the case.

“I’m late.”

“You’re here.”

“I sat in the car for ten minutes. I needed a moment.”

“What pulled you to the door?”

“I could smell the bread. From the driveway, Jules. I could smell your bread. You baked.”

“We baked.”

She stepped inside, holding a small bag against her hip. She held it out to me without looking at it, the way you hand someone something you don’t want to explain.

I took it. The joy hit me so hard my hands shook.

“My drawer is yours, Erin. Take anything you want.”

“Thank you.”

Matt appeared in the hallway. He didn’t rush to her. He stood in the doorway to the kitchen with a dish towel over his shoulder and the light behind him, and he let her come to him, and she did — three steps across the hallway into his chest, her face in his neck, the sound she made muffled against his skin.

He held her.

“You’re here, Erin.”

“I’m here.”

“Steak. Wine. Coffee.”

“In that order?”

“Bathe first. I’m on food. Jules is bathing.”

I took her upstairs.

I undressed Erin in the bathroom. The sweater first — I pulled it over her head, and her arms came up like a child’s, without resistance. Her bra next.

I discarded it in the pile.

“Laundry.”

“I—”

“—We’re the same size, Erin.”

“I shouldn’t.”

“We want you to.”

Next came her jeans. Then I knelt and slid my fingers gently into her waistband and slid off her underwear — the plain cotton of a woman who’d showered and dressed for function that morning with no time for anything else.

I picked everything up and dumped Erin’s clothes in the basket with Matt’s and mine.

Her body underneath was the body I’d memorized — lean, functional, the visible abdominals, the small firm breasts, the dark nipples, the scar low on her stomach that I knew everything about, and she knew I knew.

She stood naked under the bathroom light, and I saw the day on her — not dirt, not blood, something worse. The residue of proximity to the worst thing humans do to each other. It lived in her shoulders. In the flatness behind her eyes.

I turned on the water.

The first second was cold. It was always cold. Neither of us flinched.

The heat arrived.

I washed her.

Soap lathered in my palms.

Her shoulders first, the knots that lived there, my thumbs working the tension that had been building since six o’clock yesterday morning. Her arms. Her hands — each finger, the way I’d washed them before, the cop’s hands that held things precisely.

Her collarbone. Her breasts — gently, my soapy palms cupping them, the nipples hardening under the heat and the touch, but this wasn’t sex. This was care. Her stomach. My hand crossed the scar the way it crossed everything else — as part of the body I was tending, not the story I was carrying.

Her hips. Her thighs. I knelt and washed her legs, her shins, the arches of her feet, and when I stood, the water ran the soap off both of us, and the drain swallowed the day she’d been inside.

Erin stood under the rain head with her eyes closed and the water streaming down her face.

“Jules.”

“I’m here.”

“You always wash me like this.”

“Like what?”

“Like I’m something worth being careful with.”

“You are.”

“I don’t feel like it today.”

“I know. That’s why I’m doing it.”

I wrapped her in the biggest towel we owned and sat her on the bed. I climbed on behind her. My legs came around hers, my arms around the towel, my chin against her wet hair.

The silence stretched.

Ten minutes.

Twenty.

The back of her head rested against the front of mine. Her breathing trembled through me.

Downstairs, the kitchen had become Matt’s.

The cast iron was smoking on the stove. The steaks went in with a sound that filled the room — the sear, the fat rendering, the smell of good meat cooking hard and fast the way rib eyes needed to be cooked. Matt moved with the quiet confidence of a man in the place he understood, the same confidence he brought to the espresso machine, the same hands.

Erin came down in Matt’s t-shirt and a pair of my sweatpants that were too long for her and pooled at her ankles. She sat on her stool. The stool where she’d eaten eggs. The stool where she’d drunk her first cortado. The stool with the precise placement.

We ate.

The bread tore warm in our hands — the crust crackling, the inside soft and dense and still holding the heat of the oven. I watched Erin eat the way I’d watched her drink the Burgundy on the first night — the way her eyes closed on the first bite. The involuntary surrender to a thing her body hadn’t expected to want.

“You made this.”

“We made it.”

“Together?”

“Matt kneaded. I kneaded. We punched it down and shaped it and put it in the oven and stood outside the glass watching it rise like two idiots who’d never seen bread before.”

“For me?”

“For you, Erin.”

The steaks were perfect. Matt had rested them the right amount of time, sliced them against the grain, and the pink interior gave up its juice onto the plate. I put Castelvetrano olives on the table — the jar that had sat untouched since the night at Kline’s.

Three mouths.

Breaking bread.

Finally.

Erin picked one up. She looked at me.

“These are the olives. From the first night.”

“The same jar.”

“You’ve been saving them.”

“We’re creating memories, Erin.”

She ate the way hungry people eat — not performance, not politeness, the eating of a woman who’d been running on bakery croissants and precinct coffee for thirty-six hours and had just been handed a meal made by hands that loved her.

Then Matt told the coffee story.

He’d brewed it in the French press, not the espresso machine — a different method for a different bean.

“Why? Why this one specifically?”

“The choice is deliberate.”

He poured three cups, and the liquid was lighter than his usual cortado pull, more transparent, the color of dark honey.

“Café Femenino. Caranavi province, Bolivia. Seventeen hundred meters. Washed process.”

Erin held the cup.

“Did you go there?”

“We did.”

He held a single bean up to the light. It shone, coppery, the way a small thing shines when someone who loves it holds it up for you.

I took Erin’s hand and flattened her palm. Matt placed the bean in the center. I kissed her ear.

“Smell it.”

She breathed in, and her eyes widened.

“Beans are like bread,” Matt said. “Like wine. You are in a place, and the smell is right. Here. Now. This kitchen. This.”

Erin touched everything — the bread, the rim of her cup, the olive jar, the grain of the table. Her fingers moved the way they moved when she was learning something, the cop’s hands cataloging a scene, except the scene was dinner, and the evidence was love.

“Coffee you picked together. Bread you baked together. And the vineyard—”

She looked at me. I nodded.

Matt continued.

“In 2009, forty-two women in the Caranavi mountains separated their coffee from the men’s cooperative. They’d been growing it for years — same fields, same hands, same altitude. The men took the credit. The women took the risk. They formed their own program, and the first thing they did was put their names on the land titles. Not the husbands’ names. Theirs.”

He sipped.

Erin sipped.

I sipped.

“What do you taste, Erin?”

“Milk chocolate.”

Matt’s face broke open.

“Milk chocolate and honey, with hazelnut at the back. But what you’re tasting is a mountain that belongs to the women who work it.”

“And I’m drinking it with the man and woman who discovered it.”

“You are.”

“The same man and woman who chose wine and baked bread?”

“For you.”

Erin drank. Her eyes closed — the same involuntary beat, the body surrendering to a thing it hadn’t expected to want. Coffee, wine, fresh bread, and a touch in the dark. Her eyes opened wet.

“It’s beautiful, Matt.”

“It reminds me of two women I know.”

She laughed. A real laugh, small and startled, the sound of a woman who’d forgotten she could.

“The women who put their names on you?”

“The women who built something worth keeping.”

Erin set her cup down. Precise center of the saucer. The cop’s hands.

“Matt. You’re going to make me cry.”

“Good. You’ve earned it.”

Then I told the wine story.

I poured Erin a glass of the Mordorée. The garnet liquid caught the kitchen light.

“La Dame Voyageuse. The Traveling Lady. Châteauneuf-du-Pape. Mostly Grenache — old vines, the ones with the deep roots that reach the limestone underneath the stones.”

“Why this one?”

“A man named Christophe Delorme built this estate. He died at fifty-two. His wife, Madeleine, and his daughter, Ambre, took over. They didn’t sell. They didn’t hire someone to replace him. They stood in the vineyard he’d planted, and they made the wine themselves. This cuvée — La Dame Voyageuse, The Traveling Lady — is the wine they named for the woman who moves between worlds.”

“You’ve been there?”

“I bought this bottle six months ago for the story. I know them. Met them twice, and it seemed right. Hands on the terroir, hearts in the wine. I was saving it because I knew I’d know when.”

Erin looked at her glass.

“When what?”

“When the Traveling Lady came home.”

Erin drank. She held the wine in her mouth the way I’d taught her on the first night, the way that let the tannins soften and the fruit rise, and when she swallowed, the look on her face wasn’t the wine.

“Violets.”

“You’re learning.”

“Blackberry underneath.”

“And?”

“Something I can’t name. Earth. Warmth. The taste of a place I haven’t been.”

We sat in the kitchen that smelled like bread and steak and wine, and no one asked about the case or the children or the tape.

Erin set her glass down. She drew her foot up from the floor and placed it in Matt’s lap. He took it without being asked — his hands wrapping around her arch, his thumb pressing the sole, the slow circular pressure of a man who knew what tension felt like and where it hid.

Erin leaned back in her chair.

She sipped the Mordorée.

“Do you understand why I never stayed?”

She looked at Matt.

He nodded.

Then she looked at me.

“Yes, Erin. We won’t ever ask that again. It’s up to you.”

She stared at me. Sipped her wine.

“Why? Why is it up to me?”

“Because I sell wine, Matt sells coffee. You sell hope.”

“Hope?”

The surprise on her face was real — the expression of a woman who’d spent her career thinking of what she did as duty, as damage, as the work most people couldn’t stomach, and had never once heard it called that word.

“Hope that there are better days ahead for everyone. We understand, Erin. The work you do — people need to believe that someone cares enough to walk into those rooms. That someone will sit with their children until morning and promise to keep them safe. That’s hope. That’s what you give.”

She looked at the empty plate, the wine, and the coffee. At Matt’s hands on her foot. At the bread we’d baked. At me.

“Sometimes I need to lose myself. Lose the day.”

She leaned toward me.

Her mouth was at my ear. Her breath was warm, her lips barely touching my skin. She whispered, and the words were hers — private, quiet, the currency of a woman who spent every word like a coin. I heard them, and my chest tightened.

I understood.

I pulled back.

I looked at her face.

Her eyes were steady, but the steadiness was costing her everything, the way a levee is steady until it isn’t, and what was behind it was the whole day pressing against the wall she’d built and asking to be let through.

“We can do that.”

I turned to Matt.

“Erin wants to kneel and suck your cock. I’m going to hold her. I’m going to guide her. She needs this, Matt.”

Matt looked at Erin. Erin held his gaze. His hands had stopped moving on her foot. The kitchen was very quiet — the bread smell still in the air, the wine still on the table, the espresso machine ticking its slow thermal sigh into the silence.

“Are you sure, Erin?”

“I’ve never been more sure of anything, Matt. Take me out of my head. Both of you.”

We moved to the living room.

Erin knelt on the carpet. I knelt behind her — my chest against her back, my knees bracketing hers, my arms around her body. I could feel her heartbeat through her ribs. Fast. Not arousal yet. Need. The pure, uncut need of a woman who wanted to stop thinking and start using her mouth.

Matt stood in front of us.

I reached forward and unbuckled his belt. Unzipped him. Pushed his jeans and boxers down past his hips. His cock was half-hard — not fully there, because Matt was still reading the room, still the man who cared about the woman on her knees more than he cared about his own body.

Erin’s hand found his cock first.

She gripped his shaft around the base and pulled him toward her mouth. The grip wasn’t tentative — it was the grip of a woman reaching for the thing she needed the way a drowning person reaches for solid ground.

She leaned forward, and I moved with her, my chest sliding against her back.

Her lips closed around the rim of Matt’s swollen head.

I heard the sound — soft, wet, the seal of a mouth closing over the crown — and I felt it through her body, the exhale through her nose hitting Matt’s stomach, the tension in her jaw as it opened wider.

She sucked, and I knew from nine years what she was tasting — the salt first, sharp and clean, then the deeper musk of his skin, and if he was already leaking, the slick thread of precum gathering on her tongue. I’d tasted that a thousand times. Now Erin was tasting it, and her shoulders dropped an inch.

Matt exhaled.

“Open wider, Erin. Let him in your throat. You’ll feel better.”

My voice against her ear — steady, not commanding. Instruction. The architecture of the moment lived in my voice, so Erin didn’t have to hold anything at all.

She opened.

Her jaw relaxed, and she slid deeper down — her boyfriend’s shaft stretching her lips, the cock that I’d felt inside my own body every week of my marriage now filling the mouth of the woman I loved while I held her from behind.

She took him halfway and held. The first gag came — small, controlled, her throat tightening around the head of his cock.

“Breathe through your nose. Good. Take your time.”

She didn’t take her time.

Erin drove her lips forward, and Matt’s cock hit the back of her throat. The gag was immediate — wet, guttural, the sound of a throat closing around an intrusion it wasn’t ready for. She pushed through it. His crown burned past her resistance, and the gag turned into something deeper, a convulsion that traveled through her body and into my arms.

The tears started — not crying, the involuntary reaction of a throat being filled, the water streaming from the corners of her eyes.

She pulled back, gasping.

A thick rope of spit connected her lower lip to the head of Matt’s cock, glistening in the light from the kitchen.

“Oh god. Give me more of this.”

She went back down.

“I can taste him, Jules. I can taste him leaking down my throat. It burns so fucking good.”

“Take more. Slowly.”

“I don’t want slow. I want to choke on him.”

“I know, Erin. I know what you want. But let me pace you.”

She nodded once and growled, then opened her mouth, and I guided her head forward with my palm on the back of her skull — not pushing, pacing, setting the rhythm. Down. Hold. The wet sound of her mouth sealed around his crown again, her tongue working the underside of his shaft where the vein ran thickest. Up. Breathe. The string of spit stretching and breaking. Down again, deeper this time, and the gag louder, and Erin drove through it because the gagging was the point — the physical overwhelm that drowned out everything else.

The sound she made around his cock — deep, grateful, the moan of a woman being given exactly what she’d asked for — traveled through his shaft into his stomach, and I saw his muscles clench.

Matt looked down at her.

I watched his face change.

He saw the tears. He saw the spit running down her chin, the way her mascara had started to track, the way her hands gripped his thighs so hard her knuckles had gone white. He saw the woman he loved on her knees, choking herself on his cock, and his face shifted from arousal to concern — the worry of a good man watching someone he loves do something that looked like it hurt.

His hand came to her jaw. His thumb on her wet cheek.

“Matt.”

He looked at me.

“Let her take what she needs.”

Six words.

I held his eyes, and I put nine years of marriage into the look — trust me, I know what this is, she isn’t hurting, she’s healing, let her use your body the way she needs to and don’t take it from her.

He read me.

His hand left her jaw. He let go. Not of Erin — of his need to fix. He stood and received and let the woman on her knees take his cock the way she needed to take it, and the letting-go was one of the bravest things I’d ever seen him do.

Erin heard the shift. Or felt it — Matt’s body softening its resistance, his hips no longer pulling back when she drove forward. She took him to the root and choked so much she shuddered through me.

Her mouth worked his cock with a desperate, rhythmic hunger — her lips sinking down until her nose pressed against his pelvis and her throat convulsed. Erin’s wet choking sound filled the room, then up, gasping, spit everywhere, a breath that was half-sob, then down again. Her hands gripped his ass cheeks, and she clawed him, pulling her own face forward.

She wasn’t being taken. She was taking. Every stroke was hers. The sound of her mouth on Matt’s cock was obscene and specific — the thick, wet suction of a throat that had surrendered to the thing filling it.

“Jesus, Erin.”

Matt’s voice was barely a whisper. The voice of a man whose cock was being worshipped by a woman who needed it more than air.

“She’s doing beautifully, Matt. Look at her.”

“She’s amazing.”

“Now just the head, Erin. Use your tongue.”

She pulled back to the tip. Her tongue traced the ridge of his crown — slow, deliberate, circling the swollen rim the way I’d circled it a thousand times. She found the slit and pressed, and I saw the thread of precum that leaked onto her tongue, clear and slick, and she gathered it and swallowed. The sound of the swallow traveled through the quiet room.

“Good. Now take him deep again.”

She obeyed.

Not because I ordered — because the instruction freed her from deciding. My voice was the scaffolding she climbed down, away from the day, into the dark, warm place where there was nothing except a cock in her mouth and two bodies holding her.

My left hand stayed in her hair.

My right hand moved to her breast.

I cupped her through Matt’s t-shirt — her nipple already hard, the small, firm breast fitting my palm. I rolled her nipple between my thumb and forefinger, tugged gently, and Erin moaned around Matt’s cock.

The vibration traveled through his shaft.

His hips jerked.

“That’s it. Feel that, Erin. Let your body come back.”

I pulled the t-shirt up. Both breasts exposed, the dark nipples stiff and swollen, and I worked them with both hands while my mouth found the side of her neck — kissing the tendon, tasting the clean skin I’d washed an hour ago. Erin’s rhythm on Matt’s cock faltered — a stutter, her mouth pulling off to gasp, then driving back down harder.

“Oh, fuck, Jules. Don’t stop.”

I didn’t stop.

My right hand slid down. Over her ribs. Her stomach. The waistband of my sweatpants. My fingers pushed past the elastic.

She wasn’t wearing underwear. Her laundry was in our basket.

My fingers found her cunt.

She was soaked. Not wet — soaked. The slick had already run past her lips and onto her inner thighs; the swollen folds parted and were hot under my fingertips. I slid two fingers through the mess of her, and the sound was immediate — wet, obscene, my fingers in the slick evidence of a body that had been aroused since the table, since “you sell hope,” since the whisper, maybe since the door.

She groaned around Matt’s cock — a sound that came from somewhere deeper than her throat, the sound of a body that had been holding itself rigid for two days finally feeling something that wasn’t grief.

My fingertip found her clit.

She was swollen. The hood pulled back from the sustained arousal of kneeling with a cock in her mouth. I pressed, and Erin’s hips bucked against my hand, and her mouth drove down Matt’s shaft so hard she gagged, and the tears poured down her face, but she didn’t come up.

“Breathe, Erin.”

She came up.

Gasping.

Spit everywhere — on her chin, on Matt’s cock, on her breasts where it had dripped. Her face was wrecked — tear-streaked, swollen-lipped, the mascara tracks, her eyes open and wild. The flatness that had lived behind them since the morgue was gone. In its place was something raw and desperate and utterly alive.

“More. Please. I need more.”

“You’ll get more. Take his cock, Erin. I’ve got you.”

She took him again, and I worked her clit — slow circles with the pad of my finger, the same deliberate pressure I’d learned on my own body over two decades. My other hand held her hip to steady her. The dual stimulation split her completely — Matt’s cock filling her mouth, my fingers on her cunt, my chest against her back — and there was nowhere left for the day to live.

Erin was just a body held between two bodies that loved her, and the wet sounds filling the room — her mouth on his cock, my fingers in her cunt, the breath that came out of her in broken rhythms.

She pulled off to breathe, and the words came out raw.

“Jules. Fuck. Your fingers. I’m so wet.”

“I know. Your cunt is soaked, Erin. It’s been soaked since you sat at our table.”

“Don’t stop touching me. Please don’t stop.”

“I won’t. Go back to him. Take what you need.”

She lifted her knees. I whipped off the sweats. When her knees spread wide again, the aroma was intense, gripping me low in the stomach.

Matt’s hand found her hair. Not pushing. Resting. His fingers were threading through the strands I’d washed, and the tenderness of the gesture against the obscene sound of his cock in her throat was the image I’d carry from this night.

“Matt. Look at her. Look at what she’s giving us.”

He looked. Down at the woman on her knees. My fingers on her clit, my arm around her waist, his cock in her mouth, the spit and tears and the mess of three bodies doing the only thing that could reach the place where Erin had been living alone. Her eyes were open and looking up at him with an expression I’d never seen on her face. Not the cop. Not the control. The woman underneath all of it, asking with her eyes for the thing her mouth was too full to say.

“Erin. I’m close.”

She pulled off his cock.

“Give it to me. Matt. I want it. Give me your cum.”

She drove deeper. Her hand gripped the base of his shaft and twisted, and her mouth sealed around the head and sucked — hard, deliberate, the suction of a woman who wanted to feel him pulse against her tongue.

“All of it. I want all of it.”

I pressed harder on her clit. Two fingers sliding back, slipping inside her cunt — easily, the slick coating my knuckles to the second joint, her walls gripping me and pulling deeper — and my thumb taking over on her clit. The fullness of my fingers inside her while her mouth was full of Matt made her body arch against mine.

“Cum for me, Erin. Lose the day.”

Erin’s cunt clenched around my fingers. I felt the first pulse — deep inside her, the walls gripping and releasing and gripping again in waves that traveled outward through her whole body. She groaned around Matt’s cock, and the sound that came through her wasn’t cracking and wasn’t giving up and wasn’t arriving. It was the sound of a woman being emptied.

Every room she’d walked into, every sheet she’d tucked, every promise she’d made in the dark — it poured out of her through the pulse of her cunt around my fingers and the vibration of her groan around his shaft. Her arousal ran in a warm thread down her thighs and onto the carpet beneath her knees.

The vibration tipped Matt.

His cock swelled against her tongue — I could see the pulse in his shaft, the vein on the underside jumping — and then the first spasm hit. His hips drove forward, and Erin’s throat moved as she swallowed.

I felt his orgasm through her body — the jerk that traveled through his cock into her mouth, through her jaw into her chest, through her chest into mine. He came in thick, heavy pulses, and Erin took every one. She swallowed and swallowed and didn’t let him go, her lips sealed around his shaft, her hand milking the base, and the sound of each swallow was small and wet and undeniable.

“Erin. We’re here.”

Matt’s voice. Broken. The way a thing holds weight even after the crack appears.

“Erin. We’re here.”

She swallowed the last of him and let his cock slip from her mouth, and the sound it made — wet, final, the release of suction — was the last sound before the quiet.

Erin went still.

She sagged against me.

My arms went around her.

Matt sank to his knees in front of her, and his hands found her face — wet with tears and spit and the evidence of everything she’d just taken. The three of us were on the living room floor in a configuration that hadn’t existed before tonight. Erin between us, my chest to her back, Matt’s forehead to hers, my hand still between her thighs where her cunt was still pulsing in slow, fading aftershocks around fingers I hadn’t withdrawn.

Nobody spoke.

Erin’s breathing slowed. The ragged, broken rhythm settling into something deeper. Something I recognized. The breath from the first night, from the morgue couch, from every time she let herself stop.

I slid my fingers from her. Gently. She shuddered once.

“Jules.”

“I’m here.”

“Thank you.”

“You don’t have to thank me, Erin.”

“Not for the sex. For knowing what I needed before I could say it.”

“That’s what I do, Erin. I read the room. Matt builds the room. You walk into it.”

“Is that what this is?”

“That’s what this is.”

I took care of her.

In the bathroom — not the wet room, just the sink and a warm cloth. I wiped her face. The tears, the spit, the mascara. I wiped between her thighs where the arousal had run and cooled. She stood and let me, the way she’d stood under the water earlier, and her eyes were closed, and her hands hung at her sides, and she was done.

Not done with us.

Done carrying the day.

I kissed the inside of her thigh. Once. A signature.

“Where is your husband?”

“Your boyfriend is downstairs cleaning.”

“My boyfriend?”

She stared at me. The silence stretched.

“I made a mess on your floor.”

“Technically, that was me. I made you cum.”

“My boyfriend will clean it.”

I could hear the water running, the clink of plates. He was cleaning the kitchen — the bread board, the wine glasses, the cast iron still warm on the stove. The evidence of the meal put away. I took care of the body. He took care of the home. We’d been doing this since the morning.

The bed I’d made that afternoon was waiting.

Three pillows. Clean white sheets. The comforter turned back.

I said nothing, just looked at her.

“I’m staying.”

“Not because you have to.”

“Because I want to, Jules. Because your bread smells like home.”

Erin lay down in the middle.

Matt came up. He slid in on her left. His hand found her stomach — the same place it always found, the same unconscious reach, the scar under his palm that he touched without knowing what it meant.

I slid in on her right. My forehead against her shoulder. My hand on her ribs, feeling the breath.

She fell asleep between us. The breath went deep and unguarded before either of us, and I listened to it the way I listened to a wine settling into the glass — the moment the surface stops moving and the thing underneath reveals itself.

Matt’s eyes met mine over her head. The same eye contact from the first morning, from the wet room, from the hallway — but this time the weight behind it was different. Not what have we done. Not is this real. The look of a man lying beside two women in a bed he’d told his wife to prepare, in a house that smelled like bread and steak and coffee and wine and sex and the warmth of three bodies choosing to be in the same place.

The espresso machine ticked downstairs. The last thermal sigh of the day.

The Traveling Lady was home.


Chapter Six

◆◆◆

The water was cold for one second.

The plumbing in our house had one icy beat before the heat arrived, and in that beat the three of us stood under the rain head with our skin tightening and our breath held. Our bodies pressed together in the square tiled space that had been ours — mine and Matt’s — for every morning of our marriage until the morning it became three.

The heat came.

Erin turned into Matt.

“Bend me over and fuck me.”

It wasn’t a request. Not the whispered need of last night, not the careful negotiation of a woman asking a man’s wife if she could kneel and suck her husband’s cock. It was the voice of a woman who had forty-five minutes before her shift and desperately wanted a cock inside her before she walked into the day.

Matt looked at her.

“Here?”

“Here. Now. Fuck me quickly.”

She turned away from him, bent over, and put both palms flat against the tile floor. She twisted her feet back and forth until her legs spread wide apart. The water ran down the line of her spine, over the curve of her ass, into the crease between her thighs, where I could already see the swollen pink of her cunt as her lips parted.

Matt looked at me.

“She asked. That’s all you need, sweetheart.”

Matt stepped behind Erin, and I watched his cock — already hard, already ready, the morning erection that I’d woken beside for nine years — find the space between her thighs. Erin reached back with one hand and gripped his shaft. She notched his crown against her entrance and pushed her hips backward.

The sound she made when Matt’s crown spread her wide open was small and sharp and swallowed by the water.

“Fuck me hard.”

Matt drove forward.

His hips slapped against her ass, and the wet crack echoed off the tile. Erin’s fingers splayed against the floor as his cock filled her in one long stroke. Her back arched. She pointed her cunt for better access. The water streamed between them — running over his stomach, down his shaft where it entered her, pooling in the crease of her thighs before the drain took it.

“God, yes. Right there. Don’t move.”

“Erin—”

“I said, don’t move. Just — let me feel you inside me, Matt. Please.”

She held his cock inside her for three full breaths. I watched her body adjust to get all of it — the slight tilt of her hips, the way her shoulders dropped, the exhale that came from somewhere deep.

She turned her head and looked at me while speaking to Matt.

“Now, Matt. Fuck me hard.”

I knelt beside them.

My hand found the small of her back — the place where Matt touched me in public, the grounding gesture, the two-fingered pressure that meant I’m here, and I know where you are. I pressed, and Erin groaned, and the groan traveled through the tile and into my knees.

“Fuck me, Matt. Don’t be gentle. I don’t have time for gentle.”

“Erin. You feel—”

“I know. I’m soaked. I’ve been soaked since I woke up between you.”

Matt wasn’t gentle.

His hips drove forward in a rhythm that wasn’t lovemaking and wasn’t performance — it was the quick, hard fucking of a man giving a woman exactly what she’d asked for in the minutes before work. His cock slammed into her with a wet, heavy sound that the shower amplified, and Erin took every stroke with her palms flat on the tile and her head hanging and the water running through her hair.

I moved my hand to her stomach. The scar under my fingers. The two inches of silver-pale tissue that I knew everything about, and Matt didn’t. His cock was inside her below my hand, and the distance between the truth I carried and the truth she hadn’t given him was the width of a palm.

“Jules.”

Erin’s voice was broken by the rhythm of being fucked, by the water, by the thing she was chasing.

“I’m here, darling.”

“Kiss me.”

I kissed her. Her mouth was open and wet from the shower, and she kissed me back while Matt fucked her, and the taste was water and salt and the warmth of Erin’s mouth that I’d first tasted on a night that felt like a lifetime ago. She bit my lip. Not hard. The bite of a woman who wanted to feel everything at once.

“I can feel his cock, Jules. Through my whole body.”

“I know, Erin. I know what Matt feels like.”

“Yours. He’s yours.”

“He’s ours.”

Matt’s rhythm changed.

I knew the change.

Nine years.

His hips drove forward hard — once, twice, three times — and held. His cock swelled inside her, and Erin gasped against my mouth. I felt the pulse through her body — the kick of his orgasm traveling through her cunt into her stomach into my hand on her skin.

Erin tipped seconds after he did. Her cunt clenched around his twitching cock in slow, rolling contractions that I felt through my palm on her stomach — the deep, involuntary grip of a body wringing itself around the thing inside it. Her thighs shook against the tile. Her eyes found mine, and what I saw in them as the wave crested and fell wasn’t the cracking or the giving up.

It was love.

Steady and open and unafraid.

Matt exhaled.

Erin stayed bent over, her palms pressed against the tile.

Matt’s cock softened slowly inside her. He pulled out, and the water caught the thread of cum that dribbled from her gaping hole. It splashed down white against the wet tile, quickly dissolving, running toward the drain.

Erin stood up straight.

She turned and kissed Matt — not the sex kiss, the after kiss, the one that said thank you and I needed that and now I can go. Then she kissed me the same way. Two kisses. Two people. Equal.

“I needed that, Jules.”

“We know.”

“Do you get this every morning?”

“Maybe you’ll find out.”

She stepped out of the shower first.

I watched her dress while Matt ran downstairs to make coffee and breakfast.

The bathroom. The towel I wrapped her in. The bedroom, where her jeans from last night hung on the chair.

She looked at me.

I smiled and opened my top drawer.

“You need something that matches. Sensible.”

I pointed.

“Choose.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’d be disappointed if you didn’t.”

She searched through carefully — not a cop, just a woman. When she found what she wanted, she held them up.

“Sports bra and period panties?”

“They’re comfortable, Jules.”

“I know. I have newer comfort ones.”

“I want these. Please.”

“Then they’re yours.”

She slipped into them. She pulled on her jeans, pausing before pulling up the zipper. She gave me a steady look.

“My problem. The fact I can’t carry—”

“I’ve said nothing.”

“I know you wouldn’t. I want you to know. I still use birth control. You’re both safe from that—”

I reached Erin in two steps and pressed my lips to hers. I held for five seconds, then released, locking my eyes with hers.

“I trust you, Erin.”

“Thank you.”

She unzipped her bag and pulled her badge, clipping it to her belt.

The pistol went into the holster.

“Sorry.”

“What for?”

“The gun. I had it with me last night. In my bag.”

“Don’t explain.”

“I’m always the person you know underneath, Jules.”

“I know.”

The last thing she did was pull her hair back. Not severely. The way she’d worn it at Kline’s. She caught me looking at her.

“What?”

“That’s different.”

She looked in the mirror and looked at me.

“Yes.”

Matt was downstairs.

The espresso machine was already running.

He handed Erin her cortado without a word. The white heart on the surface. The same care, the same hands, the same ritual he’d performed for me every morning for nine years and for her every morning she’d stayed. She drank it standing up, one hand on the counter, the other holding the cup with the precise placement.

“I don’t know what happens next. The case intensifies.”

She said it to both of us.

“We know, Erin.”

“I might not be available… I won’t be available.”

“You shouldn’t be available.”

“I might—”

She paused, downed her coffee, and inhaled deeply.

“I have to go.”

Matt kissed her forehead. The benediction. The place above her eyes where the discipline lived.

“Be safe.”

“Always.”

Matt handed her a coffee to go. I said her name.

“Erin.”

She looked at me. The three-second look. But it was different now — not the doorway look from the morning after, not the leaving look from every previous departure.

She kissed me.

She kissed Matt.

She left.

The door closed.

Matt and I stood in the kitchen. He poured my cortado. The white heart. I held it and watched the crema settle, and neither of us said a word about what had just walked out the door.

The espresso machine ticked once. The thermal sigh. The sound of a house settling around two people who were learning to trust the third.

My phone rang.

“Hi, Claire.”

“Sister.”

There was a long, awkward pause.

“I’m in trouble?”

“You’re letting your love life seep into our business.”

“Sorry.”

“I know what’s going on.”

“Do you?”

“We grew up where you live. I have friends there, Jules. Friends who notice.”

“Friends who gossip, more like.”

“It’s none of my business, but unless you get your head in the game, take proper time off. I’ll cover.”

“Don’t need to. Message understood. I am sorry.”

“Okay. Good. Bring her to ours for dinner this Sunday. Mom and Dad are coming.”

“You’re fucking joking, right?”

Another pause.

“Of course I’m joking. Come. The three of you. No parents. No judgment.”

“I’ll let you know.”

“Love you, Jules.”

“You too.”

I disconnected the call.

It was time to catch up on promises made.

For the first time since Erin had entered our lives, I worked a full day without checking my phone every twenty minutes. I called the Willamette Valley producer and finalized our Pinot allocation. I emailed the port authority about a Burgundy shipment that had been sitting in customs for a week. Claire called back, and we talked for forty minutes about the business — the new Austrian producer who wanted exclusive distribution, the margins on the Rhône portfolio, the usual.

“You sound different.”

“Different how?”

“Settled. You’ve sounded like a live wire for weeks, Jules. Today you sound like you used to sound.”

“Things are settling, and I took on board your scolding earlier.”

“I didn’t mean—”

“I know you meant.”

“Dinner then. Four of us.”

I paused.

“Four?”

“I’ll explain.”

“Claire. Have you separated?”

“Amicably. I’m over the tears. They lasted half our marriage. Now… now we’re both relieved. Friends.”

Matt came home at four. He’d been at the downtown carts — the new Medellín lot was pulling well, the numbers were up, the operators were happy.

“It’s been our best Tuesday in six months. The downtown carts moved forty percent more than last week.”

“Any idea why?”

“It’s the Medellín. The operators are excited, Jules. Two of them asked about the new Honduras lot before I even mentioned it.”

“She brings better days, Matt.”

He stopped in the kitchen doorway. He knew what I meant. Not the coffee. Not the carts.

“Yeah. She does.”

He didn’t ask about Erin. I didn’t bring her up.

We cooked dinner together. Nothing elaborate — pasta, a simple sauce, a salad. I opened a bottle of Barbera from Alba — bright, acidic, the kind of wine that didn’t demand attention. We ate. We cleaned. We moved through the evening like two people who’d made a decision to trust something they couldn’t control, and the decision was the hardest thing either of us had ever done, and also the simplest.

At eight-fifteen, I looked at the front door.

“Don’t.”

I hadn’t said anything. I hadn’t moved toward my phone. I hadn’t paced or spiraled or checked the group thread.

“I know, Matt.”

“You didn’t look at your phone once during dinner.”

“You were right. About her. About all of us.”

“No. We were both right. We’re all right — for each other and about this. Three pieces discovering how to fit together.”

“Our marriage—”

“Is changing.”

“I—”

“Stop, Jules.”

He smiled. The smile of a man who’d spent nine years loving a woman who catastrophized about everything, and who was watching her pretend not to catastrophize about the thing that mattered most.

“I’m proud of you.”

“Don’t be proud of me for not panicking. That’s a low bar, darling.”

“It’s your bar. You cleared it.”

“What about us, Matt?”

He stepped closer and held me, his eyes locked on mine.

“I love you the same as I did before Erin.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m opening up. Just like you are. You’re soft and gentle with her. The woman she never had.”

“You’re the man she never had. And…”

I smiled.

“And you’re the man I want to have always.”

Three knocks.

Evenly spaced.

I opened the door.

Erin stood on the step wearing her work clothes — jeans, black top, leather jacket still zipped. Her hair was still tied.

“You look tired.”

“I am.”

“It’s nice to see you, Erin.”

“I want to ask something.”

“Go ahead.”

She looked down.

At her feet were two bags.

She looked at me.

“Are there rules, Jules?”

“None. A fresh canvas for all of us.”

She stepped into my arms.

“Sorry, I’m late.”

“You’re on time. Your time.”

“I went home after my shift and packed.”

“I can see that.”

“I didn’t call first.”

“You didn’t need to.”

“I wasn’t sure you’d—”

“Yes, you were, Erin. You knew.”

“I knew you’d open the door. I didn’t know if it would still feel right when I got here.”

“Does it?”

“It smells like pasta and wine.”

“And?”

“It smells like home.”

Something moved across her face. Not the cracking. Not the giving up. Something I hadn’t seen before — the expression of a woman who’d driven across the city with everything she cared about in two bags and was standing on a doorstep hoping the door would open.

The door had opened, and the woman standing in it was looking at her with a face that said of course.

“Can I—”

“Get in here, Erin.”

She picked up the bags. I tried to take one, and she shook her head — the cop’s stubbornness, the woman who carried her own weight. She walked past me into the hallway and set them down on the floor, and the sound of the bags landing on the hardwood was the heaviest sound in the house.

Matt came out of the kitchen.

He looked at the bags. He looked at Erin. He looked at me.

“Hey.”

“Hey.”

“You packed.”

“Yes.”

Matt walked to her. His hand found the small of her back — the grounding gesture, the two-fingered pressure, the thing that had been his for me and was now his for her too.

He looked at the bags.

He didn’t ask how long.

He didn’t ask what it meant.

“Have you eaten?”

“No.”

“There’s pasta and a glass of Barbera. Sit down.”

“Not yet, Matt.”

“What do you need?”

“Not food. Not yet.”

Erin looked at me. Then at Matt. Her hands were shaking — a fine tremor, barely visible, the tremor of someone who’d done the bravest thing of her life and was now standing in the aftermath of it waiting for the ground to hold.

“I want to take care of you both tonight. I’ve been — you’ve both been taking care of me since the first night, and I haven’t given anything back. Not really. Not the way you deserve.”

“Erin, you don’t—”

“I know I don’t have to. I want to, Jules.”

She unzipped her jacket. Took it off. Hung it on the hook in the closet — Matt’s hook, the hook he’d used the first night, the hook that was now hers. The badge and the pistol she set on the shelf above.

The armor was off.

The woman underneath glowed.

“Come upstairs. Both of you.”

Erin bathed us.

I’d bathed her four times. I’d washed her shoulders and her breasts and her stomach and the scar and her hands, each finger, every time. I’d washed her hair. Matt had washed her hair. We’d sent her to work with clean skin and the memory of love in her body, and she’d never once been the one holding the soap.

She held it now.

Matt and I stood under the rain head, and Erin moved between us in the water with her hands full of lather. The reversal was so complete that my throat closed.

She started with me.

Her hands were on my shoulders — the cop’s hands, the precise hands, the hands that held things deliberately. She worked the soap into my muscles the way I’d worked it into hers, finding the knots, pressing, her thumbs moving in slow circles against the tension I hadn’t known I was carrying.

My neck.

My collarbone.

Her soapy palms slid down to my breasts, and she cupped them gently, her thumbs grazing my nipples. The touch wasn’t sexual — it was the touch of a woman learning how to hold the body that had held hers.

My stomach. My hips. She knelt and washed my thighs, my shins, the arches of my feet, and when she stood, the water ran the soap away, and I was clean.

“Turn around.”

I turned. Her hands were on my back — my shoulder blades, the dip of my spine, the small of my back where Matt’s hand lived. She washed everywhere and everything. Her body was close behind mine, and I could feel her breasts against my shoulder blades, and the water ran between us.

She turned to Matt.

“Your turn.”

She washed my husband.

I stood in the corner of our wet room under the edge of the water and watched Erin wash Matt — his chest, the dark hair that tapered down his stomach, his arms, the hands that made coffee like a sacrament. She washed his hands the way I’d washed hers — each finger, the precision she brought to everything she touched applied now to the man she was choosing.

He stood still.

His jaw worked. The way it worked when he was holding something.

Erin washed his stomach. His hips. She knelt and washed his legs, and his cock hung half-hard and heavy in front of her face, and she washed it too — gently, her soapy hand cupping him, cleaning him the way you clean something you intend to use later, without urgency, without performance.

She stood.

She looked at both of us — her man and her woman, clean, wet, standing in the tiled room that had held every version of the three of us.

“Thank you for letting me do that.”

“Nobody’s ever washed me like that, Erin.”

“Like what, Matt?”

“Like you were memorizing me.”

“I was.”

She kissed his chest. Then mine. The water ran over all of us, and the heat held.

“Are you both ready?”

“For what?”

“For me to take care of both of you properly.”

Erin led us to the bedroom. She walked ahead holding my hand. Matt and I followed, and the reversal was disorienting in the best way — Erin’s back, Erin’s lead, Erin deciding what happened next.

She’d never done this.

Every previous time, the structure had been mine. I’d opened the wine. I’d poured the glass. I’d approached at the bar. I’d said we can do that. I’d guided her lips onto Matt’s cock.

Not tonight.

She pointed.

“Lie down, Jules.”

“Erin—”

“Lie down.”

I lay down on the bed. The sheets were cool from being empty all day, and my skin was warm from the shower, and the contrast prickled across my back and my thighs.

“You first tonight, Jules.”

“Erin, I’m always—”

“You’re always taking care of everyone else. Tonight I’m taking care of you, and you’re going to let me, and you’re not going to argue about it because I packed two bags and drove across this city to be here, and if you try to make this about me, I will lose my mind.”

Matt laughed. A single breath of laughter. The sound a man makes when the woman he loves has just said the exact right thing.

I stopped arguing.

Erin climbed onto the bed and lay on her back.

“Mount me, Jules.”

As I rolled and cocked a leg, she pulled me on top of her.

I straddled her face — my knees on either side of her head, facing the headboard, my cunt and ass facing Matt at the foot of the bed. I could hear his breathing behind me, and I could feel Erin beneath me — her hands settling on my thighs, the warmth of her breath against my cunt, close enough that the heat of each exhale moved through my slick folds.

I looked down.

Erin’s body stretched out below me — the lean stomach, the small firm breasts, the dark nipples, the scar low on her abdomen. Her cunt was right there, inches from my face, the lips swollen and parted, the pink hole already glistening with her slick. The smell hit me — warm, sharp, the specific scent of Erin aroused, the scent I’d first tasted on the night that started everything.

“You’re dripping onto me, Jules.”

“That’s what you do to me.”

“Matt. Come here and fuck your wife.”

My cunt clenched at the words.

“I’ll hold her open so you can reach deeper.”

I felt Matt climb onto the bed behind me — his knees between my spread thighs, his hands finding my hips, the familiar grip. Then his cock, the circumcised head pressing against my entrance from behind. Erin’s mouth was an inch below, and I felt her tilt her chin up, her lips brushing the base of my cunt where Matt’s crown was notched against me.

“I can see him, Jules. I can see his cock right at your opening.”

“Oh god. I’m almost cumming.”

Erin’s tongue found my clit.

The first lick was flat and slow, a long drag from side to side. My hips jerked. She did it again. My clit was already swollen — from the shower, from watching her wash us, from the heat of her breath on me before her tongue even landed.

“Matt. I need your cock inside me. Now.”

“Jules.”

“Inside me. While she’s underneath.”

“Erin is warming you up.”

“She’s driving me wild.”

He slid his cock inside me.

The stretch was incredible. Nine years of this cock and it still caught my breath — the head spreading me open, the rim dragging against my walls, the familiar fullness that reached places my own fingers never could. He slid inside me slowly while I parted Erin’s swollen lips and started licking, spearing my tongue inside her.

She moaned. Her tongue stuttered on my clit as Matt’s shaft passed within an inch of her lips, and I gently sucked the slick pooling at her entrance.

“Oh, fuck. Jules.”

“Can you feel him?”

“I can feel his cock against my chin. I can feel him stretching you. You’re dripping onto my face, Jules.”

Her tongue moved to the base of his shaft. She licked the place where we joined — the slick, swollen tissue of my entrance gripping Matt’s cock, the mess of arousal that had gathered at the seal. Her tongue traced the ridge where his shaft met my lips, tasting both of us.

“You taste different together. You and Matt. Salt and something sweeter. Like you belong to each other.”

“We do. And to you.”

“Say that again.”

“We belong to you, Erin.”

I shattered.

Not the orgasm — my composure. The architect. The woman who planned and arranged and poured the wine and said we can do that. All of it fell away because Erin’s tongue was licking my cunt, and Matt’s cock was buried inside me, and the woman underneath me had chosen to be here.

“Erin. Fuck. Don’t stop.”

She didn’t stop.

Her tongue returned to my clit — fast now, the flat of it pressing and circling, the precision she brought to everything applied to the small bundle of nerves that was running the rest of my body. Matt’s rhythm built behind me — his hips driving piston-like, deep, steady strokes that drove his cock against my front wall on every thrust and pushed my clit down against Erin’s waiting tongue.

“Jules. You’re so wet. I can taste you running down my chin.”

“I can feel — I can feel your tongue and his cock. At the same time. I can feel both of you.”

“Good.”

Her hands gripped my thighs. Holding me open for Matt to fuck me deeper. Holding me down against her mouth the way I’d held her lips on Matt’s cock last night — not controlling, anchoring. Giving me something to push against.

Matt’s hands tightened on my hips, and Erin’s grip on my thighs pulled me wider, stretching me open for him.

Matt drove deeper than he’d ever been, his head pressing hard against my cervix.

“Jules. You’re so tight. Your cunt is—”

“I know. I can feel everything. Every ridge. Every vein. Fuck me harder, Matt. Please.”

I clenched my lips around Erin’s swollen clit and sucked. She bucked. I paused, savoring her flavor as I swallowed.

“Erin. Tell me what you see.”

“His cock is stretching you wide open, Jules. Every stroke. I can see him sliding in and out of your cunt, and you’re so wet it’s running down onto my face.”

Matt drove harder. The slap of his hips against my ass filled the room — wet, sharp, the sound of a body being fucked by someone who knew every corner of it. Erin’s tongue matched his rhythm, licking my clit on every out-stroke, the vibration of her moans traveling into my cunt when Matt bottomed out.

I dropped my head and looked down between my thighs.

Erin looked up at me.

Her chin was wet.

Her eyes were open and dark, and the expression on her face wasn’t the cracking or the giving-up or the emptying. It was love. Uncomplicated, direct, the face of a woman lying beneath the two people she’d chosen and doing the work of making them feel what they’d made her feel for weeks.

“Matt. Look at her. Look at Erin.”

He leaned over my shoulder. He saw what I saw — Erin’s face between my thighs, her tongue working my clit while his cock moved inside me, the impossible geometry of three bodies doing the only thing that made sense.

“Jesus, Erin.”

“This is what I wanted, Matt. Your cock inside your wife. My mouth on her clit. This is what I packed my bags for.”

“Erin—”

“Fuck her harder, Matt. Make her cum on my mouth.”

He obeyed.

Matt’s hips pistoned, and the impact drove me down against Erin’s tongue with every stroke. The dual sensation split me — the stretch of my husband’s cock and the pressure of Erin’s mouth, the fullness and the friction, the man and the woman.

I couldn’t separate them anymore, and I didn’t want to.

“Matt. Fuck me deeper.”

“Jules—”

“Deeper. I want to feel you in my throat.”

He drove his cock deeper inside me, and Erin moaned against my clit, and the moan was the vibration that tipped the balance.

“Erin. Your mouth. Fuck, your mouth.”

“Give me more, Jules. I want everything.”

Erin sucked my clit into her mouth.

My orgasm started deep. Not the clit — deeper, behind it, the place where Matt’s cock was hitting on every stroke. The pulse built in a wave that traveled outward from the point where his head pressed against my front wall, gathering speed, gathering force, and Erin’s mouth on my clit was the ignition.

“I’m cumming. Erin. Matt. I’m—”

My cunt seized around his cock. The first contraction was so hard my vision went white, and I heard myself make a sound that didn’t have a name — not a moan, not a scream, something between, the sound of a woman whose body was being loved from both sides and couldn’t hold the weight of it.

My thighs clamped against Erin’s head. My fluttering walls gripped Matt’s shaft in rhythmic pulses that I felt from my clit to my spine, but Erin’s lips and tongue didn’t stop — she held my clit in her mouth and sucked through every wave, extending the orgasm past the point where I’d have let it end.

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

I barely recognized my own voice.

Matt’s rhythm broke. I felt the change — his strokes shortened, his grip on my hips turned to iron, and the familiar swell of his cock inside me told me what was coming before he did.

“Jules.”

My name. The way he always said it. The only word.

“Cum inside me, Matt. Fill me up. She’s right there. She’ll taste it.”

My husband’s cock kicked inside me. The first hot jet hit deep, and I gasped, and Erin gasped against my cunt because she could see it — Matt’s shaft pulsing, his balls drawing up, the base of his cock throbbing against her chin. He came in hard, heavy pulses, and I felt each one — the cum filling me in waves, pooling where his head pressed against my cervix, the heat spreading through my belly. His hips drove forward with each spasm, and his cock throbbed between my walls, and the heartbeat I’d felt for nine years beat against the deepest part of me.

Eight pulses.

I counted.

I always counted.

Matt’s hips slowed. His grip loosened, and his cock softened inside me — the familiar retreat, the warmth leaking around the seal where his shaft met my cunt.

He slid his cock out.

The emptiness was immediate — the specific, profound absence of a cock that had been filling me, the loss of pressure, the warm trickle of Matt’s cum beginning its slow slide out of me. I felt it gather at my entrance, thick and heavy. I knew Erin could see it from below — the white thread of my husband’s cum leaking from my open cunt directly above her face.

Erin’s hands found my waist.

She pushed me upright — not gently, with purpose, the way you move a body you intend to care for. She sat me up on her face, now my throne, my knees spread wide apart, and before I could speak, her mouth found me.

Her lips sealed over my entrance — warm, wet, the gentle pressure of a mouth closing over the place my husband had just fucked until I was gaping. She sucked, and something deep inside me released. Matt’s cum moved — I felt it, thick and warm, drawn out of me by Erin’s mouth in a slow tide that had nothing to do with gravity and everything to do with the woman between my thighs.

“Erin. What are you—”

“Shh. Let me.”

Her tongue was inside me, working the passage Matt’s cock had just emptied into, gathering what he’d left. The taste — she was tasting him from inside me, the flavor of his cum and my arousal, the specific chemistry of a marriage that she was now a part of. Erin swallowed, and the sound of it — small, wet, undeniable — sent a shudder through my pelvis.

My orgasm hadn’t stopped.

It had plateaued after Matt pulled out, the aftershocks still rolling through in slow waves. Erin’s mouth extended it. Her tongue on my clit, her lips on my entrance, the suction drawing his cum out of me — every sensation stacked on the one before, and the second wave built on the first, and I came again with Erin’s mouth sealed over my cunt and my husband’s cum on her tongue.

“Oh god. Oh, fuck. Erin. Erin.”

Her name. Twice. The only word I had left.

“I can taste him, Jules. I can taste Matt inside you.”

I squirted. Not the controlled release Erin had coaxed from me before — not the three deliberate bursts she’d demanded and I’d promised. This was my body letting go without asking me first.

The first spasm hit from deep inside my cunt, behind my clit, a contraction so sudden I cried out, and the hot rush flooded Erin’s mouth. She didn’t flinch. Her lips sealed tighter, and she drank, her throat working, her hands gripping my thighs to hold me on her face as the second wave hit — harder, longer, my cunt pulsing in rhythmic spasms that pushed the fluid out in surges I couldn’t stop.

“Erin — I can’t — I can’t stop—”

“Don’t stop. Don’t you dare stop, Jules. This is mine.”

The same words. The same claim she’d made the first time, and my body heard them and gave her everything. A third surge, weaker, trembling, the last of it running down Erin’s chin and onto her neck. My thighs shook against her head. I was empty. Emptier than I’d ever been — Matt’s cum and my own release and the last of my resistance, all of it swallowed by the woman beneath me.

Matt made a sound from the bed. Not a word. The sound of a man watching the woman he loved drink his cum out of his wife.

“Erin. You don’t have to—”

“I want to. This is mine now.”

She drank every drop.

Erin licked from my well-fucked hole to my clit and back, gathering what had leaked onto my thighs, cleaning me the way I’d cleaned her after the first night, the act I’d defined myself by. I fed you to my husband, and then I ate you back. Now Erin was eating me back. Now the woman who’d been given everything was giving the one thing that mattered — her mouth on my cunt, my husband’s cum on her tongue, and the willingness to be the one who stayed and cleaned and cared.

She pulled back.

“All of it, Jules. I want every drop.”

Her face was wet — slick with cum and arousal and the evidence of what she’d just done glistening on her chin and her lower lip. She looked up at me from between my thighs, and her eyes were bright, and the expression on her face was the thing I’d been waiting to see since the night at Kline’s.

Not the cracking. Not the giving up. Not the arriving or the emptying.

Home.

Erin looked like home.

I rolled off her, utterly fucked.

We lay on the bed.

The three of us in the configuration that had become ours — except tonight I wasn’t in the middle. Erin had pulled Matt down on one side and me on the other, and she lay between us the way she’d slept the first night and the night at the morgue and last night. Matt’s hand found her stomach. Her scar under his palm. My forehead against her shoulder. Our breath settling.

The bags were downstairs.

“We’ll unpack tomorrow, Erin.”

“Tomorrow’s good… Jules?”

“Mm.”

“Thank you for opening the door.”

“It was never closed, Erin.”

Erin’s hand found mine across Matt’s chest. Her fingers threaded through mine — the cop’s hands, the precise hands, the hands that held things deliberately. She squeezed once.

I squeezed back.

Matt’s breathing was slowing. The steady rhythm of a man who’d been inside two women’s bodies in a single day and was settling into the exhaustion of a man who’d spent everything he had.

But he wasn’t asleep.

I knew his breathing.

“Matt.”

“I’m here.”

“I know you are. You’re always here.”

“So is Erin.”

“Yeah. She is.”

“As soon as you’re hard, I want you to fuck Erin. For both of us.”

The silence lasted three heartbeats.

His hand moved on Erin’s stomach. His thumb traced the scar he didn’t know the meaning of, the two inches of story he hadn’t been given yet, and underneath his hand, the woman he loved drew a breath that was the first breath of the rest of their life in this house.

“For all three of us.”

The espresso machine ticked downstairs. The last thermal sigh of the day. The sound of a house that had three people in it who’d chosen to be there.

The bags could wait.

Everything else was already home.
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