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Chapter 1: The Persuasion

The wine was a Sancerre she liked, cold enough that the bottle sweated onto the counter where I had opened it ten minutes ago. We had finished dinner. The plates sat in the sink with the water running over them — a habit she had, letting the tap soak the residue before she loaded the dishwasher. Yuko sat at the kitchen table with her glass, scrolling through her phone, her thumb moving in the slow rhythm of someone reading nothing in particular.

I watched her from the doorway.

We spoke in Japanese, as we always did.

The thought had lived in my chest for months. Not a fantasy — fantasies dissolve on waking. This was structural. It had weight and edges I could feel when I breathed too deeply, the way a patient describes a mass before the scan confirms it. I had rehearsed the approach the way I planned a difficult consultation — not the words themselves but the angle of entry. The first incision had to be precise. Directness would fail. She would hear the raw proposition and recoil, not from disgust but from the sudden exposure of something she was not ready to see in me. I needed the conditional tense. The hypothetical. The grammar of desire held at one remove.

I sat across from her. The table was narrow enough that our knees almost touched.

“Can I ask you something strange?” I said.

She looked up from her phone. “How strange?”

“Hypothetical.”

“Go ahead.”

I took a drink of the wine. Set the glass down. The base clicked against the wood and the sound was louder than it should have been because the kitchen was quiet and both of us were listening.

“Have you ever thought about what it would be like with someone else?”

The silence that followed was not empty. I watched it work through her face — the flicker of confusion, then the adjustment of her lips that meant she was choosing her next expression rather than allowing one to arrive. She was deciding how to react. The decision itself was the answer.

“Someone else,” she said. Not a question. A repetition, buying time.

“Another man.”

“Why are you asking me this?”

“Because I want to know.”

She turned the wine glass on the table, rotating it by the stem. One full turn. “Everyone thinks about it. That doesn’t mean anything.”

“I know. I’m not asking if it means anything. I’m asking if you’ve thought about it.”

“Have you?”

“Yes.”

She looked at me then with an expression I would later recognize as the first version of something that recurred — a look that contained both alarm and the recognition that the alarm had arrived too late, that the door I was opening had been unlocked longer than either of us knew.

“What are you asking, Hiroshi?”

“I’m asking what you would want him to do.”

“Him. You already have a him.”

“No. I’m asking you to imagine one. Whoever you want. What would you want?”

“I don’t know.”

“Think about it.”

Her fingers stopped turning the glass. She was still for a long moment, and then she took a breath that lifted her shoulders, and the flush began at her collarbones — the same place it always started, that territory of skin where her body announced what her mouth had not.

“This is a strange conversation,” she said.

“I know.”

“And you want me to answer? Seriously?”

“I want you to think about it. Out loud. With me.”

She drank. Set the glass down. Looked at the table. Looked at me.

“Someone tall,” she said. The words came out flat, testing the air. “Someone who — I don’t know. Someone different from you. Not better. Different.”

My cock was hard. The shift happened between her saying tall and her saying different — a single pulse of blood that tightened my trousers and made me shift my weight. I pressed my thigh against the chair to hold the sensation.

“Different how?” I asked.

“Bigger, maybe. Broader. Hands that are —” She stopped. “This is ridiculous.”

“It isn’t.”

“You’re getting off on this.”

“Yes.”

The admission landed between us and stayed. She stared at me, and the flush had reached her neck, and her breathing had changed — shorter, the top of each breath caught in her throat. She was aroused. She knew that I could see it. She did not cover it.

“Keep going,” I said.

She drank the rest of her wine. Set the glass down with a precision that belied the tremor in her hand. “He takes his time. He doesn’t rush. He — he touches me and he watches me react and he adjusts.” She was no longer constructing a hypothetical. She was describing a man. The specificity had shifted from abstract to concrete without either of us naming the transition. “He puts his mouth on my neck. Below my ear. He breathes there. I can feel the heat of his breath and his mouth is open against my skin and I can feel —”

“What?”

“His tongue. Against my pulse. He can feel my heartbeat with his mouth.” She looked at her hands. The flush had spread from her neck to her chest, disappearing below the collar of her shirt. “He undresses me slowly. He watches each piece of clothing come off. He doesn’t grab. He uncovers.”

My cock pressed against the seam of my trousers with an urgency that made it difficult to sit still. I shifted. She saw me shift. Her eyes dropped to my lap and then returned to my face and in that glance was a recognition that the game we were playing had changed the room’s chemistry.

“And when you’re both undressed?” I asked.

“He puts me on the bed. On my back. He kneels between my legs and he looks at me. He takes his time looking. Nobody looks at me like that.” She caught herself. “I mean — he would. In this hypothetical. He would look at me the way —”

“The way I don’t.”

She did not correct me. The silence that followed was an answer she chose not to speak.

“Come here,” I said.

She did not come. She said: “If I play this game with you, we can’t undo it.”

“I know.”

“You know. You always know.” She pushed back from the table, and for a moment I thought she would leave the room, but she walked around to my side and stood in front of me with her arms at her sides and her chin lifted in a way that was halfway between defiance and offering. I reached for her waist. She let me pull her closer.

* * *

“Tell me more,” I said. My hands slid under her shirt, palms against the warm skin of her stomach. “His hands. What do they do?”

“Hiroshi —”

“Just imagine.”

I pulled her onto my lap. She settled with her knees on either side of my thighs, the chair creaking under our weight. My hands moved up her ribs, found her breasts through the thin fabric of her bra, and her breath caught. She was wet — I could feel the heat of her through the layers between us, the cotton of her trousers and mine, and the contact was not enough and too much at the same time.

“His hands,” I said again. My thumb traced the curve of her nipple through the cloth. She pressed forward into the touch.

“He puts them on my hips. Like you’re doing now. But harder.” Her voice had dropped, the surface of reluctance thinning to a membrane I could hear through. “He holds me in place. He’s stronger than you. He doesn’t ask. He just moves me where he wants me.”

I lifted her shirt over her head. She raised her arms. The bra was pale blue, unmatched — not planned, not purchased for anything. I unhooked it and let it fall between us, and her breasts were bare, nipples drawn tight in the kitchen air. I put my mouth on the left one and sucked and she gasped and gripped the back of my head.

“Keep talking,” I said against her skin.

“He undresses me.” Her fingers tightened in my hair. “Slowly. Not like you — you rush. He takes his time. He looks at every part of me.”

“What does he see?”

“Everything. He sees all of it. And he tells me.”

“Tells you what?”

“That I’m —” She rocked against me, her hips finding a rhythm that ground her center against the ridge of my cock through our clothes. “That I’m beautiful. That he’s been thinking about this.”

My mouth moved to her right breast. I tongued the nipple and felt it harden further against my teeth. She made a sound — low, from her throat — and her hips ground down harder, and the pressure of her through the fabric was enough that I could feel the heat of her arousal soaking through. My cock strained against the seam of my trousers. Each time she rocked forward, the friction sent a pulse up through my abdomen.

“And then?” I said.

“He touches me.” Her voice was rougher now, the reluctance thinning further with each roll of her hips. “Between my legs. His fingers. They’re thick — bigger than yours. He pushes my underwear aside and slides his finger along —”

I stood, lifting her. She wrapped her legs around my waist — automatic, the geometry of years together. I carried her to the bedroom and put her on the bed and pulled her trousers down and her underwear with them, one motion, and she was naked beneath me with her knees apart and her chest heaving and the hypothetical man still in the room like a third presence neither of us could see.

I freed myself from my trousers. My cock jutted forward, the head slick with what had leaked through since the conversation began. I positioned myself at her entrance and felt her — hot, swollen, the lips parted and wet enough that when I pressed forward the resistance was nothing. I slid into her in one stroke, my full length, and she clenched around me and made a sound that was half moan, half word, and the word might have been yes or might have been the beginning of something she chose not to finish.

“Imagine his hands on your hips,” I said, thrusting. “Right here.” I gripped her hips where I held her and she arched her back and I drove deeper. The angle pushed me against the front wall of her and she gasped — the sharp gasp that meant contact with the place she rarely let me find.

“He’s bigger than you,” she whispered. Her eyes were closed. “I can feel more of him. The stretch is different.”

The words hit me in the lower spine. I thrust harder. My cock was not enough — it was what she had, not what she was imagining — and the knowledge that I was a stand-in, a rehearsal prop for my own replacement, should have unmade me. Instead it sent a current from my pelvis to my chest that made me drive into her with a force I usually reserved.

She opened her eyes. Looked at me. The look was wild, unguarded, the performance of the hypothetical dissolving into something she was actually seeing behind her eyes.

“You’re imagining him right now,” I said.

“You told me to.”

“How does he feel?”

“Full,” she said. “I feel full. He goes deeper. The angle is —” She broke off, her hips lifting to meet me, and I changed my angle, trying to find what she was describing, pressing forward and up, and she gasped and said, “There. Like that. But more.”

I pulled out to the head. Held. She made a sound of protest — her hips chasing me, her body wanting what I was withholding. I pushed in again, slow, the full length of my shaft splitting her open, and I watched her face as each inch entered her. Her mouth fell open. Her brows drew together. The flush had spread from her collarbones down to the tops of her breasts, a map of heat I could read like a chart.

“More,” she said. “He gives me more.”

I fucked her. Hard. The bed frame knocked the wall and I did not care and she did not care. Her legs wrapped around me and her ankles locked against the small of my back and I gripped the headboard with one hand and her hip with the other and drove into her while the imagined man watched or participated or dissolved — I could no longer tell where the fantasy ended and the act began. Her inner walls gripped me with each thrust, the wet friction of her arousal slicking my shaft, and each withdrawal left a coolness on my skin that the next stroke erased.

She began to shake. I felt it first in her thighs — a tremor that traveled up through her abdomen — and then her back arched off the mattress and her fingers dug into my shoulders and she clenched around me with a force that stopped my stroke. She came with her mouth open and her eyes shut and a sound that was not a word — a sound from somewhere deeper than speech, a sound that might have been meant for me or might have been meant for the man she was seeing behind her closed eyes.

I followed. The orgasm hit me like a fall — sudden, vertical, emptying. I pushed deep and held and my cock pulsed inside her, three, four contractions, and I felt myself empty into her while her body still gripped and released, gripped and released, the aftershocks pulling at me until I was spent and breathing hard and the room was quiet except for the sound of us.

* * *

We lay in the dark. Her breathing slowed. The hypothetical man was gone, or hiding, or waiting.

“If,” she said. The word hung in the bedroom air. “And I’m not saying I will. But if something happened with someone. Who would you want it to be?”

My heart was still hammering. I turned my head on the pillow. “The English teacher.”

A pause. Then: “Mark-sensei?”

His name in her mouth. In the dark. In our bed, after sex, with my semen still inside her and the hypothetical not yet dissolved. The name had a different weight here than it carried in the context of Thursday lessons and textbooks and the polite scheduling emails. Here it was a body. A possibility. A man she already knew and already sat across from every week in a private soundproofed room and had already, perhaps, looked at with the part of her mind I had just unlocked.

She was quiet for a long time. I listened to her breathe and felt the wetness of our combined fluids cooling between her thighs.

“I’ll think about it,” she said.

The phrase landed and stayed. I would hear it again — in different rooms, at different hours, with different distances between us. But this was the first time, and it sounded like a door opening onto a hallway I could not see the end of.

A flicker passed through me — a hand on my wrist, decades ago, in a different bedroom, and the feeling had been the same. The recognition that something had started which would not stop on its own. I pushed it down. Not now.

* * *

Yuko’s breathing deepened toward sleep. Her body relaxed against the mattress, one arm flung above her head, her lips parted. I lay beside her and watched the shape of her in the half-dark and waited until her exhales carried the heaviness of real sleep.

Then I closed my eyes and built it.

Mark. The name was a shape now, a placeholder for a body I had never seen undressed. I gave him height — six feet, maybe more. Yuko had sat across from him weekly, and when she described tall and broader her voice had carried the weight of observation, not invention. I gave him hands — large, the fingers thick, the kind of hands that covered territory when they gripped. I gave him the American confidence she had mentioned once after a lesson, laughing about how he gestured when he talked, how his body occupied space the way Japanese men’s bodies did not.

I put those hands on my wife.

The fantasy began as a loop. His hands on her waist. His mouth on her neck. Her shirt lifting over her head — his fingers on the hem, not mine — the fabric rising past her stomach, her ribs, her breasts. The bra unhooked by hands that knew the mechanism. Her nipples in his mouth, first one, then the other, and her back arching into him the way it had arched into me minutes ago, except now the hands on her hips were broader and the body above her was heavier and the mouth on her breast was not mine.

My cock stirred against the mattress. I reached down. Gripped. Stroked — slow, the rhythm deliberate, the way I did when I wanted the image to last.

His hand slid down her stomach. Past her navel. His fingers found the waistband of her underwear and slipped beneath the elastic. She was wet — in the fantasy she was always wet, because she had been wet for me and she would be wet for him, and the wetness was the common language their bodies would share. His fingers parted her. Two fingers, thick, pressing into her, and she gasped and her knees fell open and he curled upward and found the spot that made her grip whatever was nearest.

I stroked faster. My grip tightened.

He withdrew his hand. Positioned himself above her. The cock I had never seen but had already imagined from the word bigger — long, thick, the head broader than mine, a shape she would feel differently inside her. He pressed forward. She opened. The head entered and she gasped at the stretch — the stretch she had described during sex, the different that meant more — and he pushed deeper, inch by inch, watching her face, and her mouth fell open and her eyes stayed open and she watched him enter her and accepted what he gave.

He moved. Slow strokes. Her legs wrapped around him. His hands on her hips, gripping hard, pulling her onto him. The rhythm built. She made the sound — the sound from deeper than speech, the one she had made when she came.

I came. The orgasm tore through my hand and my stomach and my chest in three sharp pulses. I bit the inside of my cheek to stay silent. The wetness hit my stomach, my wrist, the sheet beneath me. I held the image — his body above hers, the movement, the sound — until the last spasm passed and my hand went still.

I wiped my hand on the sheet. My breathing slowed. Beside me, Yuko slept. The curve of her shoulder rose and fell. She did not know what I had done. She did not know what I had built from the materials she had given me.

I’ll think about it. The words hung in the dark above our bed like smoke from a fire neither of us had set.


Chapter 2: The Signs

The receipt was folded once and placed in the kitchen trash beneath a coffee filter. La Perla, Omotesando. Thirty-two thousand yen. She had never bought underwear without telling me.

I stood over the bin with the wet filter in one hand and the slip of paper in the other, reading the date. Four days after our conversation. Two days before her Thursday lesson. The numbers arranged themselves into a sequence I could follow the way I followed a patient’s chart — symptom, onset, progression. She was preparing for something, and the preparation had a name I did not say aloud.

I put the receipt back in the trash and washed my hands.

The days since the Wednesday conversation had moved with a surface calm that fooled neither of us. We had not mentioned it. We ate dinner. We talked about her mother’s upcoming visit and the leak in the bathroom ceiling and the colleague who had invited me to a conference in Osaka. We slept in the same bed, in the same positions, and did not touch. The conversation sat between us like a piece of furniture we both walked around without acknowledging.

But I watched.

Yuko spent longer choosing what to wear for her Thursday lesson. This was not dramatic — she did not stand before the closet deliberating. She simply paused. A pause that had not existed before. She would reach for one blouse, withdraw her hand, select another. The blouses she chose were thinner. The necklines lower by a centimeter. The skirts she paired them with were the same skirts she always wore, but she ironed them now. She had not ironed her lesson clothes before.

She checked her reflection more often. Not in the bathroom mirror, where she always checked — at the hallway mirror, on the way out, turning to see herself from behind. Once I caught her standing in the bedroom with her phone held at arm’s length, angling the camera over her shoulder to see the back of her blouse. She saw me in the doorway and lowered the phone and said nothing and I said nothing and the silence held the shape of what we both understood.

Her posture had changed. She stood straighter. She held her shoulders back in a way that lifted her chest. The shift was small — millimeters of bone and muscle — but I had spent twelve years reading this body. It was the posture of a woman who was aware of being looked at. The posture of a woman who wanted to be looked at by someone specific.

* * *

Thursday. Yuko left for her lesson at six. She wore a white blouse and grey trousers, professional, contained. But the blouse was new. I had not seen it before. The fabric was thinner than what she usually chose, and when she turned to pick up her bag, the line of her bra showed through the back — a dark strap against pale cloth. She had chosen to be seen through.

I sat on the sofa and waited. The apartment filled with the particular silence of her absence — not quiet, exactly, but hollow, a container emptied of the one element that gave it shape. I poured a glass of water. Opened my laptop. Closed it. The screen threw my reflection back at me and I did not want to see my own face.

She returned at eight-fifteen. She came in with her bag over her shoulder and her shoes already half-off, the efficient undressing of arrival. Her cheeks were pink from the walk. She set the bag down and looked at me.

“He touched my hand today,” she said. “During the lesson. Not by accident.”

The sentence was simple. Subject, verb, object, qualifier. But the qualifier — not by accident — was the load-bearing structure. I sat with it. My cock stiffened against my thigh before my mind finished processing the words.

“How?” I asked.

“We were going over vocabulary. He was correcting my pronunciation. He put his hand on mine on the table and said, ‘Like this,’ and moved my fingers on the page as if the word had a shape he could make me feel.” She paused. “His hand was warm. Larger than mine. It covered my hand completely.”

“And you?”

“I let him. I didn’t pull away. The lesson continued. He took his hand back after — five seconds. Maybe six. But his fingers brushed mine when he pulled away. Deliberately.”

She went to the kitchen and poured a glass of water. I heard the tap run, the glass fill, the small sound of her swallowing. My erection pressed against the seam of my trousers. His hand on hers. Warm. In the fluorescent light of the language school, between the textbook and the vocabulary list, in the private room where no one could see. A teacher’s correction. A man’s declaration. Both at once.

* * *

His hand on hers became his hand on her wrist.

The transition happened without my permission. I was sitting on the sofa, listening to the sound of Yuko in the kitchen, and the image arrived complete — Mark’s fingers closing around her wrist, the thumb pressing the pulse point where her heart would be fast and visible.

His hand on her wrist became his hand on her thigh under the desk. The fingers pushed the fabric of her trousers upward, finding the inside of her knee, the soft territory above it. She would hold still. She would let him. The fluorescent light and the whiteboard and the muffled voices from the next room would continue around them, and his hand would climb.

Higher. The classroom dissolved. They were in his apartment — a studio I assembled from fragments: small, cheap, a gaijin neighborhood, the narrow bed she would eventually describe to me with the flat specificity of someone delivering a diagnosis. His hand was no longer on her hand but between her legs. Bare now. Her trousers on the floor. She was on his bed with her knees apart and his fingers inside her. Two fingers. She had not told me about his hands, but I had seen language teachers — young, confident, their hands large from years of writing on boards, gripping markers, gesturing. Two of his fingers would be thicker than two of mine. She would feel the difference. Her body would register the size of him — fingers first, then later his cock — as a series of revelations, each one teaching her what she could accommodate.

I opened my trousers. My cock was rigid, the head slick with the fluid that had been leaking since she said not by accident. I gripped it and began to stroke — slow, measured, the way I did when I wanted the image to last, when the goal was not release but the sustained intensity of proximity to release.

In the fantasy, Mark withdrew his fingers from inside her and brought them to his mouth. He tasted her. She watched him do it. Then he lowered his head between her thighs and his mouth replaced his hand and Yuko’s back arched on the narrow bed and her hands found his hair — darker than mine, thicker, the kind a woman could grip — and she held on.

His tongue moved in patterns I invented for him. Slow circles around her clit. Flat pressure. The patience of a man who was twenty-six and had all the time in the world and the kind of stamina that came from youth and confidence and the specific American lack of shame about putting his face between a woman’s legs for as long as she needed. She responded the way I imagined she would — the building tension, the opening of her thighs, wider, her heels pressing into the mattress, the sound beginning in her throat.

He wrapped his arms under her thighs. Held her open. His forearms pinned her legs apart and his mouth was sealed against her and she could not close herself to him even if she wanted to. The control was his. The pleasure was his to administer and hers to receive and the dynamic was different from ours — with me she directed, she told me what she needed, she managed the encounter. With him she was managed. With him she surrendered the navigation.

His tongue circled faster. His lips closed around her clit and held the suction while the tip worked against the trapped nerve cluster. She gripped the sheets. Her back arched. The sound that came from her was the sound of a woman approaching an orgasm she had not orchestrated — an orgasm arriving on someone else’s schedule, from someone else’s technique, at a pace she could not control.

I stroked faster. The image sharpened.

He did not stop when she came. She clenched and shook and pulled his hair and he held her thighs open and his tongue continued — through the orgasm, through the aftershocks, through the sensitivity that made her legs try to close — and she made sounds I had never heard from her, sounds that came from the place where pleasure crossed into something harder to name.

He rose from between her legs. His mouth wet. His cock visible through his shorts — the shape straining against the fabric, the length and thickness forming a ridge she could trace with her eyes. She reached for it. Her hand closed around him through the cotton and he was large — bigger than me, the word she had whispered in the dark with her eyes closed while I fucked her — and she felt the weight and the heat and she pulled the waistband down.

His cock sprang free. Long. Thick at the base, the head darker than the shaft, a vein running the underside that she would feel when he entered her. She wrapped her hand around it. Her fingers did not close. The girth was enough that her thumb and fingertips did not meet. She stroked him once, base to tip, and he made a sound.

He reached for the condom on the nightstand. Tore the foil. Rolled it on with practiced hands while she watched — the watching was the detail, the proof that she was present, not enduring but participating, her eyes on his cock as he sheathed it.

He positioned himself above her. She opened her legs. He pressed the head against her and she was wet enough from his mouth that the entry was smooth — the head pushed past the ring of muscle and she gasped at the stretch. Wider than my cock. Longer. Filling her in dimensions I could not replicate. He pushed deeper, slow, and her mouth fell open and her eyes stayed open and she watched his hips descend until he was seated fully inside her.

He moved. Slow strokes. The bed creaked. Her legs wrapped around him and the angle changed and something inside her shifted — the spot, the depth, the place I had never quite reached — and her back arched and her hands gripped his arms and the sound came.

I came. The orgasm hit without warning — a spasm that started deep and erupted in three pulses, my hand tightening, my breath caught in my throat. I came onto my stomach and my hand and the sofa cushion, and the fantasy collapsed, and I was alone in the apartment with my spent cock in my hand and the silence pressing in from the walls.

I cleaned myself with a tissue from the box on the side table. My breathing slowed. I pulled my trousers closed and sat up.

* * *

Yuko was in the kitchen. She had been talking about the hand-touch, and I had left the conversation somewhere between her description and my construction, and now she was standing at the counter with her glass of water and looking at me with an expression that was either patience or knowledge.

“He asked if I wanted to have coffee after next week’s lesson,” she said. “Not at the school. At a café nearby.”

Lesson. Coffee. Café. The progression mapped itself without my help — each step leading to the next, a staircase both of us could see and neither would name. Coffee at a café would become dinner. Dinner would become a drink at his apartment. His apartment would become the narrow bed. The narrow bed would become everything I had just imagined, or nothing like it.

“Which café?” I asked.

“He said there’s one near the station. I don’t remember the name.”

She came back to the living room with her glass and sat in the chair across from me and looked at me with an expression that said she could see the staircase too, and that she was waiting for me to say the word that would move her to the next step, and that she would not move without it.

I said nothing. She drank her water. The step hung between us, unclimbed.

* * *

That night I reached for her in bed. She was wearing a T-shirt and cotton shorts, her hair damp from the shower, her skin warm and soap-scented. She turned toward me and I kissed her and the kiss tasted of toothpaste and the residue of the evening’s conversation and the unclimbed step.

I pulled her shorts down. She lifted her hips to help — the small collaboration of years, the body’s memory of how to be undressed by this particular pair of hands. I touched her between her legs and she was slick, the arousal either held from the charged lesson or generated in the minutes since we got into bed. I chose to believe the former. The thought that Mark’s hand on hers had left her wet hours later sent a current through me that tightened my grip on her thigh.

“Tell me what you think will happen at the café,” I said.

She stiffened. “I’m not doing this.”

But she did not close her legs. She did not pull away. My fingers moved against her, slow circles on the swollen center of her, and she stayed open, her body contradicting her refusal in real time.

“Tell me,” I said. Softer.

“Hiroshi.”

“Just what you think. That’s all.”

She was quiet. My fingers continued. Her hips shifted, tilting toward my hand, seeking more pressure. Her breathing changed — shorter, the catches coming closer together.

“He’ll sit close,” she said. The words came slowly, each one extracted by the motion of my hand. “He’ll sit close and we’ll talk and it won’t be about English anymore.”

I entered her with two fingers. She gasped, her back arching, and I felt her walls grip me and I curled upward, finding the spot, and her legs opened wider.

“What else?”

“He’ll touch me. My hand again, or my arm. He does that. He touches when he talks. Americans do that.” Her voice was breaking apart, the sentences fragmenting under the pressure of my fingers working inside her.

I withdrew and positioned myself between her legs. She looked up at me, her face half-lit by the streetlight through the curtains, and I pushed in. She received me with a long exhale that emptied her lungs and seemed to empty something else too — a resistance, a held breath she had been keeping all day.

“He’ll walk me out after,” she said. I was moving inside her, slow and deep, and she was speaking between breaths and the words were fragmented by my thrusts. “He’ll walk me to the station. And at the station he’ll ask if I want to come to his apartment.”

“And you’ll go.”

“I don’t know.”

“You’ll go.”

She turned her face to the side. Her profile in the half-dark. “If you want me to.”

I thrust deeper. She made a sound — low, compressed, a sound I knew. I pulled back and drove in again and she gripped the sheet with both hands and the scenario dissolved into the physical, her words replaced by breathing, by the rhythmic contact of our bodies, by the wet sound of me inside her where the day’s arousal had been waiting.

She came with her face turned away from me. I felt the contraction — the deep, rhythmic squeeze that pulled at me and then released — and her head tipped back and her mouth opened and the sound she made was the sound of a woman who had been thinking about another man’s hands all evening and was now being fucked by her husband and could not separate the two sources of her arousal and did not try.

I followed. I buried myself and came in long pulses that emptied me while her body still gripped and released, gripped and released, the aftershocks overlapping with my orgasm until we were both spent and breathing hard.

Afterward. She lay with her back to me, my arm over her waist.

“If I do this,” she said. Her voice was steady, post-coital, the careful diction of someone constructing a contract. “And I’m saying if. It’s because you asked me to. Not because I want to. You need to understand that.”

I looked at the back of her neck. The fine hairs there, the ridge of her spine disappearing into the T-shirt she had pulled back on. Her face was turned away, and I could not read it, and I wondered whether the statement was a contract she needed me to sign or a story she needed herself to believe.

“I understand,” I said.

She said nothing more. Her breathing slowed. I lay awake and felt the spent warmth of her body against mine and the cooling residue of sex on my skin and the certainty that the staircase between us now had one fewer step left unclimbed.

Sleep did not come for a long time.


Chapter 3: The Agreement

She came through the door talking.

This was new. Every other return — from lessons, from errands, from the ordinary exits and entrances of a marriage — Yuko entered quietly. She set her bag down first, removed her shoes, moved through the transitional rituals of the genkan before she spoke. But tonight she was already mid-sentence as the door swung open, her voice preceding her body into the apartment like a weather front.

“— and the café was on the second floor, this narrow staircase, and he put his hand on my back going up. Not low. Just between my shoulders. But he kept it there.”

She was flushed. Her cheeks held color I had not seen since the early years of our marriage, when she used to come home from drinks with her university friends giddy and warm and full of stories she could not contain. She set her bag on the counter — the same spot, always — and turned to face me and her eyes were bright and her mouth was moving and I realized she had not paused for breath since the door opened.

“We sat by the window. He ordered for me — not in a presumptuous way, he asked first, but he knew what I wanted. He remembered from a conversation weeks ago that I liked flat whites. He remembered.” She said the word twice, as if the repetition proved something she needed proven.

My cock was hardening. The flush on her face, the speed of her speech, the detail about the hand on her back — each one a pulse of blood southward that I registered before my mind could evaluate. I leaned against the kitchen counter and let her talk.

“He walked me to the station after. Through the crowd. He’s tall enough that I could see him above everyone. And at the gate he stopped and he looked at me and said —”

She paused. The first pause since she had entered. She looked at me, and the brightness in her eyes shifted to something more deliberate.

“He asked me to come to his apartment. Next Tuesday. For dinner.”

The word sat between us. Dinner. I heard the quotation marks she did not speak. She heard me hear them.

“And?” I asked.

“I said I’d let him know.”

My erection pressed against the seam of my trousers. I shifted my weight. She watched me shift.

“What should I wear?” she asked.

The question was the answer. Not should I go but what should I wear. The conditional tense had collapsed into logistics. I crossed the kitchen in two steps and pulled her against me and kissed her and she tasted like coffee — his coffee, the flat white he had remembered she liked — and beneath the coffee her own mouth, the familiar territory that now bordered foreign land.

* * *

I walked her backward to the bedroom. She let me. Her hands found my belt while I worked the buttons of her blouse — the thin one, the new one she had worn for him — and I thought about Mark seeing the outline of her bra through the fabric the way I had seen it that morning when she dressed. I pushed the blouse off her shoulders and unhooked her bra and her breasts were warm against my palms.

“The navy dress,” I said. I pulled her trousers down. She stepped out of them. “The one with the neckline.”

“The one that shows my collarbones,” she said. Not a question. She knew which one I meant and why. She stood in her underwear — not the La Perla, a plain pair, cotton — and looked at me with her chin raised.

“Matching underwear,” I said. “The black set.”

“I’ll decide what underwear to wear.”

“The black set.”

She pushed my trousers down. My cock sprang free and she wrapped her hand around it — one firm stroke, base to tip — and I groaned and pulled her onto the bed. She went willingly, her legs parting as I settled between them, and I could feel her heat through the cotton of her underwear, the dampness that told me the café and the hand on her back and the question about dinner had done to her what they had done to me.

I pulled her underwear to the side. Did not take them off — pushed the fabric away and slid two fingers into her and she was wet, open, ready. She gasped and gripped my wrist.

“What time will you get there?” I asked. My fingers moved inside her, curling upward, finding the place she liked.

“Seven,” she said. Her hips tilted toward my hand. “He said seven.”

“And you’ll leave by?”

“I don’t know.” She caught her breath as my thumb found her clit. “Eleven. Midnight. Whenever.”

I withdrew my fingers and positioned myself at her entrance. She looked up at me. I pushed in — slow, steady, one long stroke until I was seated fully and she had taken all of me and her breath was held and her hands were on my shoulders.

“The navy dress,” I said again, pulling back, pushing in. A rhythm. “He’ll see your collarbones. He’ll want to put his mouth there.”

“Hiroshi —”

“Will you let him?”

She did not answer with words. Her legs wrapped around my waist — the same geometry we had practiced a thousand times, but the context had shifted and the geometry meant something different now. I thrust harder. She met me.

“He’ll take the dress off,” I said. “He’ll find whatever underwear you chose. He’ll put his hands on you. On your breasts. On your stomach. Lower.”

“You’re doing this again.” Her voice was fractured by my rhythm, each word landing between thrusts. “Using me to build your —”

“Tell me what he’ll do.”

“I don’t know what he’ll do.”

“Guess.”

I changed my angle, lifting her hips, and she cried out — short, sharp, the sound she made when I found depth. I held the angle and drove into her and she gripped the sheets and her back arched.

“He’ll be slow,” she said. “He was slow at the café. He doesn’t rush. He looked at me like he had all the time in the world. Like nothing else existed outside the two of us.”

“And when he has you on the bed?”

“The same. He’ll be slow. He’ll make me wait.”

The image detonated in my lower spine. Mark above Yuko. Holding himself at her entrance. Not pushing in. Making her ask for it. Yuko beneath him, wanting, waiting, her hips lifting toward a man who was not me. I drove hard and fast and she grabbed my arms and we fucked with Tuesday between us like a third body in the bed.

She came first. I felt the contraction — the deep, rhythmic squeeze that pulled at my cock — and her head tipped back and her mouth opened and the sound she made was the sound of a woman who had spent an afternoon sitting across from another man in a café by a window and was now being fucked by her husband and could not separate the two currents of her arousal. She did not try.

I followed. I buried myself and came in long, drawn-out pulses that emptied me while her body still gripped and released, gripped and released, the aftershocks overlapping with my orgasm until we were both spent and breathing hard and the navy dress existed somewhere in the closet waiting for Tuesday.

* * *

We lay in the dark. Her head on my chest. My hand on her hip, the thumb moving in slow circles on the bone.

“This is for you,” she said. “Remember that. Whatever happens on Tuesday — it’s because you asked me to do this.”

“I know.”

“I need you to remember. When I’m there. When I’m with him. This was your idea.”

“I know.”

Her voice was steady. Post-coital. The diction of a woman constructing a document with precise terms. I heard the conditional frame — this is for you, you asked, your idea — and beneath it, the structure she was building for herself. The architecture of deniability. The story she would tell herself when she was in his apartment and his hands were on her body and the arousal she felt was not borrowed from her husband’s fantasy but her own.

“I’ll call you when I get there,” she said. “And when I leave. Between those two calls —”

“Silence.”

“Silence.” She pressed her face into my chest. “What happens in the silence is the encounter. You don’t get to know in real time.”

I imagined the silence. The gap between the two calls. The minutes or hours when my wife would be in another man’s apartment and I would be here, in this bed, with nothing but the walls and my imagination.

He would open the door. She would enter. They would eat the dinner he made — something simple, American, the effort visible but not strained. They would drink. The conversation would shift. His hand would find her knee. She would not move it away. The kiss. The bed. The undressing. His mouth on her body, his hands opening her, his cock pressing into her — larger, thicker, the stretch she had whispered about in the dark.

My cock stirred against her thigh. Spent, softening, but responding to the image. She felt it and did not comment.

“I’ll call you when I leave,” she repeated. “And I’ll come home and tell you everything.”

“Everything.”

“Whatever you want to know.” A pause. “Whatever I’m willing to say.”

The distinction between everything and whatever I’m willing to say passed between us and I registered it and let it go.

She pulled the sheet up to her shoulder. The conversation was over. The contract had been signed in conditional ink.

* * *

The days before Tuesday moved in a rhythm I could measure by her preparations.

Saturday: she took the navy dress from the closet and hung it on the bedroom door. The fabric was a dark blue that looked black in low light. She ironed it herself — she never ironed — and the hiss of the steam and the careful attention she paid to the hem told me more than any sentence. She was preparing for a date with another man in a dress she had chosen because I told her it showed her collarbones.

Sunday: she went to the hair salon. She came back with her hair trimmed — barely visible, a centimeter at most, the kind of maintenance cut only someone who looked closely would notice. I noticed. The ends were sharper, the line across her shoulders cleaner.

Monday evening: I stood in the bathroom doorway and watched her shave her legs. The door was open. She sat on the edge of the tub with one leg extended, the razor moving in smooth strokes from ankle to knee, the foam falling in strips. She had never shaved with the door open. The privacy of the act — the maintenance of the body, the preparation of the skin — had always been hers alone. Now she performed it in my sightline, and the openness was a sentence she spoke without words: look at what I am doing. Look at what I am doing for him. Look at me getting ready.

Her calf was smooth and wet. She moved to the thigh, lifting the razor higher, the blade tracking the inner surface where the skin was softest. She was thorough. She was preparing every surface of herself for another man’s touch, and the thoroughness was erotic in a way I had not anticipated — the care she was taking, the deliberateness, the fact that each stroke of the razor was a decision she had made and was making visible to me.

I was hard. I had been hard since she sat down on the tub’s edge. I stood in the doorway with my erection and my silence and watched my wife make herself ready for another man’s bed and did nothing but watch.

* * *

Monday night. The apartment was dark. Yuko slept beside me — turned away, the curve of her hip under the sheet, her breathing even. The navy dress hung on the bedroom door like a second skin waiting to be inhabited.

I could not sleep.

The fantasy came without invitation. It assembled itself from the materials of the week — the dress, the haircut, the shaved legs, the café report, the hand on her back — and built the Tuesday evening in my mind with the precision of an architect’s rendering.

Mark opens the door. He is wearing a T-shirt and jeans, casual, American. He smiles. Yuko enters. The apartment is small and warm and smells of cooking — something simple, the effort visible. They eat at the desk he has cleared and set with two plates. They drink wine. He tells her about his life in the States. She laughs at something he says and the laugh is real, not performed, and the realness of it is what begins the shift from dinner to what comes after.

He stands. Clears the plates. Comes back and sits on the bed — the only other seat — and pats the space beside him. She moves from the chair to the bed. The distance closes. His hand on her knee. She does not move it away.

He kisses her. His mouth covers hers and his hand slides from her knee to her thigh and her lips part and she leans into him. The kiss deepens. His hand moves up her thigh to the hem of the navy dress and his fingers find bare skin above her knee — the skin she shaved last night while I watched from the doorway.

He unzips the dress. The sound of the zipper — a mechanical whisper that opens her. The dress loosens. He pulls it down over her breasts, her waist, her hips. She lifts off the bed so he can slide it past. She is in her underwear. Whatever she chose. His eyes move over her body and his hands follow.

He unclasps her bra. Her breasts fall free — the breasts I have held for twelve years, now in his hands, now in his mouth. He sucks one nipple and cups the other and she arches toward him and her hand finds the back of his head.

He pulls her underwear down. She lifts her hips — the same cooperative motion, the same geometry. He spreads her legs and looks at her and she is wet, she has been wet since the desk and the wine and the hand on her knee. He puts his mouth on her. His tongue parts her folds and finds her clit and she gasps and her hips rise off the mattress.

I gripped my cock under the sheet. The fantasy sharpened. His tongue on her, the slow circles I imagined, the patience. Her hands in his hair. Her thighs trembling. The build.

He rises. Hard. She watches him undress. His body is larger than mine — broader, thicker, the build of a man in his twenties. He reaches for the condom. The foil tears. He rolls it on while she watches. The watching.

He enters her. She opens her legs and he pushes in and her mouth falls open and the sound she makes is the sound I have been hearing in my mind for weeks — the sound that might be pleasure or surrender or the place where the two become the same thing.

He moves. Deep strokes. Slow. Her legs wrap around him. His hands grip her hips. She says his name or shapes it with her mouth. The rhythm builds. The narrow bed creaks.

I stroked faster under the sheet. The bed shifted. Beside me, Yuko’s breathing caught — a skip in the rhythm — and I did not know if she was awake or dreaming.

He drove into her. Harder. The creaking louder. She gripped his arms. Her head tipped back. The sound built — louder, closer, the wave approaching the shore —

I came. The orgasm tore through me in three sharp contractions and I bit the inside of my cheek to stay silent. My hand was wet. The sheet was wet. Yuko was a silhouette beside me, still, her back to me, the sheet rising and falling with her breath.

I wiped my hand on my stomach. My heartbeat slowed. The fantasy dissolved, leaving only the dark room and the navy dress on the door and the clock ticking toward Tuesday.

Tomorrow she would put on that dress. She would take the train to Azabu-Juban. She would climb the stairs to his apartment. She would knock. The door would open. And between my two phone calls — the arrival and the departure — the silence would fill with everything I had imagined, or nothing like it.

“I’m awake,” Yuko said.

I held still.

“I know what you were doing.”

I said nothing. The wet evidence cooled on my skin.

She was quiet for a long time. Then: “My next lesson is Thursday.”


Chapter 4: The Wait

Tuesday came the way a verdict comes — not suddenly, but with the slow accumulation of hours that had already decided their outcome.

I watched her dress from the bedroom doorway. The navy dress slid over her hips and settled at mid-thigh. She had chosen stockings with a seam running up the back, the ones she usually saved for formal dinners at restaurants where the clientele dressed as if being observed. Her hair was down, brushed until it caught the light from the hallway in a dark sheen. She applied perfume at the hollow of her throat, then paused, then applied it again at her wrists.

Two applications. I noted this the way I noted a patient’s vitals — without comment, recording the data for later interpretation.

She walked to the genkan and stepped into her heels. The sound of each buckle fastening was precise and unhurried. She picked up the small bag — the one that held only a phone, a lipstick, a transit card. Nothing else was needed where she was going.

At the door, she turned. Her eyes found mine.

“I’ll call when I get there.”

“Okay.”

She studied my face. Whatever she was looking for, she found it or decided not to look further. She opened the door.

“Yuko.”

She stopped.

“The navy dress was the right choice.”

Something crossed her face — a movement at the corners of her mouth that was not a smile and not not a smile. She stepped through the door and pulled it closed behind her and the latch clicked and her heels faded down the hallway and I was alone.

* * *

The apartment emptied. Not of furniture or air but of the element that made it habitable. I stood in the hallway for a long time after the door closed, listening to the silence fill the space her presence had vacated. The scent of her perfume hung at the threshold — the second application, the one meant for him, still diffusing into the air she had left behind.

I walked to the kitchen. Poured whisky. The glass sat on the counter and I looked at it and did not drink. I opened a bottle of wine — the bottle I would offer her when she came home — and set it on the table with two glasses. I checked my phone. No messages. The screen showed 6:42.

She would arrive at his apartment at seven. The train from Minato-ku to Azabu-Juban was twenty-two minutes. She would walk from the station. She would climb the stairs. She would knock.

I sat on the sofa. Stood. Walked to the bedroom. The sheets were the ones I had changed that morning — white, crisp, pulled tight at the corners. I had done this without thinking, an instinct that disguised itself as housekeeping. I was preparing the bed the way she had prepared her body. Both of us making surfaces ready for what would follow.

I returned to the living room. The whisky sat untouched. The clock read 6:51.

I loosened my belt. Not all the way — a notch, enough to relieve the pressure where my erection strained against the waistband. The erection had arrived the moment the door closed and had not diminished. It sat at the center of my body like a compass needle pointing toward something I could not see.

* * *

The phone rang at 7:04.

“I’m here.” Her voice was calm. Behind it — traffic noise, a door buzzer. “I’m going in.”

“Okay,” I said.

A pause. I could hear her breathing. Faster than the calm voice suggested. “I’ll call when I leave.”

She hung up. The call lasted eleven seconds. I replayed it in my mind: I’m here. I’m going in. The present tense. Not I’ve arrived or I’m at his building. I’m here. I’m going in. As if she were a diver standing on the edge and the phone call was her last breath at the surface.

I set the phone on the coffee table, screen up, and stared at it. The screen dimmed. Went dark. My reflection appeared in the black glass — a small, distorted face watching itself watch the phone.

The silence began.

* * *

Seven-fifteen. She was inside. She was in his apartment right now, removing her heels at his genkan — did he have a genkan? Probably not. A foreign apartment. She would step inside in her stockings and he would see the seam running up the back of her legs and the navy dress that showed her collarbones and the perfume she had applied twice and the hair she had trimmed and the skin she had shaved and every surface she had prepared for him would be presented under whatever light he kept in that small studio.

My hand found my cock through my trousers. I pressed down. The pressure was enough to acknowledge but not to satisfy.

They would be talking. The dinner. He had said dinner, which meant he had cooked — something simple, American, the effort of a man who wanted the evening to feel domestic rather than transactional. She would sit at his desk or his table and eat what he had made and drink whatever he poured and the conversation would move the way it moved at the café — easy, American, direct — until the talking became something else.

I unbuckled my belt. Unzipped. My cock was hard and the head was slick and when I wrapped my hand around the shaft the contact made me exhale through my teeth. I stroked once. Slow. Held.

Seven twenty-five. He was sitting close to her now. On the bed, maybe — the narrow bed she would describe to me later, the cheap metal frame. She beside him. The distance between their bodies measured in centimeters and closing.

He touches her knee. His hand is warm — she told me this in the kitchen after the lesson, his hand was warm — and the warmth moves through the fabric of the navy dress to the stockinged skin beneath. She does not pull away. She turns her head toward him and her eyes meet his and the conversation dies in the space between their mouths.

He kisses her.

I stroked. Slowly. Building the scene at the pace I imagined it happening — not rushing, matching the speed of reality as I constructed it.

His mouth on hers. The taste of wine on his tongue. His hand moves from her knee to her thigh, pushing the navy fabric upward, and the seam of her stocking slides under his fingers. She leans into the kiss. Her hand finds his chest. She can feel his heartbeat the way she described the first hypothetical — fast, through the shirt, the proof that he is nervous too.

He pulls back. Looks at her. The look is the thing she mentioned — the way he looked at her in the café, as if nothing else existed. He reaches behind her and finds the zipper of the dress. The sound of the zipper descending is the only sound in the room. The dress loosens around her shoulders.

Seven thirty-five. My hand moved faster. I was building the undressing in real time, minute by minute, matching my strokes to the pace of the imagined encounter.

He pulls the dress down over her shoulders, over her breasts, over her waist. She lifts off the bed and the fabric slides past her hips and pools at her feet. She is sitting on his bed in her underwear — the black set, or whatever she chose — and her stockings. He looks at her. He runs his hand from her collarbone to her breast, tracing the same path the flush always follows, and his thumb crosses her nipple through the thin fabric and she inhales.

He unclasps the bra. Pulls it away. Her breasts — my wife’s breasts, the breasts I have held and kissed and memorized for twelve years — are bare in his room, in his light, cupped in his hands. He lowers his mouth to her left nipple and sucks and she arches into him and her fingers find his hair.

I gripped harder. My hips lifted off the sofa.

He lays her back on the bed. He kneels between her legs and hooks his fingers into the waistband of her underwear and pulls them down her thighs, past her knees, off. She is naked on his narrow bed. He spreads her legs. He looks at her — the way she said nobody had looked at her — and the looking lasts long enough that she squirms under his gaze, exposed, open, wet.

He lowers his head between her thighs.

His tongue parts her folds. Flat. Slow. He finds her clit and circles it — once, twice, three times — then shifts to the tip and flicks, and she gasps and her hips lift off the mattress and her hand pushes against the top of his head, not pushing away, pulling closer. He wraps his arms under her thighs and holds her open and eats her with the patience of a man who has nowhere to be and no deadline except her pleasure.

Seven forty-five. She would be close now. If he was doing this — and he would be doing this, because he was young and American and the kind of man who understood that this was how you made a woman remember you — she would be close. The tension building in her thighs. The involuntary sounds. The clenching.

My hand was a blur on my cock. I could feel the orgasm building at the base of my spine, a tightening that climbed vertebra by vertebra.

She comes on his mouth. Her legs clamp around his head. Her back arches. The sound — the sound she does not recognize as her own, the sound that frightened her the first time she described something like it — fills the small apartment.

He rises. He is hard. She can see the shape of him through his shorts and she reaches for it and wraps her hand around the shaft through the fabric and he is bigger than me — longer, thicker, a fact she will report later with the flat precision of a medical result. She pulls his shorts down. His cock springs free. She looks at it. She wraps her hand around the base and her fingers do not close.

The condom. The foil tears. He rolls it on. She watches. The watching.

He positions himself above her. She opens her legs. He presses forward and the head enters and she gasps — the stretch, the difference — and he pushes deeper, slow, watching her face, and she watches his, and neither of them closes their eyes.

He is fully inside her. He holds still. She feels the width of him, the length, the fullness that fills her in dimensions I cannot replicate. He begins to move. Slow. Long strokes. The narrow bed creaks with each thrust. She wraps her legs around his waist and the angle changes and he goes deeper and something in her shifts — the angle, the pressure, the place I have never reached — and her mouth opens and her eyes widen and her hands grip his arms.

He fucks her. The pace builds. The bed frame knocks the wall in a rhythm I can hear across the distance of my imagination. She matches him. Her hips lifting to meet each thrust. Her sounds filling the small studio — gasps that become moans that become something less controlled, something animal and unself-conscious, the sounds of a woman being fucked well by a man whose body fits hers in ways mine does not.

He pulls out. Turns her over. She goes to her hands and knees — willingly, no hesitation, her spine curving, her ass lifted toward him. He grips her hips with both hands and enters her from behind. The angle is different here. Deeper. The head of his cock presses against the place she described — the end of her, the depth I cannot reach — and she drops to her elbows and buries her face in the pillow and makes the sound. The sound she will tell me she did not recognize. The sound that came from a part of her body she did not know could produce speech.

His hands on her hips. Pulling her back onto him with each thrust. The slap of his pelvis against her ass. She is wet enough that the sound of their fucking is audible — a liquid percussion beneath the creak of the bed. He reaches around and his fingers find her clit and he strokes her while he fucks her and the dual stimulation pushes her toward the edge she has already crossed once with his mouth.

She comes. Again. Her body seizes around his cock — I imagine the clench, the grip, the way her walls would spasm around him — and the sound she makes is louder this time, less controlled, a sound that would carry through the thin walls of a gaijin apartment building. He does not stop. He fucks her through the orgasm, his rhythm steady, his hands hard on her hips, and she trembles and shakes and pushes back against him because her body wants more even though the orgasm is still rolling through her.

He slows. Pushes all the way in. Holds. She feels the twitch of his cock inside her — the approaching orgasm, the threshold. He grips harder. Drives deep one final time. She feels the heat of his release through the condom — the latex filling, the warmth spreading inside her. His body shudders against her back. A low sound from his throat. She feels him pulse, once, twice, three times. Then stillness.

He collapses against her. She lowers to the mattress. His body covers hers — heavier than mine, broader, the weight of a young man whose muscles have not yet softened with age. She lies beneath him with his cock still inside her and his breath warm against the back of her neck. He holds her. For a long time. Longer than I hold her after.

Eight o’clock. They would be there now. In some version of what I had constructed. Or nothing like it. The positions I could not see, the sounds I could not hear, the expressions on my wife’s face that I could only invent from the catalog of expressions I had spent twelve years learning.

I tried to time it. To bring myself to the edge at the moment I imagined she was reaching hers — a synchronization across distance, across the gap between this apartment and his, between my solitary hand and the body of the man who was inside her right now. His rhythm and my rhythm. His cock and my hand. Her sounds in his room and the silence in mine.

The synchronization was intimate and pathetic. The most connected I could be to her in this moment was through the fiction of shared timing — coming when she came, spending myself at the instant she spent herself, as if orgasm could cross the distance between us like a signal between two devices on the same frequency.

I came. The orgasm broke through my hand and my stomach and pulled a sound from me that I was grateful no one could hear. I came onto my shirt, my hand, the sofa cushion, and the fantasy shattered and I was alone in the living room with the whisky untouched and the wine open and the phone dark and the clock reading 8:07 and my cock softening in my hand while somewhere in Azabu-Juban my wife was still with him.

Still with him. The encounter was not over. My solitary orgasm had peaked and passed in minutes. Theirs — hers and his — was still happening. He was still inside her or above her or beside her. She was still making sounds. The asymmetry sat in my chest like a stone. I was finished. They were not.

I cleaned myself. Changed my shirt. The sofa cushion showed a dark spot that I turned face down. I washed my hands. Sat down. Looked at the phone.

8:07. 8:12. 8:19. 8:23.

* * *

The phone rang at 9:31.

“I’m leaving now.”

Her voice was different. Lower. Slower. The texture of a voice that had been producing sounds for the past two hours that were not speech. There was a depth to it, a post-exertion heaviness, as if her vocal cords had been stretched by use and had not yet contracted to their resting state.

“How was it?” I asked.

A long pause. Traffic sounds behind her. The distant chime of the Azabu-Juban station melody.

“Come home,” she said. “And I’ll tell you.”

She hung up.

The transit time was forty minutes. Azabu-Juban to Minato-ku, one transfer at Roppongi-Itchome. Forty minutes of train and platform and the walk from our station to our building. I calculated the arrival: 10:11. Maybe later, depending on the train schedule.

I showered. Changed. Put on clean trousers and a shirt that did not smell of my own orgasm. I poured the wine into the two glasses I had set out. I checked the bedroom — the fresh sheets, the pillows, the lamp set to its lowest setting. I did not examine why I was preparing the apartment the way a man prepares a restaurant for a reservation. I did not ask myself for whom the preparation was.

The clock moved. 9:48. 9:55. 10:03.

* * *

She arrived at 10:09.

The lock turned. The door opened. She stood in the genkan, one hand on the doorframe, the other holding the small bag. The navy dress was wrinkled at the hips where fabric had been bunched in fists — his or hers. The buttons of the thin cardigan she had thrown over the dress were misaligned, the second through the third hole, pulling the fabric into a diagonal crease. Her hair hung loose against her neck, disordered in a way that spoke of fingers running through it, gripping, releasing.

Her lipstick was gone. Her lips were their natural color, slightly swollen at the center where the tissue was fullest. She had been kissed for a long time or with considerable force. Below her left ear, a faint redness — not a bruise, but the ghost of a mouth that had stayed in one place long enough to leave its heat behind.

She set her bag on the counter. Picked up the wine glass I had poured. Drank. Set it down.

She looked at me. The expression on her face was something I had never catalogued. Not guilt. Not triumph. Not sadness or joy or regret. Something that existed in the negative space between all recognizable emotions. A face that had experienced a thing and had not yet decided what the thing meant.

She walked toward me.

I reached for the zipper at the back of her dress before she had crossed the distance. My fingers found the metal tab and pulled it down in one motion and the navy fabric fell to the floor and she stood in the hallway in her underwear. Black. She had chosen the black set.

I dropped to my knees.

Her stomach contracted at the contact of my mouth against her navel. I kissed downward — her abdomen, the ridge where her underwear pressed against her hip. I hooked my fingers into the waistband and pulled them down. She stepped out of them.

I pressed my face between her legs.

The smell was soap — unfamiliar soap, a different brand, the cheap shampoo of a young man’s bathroom. She had showered at his apartment. Beneath the foreign soap: her own scent, the musk of arousal I knew from a decade of this body. And beneath that — or was I constructing it — a warmth that did not belong to either of us. A trace of another body’s chemistry that survived a hasty shower.

Her labia were swollen. The tissue was engorged, the folds fuller than their resting state, holding the memory of penetration in their distended heat. I ran my tongue along the outer lip — left, then right — and felt the concentrated warmth. Hotter than normal. The blood still pooled from sustained friction, from being stretched and filled and worked for however long he had spent inside her.

I licked her. A broad stroke from her opening to her clit. She gasped. Her fingers found my hair and gripped. I circled her clit with the tip of my tongue and tasted the salt and musk of her concentrated there and felt her thighs tremble around my face.

She tasted of soap and salt and a warmth that did not belong to either of us.


Chapter 5: The Reclamation

I stood and lifted her. She weighed nothing — or I felt nothing except the need to be inside her. I carried her to the bedroom and laid her on the fresh sheets and she looked up at me with that unnamed expression still on her face. I undressed in seconds — shirt over my head, trousers kicked off, my cock hard and aching from the hours of waiting and the minutes of tasting her.

I looked down at her body on the white sheets. The lamplight cut across the bed at an angle, catching the topography of her skin in sharp relief. Her inner thighs carried a faint redness — a roughness that could have been beard burn or the friction of another man’s hips between her legs, the surface irritated and pink in twin patches that mapped the width of his body. Around her left nipple, barely visible, the crescent impression of teeth — not a bite, not deep enough to bruise, but the indent of a mouth that had closed with just enough pressure to leave its mark in her skin. The impression was already fading. Above her left hip bone, on the ridge of the iliac crest, four oval shadows sat in a row — the pressure ghosts of fingers that had gripped and pulled, the kind of marks that come from holding a woman’s pelvis steady while driving into her.

My cock throbbed against my thigh.

I positioned myself above her. She opened her legs and I entered her in one stroke and the sound she made was different. Not louder. Not quieter. Different in pitch. As though her body had been tuned to a new frequency and my entry was producing a note it had not produced before.

She was open. The resistance I was accustomed to was reduced, her walls yielding more readily. He had been inside her less than an hour ago. The tissue had not contracted to its resting state. I was entering a space that still held the shape of another man, and the knowledge sent a current through my cock that made me thrust harder.

“Tell me,” I said.

She turned her face to the side. Her cheek against the white pillow. “He was above me.”

“Like this?”

“Harder.”

I drove deeper. My hips snapped forward and the bed frame knocked the wall and she gasped — the gasp I knew, the one that meant the angle was right.

“Like this?”

“Yes.” Her voice was thin. Her eyes were closed. “Yes.”

I pulled back to the head. Held. Her hips chased me — the involuntary lift, the body wanting what the mind had not yet authorized. I pushed in again, the full length, slow this time, and felt every millimeter of her grip me — the swollen walls, the heat, the slickness that was more than what I alone could produce. She had been aroused for hours. She had been wet for him and the wetness had not dried and now it coated my shaft as I moved inside her.

“What did he do first?” I asked. Slow strokes. Drawing it out.

“He kissed me. At the table. Standing. His hand on my face.” Her voice was fragmented by my rhythm, each phrase landing between thrusts.

“And then?”

“He undressed me. Slowly. He unbuttoned the dress. Pulled it down.” She gasped as I changed the angle. “He looked at me. He just — looked.”

“Like I’m looking at you now?”

“Different.” The word landed between us. “Different.”

I fucked her with the rhythm her answer demanded — hard, deep, the full length withdrawing and driving back. She gripped the sheets. Her back arched. I watched her face for the signs I knew: the furrow between her brows, the parting of her lips, the small shake of her head that preceded orgasm. I watched the flush on her chest deepen with each thrust, the pink spreading from her collarbones to the tops of her breasts.

I leaned down and put my mouth on her left breast — on the crescent impression, the teeth-mark that was not mine. I licked the indent. I tasted the skin where his mouth had been. She gasped and her fingers found my hair and gripped.

“His mouth was here,” I said against her skin.

“Yes.”

I sucked the nipple and her back arched and I drove deep and held and she clenched around me — a single hard contraction that made me groan.

“What else,” I said. Not a question.

“His hands.” She swallowed. “He held my hips. When he was behind me.”

I pulled out. Turned her over. She went without resistance, rising to her hands and knees on the white sheets, her spine curving, her ass lifted toward me. I gripped her hips — the same place, the same hold, my fingers pressing into the oval shadows his hands had left — and entered her from behind.

The angle was different here. Deeper. She dropped to her elbows and the change in position pressed me against the front wall and she moaned — not the controlled sound from earlier but a sound that came from her stomach, involuntary and unedited.

“Is this what he did?”

“Yes.” Muffled into the pillow. “Yes.”

I held her hips and drove into her and watched the place where my cock disappeared into her body — the pink flesh stretched around my shaft, glistening, the lips of her sex gripping me with each withdrawal. I watched and thought: he saw this. This view. My wife from behind, her spine a curve, her sounds filling the room. He saw this and I was seeing it now and the image overlapped — his memory and my present occupying the same body, the same angle, the same wet grip.

I reached around her hip. My fingers found her clit — swollen, protruding, the nub engorged from the evening’s sustained stimulation. I circled it while I fucked her from behind and her legs shook and she dropped her head to the mattress and pressed her ass back against me harder, taking me deeper with each thrust.

“Tell me what sound you made,” I said.

“I can’t — I don’t know how to —”

“Try.”

She was quiet except for the rhythm of her breathing and the sound of our bodies connecting — the wet slap of each thrust, the creak of the bed. Then she made a sound. Low. From somewhere deep. Not a moan and not a cry but something between them, a sound that vibrated through her body and through mine where we were joined. The sound surprised her. I felt her tense around me — the clench of self-consciousness, the body hearing itself and recoiling.

“That,” I said. “That’s the sound.”

“I don’t know what that was.”

My thumb found the crease between her buttocks. I pressed lightly — not entering, just the pressure of presence. She pushed back against me, taking me deeper, her hips rolling in a rhythm that was not mine. A rhythm she had learned tonight. A rhythm another man had set and her body had memorized and was now reproducing with me inside her.

“Did you come with him?” I asked. My voice was rough. I was close.

“I don’t know.” The same answer. The same ambiguity. “Something happened. I told you.”

I fucked her harder. The question had no answer that would satisfy — yes would burn and no would be a lie and I don’t know was the truth that kept me at the edge without letting me fall.

I came. The orgasm tore through my abdomen and my cock pulsed inside her and I gripped her hips hard enough to leave marks and the sound I made was not a word. I stayed inside her, my hips flush against her ass, my cock twitching with the last spasms, my breath coming in gasps that felt pulled from deeper than my lungs.

* * *

I stayed inside her as I softened. She had not come — or if she had, it had been silent, private, an event she did not share with me. Her breathing was steady. Her face was still pressed into the pillow.

I pulled out. Turned her onto her back. She lay looking at the ceiling, her chest rising and falling. Her thighs were slick — my semen and her arousal mixed on her skin, a gloss that caught the lamplight.

“Did you?” I asked.

“I don’t know. Maybe.” She paused. “I’m not sure it matters.”

I moved down her body. Pressed my mouth between her legs. She inhaled sharply — sensitivity, the flesh still engorged, the nerve endings overloaded from a night of sustained contact. I licked slowly, and the taste was different now. My own release mixed with hers — the salt and thickness of my semen blending with the thinner wetness of her arousal, a flavor that was neither mine nor hers alone but something the evening had produced from us. I tongued it from her folds, swallowing what gathered, drawing more from inside her with slow strokes that made her hips twitch.

Her hand found my head. Not pushing away. Holding. I circled her clit with the tip of my tongue, tasting the mixture of fluids, and her thighs closed around my ears. She was swollen from him, from me, from the accumulated stimulation of an evening spent being entered and filled by two different men. The tissue was soft and hot against my tongue.

I entered her again. Half-hard — enough to push inside, enough to fill her while my thumb replaced my tongue on her clit. She was slick, friction gone, her body a warm depth that held me without resistance. I moved slowly. My thumb moved faster. She gripped my arm.

She came. Quiet. A single exhaled breath. A tightening around my cock that pulsed three times, four. Her face turned away. Her teeth in her lower lip. No sound. No name. Just the clench and release that I felt around my shaft and the tremor through her thighs and then stillness.

We both noticed. Neither spoke. The orgasm she had with me was a whisper. The one she would describe from his bed — the sound she did not recognize, the body lifting — had been something else. The difference settled between us on the white sheets and I did not name it.

* * *

We lay in the dark. The wine I had poured sat untouched on the nightstand. Her breathing had settled. My cock lay soft against my thigh, spent twice — once alone on the sofa, once inside her. My body felt emptied. Hollow but not hungry.

“He’s bigger than you,” she said. She said it to the ceiling, not to me. The same clinical delivery. “Not by much. But enough that I felt the difference.”

I did not respond. My cock stirred — a twitch, not a resurrection.

“He went down on me first,” she said. “Before anything else. Longer than at the café —” She caught herself. “Longer than I expected. He put a pillow under my hips and used his mouth until I couldn’t keep still.” She paused. “He does this thing with his tongue — flat, then the tip, alternating. Slow. He doesn’t rush.”

My hand found my softening cock. Held it. The reflex of attention even when the body could not respond.

“I came from that,” she said. “From his mouth. Before he was inside me.”

The admission landed in my chest. She had come. Not the ambiguous tightening from the first hypothetical — she was certain this time. His mouth had produced what mine had not.

“Then he was on top. Missionary. He held himself up on his arms and looked at me while he moved. He kept looking at me.” She paused. “You close your eyes.”

I had not known this about myself. The observation, delivered from his perspective — filtered through his gaze, reported through hers — made me aware of a habit I had never registered.

“His arms,” she said. “When he holds himself above me. They’re solid. The weight of him is different. Heavier. When he lets himself down, I feel it across my chest. The pressure.” She turned her head toward me. “It feels like being held in place. Like I couldn’t move even if I tried.”

My cock was hardening again. Against logic. Against depletion.

“Then he turned me over.” Her voice was steady, narrating. “Hands and knees. He held my hips.” She took my hand in the dark and placed it on her hip, on the spot where his fingers had been. “His grip was harder than yours. He pulled me back onto him with every thrust. I didn’t have to move. He moved me.”

I pressed my fingers into the flesh. Feeling for the shadow of his grip.

“That position,” she continued. “He goes deeper. I can feel him against something — the end of me. Not pain. Pressure. A fullness that reaches a place you don’t reach. The angle is different. I don’t know the anatomy.” She paused. “He kept that rhythm for a while. Steady. Deep. Each time he pulled me back onto him I could feel the full length. His forearms — I could see them when I looked to the side. The muscle tensed every time he pulled.”

My cock stiffened against the sheet.

“He slowed down,” she said. “Not stopped. Slowed. He pushed all the way in and stayed there. The full width of him, just held inside me. He waited.” Her voice dropped. “I think he was waiting to see what I would do.”

She was quiet for a moment. I heard her swallow.

“I moved first.” The words came carefully, each one chosen. “He was still and I pushed back. Rocked my hips. Took him deeper on my own. He let me. He kept his hands on my hips but he wasn’t pulling anymore. I was doing it.” She turned her face into the pillow. “I didn’t plan to. My body needed him to keep going. So I made it happen.”

My cock was hard now. The full length pressed against the mattress.

“He made a sound when I did that,” she said. “Low. Like I’d surprised him. Then his grip tightened and he started again. Faster.”

“That’s when the sound happened.” She turned onto her side, facing me. I could not see her expression in the dark, only the shape of her. “From behind. Something pressed against something and I made a noise I’ve never made before.”

“What kind of noise?”

“I can’t reproduce it. It wasn’t voluntary.” She was quiet for a moment. “It scared me. That my body could make a sound I didn’t recognize.”

“He came after that,” she said. “He pulled out and finished with the condom still on. I felt it — the heat inside the latex. The twitch.” She shifted on the pillow. “He stayed inside me while he came. I could feel each pulse. Three. Four. A warmth spreading inside the condom. And then the sound he made — low, from his chest, not his throat. Like something had been released that he’d been holding.”

“And then?”

“He stayed inside me. Softening. He didn’t pull out immediately the way you do. He stayed and held me and I could feel him getting smaller inside me and the condom getting looser and the warmth of it and his breath on my neck. He was heavy. His full weight on me. I couldn’t move my arms. I didn’t want to move my arms.”

She shifted on the pillow. “Then he pulled out. He took off the condom and tied it and dropped it somewhere. I heard it hit the floor. He came back to me and put his arm across my stomach and held me. For a long time. Longer than you hold me after.”

The comparison landed. I absorbed it through my sternum. He held her longer. He looked at her during sex. He gripped harder. He reached deeper. Each fact was a measurement in which I fell short, and each shortfall made my cock throb with a response I could not reconcile with any logic I had been trained to apply.

“I could feel the difference after,” she said. “When he was no longer inside me. The emptiness. The — space he had occupied. My body noticed his absence. The tissue was swollen and tender and the air felt cold where he had been warm.”

My hand tightened on my cock. Half-hard now. Responding despite depletion.

“He said something,” she added. “After. While he was holding me.”

“What?”

“That I was beautiful.” No elaboration. A statement she was delivering like a package she had carried home and was setting on the counter. “He said it in English. ‘You’re so beautiful.’ And then he said my name. Just my name. Like my name was something he had wanted to say for a long time and now had earned the right.”

“Are you sure this is what you wanted?” she asked. The conditional frame. The armor she wore.

“Yes,” I said.

She was quiet. Her breathing slowed. Then: “He asked me to come back. Next Tuesday.”

She was not asking permission. She was informing me. The reluctant participant was already making appointments.

A flicker of memory passed through me — a hand on my wrist, decades ago, a woman’s hand, warm, in a room that smelled of cigarettes and perfume, and the feeling had been the same. The recognition of a current you had entered that would carry you regardless of whether you continued to swim. Two sentences of memory, then it was gone. I pushed it down.

Her breathing deepened. Her body relaxed against the mattress.

She turned away from me and slept, and I lay in the dark with the sound of her breathing and the knowledge that she had already decided to go back.


Chapter 6: The Aftermath

I must have slept, because when I opened my eyes the apartment was dark and the clock on the nightstand read 2:47. Yuko was in bed beside me, lying on her side, facing the window. The curtain filtered the city light into a pale wash across her shoulder. She was wearing the old cotton shirt she slept in, the one with the frayed collar. Her breathing was steady but not deep enough for sleep.

I moved closer. Fitted my chest against her back, my knees behind hers. The spooning position we had occupied for twelve years of marriage — a shape so practiced that our bodies found it without negotiation. My arm went over her waist. My face settled into the back of her neck, where her hair was still damp from the shower she had taken at his apartment.

She smelled like our soap — she must have used her own soap at his place, carried in that small bag. Beneath it, or did I construct this, something faint. A warmth that did not belong to the soap. The trace of a different skin chemistry that survived a rinse but not a scrubbing. I inhaled and held the breath and could not determine whether the foreign note was real or whether my lungs were translating desire into scent.

My cock stirred against the curve of her lower back.

“There’s something I didn’t say.”

Her voice came out of the dark. Not sleepy. Not rehearsed. The voice of someone who had been composing a sentence and finally released it.

I waited.

“Earlier. When I told you about — the positions. The missionary and from behind. I left something out.”

My arm tightened around her waist. Not a question — a prompt. She felt the pressure and continued.

“Before he entered me. Before any of that. He went down on me.”

“You said that. The pillow under your hips. The tongue.”

“I told you the result. I didn’t tell you the detail.” She paused. “You asked me to tell you everything.”

My cock, already half-hard against her back, filled the rest of the way. She felt it press against her through the cotton of her shirt and my boxers. A small shift of her hips — toward me, not away.

* * *

“He started at my thighs,” she said. “Not between my legs. At my thighs. He kissed the inside of my left thigh, near my knee, and then worked upward. Small kisses. His lips were warm. Dry at first, then wetter as he moved higher. He kissed one side and then switched to the other and did the same. Left thigh, right thigh, moving toward the center but not arriving.”

I pressed my hips forward. My cock nudged against her lower back through the fabric. She pushed back — the small motion, barely perceptible.

“He did this for a long time,” she said. “Minutes. I could feel his breath between my legs but his mouth was on my thighs. I wanted him to — I was waiting for him to — and he knew. He was making me wait.”

“What did you do?”

“I tried not to move. But my hips kept lifting. My body was asking for something my mouth wouldn’t.” She swallowed. “When he finally put his mouth on me, the relief was — I made a sound. Involuntary. Just the relief of him being there.”

My hand slid down her stomach. Over the cotton of her shirt to the bare skin below where it rode up. My fingers found the waistband of her underwear and slipped beneath.

“His tongue was flat,” she said. “Wide. He used the whole surface. He pressed it against me and held — no movement, just pressure. The heat of his mouth. I could feel every ridge of his tongue. Then he moved. One slow stroke. Bottom to top. The flat of his tongue dragging along the full length of me.”

My fingers found her. She was wet. The slickness met my touch with a warmth that spoke of sustained arousal — not fresh, but smoldering, carried through sleep and re-ignited by the telling. I parted her folds with two fingers and slid one inside.

She gasped. Her hips pressed back against my cock and forward into my hand, caught between two pressures.

“He alternated,” she said. Her voice was changing now, the narrative register disrupted by the motion of my finger inside her. “Flat tongue, then the tip. The flat for pressure. The tip for precision. He would circle with the tip and then switch back to the flat and press and hold. Each time he pressed, I could feel the edge getting closer.”

I added a second finger. She opened for me — her thigh lifting, her knee drawing up, creating space. My fingers curled inside her, finding the ridge of swollen tissue, and she clenched around me.

“He wrapped his arms under my thighs,” she said. “Held me open. His forearms pinned my legs apart and I couldn’t close them. I was spread for him and his mouth was on me and I couldn’t control what was happening. The orgasm was building and I couldn’t slow it down because I couldn’t move.”

My thumb found her clit from outside while my fingers worked inside her. She gasped. Her hips pressed back against my cock and forward into my hand, caught between two pressures.

“He sucked my clit between his lips,” she said. “And held it. The pressure was steady and his tongue moved against it while his lips held the suction. I grabbed the sheet. I grabbed the pillow. I couldn’t — the sensation was — I couldn’t think. My legs were shaking and his arms were holding me open and his mouth was on me and I came.”

She paused. Her breathing was ragged now, the story and the sensation blurring.

“I came hard,” she said. “Harder than I come with you. My back lifted off the bed and his hands pressed my thighs down and his mouth didn’t stop. He kept going through it. Through the whole orgasm. I tried to push his head away because the sensitivity was too much and he didn’t move. He held me there and licked me through the aftershocks until I was shaking and pulling his hair and making sounds I didn’t know I could make.”

“He put his hands under my thighs,” she said. “Lifted my hips. The pillow was already there but he pushed me higher. The angle changed. His mouth was directly on me. No space. His lips closed around my clit and he sucked and I —”

I withdrew my fingers and pushed my boxers down. My cock found the gap between her thighs from behind — the spooning entry, the angle we knew. I positioned the head at her entrance and pushed in. She was wet enough that I slid inside without resistance, her body accepting me with a long exhale that matched the rhythm of her story.

“Keep talking,” I said. I was inside her now, moving slowly, the spooning position limiting my depth but maximizing the pressure against her front wall. She pushed back into me with each stroke.

“His tongue circled my clit,” she said between breaths. “Faster. The tip, tight circles, and the suction from his lips. My thighs were shaking. I could feel the orgasm building from my center outward — not climbing the way it does with you, not building from the outside in. This started deep. Behind my pubic bone. A pressure that expanded.”

I thrust deeper. My hand reached around her hip and my fingers found her clit, swollen, protruding, and I circled it the way she was describing — the tip, tight circles — and she gasped and her hand clamped over mine, not stopping me, guiding.

“He didn’t stop when I came,” she said. Her voice was breaking apart now, the narration and the sensation colliding. “I came on his mouth and he kept going. Through the orgasm. Through the aftershocks. I was — I was trying to close my legs and he held them open and his mouth didn’t stop and the sensitivity was —”

“When he was inside you,” I said, my mouth against her ear, my cock moving in her, my fingers on her clit, “did you wrap your legs around him?”

“Yes.”

“Did you say his name?”

A pause. My fingers circled. My cock pressed deep. She was clenching around me in rhythmic pulses that were building toward something.

“I might have,” she whispered.

“Say it now.”

She turned her face into the pillow. I thrust harder. The bed shifted. My fingers pressed against her clit and held — sustained pressure, the flat technique she had just described — and her body went rigid. She came. The orgasm was not quiet this time. A sound escaped her — low, guttural, muffled by the pillow but audible — and her inner walls seized around my cock in contractions that pulled me deeper and held me there.

I came inside her. The orgasm detonated at the base of my spine and traveled through my cock in long, shuddering pulses. I held her hips against mine and emptied into her while her body still gripped and released around me. Her hand covered mine between her legs. Our fingers intertwined over the wet center of her. We held each other through the last tremors and then lay still.

* * *

The silence stretched. I counted my breaths. Four. Five. My cock softened inside her. I did not withdraw. The warmth of her body surrounded me — her back against my chest, her thighs around my thighs, the wet heat of her where we were still joined.

“I told him, by the way,” Yuko said. Her voice was casual — the tone of someone remembering an errand completed. “About you. About us.”

I turned my head toward her. “What did you tell him?”

“That my husband wanted this. That you know.”

I waited for more. She did not elaborate. The statement sat in the dark between us — a door that had been opened, or had it? I imagined Mark’s face receiving this information. Relief. Confusion. Maybe arousal of his own kind. The knowledge that the husband knows. That the husband wants. That the woman in his bed was sent rather than stolen.

My shoulders released a tension I had not known they were holding. If Mark knew, then this was architecture, not demolition. I was still the one who had drawn the plans.

Yuko’s hand found mine under the sheets. Her fingers laced through mine. The touch was warm and familiar and it asked nothing.

* * *

Minutes passed. Her breathing slowed toward sleep. I lay awake. My cock had slipped from inside her and the combined wetness of our sex cooled between her thighs and mine. The room smelled of us — sweat, semen, the mineral scent of her arousal, the fading trace of the foreign soap from his apartment.

“Next time,” I said. My voice was low. Testing the air.

She opened her eyes. I could feel her looking at me in the dark. “Next time what?”

“Could you — record something? Not all of it. Just a moment. Just —”

“No.”

The word was clean. No hesitation. No negotiation. No rising inflection to suggest a question rather than an answer.

She did not seem angry. Her hand did not leave mine. She spoke again, measured: “I did what you asked. I went. I let him touch me. I came home and told you everything. Don’t push.”

The last two words hung in the air. Don’t push. Not a wall. A door, closed for now. A boundary stated in the present tense, which meant it existed in the present and might not exist in the future. I heard what she said. I also heard what she did not say: never.

I did not push.

“Okay,” I said.

She squeezed my hand once, then released it. Turned onto her side, facing away. The curve of her spine caught the faint light from the window — the city glow that never fully darkened our bedroom.

As she turned, the sheet slipped from her left arm. The pale underside of her wrist caught the city light, and I saw it.

A cord. Thin, woven, dark against her skin. A small wooden bead sat at the clasp — smooth, round, the size of a lentil. Not metal. Not jewelry. Something handmade, something a person would make rather than buy. It sat on the same wrist as her gold wedding ring. The cord and the gold. I had not seen the cord before tonight.

I did not ask about it. The question joined the others — the unasked, the unclimbed, the doors approached and not opened. When had he given it to her? At the café, a casual gesture across the table? At his apartment, after sex, while he held her for longer than I held her, while he told her she was beautiful? The cord had been on her wrist when she came home and I had not noticed it because I was looking at her lips and her flush and the wrinkles in her dress and the evidence of him written in her skin. I had been reading the major symptoms and missed the quiet one.

The cord and the gold. Different men. Different materials. Both on the same wrist. She had put the bracelet on — or he had put it on her — and she had not removed it when she came home to me. She had showered in his soap and dressed in the disarranged clothes and taken the train through the city with the cord on her wrist beside the ring, and whether this was carelessness or declaration I could not tell.

I watched her breathing slow and deepen. I watched the cord on her wrist rise and fall with each breath.

* * *

I rose from the bed. Careful, quiet. She did not stir.

I walked to the bathroom and closed the door and turned on the light. The fluorescent tube flickered once, then held.

I looked at the man in the mirror.

He was fifty-two. His hair was disordered from sleep and sex. His mouth was swollen from use — from tasting his wife after another man, from pressing his tongue into the evidence and swallowing it. His eyes were dark and their expression was — what? He searched his own face the way he searched a patient’s. Looking for diagnosis. Looking for the name of the condition.

He had orchestrated this. He had suggested, persuaded, planned the framework of his own displacement. His wife had slept with another man and he had waited and fantasized and then entered her and tasted her and come inside her and felt something that had no name in any language he spoke.

Not regret. Not triumph. Not shame and not pride. Something that lived in the space between those named states. Something that had no diagnosis and therefore no treatment and therefore no prognosis. The fluorescent light hummed above him and his reflection gave back nothing he could read.

I looked at the man in the mirror. He looked back at me with an expression I could not diagnose.
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