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Delighting the Door-to-Door Salesman

Grainne woke to the sound of rain tinkling on the flat roof, a delicate hiss that made the morning feel new and soft, and made her feel all the more safe and secure in her cocoon of warmth. She lingered in bed, sheets tangled around her waist. The windows were open just enough to bleed in the wet, loamy smell of the sodden garden and the muted construction sounds from the unfinished neighbourhood beyond the hedges.

It had been three weeks since she’d moved in. The place was a shoebox, but it was new and it was hers, and she’d spent every minute since the handover filling it with the things that made her feel real. Silk plants. Stacks of novels and old philosophy texts rescued from the campus library. A painting of a Greek statue done entirely in cobalts and umbers, which she’d hung in the entryway just to watch the neighbours squint at it through the glass. The nearest houses were all freshly built and barely occupied—fibreboard and optimism, waiting for life to happen.

She stretched, letting the sheets fall away, and padded barefoot to the bathroom. In the mirror, her hair fanned out in a halo of black, wild and frankly comical. She grinned at herself, teeth bright against the constant tan of her skin—a gift from her father’s side.

Shower. Creams. Toothbrush. Over her underwear, she threw on an oversized shirt that she didn’t bother to button up. No pants, because it was the weekend, because no one would see, and because Grainne wasn’t one to apologise for her legs anyway.

She was halfway through making coffee when the doorbell rang.

It was a cheap, tinny chime, a sound that would have been more at place in a sitcom, not a house like this. Grainne startled, nearly sloshing boiling water across the countertop. So early, and no one ever visited—she didn’t really know anyone here yet. She set down the kettle and tiptoed to the front window, careful not to be seen as she peeked out.

A man stood outside on the step, a plastic folder clamped in his fist. He was biting the inside of his lower lip with a look of absolute concentration, as if he were doing long division in his head or reciting a memorised script.

He was handsome, she thought, in a nervous way… high cheekbones, nice hair, a suit he filled out well, but was trying not to fidget in. He looked about her age, or maybe a few years older, and there was something about his posture—tense, upright, like he was bracing for a test—that stirred something in Grainne, made her want to open the door, even on a drizzly weekend morning like this when she’d usually ignore such an intrusion.

A thrill announced itself just under her skin, a low-voltage tingling that she hadn’t felt in quite some time. Not since college, not since the nights spent in the campus pool, the taste of chlorine and vodka, the dare of shedding her suit and slipping into the water. She’d always been the bold one, the one who said yes first and thought about the consequences only when they actually arrived, sheepish and late. She missed that version of herself now. She caught herself wondering what this man might do if he met her at a party. If he could handle that version of her at all.

He reached for the bell again, hesitated, and then pressed it with the tip of one finger. Commit, she thought, watching his lips move with silent rehearsal. She considered running upstairs to throw something appropriate on—humouring propriety—but the idea was so boring it hurt. Instead, she padded to the door with her shirt hanging open, letting the fresh air cut across her bare thighs.

Her hand hesitated on the latch, thumb curved over the cold metal. It would be so easy to play it safe, but where was the fun in that? The real thrill was in the risk. In the split-second between deciding and doing, she flashed back to those dorm room dares and balcony stripteases, the spiral of nervous giggles when her audience realised that she wasn’t bluffing. ‘Exhibitionist’ wasn’t a word she’d ever uttered out loud about herself… but she knew deep down that was a fundamental part of her.

She pulled the door open.

He blinked. Whatever speech he’d prepared withered instantly, the clipboard folder sagging against his thigh. She watched his eyes struggle to recalibrate, darting from her face to the loose, drifting line of her open shirt, the bare skin and hint of black bra between, the length of thigh beneath the hem. The man tried to reset, to rearrange his expression into something professional, but it was like he’d walked into a glass wall.

Grainne let her body language say all the things her mouth didn’t. She leaned against the doorframe, her breath cool and deliberate. “Hi,” she said, letting the vowel hang. “Can I help you?”

He seemed to access a backup copy of himself, some emergency protocol that kicked in when confronted with women half-dressed in doorways. “Yes—um. Hi. I’m—” He checked the badge clipped to his jacket, as if confirming his own name. “Henry,” he said at last, voice snagging on the consonant. “Henry with—uh—SafeNest. We’re doing an introductory sweep of the neighbourhood, just to—um—let everyone know about our, our services.” He tried valiantly to maintain eye contact, but his gaze drawn again and again to the slant of her collarbone, the errant fabric framing her chest, the flash of black lace between her thighs.

Grainne clutched the shirt close, affecting surprise, as if she’d just remembered she had a body at all, as if her deliberate display were some absent-minded accident. “Oh, god, I—sorry,” she said, letting a tremor of embarrassment seep into her voice. Enough to suggest that she might want to shut the door right away… but not enough to indicate that she actually would. “I didn’t realise I was so—underdressed. It’s just, it’s only myself her. I guess I wasn’t in the headspace for visitors.”

Henry’s ears turned a fascinating pink, as if they were suddenly filling with rosé. “No, it’s—fine. I mean, not fine—” He fumbled the folder, almost losing it to the wet step, then gathered it tight against his chest. “You’re totally fine. Er, it’s my fault for coming so early. I should have called ahead, but—”

She watched his nervous hands, the way his shoulders curled forward against the rain and her gaze. He was trying so hard to be professional, but she could feel the molecules of air between them thicken with mutual awareness. A little thrill zipped beneath her skin, quick and mean.

“What’s SafeNest?” she asked, blinking at him with what she hoped was the right balance of naïveté and challenge.

“Oh. We do home security—alarms, cameras, all that. Um, not that you need it, it’s a safe neighbourhood, obviously, but the developer’s offering a discount if you, er, sign up in the next week.” He stumbled, then tried to recover with a smile. “I can, uh, show you the brochure if you want.”

She let out a brittle laugh, faked a shiver, and clutched the shirt tighter. “Cameras, huh? I guess I should be more careful, then.” She could see him processing this, uncertain whether she was chastising or flirting. She let the pause linger, then stepped back from the threshold, leaving the door wide and herself still very much in view. “Sorry, you probably have a whole pitch. Do you want to come in?”

His breath caught, but he didn’t move. The rain hissed around his shoes, the smell of wet leaves and ozone mixing in the entryway between them. His hesitation was so pure it made her ache—how long had it been since she’d seen a man genuinely flustered by her? Not since the last grad student mixer, and even then they’d all been too busy performing casual indifference to get so honestly undone.

“Actually,” she said, as if only now truly considering her state, “maybe you could come back later? I should probably put some real clothes on, unless—” She let her voice trail off, just to see if he’d fill the silence.

He nodded, quick and rabbit-like. “That’s fine. I—I’ll just leave my card? If you’re interested?” He fished it out, hands shaking just enough to make her bite back a grin.

She took the card, letting her fingers brush his for a second longer than necessary. The contact was electric, a dry shock on a wet day that raced from her skin to the pit of her stomach. His pupils dilated, just a fraction. She considered saying something to make him even more uncomfortable—something wild, outrageous—but instead she simply smiled, soft and slow. “Thanks, Henry. I’ll call if I decide I need extra security.”

He lingered on the step, as if waiting for a punchline, then realised she was done and retreated down the path, every motion stiff with the effort not to look back. But of course he looked back. She made sure of it, standing framed in the doorway while he tripped over the curb and then caught himself, face bright with mortification.

The moment he rounded the corner, she shut the door, her body humming with a charge that wouldn’t dissipate. She looked at the card in her palm—Henry Lacey, SafeNest. She pressed it to her lips, tasting the cold metallic print, then tucked it into her shirt pocket.

Her reflection in the foyer mirror smirked back at her, hair still wild from the early hour and the breeze that had whipped through the doorway, shirt still invitingly askew. For a second, she debated heading upstairs and at least putting on a pair of pants. Instead, she poured her coffee as she was, stood at the kitchen window, and watched the rain make diamonds of the garden.

She wondered what Henry would say if he knew just how much her little act of exposure had affected her. She wondered if he’d still be picturing her as he made his rounds now. She wondered if he’d be hoping she’d call him back. She considered doing so immediately, but she refrained.

She would let him hope. She would let him picture. For now…

The thrill was in the waiting.

∞∞∞

She spent the next hour circling herself, nursing her coffee and a half-formed plan, unable to focus on anything for longer than it took a single rain droplet to slide down the glass. Grainne watched the garden for movement, for colour, for life, but her mind kept drawing her back to that image of Henry on the doorstep. The brief, hot glance he’d given her body, the way his voice had trembled, the almost-defeated clutch of the folder to his chest. She could almost taste the salt of his nerves… and it only made her hungry for more.

She wandered her small house, restless. She tried to read—twice, three times—and gave up, ignoring the brittle stack of books beside her armchair. She caught herself in the mirror again, this time in the hallway, and stopped to examine herself as if she were a specimen in a lab—bare legs, skin reflecting the cold morning with a faint, anticipatory gleam. She tried to see herself as Henry would have—a flash of skin, a curl of hair, a face as open as it was unreadable. What would he have told himself after he’d rounded the corner? What did men even do with a moment of accidental pleasure like that? She pictured him replaying it, hands tight on his folder, the memory of her legs making him stumble as he failed to watch where he was going. The though of it was almost as good as the act itself had been.

She slid her phone from the counter. The clock in the top corner of the screen flicked over to 11:17. Not even noon, but the morning had already stretched into something elastic and charged. SafeNest had a number, a generic one, but Henry had scrawled his own beneath in thin, sharp handwriting. She rolled the card between her fingers, flipping it over and over.

Her thumbs traversed the screen.

Hi, it’s the girl from No. 9. You might remember me? I’m interested in hearing your pitch. Pop back whenever you’re done with the other houses. I’m Grainne btw… you never asked.

She hesitated, thumb poised over send. If she’d called, she reasoned, it would be too forward. That would have revealed that she… cared. A message was much was better. The ambiguous lack of tone, the delay, the option for both of them to pretend this was normal business. She pressed send and tried not to stare at her phone like some desperate teenager awaiting a crush’s reply.

But she didn’t have to wait long. As she tried, pointlessly, to busy herself folding laundry, it vibrated. It had been less than three minutes.

Absolutely! I’ll swing back around in the afternoon. Thanks Grainne. I’m just two streets over.

She grinned to herself. She wondered if he’d planned to return regardless of her message, wondered if he’d been hoping for an excuse. Either way, she felt the familiar, coiling anticipation of the game. It was a test of boundaries, of who could push further without breaking that delicate, precious veneer of plausible deniability. That had always been her speciality.

∞∞∞

She tiptoed through the rest of the morning and into the afternoon, orbiting the idea, brushing against it again and again, until it was hot and thrumming inside her, a thing that needed out, a dare she’d already agreed to.

She would answer the door conspicuously just-showered, as if he’d caught her mid-ritual, peeled from the steam and too naked for company. A cliché, a setup, but what was the point of a new life if not to test the old boundaries at altered elevations? She shivered at the fantasy of his discomfort, the way he would try not to look… the way he would fail.

She set about preparing the stage. She ran a single, fluffy towel through the dryer and hung it from the handle of her bedroom door. She queued up a playlist that was all velvety synths and minor chords. She straightened the sofa cushions, checked the bathroom for smears of mascara, and opened the window in her room to draw in the sweet petrichor. She even dabbed some perfume on her clavicle, beneath where the towel would knot, so if he got close enough, he might register the remnants that remained after her ersatz shower—some part of him, at least.

By 1 o’clock, she was bored of waiting. She lay on her bed and tried to nap, but her heart was too busy with imaginary versions of the coming encounter for sleep to fully take her. In one such daydream, she tripped and dropped the towel. In another, he came on far too strong, and she had to rebuff his clumsy advances, dripping and evasive. In a third, she simply chickened out, greeting him in boring, dry clothes, and he looked the tiniest bit disappointed.

When the knock finally came, it rattled through her like a tuning fork. She sprung from her bed like the coiled spring she had become, discarding her shirt and underwear as she rushed to the shower. She let the water pound her skin, as scalding as she could stand, till her hair was a slick black river and her skin blushed through its perpetual tan. She was out again before the second knock came, accompanied this time by a ring of the doorbell too. He’s keen, she thought.

She dried herself off just enough to keep from trailing water on the stairs, then wrapped herself in the separate, pristine towel she’d prepared and laid out, cinching it under one arm, pinning it just above her breasts. No bra, no underwear. Just a towel and the memory of her perfume.

She padded down the stairs, making sure to stamp a bit on each step, as if she were the least bit annoyed at the interruption. She cracked the door, letting only her head and part of a bare shoulder peek out, and feigned a haggard, apologetic smile.

Henry stood on the stoop, rain droplets beaded on his eyebrows, suit even more sodden than before, looking as though he’d spent the last hour rehearsing but had forgotten the lines at the last second. He blinked when he saw her, eyes tripping over the towel and the wet hair sticking in glossy strands to her collarbone. He still held the same clipboard, and fumbled it once before getting a handle.

“Oh—Hi,” he said, both too loud and too tentative. He looked at the ground, then at her, then somewhere over her shoulder. “Sorry, did I—I hope I didn’t catch you at a, uh…”

“Awkward time?” she finished for him, amused at the predictability of it, how much easier he made it by being so utterly helpless. She gave the towel a perfunctory tug, as if she might lose it at any moment, and watched him pretend not to notice. “I was just in the shower. It’s fine. Come in before you drown.”

She stepped aside, the wet fringe of the towel brushing her thigh, then retreated just far enough for him to get a look, if he wanted it. He hesitated, then entered, immediately tracking muddy water onto the doormat. He was careful to close the door behind him, and careful not to look directly at her. She wondered how he functioned around women in general. Maybe he’d been born fifty years too late.

“I, um, brought the brochures,” he said, holding out a sheaf of glossy paper like a peace offering. He kept his eyes a level above hers, as if there was something dangerous in looking lower.

She took the papers, letting her hand linger on his for a second, feeling the heat radiate from his knuckles. “Thank you,” she said, letting her voice go warm. “Let me just—” She made a little half-turn, so the towel gaped ever so slightly at the hip, and gestured to the living room. “We can sit, if that’s easier?”

He followed, shoes squeaking, and sat on the very edge of the sofa, as if to do otherwise might set off a trap. She sat opposite, legs neatly crossed, towel riding up just enough. She flipped through the brochures, pretending to study the security camera diagrams. “So, tell me,” she said. “What makes SafeNest safer than anybody else?” She gave him the look she’d perfected as an undergrad—the one that said: I’m listening, but I’m also very aware of what you’re not saying.

He seemed to sense the implied dare. He leaned forward, fingers steepled, and found the pitch he’d lost at the door. “Well, our system is a closed loop—it can’t be hacked from outside, and everything’s double-encrypted, so even if someone managed to get access, all they’d see is scrambled data. Your privacy is absolutely guaranteed. You could walk around naked all day, and nobody would ever see unless you wanted them to.”

It was too perfect. Grainne let the line hang in the air a moment, then raised an eyebrow. “Walk around naked, huh? Sounds like you’ve been peeking.” She let it be a joke… but not entirely.

Henry’s ears pinked. “I wouldn’t—uh, I mean—” He tried to backpedal, but she could see the flash of a smile in his eyes. Maybe he wasn’t quite as deer-in-headlights as he seemed.

She eased back into the sofa, letting the towel slip a half-inch. “I’m kidding. I do like my privacy, though.” She paused, then let the words out, slow and deliberate. “But sometimes I wonder, you know? If there’s really such a thing. Privacy.” She watched him process this, watched his Adam’s apple jerk.

She flipped the brochure closed, dropped it on the coffee table. “Do you want a coffee? Or tea?” she asked, and stood before he could answer. She allowed the towel to drop low at the back as she turned. She felt cool air on the dimples above her tailbone.

Behind her, Henry stammered agreement. “Tea would be great, thanks.”

She heard him shifting on the sofa, no doubt trying to be a gentleman, trying not to track her with his gaze as she walked to the kitchen. She wondered what that self-control cost him. How much energy he’d spent all his life, fighting the urge to ogle, to imagine, to simply want.

She fixed her towel as she filled the kettle, her back to him, and watched the cloudy reflection of his face in the dark window over the sink. He stared down at the scattered brochures, as if memorising every word. He’d been so proper so far, so restrained, but she wanted to see how much he’d let her get away with. She wanted to know if he’d break, and if he did, what it would sound like.

Grainne made a show of searching for the tea caddy, stretching up high into the cupboard, the towel riding up with each reach. The soft terrycloth lifted, baring two-thirds of her ass before she pretended to notice and hiked it back into place, a performance she delivered slowly, absentmindedly. She caught Henry’s gaze, not in the glass of the kitchen window—but in the reflective chrome strip along the fridge, a funhouse slit of silver that let her see just how hard he was working not to look, and how utterly he failed.

Good. She wanted that look, even if she’d have denied it with a straight face and a flirty laugh. His pupils were huge. His knuckles were white on the arm of the sofa. She felt a pulse of satisfaction between her ribs.

She filled two mugs with boiling water, hand shaking just a little because she liked how close she was to a line she wasn’t supposed to cross. She set the mugs side by side and fumbled with the milk, sloshed a little onto the counter, let out an apologetic hiss as it dripped. She could feel his attention, just over her shoulder, heavy and raw, like a spot of sunlight warm on her bare thighs. She could have covered herself better again. But she didn’t.

She spooned in the single sugar he requested, stirred, and set the mugs on a tray. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Henry watching the line where the soft towel gave way to soft skin, the line that had lifted before, exposing her curves to him. She could see the prayer in those eyes, the hope of another accidental flash of flesh.

He glanced away when she turned, a flare of guilt, but she let herself smile, just a little, behind the rim of the mug as she brought it to him.

He took the tea with both hands, as if it were an anchor in a storm. “Thanks,” he said, his voice not quite steady.

She waited for him to take a sip before sitting across from him again, folding one leg over the other so the towel gapped at the side now, revealing an expanse of thigh. She cradled her own mug with both hands, as if she needed the warmth it gave.

“So,” she said, her own voice low and intimate. “Tell me more about the cameras. You said they couldn’t be hacked?”

He blinked. “Yeah, um. The, uh, feed is encrypted. Local storage, so nothing’s sent to the cloud unless you, uh, want it to be.” He kept his eyes on the mug, but she could see his gaze flicker now and then to the hollow at the base of her throat, the dark shadow where the towel was beginning to droop.

She let the silence draw out, then loosened her grip on the towel just a smidge, so it softened even more across her. The air in the room seemed to thicken, charged and a little sweet, like ozone after lightning. She wondered if he could feel it too.

She sipped her tea, waiting for him to say something interesting. He tried. “It’s all pretty straightforward,” he managed finally. “You can monitor it from your phone, but there’s, um, also an app for the computer. Or you can just use the control panel by your door, if you want. Some people, they like the old-fashioned way.”

She smirked at that. “There’s something to be said for the old-fashioned way.”

The conversation carried on like this, dull and formulaic. Her mind wasn’t on it. It was on her body, and his. It was on the subtle shifting of the towel around her. She allowed it to drop infinitesimally each time she moved in her seat. Each extra millimetre of exposure drew his gaze, thickened the air between them, but at all times she maintained plausible deniability. Even as the millimetres began to add up. Even as the swell of her right breast was freed. Even as cool air licked first at her areola and then, eventually, at her hardened nipple itself. She ignored it. She played dumb. She continued chatting as if her breast weren’t now completely exposed to this stranger.

She watched him try not to look. She delighted in his failure. His gaze landed and clung, then darted away, as if she might rescind the invitation if he overstayed his welcome. She wanted to laugh, but instead she ducked her head, made her shoulders small, and pretended to notice her exposure for the first time. Her hand flew to her chest, clutching the towel in comic horror.

“Oh my god,” she said, cheeks colouring only because she willed them to. “I am so sorry, I didn’t—fuck, I can’t believe I just—”

He shook his head, flustered. “No, no—don’t even worry. I didn’t see anything.” The lie was almost sweet. He sipped his tea, his ears burning red.

She tucked the towel neatly under her arms, crossing it tight, but not so tight that it became armour. She let the moment hang, then changed the subject back to security systems, and he did his best to focus. She could tell, though, that his heart wasn’t in it any more. He stammered, lost track of his pitch, a loop of words that barely held together.

She let him talk, watching his mouth, his hands, the way he hunched his shoulders as if shrinking from his own appetite. He was sweet, she thought. Or maybe just unpractised. She wondered what it would take to break him wide open.

They worked through the product line: motion sensors, window contacts, a panic button you could hide under your desk. She asked if he’d ever tested the system himself. He tried to make a joke about simulated break-ins, but it stumbled and died halfway out of his mouth. She pictured him in his bland company car, practicing lines to himself in the mirror. She wondered if he’d ever caught a client like this before, or if she was his first.

By the end of the tea, he seemed more comfortable. Maybe he figured the real danger had passed, that she’d buttoned herself up for good. He dared to look her in the eye, even. She liked that.

She finished her tea, set the mug down with a click. “So, what next?” She kept her arms folded over the towel, but let it slip, a lazy afterthought, as she stretched her legs out in front of her. “Do we go room to room?”

He blinked, caught off guard. “Uh—if you want. Most people just, you know, point out the windows they want covered, or—”

She uncrossed her legs, stood up. “Show me.” She dared herself, just a little. “Let’s start in the entryway. You can walk me through it.” She turned and started down the hallway, never looking back, knowing he’d follow, knowing he’d stare at her calves and the V of exposed skin beneath the towel.

They did the circuit—kitchen, bedroom, the stubby hallway with the laundry closet. She stopped at every window, every door, and asked questions she barely listened to the answers for. What mattered was that he was behind her now, close enough to brush the back of her leg if he reached out. She could feel his presence with a kind of animal sense. He was careful not to touch her, but sometimes his breath landed warm on her shoulder. She wished that just for a moment he’d brush past her, just once, just to see how it would feel.

She let him lead her back to the living room, where she perched herself on the armrest of the sofa and let the towel hitch higher still. She was playing chicken with herself now, more than him, daring her own body to cross the invisible border between accidental and… impossible to ignore.

Henry stood in the middle of the room, suddenly immense, a dark pillar of uncertainty smudging the light. The folders in his hand gave him the look of a man caught between floors in an unfamiliar elevator—trapped between a professional script and the surging panic of animal desire. She watched him war with it, watched his focus bounce from window to rug to her own knees, tanned and gleaming under the short hem of the white towel. He tried his best to pretend there was nothing to see. It was adorable.

Grainne drew a slow line up her thigh with her fingertip, as if idly tracing a thought. She noticed the way his breath caught, just a dip, just enough to betray him. “I bet you get a lot of housewives inviting you in,” she said, letting her voice pitch lower. “You know, for… consultations.” She widened her eyes, a parody of innocence.

He looked like he might choke on the nothing in his throat. “Uh—not really,” he managed, attempting a laugh that came out as a dry squeak. “People mostly just take the brochure. Or they’re not home. Even when they’re in, they’re not usually interested”

She shifted, letting the towel ride higher. It barely covered her at all now. “Well, I’m very interested. In home security.” She let the words hang. “It’s just… I’m new here, and it’s a little scary sometimes. All these empty houses. I keep thinking someone could be out there, watching.” She let her lips part, enough to be suggestive, enough to see if he would notice.

Henry sagged into the armchair across from her. He seemed to fold in on himself, the clipboard a shield against what she was doing to him. “That’s the whole point, really. Making you safe.” His eyes flicked again and again to her bare knees, the shadow and skin, the place where her thigh met the rucked fabric. “I mean. With a SafeNest, you’re safer than you think.”

“Do you have one?” she asked. “A SafeNest?”

He shook his head. “I live in an apartment.” He swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing. “Top floor. Not really—uh—a target.”

“Shame,” she said. “I’d love to see how it works before I commit.” She leaned forward. The towel gaped, a careless crescent. She watched him watch her, watched the way he tried not to. She wanted to see how much he could take.

She let it play out for another minute, the tension so thick she could have wrung it from the air. Then, abruptly, she stood, brushing past him as she made for the window. She looked out at the empty street, the half-built houses, the scaffolding draped in wet tarps. “You know,” she said, back still to him, “I was told it would be tough. Living alone. Scary, I mean.” She turned, the towel threatening to surrender with each motion. “And then today, with you here…”

He blinked, as if emerging from underwater.

She let herself look small, just for a moment. “Can I ask you something?”

He sat up straighter, eyes locked to hers. “Yeah. Anything.”

“Would it freak you out if I said I—I kind of liked the idea? That maybe someone is watching? That it’s… exciting?” She let the word smoulder.

His face went through a series of micro-expressions she could barely track. “No,” he blurted. “I mean, yes, but—no. I get it.” He coughed, the noise almost strangled. “I think most people… well, not most people, but—”

Henry’s words trailed off, fraying into silence. Grainne saw the precise instant he decided he couldn’t remain in this charged little room a moment longer—a flick of the eyes, a brief collapse of posture, like he’d been yanked by some invisible string. He stood abruptly, the brochures shivering in his hand, and set them on the coffee table with the delicacy of a man disarming a bomb.

“Anyway,” he said, voice two octaves higher than before and raw with the effort of appearing unaffected, “I should, uh… let you get on with your day. I’ve got a lot of houses to hit, and, um…” He gestured vaguely toward the street as if he might dissolve and float out through the window.

She was in front of him immediately, towel clutched tight, her body thrumming with the sudden certainty that this was her last chance, the final moment before the curtain dropped and he vanished into the slurry of unfinished houses and wet sidewalks. “Wait—” she said, a touch too loud. She snatched the brochures from the table. They fanned, scattered, a few fluttering glossier than the pages of a magazine, and then one leapt from her hand, arced, and landed at his feet.

“God, I’m sorry,” she said, pressing a hand to her forehead and letting the towel sag once more. “I’m an absolute klutz when I’m nervous.” It was only as she said it that she realised it was true. Beneath the performance, her fingers really were trembling.

He bent to pick up the brochure, and now he was right where she wanted him—kneeling before her, eyes level with the lowest edge of her towel, the place where her thigh curved just shy of meeting. She straightened, letting the terrycloth hitch higher, enough to reveal the full length of her leg in a single, unbroken line. If he just raised his head—just a fraction—he’d see everything now. He’d see her.

And he did. Oh, he did. He was only human after all—or at least as close to human as any man ever got—and the moment was too pure, too raw, for him to refuse. His gaze lifted, lingered just a second too long before stuttering away, but he couldn’t hide the way his face flushed, the way his breath went shallow and caught just behind his teeth.

She let the silence spool out, spinning it as thin as spider silk. Her legs parted ever so slightly, enough to suggest, to invite, but still not enough to signal that she was doing it on purpose. He stared, rapt, caught between apology and hunger, as if the mere act of looking could undo him.

For a heartbeat, the two of them hovered there—him on his knees, her above, the towel now an afterthought, a wisp, barely an obstacle. She felt a wet, molten warmth gather between her thighs, an ache so sudden and acute it made her toes curl into the carpet.

He handed up the brochure, his fingers grazing hers. The touch was cold and dry, but the way he looked up at her—face so close to where the towel ended that she could feel his breath on her—sent a cold spike up her arm, then the length of her whole body.

She took her time with it, flipping through the pages as if she might find there hidden message from him. She let the towel continue to gape, calculated, unhurried. He was still kneeling, but he looked ready to spring to his feet, like a man prepping to flee a confession booth.

“Henry,” she said, his name tasting like a dare. “You seem tense.”

His mouth was open, maybe to say something, maybe just to breathe. She watched the pulse working in his neck. He looked at her knees, then higher, pausing before continuing up to her face. “I’m—” he started, but it sounded like a lie even before he finished it.

She set the glossy brochure on the table beside her. “Is it because of how I’m dressed?” She let the question hang, airless. “Or not dressed.”

He stood, at last, but it seemed to take everything in him to pull himself away from the view. He frowned, not at her, but at the memory of the last five minutes. “No. I mean, yes, but—not in a bad way. It’s not a problem. For me.”

She liked that. Not a problem. She let the phrase repeat in her mind, a little electric bell. She slowly seated herself on the coffee table, looking up at him now through the black fan of her lashes. She’d liked it when he had been kneeling before her. But she preferred him towering above her. “Are you sure?” she said—soft, without mockery. “Because it’s fine if it is. I don’t mind making people uncomfortable.” She let her thighs drift open, her heels flat against the rug.

He didn’t answer right away, just looked at her, the way a diver might look at the surface before breaking through. He stopped trying to fake polite blindness. He looked at her. All the way at her.

“No,” he said, voice a rasp. “It’s not a problem.”

She let the towel open a little more, unambiguous now.. “What did you think,” she asked, “when I answered the door this morning?”

He laughed, a shot of embarrassment. “Honestly?” The laugh died on his lips.

“Always.” She leaned back, knees parting further, towel inching up until it was only a suggestion, no longer a garment but the memory of one. “I want to know.”

Henry looked as though he’d been asked to recite a confession in front of a jury. “I thought…” He shook his head, but the words found their level. “I thought you were the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen. And that… you knew it. And that you wanted—” He caught himself, but she didn’t let him off the hook.

“That I wanted what?”

He didn’t look away. “To be seen.”

She let the towel drop, just a fraction. “And have you seen me?”

He had no answer. He just continued to stare down at her, his chest rising and falling visibly.

She stood then, so close to him now that they were breathing each other’s air. “Do you want to touch me, Henry?”

He nodded. Just once.

Her heart warmed at the simplicity of it, the obviousness. “I want you to,” she whispered.

Henry reached out, his hand hovering in the air between them, trembling slightly. His fingers stretched toward her, then paused midway, as if encountering an invisible barrier. Grainne watched his face contort with indecision—his eyes darkening with desire, then clearing with panic, then darkening again. The war within him was almost beautiful to witness.

She didn't want to wait for him to resolve his moral quandary. She took his hand in hers, his skin warm and rough, and guided it to the edge of her towel. She pressed his palm flat against the cloth, just over her breast, holding it there until she felt his fingers flex involuntarily.

"It's okay," she whispered, and slowly slid his hand through the opening of the towel, onto her bare skin.

The contact was electric. His palm drifted across her nipple, sending a jolt through her that made her gasp. His touch was hesitant at first, then firmer as he cupped her breast, squeezing gently.

And then, as suddenly as he'd touched her, he jerked away, stumbling back a step.

"I'm sorry," he stammered, his face flushing crimson. "I shouldn't have—this is so unprofessional. I can't believe I just—"

"Henry," she said, cutting him off. The sound of his name seemed to steady him. "You don't need to apologise. I wanted you to touch me. I still want you to."

As if to prove her point, she let the towel fall completely. It slipped from her body and pooled at her feet with a soft whisper, leaving her completely naked before him. The cool air of the room prickled her skin, hardening her nipples further.

His eyes widened, taking in every inch of her. His breath came faster now, his chest rising and falling rapidly beneath his rain-dampened shirt.

She took his hand again, guiding it back to her breast. This time, he didn't pull away. His touch was more confident now, his palm warm against her skin. His thumb brushed over her nipple, exploring, sending a shiver of pleasure through her.

Without prompting, his other hand rose to cup her other breast, his fingers kneading the soft flesh with growing assurance. Grainne arched into his touch, her head falling back slightly as sensation rippled through her.

She was standing completely naked in her living room now, being groped by a man who'd knocked on her door just hours before. The reality of it sent a thrill through her that pooled low in her belly. This was exactly what she'd been missing, the precise rush she'd been chasing since those wild nights in college—the forbidden thrill of exposure, of being seen, of being desired.

"God, you're beautiful," Henry murmured, his voice husky with need. His hands moved more boldly now, exploring the curves of her breasts, tracing the line of her collarbone, sliding down to grip her waist.

Grainne stepped closer, pressing her naked body against him. The damp fabric of his suit was rough against her sensitive skin, the buttons of his shirt digging slightly into her flesh. The contrast between her nakedness and his fully clothed state only served to heighten her arousal.

"You've been thinking about this all day, haven't you?" she whispered, her lips close to his ear. She could feel him tremble against her. "Since this morning, when I answered the door…"

His hands slid lower, cupping her ass, pulling her tight against him. She could feel his hardness through his pants, pressing insistently against her bare stomach.

"I couldn't stop thinking about you," he admitted, his voice breaking slightly. "I kept seeing you in that shirt, the way it hung open…"

She reached up, threading her fingers through his still-wet hair, pulling his face down to hers. Their lips met in a hungry kiss, his mouth hot and demanding against hers. He tasted faintly of mint. She pressed closer, wanting more.

His hands roamed her naked body as they kissed, exploring every curve and hollow. When his fingers skimmed the inside of her thigh, inching upward, she gasped against his mouth.

"Wait," she said, pulling back just enough to look up at him. His eyes were dark with desire, his lips parted and swollen from their kiss. "Not here. Upstairs."

He nodded, seemingly unable to form words. She took his hand and led him toward the stairs, her naked body moving with deliberate grace. She could feel his eyes on her as she climbed, taking in the sway of her hips, the curve of her spine. Even this was another daring act of exposure, of allowing him to see her from below, to gaze up between her legs as they ascended the stairs, wanting, having to follow.

At the top of the stairs, she turned to face him. The look on his face—raw hunger mixed with wonder—made her feel powerful, desirable in a way she hadn't in too long.

"Are you sure?" he asked, his voice barely above a whisper.

In answer, she reached for the buttons of his shirt, slowly undoing them one by one. "I've been sure since the moment I opened the door this morning," she said, pushing the shirt from his shoulders. "I've been wanting this all day."

His chest was pale and leanly muscled, with a light dusting of dark hair. She ran her hands over it, feeling the rapid beat of his heart beneath her palm.

"I've never done anything like this," he confessed, his hands settling on her hips. "Met someone and just…"

"That's what makes it exciting," she said, reaching for his belt. "The unexpected. The risk." She undid his pants, letting them fall to the floor. "The not knowing what comes next."

He stepped out of his clothes, standing before her in just his boxers. She could see the outline of his erection straining against the fabric. She hooked her fingers in the waistband and slowly pulled them down, freeing him. She gently stroked him, just the once, as she rose again. The hitch it drew from his breath was endearing. They were both naked now. And that, she knew, marked only the end of the beginning.

"Come," she said, taking his hand again and leading him toward her bedroom.

As they crossed the threshold into her room, rain began to patter more insistently against the windows, creating a cocoon of sound around them. The world outside faded away, leaving just the two of them, skin against skin, desire building between them like electricity before a storm.

Grainne pulled him down onto the bed, her body arching up to meet his as he covered her with his weight. His hands were everywhere now, no longer hesitant but hungry, exploring every inch of her with growing confidence.

"Tell me what you want," he murmured against her neck, his breath hot on her skin.

Grainne looked up at him, knowing her eyes were blown wide now with desire, and decided she was tired of the tentative dance they'd been performing all day.

"I want you to stop holding back," she said, her voice low and commanding. "Do what you've been thinking about since you first saw me this morning. I know you've been imagining it. I want to feel it."

Something shifted in Henry's face—a dam breaking, permission granted. He didn't hesitate. His mouth claimed hers with newfound confidence, the kiss deep and hungry, no longer restrained. His hands cupped her face with reverence, then slid into her hair, gripping just tight enough to make her gasp.

He moved to her cheek, trailing kisses along her jaw, down the column of her throat. Each touch of his lips sent sparks cascading through her body. It was as if he'd been mapping her in his mind all day, planning precisely where to taste her.

When he reached her breasts, he paused, looking up at her with such raw appreciation that it made her breath catch. "You're incredible," he murmured against her skin. "Perfect." His tongue circled her nipple before drawing it into his mouth, sucking gently.

She arched beneath him, a moan escaping her lips. The sensation was exquisite—his warm mouth, the slight scrape of stubble against her sensitive skin. He lavished attention on one breast, then the other, his hands kneading, exploring.

"God, your skin," he whispered. "I've been thinking about how you'd taste all day."

Her body responded to his words as much as his touch, a delicious contradiction flowing through her. The day's tension was simultaneously dissolving and coiling tighter, a paradox of release and building pressure.

His lips travelled downward, kissing a path across her stomach. His hands traced the curve of her waist, then slid beneath her to grip her ass, lifting her slightly toward his mouth. She was breathing heavily now, anticipation making her tremble.

His tongue lapped at the inside of her thigh, his breath hot against her most sensitive skin. When he looked up, his eyes met hers, seeking final confirmation. "Are you sure?" he asked, his voice thick with lust and sudden restraint.

Grainne nodded emphatically, beyond words, beyond pretence. She wanted this—wanted him—with an urgency that surprised her.

The first touch of his tongue against her centre sent a jolt through her entire body. She cried out, her back arching off the bed. He was… God, he was good. Better than she could have possibly imagined. His tongue moved with deliberate skill, finding exactly the right rhythm, the perfect pressure.

She ground against his face, her hands finding their way into his hair, guiding him, encouraging him. His responsiveness was intoxicating—the way he adjusted to her every reaction, following her body's signals, reading her like a book he was determined to memorise.

"Yes," she gasped, "right there! Fuck, don't stop!"

The pressure built inside her, a coiling spring wound tighter and tighter. Her thighs began to tremble. Her fingers tightened in his hair. The world narrowed to this moment, this sensation, this man between her legs bringing her closer and closer to the edge.

When she came, it was with a force that shocked her.

Her body convulsed, waves of pleasure crashing through her as she cried out, a stream of obscenities falling from her lips. "Fuck! Oh god, fuck, Henry, yes!"

He stayed with her through it all, his mouth gentle but insistent, drawing out her pleasure until she was shaking, oversensitive, pulling him away with trembling hands.

As the aftershocks rippled through her, Grainne found herself laughing softly, a sound of pure satisfaction and surprise. She hadn't expected this—couldn’t have expected any of it—when she'd opened her door to the nervous salesman this morning.

Henry moved up her body, his expression a mixture of pride and barely contained desire. His lips were slick with her, and the sight sent another pulse of arousal through her core.

"Where did you learn to do that?" she asked, still catching her breath.

He smiled, a hint of shyness returning. "I pay attention," he said simply.

Grainne pulled him down for a kiss, tasting herself on his lips. She could feel his hardness pressed against her thigh, insistent and ready.

She rolled them over, suddenly hungry for something different, wanting to give him what he'd just given her. But she wasn't above a little selfishness. She’d give, but she still wanted to receive more herself.

"Lie back," she told him, her voice husky with the afterglow of her orgasm.

He obeyed without hesitation, stretching out, his eyes never leaving hers. She took a moment to appreciate the sight of him—all lean muscle and pale skin against her dark sheets, his cock standing proudly, awaiting her attention.

She moved over him with deliberate slowness, letting her hair brush against his chest as she lowered her mouth to his collarbone. She wanted to mimic his earlier reverence, to show him the same careful attention he'd shown her. Her lips traced a path across his skin, tasting salt and rain and something uniquely him.

His breath hitched as she moved lower, her tongue circling one of his nipples before continuing its journey downward. She could feel him trembling beneath her, his muscles tense with anticipation.

"You don't have to—" he began, but she silenced him with a look.

"I want to," she said simply, her hands sliding along his thighs, feeling them tense under her touch.

When she reached his cock, she didn't immediately give him what he wanted. Instead, she played, teasing him with light touches, dragging her bottom lip along his length, watching it twitch in response. She lapped at his balls playfully, delighting in the way his hips jerked upward involuntarily, the way his hands fisted in the sheets.

His reactions were intoxicating—every gasp, every twitch, every barely suppressed moan. She looked up the length of his body to find him watching her, his eyes intense, his bottom lip caught between his teeth.

But before she took him into her mouth, she made her intentions clear. The memory of his tongue between her legs was still electric on her skin. She wanted more.

"Henry," she said, her voice throaty with desire, "you were too good. I need that again."

She didn't wait for a reply. Instead, she pivoted her body, swinging one leg over him until she was straddling his face, her knees on either side of his head. Only then did she finally lean forward and wrap her lips around him, savouring the way he twitched against her tongue.

Almost immediately, his hands were on her hips, her ass, pulling her down to meet his eager mouth once more. The first touch of his tongue made her moan around his cock, sending vibrations through him that had him groaning against her wet flesh.

They were locked in a circuit of giving and receiving pleasure, each response triggering another. The dual sensations were overwhelming—his mouth working between her legs while she took him deeper, matching his rhythm. Her second orgasm built faster than the first, spurred by the taste of him, the feel of him, the sounds he made against her skin.

His hips began to move in shallow thrusts, careful not to choke her but clearly losing some control. She encouraged him, taking him deeper, her hands gripping his thighs. His fingers dug into the flesh of her ass, holding her firmly against his mouth as his tongue worked magic.

When she came again, it was with his cock deep in her throat, her body convulsing around him. The intensity of it had her pulling back, gasping for air, her hand continuing to stroke him as she rode out the waves of pleasure on his tongue.

As soon as she could think clearly, she returned to her task with renewed enthusiasm, determined to bring him the same ecstasy he'd given her twice now. She could feel him getting close—the tension in his thighs, the increased urgency of his movements.

"Grainne," he gasped against her, his voice muffled by her flesh. "I'm going to—"

She released him as soon as he said it, saliva spilling from her lips onto his cock.

“Not yet, you’re not,” she said, glancing over her shoulder at him.

He smiled back and squeezed her ass in response, as if holding on for dear life, his fingers digging into the soft flesh. The look on his face was delicious—desperate and hungry and completely at her mercy.

“I want more,” Grainne told him, urgently. “I wanted to go all the way.”

Henry’s smile faltered. “I… I didn’t come prepared for this. I don’t have anything with me.”

“Bedside cabinet,” she prompted, nodding toward it. “Top drawer.”

His hand reached out, fumbling with the drawer. He found the condom almost immediately and held it up, relief making her want to laugh. She took it from him, still straddling his chest, then tore the wrapper open with her teeth. The latex felt cool against her fingers as she rolled it onto him, enjoying his twitching response to her touch.

She shimmied down his body, still facing away. Something about that position made her feel more vulnerable, more exposed. She couldn’t see his face or gauge his reactions except through touch and sound—and the thought sent a fresh wave of heat through her.

Grainne raised herself above his waiting cock, feeling the blunt head brush against her. Henry’s hands came up to help position it, his fingers brushing her intimate flesh as she began to lower herself.

Despite being soaked from his mouth and her two orgasms, it was a struggle at first. The resistance itself was exquisite—that delicious burn of being stretched, accommodating him inch by inch. She settled down on him slowly, savouring every sensation. Then he was filling her completely, buried to the hilt inside her.

They both moaned their appreciation. The sound echoed off her bedroom walls, mingling with the steady patter of rain against the window. His hands found her hips, guiding and encouraging her to move. She rose up tentatively, then lowered herself again, testing the feel of him.

“God, that’s good,” she gasped as she found a rhythm. His hips thrust up to meet hers, matching her pace perfectly. The sensation overwhelmed her—his cock hitting places that made her vision blur, his hands firm on her hips, controlling yet yielding to her lead.

The sharp crack of his palm against her ass startled her, sending a jolt of pleasure-pain through her body.

“Of all the views you’ve given me today,” Henry said, his voice strained with effort, “this one is definitely the best.”

Grainne felt a strange twinge of jealousy. She wished she could see what he saw—her body taking him in, his cock disappearing inside her with each downward motion. The mental image alone made her clench around him involuntarily.

She closed her eyes, picturing him pounding up into her, the place where their bodies joined. Her imagination filled in what her eyes couldn’t see and pushed her closer to the edge again.

“I’m close,” she panted, her movements growing erratic.

“Me too,” he groaned, gripping her hips almost painfully tight.

“Together,” she said, practically pleading.

And suddenly they did come together, in a rush of sensation so intense it bordered on agony. Grainne felt herself contract around him as waves of pleasure crashed through her body. Behind her, Henry cried out, his hips jerking upward one final time, as his impossible hardness was joined by an unmistakable heat inside her.

She collapsed backward onto his chest, both of them panting, skin slick with sweat. His hands roamed her body, finding her breasts and cupping them gently as if to ground himself. She could feel him still hard inside her, pulsing with aftershocks.

“Holy shit,” she whispered, her voice raw. Her body felt boneless and utterly spent, yet still humming with residual pleasure.

Henry’s laugh was soft against her back, his breath tickling her shoulder blade. “That was… unexpected.”

“The good kind of unexpected?” she asked, though she already knew the answer from the way his arms tightened around her.

“The best kind,” he murmured, pressing his lips to her shoulder.

They lay like that for a long moment, their breathing slowly returning to normal. The rain’s steady rhythm outside created a cocoon around them, sealing them off from the rest of the world.

Eventually, Grainne shifted, wincing as he slipped out of her. She turned to face him, studying his features for the first time since they’d entered the bedroom. His face was flushed, dark hair damp with sweat and rain, eyes soft with satisfaction and wonder.

“So,” she said, tracing a finger along his jawline, “about those security cameras…”

Henry laughed, the sound rich and unguarded. “Were you actually interested in the professional assessment, or was this all just a ploy to get me into bed?”

She grinned, unrepentant. “Couldn’t it be both?”

He pulled her close, his hand sliding down the curve of her spine. “I suppose it could,” he said, fingers tracing idle patterns on her lower back. “Though I should warn you, I might be biased now.”

“How so?” she asked, propping herself on an elbow and enjoying the way his gaze dropped to her breasts.

“Well,” he said in a mock-professional tone, “I might recommend more cameras than strictly necessary. You know, for thorough coverage.”

Grainne laughed, delighted by his playful side. “And would you be monitoring those cameras personally?”

“Quality control,” he said solemnly, though his eyes danced with mischief. “It’s very important in my line of work.”

"I guess I must be deserving of the premium package,” she teased, reaching out to trace the line of his jaw.

He caught her hand, pressing a kiss to her palm that was surprisingly tender. "It’s only for very special clients."

She pulled him in for a proper kiss, slow and deep, tasting herself on his lips as he no doubt tasted himself on hers. When they parted, she felt a curious warmth spreading through her chest that had nothing to do with physical satisfaction.

"So," she said, trying to keep her voice light, "do you still have other houses to hit today?"

Henry glanced at the window, where rain was now hammering against the glass. "I should," he admitted. "But honestly, I don't think I can move right now." His eyes returned to her face, suddenly uncertain. "Unless you want me to go?"

Grainne considered this, tracing patterns on his chest with her fingertip. The day stretched ahead of them, empty and full of possibilities. The rain outside made the bedroom feel like a sanctuary, a world apart from reality.

"Stay," she decided. "At least until the rain stops."

His smile was slow and genuine, lighting up his entire face. "It looks like it might rain all day."

"What a shame," she murmured, sliding closer to him, her leg hooking over his. "Whatever shall we do to pass the time?"

His hand moved to her hip, his touch no longer hesitant but possessive, confident. "I have a few ideas," he said, lowering his mouth to her neck. "Starting with a proper tour of the house. I think we missed a few… security vulnerabilities."

Grainne laughed, tilting her head to give him better access. "Did we? Like what?"

"Well," he said between kisses, "we haven't checked the shower yet. Or the kitchen counter. Or the wall by the front door…"

She pulled back just enough to look at him, surprised and delighted by this new boldness. "Henry," she said, mock-scandalised, "are you suggesting what I think you're suggesting?"

He grinned, all traces of the nervous salesman gone. "Just being thorough, ma'am. SafeNest prides itself on comprehensive coverage."

"In that case," she said, pushing him onto his back and straddling him properly this time, "we'd better get started. It's a very thorough inspection I need."

As she leaned down to kiss him again, Grainne felt a thrill that had nothing to do with exhibitionism or the forbidden. This was something else entirely—something unexpected and potentially dangerous in a completely different way. But as his arms wrapped around her, pulling her close, she decided that that was something she could try to decipher tomorrow.

Today, there was just this room, this man, and the rain creating a blanketed world that belonged only to them.
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