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Chapter One

◆◆◆

We sat in the car for eleven minutes. I know because I watched the dashboard clock like it owed me money.

A lot of money.

Matt had his hands on the steering wheel at ten and two, which was how I knew he was nervous. He drove with one hand on everything — the highway, dropping me off at work, the Sunday morning bagel trip — but when something mattered, both hands appeared.

Ten and two.

The responsible grip of a man who was about to walk into a bar with his wife and pick up a stranger.

“We don’t have to do this, Jules.”

“I know.”

“I’m saying we can go home. Watch something and open that Barolo you’ve been talking about all week.”

“It’s an excellent Barolo. Expensive, as all Barolos are, but worth every penny.”

“You got a case for free.”

“Nothing’s ever free, darling. The winery will want ferocious representation.”

“Nothing is ever free, Jules. Not even this.”

I looked at my husband. Looked at the bar whose parking lot we sat in. Looked at him again.

“Matt.”

“Yeah?”

“I’m wearing the French lace.”

He looked at me. Not at my legs or my chest or the place where the black dress met my thighs — at my face. Checking. Making sure the woman sitting beside him was the same woman who’d been talking about this for six months, whispering it in his ear while he was inside her, painting pictures of a body that didn’t exist yet, a night that hadn’t happened yet, a door they hadn’t walked through.

I was that woman. My underwear confirmed it.

“I’ll be inside another woman.”

“With my full permission.”

“And participation. Don’t forget that… you said—”

“Shhh.”

He was spiraling. I wasn’t going to let him.

“You’ll be fucking another woman while I fuck her too, darling.”

“And it’s just fucking, right?”

“Yes, Matt.”

“Okay, Jules.”

He turned off the engine.

I should tell you about us. Not the whole story — just enough so you understand what we were before we became what we are.

Matt and I married young-ish. I was twenty-six, he was twenty-eight. We’d been together since a wine fair in Sonoma, where he was running a pop-up espresso cart between the tasting tents, and I was representing my first Austrian producer. He made me a cortado and told me the beans were from a single estate in Huila, Colombia — washed process, dried on raised beds, tasting notes of dark cherry, raw cacao, and brown sugar with a finish like toasted almond. He described it the way I’d pitch a Gruner Veltliner to a room full of buyers.

Like the words were love letters to the thing he’d made.

I drank it standing in the California sun with wine on my breath and coffee on my tongue, and I thought: this man understands flavor the way I do. Not as a product. As a language.

We were adjacent. That was the word I used when people asked how a wine importer ended up with a coffee cart guy. Adjacent. Same alphabet, different sentences. We spoke the same language of terroir and origin, and the way a single degree of temperature could turn something ordinary into something that stopped you mid-sip and made you pay attention.

His business was 120 carts across ten cities now, breaking even on a good quarter, bleeding on a bad one. I wrote checks to cover the gaps. He knew. I knew he knew. We didn’t talk about it the way we didn’t talk about a lot of things — not out of dishonesty, but out of love. Some truths sit better in silence.

I rested my hand on his knee.

“Our marriage is wonderful, Matt.”

“Wonderful like my favorite coffee and wonderful like every wine you ever uncorked for us.”

“Treat this as a tasting. A flavor you’ve never had before.”

“I understand, Jules. We’ve had this fantasy for months.”

“And then it became something we discussed at breakfast. Not fantasy.”

I admit it started as fantasy — a whispered scenario while Matt fucked me, his mouth against my ear, my hand gripping the sheets. He imagined a woman. Not a specific woman. An idea of one. The three of us. Her taking me after he came inside me.

I bought in. Hard. I imagined what it would feel like to watch him fucking her. What it would feel like to be watched by him when she and I fucked each other. What her mouth might do to his cock that mine couldn’t, not because mine was lacking, but because hers would be new, and newness has a flavor you can’t replicate, no matter how good the vintage.

I was the one who said it out loud first. Not in bed. Over breakfast on a Tuesday, scrambled eggs and coffee, Matt was reading something on his phone about a new roaster in Portland.

“I think we should do it.”

He looked up. He knew what I meant. You don’t spend six months whispering about something and then misunderstand the sentence that ends the whispering.

“Are you sure?”

“No. But I’m sure I want to try being sure.”

That was three weeks ago. Tonight, I was wearing the French lace and sitting in a parking lot outside a bar called Kline’s that a woman from my Thursday spin class had mentioned once, casually, the way people mention things that aren’t casual at all.

The bar was darker than I expected and louder than I wanted. Music I didn’t recognize, something with bass that I felt in my sternum. Matt’s hand found the small of my back — not guiding, grounding. He did that. He touched me in public like a man who still couldn’t believe his luck, even after nine years. I loved him for it. I loved him for all of it — the ten-and-two grip, the hand on my back, the way he was here, doing this, because I’d asked and he’d said okay.

We found a booth. He went to the bar. I scanned the room, which is a polite way of saying I stared at every woman in the building like a sommelier assessing a flight.

Too young. Too drunk. Couple. Couple. Definitely not interested in couples.

I was catastrophizing. That’s what I do. I plan something for six months, execute it flawlessly up to the threshold, and then convince myself it’s going to be a disaster while I’m already inside the room where the not-disaster is supposed to happen. Matt calls it my spiral. My sister and business partner, Claire, calls it exhausting. I call it thorough.

Matt came back with two whiskeys. Neat. He didn’t ask what I wanted because he already knew — when I’m nervous, I don’t want choices. I want someone to hand me the right thing and let me drink it.

“Did you see anyone?”

He sighed.

“My god, Jules. It feels like trying to find a hook-up again.”

“That’s exactly what it is. Why don’t you take a look?”

“Fuck no! Women doing that are seductive. Men are—”

“—Sleazy?”

“Exactly.”

I laughed that uncomfortable truth off and went back to scanning.

“I see lots of anyones. None of them is the one.”

“Jules.”

“Breathe.”

He breathed. I breathed. We drank. The whiskey was mediocre, which offended me more than the music. If you’re going to serve Jameson, at least don’t charge fourteen dollars for it.

Then I saw her.

She was at the far end of the bar, alone, sitting on a stool with her back straight and her elbows off the wood. She wasn’t hunched over a drink the way people hunch when they’re waiting to be rescued. She was upright. Contained. Drinking something clear — vodka or gin, no garnish, no fuss. Her hair was dark, pulled back but not severely, and she wore a leather jacket over something simple, a black top, jeans that fit like she’d had them a long time and they’d learned her body.

She wasn’t performing solitude. She was inhabiting it. The way someone inhabits a room they’ve rented so many times it’s almost home but never quite.

My thighs pressed together under the table.

That was the tell. My body always voted before my brain counted the ballots. I could sit there all night analyzing the room, cataloging faces, spiraling through worst-case scenarios — and meanwhile, my cunt had already made its decision and was sending memos upward.

“Her.”

Matt followed my eyes. I watched his face — not for approval, for recognition. The same thing I’d felt. The quiet certainty that this woman, whoever she was, was not someone who would make this easy, and that was exactly the point.

“Yeah.” He nodded. “Her.”

I went alone. Matt understood. This couldn’t start with a man approaching a woman at a bar — that was every bad Tuesday night she’d ever had. This had to start with me. Woman to woman. A different frequency.

I took my whiskey and walked to the bar. Not next to her — one stool between. Close enough to speak. Far enough to leave.

I ordered another drink. Something better this time — I asked the bartender if they had anything that wasn’t blended, and he produced a Woodford Reserve like he’d been saving it for someone who’d ask. Better. Not good, but better.

She glanced at me. Brief. The kind of look that takes inventory without asking permission. I felt it land on my dress, my mouth, my hands around the glass.

“You’re overdressed for this place.”

“You’re underdressed for that jawline.”

Her mouth did something — not a smile, not yet. A flicker. Like a pilot light catching.

“That’s a line.”

“It’s an observation. Lines come later.”

She turned her body a quarter-turn toward me. Not an invitation. A concession to curiosity. Up close, she was sharper than she’d been from across the room. Cheekbones that didn’t ask for permission. Dark eyes that assessed and filed and moved on, like a woman used to making fast decisions about whether people were safe.

“I’m Jules.”

She waited a beat. Two. Then: “Erin.”

One name. No surname. No what-do-you-do, no where-are-you-from. Just the name, offered like a coin she wasn’t sure she wanted to spend.

“Are you here with someone, Erin?”

“Are you?”

“My husband’s in the booth behind me.”

I watched her process that. Most women would have stiffened. Recalibrated. Decided I was either scouting for him or setting up a trap. Erin did none of these things. She took a sip of her drink — vodka, I was right — and looked past me toward where Matt was sitting.

“He’s good-looking.”

“He is.”

“And you’re over here?”

“I am.”

Another quarter-turn, and she was facing me now. The leather jacket fell open slightly, and I could see the black top underneath — simple, thin, the shadow of a collarbone beneath it. There was a six-pack too. My cunt clenched again.

“What do you want, Jules?”

I liked that she used my name. People who use your name immediately are either selling something or paying attention. She was paying attention.

“We want you to come home with us.”

No preamble. No euphemism. No elaborate dance around the point. I’d spent six months whispering. I was done whispering.

Erin’s eyes moved between mine. Looking for the lie, the trick, the thing that would make this complicated. I let her look. There was nothing to find.

“Both of you?”

“Both of us.”

“You’ve done this before.”

“No.”

That surprised her. I saw it — a tiny fracture in the control. She’d expected me to say yes, to be practiced, to be a couple who did this on weekends and had a routine. The no changed her calculation. We were beginners, and beginners are either dangerous or honest, and she was deciding which we were.

“Why me?”

“Because you’re the only woman in this bar who isn’t trying to be seen.”

The pilot light caught. This time it was a smile — small, real, gone as fast as it appeared.

“I’ll want to leave after.”

“Okay.”

“I mean it. I don’t stay.”

“I heard you.”

“And I don’t humiliate.”

“I’m not a cuckquean.”

“Good.”

She finished her drink. Set the glass down with a precision that told me everything about her — the controlled placement, the exact center of the coaster, the hand that didn’t linger. A woman who put things where they belonged and then removed herself.

“Introduce me to your husband.”

The three of us left Kline’s forty minutes later. In those forty minutes, this is what I learned about Erin: nothing. She gave us nothing. She laughed at Matt’s joke about the bartender. She drank one more vodka. She asked what I did for a living, and when I said wine, she said, “Of course you do,” and I couldn’t tell if it was a compliment or a diagnosis.

She asked what Matt did. He told her about the coffee carts — the short version, not the version with the numbers that kept him awake. She said, “A hundred and twenty?” and he said, “Across ten cities,” and she said, “That’s a lot of coffee,” and the way she said it — not dismissive, not impressed, just present — made me like her.

That was all we got. No surname. No job. No backstory. Just Erin, in a leather jacket, sitting in the back seat of our car while Matt drove, and I pretended not to be vibrating out of my skin. We gave her anonymity — she was coming home with us and deserved it.

My hand was on the center console. Matt’s was on the gearshift. In the mirror, I could see Erin watching us — the married couple in the front seats, the routine of the drive, the way Matt checked his mirrors, and I adjusted the heat. She was watching us be us. I wondered if that was its own kind of intimacy — seeing two people in the ordinary mechanics of their life and knowing you were about to enter it.

My underwear was soaked. Had been since the bar. The French lace was doing exactly what French lace does — reminding me, with every shift of my thighs, that I was a woman who had chosen this.

We pulled into the driveway. Matt killed the engine. For a moment, the three of us sat in the dark car, and the only sound was the engine ticking as it cooled.

“Nice house.”

“Wait until you taste the wine.”

“I’m already seduced.”

“The wine is another pleasure.”

I went straight to the kitchen. Matt took Erin’s leather jacket and my coat, and he hung them in the hall closet. I could hear him asking if she wanted water, and her saying no, and the particular quality of silence that meant two near-strangers were standing in a hallway without a script.

Matt played jazz. Something light, Ella, on a calm evening. I pulled a bottle from the rack. I’d chosen it that afternoon — not randomly, not the way you grab whatever’s open. I’d stood in front of my home collection, the forty-odd bottles I keep for drinking rather than selling, and I’d thought about what this night was and what it deserved.

I chose a 2018 Domaine Leflaive Puligny-Montrachet. Burgundy. White. A wine I’d first tasted at a producer dinner in Beaune seven years ago, the night Matt proposed over the phone from a coffee trade show in Medellin because he couldn’t wait for me to come home. I’d been drinking the most extraordinary white Burgundy of my life and crying into it while a French winemaker pretended not to notice, and ever since then, this wine had meant something to me that I couldn’t explain to anyone who hadn’t been there.

I opened it now. The cork came out clean — I checked it by habit, sniffed, and nodded to myself. Poured three glasses. The color was pale gold with a faint green edge, the kind of color that doesn’t photograph well but stops you in person, the way certain faces are more beautiful in life than in pictures.

Matt brought Erin into the kitchen. She was looking around — not inspecting, absorbing. The cookbook shelf. The herbs on the windowsill. The espresso machine on the counter that cost more than some people’s cars, because Matt’s relationship with coffee was not casual, and I had never once begrudged him the machine. She was seeing our life. The life underneath the bar, underneath the decision, underneath tonight.

I handed her a glass.

“I expected a hotel room. Somewhere corporate.”

“Is that the norm?”

“Mostly.”

I poured.

“This is a Puligny-Montrachet. 2018 Domaine Leflaive. Village level — not premier cru, but Leflaive at village is better than most houses at their best. The vineyard’s on limestone and clay, east-facing, sheltered by a ridge that gives the grapes a longer hang time. It’s a cooler site, which is why the wine has this tension between the richness and the acid — like someone who’s warm and sharp at the same time.”

Erin held the glass but didn’t drink. She was looking at me and smiling.

“Smell it first. You’ll get white flowers — hawthorn, acacia. Underneath that, crushed stone. Not metaphorical stone. Actual mineral, like wet chalk, like the rain just hit a limestone wall. Then there’s the fruit — not tropical, not obvious. White peach, barely ripe. A little lemon curd. And somewhere in the back, this whisper of almond that’s not almond, it’s the oak — but only just, because Leflaive barely touches these wines with new wood.”

I watched her bring the glass to her nose. Her eyes closed. Not performed — involuntary. The way a body responds to something it didn’t expect to want.

“Now taste.”

She drank. I watched her mouth — the way her lips parted against the glass, the moment the wine hit her tongue, the stillness that followed. She wasn’t tasting wine. She was being tasted by it. The way great Burgundy does —

“The wine doesn’t ask for your opinion. It tells you what you’re feeling and waits for you to agree.”

“It’s—”

“The finish goes on for about forty-five seconds.”

I sipped mine, paused, drank.

“Longer if you let it sit. Right now it’s expanding — the acid is lifting the fruit, and the minerals are coming back underneath, and there’s this saline quality, almost like an oyster, that’s pure terroir. That’s the chalk. That’s two hundred million years of seabed compressed into a hill in Burgundy, and you’re tasting it right now in our kitchen.”

Erin opened her eyes.

“You talk about wine the way most people talk about sex.”

“Most people are bad at talking about both.”

“Is that how you got here? Talking?”

“Yes. A few months ago. Then it became real.”

“And now it’s very real.”

“It is.”

I glanced at my husband, then at Erin.

“For all three of us.”

“I’m glad you talked it through. That’s important.”

Something in her voice made me think not everyone did.

Matt was leaning against the counter, his own glass in hand, watching us. The way he looked at me — pride, heat, the expression of a man who has heard his wife talk about wine a thousand times and still gets turned on by it. I loved him for that look. I loved him for understanding that the wine wasn’t a delay tactic. It was the beginning.

“Your husband is enjoying watching you seduce me, Jules.”

“Is that the norm?”

“Only in the best situations.”

I set down my glass. Took two olives from the jar on the counter — Castelvetrano, fat and green and buttery, the ones I keep for this exact purpose, for the moment when wine needs something to push against.

I held one out to Erin. Not on a plate. Not in a bowl. Between my fingers, offered to her mouth.

She took it from my hand with her teeth. Her lips grazed my fingertips. The contact was brief and deliberate, and my whole body registered it — heat in my stomach, a pulse between my legs, my nipples tightening against the lace.

I ate the other olive and let the silence do what silence does when three people are standing in a kitchen, and everyone knows what’s about to happen, and nobody has moved yet.

Then I kissed her.

Not carefully. Not as a question. I put my glass down, and I put my hand on the side of her face, and I kissed her with the taste of wine and olive still on my tongue, and she tasted like vodka and salt and a mouth that had been waiting for someone to stop talking and start meaning it.

Her hand came to my waist. Not pulling — landing. Finding the curve above my hip, the place where my dress met my body, and resting there with a pressure that said I’m here without saying I’m staying.

I felt Matt move behind me. His hand on my shoulder. Not interrupting — joining. The way a bass note enters a melody, underneath, holding the structure while the higher notes play.

Erin’s mouth opened against mine, and I tasted her properly for the first time — the depth of her, the hunger she’d been keeping behind that control all night, the raw want that she’d walked into this bar carrying like a weapon and was now, finally, letting someone else hold.

My hand slid from her face to her throat. Not gripping. Feeling the pulse. Fast. Faster than her composure suggested. The heart always tells the truth that the face won’t.

She pulled back. Not far — an inch. Our mouths still close enough to share breath.

“Where?”

One word. The controlled woman, the one-name woman, the woman who puts her glass in the center of the coaster and announces she won’t stay — reduced to one word. I could have kissed her again just for that.

“Upstairs. Our bedroom.”

“The marital bed?”

“Is that a problem?”

“No. Thank you.”

Matt took the wine. All three glasses, held between his fingers the way he holds espresso cups — casually, competently, a man who carries things for a living and makes it look easy. We walked through the hallway and up the stairs, and I held Erin’s hand the whole way, and her grip tightened with every step, and by the time we reached the bedroom door, my heart was slamming against my ribs and the French lace was ruined and I didn’t care about anything except getting her onto my bed and finding out what she sounded like when she stopped being careful.

Matt set the glasses on the nightstand. He turned on the bedside lamp — not the overhead, not the harsh light. The warm one. The one that makes skin look like something you’d paint.

I turned to Erin. She was standing in the doorway, and for the first time all night, I saw something other than control on her face. Not fear. Not hesitation. Something closer to wonder. Like a woman who had walked into a hundred bedrooms and never once been led to a marital bed by the hand after tasting Burgundy and olives in a kitchen with herbs on the windowsill.

“Come here, please.”

She came.

I reached for the hem of her black top and pulled it over her head. She lifted her arms — a surrender so small and so complete that my breath caught. Underneath, a black bra, simple, no lace, no performance. Her body was lean and strong, the kind of body that moved for function, not aesthetics. Shoulders that carried something. A stomach that was flat but not vain about it.

Matt’s hands found my zipper. He drew it down slowly — he knew this dress, he’d watched me choose it, and he undressed me the way you unwrap something you bought for someone else. The dress fell. I stood between them in the French lace — the bra, the panties, the garter belt I’d added because I am, at my core, a woman who believes in overdressing for important occasions.

The room smelled different. Feminine different.

Erin looked at me. Her eyes traveled down my body with an attention that had nothing to do with assessment and everything to do with want. I felt it on my skin like heat through glass.

“You’re beautiful, Jules.”

“So are you.”

“And your husband. He’s… beautiful too.”

It was the most words she’d given us in a row. And my body answered before my mouth could — a flush that started in my chest and climbed my throat and settled in my cheeks, because I am a thirty-five-year-old woman who has been told she’s beautiful before, but never by a woman she wanted this much, in a bedroom that smelled like wine and possibility, with her husband standing behind her undoing his shirt.

I reached for Erin’s jeans. Unbuttoned. Unzipped. She stepped out of them, and she was wearing plain black cotton underwear, and somehow that was hotter than any lace could have been — the absence of performance, the refusal to dress for an occasion she hadn’t expected to attend.

Matt was behind me now. Shirtless. His chest against my back, warm, familiar, the body I’d known for a decade. His mouth found my neck — the spot behind my ear that he’d mapped in our first year and revisited every night since. I leaned back into him, and forward toward Erin, and for a moment I existed in the space between them — my husband’s mouth on my throat and a stranger’s dark eyes on my body and the French lace the only thing keeping me from losing my mind entirely.

Erin stepped forward and closed the gap. Her mouth found mine again, and this time it was different — slower, deeper, the kiss of a woman who had decided to stay at least for the next hour. Her hands found my breasts over the lace, and her thumbs moved across my nipples, and the sound I made was not a sound I recognized from my own throat.

Matt’s hand slid down my stomach. Past the garter belt. Over the lace. His fingers found me through the fabric, and I was so wet that the lace was transparent against his hand, and he made a sound — a breath, a word that wasn’t quite a word — because after nine years, he still responded to discovering how much I wanted something.

“She’s soaked.”

Not to me. To Erin. Like he was sharing a secret about me that he was proud of.

Erin looked down between us. Then up at me. And the control cracked — not broke, cracked — and underneath it was something raw and hungry and real.

“Show me your wife, Matt.”

My husband unhooked my bra and peeled the soaking wet lace down. I stood naked except for the garter belt and stockings, and I was trembling — not from cold, from the exposure, from the specific vulnerability of being bare between two people whose attention was entirely, devastatingly focused on my body.

Matt lifted me onto the bed. Not threw — lifted. The way he lifts things. Carefully, competently, a man who knows what his hands are for. I lay back against the pillows and watched him reach for Erin, and she let him — she let his hands unhook her bra, let him slide her underwear down, let him undress her with the same competent gentleness — and then she was naked and standing at the foot of my bed and she was nothing I’d imagined and everything I didn’t know I wanted.

Strong. Spare. The body of a woman who used it hard and didn’t decorate it. A small tattoo on her hip — I couldn’t read it in the lamplight. Breasts that were smaller than mine, firmer, with dark nipples already tight.

She climbed onto the bed beside me. Her body against mine — the shock of skin on skin, a stranger’s warmth, the way new skin feels like a language you’re hearing for the first time. She kissed me, and her hand found the space between my thighs, and she touched me with a confidence that had nothing to do with practice and everything to do with knowing exactly what a woman’s body wanted because she lived in one.

Her fingers slid through me. I gasped into her mouth. She found my clit and pressed — not rubbed, pressed — and held, and the pressure was so precise that my hips lifted off the mattress and I said her name.

“Erin.”

Not a moan. A recognition. The name she’d given me at the bar, like a coin she wasn’t sure she wanted to spend, and I was spending it now, in my bed, with her fingers inside me and my husband kneeling beside us, watching his wife come undone under another woman’s hand.

I watched her hand reach out to close the loop I’d opened in a parking lot outside a bar. Erin gripped my husband’s cock and stroked it gently.

Matt’s mouth found my breast. Erin’s mouth found the other. Two mouths on my body at once — his familiar, hers electric — and my hand was in her hair and my other hand was gripping the sheet.

I was making sounds that were halfway between laughing and drowning because this was everything I’d whispered about and nothing I’d imagined, and the distance between fantasy and flesh was the distance between reading about wine and tasting it, and I was tasting it now, and the finish was going to last a lot longer than forty-five seconds.


Chapter Two

◆◆◆

Erin’s fingers were inside my cunt, and the world had narrowed to three inches of pressure.

Three inches of pressure inside me and a thumb working miracles.

She leaned over me, her eyes burning, one hand working me, the other wrapped around my husband beside her.

Her thumb worked my clit with the same precision she’d used on her glass at the bar—dead center, no lingering, no drift. Erin’s two fingers curled inside me and found the ridge at the front wall that I had mapped for Matt over nine years and never once tried to describe out loud. She found it fast because she lived in a cunt of her own, and she knew what a cunt wanted.

Matt’s mouth was on my left breast. Hers on my right. I had a hand in Erin’s hair and another buried in my husband’s, and the sound I made was the sound of a woman letting go of the idea that she was in charge of anything.

“Oh, darling… fuck!”

“Are you…?”

“Keep going. Please. Both of you.”

Erin stroked his cock again.

“Oh, Jules.”

Matt said my name the way he always said it when I was close to an orgasm. Low. A little amazed.

Erin’s free hand was already wrapped around my husband’s cock. Skin on skin. She had closed her fingers around him a minute ago. I’d felt Matt’s whole body exhale into my shoulder when she worked him.

I could feel the rhythm of what she was doing by the way Matt’s breath broke against my nipple. She stroked him slowly from base to tip, pausing at the head to roll her palm over it, before gripping and going back down again.

“I want to watch my husband disappear inside you.”

“I want the same thing. I need it. You and him.”

I looked down while she finger-fucked me. Erin was spreading the precum from my husband’s slit down the length of him with her thumb and using it to glaze the shaft, and the sound of her slick palm moving on my husband’s cock was the quietest, most obscene noise I had ever heard.

I turned my head and watched her hand on him.

My husband’s cock looked different in another woman’s hand. I had imagined this for six months, and I had been wrong about every detail. The real thing was harder and darker, the veins standing up along the shaft, a fresh bead of precum at the tip that she was already stealing with her thumb and feeding back to him.

“Erin.”

“Mm?”

“Don’t let go of Matt. Keep him like that. Slow.”

“I wasn’t planning to let go.”

“Tell me what he feels like.”

“Jules…”

“Tell me. I want to share him with you.”

Her voice dropped low. She didn’t look at me. She looked at my husband’s cock in her fist.

“His cock is thick, Jules. Thicker at the base than at the head. He’s burning hot. The vein on the underside is pulsing. Every time I reach the tip of him, there’s more precum leaking onto my thumb.”

“Matt?”

“Yeah, Jules.”

“Are you hearing your wife’s new girl describe your cock?”

“I am.”

“Good.”

My cunt clenched hard around Erin’s fingers, and she felt it, and she laughed softly against my shoulder.

“Jules. Your cunt just squeezed me so hard I almost came myself.”

“I want you to cum. I want you to cum on my fingers, my mouth, and Matt’s cock.”

“Then make me.”

“Not yet. First, I want my mouth on you.”

“Have you done it before, Jules?”

I shook my head against her shoulder.

“Never.”

I rolled sideways, and her fingers slid out of me with a small wet sound that made all three of us go still for a second. Her hand came up between us. Her first two fingers were glazed with me, shining in the lamplight. She looked at them like she was about to say something, and then she didn’t. She put them in her mouth. Closed her lips around them. Sucked and moaned.

“Fuck, Erin.”

Matt said it for both of us.

Her eyes didn’t leave mine while she tasted me off her own hand. She was showing me something. The controlled woman from the bar had just sucked my cum off her fingers in my marital bed, and her eyes were asking me what I was going to do about it.

I was going to do everything.

“Lie down for me, Erin. I need to taste you.”

She lay down.

Matt moved up the bed and sat against the headboard. He was giving me the floor—he would hold whatever needed holding and be exactly what I needed him to be, which was present and patient and Matt. His cock was standing hard and wet against his stomach, his crown flushed dark, and Erin’s head turned on the pillow and looked at it once and looked back at me.

“I want his cock inside me, Jules.”

“I know. You will have him.”

“How is he that hard already?”

“Matt’s been that hard since the parking lot.”

“Jesus. I’m going to be stretched.”

“We both will be.”

I began to move down her body, slowly.

I kissed her throat first. The pulse I’d felt in the kitchen was still there, still beating faster than her face admitted. I kissed along it, and she tipped her head back, and the smallest sound came out of her—the sound a locked door makes when it decides to open.

I licked my way down her collarbone, my pussy throbbing, slick dripping from my hole, falling sticky against my thighs.

The flush had climbed to her jaw. Her breasts were smaller than mine, firmer, dark nipples already tight and hard. I took one in my mouth and sucked, and her hand came up to the back of my head and rested there without pushing.

I used my tongue on her nipple the way I wanted one used on mine, and I felt her back lift off the mattress, and I moved to the other one and did it again, slower, because I had decided on the drive home that I was going to take my time with her.

I kissed her stomach next. It was flat. The ridges of a woman who used her body for work. I kissed my way down the center line, and I tasted salt, and the faint chemical ghost of whatever soap she’d used, and underneath those, I tasted her skin, and her skin was unfamiliar and human and alive, and I could not get enough of it.

I reached her hip.

And I felt it with my tongue.

A scar. Low on her abdomen, an inch inside the jut of her hip bone. Silver-pale in the lamplight, raised at the edges, a line maybe two inches long with the faint cross-hatching of old surgical closure. It was the kind of mark a body carries when something entered it that wasn’t supposed to, and a surgeon had to undo the damage in a hurry.

I didn’t stop or flinch, nor did I lift my mouth and ask.

I kissed the scar, then licked it once, softly. The way you’d kiss a thing that had been waiting a long time to be kissed and had not known it was waiting. I passed my tongue over it the way the ocean passes over a stone when the stone knew it had been touched. Nothing else in the room had to know at all.

I moved past it and found a tattoo on her other hip. Small. A line of script I couldn’t read in the lamplight. I filed it. I would ask another night.

I settled between Erin’s thighs.

Her knees came up and fell open for me—wide, but not performative, just the quiet geometry of a woman making space for a lover. I pushed my hair back off my face and looked at her.

“I’m fucking hooked, Erin.”

“Take your time down there.”

“I intend to.”

Her cunt was soaked. Matt could see her from where he was sitting, and I heard him make a sound near me that was a prayer with no words in it. Her slit was shining, her dark hair close-trimmed and wet, her creamy pink clit already swollen at the top with the little hood pulled back from the pressure of her own arousal. The smell of her hit me before my lips touched her—hot and musky and female, the specific, unmistakable scent of a cunt that has been wanting this for longer than its owner has admitted.

“Matt. Come and look at her. She’s so beautiful, everywhere.”

“Jules…”

“Come down here, please, baby. I want you to see her.”

Matt moved. He came down the bed and knelt beside me between her thighs, his cock bobbing against his own stomach, and he looked at Erin’s open cunt in the lamplight.

“Jesus, Erin.”

“Don’t say it, Matt. Don’t…”

“You’re beautiful. Your cunt is beautiful.”

“Oh god.”

I put my mouth on her pussy while my husband’s fingers ran through my hair. The sweetness burned my lips and tongue instantly.

Erin made a sound I will carry with me for the rest of my life.

Not loud. A louder woman would have made it mean less. This was a small, cracked noise from the back of her throat that sounded as if it had come out of her against her will, as if it had been waiting years for the right mouth to draw it, and my mouth drew it.

I worked her cunt slowly, parting her swollen lips with my flat tongue. I tasted her the way I’d tasted the Burgundy in the kitchen—attention first, appetite underneath. She was wet enough that my chin was already coated within the first minute. Her slick ran down onto my jaw, along my throat, and I didn’t wipe it away because I wanted to be marked by her.

My tongue found the soft place at her entrance, then the hard ridge of her clit, then the entrance again, and every time I moved back to her clit, her hips lifted off the mattress a half inch and settled.

“Matt. Taste her.”

“Jules…”

“On my mouth, darling. Come here.”

He came. I lifted my face from her cunt and kissed my husband and let him take her taste off my tongue. His mouth was hot, and his breath was ragged, and I felt his groan vibrate through my jaw when he recognized what was on me. He pulled back. His eyes were huge.

“Oh my god, Jules. She tastes amazing.”

“I know, darling. So fucking sweet.”

“Put your mouth back on her. I want to watch how you eat her pussy.”

I put my mouth back on her, licking the wrinkled tips of her lips.

She moaned, and every muscle tightened.

I slid two fingers inside her while my tongue worked her clit. Her cunt clenched around me on the first stroke. Tight, hot, the muscular grip of a woman who hadn’t been touched inside in a long time by a hand that meant it. I curled my fingers forward and found the ridge at her front wall, the same place she had found in me, and I pressed.

“Oh, Jules. Oh fuck!”

“I’ve got you, Erin.”

“She’s got the spot. She’s… oh god, Matt, she’s got the spot where…”

“I know, Erin.”

“Talk to me. Both of you. Please. Talk to me.”

“You’re wet enough to drown in, baby. Your cunt is pouring. My fingers are soaked to the second knuckle.”

“Matt. Your wife is so… fuck, I have no words.”

My husband nodded, his eyes wide. The moment owned him.

“Matt is watching me fucking you, Erin. His cock is so hard it’s leaking on the sheet.”

“Oh god!”

“Tell us what it feels like, Erin.”

“Your wife’s tongue is… her tongue is right on my clit, and she’s sucking, and her fingers are inside me, and she’s pressing. Oh god, she’s pressing the place that makes me… Matt. Matt, she’s going to make me…”

“Let her, Erin. Let her make you cum.”

Her hand fisted in the sheet. Her thighs started to shake. Not the tremor of a woman about to cum, earlier than that, the small quake a building makes when it’s deciding whether to hold.

“Matt.”

She said my husband’s name. Not mine. And I understood without lifting my mouth. She needed something to hold that wasn’t the woman making her come apart. She needed a hand. A presence. Something steady.

Matt was there before I had to ask him.

He took her hand, her whole hand, the way a husband takes a wife’s hand in a waiting room when the news is coming, and he put his other palm flat against the top of her chest, above her breasts, the way you settle a spooked animal.

He cradled her.

My husband cradled a woman he’d met two hours ago because she needed cradling, and he did it with the same competent gentleness he did everything. I continued licking and sucking, drawing her slick from a tight hole that clenched around my fingers.

I moaned into her cunt, and the moan went up through her body, and she broke.

She came.

Not showy. Quiet, total, a whole-body collapse. Her hips lifted once, her cunt clenched hard around my fingers in long, slow pulses, her hand crushed Matt’s. A sound came out of her that had his name at the start of it and then no words at all, and then she was shaking against my mouth and flooding into it. I drank her, and I kept drinking her, because she had more to give, and I wasn’t going to let a drop of it leave her body and not go into mine.

I stayed on her clit, sucking gently until the pulses slowed. I kept my fingers inside her until she stopped squeezing them. Then I eased out and rested my cheek on her inner thigh and looked up the length of her.

My husband took my hand and devoured my fingers.

Erin was crying.

Not sobbing. Two thin tracks of water ran sideways into her hair, from eyes that were wide open and staring at the ceiling.

Matt saw it before I did. He had already lowered his face to her forehead and was kissing her there.

“Erin.”

“I’m okay.”

“I know.”

“I don’t. I don’t…”

“You don’t have to.”

She closed her eyes. Matt kept his forehead against hers. I kept my cheek on her thigh. For a long moment, the three of us were very still.

Then Erin laughed. Softly. A disbelieving huff of air.

“I came here for a hookup.”

“I know.”

“You’re ruining me, Jules. I don’t stay.”

“I know.”

“Don’t stop. Please. Make this go on for as long as you can.”

“You haven’t even made love to Matt yet.”

“I want it. I want him inside me. No protection.”

“Are you sure?”

“No.”

She looked at me. One woman staring at another, both knowing precisely what was on the table. Risk, trust, and need.

“I want him so badly. I want you too.”

“Then take us.”

“In your home. In your bed.”

“A first time?”

“Yes.”

“You decide how many first times tonight, Erin.”

“Thank you.”

I pushed up onto my knees. My face was glazed with her from mouth to chin. Her slick on my lips, on my jaw, on my throat where it had run. I did not wipe any of it off. I looked at my husband.

“Your turn to taste her, darling.”

“Jules…”

“Come here. Kiss her. Let her taste what you’re about before you slide inside her body.”

My husband moved up the bed. Erin lifted her face to him, and he kissed her, slow and deep, and I watched the moment her tongue found itself inside his mouth. The catch of her breath, the way her hand came up to the back of his neck and held him there. She licked her own cunt off my husband’s lips, and she did it without shame.

When the kiss broke, she was smiling. A real smile, whole, the first whole smile I had seen from her all night.

“Okay, Matt.”

“Yeah?”

“I want you inside me. Please fuck me deep, but stretch me first.”

“How do you want me, Erin?”

“On top of you. I want to feel you sliding all the way inside me. I want Jules touching, kissing and helping.”

“And what about…”

“No condoms. Cum inside me.”

Matt lay down on his back in the middle of the bed. Erin rose up and swung a leg over him. I sat back on my heels at the foot of the bed and watched her hover over him, and I watched her reach down between her body and his and take his cock in her hand and guide him to her entrance.

She paused there. The head of his cock just touching her slit. Her eyes on mine, not his.

“Jules.”

“Yes, Erin.”

“Are you sure I can take him?”

“I’m sure, Erin.”

“The condom… there is nothing between us? I should have asked you.”

“Take my husband bare. I want to see it.”

“Can I have his cum?”

“Can I lick it out of you?”

“Oh God, yes, please.”

Her cunt sank down onto my husband’s cock in one slow descent, and I watched every inch of him disappear inside her. I watched her face change as Matt filled her. The soft shock of skin on skin, the heat of him without latex, the specific, undeniable intimacy of bareback that every woman knows the first time she feels it with a new man.

Her head tipped back. Her hands landed flat on Matt’s chest.

“Oh!”

“Erin.”

Matt said her name the way he said mine. Amazed. A little broken underneath.

“Matt, you’re deep inside me. It feels so fucking good.”

“I know, baby. I feel you too.”

“Do I feel nice inside?”

“Unbelievable. Tight. Warm.”

“I’m stretching. He’s stretching me. Jules, I can feel every ridge of him. Every vein. He’s… he’s burning inside me.”

“Tell my husband what he feels like inside you, Erin. Tell him.”

“You’re so deep, Matt. You’re so deep inside me. The head of your cock is pressing against a place I didn’t know I had. I can feel the pulse of you against the back of me.”

“Fuck, Erin.”

“His cock is pulsing inside me, Jules. I can feel his heartbeat. I can feel it through his cock.”

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

“How do you stand it?”

“I don’t. I cum every time. Sometimes twice.”

She laughed, and the laugh moved her on him, and Matt groaned and gripped her hips, and then she started to move.

“Hold me, Jules.”

“Yes.”

I shuffled up the bed, my knees on either side of Matt’s legs, until my breasts pressed against her back and my hands wrapped around her body, my fingers feeling the joining between them.

Erin rode my husband’s cock slow and deep, her weight forward, her hands flat on his chest, her hair falling around her face. I leaned around and watched the place where his cock went into her cunt get slicker with every stroke. The drag of him coming out coated with her, the slide of him back in, the wet ring of her arousal gathering at the base of him and on his thighs.

The sounds were obscene. Every stroke made a low, wet, unmistakable noise, the squelch of a bare cock in a soaked cunt, and the sound filled the warm, lamplit room, and none of us tried to quiet it. I put one hand on Matt’s thigh and the other in Erin’s hair, and I leaned down and put my mouth close to Matt’s ear.

“Matt. Listen to her cunt sliding up and down your cock.”

“Jesus, Jules.”

“Listen. That’s what you sound like inside her. That’s the best sound I’ve ever heard.”

“I’m not going to last.”

“Good.”

“I mean it. She’s… her cunt, it’s…”

“I know. Don’t try to last. All three of us want this, darling. Cum inside Erin. I want you to cum inside her.”

“Jules, are you…”

His eyes locked on mine. I nodded.

“I’m sure, Matt. Cum inside her. Fill her up. I want to see it run out of her afterward.”

Erin made a sound that was part moan, part laugh, and part sob.

“Jules, you’re… you’re telling him to…”

“Yes, Erin.”

“Oh god. Oh god, Matt, she’s telling you to cum inside me.”

“I heard her, baby.”

“Do it. Please. I want it. I’ve never… I’ve never had it like that, I’ve never let anyone cum inside me. Please, Matt, please.”

I reached down between their bodies and found her clit with two fingers and pressed.

“Oh, God, Jules. Yes. There. Don’t stop.”

“Cum with him, Erin. I want you to cum while he’s cumming inside you. Both of you at once.”

She bucked on him. Her cunt clenched visibly around the base of his cock, her thighs locked around his hips, and Matt’s hands clamped on her ass, and I watched the exact moment his body gave.

My husband’s back arched. His cock jerked inside her. I felt the pulse through the hand I still had between them, and Erin’s eyes went wide and then closed, and she cried out once, loud, my husband’s name, and then a sound with no language in it, and she came on his cock the same instant he came inside her.

She collapsed forward onto his chest.

Matt’s arms came around her and held her there while his cock was still pulsing inside her. I moved and watched the seal of her around him, and I watched a thin trickle of white already start to escape at the edge where their bodies met because her cunt was too full to hold all of him.

“Erin.”

“Yeah, Jules.”

“Lift up a little. Just a little. I want to see.”

“Jules!”

“I want to see my husband’s cum inside you.”

She lifted off him. Slowly. Matt’s cock slid out of her, shining, wet, and softening, and a thick string of his cum followed it down and landed on his stomach, and more of it welled at her entrance and ran down her inner thigh toward the sheet.

I lowered my head.

I put my mouth on my husband’s stomach first and licked his cum off his skin. Warm, salty, the specific taste of Matt I had known for nine years. I swallowed it. Then I moved between Erin’s legs, and I put my mouth on her.

“Jules. Oh. Are you…”

“Shhh, Erin. Let me.”

I licked the cum off her inner thigh first. Then I found the source at her entrance, and I cleaned her with my tongue the way she deserved to be cleaned. Slowly, thoroughly, tasting the compound of the three of us at once. My husband and the woman I was falling for, mixed inside her body, delivered onto my tongue.

Erin’s hand came down to my head and rested there. Not pushing. Just present.

“Jules. I can’t believe you’re licking him out of me.”

“I love him, Erin. I love what’s inside you.”

“Oh god!”

“And I’m starting to love what you taste like with him inside you.”

“Stop. Stop, or I’m going to…”

“Cum again, then.”

I latched my mouth back on her clit, sucked, and dragged my tongue back and forth over her swollen tip. I put two fingers inside her and felt Matt’s cum still warm at my fingertips, and I pressed the ridge, and she came again within thirty seconds. A smaller one this time, an aftershock, her cunt clenching around my fingers and a fresh pulse of his cum welling out around them.

When her orgasm eased, I kissed her scar again on the way back up her body. Once. Silent.

I stretched out between them. Matt on my left, spent and glazed and grinning at the ceiling with a dumb wonder on his face that I had not seen since our honeymoon. Erin on my right, boneless, breathing hard, her hand finding mine on my stomach.

The room was quiet. The wine glasses were still on the nightstand, half-full. I had not touched them since the first sip. They could wait.

“Jules.”

“Yeah, Erin.”

“What did you just do to me?”

“I fed you to my husband, and then I ate you back.”

“I have never done that.”

“Me neither.”

“No one has ever licked and fucked me like that.”

“I know, Erin. That was the best first time ever.”

She turned her face into my shoulder and didn’t finish the sentence.

I don’t know how much later I woke. Time had become a suggestion. I got up, took the glasses to the sink, came back, and turned off the lamp. The room went dark and soft. I came back to bed and found my place in the middle, because Matt and Erin had rearranged themselves with me as the axis, the way you arrange furniture around the piece you don’t want to move.

Matt was on my left. Asleep, his hand on my stomach, the small twitch at the corner of his mouth that meant he was already dreaming something that made him happy.

Erin was on my right. Turned toward me, curled in slightly, one arm folded between us and the other resting high on my hip. Her forehead against my shoulder. Her breathing already long. I could feel the slow leak of Matt still coming out of her against my thigh where her leg was hooked over mine, and it was the most tender thing I had ever felt.

I lay there in the dark and listened to them both breathe.

Erin did not twitch. She did not keep one eye on the door. She did not make the small, tight sounds that a body makes when it is sleeping in hostile territory. She breathed the deep, unguarded, slow breath of a woman who had, somewhere between the bar and the bed, stopped expecting anyone to hurt her for the next few hours.

I turned my face into her hair and whispered the thing I had no business saying yet.

“Stay.”

She didn’t answer.

She was already gone, into the first real sleep I suspected she had had in a very long time.

I lay awake a few minutes longer because I wanted to be the one to witness it. My husband’s breath on one side and a stranger’s breath on the other, and the warm weight of them both, and the fluid of all three of us slowly finding each other across the sheet where our bodies touched.

I slid my hand down between my own thighs, slow, not to cum. Just to feel. My cunt was swollen and tender and still wet with all three of us. I pressed the flat of my fingers against my clit and held them there. A salute. A goodnight.

The finish had lasted longer than forty-five seconds.

I closed my eyes.

I slept.


Chapter Three

◆◆◆

I woke before either of them.

Gray light filled the bedroom. It was the kind of light that hasn’t decided yet whether it’s morning. Three wine glasses still on the nightstand — half-drunk, warm now, the Burgundy gone flat. The room held the night the way those glasses did. Still scented. Still here.

The Puligny had stopped mattering as wine the moment Erin set her glass down and let me kiss her in my own kitchen. It was a witness now. It had watched.

I didn’t move.

Matt’s hand was on my stomach, warm and familiar, the hand I’d felt on my body for nine years. His breath was slow against my shoulder. His thumb had ended up in the crease where my hip met my belly the way it always did when he fell asleep holding me, like he’d been navigating in his sleep and that crease was the harbor.

Erin’s forehead was on my other shoulder.

Erin.

She was breathing the deep, unguarded breath of a woman who hadn’t breathed like that in a long time. Her leg was hooked over mine. Her hand was open, palm down, on the sheet between us, and I could see the calluses on her knuckles — working hands. Hands with fingers that had been softer inside me.

I felt the wet patch on my thigh. Cooler now. Matt’s cum, slowly leaking from inside her against my skin all night, and I hadn’t moved away from it. I hadn’t wanted to move away from it. The wet patch was the only proof I had that any of it was real and not something my body had invented at four in the morning to torment me.

“I wanted this.”

She didn’t stir.

I lay between them, and I did the math the way I always did the math.

I was thirty-five years old. I’d been married for nine years. I’d walked into a bar last night in French lace because I’d wanted a flavor I’d never tasted, and I’d gotten it, and the flavor was on my thigh and on my husband’s mouth and curled up against my shoulder, and the catastrophizer who lived in my chest and ran my life was supposed to be screaming right now. The spreadsheet in my head was supposed to be flashing red.

It wasn’t.

The catastrophizer was quiet. The spreadsheet was blank.

What was in my head, instead, was one sentence — and I knew the sentence was dangerous because I hadn’t given it permission to form, and it had formed anyway, fully sentenced, fully punctuated, the way real things arrive.

I don’t want her to go.

I closed my eyes.

I didn’t want her to go.

Matt stirred.

I felt his thumb shift in the crease of my hip. Then his head moved on the pillow. I turned my face toward him, and his eyes were already open. He was looking at me over the top of Erin’s hair. Not at her. Past her.

He was looking at me.

Matt didn’t speak. I didn’t speak.

He tilted his head, very slightly, toward the bathroom.

Come on.

I did the slow extraction. The kind of extraction you do when there’s a sleeping animal on you, and you want her to keep sleeping because waking would put her on her feet and her feet pointed at the door. I lifted Erin’s leg gently with my free hand. I slid my shoulder out from under her forehead, lowered her down onto the pillow that was still warm from my own head.

She opened her eyes.

I froze.

She didn’t speak. Neither did Matt. Three pairs of eyes, all open, all aware that the rule Erin had announced at the bar — I don’t stay — had already been broken in every way it was possible to break it. She wasn’t in her car. She wasn’t on her own pillow. She was in a marital bed in a stranger’s house with a sticky thigh, a cock next to her, and another woman’s face inches from hers.

The first one to speak would say the wrong thing. The first one to apologize would kill it.

So I didn’t speak. I held out my hand instead.

Erin looked at my hand for a long beat. Then she looked at my face. Then she put her hand in mine.

Matt sat up on the other side of her. He held out his hand, too. She looked at his hand the same long beat. Then she took it.

We walked.

Three naked people. Bare feet on a wood floor that creaked in two places I knew by heart and one where only Matt’s weight could find it. We walked across the bedroom, past the dresser where my black dress was a pool on the floor, and into the bathroom.

I closed the bathroom door behind us.

The wet room was at the back, behind a sliding glass panel that I’d insisted on when we’d remodeled the year we moved in. It was a single tiled space with a square rain head set into the ceiling and a slope to the drain and warm light filtering through frosted glass at the window. I’d bought it for us, and we’d used it every morning of our marriage. No one else had ever stood in it with us.

I slid the panel open and stepped in. Erin stepped in. Matt came last and slid the panel shut behind him with a small, soft sound, and the three of us stood on warm, dry tile in a room that was about to become wet.

I turned the dial.

The rain head opened.

The first water was cold. None of us flinched. We stood under it. Then the heat arrived, slow at first, then all at once, and the steam started to rise.

We didn’t touch.

We stood in the water as if we’d walked into a chapel and were waiting for someone to tell us where to sit. Erin’s hair went dark and heavy down her back. Matt’s chest was already pink from the heat. My makeup, what was left of it, ran in two gray streams down my cheeks and disappeared into the drain along with everything else the night had left on us.

Matt’s cum on Erin’s thighs ran down too. I watched it. I watched it leave her. I watched the water take the proof of him out of her body and send it down the slope of the tile, and I felt the inside of my chest do something I had no name for.

I cupped her stomach and smiled.

“He’s inside you.”

“Yes.”

“Good.”

The water was washing the night off all three of us, and the act of being washed by it together was more intimate than any single thing we’d done in the bedroom upstairs.

“I’m not done with you, Erin.”

Erin didn’t answer with words.

Erin got down onto the tile and lay on her back.

The woman who placed her vodka glass at the exact center of the coaster, the woman who controlled every encounter she’d ever walked into and walked out of, got down onto wet tile in someone else’s wet room and lay on her back and looked up at me. Her dark hair fanned around her head. The water hit her chest and ran down her ribs and pooled briefly in the dip of her belly before it found the floor.

“Then don’t be done with me, Jules.”

I went to her.

I knelt over her body, cocked a leg over as though mounting her, straddling her face, facing her feet, and lowered myself until my cunt was over her mouth and my mouth was above her cunt. Her hands came up immediately. She gripped me by the cheeks of my ass and spread me wide — not careful, not asking, spread — and she held me there, opened, presented, and I felt the heat of her breath on my swollen lips before I felt anything else.

Then her lips took me.

Her lips went straight to my clit and clenched around the base. She sucked and held, her tongue dragging my nub left and right. My hips bucked once, and she didn’t let go.

I spread my knees wider and dropped my mouth onto her cunt.

Erin was already wet, and not from the shower — the shower water was running down her stomach and pooling in her navel, but the wetness on her cunt was hers, the deeper warmth, the delicious slick of a body that had woken up wanting this before its owner had given it permission. I tasted her. I tasted last night’s salt left inside her and this morning’s sweet want that was all her. The layered taste of all of it on my tongue made me groan into her body.

Above me, Matt stood under the rain, looking down.

I knew he was looking down because the silence over my back had a shape. I could feel his eyes on the place where Erin’s hands were holding me open, on the place where his wife was kneeling over another woman with her cunt presented to a stranger’s mouth and her own mouth on a stranger’s clit. His silence was the silence of a man who couldn’t believe his luck.

Then Erin’s tongue moved.

Off my clit. Up. Up the seam of my body, up to the rim of the place no woman’s mouth had ever been on me, and she paused there — a single held breath of a pause — and I understood, with the part of me that was still upright inside all of this, that she was asking Matt for something.

Not me.

Him.

Matt understood, too.

He came down. Not onto his knees yet — he crouched, low, beside my hip, and he put one hand flat on the small of my back, steadying me. The other hand he brought down to where Erin’s were, and I felt his fingers slide in alongside her thumbs, and then I felt my husband of nine years take the cheeks of my ass in his hands and peel me open for another woman’s mouth.

His thumbs pressed into the soft skin. They pulled me apart with a slow deliberation that wasn’t sexual the way fucking was sexual. It was sexual the way an offering was sexual. He was holding me open for her. He was giving her the part of his wife he’d always had access to, and he was doing it with his hands, and he was doing it with the care of a man handing a glass of wine across a table.

“There,” he said. Quiet. To her, not to me. “Take her.”

Erin took me.

Her tongue found my asshole, and I think I stopped breathing.

I hadn’t asked for it. She hadn’t asked. Matt had opened me and she had walked through the door he’d opened.

Her tongue circled. Once. Then pressed. Then circled again. Clean, soft, deliberate, unhurried, and the part of me that had spent nine years being a wife in this house couldn’t find a single word for what was being done to me on my own shower floor by a woman I’d met in a bar, while my husband held me open for her with his hands.

I lost the shape of my mouth on Erin’s cunt. I made a sound into her that wasn’t a word and wasn’t even close to one.

Above me, Matt made a sound of his own. Not loud. The sound a man makes when his own hands are doing something his body can’t quite believe they’re doing. His thumbs didn’t move. He held me the way he’d hold a cup he didn’t want to spill.

Erin worked me. She worked me the way she’d worked my clit the night before — patient, specific, a woman who didn’t waste access. Her tongue traced. Her tongue pressed. Her tongue opened me by degrees, and I could feel the cool air of the bathroom finding the parts of me that were normally hidden and the heat of her mouth where the cool air ended, and Matt’s thumbs holding all of it steady.

“Jesus, Erin.”

Matt’s voice. Just above me. Wrecked already, and he wasn’t even inside me yet.

Erin’s tongue came back down. Down from my asshole, down the seam, back to my clit, and she held there, waiting. Matt’s thumbs didn’t let go. He kept me open. He kept me presented.

I turned my face to the side, just enough to see him over my shoulder.

The water hit his shoulders and ran down his chest. His cock was rock hard. Of course his cock was hard. He’d been hard since the parking lot last night, and he’d been hard on and off through the night, and he’d been hard the moment he opened his eyes, and now he was crouched behind his wife with his own hands holding her open for another woman’s mouth, and nothing in this world was ever going to soften him again.

“Matt. Come fuck your wife.”

He came down onto his knees behind me. The tile was wet. His knees made a small sound on it. One of his hands let go of me — I felt the loss of one thumb, and Erin’s grip adjusted instantly to take up the slack, her fingers digging in harder — and then I felt his cock find my entrance.

He didn’t need to push hard. He slid inside my throbbing cunt to the hilt in one motion because there was nothing in the way. There hadn’t been anything in the way for nine years.

His cock filled me.

Erin’s tongue was on my clit when he did. Her mouth was already working me, and the moment Matt entered me, my cunt clenched around him, and my tongue pressed harder into Erin’s entrance. Two halves of one body.

I made a sound into Erin’s cunt that wasn’t a word.

Matt’s free hand left my ass and came up and gripped my hair where it was wet against my back. Not pulling. Holding. His other hand stayed where it was — one thumb still peeling me open from above, even as he started to move.

“Jesus, Jules. You’re fucking tight.”

“I’m milking you. For her.”

“She’s going to—”

“It’s up to Erin.”

He started to fuck me.

He fucked me the way he always did when he knew I was already most of the way there — slow at first, deep, each stroke ending with his hips locked against mine and his cock as deep inside me as it would go.

But this morning he couldn’t stay slow long. The heat of the water, the sight of me on top of Erin, the sound my mouth was making against her cunt, the feel of his own thumb still holding his wife open from above — Matt didn’t get to be steady through that.

“Look at Erin holding you wide open.”

“You feel deeper.”

“I am deeper inside you.”

“Kissing my fucking cervix.”

“It’s her doing it. She’s making sure you get all of my cock inside you.”

Erin’s mouth answered him from below — a long, slow press of her tongue on my clit, deliberate, the kind of pressure that said yes, that’s exactly what I’m doing without a single word.

I dropped my mouth back onto her clit, and I worked her the same way she was working me. I didn’t know how to do what she’d just done to me. I wasn’t going to try. So I did what I knew how to do. I found her clit with the flat of my tongue, and I didn’t leave it. I made my mouth into a thing with one job, and the job was to keep her on the edge of breaking until she broke.

Matt’s rhythm shortened.

His cock was driving into me in shorter strokes now, his hips snapping against the cheeks of my ass that Erin and Matt were still holding open between them, and every snap pushed me forward into her mouth, and every snap pushed her mouth harder against me, and the three of us were moving as one body now.

“Erin.”

It was Matt. He’d said her name out loud while he was inside his wife.

“Erin, look at me.”

Erin’s hands tightened on me. Her mouth didn’t stop. But I felt her body shift on the tile underneath me, and I knew she’d tilted her head and was looking up past my body at Matt, and Matt was looking down at her past my body, and the two of them were holding eye contact over me with my cunt full of his cock and my mouth full of her cunt.

I tipped first.

I tipped because the combination — Matt fucking me hard and deep, Erin’s tongue on my clit, her hands holding me presented for both of them, the look I couldn’t see but could feel happening over my back — was more than my body had ever been asked to hold at once.

The orgasm didn’t start in my clit. It started in the deep place inside me where Matt was, and it climbed up through my belly without any hand on my clit at all, and it broke open in my chest and went out through my mouth as a sound I couldn’t have made on purpose.

My cunt clenched around Matt’s cock so hard that he made a low sound himself, the oh sound, the sound he’d made the night I told him I was wearing the French lace before he’d even seen it. My hips bucked. Erin’s mouth followed me — wouldn’t let me off her tongue — and the second wave came up through me in less than a second, and I was crying into her cunt now, not sobbing, just water from my eyes because there was nowhere else for the feeling to go.

I came on Matt’s cock and on Erin’s mouth at the same time. I didn’t finish. I just kept cumming.

Matt followed.

He tipped because of me. Because of what my cunt did around him. Because nine years had taught him how to read the inside of my body and the inside of my body had just told him something it had never told him before — that the three of us in this room had unlocked a door he hadn’t known was there.

His hand left my hair, and his hand gripped my hip. Both hands on my hips now. He pulled me back onto him and held me there.

“Jules. Jules. Jules.”

My name was the only word he could find.

His cock pulsed inside me. I felt the first jerk and I felt the second and I felt the heat of him spilling into me, and I felt his heartbeat through his cock the way I always felt his heartbeat through his cock, the nine-year metronome that had counted out every act of love this marriage had ever performed, and I thought — without saying it, only inside my own head — I’ve felt this for nine years and I’m about to let another woman feel it second-hand off my own body.

Matt held himself inside me until the pulses slowed.

Then he started, very slowly, to pull out.

He didn’t pull all the way. He pulled until just the head of his cock was inside me, and then he held there, and I knew what he was doing. He was leaving room. He was leaving room for the next thing.

Because Erin hadn’t cum yet.

Erin was still under me. Erin’s mouth was still on my clit, on the place where Matt’s cum was about to arrive, and Erin was still working me, and Erin hadn’t cum, and the whole reason the three of us were on this floor was so that Erin would.

I didn’t lift my mouth from her cunt. I worked her harder. I sucked her clit between my lips, and I didn’t let go, and I made her hips lift off the wet tile, and I felt her thighs start to shake against my ears.

“Cum on, Erin.”

I said it into her cunt. I don’t know if she heard it as words or as a vibration. It didn’t matter.

Matt watched.

Matt watched his wife make another woman cum on his shower floor while his own cum was leaking, slowly, out of his wife’s cunt into that woman’s open mouth.

I felt the first stream of him start to leave me. Hot. The angle of my body and the slow withdrawal of his cock were against me — there was no keeping him in. He spilled out of me, and gravity took him down, and I felt the first drop hit Erin’s chin.

Erin’s mouth opened wider.

She caught him.

She caught the second drop and the third on her tongue, and the fourth was a stream, and she swallowed without breaking the rhythm of her mouth on my clit, and then she was working both at once — my clit under her tongue and Matt’s overflow on her tongue — and the taste of him on her must have been the thing that did it, because her thighs locked against my ears, and her hips rose off the tile, and her cunt seized under my mouth, and Erin came.

She came with her mouth full of Matt’s cum and her tongue still on my clit and her cunt clenching around nothing but air and her hands gripping my ass so hard I’d have her fingerprints on me for an hour.

The sound she made wasn’t like the sound she’d made the night before. The sound the night before had been a cracking sound — a thing breaking that hadn’t broken in years. This sound was a giving-up sound. A sound I’d never heard a woman make in a bedroom or anywhere else.

Her face — I couldn’t see her face. But I could feel her face. I could feel her face the way you can feel the weather change behind your back. The control wasn’t cracking now. The control was gone. Erin was on a wet floor in a stranger’s house with a married woman’s cunt on her mouth and a married man’s cum in her throat, and she’d just cum for the second time in twelve hours, and the second one was the one that was going to ruin her.

I knew it because the same thing was happening to me.

The water kept falling.

I went limp on top of her.


Chapter Four

◆◆◆

We got up.

Matt turned the rain head off. The water stopped, and the wet room went silent except for the slow drip from the head and the small sound of water finding the last of its way to the drain. Three bodies, soaked, standing on tile, suddenly aware that nothing said in here could be unsaid.

Erin reached for a towel first.

The towels were the ridiculous ones I’d bought for myself — white, sheet-sized, the kind of towel you wrap around a body the way you wrap a gift. She wrapped one around herself. Under her arms, tight, the corner tucked.

It was the first piece of fabric on her body since last night.

It was the first millimeter of distance.

I saw it. Matt saw it. Neither of us said anything. I reached for my robe on the back of the door — soft gray, my morning robe, the one I’d worn ten thousand times — and I put it on. Matt wrapped a towel around his waist.

“Stay for breakfast.”

“I—”

“You never stay?”

She shook her head.

“I never stay to shower.”

“Ever had breakfast after — well… after?”

She smiled.

“Never.”

“Will you join us?”

She stared at me for a long time.

“It’s not awkward for you, Jules? After everything we did?”

I stepped closer and kissed her while my husband watched.

“We’ve been in agony for years. I thought it was a few weeks, but last night, I saw in Matt what I felt for myself.”

“And what was that?”

“Freedom.”

She smiled.

“I’ll stay for breakfast.”

Erin walked out of the bathroom first, into the bedroom, the white towel trailing behind her like a train. She didn’t look back.

I followed her. Matt followed me.

Erin stood for a moment in the bedroom and looked at the bed. The bed was a wreck. Sheets pulled half off. Pillows on the floor. The wine glasses were still on the nightstand from the night before. The wine had been the first thing we shared, and after that, the sharing continued.

She looked at the bed the way you look at a place you’ve just left reluctantly.

She looked at her stained underwear on the floor. Picked them up and looked at me.

“Umm… I don’t — sorry. I—”

“Panties?”

“God, yes, please.”

“Because you don’t stay for a shower?”

“Never.”

I handed her a brand new pair from a five-pack of briefs. White, cotton, all-terrain.

She nodded while slipping them on. Her cheeks flushed crimson. While Matt and I slipped into sweats, Erin collected her scattered clothes and put them on. Then, looking like a shy virgin, she walked out of the bedroom and started down the stairs.

I followed.

Erin took the slow, careful steps of a barefoot woman who’d never been down these stairs in daylight before, with a tight grip on the banister. The wet hair down her back caught me low in the stomach. I watched the back of her head, and I thought don’t memorize this, but I memorized it anyway: the way she carried herself going down a staircase she didn’t own and the way she didn’t look back to check whether I was still behind her. She knew I was.

Erin knew where the kitchen was. She’d been there the night before. She walked into it like a guest who’d been invited back and was no longer sure she should have come.

Matt went straight to the espresso machine.

He didn’t say a word, and he didn’t look at either of us. He went to the machine, turned the grinder on, and started the morning he’d been performing for ten years.

I watched him.

The machine was the one he’d bought himself for our third anniversary. It cost more than some people’s cars. I’d never once begrudged him because watching Matt use it was watching a man do the thing he’d been put on the planet to do.

He pulled a bag of beans from the small fridge under the counter — the Huila. Of course, it was the Huila, the same single-estate beans from Colombia he’d been making me a cortado from since the day we met at the wine fair in Sonoma. He scooped them into the grinder, and he set the dose by feel, and he hit the switch.

The grinder was loud.

It filled the kitchen the way it filled every morning of our marriage — a low industrial roar that meant Matt was awake and the day was about to be possible. I’d heard that sound at five in the morning before sales meetings. I’d heard it at noon on Sundays. I’d heard it through the closed door of our bedroom on the morning I had a flu so bad I cried, the morning he carried the cortado upstairs and held the cup to my mouth himself. The grinder was the sound of Matt loving me out loud without using any words.

This morning, the sound was for someone else.

“Coffee is your thing, Matt?” Erin swung around. “And wine is yours?”

“Correct.”

“The yin and the yang in some ways. One always follows the other in a never-ending circle.”

I laughed.

“Coffee before wine. Wine before coffee.”

“Seduction and sobriety.”

“That’s Matt and me.”

“Nice.”

I sat on the stool, and I let it happen. I let Matt do the thing he did. I didn’t get up to help. I didn’t ask if he wanted me to grab the cups. The kitchen had a choreography that was older than this morning by ten years, and the choreography was Matt’s. Matt was using it now to say a thing he didn’t have words for to a woman in borrowed panties, and the worst thing I could have done was step into the middle of it. I stayed on the stool. I watched my husband make a cortado for the woman he’d cum inside seven hours ago, and I let him do it the way he needed to do it.

Erin was on a stool beside me, watching him, her wet hair starting to dry in dark waves down her back. She watched Matt’s hands.

One stool’s gap between us. The exact gap I’d left at the bar at Kline’s the night before.

I didn’t move closer yet.

“Are the husbands more difficult for you, Erin?”

She looked away from Matt, and I saw a tiny flush in her cheeks.

“I never discuss these things, Jules.”

“Because you don’t want to?”

She shook her head.

“Nobody ever asked. These things… what we did last night. They are usually hookups.”

“To protect all parties?”

“To protect your marriage, Jules. We made love, but you shared your husband with another woman. That’s dangerous. Just as dangerous as a man sharing his wife with another man. You should want me out of here.”

“Instead, we’re drinking coffee.”

“We are if Matt gets around to it.”

We all laughed.

Matt tamped the grounds. Tap, settle, polish. He locked the portafilter into the machine and pulled the shot. The crema came up dark and thick — hazel-brown at the edges, deep at the center, the slow rise of it into the warm cup he’d pre-warmed five minutes ago by reflex.

He steamed the milk with a wand, the high hiss of it, then a lower note as the milk thickened. He poured the milk into the espresso with the movement of his wrist that I’d watched him do a thousand times — the slow start, the close approach, the small lift at the end that left a single white heart on the surface of the cortado.

He carried the cup to Erin.

He set it down in front of her.

“Erin. This one’s for you.”

He said it once. He didn’t look at me. He didn’t soften the moment. He set the cup down, turned around, and went back to the machine to start mine.

Erin stared at the cortado.

I watched her stare at it. I watched her face do something I couldn’t have predicted — the smallest pull at the corner of her mouth, not a smile, more like a flinch. The way someone flinches when a stranger says the right thing about their dead mother.

Erin looked at the heart on top of her coffee like Matt had just done something cruel by accident.

She didn’t pick it up.

Not yet.

I cracked four eggs into a glass bowl.

Added salt and a grind of pepper. I reached past Erin for the whisk on the counter — I made the reach long, made it close enough that the sleeve of my sweater brushed her shoulder, and she didn’t move away.

I held the whisk out to her.

“Whisk these for me, Erin.”

She looked up at me. She looked at the whisk. She looked back up at me.

Then she took it.

She took the whisk in her right hand, pulled the bowl in front of her on the counter, and started to whisk the eggs the way someone whisks eggs in a kitchen they live in. Not carefully. Not for a hostess. Just eggs in a bowl in the morning. Her wrist moved. The yolks broke and came together. The simple black top, the wet hair drying down her back, the small line of concentration between her eyebrows that was the same line she’d worn at the bar the night before, leaning over her vodka.

“Are you working today, Jules?”

“Never work Sundays. Never work Saturdays either. It’s our rule.”

“It’s a good rule.”

I stared at a woman my husband had fucked who had licked me.

She was whisking eggs in my kitchen.

I hadn’t asked her to do it because I needed help. There were four eggs. I’d asked her because I wanted her hands working in my space. I wanted her to have helped make breakfast, in some small functional way, in this house, before she’d finished the cup of coffee Matt had made for her.

The heart was still there, halfway down the cup.

Erin knew what I was doing. She wasn’t stupid.

She kept whisking anyway.

I went to the stove. Pan, butter, low heat. The butter melted slowly, sizzling, caramelizing. I held my hand out for the bowl without looking, and Erin slid it down the counter to me without speaking, and I tipped the eggs into the pan and started to fold.

Behind me, the grinder switched off.

The kitchen went very quiet. The only sounds were my spatula moving in the pan and the small ticking of the espresso machine cooling between shots. Matt was waiting for the machine to recover. He had his back to us. He was looking at the wall behind the machine as if the wall was about to give him an answer.

It was Erin who broke the quiet.

“Jules.”

I didn’t turn around. I kept folding the eggs.

“Yeah.”

“Your husband came inside me last night.”

I lifted the pan off the heat.

“Eggs?”

“Yes, please.”

I divided the eggs onto two plates — one for her, one for me. Matt always made his own eggs after his coffee and never at the same time, a Matt rule I’d learned to love. I carried the plates to the counter and set one in front of Erin and one in front of my own stool. I sat back down on my stool. The stool one space away from hers.

“Yes. My husband came inside you, and I cleaned the mess.”

“And now we are eating breakfast.”

“We are.” I leaned forward, grinning. “Is that unusual?”

“Yes. Most of my hookups are just threesomes or cuckqueaning. I run from the latter.”

“And walk away from the former?”

“Something like that.”

“And now you are whisking eggs with a woman who just came in your mouth.”

I said it the way I would have said the producer is in Beaune or the shipment cleared customs. A flat fact. A thing that had happened and was going to keep being a thing that had happened, no matter what tone I used to name it.

“Yes, you are, Jules.”

I picked up my fork. I turned it over once in my hand. Then I put it down and picked up the cortado Matt had made for me — he’d made it while I was at the stove and slid it down the counter without a word — and I turned the cup once in its saucer.

The heart was beautiful.

“Don’t worry, Erin. You’re the first ever.”

The words were out before I’d decided to say them, and the second they were in the air, I knew I’d just opened a door in our marriage that I hadn’t asked Matt’s permission to open.

I felt his back register it at the espresso machine. The smallest pause in the rhythm of his hands. He hadn’t turned around. He didn’t have to. He’d heard me name a piece of our private weather to a near-stranger in our kitchen, and he hadn’t stopped me, and the not-stopping was its own answer.

I stood up off my stool, moved one stool over, and sat back down next to her. The gap was closed.

She didn’t move away.

“The first ever what?”

“The first person either of us has slept with since the day we met. You’re safe.”

I watched her process it for half a second. Her brain was catching up to a piece of information that didn’t match the priors. Her hand stopped moving on the handle of her cortado cup. Her thumb went still. I saw it.

I didn’t name it.

“I didn’t doubt the safety. I believed in you, Jules. And Matt, of course, but woman to woman. You wouldn’t have allowed him to cum inside me if you had doubts.”

She’d just promoted me. From the wife of the man whose cock she’d taken bareback to the woman she trusted. From the woman she had to be careful around to the woman she could speak frankly to, woman to woman, in a kitchen, with eggs and cortado.

I put my hand on the counter, palm down, between us. Then I slid it the small distance until it covered the back of her hand.

Her hand was cool from the cup. Her knuckles were finer than I’d expected — narrower in daylight than they’d felt at four in the morning, the bones smaller, the skin softer.

“No. I wouldn’t have allowed my husband to cum inside you. This wouldn’t have happened if either of us had cheated. This is the opposite of cheating.”

Behind us, the espresso machine ticked once.

Erin looked down at our hands on the counter. Then up at Matt’s back. Then back at her plate.

“But no condoms. It’s not just about safety. It’s…”

She trailed off. Her cheeks flushed — the second time I’d seen her flush in twenty minutes, the first had been in the bedroom when she’d pulled my white cotton briefs up over her hips with me watching — and she looked at me, and she didn’t finish the sentence.

I didn’t ask her what is it. She needed the touch instead. My hand was already on hers. I pressed.

She answered the press.

“Usually, the wife won’t allow it.”

The word usually fell out of her mouth like a coin she hadn’t meant to spend. I filed it.

I didn’t say I’m so sorry because she would have hated it.

“I wanted that for you and for my husband. I trusted you too, Erin.”

“That I used birth control?”

“Yes.”

Erin didn’t speak.

She picked up the cortado Matt had made for her.

She took another sip.

She closed her eyes.

It was involuntary. The same closing of the eyes she’d done over the Burgundy in my kitchen the night before. Her body responding to a thing it didn’t expect to want.

Her eyelashes were still damp from the shower. The corners of her mouth were soft. She held the cortado in both hands, the way you hold something in winter.

I don’t want her to go.

Erin opened her eyes. She looked down at the cortado.

“Matt.”

It was the first time she’d said his name in the kitchen.

Matt turned.

“Yeah.”

“This is the best coffee I’ve ever tasted.”

He nodded. He didn’t smile. He looked at her the way he looked at me when I told him a wine had stopped me mid-sip. The look of a man who’d been heard.

“Thank you, Erin.”

He turned back to the machine.

She took her second sip with her eyes open this time. Then she put the cup down.

The placement of the cup was the controlled placement of a vodka glass at the exact center of a coaster. Careful hands. The hands that put things where they belonged and then removed themselves.

I knew what was coming next.

Erin finished her eggs. She ate every bite and didn’t rush. She held the cortado in both hands between bites the way she’d held it the first time, and she finished it too — every drop, the small, careful set-down — and then she folded her napkin and laid it across her empty plate.

“I have to go.”

Quiet. Not the same voice she’d used at the bar to say I don’t stay. Softer. Her voice had loosened by half a register over breakfast. It was the voice of a woman who’d kept her promise — stay for breakfast — and was now honoring the rest of the contract she’d made with herself a long time before any of us.

I didn’t say please. I didn’t say don’t. I didn’t say come back.

“Okay, Erin.”

Matt didn’t turn around from the machine. I felt him stop moving — his shoulders went still — but he didn’t turn. He gave her an exit the way he’d given her the breakfast conversation, by giving her his back, by being the husband who didn’t need to make this harder than it was already going to be.

Erin slid off her stool.

She walked out of the kitchen.

I sat very still on a stool next to an empty stool, and I listened.

I heard her cross the hall. The closet door opened. Her leather jacket slipped off its hanger. I heard the small sound of her zipping it. The thunk of one boot heel finding the floor and then the other. The boots that had carried her into Kline’s the night before.

I didn’t get up.

Matt didn’t turn around.

I heard her come back to the kitchen doorway.

I turned.

Erin was standing in the doorway in her clothes. Jeans, simple black top, leather jacket, boots. Her hair was wet under the collar, making a small dark patch on the leather. Her face was the face from Kline’s. Almost. Not quite. The controlled face — but with something underneath it now, something the night had put there and the morning hadn’t been able to take away.

She looked at me for five full seconds.

Five seconds is a long time for a woman to look at another woman across the doorway of a kitchen the morning after. Five seconds is long enough to say things you can’t say with words. I held her eyes for all five seconds. I didn’t blink. Erin’s face was leaving. Erin’s face was not gone. There was a difference and the difference was the only thing I had to hold on to.

Matt stepped forward then. Past me. Around the counter.

He was going to open the door for her.

Matt walked Erin to the front door of our house. The same hands that had hung her jacket the night before were going to open the door now. My husband’s grace.

I heard the front door open.

I heard him say, very softly.

“Erin.”

I didn’t hear her answer.

I heard the door close.

I sat on the stool.

I didn’t get up to go to the window. I didn’t go to the door. I didn’t run after her. I didn’t call her name.

The kitchen was very quiet.

There was a third plate at the counter. There was a third saucer with an empty cortado cup on it, the cup placed precisely in the center of the saucer, the way she’d placed her vodka glass the night before. There was the warm, slight indent on the leather of the stool next to mine, where her body had been.

There was no Erin.

I looked at the cortado cup. The cup was empty. There was a thin brown ring at the bottom where the last of the crema had pooled. I’d watched her take every sip of it. I’d watched her close her eyes. I’d watched her open them and say Matt and call him by his name in my kitchen for the first time.

I looked at the rim of the cup. A small ghost of her, the faintest mark where her bottom lip had touched. I’d been a wine importer long enough to know what a rim looked like after a person had drunk from it — the place where the print of someone’s mouth held until the next wash. There was a print of Erin’s mouth on a cup in my kitchen.

There was a print of Erin’s mouth in places of my own body I couldn’t see without a mirror.

I looked at the half-empty plate of eggs. My eggs. I hadn’t finished them. Erin had finished hers, and I hadn’t finished mine because I’d been busy watching her finish hers.

I looked at the whisk in the bowl. Her hand had been on that whisk twenty minutes ago.

Matt came back into the kitchen.

He didn’t look at me right away. He went to the espresso machine. He stood with his hands on the edge of the counter, his back to me, his shoulders a line I’d been reading for a decade. He was holding himself together the way he held himself together when his business had a bad month. The set of his shoulders. The slight forward lean. His hands were flat on the counter, fingers spread, taking some of his weight.

I waited for him to be ready to turn around.

“I feel sad.”

He turned.

“Jules.”

Just my name. The grounding habit. The thing he did when he had nothing else to give.

I felt the first tear go before I knew it was coming. Just one — rolling down my right cheek. I didn’t lift my hand to wipe it. I didn’t sob. I cried the way I’d cried into the Puligny-Montrachet seven years ago at the producer dinner in Beaune when Matt had proposed by phone from Medellín — quietly, controlled, two tears, no sound. The same crying. The same wine.

The second tear went down my left cheek.

Matt didn’t move toward me. He knew that if he held me right now, I would break properly, and I didn’t want to break properly yet, because I had something to say first, and I wanted to be the one who said it, and I wanted to be upright when I said it.

“Jules.”

He said my name a second time. The patience of it. The I am here of it.

I took a breath.

I looked at my husband across the counter of our kitchen, in his sweats, with the espresso machine still ticking behind him, with two empty plates and one half-empty plate between us, with the smell of coffee and butter still in the air.

“I think I’ve made a mistake, Matt.”

He waited.

“I think I’ve fallen in love with her.”

Matt didn’t flinch. He didn’t look surprised—he was present and patient and looked at me across the counter with the face of a man who’d heard exactly what he’d been expecting to hear.

He didn’t say it’s okay.

He didn’t say me too.

“I know, Jules.”

Matt had known before I’d known. He’d been ten yards ahead of me the whole way, and he’d waited for me to catch up the way he always waited for me to catch up. Now he was telling me he wasn’t surprised, and I wasn’t alone in this, and the thing in my chest had a witness.

The kitchen was very quiet.

And outside, somewhere on a road I couldn’t see from the window I wasn’t going to walk to, Erin was going home with the taste of all three of us still in her mouth.


Chapter Five

◆◆◆

I found her underwear on a Tuesday.

Plain black cotton. No lace, no performance. They were balled up in the fitted sheet when I stripped our bed the morning she left.

I remember the conversation with Matt when I held up Erin’s underwear.

“Are they—”

“Hers? Yes. I’ll launder them.”

“Why are you changing the bed?”

“I have to.”

He held me then. Saying nothing, just a couple sharing a moment of sadness.

The cotton was soft and sensible. The kind of underwear a woman buys in a pack of five from a place that understands there are times when comfort is more important than style. I’d held them in my hand and thought about the French lace I’d worn to Kline’s—the set that cost more than some of Matt’s monthly bean orders, the panties I’d soaked through before anyone touched me, the garter belt that had seemed like a good idea at seven in the evening and had seemed like the best idea I’d ever had by midnight.

Erin had worn cotton.

She’d walked into a hookup bar in plain black cotton underwear, and she’d taken my husband bareback, and she’d let me put my mouth on her cunt, and she’d stayed the night, and she’d whisked my eggs, and she’d left without putting her underwear back on because she wore a new pair of mine.te

I put Erin’s underwear in the laundry. I washed them with my things. I folded them and put them in my drawer, under the stack of everyday cotton I wore when nobody was looking, and I didn’t tell Matt.

The French lace was still in the hamper. My lace. The pair from the night. I washed those too—ran the cycle on delicate, the way you wash anything that costs more than it should—and when they came out I held them up in the laundry room light and looked at them the way I looked at a bottle I was deciding whether to open.

I put them in the drawer.

I slipped Erin’s panties on.

Not for Matt. Not for anyone. I put them on because they were the last thing on Erin’s body, and wearing them was the closest I could get to standing back in that night. The cotton sat softly against my skin, and the memory burned, and both of them fit the same way they’d fit in the evening at the start of everything.

I went downstairs in a sundress and made coffee from the machine because Matt was at the carts, and the house was empty, and the third stool at the counter had been empty for three days.

Matt made the cortado every morning. We drank the wine every evening. The rhythms were the same, but the air was different.

Neither of us said her name.

The espresso machine sounded different when it was only making two cups. The grinder ran for the same duration, the steam wand hissed at the same pitch, the crema rose with the same hazel-brown edge, but the silence around the ritual had changed shape. Matt used to talk through his morning—the beans, the roast, the shot timing. Now he made the coffee and brought it to the counter, and the only words were

“Here, Jules.”

And the only sound after that was two people drinking.

The olive jar sat on the counter. The Castelvetranos, the ones I kept for the moment when wine needed something to push against. I opened the jar once, ate one, and screwed the lid back on the jar. I didn’t offer one to Matt. Didn’t pass one from my fingers to anyone’s teeth.

The olive was just an olive.

The wet room was still a three-person space with only two people in it. Every morning I stood under the rain head with Matt, and the tile was the same tile and the water was the same water. My body remembered a third body between us with a specificity that made my stomach clench. The place where Erin had lain on her back. The place where Matt had crouched beside my hip. The slope to the drain where the water carried all three of us down and away.

I didn’t say her name. Matt didn’t say her name. The name sat between us like a wine I hadn’t opened and couldn’t put back on the rack.

I wore Erin every day and laundered her every evening.

I wore her under my sundress, under jeans, under the skirt I wore to a meeting with a Burgundy producer who wanted Pacific Northwest distribution. I wore her panties from the night at Kline’s the way a soldier wears a dead man’s ring—not to remember. To refuse to forget.

Nobody knew. Nobody saw. The fabric was against my skin, and the memory was against my skin, and both were mine, and both were secret, and both made the distance between this kitchen and the night at Kline’s feel like something I could close if I found the right door.

On the fifth morning, I sat on the kitchen stool—my stool, the one next to the empty one—and the thought arrived.

This is creepy.

It wasn’t the word I’d been using. The word I’d been using was comfort. The word I’d been using was mine. But sitting on the stool in the quiet kitchen with Matt’s back to me at the machine and the cotton against my cunt, the truth of it landed. I was wearing the underwear another woman left on my bedroom floor, and I was wearing it every day, and I was doing it for a feeling. The feeling was starting to look like something I’d have to explain if Matt found out, and I didn’t want to explain it. I wanted to live inside it. And the wanting to live inside it was the thing that scared me.

I stood up.

Matt was still at the machine. His back. His shoulders. The lean of him. Stirred something inside me.

I reached under the sundress. Hooked my thumbs into the waistband. Slid the cotton down my thighs, past my knees, stepped out of them with one foot, and then the other. I held them in my hand for a second—warm, damp, the scent of me in them—and I tossed them into the open laundry basket by the kitchen door.

Matt turned.

I didn’t know if he’d heard the elastic, or the fabric on skin, or my feet stepping out of them. I didn’t know what he’d seen. A woman in a sundress taking off her underwear in the kitchen on a Wednesday morning and tossing them into the laundry like it was nothing.

He looked at me.

I looked at him.

The espresso machine ticked once.

“Jules.”

“Mm?”

He didn’t say anything else. He didn’t have to. The machine behind him was still steaming, and Erin’s underwear was in the laundry basket, and I was standing in his kitchen in a sundress with nothing underneath it, and the look on his face was the look of a man who’d been reading the same woman for ten years and could still be surprised by the page she turned to.

He set the cortado down on the counter. Walked to me. Put both hands on my waist and pulled me in and kissed me.

Not a morning kiss. Not the quick press of lips that had been our greeting for the last five days. A real kiss. The kind that has weight behind it, the kind that says I know something changed, and I don’t know what it is, but I’m here anyway.

“I love you, Jules.”

“You mean, you still love me?”

“Yes.”

“And I still love you...”

He smiled.

“I know what you did, Jules.”

“Erin’s panties?”

“Every day. You never launder this often.”

“I know.”

I kissed him back. I kissed my husband in our kitchen, and his hands were on my waist, and the sundress was thin, and his fingers pressed through the fabric and found the absence of what I’d just taken off, and his grip changed.

The grip went from holding to claiming.

And then the day started, and he went to the carts, and I went to the office, and the discarded panties sat in the laundry basket all day like a confession I had finally made.

I called the bar that evening.

Matt was still at the carts. I sat on the bed—our bed, the one I’d stripped and remade days ago, the one that didn’t smell like anything except detergent, Matt, and me—and I looked up Kline’s number, and I called.

A man answered. He had a bartender’s voice, and I could tell from the background noise that he was busy.

“Kline’s.”

“Hi. This is going to sound strange. I was in last Friday night with my husband, and we met a woman at the bar. Her name is Erin. I didn’t get her number, and I need to reach her.”

The background noise shifted—someone ordering, a glass set down, the particular sound of a bar at six o’clock starting to fill.

“Ma’am, I can’t give out personal information about our patrons.”

“I understand. I just—”

“It’s a privacy thing. We don’t keep records, and we don’t pass on details. I’m sorry.”

“Can you tell me if she’s been back? Dark hair, leather jacket, sits alone, drinks vodka neat.”

“Ma’am. Imagine how many times a day I get calls like this.”

The voice was kind. The voice was done.

“I understand. Thank you.”

I hung up and sat on the bed with the phone in my hand and the dead screen looking back at me, and the house empty around me. I thought about a woman who walked into bars alone and might never give her real name because she never stayed. She walked out of my house five days ago in boots that carried her in and carried her out, and I had no address and no number and no last name and no way to find her that didn’t make me the kind of woman who shows up uninvited.

I didn’t have the tools for this. I was a wine importer, not a detective. I had a first name that might be fake and a memory of vodka neat, no garnish, and a body that knew how to leave.

Matt came home late.

I was in the kitchen. A pan was on the stove, and water was boiling, and I was making pasta because pasta was the only thing my hands knew how to do without thinking, and when his key turned in the lock, I felt the whole house register it the way houses register the return of someone they’ve been waiting for.

He came into the kitchen. Set his keys on the counter. He didn’t kiss me. He went to the fridge, opened it, and stood looking at the shelves the way he stood looking at the espresso machine when the shot timing was off.

“How were the carts?”

“Down.”

One word. The kind of one word that means don’t ask.

I asked.

“How down?”

“Down enough, Jules.”

The tone. I knew the tone. The tone was the sound of a man who’d been carrying numbers in his head all day, and the numbers didn’t add up, and his wife paid the difference every quarter, and he couldn’t talk about the difference because talking about the difference made it real, and real was the thing he couldn’t afford.

“Do you want me to look at the—”

“No, thank you, Jules.”

He closed the fridge. Turned. Leaned against the counter with his arms crossed and looked at me across the kitchen, and the distance between us was the same distance that had been between us every evening for five days, but tonight it had an edge.

“I don’t want you to look at anything, Jules. I don’t want you to fix anything. I don’t want you to write a check or call your accountant or make it better.”

“I wasn’t going to—”

“You were. You were going to offer to look at the numbers, and then you were going to look at the numbers, and then you were going to fix the numbers, because that’s what you do. You fix things. You decided we were going to that bar and you fixed the approach and you fixed the conversation and you fixed the drive home, and you poured the wine, and you opened our bedroom, and you ran the whole thing, Jules, and the rest of us just—”

He stopped. His jaw went tight. The muscle in his cheek, the one that only moved when he was holding something back.

“The rest of us, what, Matt?”

“Caught up with you.”

The words landed in the kitchen like a glass breaking on tile. Not loud. Sharp. The sound of something that had been whole a second ago and was now in pieces.

“Matt.”

“I don’t want to do this tonight.”

“You started it.”

“I know I started it. And I’m telling you I don’t want to finish it.”

“I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

“For Erin.”

“Are you sorry for falling in love?”

He pushed off the counter. Walked past me. Not touching. Not looking. He went to the hallway, and I heard his feet on the stairs, and I heard the bedroom door close—not slam, close, the quiet click of a man who didn’t do loud. I stood in the kitchen with the water bubbling and the dry pasta on a counter that I hadn’t put in yet, and the olive jar beside it, and the empty third stool, and the laundry basket with Erin’s panties still in it, and the house was full of things that used to fit and didn’t anymore.

I turned off the stove.

I sat on the stool. My stool. Next to the empty one.

Matt wasn’t wrong. That was the thing that burned. He wasn’t wrong about any of it. I had driven the night. I had made the connections and poured the wine and opened the bedroom and steered three bodies into a bed that was ours, and nobody else’s, until I decided it was time to let someone else in. I’d been ten yards ahead the whole way, and I’d assumed everyone was keeping up, and the truth was Matt had been keeping up because he always kept up, not because he had been asked whether the pace was right.

I sat on the stool for a long time.

I didn’t go upstairs.

Not yet.

I went upstairs at eleven.

The bedroom was dark. Matt was in bed, turned away, the shape of his back under the sheet. I couldn’t tell if he was asleep. I didn’t ask.

I took off the sundress. Pulled it over my head and dropped it on the chair. I was naked underneath—no underwear since the morning, nothing between me and the night air. I stood in the dark room and looked at my husband’s back and thought about the words caught up and thought about the word mistake and thought about the word love, and none of them fit, and all of them fit, and the kitchen was still full of the quarrel we hadn’t finished.

I got into bed.

The sheets felt cool against my bare skin. I lay on my back. Matt’s breathing was even but not deep—the breathing of a man pretending to sleep because pretending was easier than talking.

I put my hand on his back.

He didn’t move.

I slid my hand down his spine. Slowly. Not asking. Telling. My palm rested on the muscle of his lower back, the heat of him through the cotton of his t-shirt, and I felt him inhale—not the inhale of a man waking up but the inhale of a man deciding whether to let this happen.

“Jules.”

“Don’t talk. Not yet.”

My hand slid lower. Over his hip. Around his waist. I pressed my body against his back—bare breasts against his t-shirt, bare stomach against the cotton, my hips against his ass—and I held him the way he held me on mornings when I woke up afraid of things I couldn’t name. My mouth found the back of his neck. I kissed the warm skin below his hairline.

He turned.

“I’ve been lying to you, Jules.”

“No, you haven’t. Not at all. We’ve been lying to ourselves.”

“Everything changed on Friday.”

“And Saturday. She stayed.”

His face was close in the dark. I couldn’t see his eyes, but I could feel his breath on my mouth, and I could feel the change in his body—the tension in his shoulders easing, the arms coming around me, the hands finding my bare waist and discovering what he’d discovered that morning in the kitchen. No fabric. Nothing between his palms and my skin.

“Jules.”

“I know.”

“We need to talk this through.”

“I know.”

His mouth found mine. The kiss was hard. Not the sweet claiming kiss from the morning. This was the kiss of a man who’d swallowed something bitter and needed to spit it out, and the only place to spit it was into his wife’s mouth.

I took it.

I kissed him back with the same hardness, the same edge, and the quarrel that hadn’t ended in the kitchen poured through our mouths instead of our words.

His hand went to my breast. Cupped it. His thumb rolled across my nipple, rough, and I arched into his palm, and my cunt was already wet because my cunt had been wet since the morning in the kitchen, since the cotton came off. All day I had worn the sundress and nothing underneath, and I had five days of a body that had been touched by two people and was now down to one.

The one was enough, and the one wasn’t enough, and both of those things were true.

I pulled Matt’s t-shirt over his head. He kicked the boxers off. His cock was hard against my thigh—the thick, familiar length of him, the heat of it, the pulse I’d felt for ten years and I wrapped my hand around him, and he groaned into my mouth.

“Fuck me, Matt.”

He rolled on top of me. The weight of him. The heat. My husband’s body, the body I knew better than wine, better than any bottle I’d ever opened, the body that had been inside me a thousand times and never once the wrong place to be. He reached between us and found my cunt—soaked, swollen, the lips slick under his fingers, and I opened my legs, and he pressed the head of his cock against me and pushed inside.

I gasped.

He filled me. The stretch of him, the depth, the way my walls gripped his cock and pulled him deeper inside because my body knew him and wanted him. The fear and the hurt and the silence of the last five days were all underneath us in the sheets, and his cock was inside me, and nothing was fixed, and everything was felt.

He fucked me hard. Not the slow, devotional sex of Sunday mornings. Not the patient rhythm of a man who had all night. Matt fucked me with the quarrel still in his body, and I took it, and every thrust was a sentence he hadn’t finished in the kitchen, and every sound I made was an answer I hadn’t given.

“Jules. Fuck, Jules.”

“Don’t stop.”

“This feels.”

“Rough. It is. I want it rough. Fuck me, Matt.”

His hand found my clit. His thumb, pressing, circling as he fucked me, the exact pressure he’d learned in the first year of our marriage and perfected every year since. His cock drove balls deep inside me on every thrust, and his thumb circled my clit, and my cunt clenched around him, and the sound of us—wet, loud, the slap of his hips against mine—filling the bedroom that had been too quiet for five days.

I came hard.

My back arched off the mattress and my cunt seized around his cock and the orgasm ripped through me and I said his name—”Matt, Matt, Matt”—and he followed me, his hips slamming forward, his cock pulsing deep, his cum filling me in hot, thick waves that I felt every one of.

We lay in the wreckage of it. His weight on me. His cock softening inside me. His cum leaking out around him, the slow warm trickle down between my thighs. His face in my neck. His breath was ragged.

It was good. It was always good. The sex had always been good between us.

The problem was the thing I’d seen during the orgasm. The image behind my eyes when my cunt was clenching and my husband was cumming inside me, and the pleasure was at its peak, and my mind was supposed to be right here, in this bed, with this man.

I saw Erin’s face.

Erin’s face when she came with her mouth full of Matt on her tongue and her own cunt pulsing around my tongue. I remembered the sound—the giving-up sound, the sound of a woman who’d spent her whole life not letting anyone close enough to watch her fall—that sound was in my ears while my husband came inside me, and the wrongness of it and the rightness of it were the same thing, and the same thing was love.

Matt rolled off me. Lay on his back. The ceiling above us. The dark.

“I’m sorry about the kitchen, Jules.”

“Don’t be.”

“I am.”

“I know you are. I know you’re sorry, and I know you meant it, and both of those things can be true, Matt.”

His hand found mine between us on the sheet. Laced his fingers through mine. The grip was tight. The grip of a man holding onto the woman he loved while the ground underneath them shifted.

“It’s her, isn’t it, Jules?”

Not a question. A naming.

“No, darling. Erin did nothing wrong. This is all my fault. I dragged us into this, thinking it would be easy. It’s not easy for me.”

“Nor for me.”

The bedroom was quiet.

“We’re not broken, darling.”

“I know we’re not broken.”

“We’re just not finished.”

“Something very strange happened, Jules.”

“Yeah. We both fell in love with the same woman.”

“We did.”

He squeezed my hand. I squeezed back. His cum was cooling between my thighs, and the quarrel was over, but nothing was resolved. The woman who could complete us was somewhere in a city full of people, and I had no way to find her, and the wanting was a physical thing in my chest that had weight and heat and a name I’d already said out loud in this kitchen five days ago.

“I want you, Jules.”

“Do you want her as well?”

“Yes.”

He slept.

I didn’t.

I lay in the dark with Matt’s hand still loosely holding mine and his breathing deep and even and his cum drying on my thigh, and my body replayed the wet room.

Not the kitchen. Not the bar. Not the bedroom. The shower. The place where three became three for the first time.

The water, cold for a beat before the heat arrived. Erin’s face when the first water hit her—the flinch, the small sharp inhale, the way she didn’t step back. Matt behind me, his cock against my ass, his hands on my waist. The rain head above us filling the tiled space with steam and sound.

My hand went between my thighs.

I was still wet from Matt. His cum slicked my fingers as I found my swollen clit. The sensation of touching myself through his cum while my mind was somewhere else—in the wet room, in the steam, in the memory of a body that wasn’t in this bed—was the most honest thing I’d done in five days.

I closed my eyes and cupped Erin’s stomach under the water. “He’s inside you.” “Yes.” “Good.”

My fingers circled my clit. Slowly. The way Erin’s thumb had circled it in the bedroom on the first night—controlled, deliberate, the touch of a woman who knew what pressure meant and used it like a tool.

“I’m not done with you, Erin.”

Erin lay on the wet tile. On her back. Her dark hair spread on the white floor, water streaming over her face, her chest, the flat stomach, the small tattoo on her hip that I still couldn’t read. Her eyes stared up at me. The controlling eyes of a woman who never stayed for a shower, except the control was gone now, and what was underneath was something I’d never seen on another woman’s face directed at me.

“Then don’t be done with me, Jules.”

I pressed harder. My hips rocked against my own hand. Matt’s cum and my cum from the sex an hour ago mixed under my fingers, and my cunt was swollen and oversensitive, and I didn’t care because the memory was right there, I was inside it, I was on top of Erin on the wet tile.

Her mouth on my cunt. Her tongue on my clit. The specific flat pressure of a woman who’d done this before, unraveling me, and who did it like she’d been studying me for years. My thighs were shaking. Her hands gripping my hips, pulling me down onto her mouth.

Then the pause. Erin’s tongue at my rim. The question asked not to me but to Matt. Matt’s hands. Matt’s thumbs peeling me open for her. “There. Take her.”

I pushed two fingers inside myself. My cunt gripped them the way it had gripped Matt’s cock an hour ago, the way it had gripped Erin’s fingers and tongue the first night. I fucked myself with my hand while my husband slept, and the image in my head was Erin’s tongue in the place where no woman’s mouth had ever been and Matt’s hands holding me open for her and the water falling on all of us and the sound Erin made when she came—the giving-up sound, the sound of surrender, the sound of a woman who’d spent her adult life making sure she never needed anyone and was now cumming with another woman’s husband’s cum on her tongue and her mouth still on that woman’s clit.

I came.

Not the detonation from earlier with Matt. Something deeper. Something that started in the base of my stomach and spread upward and outward, and my cunt pulsed around my own fingers, and my clit throbbed under my thumb, and I turned my face into the pillow and bit down on the fabric, and the name in my teeth was Erin, Erin, Erin.

The orgasm lasted.

When it ended, I lay with my fingers still inside myself, and my breathing shot, and my thighs slick with Matt’s cum and mine, and the pillow damp where I’d bitten it. Matt hadn’t moved. His breathing was still deep. His hand had slipped from mine sometime during the replay and rested on the sheet between us, palm up, open, the hand of a man who was holding nothing.

I pulled my fingers out. Wiped them on the sheet and closed my eyes.

The wet room was empty. The water was off. The three wine glasses on the nightstand from that first night were long since washed and back on the rack. The Burgundy was gone and the night was gone, and the woman was gone, and the only thing left was the shape of her absence in every room of this house. The ache in my body held because no amount of my own hand or my husband’s cock could reach it, because the ache wasn’t for an orgasm. The ache was for a mouth that said my name like it was paying for something.

The business card fell out on a Sunday.

Nine days after the night. I was in the hallway, reaching for my coat in the closet, late for a coffee meeting with Claire about a Willamette Valley Pinot Noir that needed someone to believe in it. My hand caught the sleeve of my coat, and something small and white fluttered from the shelf above—the shelf where Matt had hung Erin’s leather jacket the night he’d opened the door for her, and she’d walked into our lives without smiling.

A business card. Stiff stock, embossed text. It was a shooting range—name, address, phone number. The kind of card that sits in a leather jacket pocket, the way a badge sits in a wallet, present without being displayed.

Erin’s jacket had lived in our closet for twelve hours, and she left this behind.

I held the card. It was small and cold, and it smelled faintly of leather—her leather, not mine, the particular scent of a jacket that had been worn hard and worn daily and worn the way armor is worn by people who need it.

I read the address. A part of the city I didn’t go to. A part of the city where cops went, where the coffee was bad and the tables were wiped with the same rag all day, and nobody noticed because nobody was there for the coffee.

“Matt?”

“Yes, darling.”

“I found a card. A shooting range.”

He strolled over in his gown and took it from me. He read it and handed it back.

“Not one of mine.”

“It belongs to Erin.”

“Oh.”

I put the card in my pocket.

“What will you do, Jules?”

“What do you want me to do?”

“When I said last night that you caused all of this—”

“You didn’t really blame me in that way, Matt. Anyway, everything you said was true.”

“Maybe. But I’m glad you did it, and I trust you now.”

I stood in the hallway with my coat half on, the card warm in my fist, and the knowledge that I now had a direction. Not Erin’s phone number, not her address, not the guaranteed coordinates of a woman who didn’t want to be found. Just a neighborhood. A world. A place where Erin existed in fluorescent light instead of lamplight, in uniform instead of leather, in the dailiness of her actual life instead of the single extraordinary night she’d spent in mine.

I zipped my coat.

I sat through the meeting with Claire and tasted the Pinot Noir, gave my notes, wrote up the distribution plan, and did every single thing my job required of me, and the business card sat in my pocket the whole time like a name I hadn’t said yet.

In the laundry room at home, the cotton panties from the night at Kline’s sat clean and folded in the basket. Laundered. Worn for days against my skin while I tried to hold onto something that was already gone.

I was going to launder them again.

I was going to fold them.

I was going to put them in my bag.

I was going to find her.


Chapter Six

◆◆◆

I put the bag on the kitchen counter on a Monday morning.

It was small, floral with pastel summer colors and a pink ribbon bow at the top. It had held the rose gold Albert Chain Matt gave me last anniversary—the kind of bag a woman keeps because it isn’t branded and the design is too pretty to throw away. I’d kept it in my nightstand drawer. Now it held something else.

He looked at the bag and smiled.

“I remember that bag. Our anniversary.”

“The bag has meaning, Matt.”

“And inside?”

“Guess.”

“Erin’s laundered underwear from the night at Kline’s.”

Not a question. A knowing. The way he’d known I was in love with her before I’d said it.

“Yes.”

“Are you telling her you wore them?”

“She wore mine.”

My answer was too quick. I nodded and pursed my lips.

“Should I tell her?”

Matt was at the machine. The grinder had just stopped, and the kitchen was in the held-breath pause between grinding and tamping that I’d heard every morning of our marriage.

He turned.

“You’re tracking her down.”

He set the portafilter down on the counter. He didn’t pick up the bag. He didn’t open it. He stood with his hands on the edge of the counter and looked at me the way he looked at me when I brought a bottle to the table that he hadn’t expected.

“Not without your permission. If we’re doing this, we’re doing this together.”

“And our marriage?”

The question sat on the counter between us, next to the bag with the pink ribbon and the plain black cotton inside it. I didn’t have an answer that would make the question smaller. I had a business card.

I pulled it from my back pocket and set it beside the bag. The shooting range card. Stiff stock, embossed text. The card that smelled like Erin’s leather jacket because it had lived in her pocket.

Matt picked it up. Read it. Turned it over. Read the back, which was blank. Set it down.

“This is the shooting range.”

“It’s the only thread I have, Matt. No phone number, no last name, no address. Just a shooting range in a part of the city I’ve never been to.”

He nodded. The nod was slow. The nod of a man doing math he didn’t want to show.

“I want to go.”

“I know you do.”

“Do you want to come with me?”

He crossed his arms. Leaned back against the counter. The espresso machine ticked behind him, cooling between shots, the small metallic sound that marked every silence in this kitchen.

“I want to, Jules. But I shouldn’t.”

“Why?”

“Because a man showing up at a woman’s workplace—or wherever this leads—uninvited, with her underwear in a bag...” He shook his head. “That’s not what she needs to see. She left because the morning scared her. If I show up, that’s the morning following her. If you show up, it’s the night.”

I looked at him.

“You’ve thought about this.”

“I’ve thought about nothing else for ten days, darling.”

The word darling in his mouth was directed at me. He never used it. That was my word for him. He’d borrowed it, just once, and the borrowing told me everything about what the last ten days had cost him.

“Go, Jules. Find her. Give her back her underwear and see what she does with it.”

“And if she says thank you and walks away?”

“Then she says thank you and walks away, and we know.”

“And what about us?”

“We love each other. We both have feelings for Erin. This is dangerous. But you knew that.”

“Not until she stayed.”

“That’s why she never stayed before, Jules.”

I picked up the bag. I picked up the card. Matt turned back to the machine and pulled my cortado without another word, and when he set it on the counter, the heart in the milk was steadier than his hands.

I drank it standing up. I kissed him. I tasted coffee on his mouth and the particular warmth of a man who was sending his wife to find the woman they’d both fallen in love with and staying behind because staying behind was the braver thing.

“I love you, darling.”

“Go bring her home, Jules.”

The shooting range was on Delancey, south of the rail yards, in a stretch of the city where the buildings were low and the signage was older than I was. I parked across the street and sat in the car for two minutes with the engine off, the floral bag on the passenger seat, and my hands on the wheel at ten and two. Matt’s habit. I’d borrowed it.

The range was called Liberty Firearms. The sign was painted, not printed, the letters fading at the edges the way painted letters do when nobody bothers to touch them up. A bell rang when I opened the door—a real bell, brass, mounted on a spring above the frame—and the man behind the counter looked up from a gun magazine and gave me the expression of someone who’d been having a perfectly good morning until a woman in a sundress walked into his shooting range.

He was mid-sixties. Gray mustache, thick, the kind that covers the upper lip entirely. Polo shirt tucked into jeans. Reading glasses pushed up on his forehead. Behind him, the muffled pop of someone firing in the lanes.

“Can I help you?”

“I’m looking for someone. A woman. Her name is Erin.”

“This is a shooting range, ma’am. Not a dating service.”

“I know what it is. I found your card in her jacket. Dark hair, early thirties. Strong. She might be a cop or a veteran.”

“Maybe she’s still serving.”

“Yes. Could be.”

“Maybe she doesn’t want to be found.”

I held out the bag for him, praying he wouldn’t take me up on the offer.

“It’s a gift. Check it if you don’t believe me.”

He closed the magazine. Set it on the counter. The glasses came down off his forehead, and he looked at me over the top of them, and the look was the look of a man who’d been in this business long enough to know that women who show up looking for other women at shooting ranges are either cops themselves or something more complicated.

“I don’t give out information about members.”

“I’m not asking for information. I’m asking for a direction.”

“A direction?”

“Somewhere she might be. Somewhere I could find her that isn’t here.”

He looked at me for a long time. The firing in the back lanes stopped. The silence was the silence of a building designed to absorb sound—thick walls, baffled ceilings, the air itself deadened.

“Think about her for a moment and tell me the first thing that occurs to you. Is she a vet, serving, or a cop?”

The question stopped me. I hadn’t expected it. I’d been so close to Erin for one night that I’d forgotten how little I actually knew about the woman whose underwear was in a bag in my car.

I closed my eyes and felt the scar under my tongue. She whispered, “I never stay.”

“I think she’s a cop.”

“You think?”

“I don’t know her last name.”

“You don’t know her last name.”

“No.”

“You slept with a woman whose last name you can’t remember.”

“I never said—”

He held up a hand.

“You didn’t need to.”

He took the glasses off entirely. Set them on the counter. Looked at me the way I imagined he looked at a new customer who’d never held a firearm—assessing whether the situation in front of him was going to cause him a problem he didn’t want.

“Lady, I’ve been running this range for twenty-two years. People come in, they shoot, they leave. I don’t ask questions, and I don’t answer them. You understand?”

“I understand.”

“Good.”

He picked up the magazine again. Opened it. Conversation over.

I turned for the door.

“If she’s a vet, try the Iron Heel.” His voice came from behind the magazine. “Biker crew runs out of a garage on Decatur. Decent people, mostly. If she’s a cop, try Sal’s. Diner on Brecker, three blocks east of here. Half the precinct eats lunch there. Coffee’s terrible.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. I didn’t tell you anything. And don’t come back here asking for anything else.”

I left. The bell rang behind me.

I sat in my car, held the steering wheel, and thought about the fact that I was hunting a woman across a city using a business card, her panties, and a guess. I was a wine importer. I assessed vintages and calculated shipping margins and talked to producers in Burgundy about soil composition. I didn’t track people down in neighborhoods I’d never been to. I didn’t sit in parking lots outside shooting ranges talking to men named Frank who didn’t want to talk to me.

I never wore another woman’s underwear.

I started the car.

Sal’s was everything the shooting range card had promised. Vinyl booths. A counter with stools. Fluorescent light, the color of old milk. It was the kind of diner where the menu hasn’t changed since the Reagan administration, and nobody comes for the food—they come because it’s the place you go, the way a parish goes to a church. Habit as geography.

I parked across the street and watched through the windshield.

Cops. I could see them through the plate-glass window. Uniforms at the counter, plainclothes in the booths, the posture of people who sit with their backs to the wall because facing the door is a professional requirement.

I scanned every face I could see. None of them were Erin.

I watched for five minutes. I counted the people I could see—eleven, maybe twelve. A man in plainclothes in the booth nearest the window was eating a sandwich with one hand and writing in a notepad with the other. A woman in uniform at the counter was laughing at something the cook had said through the pass-through. Two men in the far booth had the stillness of people discussing something they didn’t want overheard. The light turned everyone the same shade of tired.

This was Erin’s world. Not the bar. Not the bedroom. Not the wet room with the rain head and the steam and the sound of three people breathing. This was the place she came to when she wasn’t being the woman who walked into Kline’s alone. This was the daylight version. The version I hadn’t earned.

I got out of my car. I crossed the street. I pushed the door open and walked into Sal’s Diner at eleven forty-five on a Monday morning with a floral bag in my hand and no plan for what I’d do if the woman I was looking for wasn’t there.

The diner smelled like coffee and grease and the industrial cleaner they used on the floors between shifts. A woman behind the counter—tanned, fifties, wearing an apron, the arms of someone who’d been carrying plates since before I was born—looked up.

“Sit anywhere, hon.”

I took a booth by the window. I put the bag on the seat beside me. A laminated menu appeared. I didn’t open it.

“Just coffee, please.”

“Sure thing.”

The coffee came in a white ceramic mug with a chip on the rim. I took a sip. It was terrible. Burnt, thin, the ghost of a bean that had died a long time ago and been reheated as punishment. Matt would have wept. I drank it because I was sitting in Erin’s world now—not the lamplight version, not the wine-and-linen version, but the fluorescent, bad-coffee, vinyl-booth version—and in Erin’s world you drank what was in front of you, and you didn’t complain.

I sat. I drank the coffee. I watched the door.

Eleven minutes. I know because I counted. Not on purpose. The way you count when you’re sitting in a place you don’t belong, waiting for something that might not come, and your body tracks the time because your mind has stopped being useful.

The door opened.

Erin walked in.

She wore jeans, a simple black top, and a leather jacket. The same boots that had carried her into Kline’s and out of my kitchen and across every floor of my house. Her hair was pulled back but not severely. Her shoulders carried something. She looked like a woman walking into a place she’d walked into a thousand times, the body on autopilot, the mind somewhere else.

She saw me.

The color left her face the way wine leaves a glass when you drink it too fast—all at once, from the top down, the flush that had been there a second ago replaced by something flat and pale and absolutely still.

She stopped in the doorway. Two full seconds. A cop in uniform at the counter looked up, looked at Erin, looked at me, and went back to his sandwich.

Erin walked to my booth.

She sat down across from me. She put her hands flat on the table. The hands were steady. The face was not.

“What the hell are you doing here, Jules?”

Her voice was quiet. Not the quiet of calm. The quiet of someone holding something down with both hands.

“Having coffee.”

“You don’t drink this kind of coffee.”

“I drink coffee. My husband makes good coffee. This isn’t good coffee.”

“Jules.”

“Erin?”

“How did you find me?”

“Your shooting range card fell out of your jacket in my hallway closet. The man at the range pointed me here.”

“Frank sent you here?”

“He told me where cops eat and where the vets gather. I guessed you were a cop.”

“You guessed?”

“I still don’t know your last name, Erin.”

Something moved across her face. Fast, there and gone. The same something I’d seen in the kitchen doorway—under the cop, under the control, the thing the night had put there.

“Where’s Matt?”

“At home.”

“He didn’t come?”

“He wanted to. He said a man showing up where you work, uninvited, with your underwear in a bag—that’s not what you needed.”

“That man has a lot of sense.”

“He’s smarter than he looks, Erin.”

The smallest crack. Not a smile. The ghost of one. The thing a smile leaves behind when it’s been stopped at the border.

“Sorry. You know him. He’s smart.”

“I don’t know, know him. I just know him.”

“I’m nervous.”

“You shouldn’t be here, Jules. These people know me. This is where I eat.”

“I know. That’s why I’m here. Because this is your life, not the night at Kline’s. I wanted to see you in your life.”

“You don’t get to see me in my life. You get one night. That was the deal.”

“I don’t remember signing anything.”

She looked at the table. Her fingers pressed flat against the formica—the same flat-hand gesture she’d used on my kitchen counter the morning she ran. The cop’s hands, pressing down on something to keep it still.

“You need to leave, Jules.”

“I know. I’m going. But first—”

I reached beside me on the seat. I picked up the floral bag. I slid it across the table the way you slide a wine list to someone you trust to choose.

“I came to return these.”

Erin looked at the bag. She didn’t pick it up. She looked at it the way she’d looked at the cortado Matt had set in front of her—the small pull at the corner of her mouth, not a smile, the flinch of someone being given something they didn’t expect.

She opened the bag.

She looked inside.

Plain black cotton. Laundered. Folded. The panties she’d worn to Kline’s. The panties she’d stepped out of on my bedroom floor. The panties I’d found in my fitted sheet and washed with my things and worn against my skin for five days and taken off in my kitchen on a Wednesday morning and laundered again and folded and put in this bag and carried across a city to a diner where the coffee was terrible and the woman across from me was trying very hard not to let her face do what her face wanted to do.

She closed the bag.

“You washed them.”

“You knew I would.”

“That was ten days ago, Jules.”

“I know how long it’s been.”

“Why did it take ten days?”

That was the question I hadn’t prepared for. The question that opened the door to the five days of wearing them, the kitchen strip, the confession, the quarrel, the ten-and-two drive across a city. She was a plainclothes cop. She asked the questions that found the thing you were hiding.

“Because I wasn’t ready to give them back.”

She looked at me. The cop looked at me. The woman underneath the cop looked at me. Both of them were measuring the same thing—whether what I’d just said meant what she thought it meant.

“You wore them.”

Not a question. A knowing.

“Yes.”

“How long?”

“Five days. I laundered them every day.”

The silence at the table was a different silence from any I’d shared with her. Not the charged silence of the bedroom, not the warm silence of the kitchen, not the held-breath silence of the wet room. This was the silence of two women sitting in a fluorescent-lit diner with a bag of cotton panties between them and a truth that neither of them could take back.

“Jules. You can’t do this.”

“I know.”

“You can’t show up at the place I eat and hand me my underwear and tell me you wore them for five days and expect me to—”

She stopped. Her jaw tightened. The same jaw-tightening I’d seen on Matt in the kitchen the night of our quarrel. The muscle that moves when someone is holding back the end of a sentence that would change everything.

“Expect you to what, Erin?”

“Go, Jules.”

“I’m going.”

“Thank you, Jules. For washing them. For bringing them back. Thank you.”

She picked up the bag. She stood. She zipped the bag into the inside pocket of her leather jacket—the same pocket the shooting range card had lived in, the pocket closest to her body—and she looked at me one more time.

The look was three seconds. The same three seconds as the kitchen doorway. Long enough to say things you can’t say with words. Not long enough to say the thing underneath.

She turned.

She walked out of Sal’s without looking back.

The door closed behind her. The bell above it—a cheap aluminum thing, not brass—rang once and went still.

I sat in the booth. The coffee was cold. The seat across from me still held the slight warmth of a body that had been there for less than three minutes.

The woman behind the counter came over with the pot.

“Refill, hon?”

“No. Thank you.”

“You okay?”

“I’m fine.”

She looked at me the way women look at other women in diners when the answer I’m fine is obviously a lie. She didn’t push. She set the check on the table and moved on. The kindness of strangers who know when to leave.

I sat for another minute. The vinyl of the booth was cracked under my thighs. The formica table had a scratch near the edge where someone had carved a single line with a key or a knife—just one line, not a word, not an initial, just the mark of someone who’d been here once and left evidence. I ran my finger along it.

I’d come across a city. I’d found the shooting range. I’d talked my way past a man who didn’t want to talk to me. I’d sat in a cop diner, drank terrible coffee, and waited eleven minutes. I’d given back the cotton and told the truth about wearing it. And Erin had said thank you and walked out with the bag in her inside pocket and left me sitting in a vinyl booth running my finger along a scratch someone else had made.

I paid for the coffee. I left a tip that was larger than the bill because the woman had called me hon twice, and I was about to cry in her diner, and the least I could do was overpay for the privilege.

I walked to my car. I sat behind the wheel. I put my hands at ten and two. Matt’s habit. I was borrowing everything from the people I loved.

I drove home.

Matt was in the kitchen when I walked in. He looked up from the counter. He’d been doing something with the books—laptop open, spreadsheets, the hunch of a man staring at numbers that wouldn’t behave. He closed the laptop when he saw my face.

“Jules.”

“Erin said thank you. She took the bag and walked out.”

He didn’t say I’m sorry. He didn’t say it’ll be okay. He got up from the stool, and he came to me, and he put his arms around me and held me in the hallway of our house with my coat still on and my keys still in my hand and the absence of a floral bag in my pocket where a floral bag had been all morning.

“Tell me, Jules.”

I told him. All of it. The shooting range and the man named Frank, who didn’t want to help but helped anyway. Sal’s and the bad coffee and the vinyl booth and the eleven minutes of counting. Erin’s face when she saw me. The color going. Her hands flat on the table. The three-second look that was becoming the unit of measurement for everything Erin gave and took away.

“She put the bag in her jacket, Matt. The inside pocket. The one closest to her chest.”

He pulled back. Looked at me.

“She didn’t throw it away in front of you.”

“No.”

“She put them close.”

“I know what she did. I also know what she didn’t do. She didn’t sit back down. She didn’t ask me to stay. She said thank you, the way you say it to a cashier who gives you your change.”

“That’s not nothing, Jules.”

“It felt like nothing.”

“The inside pocket. That’s not nothing.”

“Matt. She walked out without looking back. The same walk as the kitchen. The same boots. The same not-turning-around.”

He held my face in both hands. The hands that made cortados and carried espresso cups between his fingers and held his wife open for another woman’s tongue on wet tile.

“Did she ask about me?”

“She asked where you were. She asked why you didn’t come.”

“What did you tell her?”

“That you said a man showing up where she works, uninvited, with her underwear in a bag—that’s not what she needed. She said you were smart.”

Something moved across his face. The smallest thing. The flicker of a man who’d been told a woman he loved had noticed him from across a city.

“Then we don’t know yet, Jules. Not for certain.”

“It felt certain. It felt like a door closing.”

“You’ve been saying doors close since the morning she left. I’ve been watching you open them anyway.”

“I’m not sure about this, Matt.”

“It’s dangerous.”

I looked at my husband. The steadiness of him. The patience that wasn’t passivity. The man who made coffee like a sacrament and let his wife go hunting across a city because he trusted her to know what they needed.

“You did what needed to be done, Jules.”

“And now we know.”

I didn’t cry. I’d used up my allocation in the car on the way home—double the Beaune rate, and still no sound. I was getting worse at this. Or better. I couldn’t tell.

We made dinner. We ate dinner. We didn’t talk about Erin. We talked about Claire and the Willamette Valley Pinot Noir and whether the producer was going to sign with us or go with the New York distributor who’d been circling for months.

We talked about the carts. Matt said two new locations were testing well—downtown hospital, university campus—and the numbers this week were better than last. Not good. Better. The difference between drowning and treading water, and Matt was treading, and I loved him for the treading because treading was the thing he did while he figured out how to swim.

“We should think of our business in different streams, Matt.”

He set his fork down and sipped his wine.

“Go on?”

“Wine pays for today, coffee tomorrow.”

“How?”

“You talked about the art of coffee being all about buying small parcels, lovingly tendered.”

“It takes time.”

“My point exactly.”

We went to bed.

Naked. Not for sex. For the honesty of it. For the nothing-between-us that was the only thing left after a day of trying to give something back to a woman who took it and left. We lay on our backs in the dark. Matt’s hand found mine between us on the sheet, the same way it had found mine after the quarrel, the same grip, the same laced fingers.

The bedroom was quiet. The house was quiet. The wet room behind the bathroom door was quiet—the rain head off, the tile dry, the three-person space holding its breath for a third person who wasn’t coming.

“I miss her, Matt.”

“I know.”

“It’s worse now. Before today, it was a fantasy. Now it’s a refusal.”

“I know, Jules.”

“She knew I’d worn them. She asked how long. I told her five days, and she looked at me like I’d handed her something she didn’t have a place for.”

“Because she doesn’t. Not yet.”

“What if there’s no yet, Matt? What if she’s the woman she says she is? The woman who doesn’t stay.”

“She stayed once.”

“Once.”

“Once is enough to know she can.”

I looked at the ceiling. The ceiling had no answers. The ceiling was the same ceiling I’d looked at the night Erin slept in this bed between us, the night I’d whispered “stay “ into her hair while she was already gone into sleep.

“Tell me we’re not broken.”

“We’re not broken, Jules.”

“Tell me we’re not finished.”

“We’re not finished.”

I turned onto my side and pressed my face into his shoulder. His arm came around me. The warmth of him. The steady, patient, unbroken warmth of a man who’d been ten yards ahead and ten yards behind and right beside me the whole time. Matt. Present and patient and Matt.

I closed my eyes.

The knock came at eleven.

My eyes opened. Matt’s arm tightened. The knock was real—three knocks, evenly spaced, the kind of knock that comes from a fist that has practiced being steady. Not pounding. Not tentative. The knock of someone who drove to a house, sat in the driveway, and decided.

“Matt.”

“I heard it.”

We looked at each other in the dark. I could see the shape of his face but not his eyes. The knock didn’t come again. It didn’t have to. It had been three, and three was enough, and whoever was standing on our doorstep at eleven o’clock on a Monday night knew that if three wasn’t enough, then they shouldn’t be there.

I got out of bed. Naked. I reached for the robe—the soft gray robe, the morning robe, ten thousand mornings—and pulled it on. I tied the belt. My hands were shaking. Not from cold.

“Jules.”

“I know.”

I went downstairs. The hallway was dark. The stairs were cold under my bare feet. I didn’t turn on a light. I could feel the house around me—the kitchen to the left, the closet to the right where a leather jacket had hung for twelve hours and left a business card on a shelf—and I could feel the front door ahead of me the way you feel a glass of wine before you taste it. The anticipation in the body before the mouth confirms what the nose already knows.

I put my hand on the door handle.

I opened the door.

Erin.

Leather jacket. Boots. Jeans. The same clothes from the diner. Her hair was still pulled back. Her face was the face from the three-second look, except the three seconds were over, and this was what came after—the face of a woman standing on a doorstep at eleven o’clock at night because she’d spent the hours since a diner trying to be the woman who doesn’t stay and couldn’t do it anymore.

She was holding a small bag.

“Jules.”

“Erin.”

“I came to give you your panties back.”

She held out the bag. I took it. I opened it.

It was empty.

I looked inside. I looked up at her. She was standing under the porch light, and her eyes were the dark eyes from the bar, from the bedroom, from the wet tile, from the kitchen doorway, from the booth at Sal’s, and in the porch light they were everything at once—terrified and certain and asking and giving and the eyes of a woman who had spent her adult life making sure she never needed anyone and was standing on a doorstep with an empty bag because the only thing left to give was the truth.

“It’s empty, Erin.”

“That’s because I’m wearing them.”

I didn’t move. She didn’t move. The bag hung open in my hand—empty, light, the floral soft between my fingers—and the weight of what she’d just said settled on the doorstep between us like a glass of wine that had been poured and was waiting for someone to drink it.

“You kept them.”

“I wore them every day. Freshly laundered, of course.”

“When we met at the diner.”

“I was wearing your underwear.”

Five words. Five words and ten days, and a woman who didn’t stay had just told me she’d been wearing my underwear against her skin the same way I’d worn hers.

“Do you want them back, Jules?”

“Yes.”

“Then you’ll have to take them.”

The air between us held. The porch light hummed. Somewhere in the house behind me, a floorboard creaked—Matt, at the top of the stairs, listening. Not coming down. Giving us this. The husband’s grace.

“I need my husband.”

“You do.”


Chapter Seven

◆◆◆

Another floorboard creaked behind me.

The footsteps on the stairs were not hurried. They were steady—the footsteps of a man who’d heard the knock and lain in the dark counting to a number only he knew, and then got up because the number had arrived.

Matt appeared in the hallway behind me. Boxers, bare chest, bare feet. His hair was the mess it always was at this hour—the chaos of a man who slept on his stomach and pushed his face into the pillow like he was trying to get underneath it.

He looked past me.

Erin stood in the porch light. Leather jacket. Boots. Jeans. He looked at the empty floral bag still in my hand, then at her again. She looked at Matt the way she’d looked at him in the kitchen doorway ten days ago—the three-second look, the one that said things words couldn’t carry—except this time she held it. Four seconds. Five. The seconds accumulating like coins she’d decided to stop counting.

“Erin.”

“Matt.”

He reached past me and opened the door wider. His hand found the small of Erin’s back—the same place he touched me in public, the grounding gesture, the two-fingered pressure at the base of the spine that meant I’m here and I know where you are.

He’d never used it on anyone but me.

He guided her inside. She let him. The door closed behind her.

The three of us stood in the hallway. Me in my gray robe, bare feet, the belt already loosening where I’d tied it in the dark. Matt in his boxers. Erin in the clothes she’d worn to the diner, the clothes she’d worn to my doorstep, the clothes that smelled like leather and the city and whatever she’d been doing for the hours between Sal’s and here while she tried to be the woman who doesn’t come back and failed.

I put my hands on her face. Her cheekbones under my palms. I felt the sharp architecture of a woman who never stayed. I kissed her. Slow. Not hunger—recognition. The taste of her mouth was different from the night at Kline’s. The same lips, the same heat, but underneath it the flavor of a woman who’d made a decision and driven across a city to deliver it.

“I don’t stay. Well, that’s not true anymore. I hardly ever stay.”

“You came back.”

She looked at me, then Matt.

“I came for both of you.”

“No expectations?”

“None. If I stay, I stay.”

“And if you don’t?”

“Then you’ll drop this.”

Matt’s hand was still on her back. He stepped closer. His other hand went to the back of her neck—gentle, the way you’d touch someone who might startle—and he kissed her forehead first. Then her mouth. The first time Matt had kissed Erin since the night we’d shared. His mouth on hers was brief, careful, the kiss of a man who understood that this woman had come to our door and that the correct response was gratitude, not greed.

Her leather jacket. Matt took it from her shoulders the way he’d taken it the first night—the same hands, the same hook in the closet. He hung it up. The closet that had been empty of it for ten days was full again.

“Upstairs.”

I said it to both of them.

We walked into our bedroom. Same bed. Same nightstand. Same lamp that Matt turned on—the warm light that had held every version of us this room had seen.

I knelt in front of Erin. She sat on the edge of the bed, and I unzipped her boots, one at a time, pulling each one off and setting it on the floor. Her feet were bare. The second boot came off, and she flexed her toes against the carpet.

The gesture was so small and so human that my chest ached.

“Has it been a long day, Erin?”

“I don’t talk about days.”

Matt pulled her black top over her head. His hands were steady. Erin stood, and her jeans came down as I pulled them. Her shimmy tingled through me, then she stepped out, her body emerging the way a body does when it’s done being dressed.

Underneath, she wore my white cotton briefs. The ones from the five-pack. The ones I’d handed her in the bedroom the morning she left. The ones she’d been wearing for ten days.

I touched the waistband. My fingers on the elastic, on the cotton that had been against her skin, the way her cotton had been against mine. The mirror of it. Two women, ten days, the same quiet insanity.

I slid them down her legs. Erin stepped out of them. Naked.

“Oh fuck!”

“What’s wrong, Jules?”

“You’re ready to be fucked right now.”

“I smell?”

“Fucking gorgeous, and you’re wet. Droplets of slick clinging to pubic hairs.”

“I sound—”

“Gorgeous.”

“Okay. I’ll take that.”

The scar was there. Low on her abdomen, inside the hip bone. I’d kissed it twice in the dark without asking. I’d never named it. I wasn’t going to ask now either. Our bedroom was for bodies.

Matt untied my robe from behind. The belt fell loose, and the fabric slid off my shoulders. I was naked underneath—I’d gone to bed naked and hadn’t stopped to dress when I heard the knock. Matt’s boxers came off, and we were three naked bodies in the lamplight.

Erin stared at me.

“Has Matt been fucking you?”

“We haven’t been taking good care of each other.”

“That changes now. I’ll take care of you first. I need Matt’s cock. It’s been ten days for me.”

I lay back on the bed. Pillows under my head, and I spread my legs wide.

“Please take care of me.”

Erin climbed onto the bed on all fours. Her dark hair fell forward as she settled between my thighs, her elbows on the mattress, her mouth an inch from my cunt. I could feel her breath on me—warm, deliberate, the exhale of a woman who knew exactly where she was and what she was about to do.

“I’ve missed this.”

“We have too.”

Matt knelt behind her. His hands on her hips. His cock was already hard—I could see it from where I lay, the angle giving me the full view of my husband positioning himself behind the woman whose mouth was about to open my cunt.

“Erin. Right there.”

Her tongue touched my pussy, and I stopped thinking.

The first stroke was slow. Flat tongue, full pressure, from my soaking wet opening to my throbbing clit in one long drag that made my hips lift off the mattress. She held me down with one hand on my hip and did it again as I groaned. Behind her, Matt drove his hips forward. I heard it before I saw it—the wet sound of his cock entering her, her stretch, the sharp intake of breath that Erin gasped directly into my cunt.

I felt that gasp everywhere.

“Jesus, Erin.”

“I need his cock and your cunt.”

She spread her knees wider apart, arched her back steeply, and pointed her slit toward my husband.

The musky smell of my husband opening our lover filled the room, and I closed my eyes as Erin clenched her lips around the base of my sticky clit and sucked.

I growled.

Matt’s voice threaded through ours—his was low, wrecked, the voice of a man feeling a woman’s cunt grip his cock for the first time in ten days. His hands tightened on her hips.

“Is she tight?”

“As a virgin.”

“Good.”

My husband slid his cock deeper inside Erin, and the force of it drove her mouth forward onto me, her tongue pressing harder against my swollen clit. The connection between his thrust inside her and her pressure on me was the most honest thing I’d ever felt in a bed.

“Fuck her, Matt. I can feel it when you take her all the way.”

He found a rhythm.

Each thrust pushed Erin’s mouth into me—not rough, not gentle, the steady cadence of a man who understood that his body was the engine driving two pleasures at once. Erin’s tongue on my clit moved with Matt’s rhythm, timed to his hips, and I lay back and let the two of them work me like an instrument that needed four hands to play.

“Jules.”

Her voice was muffled against my cunt. Just my name, over and over.

I put my hands in her hair. Held her where she was—her mouth on me, Matt’s cock inside her, the three of us locked into the position that did three things at once and none of them small.

“Look at me, Erin.”

She turned her head to look at him, her warm cheek pressing against my inner thigh, and she looked back over her shoulder. My husband was balls deep inside our lover. His hands gripped her hips so tightly I could see where the marks would stay even if she didn’t.

Their eyes met, and I watched—the look between my husband and the woman he was fucking, the look that carried something neither of them had said out loud yet.

The sight of it didn’t break me.

It completed something.

Erin turned back, looked at me, and smiled.

“I need this too. You taste divine.”

“I’ve been thinking about us.”

“Good.”

She pressed her lips to my cunt, almost a pucker, and she sucked gently, drawing slick from deep inside me. I raised my ass off the bed, fisted the sheets and growled again. Her tongue found my clit again, and this time the pressure was different, her tongue working it from side to side, dragging it from its protective hood.

Erin seemed urgent. Whatever she’d seen in Matt’s eyes had changed the way her mouth worked, and I felt it—the acceleration, the purpose, the tongue of a woman who was being fucked and was using the fucking to fuel what she was giving me.

She lifted my legs high, gripping behind my knees, forcing them back until she could lick me there. In the place nobody else had. Her flat tongue rolled across the ridges around my puckered whorl, and I cried out.

When she returned to my clit, two fingers and a thumb stretched my hole wide as she wedged them inside me up to her second knuckle.

My orgasm built from the base of my spine. Not fast. The slow, tidal kind that starts as a warmth and becomes a weight and then becomes a wall of ecstasy. Erin’s tongue lapped my clit, Matt’s rhythm was piston-like, and, as he fucked our lover, he drove her forward, my thighs tightening around her face as I pulled the bedsheet free of the mattress.

“Erin. Don’t stop. Don’t—”

The wall of pleasure hit. My cunt clenched—not once but in rolling waves that started deep and pushed outward, my clit pulsing under Erin’s tongue, my hips driving up against her mouth. I came with both of their names in my throat, and the sound I made was the sound of a woman who’d spent ten days waiting for this mouth and this cock to be in the same room with her body again.

Erin held her mouth on me through it. Rode the contractions with her tongue. Behind her, Matt’s breathing changed—the ragged edge of a man whose control was thinning.

“Matt. Cum inside her.”

“I will.”

He drove his cock deep inside her, bottoming out—her eyes bulging, her lips momentarily paused as she groaned. His hands gripping Erin’s hips pulled her ass back against him, and I heard the cry that meant he was there—the low, torn sound that started in his chest and ended in his hips. His cock pulsed inside Erin. I couldn’t see it, but I knew it—the nine-year metronome, the heartbeat through his cock that I’d felt every time he’d cum inside me, only now it was beating inside Erin. A new listener for the rhythm I’d known since the night he proposed from Medellín.

Erin felt it. I saw the moment it registered—the change in her face, the widening of her eyes, the way her mouth went slack against my thigh. She felt my husband’s cock pulse inside her, felt his cum fill her, and the feeling of it tipped her.

She came with Matt still inside her, and her face pressed against my cunt as she panted and moaned into it. Her body shook. Her cunt must have clamped around him because Matt gasped and gripped her hips harder, riding it out, his cock still buried in the contractions of a woman who’d driven across a city and knocked on a door and walked back into a bed she’d sworn she’d never return to. Control released. Not cracking, not gone—given away. Voluntary. Chosen.

Three bodies lay on our bed, breathing heavily. Matt’s forehead rested between Erin’s shoulder blades. Erin’s face was still on my thigh. My fingers still in her hair. Matt’s cum was already beginning its slow exit from inside Erin, the warmth of it against her thigh where her skin touched mine.

The scar was right there—against my hip. I could feel the ridge of it. I didn’t kiss it. Not yet.

I woke to an empty bed.

It wasn’t empty. Matt was on my left, his hand on my stomach, the weight of sleep making his arm heavy. But my right side was cold. The sheet was pulled back. The pillow held the indent of Erin’s head, but the head was gone.

The drop hit me before the thought formed. My stomach went first, then my chest tightened, then the animal certainty bypassed every rational circuit in my brain and went straight to the place that had been afraid of this exact moment for ten days.

Erin had run.

I was out of bed before my eyes adjusted, naked, and didn’t reach for the robe. I didn’t think. My feet hit the cold stairs, and I took them two at a time, my hand on the banister, my heart already in the hallway ahead of me.

The closet. I looked.

The leather jacket was still on the hook. The boots were still by the door.

If she’d run, she’d have taken the jacket. My body knew this. But the fear was faster than the logic, and the fear had ten days of practice.

“Are you okay, Jules?”

I spun on my heels, my heart thumping like a deer caught in headlights.

I saw her.

Erin was sitting on a stool at the counter. Naked. The espresso machine was humming—not the ticking of cooling but the low, building hum of heating. She’d turned it on. She was sitting in the dark kitchen at midnight, naked, her elbows on the counter, waiting for the machine to be ready the way someone waits in a room they’re trying on for size.

The stove light was on—the small warm bulb above the range that I left burning overnight because I liked to come down to something other than darkness. In its light, Erin’s body was all shadow and warmth. The sharp cheekbones. The lean shoulders that carried something. I could see the flat stomach and the scar from across the room.

“I didn’t see you as I ran past.”

“You looked scared.”

My heart was still slamming.

“I thought you’d run.”

She looked up.

“Not yet. That comes later.”

My breath. The world recalibrating from terror to something I didn’t have a name for yet.

“Erin—”

“My shift starts at eleven in the morning. I’m never late. It’s not really running.”

I stood in the room. Naked. My hands at my sides. The adrenaline draining out of me like wine from a glass tipped sideways—fast, messy, leaving a stain on everything it touched.

Erin held out her hand.

I crossed the kitchen. She pulled me in. My body against hers, standing between her knees at the stool. Her arms around my waist. My face in her hair. The smell of her skin, sex, my husband, and the faintest trace of leather from the jacket she’d worn all night.

“You stayed. You came back. You wore my underwear.”

“We wore each other’s.”

I pulled back and looked at her. Her face in the stove light was the most open I’d ever seen it. Not the cop face. Not the bar face. Not the three-second face that gave you a look and took it away. This was the face underneath all of those—the face of a woman sitting in someone’s kitchen at midnight because she didn’t want to be anywhere else.

“We are a couple of stalkers, Jules.”

I laughed. Real, surprised, the kind of laugh that breaks something open rather than apart. Erin’s mouth twitched—not a smile, not yet, but the closest thing to one I’d ever seen on her. The ghost held at the border.

“Why do you run?”

“I’ve explained it.”

“You lied.”

I got the cop face. The one that had interviewed a thousand liars.

“I’d rather you say it’s none of my business, Erin.”

Matt appeared in the kitchen doorway.

He’d heard voices. He stood there in his boxers, his hair worse than before, his eyes adjusting to the stove light—and what he saw was his wife standing naked between the knees of a naked woman at their kitchen counter at midnight.

He didn’t interrupt. He didn’t join. He read the room the way Matt always read rooms—with the patience of a man who’d learned that the best thing he could do was often nothing.

He walked to me. Kissed my forehead, then kissed Erin’s forehead. The same gesture, the same tenderness, the same weight.

“I’ll see you both in bed.”

He went upstairs. The floorboard creaked. The bedroom door. Then nothing.

Matt’s grace was giving us the kitchen. He knew what the kitchen was in this house—the place where the cortado was made, the place where I’d said I think I’ve fallen in love with her, the place where Erin had beaten eggs with a whisk and panicked at the ease of it. The kitchen was where the real things happened. Matt went upstairs because upstairs was where trust lived.

Our kiss started when Matt was gone—me standing between Erin’s knees, her mouth on mine. It was different from the doorstep kiss. The doorstep had been recognition. This was hunger.

Her hands wrapped around my waist, pulled me closer. My hands gripped the edges of the stool on either side of her hips. Her tongue found mine, and the taste of her mouth was wine and coffee and the salt of a woman who’d cum less than an hour ago and still tasted like it.

I went down.

My knees spread wide across the kitchen tile. The cold of it was sharp against my pussy lips as they opened. Erin’s legs bracketed either side of my face, her heels on the stool rung. I gripped her ankles and spread her wider—pulled her feet up and placed one on the counter edge, the other on my shoulder, her knees wide apart, the full geography of her open in the stove light.

Her cunt was still wet. Not just from arousal—Matt’s cum was still inside her, the slow evidence of what we’d done in the bedroom leaking from her onto the stool. I could see it. The wet shine on her inner thighs. The mix of her and him.

The scar was right there at eye level.

Two inches of silver-pale tissue, low on her abdomen, inside the hip bone. I’d kissed it in silence. Twice. In the dark, in the lamplight, with my tongue already on her cunt and my questions locked behind my teeth.

Tonight, my mouth went to the scar first.

Not to her cunt. The scar. I pressed my lips against the ridge of healed tissue and held them there. Slow. Deliberate. The kiss of a woman who had been waiting to ask and was asking now, with her mouth instead of her words.

Erin’s hand went to my hair. Not pulling. Resting. The hand of a woman feeling herself seen in a place she’d never let anyone look.

Then I moved to her cunt. My mouth on her swollen lips, my tongue flat against her clit, the taste of Erin and Matt together burning my throat as I swallowed. I had cleaned my husband’s cum from inside her with my tongue once before, and that same taste was here again, salt and musk and the two people I loved most in a single mouthful.

This time I didn’t need to clean. I wanted to worship.

I took my time, my tongue on her clit curling around its thick, creamy nub in slow circles, then faster, then slow again. My hands gripped her thighs, pressing them apart, holding her open. The stool creaked under her shifting weight. The espresso machine hummed. The kitchen held its breath.

“Jules.”

“Mmm?”

“Jules, please.”

Please.

She’d never said it during sex. Not in the bedroom, not in the wet room, not in any position she’d given herself to us in. Please was a coin she’d never spent, and spending it now—naked on a kitchen stool at midnight, my mouth on her cunt—was worth more than any orgasm I could give her.

I gave her one anyway.

I sucked her clit into my mouth and held it between my lips, pulled and worked it with the tip of my tongue until her thighs began to shake. My hands gripped her ankles, holding her wide open. Her fingers in my hair tightened, and her breathing went from controlled to ragged to the silence that came just before Erin broke.

“Don’t stop, Jules. Don’t fucking stop.”

She came hard, and it was deliciously messy. The wetness flooded my mouth, overflowed down my chin, dripped onto the tile between my knees. Not the orgasm that had cracked her open the first night. Not the one she’d given away in our bedroom an hour ago. This one was raw—the orgasm of a woman who’d come back and was finding out what coming back felt like when there was no audience, no husband watching, no triangle to hide inside.

Just two women in a kitchen.

One on a stool. One on her knees.

The sound she made was new. Not cracking, not releasing. Arriving. The sound of a woman who’d been somewhere else for a long time and was here now, and the here was terrifying, and she came anyway.

I stayed on my knees. Her cum was sticky on my chin, on my neck, then a drop on the tile. I didn’t wipe it. I looked up at her—her chest heaving, her dark eyes wet, her hand still in my hair.

“You kissed it.”

“I always kiss it.”

“You kissed it first tonight. Before anything else.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

I didn’t look away. I was on my knees on the kitchen floor with Erin’s cum on my chin and the truth in my mouth.

“Because I know it’s more than a scar, Erin. I can see where it is.”

The espresso machine clicked—the sound of readiness, the held moment after the hum stops and before the first shot pulls. Neither of us moved.

“It’s a bullet wound.”

“I know.”

“Nobody asked.”

“You never stayed for a good reason.”

“I can’t.”

Not won’t. Can’t.

It was a truth she’d never spent on anyone she’d fucked, anyone she’d lain beside, anyone she’d let close enough to see the mark and ask. Two words delivered naked on a stool in a house that wasn’t hers, to a woman kneeling between her legs.

I didn’t gasp or recoil. I stayed.

“When did you get shot?”

“My second year. It was a domestic call. The husband had a gun he wasn’t supposed to have.”

“And he shot you?”

“No. He dropped the gun. She shot him—”

“And then you?”

“She panicked.”

It was a short, factual, cop-report cadence. She delivered her own history the way she’d deliver a witness statement—date, location, facts. No self-pity. No drama. The voice of a woman who’d filed the report and lived with the consequences.

“The round went through—”

She stopped. Her jaw tightened. The muscle that moves when someone is holding back the end of a sentence that would change everything.

I waited. I was good at waiting when it mattered.

“The scarring is on my uterus. The muscular wall. The doctors said they can’t guarantee I’d carry to term. Not can’t. Can’t guarantee. Which is worse, because it means maybe, and maybe is the cruelest word in medicine.”

“Did the woman know what she’d done?”

“Yes.”

I stayed on my knees. The tile was cold. My chin was wet. The woman above me had just told me the thing she’d carried alone since her second year on the force, and the weight of it was in the kitchen now, sitting beside us like a third person who’d been there all along and had just made herself visible.

“So you run from romance.”

“But I still need intimacy.”

“Then find a place to stay.”

She sighed, cupped my cheeks, and smiled.

“If I stayed.” Her voice was level. Cop-level. Running the case forward. “With anyone. Think about what that means.”

I listened.

“If I stay with you and Matt, think about what it means if he wants children with both of us. And if he doesn’t.”

Her eyes on mine. Dark, steady, the eyes that assessed, that calculated, that saw around corners.

“Think about how I would feel if he didn’t mind that I cannot carry a baby, and you two had a family without me.”

“It’s not certain.”

“It’s been certain twice, Jules. That’s why my husband left.”

That was the knife that cut deepest. Not the bullet. Not the scar. Not the medical fact that lived in its tissue. The knife was the image she’d carried alone. A wife who couldn’t have a baby with the man she loved.

“Erin—”

“You can have his children, Jules. I can’t. What would that make us?”

I didn’t answer. I couldn’t.

I stayed on my knees. The silence was the answer.

“I’m not going anywhere. I don’t have words yet, and both of those things are true.”

“I understand, Jules, but do you?”

“Yes. I do.”

Erin wiped my chin with her thumb. The same gesture Matt used on me—the slow swipe across the skin, the tenderness in the pressure.

The three of us were learning each other’s hands.

“I would very much like us both to go upstairs and fuck your husband before I have to go to work.”

She took the weight she’d placed on the kitchen floor—not dismissed, not forgotten, set aside the way people set aside things that need attention later. The truth was on the record. Now there was a man upstairs who’d kissed her forehead and gone to bed, and she had until eleven.

“I also need clean panties. I seem to keep leaving mine in your house.”

“Those are mine, but you are welcome to anything in my closet.”

She smiled again.

“Thank you, Jules. I know what that means.”

I was about to say it, but she pressed a finger to my lips and shook her head.

“Matt. Now. Let’s share him.”

I laughed. The second laugh of the night. Erin’s mouth did the thing—not a smile, the ghost of one, the thing a smile leaves behind when it’s been held at the border.

I stood. My knees ached from the tile. I pulled Erin off the stool by both hands.

“Upstairs.”

Matt was in bed, awake, lying on his back, the lamp still on. He’d known we’d come. The look he gave us when we walked in—his wife and the woman we loved, both naked, both carrying whatever the kitchen had given us—was the look of a man who didn’t ask because he trusted the answer would arrive when it was ready.

Erin crossed to him. She climbed onto the bed. She kissed him—full, deliberate, her hands on his face, and the kiss was longer than the doorstep, longer than the hallway. She was choosing him. Not being given to him by me. Not being engineered into his bed. She’d walked across a room and put her mouth on his because she wanted it there.

“Matt.”

“Erin.”

“Your wife and I want to fuck you.”

“Is that right?”

“That’s right.”

His boxers came off. I climbed onto the bed and straddled Matt’s hips. His cock was hard against his stomach, the head swollen and dark, a wet streak of precum smeared across his skin. I wrapped my hand around his shaft—the heat of him, the pulse under my palm—and guided him inside me.

My cunt stretched around him, and I gasped.

Nine years of having the same cock, and it still made my breath catch. The familiar thickness, the angle he found without trying, the ridge of his head dragging against the spot that made my thighs shake. I’d been eaten and fucked and had Erin’s cum on my chin and my husband’s cum leaking from our lover’s cunt onto my thigh for half the night, and the slickness of everything we’d done made his first stroke inside me effortless.

I slid down until I felt him bottom out—the nudge against my cervix, the deep ache that walked the line between too much and exactly right.

“God, Jules. You’re drenched.”

Erin laughed.

“Your wife’s been eating me in your kitchen, Matt. What did you expect?”

Erin moved. She swung her leg over Matt’s chest, facing me—her knees on either side of his head, her cunt hovering above his mouth. I could see it from where I sat—the wet shine of her, Matt’s cum still leaking from her in a slow thread that caught the lamplight. She looked down at him between her thighs.

“Open your mouth, Matt.”

He did. His hands came up to her hips and pulled her down onto his tongue, and the sound Erin made—the sharp intake, the bitten-off groan—vibrated through the mattress and up through his cock into my cunt.

I felt her arrive on his mouth.

“Can you taste me, Matt? Your wife left me a hot mess.”

His answer was his tongue. I could see my husband’s jaw working between Erin’s thighs, the muscles of his neck taut, and I could hear it—the wet, obscene sound of my husband lapping the sticky mess from deep inside the woman I loved. Erin’s stomach muscles clenched. Her clit was right there, swollen and dark, and I watched his tongue find it and circle it, and Erin’s hips rolled forward, and her mouth fell open.

I rode Matt. His cock impaled deep inside me, stretching me with every downstroke, his mouth licking Erin. The two of us faced each other over his body—wife on his cock, lover on his tongue. Our knees almost touching. We were close enough to breathe each other’s air. Close enough to smell the sex coming off each of us—salt and musk and the warm copper undertone of arousal that filled the room like heat.

Erin reached for me. Her hands cupped my face, the way I’d held hers in the hallway. She kissed me. Her mouth tasted like coffee and salt and the kitchen floor and every truth she’d told me on the stool. I kissed her back with my husband’s cock buried in my cunt and her cunt on his mouth, and the circuit the three of us made was closed—a loop with no beginning and no end.

“Jules.”

She spoke into my mouth.

“I can feel his tongue deeper when you move.”

I rolled my hips down hard. Matt groaned into Erin’s cunt, and the vibration made her gasp against my lips. The groan traveled through his chest, through his cock, into the walls of my cunt.

“Do that again, Jules.”

I did.

Each downstroke drove my cunt onto Matt’s cock and drove his groan into Erin’s cunt. The three of us found a rhythm—my hips setting the pace, his tongue following, her hands gripping my shoulders as she ground down onto his face. Our mouths traded breath between strokes. I could taste Erin. I could taste myself on Erin. The slick sound of my cunt on Matt’s cock and the slick sound of his mouth on Erin’s cunt braided together until I couldn’t tell which was which.

“I’m not going anywhere tonight, Jules.”

“I know.”

She squeezed my shoulders and ground down onto Matt’s face, and I watched her from six inches away—the dark eyes going glassy, the mouth I’d been kissing falling open, the cop’s composure thinning at the edges. My cunt clenched around Matt’s cock, and my clit dragged against his pelvic bone on each stroke, and the pressure was building in me like a tide with nowhere to go but up.

Erin came first. From Matt’s tongue and from the rhythm of my body, driving his mouth into her. Her orgasm hit hard—her forehead dropping against mine, her fingers digging into my shoulders, her thighs clamping around Matt’s head.

A shudder started in her hips and traveled up through her chest. Her cunt flooded his mouth—I could hear it, the sudden wet rush against his tongue of squirt, and Matt moaned into her, and the moan went through his cock into me.

“Your husband is cumming.”

“I know. I can feel him.”

My cunt clenched so hard around Matt’s cock that I nearly came from the sound alone. Each throb stretched my throbbing pussy walls, his cock swelling and emptying in hot waves that filled me and overflowed around his shaft. Erin’s forehead was still against mine when it happened, and she saw my face change.

“You’re so beautiful, Jules.”

She held me tightly, and my cunt clamped down on Matt’s cock, and I came in rolling waves that I felt in my spine, my thighs, the soles of my feet, the hands that gripped Erin’s shoulders hard enough to leave marks. The sound torn out of me was raw—not a word, not a name, just the sound of a woman held by two people at once.

We were three bodies entwined, panting and moaning in the aftermath with the lamp still on. Matt was inside me, softening, his cum leaking from around his cock and pooling where our bodies joined. Erin still above his face, her forehead still against mine, her hands still on my shoulders. The room smelled like sex and coffee and skin and the particular salt of three people who’d emptied themselves into each other.

She kissed me once more. Slow. The taste of aftermath.

I slid off Matt’s cock and lay beside him. His cum dribbled down my inner thigh—warm, thick, the evidence of him still inside me. Erin lay on his other side, her head on his shoulder, her hand across his chest. The triangle had rotated. We were learning new configurations.

My husband fell asleep quickly, leaving me facing Erin.

She whispered.

“You understand why I can’t stay now?”

“Problems only last until there are solutions.”

“Jules. I have feelings for both of you, but can’t you see the danger here?”

“It’s more complex. I get it. But love—”

“Matt hasn’t told me he loves me.”

She didn’t accuse—just stating facts.

I went still.

“You’re looking for love, Jules.”

“Aren’t we all.”

“You can’t make that happen. That has to be him. Not because you engineered it. Not because you whispered it in his ear. Not because you built the evening and poured the wine and opened the door. Matt has to tell another woman because he means it, in a room you didn’t plan to be in, on a night nobody arranged.”

I looked at Matt. His eyes were closed. I looked back at Erin.

“You never stayed before.”

“I didn’t. Nor did I ever return. I never wore another woman’s panties either.”

“That has to mean something.”

“I’m not what you’re looking for, Jules.”

I held her close, and we drifted into a deep sleep.

Morning came the way mornings do after nights that change everything—slowly, then all at once, the light through the curtains turning the room from dark to gray to warm gold while three bodies lay in the wreckage of the bed.

Matt made coffee. Three cortados. The grinder, the tamp—tap, settle, polish—the shot pull, the milk, and the wrist-pour that left a single white heart on each surface. Three cups on the counter. The kitchen that had held a scar confession and an orgasm and a truth about babies was now holding breakfast, and the normality of it was the most extraordinary thing I’d felt in ten days.

We ate eggs and toast. Erin sat on the stool where I had made her cum—and ate with the cop’s economy of movement, her fork precise, her posture straight, her bare feet hooked around the rung. After we showered together, she’d put on one of Matt’s t-shirts and nothing else. The hem brushed her thighs, and the domesticity of it—Erin in my husband’s shirt, eating eggs in my kitchen—was more intimate than any of the sex.

“You cook well, Matt.”

“Jules taught me.”

“Jules teaches everyone everything.”

“Not everything.”

She looked at me over the rim of her cortado. The ghost-smile. The one that wasn’t a smile yet but knew where smiles lived.

I went upstairs and came back with a clean pair of panties. White cotton. Identical to the ones she’d arrived in, but not from the pack.

Erin took them with a grin and stood up from the stool. She stepped into them in the kitchen. Pulled them up under Matt’s t-shirt. I watched another woman put on my underwear in my kitchen, and the watching was as intimate as anything that had happened in the dark.

She dressed, and it was like the armor going back on. But the armor had a pair of my underwear beneath it now, and that changed the weight of it.

When it was time to leave, Erin turned in the hallway and looked at both of us. Matt and me watching the woman we loved put on her jacket.

She kissed Matt. Brief, on the mouth. His hand went to her waist, and she let it stay for two seconds before stepping back.

She kissed me the same way. Her hand on my face. The taste of coffee and eggs and Erin.

Then she looked at me. Straight, cop-level, the dark eyes that had been more open tonight than they’d been in years.

“Don’t push this.”

“I won’t.”

“I came back.”

Erin opened the door and walked out. She didn’t look back—but this time the not-looking-back was different. Not the kitchen doorway. Not the diner. This time it had the rhythm of a woman going to work, not a woman running away.

The door closed.

The house was quiet. The espresso machine ticked. The stool where Erin had sat—where she’d cum, where she’d told me about the bullet and the uterus and the math that didn’t work—stood empty in the morning light.

Matt looked at me.

I was crying.

Not the two-tear Beaune cry. Not the car cry from the drive home from Sal’s. This was the cry of a woman who’d gotten what she wanted and discovered that getting it came with a weight she hadn’t calculated. The scar. The bullet. The children Erin couldn’t carry. Her question—what would that make us?—sat in my chest like a stone I’d swallowed whole.

Matt’s eyes were wet too.

Both of us stood in the hallway crying.

“Is she coming back, Jules?”

“It’s complicated.”

He looked at me. The look of a man who heard the sentence underneath the sentence—the one I couldn’t say yet because it belonged to Erin, because the kitchen conversation had happened while he was upstairs, because I was carrying a truth that changed the shape of everything we were building, and it wasn’t mine to tell.

“Complicated how?”

I took his hand. Laced our fingers. The grip from the bed, from the quarrel, from every hard surface.

“I love you, darling.”

“That’s not an answer, Jules.”

“I know.”

The espresso machine ticked. The leather jacket was gone from the closet. The boots were gone from the floor. A new pair of white cotton briefs had left the house on Erin’s hips. The old pair—the ones she’d arrived in, the ones she’d been wearing for ten days—sat in the laundry basket.

The sharing continued. The thread was unbroken.
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