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Chapter 1: The same porch light

⚜

The Briarwood Estates sign hadn't changed. Same carved letters, same low brick base with the marigolds somebody replanted every spring, same slight lean to the left that you'd only notice if you'd spent a whole summer driving past it. I slowed the Corolla the way you slow at the door of a church, and turned in.

Late June. Three in the afternoon. Every porch light on the cul-de-sac was burning against the full sun.

A year ago that had baffled me - I'd sat in this same car with the engine ticking and invented a story about power surges, because the truth wasn't something a nineteen-year-old with a bruised ego could have survived knowing all at once. Now the sight of them, eight warm bulbs glowing uselessly and meaningfully in the June light, hit me somewhere under the sternum, low and physical, like hearing a song you'd worn out one specific summer. My hands tightened on the wheel. My thighs pressed together.

Home. The word arrived without my permission and I let it stay.

On the passenger seat, wedged between a duffel bag and a box of kitchen things I didn't need - number four had a fully stocked kitchen; I'd packed the box anyway - sat Grant's mug, wrapped in a dishcloth. I'd wrapped it the way you'd wrap something breakable and irreplaceable, which was ridiculous, because it was a plain ceramic mug from a hardware store, and also completely correct, because it was the only thing I owned that proved last summer had happened.

Keep that one, he'd said. For next time.

Eleven months. I'd used it every morning, in a studio apartment with a water-stained ceiling, drinking coffee that never tasted right.

The email had come in April. Sarah and Dave - the Portugal couple, the owners of number four - writing not through the house-swap app but directly, to me, by name. We're doing Portugal again this summer. We'd love it if you'd take the house. It should be you. I'd read it standing up in my kitchen and had to sit down - less at the house than at it should be you, because somewhere across an ocean, two people I'd never met had decided I belonged to a place, and the place had agreed, and the wanting that I'd been carrying all year like a stone in my chest had finally been answered by something other than my own hand in the dark.

I pulled into the driveway of number four and cut the engine and just sat there, the way I had a year ago. Cream siding. The deep porch, the swing. The key would be under the ceramic frog. The covenant card would be in the third drawer down, under the takeout menus.

I knew this house now. It had my fingerprints all over it, if you knew what kind of light to shine.

Ryan had texted me once, back in September - a single hope you're doing well that I read twice and deleted. That was the whole epilogue. Silence ever since, and somewhere in that silence the word he'd thrown at me on a dance floor had finally finished dying. I could hold it up now - slut, in his voice, with his face behind it - and feel nothing move at all. It wasn't even his word anymore. The street had taken it from him, worn all the edges off it, and handed it back to me as something I could keep or throw away as I pleased.

I got out of the car and stretched, and the June heat wrapped around my bare legs like a hand.

The year between had been - fine. That was the worst thing I could say about it and the only thing. Classes were fine. My grades were fine. I went out with a guy from my statistics section in October, and he was polite and symmetrical and kissed me at my door with a carefulness that made me want to scream, and when he texted the next day I looked at my phone and felt the specific exhaustion of someone being offered a glass of water when they'd been swimming in the sea. There was a second date, with someone else, in February. It was also fine. He was also careful. Everyone in the entire city, it turned out, was careful - careful with their hands, careful with their eyes, careful to establish, at length and out loud, things that Briarwood had established once, in laminate, and never needed to say again.

You can't explain to a polite boy at a wine bar that you spent a summer as the beating heart of a cul-de-sac. That your body had learned a language - screen doors and porch lights and calloused hands, unhurried and certain - and that everything since had felt like being talked at slowly in a tongue you'd already outgrown. I stopped trying by spring. I stopped dating by March, went to bed with my memories and my own fingers, and started checking the house-swap app the way other people check lottery numbers.

Then April, and four words in somebody else's typing, and the whole year snapped into focus.

I carried the first box up the porch steps. The key was under the frog. The house smelled exactly the way I remembered - lemon cleaner and lavender plug-ins - and the light fell through the kitchen window onto the granite counter in a wide gold bar, and I stood in the doorway with the box on my hip and let the whole summer hit me at once.

That counter.

I set the box down on it, gently, and laughed at myself, and went back for the rest.

It took four trips. By the second one I'd shed my hoodie; by the fourth my tank top was clinging to me and my cutoffs were riding up, and I was sweating in the flat June heat, and I was aware, with a low warm tug, that the street could see me. That somewhere behind those quiet windows, the neighborhood had noticed the Corolla, noted the porch light I hadn't had to turn on, and was passing the word along whatever invisible wire the word always traveled: she's back.

Last year I'd been the new girl carrying boxes in short shorts, an accident about to happen to the whole street at once. This year I unpacked like a woman setting a table for guests she knew were coming.

The unpacking told the truth even where I hadn't planned it to. My underwear stayed in the duffel - I put the duffel itself in the closet, unopened, a formality retained for the drive home in August. The sundresses went on hangers, all six of them, thin cotton every one. And when I unwrapped the dishcloth and set Grant's mug on the counter beside the French press - his side, the side he'd always set it on - my hand stayed on the ceramic for a second longer than made any sense, and the low hum that had been running under my skin since the highway exit tightened into something with a pulse.

Tomorrow morning. Surely. Surely some things didn't change.

There was a third thing I'd brought that I didn't unpack, because it didn't take up space in a box. It had been riding with me all winter - an idea, arrived one gray February night with my hand between my legs and the radiator clanking, so far past anything I should have wanted that I'd actually said oh out loud to the empty apartment. I'd been turning it over ever since. Testing its weight. Waiting to see if it would fade like a fantasy or settle in like a plan.

It hadn't faded.

I wasn't ready to say it out loud yet, not even to this kitchen. But I'd carried it eleven hundred miles, and it hadn't gotten any lighter, and some morning soon - when the time was right, when I'd earned the asking - I was going to lay it in Diane's hands and find out what it was.

Movement across the street caught my eye through the window. A red door swinging open - Sofia's door - and Sofia herself stepping out onto her porch with a watering can, dark hair loose over her shoulders, in a linen dress the color of terracotta. She saw my car first, then found me in the window, and she didn't wave the way neighbors wave. She raised one hand, palm out, and held it there - and even at forty yards I could see the smile. That smile. The one she'd given me across a pool the first week I was here, the one that had felt like a club welcoming me before I knew there was a club.

Two summers of that smile now. Two summers of Sofia watching from loungers and doorways with her thumb holding her place in a paperback, never once crossing the distance.

I raised my hand and matched her, palm out. Held it.

This summer, I thought, with a certainty that settled in like it had always been there. This summer, one way or another, that distance was going to close.

She went back to her watering. I went back to my boxes, and I was breaking down the last of them when I heard footsteps on my front porch and the doorbell - no. Not the doorbell. Three crisp raps, formal as a calling card.

I knew that knock.

Diane stood on my porch in the amber evening light with a bottle of wine in one hand and her own corkscrew in the other, and the sight of her closed my throat. She was exactly herself - tall, auburn hair loose, a wrap dress in dark plum doing heroic work at containing her, hazel eyes already reading me the way she read everything, top to bottom, missing nothing. The year had not touched her. The year wouldn't dare.

"There she is," she said.

"Diane." My voice came out with a wobble.

"Oh, sweetheart. Come here."

She pulled me in with her wine-bottle arm and I pressed my face into her neck - perfume, warmth, the outrageous soft abundance of her - and for a moment I just breathed her in while her other hand, corkscrew still curled in the fingers, moved up and down my spine, a hand that didn't need to ask; every inch of me was already leaning into it. When she finally held me out at arm's length, satisfaction had settled over her face, warm and almost smug, like a woman confirming something she'd already known.

"You're different," she said.

"Older."

"That's not what I said." A smile curved at the corner of her mouth, private and pleased, and she swept past me into the house with the easy familiarity of a woman entering a room she considered partly hers. She found the glasses without asking - of course she did - and opened the wine standing at my counter, and the small ceremony of it, the cork's soft pop, the glug of the pour, undid something in my chest that eleven months of city carefulness had wound tight.

We took the wine to the back deck, into the long gold light. She tucked one leg under herself in the cushioned chair the way she had on my couch a year ago, and for a while we just talked - Sarah and Dave, Portugal, my classes, the drive down. Her voice did what it always did, that warm alto that made everything sound both intimate and already decided.

"The street's been asking after you," she said, swirling her glass. "You made an impression that lasted, in case you wondered."

"I wondered," I admitted. "All year, kind of."

"I know." She said it kindly, without mercy. Then she tipped her head at me, and her voice shifted into a register I recognized - the plain tone she used when something needed saying exactly once. "Nothing's changed here, sweetheart, so you know. Every house on this street is still under the covenant - everyone who lives here has everyone else, whenever the porch light says so. Yours went on the minute your stay was confirmed - a woman who's already chosen us doesn't have to choose twice." She sipped. "The street's very glad it did."

Heat moved up my chest in a wave. It wasn't news - I'd have turned around at the highway if it were - but hearing it in her voice, out loud, on this deck, made it real in a way the email hadn't. My porch light was on right now. Burning over the front steps in the dusk. Anyone -

"Breathe," Diane said, amused, watching me over her glass.

"I'm fine."

"You're flushed to your collarbones and you've had four sips of wine." She let me sit in it for a moment, enjoying herself, then rescued me with logistics. "You'll want to know the news. There isn't much. The Hendersons repainted. Sofia's tomatoes took a blight and she's been in mourning. Grant built the clubhouse new shelving, which took him three weeks because he wouldn't use plywood." A pause, precisely measured. "And number seven's going to be a swap this year."

I looked up. "A swap?"

"The Wileys. They're doing seven weeks in Provence - they leave mid-July. Their place is going up on the same app you came through." She said it idly, but her eyes were on me. "First house-swap through the app since your first summer."

Something turned over in my chest, odd-shaped and slow. I looked down the yard, past the fence line, toward where number seven's roof showed gray through the oak crowns. Some stranger's summer, sitting there like an unopened envelope. Someone who'd arrive knowing nothing, and find the frog or whatever number seven hid its key under, and open the third drawer down or wherever number seven kept its card-

"So there'll be a new tenant," I said.

"Mm." Diane's mouth did something complicated around the rim of her glass. "The word the street's using is tenant, yes."

"That's what I was."

"Is it?" She set the glass down and looked at me - that long, level, hazel look that had walked me through every threshold I'd crossed last summer, always one step ahead of me, always waiting at the far side. "Sienna. Sarah and Dave didn't list this house on an app this year. They wrote to a girl they've never met, by name, because the street told them it should be you. That's not what happens to tenants."

"Then what am I?"

The question came out barer than I meant it to - eleven months of it in four words. Diane heard all of it. She reached over and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, and let her fingertips trail down my jaw in a way that turned my breath shallow.

"That," she said, "is what summers are for finding out."

She stayed through one more glass. She kissed me at the door when she left - soft, wine-dark, one hand cupping my jaw, a kiss that was somehow both a welcome home and a promissory note - and walked back across the street through the dusk, and I stood in my doorway with my heart going and the porch light burning above me and watched her go, and I did not say the winter idea out loud, even though it had climbed all the way up my throat and sat there, pulsing.

Not yet. There was an order to things. Even last summer, when I hadn't known anything, I'd known the street had an order to it - some patient sequence underneath everything, each door opening exactly when it meant to.

Tomorrow was Sunday.

I made dinner and couldn't eat much of it. Took a shower, stood in the water a long time, dried off, and didn't get dressed - pulled on nothing at all, in the end, just moved through the darkened house bare the way I'd lived most of last July, and the rooms received my skin like they remembered it. I was reaching to flick off the kitchen light when I heard it.

The screen door. That specific tap of aluminum, then the heavier sigh of the slider.

My whole body went still - no, not still. Quiet on the outside and deafening underneath, pulse suddenly loud in my ears, in my throat, lower. Footsteps crossed the hardwood, familiar the way a heartbeat is familiar, and I turned around, and Grant was standing in my kitchen.

He had a bag of coffee beans in one hand.

He'd changed and hadn't - a little more silver above the ears, the same broad shoulders filling the doorway, the same work shirt with the sleeves rolled, the same brown eyes doing what they'd done the first night: taking their time. They moved over the kitchen first - the unpacked boxes broken down by the door, the French press on the counter, his mug set out beside it, waiting, on his side. Something crossed his face at the sight of the mug, brief and deep, there and gone.

Then his eyes came to me. Bare in my own kitchen, hair damp, a year older. His gaze went over me - my mouth, the freckles scattered across my chest, the swell of my breasts, the dip of my waist where it flared to my hips - thorough and unhurried and utterly without apology, and everywhere it touched, my skin tightened like a struck string. By the time his eyes came back to mine my breath had gone ragged and neither of us had said a word.

"Saw the car," he said finally. That voice. Eleven months since I'd heard it outside my own head. "Wasn't sure you'd have beans yet."

"I don't." It came out barely above a whisper. "I have a mug, though."

"I noticed." He crossed the kitchen - three steps - and set the beans down by the press, next to the mug, and now he was close enough that I could smell him, cedar and clean sweat and cut grass, close enough that the heat came off his chest onto my bare skin. He looked down at me. I was vibrating and hiding it badly, nipples tight, thighs pressed together against a slickness that had arrived somewhere between the screen door and now.

His hand came up and found my hip.

Calloused palm, fingers spread, settling into the curve of me like a key into a lock it had been cut for - and his thumb moved, one slow stroke along my hip bone, and a sound came out of me, small and cracked, that I'd been failing to make for eleven straight months.

"Grant." I didn't know what the rest of the sentence was. My hips had already tilted toward him. My whole body was one long yes with nowhere to go.

He watched me for a moment - the flush climbing my chest, the way I'd risen up onto the balls of my feet. Something in his eyes went from warm to dark as he looked, and the change landed low in my belly like a dropped match.

"Tomorrow morning," he said, low. His thumb crossed my hip bone once more, deliberate, and stopped. "Some things shouldn't change."

And he let go of me.

The absence of his hand was loud as a slap. He stepped back, and I actually swayed - reached back and found the counter's edge and held it, because my knees had gone somewhere and my pulse was pounding in every place he hadn't touched.

"You-" I managed. "That's cruel."

"That's Sunday." The corner of his mouth lifted, that almost-smile, and he held my eyes a beat longer - a man banking a fire he meant to come back to. "Sleep well, Sienna."

He was gone through the screen door before I could find one working word, and I stood there gripping my own counter, naked and soaked and shaking with a year's worth of waiting compressed into one unbearable evening, listening to his footsteps fade down the deck stairs and into the grass.

I didn't sleep well. He knew I wouldn't. That was the gift, cruel and exactly right: not relief - the ache. The whole year of it, carried up the stairs and laid down with me in the dark.

Twice my hand started down my body and twice I brought it back, breathing hard at the ceiling. Not tonight. I wanted tomorrow to hit me full, on an empty stomach, the way the street had taught me to take things - undiluted.

Through the window, the cul-de-sac glowed. Eight porches, eight warm lamps holding against the dark, and mine among them - not a stranger's light left burning by accident this time but mine, lit and meant, a small fixed flame saying what I'd driven eleven hundred miles to say.

Here. Yours. Home.

The porch light stayed on.
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Chapter 2: Standing

⚜

Iwas up before the sun had cleared the oak crowns, which was ridiculous, because Grant had never once come before eight.

I showered anyway. Dried my hair halfway and gave up on it. Stood in front of the closet where my six sundresses hung in a row like a choir, and reached past all of them for a plain white t-shirt instead - soft from a hundred washes, hitting me at the very top of my thighs, thin enough that the freckles on my chest showed through it if the light was right. Nothing underneath. That part didn't require deliberation. That part had been decided since April.

Then I went downstairs and made coffee, and this was the ceremony I'd actually rehearsed - in my apartment, all winter, without admitting that was what I was doing. Beans he'd left on my counter twelve hours ago, ground coarse the way he liked. Water off the boil. Four minutes by the clock on the stove, the press sighing down slow, and both mugs out on the granite: mine, and his, on his side, filled and steaming.

Last summer he'd arrived to an empty kitchen and a girl who didn't know what she was for. This morning the coffee was already made. I wanted him to walk in and see it - see the whole arranged fact of it, the mugs, the steam, me - and understand in one look what I'd driven all this way to tell him.

I was leaning back against the far counter with my hands wrapped around my mug when the screen door tapped.

My pulse went off like a startled bird, one hard flurry - and then, strangely, settled. Settled into something deep and slow and sure. Footsteps on the hardwood. And Grant filled the kitchen doorway in the early light, work shirt, forearms, that measured quiet he carried instead of a greeting, and stopped.

I watched him take it in. The press, spent and dripping. The two mugs. His, poured, placed, waiting. Me against the counter in nothing but thin white cotton, nipples already pushing at the fabric, hair loose, bare legs crossed at the ankle like I had all the time in the world.

"Morning," he said. Something was moving behind his eyes, slow and pleased.

"Morning." I set my mug down.

Last year, this was the part where he crossed to me. Where I stood very still at the counter with my heart going and let the street's first lesson happen to me.

I crossed to him.

Three steps, four - I watched the surprise land, one eyebrow moving half a degree, and then I was against him, my palms flat on his chest, my face tipped up, close enough to feel his breath. His heartbeat was strong and even under my hand. Mine wasn't even, not remotely, but I'd stopped needing it to be.

"I made the coffee," I said, "so you wouldn't have a reason to stall."

His laugh was low, barely a sound at all, and his hands came around me - one at the small of my back, one sliding down over my ass, bare under the shirt, and at the discovery his fingers flexed and something in him settled and darkened. "Eleven months," he said, "and she comes back giving orders."

"Not orders." I rose up on my toes and put my mouth an inch from his. "Directions."

He kissed me. Or I kissed him - by then the distinction had stopped existing. It wasn't the careful first kiss of a reunion; there was nothing careful left in either of us, and his hand fisted in the back of my shirt, and I made a sound into his mouth that I'd have been embarrassed by a year ago and wasn't now. He tasted like toothpaste and himself. His stubble scraped my chin. I pressed the full length of my body into his and felt exactly how long his own winter had been.

He walked me backward to the counter - my counter, our counter - and I was already turning in his hands before he could turn me, planting my palms on the granite, arching my back, offering. Behind me I heard the sound a man makes when something he'd planned to unwrap slowly gets handed to him already open.

"Sienna."

"It's Sunday," I said, over my shoulder. "Some things shouldn't change."

The shirt came up over my hips, his palm smoothed down the curve of my ass, and then his fingers found me - one slow pass through the slick heat between my legs, and we both went still at what he found there. I'd been wet since the screen door - since before it, if I was honest.

"All that," he said quietly, "for coffee."

"None of it was for the coffee."

His zipper. The shift of his stance. The blunt heat of him lining up where I was soft and open and eleven months empty - and then he pushed into me, one long steady stroke, and my head dropped between my shoulders and I heard myself moan, loud and shameless, into the granite.

The stretch of him. That was what no city bed had held: the specific, patient, filling stretch of Grant, thick and unrushed, my body giving way around him in slow pulses like it was remembering him ring by ring. He seated himself completely and stopped, buried, his hands closing over my hips, thumbs fitting into the dimples at the base of my spine as if they'd waited all year for him to come home.

"There she is," he said. The same words Diane had used at my front door.

Then he moved, and I stopped thinking about words.

He set the pace he always set at first - long, deep, deliberate, a man laying down a rhythm he could keep for an hour - and for a while I gave myself to it exactly the way I used to, cheek low, spine curved, moaning on every stroke, the wet sounds of us obscene in the quiet kitchen. The counter's edge printed a cold line across the tops of my thighs. His mug steamed away beside my hand. The morning sun crawled up the granite, and Grant fucked me with the level certainty that had rebuilt me from the inside out one Sunday at a time, and it was everything I'd been starving for.

And it wasn't all I'd come back with.

I planted my forearms, got my feet under me properly, and pushed back into him - met his next stroke halfway, hard, and took the half-second of his surprise and used it, rolling my hips, setting a pace of my own inside his, faster, greedier. I heard his breath change. His hands tightened on my hips, not to stop me - to feel it, the fact of it, the girl who'd once stood trembling at this counter now driving herself back onto his cock like she was the one doing the taking.

"Look at you," he said, rough.

"I've been practicing." I hadn't - there'd been no one worth practicing on - and he must have known, because what I'd actually been doing was wanting, all year, and wanting is its own kind of practice. I fucked back against him and felt the deep glow of an orgasm start low in my belly, slow-building and inevitable, and I chased it out loud. "Right there. Right - there, Grant, don't-"

He didn't. He gave me exactly that, angle and depth, over and over, one hand leaving my hip to press flat between my shoulder blades - pinning me gently to the stone the way he'd done the very first time, the counter's cold against my nipples through thin cotton - and the combination, his weight and the granite and the relentless drag of him over that one interior place, gathered me up and wrung me out. I came loud. Loud enough for open windows, loud enough for the street, my spine bowing, my pussy clenching around him in long hard pulls, his name the only word I had left.

He worked me through it and then let himself off the leash - shorter now, harder, chasing, his breath gone ragged at last, and I pushed back into every stroke and told him yes and inside and felt the moment it took him: the stutter, the grip, the deep grinding press as he buried himself and came, flooding me with a low groan that I felt in the granite under my chest.

We stayed like that while our breathing found its way back. His chest against my spine. His heartbeat, no longer even. Sun all the way up the counter now, both mugs quietly steaming.

He pulled out slow, and I felt the warm slide of him down my inner thigh and didn't reach for anything to stop it. I turned around and hopped up onto the counter, shirt rucked at my waist, cunt bare and wet and leaking him onto the stone, and handed him his mug.

Grant took it. Drank, watching me over the rim with an expression I'd never quite seen on him - assessing, and behind the assessment, something that in a less contained man would have been a grin.

"You came back different," he said.

"I came back right."

He considered that. Nodded once, slow, the way he'd nod at a wall he'd built that had come out true. Then he set the mug down on his side of the press and kissed me, taking his time, one calloused hand cupping my jaw, tasting of coffee.

"Diane know you're back to rights?" he said against my mouth.

"She's known since before I did."

"Mm." He straightened, tucked himself away, the morning already reassembling him into a man with a yard to see to. At the kitchen doorway he paused, and looked back at me - perched on the counter in a damp t-shirt, marked and flushed and his, and also, in a way that was new this year, entirely my own. "Good summer, I think," he said, and the screen door tapped shut behind him.

Diane's text came at four. She had my number now - another of this summer's small promotions - and the sight of her name on my city phone was two worlds touching.

Dinner at ours. Seven. Paul's grilling. Don't dress up.

I read don't dress up in her voice, with all its layers, and laughed alone in my kitchen, and spent the next three hours failing to think about anything else.

I walked over at seven exactly, barefoot, in the thinnest of the six sundresses and nothing under it, my porch light burning behind me in the gold evening. Their colonial stood at the head of the cul-de-sac the way it always had, and I let myself in through the back the way you did on this street, and the kitchen smelled like grilled peaches and rosemary, and Paul was at the counter in an apron with tongs in his hand and, at the sight of me, set the tongs down.

"Well," he said. "Look who's home."

I'd forgotten the sheer size of him up close - not tall, but built like something you'd shelter behind in weather, barrel chest, forearms, the goatee framing a grin with absolutely no innocence in it. He hugged me off my feet. Against my ear he said, "Missed you, Sienna," in a voice that was warm and plain and made my eyes sting stupidly, and then he set me down and looked at me the other way, the covenant way, thorough and appreciative, and that made the heat come back up my chest, and Diane watched us both from the doorway with a glass of wine and the air of a woman confirming that her house was in order.

Dinner was good, and I barely tasted it. Not for nerves - for the low candle burning under everything, the way Diane's foot found mine beneath the table, the way Paul kept refilling my glass an inch at a time, the way the conversation moved like water toward the stairs without one word of it saying so. They asked about my year and I told them, the fine-ness of it, the careful boys, and Paul laughed until he had to put his fork down, and Diane didn't laugh at all.

"A year's a long time," she said, "to speak a language nobody around you knows."

"It was."

She set down her napkin. It was somehow the most eloquent gesture I'd ever seen.

"Come upstairs, sweetheart. Let's hear how much you remember."

Their room was the same. The big bed with the wrought-iron frame, lamplight, the window over the backyard going blue with dusk. The nightstand - I looked at it, and Diane saw me look, and the corner of her mouth moved, and neither of us said anything about the soft black rope coiled inside it, because that was a card she'd play when she chose and we both knew it.

She undressed me first. That was hers, the unwrapping, and I stood still for it - one strap, the other, thin cotton sliding off me and pooling at my ankles, leaving me bare in lamplight while she circled me slowly with her wineglass still in hand, taking inventory. My breasts, nipples tight. The narrow of my waist. The fading line where the counter's edge had pressed this morning; she trailed a fingertip along it, and my breath caught, and she smiled at the catch like a jeweler finding the hallmark.

"Grant," she said. Not a question.

"This morning."

"Of course. Sundays." She set the glass down and shrugged off her own dress in one unceremonious motion, and I stopped breathing altogether for a second, because a year of remembering had shrunk her somehow, and the reality of Diane bare reasserted itself the way weather does. The heavy sway of her breasts, dark nipples, the wide luxurious flare of her hips. I hadn't stopped wanting to be her and I hadn't stopped wanting her and I'd stopped needing those to be different things.

She laid me back across the wide bed and stretched out beside me, and kissed me - wine-dark and unhurried, deeper than the doorway kiss - and her hand moved on me while she did, proprietary, reacquainting itself. Throat. Breast. She rolled my nipple and swallowed the sound I made. Belly. The crease of my thigh, taking its time, and by the time her fingers finally slid through my slickness I was shaking, and she made a low sound of satisfaction into my mouth at the state of me.

"Soaked," she said. "All through dinner?"

"Since this morning."

"Greedy girl. It's the best thing about you." And she kissed her way down my body and settled between my thighs like a woman with no appointments for the rest of her life, draped my legs over her shoulders, and put her mouth on me.

I'd spent eleven months trying to recreate this from memory and I'd been embarrassingly wrong about all of it. The patience. That was the unrecreatable part - the flat, slow, weighted strokes of her tongue, over and over, gathering me; the way she read every twitch of my hips like large print; the way she'd carry me to the brink's edge and then ease off, humming, pressing slow kisses to my inner thigh while I whined, until I was rolling my hips up against her face and begging in fragments. Only then did she seal her mouth over my clit and give me the sucking, ceaseless pressure she'd been withholding, two fingers curling into me, and I came apart on her tongue with my hands in her auburn hair, loud, arching, my thighs locking around her shoulders, my whole body pulsing against her mouth.

She didn't stop. She gentled but didn't stop, and built me straight back up while I was still twitching - quicker this time, my body remembering the way she liked to stack them - and the second one rolled through me longer and lower, and I heard myself sobbing her name to the ceiling.

When she finally lifted her head, chin gleaming, I was boneless. She looked, if anything, fed.

"Well," she said, to the room at large. "She remembers."

The mattress dipped. Paul had come up at some point - I'd registered it distantly, cloth on floor, the sense of him watching - and now he knelt onto the bed, bare, and the sight of him kicked my pulse over even wrung out as I was. The sheer stocky mass of him. The thick jut of his cock, heavy and blunt, a size my body kept insisting it had exaggerated in memory and hadn't.

He hooked my knees, slid me down the sheets to him, and settled over me - missionary, plain and direct, his barrel chest a ceiling, my thighs spread wide around all that width. The blunt head of him notched into me and he pushed in slow, watching my face, and even soaked, even open from Diane's fingers, the stretch of Paul was its own event: rung after rung of fullness until my mouth fell open and my eyes lost focus and he was seated, deep, the fullness packed low and hot in me.

"Still takes me better than anyone on this street," he said, conversational, and Diane, stretched alongside us with her head propped on one hand, said, "She's family. Of course she does," and bent down and kissed me while her husband started to move.

He was a different school than Grant - less patient, more good-humored, deep driving strokes with his whole weight behind them that punched small sounds out of me and rocked the iron bed frame into the wall. I wrapped my legs around him and took it and gave it back, nails in his shoulders, and Diane murmured filth and endearments in my ear in the same warm alto - look at you, taking him, we kept your side of the bed, sweetheart, all year - and I came a third time like that, clenched hard around Paul's thickness with Diane's mouth on my throat, and I still hadn't gotten to the thing I wanted.

I turned my head. Diane's face was two inches from mine on the pillow, hazel eyes reading me the way they read everything.

"Say it," she said.

"I want him in my ass." My voice came out wrecked and completely certain. "It's been a year. Nobody since - nobody's had me there since the clubhouse. I want it back."

Paul went still inside me and groaned like a man hearing his number called. Diane's smile spread slow and rich.

"There's my girl," she said. "You heard her."

They moved without discussion. Paul withdrew - the emptiness made me whine - and Diane was already at the nightstand, already back, the small bottle passing hand to hand, and I rolled over and got my knees under me and my chest down on the cool sheet, spine curved, presenting my ass with a shamelessness that would have killed the girl who'd arrived here a year ago. Cool slickness at my rim. Diane's fingers first, practiced, working the lube into me, opening me, one and then two, and I breathed the way she'd taught me and felt myself go soft and willing around her.

"She's ready," Diane said. "She's been ready since April."

The bed shifted. The blunt, enormous heat of Paul settled against me, and Diane stretched out beneath and beside me, her face by mine, one hand smoothing my hair back.

"You know the way," she said quietly.

I did. Exhale, long and slow, and push back - the old lesson, hers, from a summer ago in this same bed - and I did it with a practiced ease that made both of them murmur, breathing out and bearing back onto him as the thick head of his cock pressed and pressed and then breached me, that huge blooming stretch, the burn folding over into fullness the way it always did one second after you trusted it to. He fed himself into me by degrees while I exhaled him deeper, and there was no fear anywhere in it, only the dark rich taken-ness of it, the fullness that had no equivalent, and when his hips settled warm against my ass we all three exhaled together.

"Beautiful," Diane said, and her hand slid down between my legs and found my clit.

Paul rode me slow and deep, and my body turned the two sensations into one - his thickness dragging huge and heavy in my ass, her fingers moving in slick circles exactly where I needed them, and I gave up on words. I rocked between her hand and his hips. The room filled with the sounds of us, skin and breath and the iron frame's soft complaint, and a pressure began winding tighter and tighter behind my navel, from the deep place only this act reached, while I moaned into the sheets, and Diane's voice carried me - there she is, take him, come for us, welcome home - and I went.

It rolled up from underneath and took me whole: my ass clamping around Paul's thickness, my hips grinding down onto Diane's fingers, a long guttural sound I'd never made in any city tearing out of me while the two of them held me through it, and Paul cursed reverently and gripped my hips and let go of his patience at last - a dozen hard, deep strokes while I was still coming, and then he buried himself and finished, deep in my ass, pulsing, flooding, his groan landing on my spine like something with weight.

For a while, nobody moved. Lamplight. Three heartbeats, slowing at different rates.

He eased out of me with a care that always surprised strangers and never surprised me, and I collapsed flat and Diane gathered me in against the pillow of her breasts and rubbed slow circles on my back while the aftershocks walked through me one at a time. Paul returned with warm washcloths and water I didn't remember asking for. The window had gone full dark. Somewhere out there my own porch light was burning in it.

I was floating in the deep warm bath of afterward, tangled between them - my cheek on Diane's chest, my calves across Paul's lap, his thumb idly tracing the arch of my foot - when I understood that the moment had arrived. Nothing announced it. I simply felt the space stand open for the thing I'd carried home.

"I want to ask you something," I said. "Both of you."

"Mm." Diane's fingers kept moving in my hair.

"All winter I've been thinking about what I could - " I stopped. Started again, plainer, the way she'd have coached me to. "Last summer this street gave me everything. Everyone gave, and I mostly took, and I know nobody's keeping accounts, but I want - I want to give it something back. Something nobody's given it in a long time. Maybe ever."

Paul's thumb had stopped. Diane gave no sign at all beyond the same soothing pass through my hair.

"My door," I said. "Open. All day. Porch light on and the front door propped, so everyone knows - anyone who wants me, all day long, one after another, whoever walks in. Not a party. Not an event with - with drinks and music. Just me, in that house, being there for the whole street. All of it. All day." My heart was slamming now, the words finally out in the air after all those months in my chest, and I made myself finish. "That's what I brought back with me. That's the idea."

The silence had a texture. I lifted my head off Diane's chest and found her gone very still, hazel eyes fixed on me - and then the stillness broke, and what came through it was a smile I'd never been given before - nothing like the doorway smile or the amused one over the wineglass rim. Something older and warmer, with a shine at the bottom of it. The smile of a woman watching her protégée walk to the front of the room.

"Oh, sweetheart," she said softly. "That's called hosting."

I blinked. "It has a name?"

"It has a name." She sat up against the headboard, drawing me with her, and there was ceremony in her now, a measured formality she kept for the covenant's oldest things. "The porch light says the street may have you. An open front door says the street is invited - every neighbor, all day long, come as you are. A handful of women in Briarwood's whole history have held one." A pause, one heartbeat, deliberate. "I was the last. Years before you ever drove past that sign."

Paul's hand had wrapped my ankle, warm and steady. "It's true," he said. "Best day this street ever had, until she cooked at the barbecue that same summer."

"Hush." But her eyes never left me. "Understand what you're asking, Sienna. The covenant covers everyone who lives here. Hosting is more. A woman who holds the street's day and gives it back is a hostess, and Briarwood never forgets its hostesses." A beat. "And even that is only half of it."

"Half," I said. "What's the other half?"

Something moved behind the hazel, deep and satisfied and patient - a door I could see but not through. "The other half," Diane said, "is giving the street its next one. But that's not tonight's question." She tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, fingertips trailing my jaw, exactly the gesture from my back deck the night before. "Tonight's question is whether you mean it."

"I've meant it since February."

"Then Saturday," she said, and just like that the ceremony fell away and it was logistics, brisk as a grocery list. "The word will be around the street by Tuesday - I'll see to it. You'll eat a real breakfast, and I'll come at nine to get you ready, and I'm bringing my rope." My whole body pulsed once, hard, at the word; her mouth curved, noting it. "And the rule under everything holds that day like every day: any word from you that means stop, means stop - the door closes and the street goes home, no questions. Nobody's ever needed it. But it's yours to hold."

"I know," I said. "I won't need it either."

"No," she said, comfortable as arithmetic. "I don't imagine you will."

Paul turned off the far lamp. The near one stayed, as it had all last summer, a small warm burning in the dark of their room - this street kept its lights on, even the indoor kind, even asleep. Diane drew the sheet over the three of us and settled me into the place I'd slept the best nights of last summer, her heartbeat slow under my ear, Paul's bulk warm along my back, and I lay there stunned with pleasure and heavy with plans.

Saturday. The rope. The open door. My body, laid out on some threshold I couldn't fully picture yet, given over one neighbor at a time to the street that had made me. Six days out, and I could already hear the screen doors.

I was wet again before I fell asleep. Neither of them needed telling. Diane's fingers simply slid down between my thighs and circled my swollen clit, sure and familiar, until I shuddered against her breast one last time - and the last thing I knew was Paul's low laugh in the dark, and then the deep dreamless sleep of a woman who has finally, finally said the thing out loud.


⚜




Chapter 3: Open hours - the table

⚜

Diane's three raps landed on my front door at nine exactly, and I answered it having followed her instructions to the letter: showered, hair dried and brushed out, a real breakfast in me - eggs, toast, the orange juice she'd specified like a doctor - and nothing on at all.

She looked me over on my own doorstep, in full view of the street, taking her time about it. Then she stepped in past me, and I saw what she'd brought. The rope rode coiled in a canvas garden trug, black and soft, and under it a folded blanket, a bottle of lube, a stack of hand towels, and a case of water, which she set down on my counter with the practical thump of a woman provisioning a work site.

"Nervous?" she asked, unpacking.

I checked, honestly, the way you press a bruise. "No. I keep waiting to be."

"You won't be." She snapped the blanket open over my kitchen table and smoothed it flat. "Nerves are for people who don't know what they're for. Come here."

The table sat where it had all last summer, oak and sturdy, in the wide spot between the kitchen and the front hall - and I understood her choice of it the moment I stood at its end and looked up. From the table, the hall ran straight to the front door. Whoever stood on my porch would see me before they saw anything else in the house. The table wasn't furniture today. It was an altar with a sightline.

"Hips at the edge," Diane said. "Face down. Arms forward."

The blanket was flannel, worn soft. I laid myself along it - cheek turned, breasts flattened, hips riding the table's end so that my toes just found the floor - and Diane began to tie me, and I learned immediately that I knew nothing about what she'd done with that rope in their bedroom last August, because that had been play, and this was craft. She worked without hurry, wrapping each wrist in flat coils that spread the hold across my skin, running the line down to the table legs, checking two fingers under every pass. My arms settled long and loose toward the far corners. Then my ankles, drawn apart and lashed each to a leg, opening me, fixing me - knees against the table's edge, feet on the cool floor, my ass presented to the front hall at exactly the height of a standing man.

She tugged the last knot and the whole arrangement went taut, and a shudder rolled through me from the hips out.

"Pull," she said.

I pulled. Wrists, then ankles. The rope gave nothing, kindly. I was held at four points, spread and steady, and the fact of it dropped through me like a stone into a well: whatever came through that door today, I would receive. Until dark, it was that simple: stay open, listen, receive. Wetness slicked my inner thighs, and I hadn't been touched yet.

Diane set the lube and the towels on the table beside my ribs, where a reaching hand would find them. She filled a glass of water and put a straw in it. Small logistics, one after another, while I lay tied to my own kitchen table and listened to her move around me, and the ordinariness of her footsteps did more to me than ceremony would have.

Then she crouched at my head, level with my eyes, and there was nothing brisk left in her face.

"The street knows," she said. "They've known since Tuesday, and sweetheart, I wish you could have heard this cul-de-sac holding its breath all week." Her knuckle traced my cheekbone. "I'll circle through with water, and otherwise I'll leave you alone. This day isn't mine."

"Whose is it?"

"Theirs." She stood, and I heard the smile in her voice land somewhere above me. "That's what makes it yours." And she bent and pressed one kiss to the back of my shoulder, light as a seal on a letter.

She walked down my front hall. She propped the front door wide - I heard the doorstop's rubber squeak against the boards - and unlatched the screen door so it would swing to a touch, and then her heels went down the porch steps and faded across the grass, and I was alone, naked, tied over my kitchen table with my front door standing open to the whole of Briarwood and the porch light burning above it in the ten a.m. sun.

The house had never been so loud.

That was the first discovery, in the first minutes: sound. Face down, fixed, eyes half-closed against the flannel, I had nothing to do but hear. Somebody's sprinklers ran their arc, hiss and return. A lawnmower started up two houses over, droned, and cut off. Wind moved the oaks. A car passed the mouth of the cul-de-sac without turning in, and my whole body tracked it like a dog. I could hear the refrigerator behind me. I could hear my own pulse where my cheek pressed the table.

I hung there in the middle of the morning, spread and slick and waiting, and the waiting itself began to work on me. Every sound the street made walked straight up my spine. I'd expected to feel exposed - I was exposed, arranged ass-first at the end of a hallway anyone could look down - but what arrived instead was a hot patient certainty, rising by the minute: they were coming. Someone was already coming. Every neighbor on this street knew what stood propped open at number four, and I felt my hips tilt up of their own accord, presenting harder.

Footsteps hit my porch at ten past ten.

I knew them before the screen door tapped. A year of Sunday mornings had taught me that exact unhurried weight on wood, and my heart kicked hard even as everything below my waist went heavy and ready. The screen swung. Boots down my hall, taking their time, and then a warm rough palm settled on my ass as if it were resuming a sentence, and Grant said, from somewhere above and behind me:

"Whole street's walking around like it's Christmas morning."

The laugh startled out of me and broke in the middle, because his thumb had dragged down and found me soaked. He stood there a moment, learning the state of me with two blunt fingers - I heard his breath go deeper - and then his belt, his zipper, the sounds a man makes shedding just enough, and the head of him lined up and pressed in, and my mouth opened against the flannel and stayed open while Grant filled me, one long deliberate stroke, right to the root.

He didn't move at first. He leaned over me instead, and his palm came down warm between my shoulder blades - that press, the first thing my body ever learned on this street - and he held me pinned like that, seated deep, while my pussy fluttered and gripped around the sheer known size of him.

"First," he said. Just the one word, but I heard everything in it. Of course Grant first. He was the street's opening line to me, last summer and forever; there was an order to things.

Then he moved, and it was Sunday-slow and Sunday-deep, except that I was tied, and the rope changed all of it. I couldn't push back. I couldn't set a pace inside his the way I had at the counter, couldn't do anything I'd come home able to do - could only lie anchored at four points and be used, and the surrender I'd chosen was so much larger than any surrender that had merely happened to me that I was moaning by the fourth stroke, openly, the sound running down the hall and out my open front door for anyone crossing the street to hear. He took me with the whole patient weight of his year, hands wrapping the flare of my hips, the table creaking its beat under us, and when the orgasm gathered it came from underneath, from the rope and the stillness it enforced, a deep circling pull that tightened and tightened until I broke around him with my wrists straining the coils and my toes off the floor.

He rode me through it, and then his rhythm shortened, roughened, chasing - and finished inside me with a grip and a long exhale, pulsing, holding my hips to him as if the street might try to take me before he was done.

The kitchen came back by degrees. His heartbeat, through my back. Sprinklers, somewhere.

He drew out with care and I felt the first warm run of him start down my thigh - and with my wrists coiled to the table legs there was nothing to do but feel it travel, and a shiver of pleased, chosen exposure went through me at that: this was the condition of the day. Whatever the street left in me and on me was out of my hands in the plainest possible sense.

Grant straightened my hair off my cheek with two fingers, the way another man might straighten a picture frame.

"Water's at your ribs," he said. "I'll be back before dark."

"Promise?"

"I opened it," he said, buckling. "Somebody's got to close it." Boots down the hall. The screen door's tap. Gone.

And then the second discovery, the one nobody had told me about, the one I'd keep the rest of my life: the lull.

The house went quiet around me again, and I lay tied in it, sweat cooling, cunt full of Grant, dripping his finish onto the hardwood between my feet in slow occasional threads - I could hear each one land - and the arousal I expected to fade did not fade. It sank and spread. Water ticked against somebody's driveway. A jay had an argument in the oaks. Fifteen minutes, maybe twenty, unmeasured, and every minute of the emptiness the open door filled the house louder: someone would come. I didn't know who and I didn't know when, and my body kept me right at a simmer without one touch, hips flexing shallowly at nothing, at the sound of the street living its Saturday all around the fact of me. The waiting wasn't between the acts. The waiting was an act - and when the porch boards finally sounded again I heard myself whimper before the screen door even tapped.

Cologne reached me before he did - cedar and orange peel, expensive, a scent I knew from a backyard party somewhere in last July - and a voice I half-placed said, "Well, good morning," with a smile in it, and hands smoothed up the backs of my thighs.

He found the lube beside my ribs. I heard the click of the cap, felt the cool drizzle land in the cleft of my ass, and everything in me went still and bright at once. His thumb spread it, circled my rim, pressed - thorough, in no rush at all, a man who'd done this well before - and I breathed out long, the old lesson, and opened for the first finger, then the second, my forehead grinding into the flannel.

"There you go," he murmured, conversational. "Heard you'd come back."

He was leisurely about my ass in a way nobody had ever been - seated himself in me by patient half-inches while I exhaled and bore back the little the rope allowed, and then used me in long easy strokes with his thumbs hooked in the dimples of my spine, chatting to me in fragments I lost track of, and the sting ebbed away under a dense dragging pressure that had no equivalent anywhere else in me, and I stopped being able to tell his pace from my own pulse. He finished deep with a quiet grunt and a courteous pat, wiped himself on a towel, and left the day's second load in me and the day's second slick trail cooling on my skin.

After him, sooner, a younger stride, almost a jog on the porch steps - somebody's grown son home for the summer, eager, breathing fast before he'd touched me. He went where I was soaked and easy, and he lasted about two dozen wild-paced strokes, rocking the table on its feet, and pulled out with a gasp to finish across my lower back in hot stripes. He hovered afterward - I could feel the apology forming - and then thought better of it, and laughed at himself, young and delighted, and said "God, thank you," so fervently that I was still grinning into the flannel as his jog carried him back down my porch steps.

The morning found its rhythm that way. Footsteps, a presence, a use, a leaving; then the house and the sprinklers and my own simmering pulse; then footsteps. One man came in without a word - chlorine and a flash of silver when I turned my cheek, the swimmer who did his laps at the pool every morning - and his hands had a swimmer's certainty, and he oiled his way into my ass with the same efficient patience he brought to his mile of water, long steady lengths, tireless, and left me with a squeeze of the nape that I felt in my knees. Somewhere in there the morning tipped over into afternoon. Sweat stuck the flannel to my cheek and breasts. The floor between my feet held a small bright pool. Hour on hour, I could feel myself retuning: the first men had landed on skin wound tight enough to ring - every entry an event, every stretch reported in full - and by noon the reports were arriving blurred, rounded, greedy, my body gone loose and hot and open everywhere, the sharpness burned down into something better: appetite with no edges left.

I'd counted, at first. The count didn't survive the morning.

The two men came in together at the hottest part of the day, mid-conversation, beers in hand - I heard bottles land on my counter, familiar as anything, two neighbors making themselves at home - and one of them said, "You want the talkative end or the quiet end?" and the other one laughed, and so did I, wrecked and involuntary, face-down on my own table.

"She laughs," the first one said, approvingly, crouching to my level. Sandy stubble, forty-something, a fishing-trip tan. He turned my chin gently with one finger. "Hey, neighbor. Room for two?"

"Mm," I said, which was most of my vocabulary by then, and opened my mouth.

They took up their stations without ceremony - one behind me, work-rough palms and the cool band of a watch against my hip, sliding into my pussy with a low whistle at the state of it, and the sandy one at my head, where the table's height put my turned face level with his hips. He fed himself to me carefully at first, my jaw slack, my cheek pillowed on flannel, angle shallow - and then less carefully as I showed him what a year of wanting had done for my patience, my tongue working the underside, spit slicking him, small urgent sounds humming out of me around his width.

They found a rhythm between them, because men like these always do - push and pull, seesawing me gently on the rope's slack, the one behind driving me forward onto the one in front, the heat of his thighs against mine, his grip printing my hips - and they talked over my back, idle, outrageous: the fishing trip, somebody's boat, "she's got a mouth on her, don't wait on my account," and the plain neighborliness of it, the way I fit into their Saturday like the beer did, tipped me over the edge with no warning at all. I came mid-laugh - his joke, my broken hum around him - clenching hard on the man behind me while the sound spilled out of me around the man in front, and neither of them stopped, and the orgasm rolled long under their doubled rhythm until I was limp as the rope allowed and had stopped forming anything like words even inside my own head.

The one behind me finished first, deep, gripping my hips through it. The sandy one drew back to the head of my tongue and spent himself there with a groan I felt in my teeth, and I swallowed, and he thumbed the corner of my mouth clean with unexpected tenderness.

"Best block party this street ever threw," he told me, from his crouch, eye to eye. "And I've been to the chili one."

I was still laughing when their bottles clinked off my counter and the screen door tapped twice behind them.

Diane came through in the early afternoon on her second or third circuit - cool hands, the straw guided to my mouth, water I hadn't known I was desperate for. She toweled my lower back and thighs without fuss, checked my wrists finger by finger, retied nothing.

"Talk to me," she said.

"They keep laughing." My voice came out sanded down to a husk. "Everyone's so - happy."

"You thought you were giving the street a solemn day?" She kissed my hair. "You're giving it a holiday, sweetheart. Listen - you can hear it from here." And she stood beside me in the quiet, her hand resting warm on the small of my back, and I listened: the pool, distantly, shrieking with somebody's kids at the shallow end; two mowers now; a radio on a porch. The street's whole ordinary Saturday, running its errands and grilling its lunches, and every bit of it aimed at my open door, revolving around the fixed point of me. My eyes went hot and I couldn't have said why.

"Halfway soon," Diane said. "You'll tell me if you want it to be sooner."

"Don't you dare."

Her laugh trailed away toward the porch, and I heard her say something warm to someone out there in passing, and the screen swung once more, and bare feet padded down my hall - light, in no hurry - and a skirt whispered to the floor somewhere behind my head, and warm thighs and the smell of sunscreen arrived at my face, and I knew before I ever saw the red bikini bottoms hit the floorboards.

Sofia climbed onto my table.

The oak took her weight with a creak, and she settled herself in front of me on her knees, and for one long moment she simply looked at me down the length of her own body - dark hair loose, that smile arriving exactly as advertised, aimed at me from two feet away instead of across a pool. Two summers of loungers and doorways and the palm-out wave - and now her hand slid into my hair, gathering it back off my face with a gentleness that undid me, and she said, in that low amused voice:

"I waited until today on purpose. I wanted my turn to count."

She tilted my chin up and brought herself to my mouth.

She was soaked already - salt and clean sweat and her - and I made a sound into her that I'd never made for anyone, and went to work with everything Diane had ever taught me and a year's worth of wondering. Flat and patient first, learning her, the full soft weight of her folds against my lips; then her hips began to ride, small circles that grew, and I chased her clit and sealed on it and hummed, and above me Sofia began talking to herself in Spanish, hoarse and lovely, one hand fisted in my hair and the other braced on the table that held me. Tied, I could give her nothing but my mouth. It was enough. It was, from the sound of her, considerably more than enough - her thighs started trembling against my cheeks, her circles lost their roundness, and she rode my tongue harder, chasing, greedy, all that accumulated watching cashing itself in, and when she broke she broke all at once -

	and gushed. Hot and sudden, across my mouth and chin and cheek, a flood of her that shocked a moan out of me and soaked the flannel under my face, her whole body curling over mine, crying out something I didn't need translated. My own hips were grinding at nothing. Nobody had laid a hand on me and I was right at the edge myself, from nothing, from her.



Sofia looked down at what she'd done to my face and started to laugh - helpless, delighted, still shuddering - and then she bent herself double and kissed me, thoroughly, licking her own wet off my lips and chin, humming at the taste, until the kiss turned into another kiss and that one gentled into a third.

"Better than watching," she said against my mouth.

"Stay," I said - begged, really, hips still working at empty air, and she smiled and reached one arm back and slid three fingers into me, curling, exact, and the release snapped through me before I could brace for it, wailing into her collarbone while she murmured sí, sí, ya lo sé into my hair.

She took her time dressing. At the end of the hall she paused - I watched her upside-down and sideways, my cheek in the cooling wet she'd left - and she gave me the wave, palm out, from inside my own house this time. Then the screen door, and the afternoon, and me.

The rest of the afternoon poured through my open door in ones and twos, and I received it: a mouth's work at the table's height, loads in my pussy and my ass, a man who groaned my name like he'd been rehearsing it - his wedding band one cool precise point on my hip among all that warm skin - another who never said a word and used me with a beautiful selfish simplicity and left. The lulls stretched longer as the light went amber down the hallway, and in them I drifted, floating on the flannel in a body that had stopped being separate events and become one continuous warm hum, wearing the whole street's finish on my skin like weather. Somewhere a screen door tapped and it wasn't mine, and I still lifted my hips.

I heard the count once, late, like a voice from another room - you could tally it, you were counting once - and let it go under the surface without a ripple. Arithmetic belonged to a girl who needed proof. What I had instead was sensation, entire: rope-held, brimming, dripping, spent and somehow still simmering, my cheek in Sofia's dried flood and my thighs glazed to the knee, the table's flannel dark under my hips in an oval like a shadow I'd cast all day.

The light had gone long and gold when Diane's heels came up the porch steps, and this time they didn't circle. They stopped at the table's end, and her hand settled on my hair.

"Look at you," she said, and the register of it had shed the briskness and the teasing both - quiet, and very close to awe. "I held one of these, and I still didn't know what it would be to see it."

She untied me wrist by wrist. Each coil came away and she pressed her thumbs into the shallow grooves the rope had printed in me, rubbing the blood back through in firm circles, kissing the inside of each wrist like a signature. Ankles next, crouched at my feet in her linen dress on the wet hardwood without a flicker of hesitation. When the last coil fell away I found I couldn't exactly move - the shape of the table had become my shape - and she gathered me up off the flannel by degrees, an arm under mine, and I hung on her strong soft frame and left a print of the day on her dress that she wore like a corsage.

My legs half-worked. She half-carried me, up the stairs I'd forgotten I owned, into the bathroom, and set me on the closed lid of the toilet while she ran the tap hot over a washcloth. I sat there swaying gently, streaked and glazed and rope-marked, loose-jointed, wearing the traces of more men than I could have counted and one glorious woman, and I looked up at Diane through the steam with the one fact I was still sure of.

"I don't want it to be over."

"Over?" Diane crouched in front of me and pressed a glass into my hands, and guided it up to my mouth, and her smile through the steam had the whole evening inside it, and the bedroom waiting down the hall, and the wave I didn't know yet was coming. "Sweetheart. Halfway. Drink this."


⚜




Chapter 4: Open hours - the bed

⚜

Diane cleaned me up the way she did everything - thoroughly, without hurry, and in an order she'd clearly settled on before she started. The washcloth went hot under the tap twice more. She worked down my throat and chest, along the crease of each thigh, talking to me in a low unbroken ribbon that wasn't really made of sentences - there, that's better, tip your chin - and I sat on the closed toilet lid and let myself be handled, sipping when the glass came up to my mouth, floating somewhere just behind my own eyes.

She didn't wash all of it away. I noticed that. She took the salt and the sweat and left the day in me, and when I shifted on the lid I could feel it, the deep warm weight the morning had left in me, and my body did a slow lazy clench around nothing that told me everything I needed to know about the state I was in. Halfway through the biggest thing I'd ever asked for, and underneath the trembling and the rope marks, I was still hungry.

"Eat," Diane said, and put a saucer of orange slices in my hands.

I ate. The cold sweet shock of them was absurdly good - I laughed at the first one, actually laughed, juice running down my wrist - and Diane watched me with her hip against the sink and an expression she didn't explain.

"Ten minutes flat on your back," she said, and took the empty saucer out of my hands. "Breathing. Then we start again - and sweetheart, the bed is not the table. You'll see what I mean."

The bedroom had changed while I was being fed oranges - Diane had slipped out twice while I ate and drank, unremarked, and I hadn't thought to wonder where.

The bed - the wide bed where I'd slept through one whole summer and then spent eleven months dreaming my way back - stood stripped of its quilt, a clean sheet tucked drum-tight, and folded towels laid in a neat overlapping run across the middle like a workman's drop cloth. Two pillows stacked square at the center. The rope was already there, re-coiled, one length hitched to each corner of the iron frame, laid up over the mattress in four waiting curves. The window shades were up. The ceiling fan turned slow. The bedroom door stood wide open to the landing, and from the bed you could see straight through it to the top of the stairs.

They would come up the stairs now. They'd arrive at that doorway, and the first thing the house would show them was me.

I stretched out as instructed and breathed, and made it about six minutes.

"Diane."

"Mm."

"I'm ready."

She looked up from the corner where she was checking a knot, and whatever she saw on my face made her put the ceremony away entirely. "Yes," she said, "you are," and she came and arranged me with her sure hands - the stacked pillows under my hips, tipping my pelvis up like an offering on a raised dish, my wrists drawn up and out to the headboard's corners, flat soft coils, two fingers checked under every wrap. Then my ankles, spread wide, lashed low to the frame's foot corners so my knees fell open and stayed open. I pulled, the way she'd taught me that morning. Nothing gave.

Face-up. That was the whole difference, and I hadn't understood it until it was done. All morning I'd been a shape at the end of a hallway - hips, an offering, a back for the street to lean on. Now I lay spread and lifted with my breasts bare to the ceiling fan's slow stir and my face - my face - turned toward the door. Whoever came would be looking at me looking back. There'd be nowhere to put my eyes but on theirs.

"The table was for your body," Diane said, catching the thought before it had finished crossing my face. She stood at the foot of the bed, straightening nothing, just looking at what she'd made. "The bed's for your face. The street's been inside you all day, sweetheart. Now it gets to watch."

She left the bedroom door exactly as wide as it was, and went down my stairs, and I heard her heels cross the hall and pause at the propped front door - a word to someone on the porch, warm, unhurried - and then fade off the boards into the afternoon.

The someone came up my stairs.

I watched the doorway. Watching was the new act, and I learned it all at once, helplessly. A shadow tilted up the stairwell wall before he reached the landing, and my breath went shallow watching it grow, and then he was in the frame - the wedding-band man from the table wave, back again, older up close than his grip had suggested, gray at the temples, still in his yard clothes. He stopped in the doorway. His gaze went over the bed, the rope, the tipped-up offering of my hips, and I saw what it did to his face - the slow unguarded rearrangement of it - and heat rolled through me that had nothing to do with being touched. The morning had taught me I could hear a man want me. I hadn't known I could watch it happen.

"Afternoon," he said, hoarse.

"Afternoon," I managed, and he crossed the room shedding his shirt.

He was the first after the pause, and my body had used those quiet minutes to wind itself tight again without telling me. He settled between my spread thighs, lined up, pushed into me slow - and I sobbed. Actually sobbed, out loud, at the plain fact of being filled again; the oversensitivity of the fresh start crashed into the morning's deep loosened ache somewhere low in me, and I was coming before he'd found any rhythm at all, coming on his second stroke with my wrists hauling the coils taut and tears sliding sideways into my hair while he swore softly and held still inside me, and it kept rolling, wave after small wave, my hips working against the pillow stack all on their own.

"Okay," he breathed, when I finally slackened. "Okay." He sounded like a man renegotiating with himself. Then he began to move, and this time I did what the afternoon was for: I watched him. His jaw. The concentration line between his brows. The way his eyes kept coming back to my face like it was the thing he'd climbed the stairs for, and when he groaned my name - my name, again, rehearsed and wondering - and buried himself deep to finish, I watched that too, every open second of it, and understood at last why Diane always watched my face.

He kissed my knee, of all things, on his way out.

The afternoon poured up my staircase after him, and it moved faster than the morning had - Diane had been right, it was a different animal entirely. Downstairs the lulls had stretched long and green; up here the traffic came in near-relays, one tread on the stairs before the last had faded, and my body gave up the deep tidal build of the table for something quicker and brighter, riding shallow rolling crests that never fully receded. A stocky man I knew only as a hat at the end of the pool took me with his weight on his fists, thick forearms caging my ribs, his eyes locked to mine the entire time, unnervingly, wonderfully. A younger one with paint flecks on his forearms lasted four minutes and pulled out at the end to finish across my breasts in hot ropes - then knelt over me, catching his breath, and rubbed it into my nipples with the flat of his thumb, slow and proprietary, like a man working oil into wood, and the sight of the mess he was making of me pulled a sound up out of my chest that made him grin. Another arrived silent, knelt astride my ribs, and fed himself down to me at an angle no one had ever asked of my tied throat before, and taught it to me with a patience I wouldn't have predicted - shallow, shallow, deeper, his knuckles brushing my cheek - until I found the trick of swallowing at ninety degrees and heard him say "there she is" to my ceiling, and took what he gave me without losing a drop.

Between them: faces at the door. That was the drumbeat now. The shadow on the stairwell wall, the shape arriving in the frame, and each time, that first stopped second - the look - landing on me like a hand. The arousal of being used and the arousal of being seen had fused somewhere around the third man, and what was left was a rolling open-mouthed drift, my head loose on the sheet, my eyes finding each new pair of eyes down the length of my own spread body and holding them, shameless, while the fan turned overhead.

The two who came in together must have met on the porch, because they were already laughing at something when they hit the landing.

I knew the rhythm of a pair by then, but the bed made new geometry of it. One knelt up at my head, a big sunburned man with a beard going gray and a chest like a door, and the other, wiry and dark-eyed with a flat hard stomach, settled between my thighs, and they found their spacing with the easy coordination of men who'd carried furniture together. The bearded one tilted my chin back over the edge of the pillow stack and gave me his cock at the angle I'd just that hour been taught; the other drove into me full-length on the first stroke - I was so wet the room heard it - and they built, unhurried, toward a shared pace, the one in my mouth timing himself off the one in my pussy until the two of them were rocking me on one line, stem to stern, and I hummed and took and watched what I could see, which was mostly the underside of a beard and a stretch of sunburned throat, and everything in me went bright and simple.

Then the mattress dipped at my side, and a woman's voice said, "Don't mind me."

I couldn't turn my head to see her - the woman from the end house, I'd learn after; I knew her then only as a long silver braid slipping over my ribs, the clink of thin bangles sliding down a wrist - and her fingers arrived where the wiry man's body met mine, found my clit, and set to work in small devastating circles, and the afternoon folded shut over my head.

I couldn't have said what order it happened in after that. The circles tightened; the men's shared rhythm ground on through it, relentless because neither man knew what her hand was doing - and neither would have slowed if he had; and the first orgasm hit while my mouth was full, so it went into him - a long ragged moan up the length of the cock on my tongue that made him curse and grip my hair - and before it had anywhere near finished with me her fingers simply carried on through the middle of it and started the next one. Stacked. That was Diane's word, Diane's art, and this stranger with the bangles had it too, or maybe every woman on this street had it, and I came the second time before the first had fully let go of me, clenching so hard around the man in my pussy that he lost his rhythm and swore and slammed deep and finished, right at the crest of it, flooding me while I was still coming, and the man in my mouth pulled back to my tongue and followed him within three breaths, and I swallowed in gulps with tears standing in my eyes and her fingers, unbothered, easing me down the far side like a hand smoothing a bedsheet.

The braid slid off my ribs, and all I caught of her leaving was the swing of a full hip in a sun-faded skirt and two sun-browned shoulders in the doorway, the bangles chiming away down my stairs. I never did see her face that day.

"You're glowing," the bearded man told me, tucking in his shirt, and I made a frayed sound that had once been a laugh.

The afternoon took something else too, somewhere in its middle distance: my voice. Not violently - it just wore through, moan by moan, until what came out of me was air with edges on it, and I found I didn't miss it. The morning had ended with words going. Now sound itself was going, and what was left underneath turned out to be the truest register I had - breath, and my face, and my eyes on their eyes.

The light through the windows had gone the color of tea when Paul filled the doorway.

He had to nearly turn sideways to do it, and he stopped there anyway, the way every one of them had stopped, and looked - and behind him, at his shoulder, Diane. She'd been home and back in a fresh linen dress, the morning's print washed from her skin. She came in past him, sat on the edge of my bed, and pushed my sweat-stuck hair off my forehead with two fingers, and her eyes went over me slowly - the state of the towels, the state of my thighs, the rope, the risen flush covering me collarbone to knee.

"One more hour in you?" she asked. "Be honest."

I nodded. My hips said it better than the nod did, tipping up off the pillows toward the whole idea of him, and Paul laughed his low easy laugh from the doorway and started unbuttoning.

"She'll want the lube," Diane said over her shoulder, mild as commenting on weather. "Give her the finish she came back for. Come here, sweetheart - you're going to want something to hold onto anyway, and it may as well be me."

What they built then, the two of them, was the closest thing to church I expect to feel in this life.

Diane loosed my ankles from the foot corners - my wrists she left coiled to the headboard - and rolled the pillow stack out, and Paul slid his forearms under me and folded me, knees to my chest, ankles over his shoulders, my lifted hips resting on his thick thighs, and I watched him slick himself and felt the blunt enormous nudge of him settle where the cologne man and the swimmer had spent the morning teaching me to be soft. "Breathe out," Diane said - unnecessary, ritual, beloved - and I breathed out, and Paul pressed, and my body, schooled all day for exactly this, opened around the widest thing on the street with one long blooming give that rolled my eyes back in my head.

He held there, seated deep in my ass, letting me flutter and grip and accommodate - and Diane rose up on her knees beside my head, gathered her linen dress to her waist with one hand, bare underneath as I'd somehow always known she would be, and swung a knee across me.

"Eyes open," she said, from directly above my face. "That's the whole point of you this afternoon."

And she lowered herself onto my mouth.

The weight of her. The heat and the salt and the lavish spill of her, her thighs framing my cheekbones, and above me - I kept my eyes open; I'd have kept them open through anything - the whole towering length of her, breasts swaying heavy in the linen, hazel eyes looking down past all of it into mine while her hips began to ride. And behind and beneath, Paul started to move: long, slow, colossal strokes in my ass, each one a tide going out and coming back in, and the two of them found each other's rhythm across the length of my body without a word, married, practiced, rocking me between them like something they owned together and kept in good repair.

I gave Diane everything she had ever taught me, my mouth answering every shift of her hips. Flat and patient, then sealed and ceaseless, humming when her circles told me to hum - and she rode my tongue with her eyes darkening and her voice coming down at me in that alto gone slightly frayed. "There. There - clever girl - look at you. Look at you." She was watching her husband where he moved in me. He was watching her. I lay tied at the crossing point of their gazes, filled at both ends of me, and when the orgasm came it came from that - from being the road between them - a huge slow pressure-wave off Paul's rhythm that had been building since the folding of me, breaking in a place so deep it moved my whole body at once, and I came without a single sound, because there was no voice left to make one. Just a long silent seize, mouth still working, my bound arms drawing hard against the iron while the room dissolved above me.

Diane broke first, above me - ground down hard, gripped the headboard's iron with both hands, and flooded my tongue with a low magnificent moan that rolled straight down through me - and the sight of her finished Paul inside a dozen strokes, his hands closing on my folded thighs, the day's deepest grip and stutter and pulse, his groan and her aftershocks arriving in my body simultaneously from their two directions.

She climbed off me carefully. Looked down at my glazed, soaked, wordless face, and bent, and kissed the whole mess of my mouth, unhurried and thorough.

"That," she said, to Paul, or to me, or to the room, "is a hostess."

They put the room in order before they left - Paul with the washcloths, always Paul with the washcloths, and water at my mouth, Diane retying nothing, leaving my ankles free and the wrist coils loosened until the rope lay slack against the sheet. The light had gone amber. Doors began closing, far off around the circle: the street's Saturday folding itself up. From my bed I heard the pool gate clang a last time, and a mother calling someone in, and under all of it the day draining slowly out of the light - and I lay used and brimming and lit like a lamp, waiting, because there was one thing left, and I knew his footsteps.

They came up the porch steps at dusk exactly. Paused - and I heard the rubber doorstop scrape back, and my front door swing to, and the latch catch. The house sealed around the sound. Whatever I was now, the street's open day was over, and the man on my stairs was climbing them in a closed house, on his own standing, the way he'd come to me all last summer.

Grant stopped in the doorway like all the others had. He looked longest.

"You said before dark," I whispered - a whisper was the whole instrument now.

"It's before dark." He came in, and did the thing that undid me completely: he sat on the bed's edge and untied my wrists first, coil by coil, pressing his thumbs into the grooves like Diane had, chafing the blood back through, and folding my freed arms across my own chest to warm them. He looked at the rope grooves for a moment. Then he undressed without hurry and stretched out over me, and my arms - free, mine again, aching - went around his back, and that was why. That was why he'd untied me. The whole street had used me tied and open and offered. He wanted to be held.

"Somebody's got to close it," he said against my temple.

He took me slow. Slower than Sundays, slower than anything - plain missionary in a dark-blue dusk, his forearms bracketing my head, his weight covering me, close and sheltering, and I was so wet and open and endlessly used that there was no friction left in me anywhere, just presence, the deep known shape of him moving through the day's accumulation, unbothered by everything the street had left there. I held him with my heels in the small of his back and my face pushed into his neck, cedar and clean sweat and every Sunday I'd missed, and we rocked like that while the room went dark around us, and the orgasm, when it finally gathered, was less a wave than a tide finding its level - long, quiet, absolute, my body closing around him in slow pulls while I shook and breathed him in and mouthed his name against his throat because saying it was beyond me.

He finished inside me with a long exhale and stayed, propped on his forearms, his heartbeat coming down against my chest.

"First and last," I whispered, at last, into his neck.

"That's the job." I felt his almost-smile move against my hair. Then, after a while, quietly, as close to unguarded as I'd ever heard him: "Whole street'll be talking about today for years. You know that."

"Good," I said, and meant it with every used inch of myself, and fell asleep before he'd finished pulling the sheet over me.

I woke at nine the next morning to sun and soreness in equal quantity, and lay still for a long moment taking inventory: rope-ghosts at my wrists and ankles, an ache in my jaw and both hips, beard burn on my inner thighs, a body that felt wrung, rinsed, and unaccountably right - and the sheets frankly beyond salvage. I got up moving like a much older woman, laughed at myself in the bathroom mirror - the state of my hair was a historical event - showered, pulled on a sundress, and went down to make coffee.

The porch stopped me.

Somebody had left a bottle of wine against my door - good wine, no note. Beside it, a paper bag of tomatoes, deep red and irregular and obviously homegrown, from whichever garden on this street the blight hadn't found. A casserole dish with a lid, still faintly warm. And propped against the wine, a folded page from a legal pad with one unsigned line inside: Best Saturday in living memory. - and I stood in the morning sun in my doorway holding a stranger's lasagna, or whatever it was, with my eyes stinging exactly the way they'd stung when Diane made me listen to the street's holiday, and that was how she found me.

She came up my walk with two mugs of her own coffee, handed me one, and settled herself on my porch steps like a woman with nowhere else to be. I sat down next to her. Across the street the sprinklers were running their arcs, and someone's radio was on, and every porch on the circle stood empty and innocent in the sun.

"How do you feel?" she asked.

"Like the chili cook-off's going to have to retire."

She laughed - really laughed, warm and open - and then she let a silence stand for a while, both of us drinking coffee, before she said what she'd walked over to say.

"The street knows what you gave it," she said. "Every house on this cul-de-sac woke up different this morning, and they all know whose porch to look at. That's a start, sweetheart."

I looked over. "A start."

"Mm." She was gazing across at the oaks, unhurried, and I heard it again - the door in her voice from that night in their bed, the other half of it - still closed, but standing now, I somehow understood, unlocked. "You remember what I told you a hostess owes."

"Giving the street its next one." I'd carried the sentence around all week without a shape to put on it. "You never said what that means."

"It means the Wileys drove out Friday morning - a week ahead of their own schedule; apparently Provence wouldn't wait," Diane said. "And their tenant arrives Tuesday." She turned her head and looked at me - the long level hazel look, one step ahead, waiting at the far side. "A girl from the city, coming through the same app you did. She'll find the key under whatever number seven hides its key under, and she'll open a drawer she isn't expecting, sometime in her first day or two. And after that, everything that happens to her summer depends on who walks across the street with the wine."

The morning went very still around me. The sprinklers ran. A year ago, almost to the week: a girl on a hot porch with a laminated card in her shaking hand, and three crisp raps at the door, and a bottle, and a corkscrew, and a warm alto voice making the impossible sound not only possible but ordinary. Everything I was, everything this street had made of me, had come through that door when Diane chose to knock on it.

"Someone should be her Diane," I said, half to myself.

"So be her Diane," said Diane, and drank her coffee.

And the thing I'd felt on their bed that night - the door I could see but not through - swung open all at once, so simply it took my breath: the open door had been the easy half. What I'd started on that table, laid out for the whole street, I was going to finish on a stranger's porch on Tuesday, with a bottle of wine in one hand and my own corkscrew in the other.

Two days, I thought. Then Tuesday.

My porch light burned above the two of us in the morning sun, steady as a kept promise, and across the cul-de-sac number seven's porch stood dark over its empty driveway - the one unlit lamp on the whole street, waiting for a hand that didn't know yet what it would be reaching for.

She'd learn.


⚜




Chapter 5: Number seven

⚜

The hatchback came down the cul-de-sac at twenty to noon on Tuesday, city plates, one brake light out, and I watched it from my kitchen window with my heart doing something I hadn't expected: it was pounding like the car was coming for me.

In a way, it was.

She parked crooked in number seven's driveway - corrected it, badly, then gave up - and got out, and even at that distance I could take her in the way this street had taught me to take people in. Petite. Genuinely small, the kind of small that made the hatchback look mid-sized, with dark curls to her shoulders and a figure that the oversized t-shirt she'd driven in couldn't do anything to disguise: heavy full breasts on a little frame, a round swell of hips, the whole of her soft and compact at once. She stood in the driveway with her hands on those hips and looked up at the Wileys' house like it might be a prank.

Then she started unloading, and I settled in with my coffee, because it was the best television I'd had in a year.

She carried one box up the porch steps, set it down, and came back for a duffel. Carried the duffel halfway, went back, and swapped it for the box again. Found the key - under the planter, apparently; number seven kept its key under a planter - dropped it, picked it up, dropped the box. It took her the better part of an hour to move six boxes and two bags twenty feet, because she kept stopping. She'd get to the top of the steps and just stand there, looking down the street at the houses, at the pool fence glittering through the oaks, at all eight porch lights burning in the flat noon sun.

Seven of them burning, I corrected myself. Hers was dark. The only dark lamp on the circle, hanging over her head like an unasked question.

A year ago, to very nearly the week, that had been me - sweating boxes up the steps of number four, inventing power-surge stories, not knowing I was carrying my whole old self into a house that would take it off me like a coat. The memory didn't make me tender, exactly. It made me hungry - a low pull that wasn't quite desire and wasn't quite pride and had no name I knew yet - and I stood at my window with my coffee going cold and let it pull.

Diane had names for things like this. Diane, I noticed, had not left her house all day.

That was deliberate. Of course it was deliberate. Across the circle her colonial sat serene at the head of the street, curtains open, utterly still, and I understood the stillness as clearly as a handoff: not mine this time.

At one o'clock, number seven went quiet. Door shut, boxes in.

At a few minutes past two, the curtains started twitching.

I actually laughed out loud, alone in my kitchen, because I could read that house like a sentence. The front curtains, then the side window, then the front again. A shape crossing and re-crossing behind the glass, fast, on some urgent errand between rooms that had no possible purpose. I knew exactly what had happened at two o'clock, as surely as if I'd heard the drawer roll open across forty yards of asphalt. She'd been unpacking. She'd needed a junk drawer or a takeout menu or a rubber band. And somewhere in that kitchen, in whatever drawer the Wileys kept it, she'd found a laminated card.

I made myself wait until six.

It was the longest afternoon of my summer. I showered, and changed, and changed again - ended up in the pale green sundress, thin cotton, nothing under it - and by five I'd read the same page of a paperback eleven times, and by half past I was standing in my kitchen with my hands flat on the counter, breathing, watching the curtains across the street twitch on their fourth hour.

At six I took the bottle of white out of my refrigerator, and took my corkscrew out of the drawer, and stopped, and looked at the two of them together in my hands.

A bottle and a corkscrew. The bottle said I'm being neighborly. The corkscrew said and I'm not leaving. Every part of my life that mattered had come through a door behind this exact pair, and now they were in my hands, and I was the one crossing the street.

I smiled the entire way over. I couldn't help it. The asphalt was warm under my bare feet, and the evening was going gold, and behind me my own porch light burned over my door, and I walked up number seven's steps under its one dark lamp and knocked.

Three raps. Crisp. I hadn't planned that either; my knuckles just knew.

The door opened so fast she must have been standing behind it.

"Hi," she said. "Hi. Sorry. Hi."

Up close she was prettier than the distance had let on, and more undone. Twenty-four or so. Wide brown eyes, genuinely wide, lashes and all, a soft round face framed in those dark curls - and a flush sitting high on her chest, climbing out of the collar of a t-shirt she was visibly regretting, up her throat, into her cheeks. She'd pulled cutoff shorts on and her feet were bare and her breasts moved when she talked, which she did, immediately, without any detectable plan.

"You're from across the street. Number four, right? The blue - no, cream, the cream one, I saw you this morning, I wasn't spying, I was just - the windows all kind of face each other, don't they, that's a neighborhood thing I guess, I've never lived in a - I'm Tessa. This is not my house."

"I know," I said. "I'm Sienna. This wasn't my house either."

I held up the wine.

Her eyes went to the bottle, then to the corkscrew in my other hand, and then something happened in her face that I felt in the floor of my stomach - a flicker of pure hunted hope, the look of a person who has spent four hours alone with a question and just watched an answer walk up her steps.

"Oh thank God," she said, and let me in.

The house was boxes. One lamp on, a suitcase gaping open at the foot of the stairs, and on the kitchen counter, sitting in the middle of all that cardboard chaos in a cleared space like a museum piece, like she'd put it down and dusted around it: the card.

Laminated. Cream-colored. I didn't need to read it. I could have recited it.

Tessa saw me see it and turned the color of a stop sign.

"That was in the drawer," she said. "With the menus. I was looking for scissors."

"Third drawer down?"

"Second." She stared at me. "Yours was - wait. Yours. Number four has one. Of course number four has one, it says all residents, it-" She stopped. Made herself breathe. Even her ears had gone red. "I have been walking in circles for four hours deciding if it's a joke. It's a joke, right? It's like a - neighborhood in-joke, a thing they leave for renters, a prank they play on the swap people, and everyone's going to be very normal at me at the pool and laugh about it in August."

"Get some glasses," I said. "Any box marked kitchen."

She got the glasses. Her hands weren't steady on the cardboard flaps, and my own pulse was climbing in a slow, warm, unhurried way, because I'd been on the other side of this evening once, and I recognized everything moving through her body right now - and the recognizing was its own strange heat. I cut the foil and pulled the cork with my own corkscrew while she watched like the mechanics of it mattered, and I poured us both a glass, and I sat down on the arm of her boxed-in couch. She stayed standing. She was pressing her thighs together. She'd been doing it since the door, in tiny shifts of weight she didn't seem aware of.

"It isn't a joke," I said.

The words landed on her the way I'd known they would - I saw them hit, saw her pupils go wide and her breath go shallow, and she covered it by draining half her wine in one go.

"Okay," she said. "Okay. So it's - okay. So when it says-" She stopped and started over, and the words poured out of her all at once, tumbling, her free hand conducting: "Does everyone - do all of them - the man with the truck, I saw a man with a truck, and there's a woman with the red door, does everyone here just - and it said the porch light, what does the porch light actually - because they're all on, I noticed that driving in, it's the middle of summer and every porch light on this street is on, and I thought, that's weird, that's a weird HOA thing, and then I found the card and I sat on the kitchen floor, I actually sat on the floor, and - you." She pointed at me with the wine glass, a little wildly. "You did a whole summer here. Last year. The Wileys' welcome letter said, it said ask the girl at number four if you have questions, she did a swap last year, and I have questions, Sienna, I have -" she drained the rest of the glass; her voice dropped to a whisper, as if the boxes could hear, "- did you do it?"

I let a small silence sit, because Diane would have, and because I wanted to watch her live in it. She lived in it very loudly. Her whole body leaned into the pause.

"Here's the only sentence you actually need," I said. "Everyone on this street has everyone else, whenever the porch light says so. That's the whole covenant. Everything else - the card, the fine print, the customs - hangs off that one sentence. Residents, and swap tenants. You inherited it with the key."

Tessa didn't say anything. The quiet coming off her had a charge to it I couldn't read yet, so I let it stand - let her stand, there in her boxed-up borrowed living room, thighs pressed together, lips parted, color burning steady from the collar of her shirt to her hairline, holding an empty wine glass at a slight tilt.

"And nobody comes through that door uninvited until your light's on," I said. "It's dark. It stays dark until you choose different. That part's yours alone." I refilled her glass. "And once it's on - you'll never want it off."

"That's the part," she whispered.

"Which part?"

"That's the part I keep - " She put the glass down on a box marked BOOKS?? and pushed both hands into her curls and held her head, and laughed, high and helpless. "You said it like a warning and it isn't landing as a warning, that's the problem, everything today has been landing wrong, I read that card at two o'clock and I have not had one single normal thought since, I unpacked a whole box without knowing what was in it, I couldn't tell you what's in it now - and you're going to think, because I'm new and I babble, you're going to think I'm scared." She dropped her hands and looked straight at me, and under all the flutter her eyes were suddenly plain and steady and dark. "I'm not scared."

"I know," I said.

"How do you know?"

"Because I've been watching you press your thighs together since you opened the door."

The sound she made wasn't a word. She swayed - actually swayed, like the sentence had weather in it - and braced one hand on the box tower, and when she spoke again her voice had come down low and even, and I understood we'd crossed somewhere.

"I soaked through these shorts an hour before you knocked," she said. "Just from reading. Just from pacing. I keep - I've never - and now there's an actual person from the actual street standing in my kitchen telling me it's real, and you're - I mean, look at you, you're-" Her eyes went down me, helpless, thorough, the sundress and everything the sundress wasn't hiding, and came back up. "Is it - can it be you? First? Is that allowed, is that how it-"

"Tessa."

"-because I don't want to break some rule on the first day, there's probably an order to it, is there an order-"

"Tessa. Breathe."

She breathed. And then she did the thing that ended the conversation better than any answer I had - she reached down, crossed her arms, and pulled her t-shirt off over her head before I'd said one more word.

Her breasts came free on a soft bounce, full and bare, nipples dark and already drawn tight, and she stood there in the lamplight breathing hard in nothing but cutoffs, a small soft hourglass of a girl surrounded by cardboard, having called her own bluff. She didn't cover herself. She didn't look away.

The heat that went through me was not mentorly.

"Yes," I said, standing up. "It can be me. Where's your bed?"

The bed was unmade - mattress bare except for a fitted sheet she'd wrestled on and a tangle of unzipped sleeping bag, the bedframe still wearing the Wileys' headboard, a lamp on the floor because the nightstand was somewhere in the boxes. It was perfect. I walked her backward onto it and she went down soft, curls spreading, breasts swaying, staring up at me like I was the answer she'd been pacing circles around all afternoon, and I peeled her cutoffs down her round hips and off, underwear with them, and she'd told the truth: soaked. Glistening at the top of her thighs, slick down onto the crease of them, all of it from words on a card and words in her kitchen.

"You weren't exaggerating," I said.

"I don't think I know how to be more embarrassed than I already-" and then my mouth was on the inside of her knee and the sentence died right there.

I took my time. Diane's school: you don't go where a body is begging until the body has stopped begging and started believing. I kissed up the soft inside of one thigh and down the other, and learned her - the tremble that lived just under her skin, the way her hips came up off the mattress at nothing, at breath. Her whole body was flushed now, that pink burn spread from her chest down over the swell of her breasts, and when I finally dragged my tongue through the slick center of her she made a sound like she'd been shocked and grabbed a fistful of sleeping bag with each hand.

She tasted clean and bright, and she was so wet that patience was almost cruelty - but patience was the lesson under the lesson, so I gave her long slow passes, learning what her hips answered, over and over, until the shocked sounds stopped being shocked and turned rhythmic. Words were still coming out of her, up there past the soft heaving landscape of her - oh my god, oh my god, you're, this is, I can't - a narration wearing thinner every time my tongue crossed her clit, and I registered the moment it quit entirely: one syllable that broke in half and then nothing but breath. Silence, from Tessa, arriving like nightfall.

I sealed my mouth over her clit and gave her what I'd been withholding.

It took almost nothing to break her - a few passes of that sealed sucking pressure, no warning to me but plenty to herself, her thighs snapping shut around my ears, her back arching off the bare mattress, and the cry she let go was loud enough for the empty house to ring with it, shameless because she hadn't learned yet that shameless was a thing she was allowed to be, which made it better. I worked her through it with soft slow strokes, and she pulsed against my tongue, and her hands found my hair, and the small tugging fists she made undid me a little.

I didn't lift my head. Another thing of Diane's, maybe the deepest one: the space right after the first orgasm, when a body thinks it's finished, is the most honest ground there is. I gentled, and stayed, and let her twitch and settle, and then built her again from underneath - slower, lower, two fingers now, curling into the plush soaked grip of her, my tongue lazy on her clit like we had until September, and her second orgasm took three times as long and went off three times as deep. She didn't cry out for that one. She folded up around it silently, curls stuck to her face, mouth open on nothing, her pussy clenching my fingers in long slow pulls, and when it finally let her go she dropped back flat and lay there vibrating, one hand still weakly in my hair.

I kissed the crease of her hip and looked up the length of her - heavy breasts rising and falling, damp curls stuck to her temples, wide brown eyes staring at the ceiling like it had betrayed her.

"You do this," she said hoarsely, to the ceiling, "for the street."

"Everybody here does this for everybody else." My own voice came out lower than I meant. I was, in point of fact, in a state - had been since her t-shirt hit the floor, and the whole slow patient exercise of her had wound me tighter instead of spending anything, my thighs slick under the sundress, my pulse sitting low and heavy and insistent between them. I hadn't planned this half. I hadn't not planned it.

Tessa got up on her elbows. The look on her face had changed - silence still holding, but something new arriving through it, and I recognized the arrival because I'd hosted it in my own body all last summer: appetite, meeting itself for the first time.

"Show me," she said. "Let me - I want to do that. To you. What you just - show me how." And then, when I didn't answer inside a second, the words came tumbling back one last time: "I've thought about women before, I mean, obviously, a lot actually, but thinking isn't - and I'm going to be terrible at it, and I need to not be terrible at it, if I'm going to live here-" she swallowed. "Please. I'm asking. Is that how you ask? Teach me how to ask, too."

"That's exactly how you ask," I said, and stood up, and let the sundress fall off my shoulders.

Her whole face followed it down.

I lay back where she'd been lying, in the warm print her body had left on the sheet, and drew her over me - she came clumsy and eager, on hands and knees, curls hanging, and just the slow dragging weight of her breasts across my ribs pulled my hips up off the mattress. She kissed my stomach because it was nearest. Kissed lower on instinct, checked herself, looked up at me for the rules.

"Flat tongue," I said. "Slow. Listen to me."

Diane's words. They came out in Diane's exact cadence, and I felt them land - a full circle closing with a click I could almost hear, the same three-beat instruction she'd once given me arriving now in my own voice, in a different bedroom, on a different girl's first night. Somewhere across the circle, I thought, Diane's ears were burning. Good.

Tessa listened. That was her gift, it turned out - under the flutter she listened like a musician, and the first broad stroke of her tongue through me was careful, the second surer, and the third had caught the rhythm of my breath and matched itself to it. I stopped instructing. That was the second half of the lesson and the harder one to give, because the teaching voice is a place to hide, and I came out of hiding and let my body do the talking instead: my hips rising to the strokes that landed right, my breath snagging when her tongue found the spot just left of center, the sounds I'd stopped guarding a year ago spilling loose into the empty house - and she chased every signal. Tightened her circles when I gasped. Slowed when my thighs shook, some instinct telling her what a year of practice tells most people. Her hands slid up and filled themselves with my breasts, thumbs dragging across my nipples, clumsy and greedy at once, and I heard her moan into me - she moaned, from the taste of me, from the doing of it - and that sound, more than her tongue, was what gathered me up.

The build had a different shape with her than with anyone who'd ever touched me. No edge-play, no withholding, none of Diane's exquisite cruelty - just eager pressure that climbed and kept climbing, her enthusiasm doing the work technique would learn to do later, my thighs starting to tremble against her soft cheeks, heat winding tighter and tighter under my navel until holding still stopped being one of my options.

"Don't stop," I managed, my hands going into her curls, and it was the only coaching I had left in me and it wasn't coaching at all.

She didn't stop. She sealed her lips where I needed them the way I'd sealed mine on her, a first-day mirror of me, learning in an hour what the street had spent a summer laying into my body, and I ground up against her eager improving mouth and went over - hard, loud, my heels sliding on the bare sheet, one long rolling breaker of a release that had been winding up since twenty to noon, since a hatchback with city plates, since April maybe, and she rode it with me, moaning into it, her fingers sinking into the give of my breasts, licking me through every aftershock until I had to pull her up by the curls to make her quit.

She surfaced with her chin wet and her eyes enormous.

"Was that-" she started.

"Yes."

"Because I couldn't tell if-"

"Yes," I said, laughing, wrecked, and pulled her the rest of the way up, and kissed her - long and slow, both of us all over her mouth, her breasts settling warm against mine, her heartbeat going like a sprinter's - and Tessa sighed into the kiss, top to bottom, the sound of a suitcase finally set down at the end of a long trip.

We lay tangled on the bare mattress while the window went from gold to blue, her head on my shoulder, one of her thighs thrown over mine, her fingertips wandering my collarbone, the freckles there, wondering at them. The lamp on the floor threw both our shadows up the wall, one shape.

"Sienna."

"Mm."

"The light." Her voice had gone somewhere small and certain. "My porch light. I want-" She lifted her head. Looked at me, brown eyes steady now, her skin settled down to a warm afterglow pink, and she said it evenly, not one wasted word: "I don't want to be the only dark house on this street. Not for one night. Not even tonight."

Something swelled under my sternum, out of all proportion to the sentence, and I heard my own answer come out steady, in a register I recognized and had never once used myself.

"Then go turn it on."

She was off the mattress before the sentence finished - bare, curls flying, thundering down a stranger's staircase like a kid on the last day of school, and I got up and followed, unhurried, my sundress in one hand, and reached the bottom of the stairs just in time to lose. Her hand was already on the switch by the door.

She flipped it, and through the sidelight glass the porch went warm.

It was nothing. One bulb, sixty watts, a moth already interested. It was the whole world. Number seven stood lit at last in the blue evening - eight lamps burning on the circle now, the street whole in a way it hadn't been since Friday - and Tessa stood naked at her own front door with her hand still on the switch, looking out at what she'd done, breathing like she'd run a mile.

The dark came in off the street through the glass, and with it, faintly, the sound of Briarwood's ordinary evening: sprinklers, someone's radio, a screen door somewhere tapping shut. I watched her hear all of it arrive on the far side of one lit bulb, and I watched the shiver climb her spine, and it wasn't fear; I knew exactly what it was.

"What happens now?" she whispered.

I stepped in behind her, and kissed the round of her shoulder, and said it plain, the way the plain things are said on this street.

"Now you leave your back door unlocked."


⚜




Chapter 6: First times, again

⚜

Iwoke on Wednesday in my own bed with the window gray-gold and one thought already standing at the foot of it, fully dressed: her light is on.

I lay there a moment feeling the shape of the morning. Across the circle, number seven's lamp had burned all night for the first time in its swap-house life, and somewhere under it Tessa was waking up - or hadn't slept, more likely, if her first night was anything like mine had been - in a house with an unlocked back door and no idea what to do with her hands. My guess was that the street would let her light burn a morning or two before anyone answered it - not a rule, just the kind of patience Briarwood had always had, the same patience that had given me a Sunday counter before it gave me everything else.

Unless somebody walked over first and made it plain the new answer was ready to be heard.

I made coffee for two. It felt momentous and completely ordinary at once, spooning grounds into the press in my quiet kitchen - Grant's beans, my ritual, borrowed for a different door - and I carried the two mugs across the warm asphalt barefoot, in a sundress the color of butter, and let myself into number seven's backyard by the gate, and knocked my knuckle once on the frame of her back screen door before I slid it open.

"It's Sienna," I called. "This is what I meant about the back door."

She came around the corner from the front room at speed, and I revised my morning: she had slept, some - she had a crease from the sleeping bag's zipper printed on one cheek and her curls had achieved something architectural - and she'd pulled on an oversized flannel shirt with nothing under it that closed on exactly one button. Her face, when she saw the mugs, went through surprise and delight and something dangerously close to tears, all in the time it took me to set them on the counter.

"You brought me coffee."

"I brought you coffee."

"Nobody's ever-" She stopped herself, laughed, pushed a curl out of her face. "That's not true, obviously, people have brought me coffee, I've had coffee, I just mean-" The flush was already starting, down there at the top button. "I lay awake half the night listening to the house. Every sound the yard made, I thought - and then nothing happened, and I couldn't tell if I was relieved or insulted-"

"Both," I said. "You'll be both all week. Drink your coffee."

We sat at her counter on the Wileys' stools among the boxes, and she drank, and talked - the babble had survived the night intact, God preserve it - about the sleeping bag, and a noise the icemaker made at 3 a.m. that she'd briefly believed was a neighbor, and whether she should unpack the box marked BOOKS?? before the box marked KITCHEN-ISH, and I sat with my mug warming my hands and let her run, because under every third sentence the real question kept surfacing like a fin - when, who, how will I know - and it wasn't mine to answer.

The street answered it at twenty past nine.

I heard it first - of course I heard it first; I'd spent a whole tied Saturday getting a graduate degree in the sounds of this street - the gate at the side of her yard, a tread on the patio stones, unhurried. Tessa was mid-sentence about shelf paper. I watched the sound reach her: the sentence thinned out, and her eyes came up to mine, huge, and every drop of blood she had went to the surface of her skin at once.

"Sienna," she whispered.

"You're fine," I said, and drank my coffee.

The screen slid back, and a man stepped into her kitchen the way men on this street stepped into kitchens - easily, as if the doorway had been expecting him - and I felt a grin arrive on my own face without consulting me, because I knew him. Tall, lean, dark hair with more gray at the temples than last June, the relaxed smile of a man for whom things had a habit of working out. Swim trunks and an unbuttoned shirt, a towel over one shoulder. On his way to the pool, and detouring.

The first man who'd ever had me on this street after Grant. A lounger, my first week, the sun like a hand and his easy fluid weight and the shock - the enormous, formative shock - of outside, in the open, and nobody minds. I hadn't known his name then and I didn't know it now, and the not-knowing was the covenant working exactly as built.

His eyes found me first, and warmed. "Heard you were back," he said. "Sorry I missed Saturday. Wife's family reunion - I've heard the day discussed like a solar eclipse."

"There'll be other Saturdays," I said, and his laugh said he'd be at them.

Then he looked at Tessa.

He did it the way it was done here - openly, thoroughly, from the sleep-wild curls down over the straining single button of the flannel to her bare legs and back up - and he said, friendly as a wave across a driveway, "Your light's on."

I will keep the next part somewhere permanent, because I had never once gotten to watch it from the outside: the moment the covenant stops being laminate and becomes weather. Tessa stood there in her borrowed kitchen with her mouth open, one hand still on her coffee, three words landing on her - not a request, not a question, a simple observed fact with everything inside it - and her breath caught once, high in her chest.

And then she set the mug down, and turned around, and braced her hands on her own kitchen counter.

She did it before he'd crossed the room. Before he'd finished the last two steps of his approach, before anyone had told her the mechanics or the manners of it - hips back, spine bowing, bare feet finding their stance on the tile like her body had been carrying the instructions all its life and had only been waiting for someone to break the seal. The flannel rode up over the round of her ass. She wasn't wearing anything under it. Her knuckles were white on the counter's edge and her eyes found me sideways, wide and shining, stage fright and hunger burning in them at some ratio that was all hers.

"Well," the man said, with real admiration. "Welcome to Briarwood."

Watching sent a low mean voltage through me that I hadn't budgeted for. I stayed where I was, on the stool, mug in hand - close enough that the counter Tessa gripped ran into the counter I leaned on, one unbroken line of laminate connecting us - and his hands ran up the backs of her thighs and took the flannel's hem with them, folding it up over her hips like turning back a page, and then he found her soaked. I knew the moment he did because his whole easy frame went briefly still, and Tessa made a sound into the cabinet in front of her that I felt in my own thighs.

"First morning," he said over her back, to me, delighted. "She's been up all night hoping."

"She has," I said. My voice came out lower than the room needed.

"I have," Tessa said, muffled and wrecked and not one bit ashamed, and that - her saying it, plain, out loud, on day one, a confession it had taken me half a summer to stop dressing up - was the moment I understood what Diane had known through a year of watching me from under the wisteria. Pride and appetite are the same animal at different distances.

He answered her offer without ceremony - it was right, somehow, that the street had sent her this man first: just the sounds of trunks pushed down, and his hand opening her, and then the long single push of him into all that readiness, her soft body giving around him inch by visible inch until his hips came flush against her - and Tessa's first cry in her new country came loud and cracked open in the middle, bouncing off the boxes and the bare walls of a house with nothing soft in it yet to catch sound.

I didn't move for the whole of it. I want that on the record, because staying still took actual work: my thighs pressed together under the sundress, slickness arriving in a slow shameless flood, my pulse relocating to somewhere low and insistent while an arm's reach away the man rocked into her with that fluid rolling cadence I remembered from a lounger in another life - a grind at the bottom of every stroke, nothing rushed anywhere in him - and Tessa's body answered like a struck bell. Every stroke got a sound, and the sounds climbed, and her breasts swung heavy under the flannel until the last button gave up its post entirely, and she was making words again - she would always, I was learning, find her way back to words - oh my god, it's real, it's real, you're- right up until her first orgasm from a neighbor's cock shut her down mid-syllable.

It took her fast and visibly by surprise, maybe ninety seconds in - she went rigid, then bucked, a full-body stagger of a climax that made her arms shake, and he neither slowed nor sped, just carried her straight through it and out the other side, and her second one built on the wreckage of the first while she was still gasping about it. "Again - it's - I'm going again-" announced with such scandalized astonishment that the man laughed out loud over her back, warm, and drove her through that one too.

"She'll do fine here," he told me, breathing harder now, hands wrapping the flare of those hips, and the easy roll of him vanished all at once into hard, close driving - and he buried himself and finished with a long exhale, pulsing into her while Tessa hung her head between her arms and shuddered and received it, her first load from the street, the morning after her hand hit the switch.

The kitchen ticked quiet. His heartbeat and hers, coming down at different speeds. Somewhere outside a sprinkler hissed across a lawn, the street's Wednesday utterly unbothered.

He eased out of her, put himself back together, and turned her gently around by the shoulder to look at her: flannel hanging open off one shoulder, flush burning from her cheekbones to the curve of her belly, curls in her eyes, his finish already beginning its slow descent down the inside of one round thigh. She looked drugged. She looked like the first morning of a holiday. He tipped her chin up with one knuckle.

"Tessa," she said, dazed, unasked.

"I know," he said kindly, and didn't trade his own, and collected his towel from the floor where it had landed. At the screen door he saluted me with two fingers - "Saturdays," he said, a promise - and was gone across the patio stones toward the pool, a man resuming a morning that had never once been interrupted.

Tessa stood against the counter, swaying faintly, looking at the door he'd gone through. Then she looked down at herself - the open flannel, the state of her thighs - and then at me, and she started to laugh.

It came up out of her in helpless carbonated whoops, and she slid down the cabinet to sit right there on the kitchen tile with her legs out in front of her like a dropped doll, laughing, leaking onto the Wileys' floor, one hand pressed to her sternum as if to hold her own heart in. "I didn't even ask his name," she managed. "I didn't - he just - your light's on, and my body just - Sienna, I turned around. Nobody taught me that. I just-"

"I know. I watched."

"Is it always-" She wiped her eyes with the flannel's cuff. "Is it always like that?"

"No," I said, truthfully. "It gets better."

She made a sound like a kettle coming off the boil. I got down off the stool, refilled her mug from the second one - mine, still mostly full; some sacrifices are nothing - and handed it down to her where she sat on the floor of her borrowed kitchen, wearing the street's welcome on her thighs.

"Drink your coffee," I said. "Then unpack the kitchen box. You live here now."

She found me at the pool at two.

I'd walked over after lunch through the easement path, in last summer's black bikini - the triangle top a boy in another life had called too revealing, which was the reason I'd packed it - and I'd been on a lounger long enough for the sun to go narcotic when the gate clanged and Tessa came through it in a navy one-piece that had clearly been purchased for a different kind of neighborhood, gripping a towel and a paperback she had no intention of reading.

I watched her take the pool deck in: the turquoise rectangle, the wisteria going over the pergola, the low iron fence, and me. She spread her towel on the lounger next to mine - no hesitation about which lounger; that part of her compass was apparently factory-set - and lay down, and lasted about ninety seconds.

"I unpacked three boxes," she announced to the sky. "Then I took a shower and I felt him - I could still feel - and I had to sit down on the edge of the tub. I've been insane all day. Is that normal. Don't answer. I know it's normal. It's not normal-"

"It's Briarwood," I said, which was the whole answer to everything.

The afternoon assembled itself around us with the patience I'd come to love. Sofia arrived at half past two with a real book and gave us both the palm-out wave before settling under the pergola - later, said the wave, I'm pacing myself - and a pair of kids had their shrieking hour at the shallow end and were herded home, and the light went from white to honeyed, and somewhere in there Diane appeared at the pergola's edge with a glass of something cold and a paperback of her own, and did not open it, and I understood that the afternoon had a witness and therefore a shape.

The men came through the gate at four. Three of them, towels and easy voices, a Wednesday-afternoon quorum: the tall pool man - second appearance of the day, his towel hung on the fence like he was checking in at a job - a broad-chested man with a deep bass laugh I knew from the far side of last summer's barbecue, and a younger one, quiet, sun-browned, with forearms like dock rope, whom I'd last seen at a distance pushing a mower.

They didn't circle. That has never been this street's way. The tall man crossed the deck to the foot of my lounger the way he'd once crossed it in June a year ago, and looked down at me with that things-work-out smile, and said, "Now this I remember."

"You're repeating yourself," I said, and reached up and pulled the tie of my top loose myself.

What followed unfolded the way the pool made everything unfold - sun-slow and inevitable, out in the open, with the water throwing light on the underside of the wisteria. He knelt onto the foot of the lounger and drew my bikini bottoms down my thighs himself, and I came up to meet him on all fours, and the bass-laugh man took up his station at the lounger's head with the frankness of a man who had heard, in detail, about Saturday, and regretted every scheduling conflict of his life. "Open Hours," he rumbled at me, cupping my jaw, thumb crossing my lower lip. "My brother-in-law would not stop describing it."

"Mm," I said, already opening, and took him in my mouth - thick, warm, a slow-filling weight that pressed my tongue flat and made my jaw work for its purchase - and the tall man slid into me from behind in the same breath, that remembered curve of him dragging over the exact interior place a year hadn't moved, and the two of them rocked me between them into the deep familiar seesaw - pussy and mouth, the lounger's vinyl creaking its old song under my knees, the sun lying warm and heavy across my back - and beside me I heard the younger man's voice, low, and Tessa's answer, breathless, and the particular rustle-shift of a one-piece being peeled from a soft body in a hurry.

I turned my head - the bass-laugh man let me, generous, tracing my stretched lips with his thumb while I kept him deep in my cheek - and watched.

She'd gone down on her back on the lounger, the navy suit a puddle on the concrete, and the young man was over her, one knee between her thighs, sun-dark against all that heated pale softness, and Tessa was looking up at him with her curls flat against the cushion and her heavy breasts spread soft on her ribcage, and as I watched he settled and pushed into her and her whole body took the shape of the yes. Missionary, plain and patient, on a lounger in the open air, close enough that I could have reached across and touched them while I knelt getting used at both ends - and the sight of it went through me where I was fullest, a clench the tall man felt and answered with a low sound and a deeper stroke - and her head rolled sideways on the cushion, and her eyes found mine.

That was the moment the summer showed me its whole hand. I didn't have words free to name it - my mouth was occupied and my body was busy being rocked end to end, the tall man's deep grinding finish to each stroke lighting me up in long slow pulls - but I felt it settle in behind my ribs, the image arriving from outside as if I were seeing it from the pergola: two women, two loungers, two feet of hot concrete between them, being had in parallel in the four o'clock sun. Her flushed and astonished and brand-new at it. Me sun-browned and stretched and fluent. The same street moving through both of us at once.

Her hand came off the cushion and crossed the gap, fingers spread.

I gave her mine. It cost me a point of balance - three limbs now under the two men's traded strokes, my jaw aching sweetly around one of them, every stroke from behind rocking me harder onto my one planted arm - and I would have paid double. Our fingers laced in the space between the loungers, and we held on - her grip clenching in time with what the young man was doing to her, mine flexing with the doubled rhythm running through me - and the men adjusted around the fact of it without comment, as if women holding hands across the gap were a fixture of the deck, as if the street had been waiting years for someone to think of it.

The bass-laugh man finished first, in my mouth, with a groan that scattered a jay out of the wisteria - I swallowed, and he sat back on his heels and stayed there, watching us, in no hurry to be anywhere else. The tall man behind me settled deeper into his patience, hands closing on my hips, and now that my mouth was mine again the deck could hear what he was doing to me, and Tessa could, and her eyes went darker at every sound I made. The young man had found the pace her body wanted - I could read it off her face, the slackening, the focus going inward - and she was climbing, loud again, her free hand fisted in her own curls, her cries running up in pitch until the pergola end of the pool must have been able to chart her progress with their eyes closed.

"Sienna-" she got out. A location, more than anything: here, this is happening, witness me.

I pulled on our laced hands, and she understood - turned her head fully, and I turned mine, and the distance between the loungers closed to nothing, and I kissed her while we were both being fucked.

Her mouth was open and gasping and sweet with sunscreen-salt, and she moaned straight into me as she went over - her whole orgasm arriving into the kiss, her cries pouring into my mouth while her body seized across the gap and her fingers crushed mine - and the sound of her coming undid the last of my own patience; I broke maybe four strokes behind her, grinding back hard onto the tall man, moaning my finish into her lips as she had into mine, trading it, the two of us kissing and coming in one long shared crest that passed back and forth between our mouths while the men gripped our hips and rode us through it.

The tall man buried himself and finished inside me while I was still pulsing. The young man pulled out of Tessa at his crest - rose up over her on his knees, fist working - and finished across her chest, hot ropes landing on the soft spread weight of her breasts, her nipples, the dip of her sternum, and Tessa broke the kiss to look down at herself and made a sound I will hear for the rest of my life: a soft, stunned, greedy "oh" - the sound of a woman meeting a want she didn't know she'd been carrying.

"There it is," I said, hoarse, to no one.

We stayed as we landed. The men withdrew with pats and low words and no more ceremony than they'd arrived with - the tall man's hand rested a moment on the back of my head, an old kindness - and took their towels to the water's edge, and dove in one after another, and the pool received them as it received everything on this street: as ordinary. Tessa lay flat with the young man's finish cooling on her breasts, making no move at all toward the towel, wearing it the way she'd worn the morning's down her thigh - insignia, not mess. Her hand was still in mine.

"Sienna," she said, to the sky.

"Mm."

"I want to do everything." Shyness still warmed her voice, but under it ran something even and certain that hadn't been there yesterday. "Whatever there is. Whatever you did. All of it. I know I just got here, I know there's probably a - a pace, but I lay there just now and I could hear you, both of you, and all I kept thinking was more, I kept thinking-" and the babble ran itself out, and she looked at me across the gap with the flutter gone entirely, nothing left in her eyes but the appetite underneath. "There's more, right?"

"There's more," I said. "Saturday, to start. Diane and Paul's barbecue."

"What happens at the barbecue?"

I thought of string lights, a summons upstairs, the width of Paul, a summer compressing. "Come and find out."

She grinned - wicked and brand-new at that too - and finally, luxuriously, reached for the towel.

The deck emptied itself by degrees, July doing what July does. Tessa went home wobbling at half past five, one-piece back on inside out - she waved off my pointing this out with dignity - to shower, and call her sister, and lie, she said cheerfully, like a rug. The men drifted to their yards. Sofia, leaving, passed our loungers, took in the state of the vinyl, and said nothing, and her smile said everything, and the palm-out wave from the gate had a new tilt to it: soon.

I'd slipped into the water at some point to rinse the afternoon off my skin, and I was wringing out my bikini top at the fence when Diane came out from under the pergola, paperback unopened in one hand, glass long empty. She stood beside me and looked at the pool, where the low sun had laid a gold bar across the water, and for a while she didn't say anything at all, which from Diane was a paragraph.

"She's ahead of where you were," she said at last.

"I know." I hung the top over my shoulder. "She's greedy."

"So were you." She turned that hazel look on me, and there was something in it I'd never caught before - not pride exactly; more like a woman checking the weather against an old almanac and finding it right on schedule. "It's the best kind. The street can teach anything but appetite."

She started for the gate, then paused, the way she paused when the next sentence was the whole errand.

"Saturday, bring her at seven," she said. "And Sienna. Whatever comes first for her that night, you take her through it. Not me." The gate opened under her hand; her eyes stayed on mine one beat longer, level as a laid table. "You've seen how it's done. It's time the street saw you do it."

She crossed the deck and was gone up the easement path at her own queenly pace, the paperback swinging at her thigh, and I stood at the fence with the water going gold and pink, alone with the whole shape of it.

Across the fences and the oak crowns, the dusk came up around the circle's eight burning lamps and made them count again - and there were two I found first, the way you find your own windows from a hill: mine over the cream porch, and number seven's across the asphalt from it, facing each other through the blue air like a pair.

That was the picture. I carried it home along the easement path like something I'd been handed to keep.


⚜




Chapter 7: The barbecue

⚜

Tessa answered her door on Saturday evening in a bath towel and a state of emergency.

"Everything I own is wrong," she announced, hauling me inside by the wrist. "I've been through both bags twice. There's the sundress from my cousin's wedding, which has a bolero, Sienna, it comes with a little jacket, and there's the black one that's basically for funerals, and there's the - no. Come look. You have to look. What does one wear to-" her voice dropped to the register she saved for the covenant's vocabulary, as though the boxes were listening "-a barbecue?"

Upstairs, her open duffel had exploded across the bed in the day's third or fourth archaeological layer. I moved a funeral dress off the pile and found, underneath, a slip of a thing in soft rust-colored cotton - thin straps, low back, a hem that would surrender at the first argument.

"This one."

"That's a nightgown. I think that's technically a nightgown."

"Tessa." I put it in her hands. "Nobody's going to see it long enough to rule."

The flush went down her chest ahead of the towel, which dropped, and I sat on the corner of the mattress and watched her dress with an enjoyment I didn't disguise. She'd stopped disguising things too - that was the week's education, faster than any of us kept expecting - and she pulled the cotton down over the heavy sway of her breasts and the round of her hips, nothing beneath it, and turned to me with her arms slightly out from her sides, a girl presenting for inspection and liking it.

"Well?"

"The street's going to eat you alive."

"Oh God," she said, devout, and reached for her sandals.

We crossed at seven exactly, barefoot me and sandaled her, up the warm asphalt toward the head of the cul-de-sac, where the smoke was already standing over Diane and Paul's roofline and the first bars of something with a steel guitar in it drifted down through the oaks. All eight porch lamps burned in the gold light around us. I watched Tessa count them - she still counted; I'd stopped needing to a summer ago - and I felt the evening arrange itself around the two of us like a well-set table, and I thought of Diane at the pool fence. Bring her at seven. If the night hands her a first, you're the one who walks her through it.

A year ago I'd walked up this same drive in a white sundress with my pulse in my throat, not knowing the language, not knowing I was the guest of honor. Now I came up it in thin blue cotton with the guest of honor at my elbow, and the difference sat in me like a warm stone.

"Sienna." Tessa's hand found my arm at the gate. Under the babble, that even note she went to when it mattered. "Don't let me be a coward tonight."

"You've never been a coward for one minute of your life," I said. "You've been early to everything since Tuesday."

The gate swung, and the backyard received us.

It was the barbecue I remembered, running on exactly where it had left off: string lights looped between the oaks, not yet needed and lit anyway; the long picnic table under its freight of bowls and bottles; the pool glinting beyond the low fence; Paul at the built-in grill in his apron, tongs aloft in greeting, bald head shining, a cathedral of smoke around him. A dozen neighbors stood and sat and drifted through the warm air with drinks - faces I knew now the way you know a congregation, the sandy fishing-tan man lifting his bottle to me, the silver-haired swimmer nodding from the fence - and heads turned as we came through the gate, and I watched the street take its first long open look at what number seven had brought it.

They looked at her the way this place looked - thoroughly, without apology, an appreciation as plain as weather - and Tessa stood in it with her chin up and her breath quick and the rust cotton doing exactly nothing to hide her nipples' opinion of the moment, and she leaned in to me and whispered, "Nobody's pretending not to."

"No," I said. "Isn't it wonderful."

Diane crossed the grass to us in green linen, wineglass in hand, and kissed me first - soft, brief, proprietary - and then took Tessa's face in her free hand and studied her, tilting her gently toward the light like something she was considering acquiring, which, in every way that mattered, she was.

"So you're what Tuesday brought us," she said. "The street's been beside itself. I hope you came hungry."

"I - yes. Ma'am," Tessa added, wildly, and Diane laughed her warm alto laugh and released her.

"Oh, I like her," she said to me, and moved on to the picnic table, trailing one glance back over her shoulder that landed on me alone and weighed what it always weighed: yours tonight. Show me.

The evening moved the way those evenings moved. Plates were filled; Paul's brisket vanished; somebody's dog worked the crowd. The heat of the day let go slowly, and the light went from gold to rose, and the covenant ran under the ordinary party the way the pool's filter ran under its glitter - ambient, humming. Near the fence a woman I knew by her gardening hat sat easy in a neighbor man's lap, his hand moving slow and unremarked under her skirt while she went on talking to the swimmer about pool chemicals. Grant arrived late with sawdust still on his forearms, and didn't cross to me for half an hour, and then was simply there at my shoulder with a beer I hadn't asked for, his thumb finding the notch of my hip bone through thin cotton like a man checking a level he already knew was true.

"Big night," he said, looking at Tessa across the yard, where the bass-laugh man had drawn her into an orbit of three or four neighbors and was making her laugh so hard she'd grabbed his forearm to stay upright.

"Hers."

"Mm." He drank. His thumb moved once, idle, and lit a slow fuse in me that had no business being new after a year. "Yours too, way I hear it. Diane's put the word out - the girl runs the room tonight." His eyes came down to mine, brown and level, with that buried quarter-smile. "Go run it."

The look came at half past eight.

I'd have missed it once. I'd have gone on filling my plate, deaf, the way I'd been deaf a year ago until a hand landed on the small of my back. But I was fluent now: across the patio Diane set her wineglass down on the picnic table - just that, glass to wood, a small click no one else heard - and her eyes found mine through the bodies and the smoke and made the whole sentence in silence, and my pulse turned over like an engine catching.

I went and collected Tessa out of her orbit with two fingers around her wrist.

"Sienna-?" Then she saw my face, and the laugh dried up, and her pupils went wide and black. "Oh," she said. "Oh - now?"

"Now."

I walked her through the back door with my hand on the small of her back, Diane's old gesture, delivered whole - through the kitchen with its smells of char and cut fruit, down the short hallway I'd walked a year ago on shaking legs, and into the living room, where a single lamp burned in the corner and the party came through the walls in a muted golden murmur. The same room. The same lamp. Paul sat on the deep couch with his apron gone and his shirt open, knees spread, easy, a glass of something amber at his elbow - and Diane came in behind us and closed the door, and the sound of the latch put the room in a bottle.

Tessa stood very still. Her eyes went from Paul, down the hair-roughened barrel of his chest, to the frank heavy shape of him under his shorts, and her breath started coming audibly. She'd seen the street's men this week. She had not seen Paul.

"Tessa," Diane said, from the lamp corner, unhurried, "do you know why it's a hostess who brought you in here, and not me?"

"No," Tessa whispered.

"You will by the end of the summer." Diane settled herself against the arm of the reading chair, wineglass recovered, presiding without presiding. "Sienna. She's yours."

The words landed in me the way the rope had - a weight I'd asked for, tightening into place. I stepped in front of Tessa and took the hem of the rust-colored dress in both hands, and she lifted her arms before I asked, and I drew it off her in one slow pull and dropped it on the lamplit floor. Bare underneath, of course. Bare and flushed from her cheekbones to the wide soft slopes of her breasts, nipples drawn tight and dark, her thighs already pressing together in that small helpless rhythm she never knew she was doing.

"Go sit on his lap," I said, low. "Facing him. He'll do the rest - and Tessa. Don't hurry it. He's not a thing you hurry."

She went - the sway and bounce of her, small and lush in the lamplight - and climbed onto the couch with a knee either side of Paul's thick thighs. His hands came up her sides slow, learning the give of her waist, the weight of her breasts, thumbs dragging her nipples till she gasped. Then he freed himself, and she looked down between their bodies and saw what the street's tradition was built around.

"That's not-" she said, and stopped, and looked over her shoulder at me with her eyes enormous. "Sienna."

"I know," I said. "Breathe. Sink slow. He'll let you."

He let her. That was Paul entire - all that mass and thickness holding still as a dock while she lined herself up trembling and settled onto him by shivering degrees, her mouth falling open, her spine bowing, small wrecked sounds climbing out of her on every inch of the descent. I stood beside the couch with my thighs slick under my dress while the width of him forced her open the way it had first forced me - the eyes losing focus, the little disbelieving headshake, the whole soft body giving way, astonished at itself. When her hips finally met his lap she made a sound like a swimmer surfacing, and Paul rumbled, appreciative, his big hands closing warm over her ass.

"Every year," he said, to the room, "this street's luck gets harder to believe."

"Rock your hips," I told her. Diane's line, in Diane's cadence, and behind me I felt Diane register the inheritance and approve of it. "Slow. Let it teach you."

Tessa rocked. Rose an inch, sank, moaned; rose two. Found it - that grinding rolling rhythm a body finds on Paul or doesn't, and hers found it fast, greedy, her head dropping back, curls swinging, her breasts lifting and settling with every roll - my protégée riding the thickest cock on the street with the lamplight sliding over her, and the wanting in me stopped being watchable and became something with demands.

Diane's voice, from the chair, amused: "Sweetheart. You're allowed."

I stripped my dress off over my head and went to them.

Paul saw what I was about and did the moving for everyone - slid himself down to lie back along the cushions, lifting Tessa clean off him and turning her in his big hands as he went, so that she settled back onto him spine-to-chest, reclined against the risen slope of him, his feet on the floor, his hips thrusting up into her in that lazy colossal way while she gasped at the new angle and the room got the whole spread display of her. And I swung a knee over her head, my hands finding the back of the couch, and looked down into her wide brown eyes from directly above.

"You remember how," I said.

It wasn't a question and she didn't treat it as one. Her hands came up and gripped my hips and pulled me down onto her mouth.

Flat, slow, listening - everything I'd taught her on Tuesday arriving up through me on Saturday, and I heard the sound I made hit the walls and didn't care. She'd learned in five days what I'd taken a summer to learn; more than learned it - she moaned into me while Paul drove up into her, and the moans came through her tongue into my clit in broken thrumming pulses, so that he was fucking her and she was transmitting it, and the three of us closed into one circuit with the lamp humming and the party murmuring beyond the wall. I rode her mouth the way Diane had once ridden mine, and the year turned over low and hot in me: I was where Diane had been, and a girl was learning me from below the way I'd once learned. And Diane rose from her chair after all, no longer content merely to watch, and stood beside us with one hand closed gently in my hair and the other smoothing Tessa's curls back from her working face, conducting nothing, touching everything.

"Look at the two of you," she said, once, softly, and it nearly finished me on its own.

Tessa broke first. I felt it arrive through her mouth - the rhythm of her tongue going ragged, her fingers biting into my hips, and then the long seizing shudder of the whole soft body under mine as she came on Paul's cock, crying out into me, muffled and magnificent, her hips slamming down through it while Paul gripped her thighs and rode her through every wave. The vibration of it, her orgasm delivered into me as sound, tipped me over the ledge I'd been living on since the pool on Wednesday - I ground down onto her mouth and came with my hands white on the couch's back and Diane's grip firm in my hair, loud, unashamed, wrung, while beneath us both Paul's patience finally hit its floor and he drove up into all that clenching heat a half-dozen times and finished, deep in her, with a groan that moved the couch frame.

We came apart slowly, in stages, like something unstacking. I lifted off her mouth and her face emerged below me - soaked from her chin to her cheekbones, curls stuck everywhere, eyes glazed and stunned and shining - and before I'd cleared her fully she started, helplessly, to laugh.

"I felt you," she said, hoarse, delighted, to me, to the room, to the summer. "When you - I felt it, on my - that's the best thing that's ever - oh my God."

"She'll want water," Diane said, already at the sideboard, and her eyes met mine over the pouring - one beat, level, a teacher watching the lesson take. It said what her mouth didn't bother to: first of hers tonight, taken through by you. As instructed. It also said, clear as a verdict: the night isn't finished.

We pulled our dresses back on, shook the hems down over our hips, and drifted out to the patio while Paul reassembled himself, and the party absorbed us the way the street absorbed everything - no hush, no comment, one bottle raised somewhere in easy salute. Full dark now; the string lights had come into their kingdom. Tessa moved through the warm gold air with the state of the evening written all over her - mouth swollen, chin scrubbed pink on my thigh, a slow leak of Paul beginning its descent inside her - and she wore all of it as proof, the whole evening's worth, with no impulse anywhere in her to clean it away. The bass-laugh man folded her back into the orbit by the table; the young mower man materialized on her other side with a plate of things she should try. Between them, glowing, greedy, she looked like the answer to a question the street had been asking all year.

I was watching from the deck rail with a beer I wasn't drinking when the tall pool man came and put his forearms on the rail beside mine.

"Saturdays," he said. A man honoring a contract.

"You're a person of your word."

"Famous for it." His eyes went over me, unhurried, the blue cotton and what it wasn't hiding - I hadn't put anything back on beneath it in the living room, and he could tell, and the telling amused us both. He set his own bottle down on the rail with a soft click that reminded me of another click, and there was no more preamble than there ever was on this street; his hand gathered the back of my dress up over my hips, and I stepped my feet apart on the warm boards and leaned out over the dark yard.

He took me right there against the rail - easy, fluid, that grinding finish at the bottom of every stroke, a rhythm I'd known a year and would have known blindfolded in a crowd - and the party went on below us, string lights and steel guitar and somebody calling for the potato salad, and I hung my head and moaned down into the dark with my knuckles going pale on the wood. It didn't take long and didn't need to; I'd been simmering since the couch, since the gate, honestly since Tuesday, and he knew it, and drove me up the short slope with the efficiency of a man who'd made a study of me, and I came clenched around him with the rail printing a cold line across my hips, and he followed inside a dozen strokes, pulsing deep, his breath rough at my nape.

"Best street in America," he said, resettling my hem with weird courtesy, and picked his bottle back up.

Down in the gold light, Tessa had turned and found me. She'd watched the whole of it from the middle of her orbit - men on either side of her, plate untouched - and her expression did the thing I was coming to live for: astonishment losing to appetite in real time.

She crossed the grass and arrived below the deck, flushed, urgent, whispering like a conspirator: "What's the tradition?"

"What?"

"Paul said - while you were - he said to the other one, she doesn't know about the tradition yet." Her hands found the rail. Her pupils were nearly black. "Sienna. I heard the word tradition and I've never wanted anything so much in my life and I don't even know what it is yet. That's insane. I don't care. Whatever it is, I want it tonight."

Asking before it was offered. Ahead of everything, always, since Tuesday. I looked down at her - the lifted chin, the heavy rise and fall of her breasts under thin rust cotton, the whole eager unprecedented fact of her - and I felt the mentor's calm arrive in me like Diane walking into a room.

"Finish your water," I said. "Then come inside."

The living room the second time was quieter - the lamp, the murmur, Paul in the armchair now with his glass refreshed, Diane on its arm with her hand on his shoulder, the two of them composed like a portrait of the street's oldest institution. What was new was on the low table: the bottle of lube, and beside it a folded hand towel, laid out neat as surgical instruments.

Diane had fetched them - and then sat down and touched nothing else. The room was mine.

"Tessa," I said. "Come here."

She came, and stood breathing while I told her plainly, my hands already easing the rust dress up and off her for the second time that night. "There's a tradition on this street, for a woman's first time being taken in her ass. It's Paul. It's always Paul - because he's the biggest, and because a first like that should be a memory with weight on it, and because he is, in every way this street measures, the gentlest man at this barbecue." Behind me Paul made a sound of modest dissent that fooled no one. "It was Diane at my face, coaching me through mine, a year ago. Tonight it's me at yours. That's the whole tradition. Do you want it?"

"Yes." No babble. Barely a breath between question and answer. Then, breath caught up: "I've never - I need you to know I've never even-"

"I know. That's the point of the coaching." I kissed her, short and certain, and turned her toward the couch. "Knees on the cushions. Chest down on the arm. There's no hurrying this either - this one goes at your speed and nobody else's."

"My speed is now," she said, muffled, already folding herself over the couch's arm - round hips high, knees spread on the cushions, her breasts flattening beneath her, curls spilling - offering the way she'd been offering since her first morning: before the room was ready for her.

I knelt behind her first. That part I'd left out of the telling, because it had been Diane's fingers once and the circle wanted closing: the lube cool in my palm, warmed between my hands, and then my fingers at the tight furled center of her, slicking, circling, patient as Tuesday. She jolted at the first touch - whole-body, electric - and then made a low sliding moan into the upholstery as I pressed, and eased, and worked one finger into the clenching novel heat of her, and taught her rim what yielding felt like while my thumb kept slow time on her clit below.

"Oh," she kept saying, small and stunned, into the couch. "Oh. That's - nobody's ever - oh."

"Push back against my fingers. Gently. There - feel that? That give? That's the secret. Your body already knows; it's just never been asked." Two fingers now, slow, her slickness running down my wrist from above, her breath gone deep and dragging. Behind me I heard Paul rise, and undress, and wait - and I heard Diane not move at all, and felt her stillness on my back like sun.

When Tessa was rocking back onto my hand - greedy, past shame, chasing - I drew my fingers free and came around the couch's arm and knelt at her face, where Diane had knelt at mine on a clubhouse night that had rebuilt my understanding of my own body. Her wide eyes found mine, inches away, black almost to the rim.

"Now Paul," I said. "Give me your hand."

Her fingers laced through mine and gripped, our knotted fists resting on the couch arm beside her cheek, and I slid my other hand beneath her, two fingers settling firm against her clit. Paul knelt behind her, big and unhurried, slicking himself; the blunt weight of him came to rest against her, and her breath stopped.

"Breathe out," I said. "Push back. That's the hardest part - the first inch is the whole mountain, and you climb it by breathing out. Eyes on me."

She breathed out, shaking, eyes locked on mine - and pushed back - and I watched the mountain happen on her face. The wide-open shock of the stretch, the flash of overwhelmed surprise that rose and met my eyes and dissolved, the long wavering exhale I coached out of her - "again, all the way out, there, there" - and the exact moment the sting gave way and the fullness arrived, which I knew to the second because I knew it from inside, and which announced itself as a sound I'd never heard from her: low, guttural, amazed, the voice under all her voices. Paul fed himself into her in measured half-inches, murmuring his easy encouragements - "there she goes, sweet girl, no rush at all" - and her grip went white around my fingers, and her eyes never left me, and I kept my two fingers circling slow beneath her and anchored her there. My own body was answering hers the whole way down - a deep sympathetic clench on every half-inch she took, my thighs slick against my heels, the memory of that exact fullness lighting up along my own nerves like a road remembered at night.

"Talk to me," I said softly.

"Full," she got out, wrecked, reverent. "I'm - he's - there's so much - Sienna, I can feel my own heartbeat around him-"

"That's it. That's the country. Nobody forgets their first tour of it." I felt her laugh - felt it, through her hands and her body and around Paul, who groaned at what laughing did - and then he began to move, long slow tidal strokes, and her laughter dissolved into something that had no architecture at all.

She went where the act takes you - down and in, to the deep pressure-place that has no equivalent, sounds dragging up out of her on each slow drive, her cheek pressed to our laced fingers, her eyes finding mine over and over like a swimmer sighting the shore - and I kept my fingers firm on her clit and my voice low in her ear, half instruction, half benediction, while Paul's immense width moved in her ass with a patience that never once broke, and Diane and Paul's living room filled with the sound of the street's tradition being kept. The orgasm stalked her for a long time. I watched it come - the trembling starting in her thighs and climbing, the sounds shortening, her grip going desperate - and when it took her it took her entire: a sobbing, bucking, seismic thing from the deepest shelf of her body, her ass clenching around Paul so hard he swore his one mild oath of the evening, tears sliding sideways across the bridge of her nose and onto our laced fingers, her cry breaking against my knuckles - and Paul held her hips and rode the whole quake through to its end and then let his own go at last, driving deep and finishing inside her with a long shuddering groan, pulsing his load into all that grip and flutter while she moaned at the flooding heat of it in a voice sanded down to nothing.

The room came to rest by degrees. Beyond the wall, silverware clinked; somebody called for another bottle; the steel guitar started a new song. The party rolled on, unknowing, or knowing everything.

Paul eased out of her by patient fractions, one hand steady at her hip, and went for the washcloths - and Diane rose at last from the chair's arm and came and stood over the wreck of her, the spilled curls and the marks of Paul's grip printed white and fading on her hips, and looked, and then looked at me, and said nothing at all, which from Diane was a citation for valor.

Tessa hadn't moved. She lay folded over the couch arm, streaming, glowing, her fingers still laced in mine, her cheek resting on our joined hands - and before her legs had stopped shaking, before Paul had even come back with the water, the words arrived, muffled in the upholstery, drunk, inevitable, already reaching:

"What's after this?"

I looked up. Diane was already looking at me, hazel eyes bright, one eyebrow rising a fraction - an invitation, a handoff - and the answer came out of the two of us in the same breath, one voice older and one newer, both certain:

"Everything."

We walked home after midnight, the party folded up behind us, the street asleep and lit. Tessa moved like a woman newly, gorgeously translated - wincing at each step and grinning about it, her sandals hanging from one finger, the rust dress clinging where the night had left her damp. At the fork of the asphalt where her path bent toward number seven and mine toward number four, she stopped, and swayed into me, and kissed me - soft, long, tasting of wine and the whole evening - and then pulled back and looked at me with the greed and the gratitude sitting together in her eyes, neither one winning.

"You knew," she said. "Everything that was going to happen to me tonight. You knew it this morning."

"I knew where you were headed the minute you opened your door on Tuesday."

She laughed, and winced, and cherished the wince, and went up her walk under her burning lamp. I stood in the middle of the street a moment longer, equidistant, listening to the sprinklers tick somewhere behind the fences - and above the two facing porches our lights burned steady in the blue dark, hers and mine, a pair, the way the whole summer had been arranging them.

Everything, I'd told her. Diane's word in my mouth; my word now too. Walking up my own steps, feeling the tall man and the barbecue and the couch and the whole lit evening still humming in my body, I found I was already counting the things the word contained - and the counting worked on me like hands.

There was one thing in it I hadn't told her about. One thing I hadn't told anyone.

Mid-August was coming, and I wanted my own next first.
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Chapter 8: Filled

⚜

Mid-August arrived the way it always does in a good summer - without permission, all at once. One morning the light through my kitchen window had tilted a degree toward gold, the cicadas had changed key, and the want I'd been carrying since the barbecue had stopped being a secret I kept and become a secret that kept me.

I'd been living with it for the better part of a month by then. It rode along on ordinary days - while Grant took me over the counter on Sundays, while Tessa dragged me to the pool to referee her arguments with her own appetite, while the street ran its August errands around us - a want with a specific shape, and the shape was this: every man who'd had me this summer had left some part of me empty while he did it. Grant in my pussy left my mouth idle and my ass aching with theory. Paul in my ass left my pussy clenching around nothing. Even the table, even the bed, even the day the entire street poured through my open door - the most I'd ever held was two: a spitroast's push and pull, Paul in my ass while Diane rode my mouth, and always, always, one hollow left begging. Somewhere in the middle of a July night I had woken with my heart slamming and three words already formed against the pillow.

All of them. At once.

It took me until August to make peace with who this one belonged to. The Open Hours had been for Briarwood; Tessa's summer was for Tessa. This was the first thing since February I wanted with no gift wrapped around it - greedy, private, mine - and every day I didn't ask for it, it got louder.

On a Thursday morning I stopped not asking.

I found Diane deadheading roses along her side fence in gardening gloves and a linen shift, a straw hat pushed back on her auburn hair, and she heard my bare feet on the grass and didn't turn around.

"You've been circling my house for three days," she said, snipping. "Like a plane with something to declare."

"I want to ask for something."

"I know." Snip. "I've been letting you ripen."

"It's not for the street." The words came out ahead of any plan I had for them, and once they started they didn't stop. "It's not hosting and it's not Tessa and it's not - giving, any of it. It's mine. I want-" and there, at the actual edge of it, my voice did a thing it hadn't done since last summer: it dropped to almost nothing, not from shame, from pressure, the way water goes quiet right before the fall. "I want to be filled everywhere at once. All three. My mouth, my - everything, at the same time, full, nothing left over. I've wanted it since the clubhouse last August. I've been dreaming about it since the barbecue like it's a fever. I don't want to want it quietly anymore."

Diane set down her shears.

She turned around, and pulled off her gloves one finger at a time, and looked at me the length of a held breath - and what came over her face wasn't the protégée-watching smile, or the presiding calm she'd worn at the barbecue. It was older than either. It was appetite, recognizing itself.

"There she is," she said softly. "Do you know, I wondered which would come first - the season ending, or you asking for something with both hands." She reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, and her thumb crossed my cheekbone, tender in the particular way she saved for things she considered hers. "A woman who only gives is a martyr, sweetheart, and this street has no use for one. Tonight. Our room." Then, brisk as ever, ceremony to logistics inside one breath: "Paul behind - you weren't going to trust anyone else there for a first like this, don't pretend otherwise. Grant beneath. And for your mouth-" the corner of hers curved "-I believe there's a man at this end of the street who's famous for keeping his word. Eat something at six. Come at eight. Wear anything. You won't be keeping it."

I didn't manage words. She patted my cheek and picked her shears back up.

"Go home, Sienna. Try to be patient." Snip. "It's the last time today will ask it of you."

I came up their back steps at eight in the blue end of the evening, in the pale green sundress and nothing else, so wet already that I'd felt every step of the walk over. The kitchen was empty; the house had that hush I remembered from every threshold it had ever stood me on. From upstairs, low voices. I climbed toward them with my pulse going in my ears, in my throat, in every hollow place I'd come here to have answered.

Their room was lamplit and ready. Towels laid across the wide iron-framed bed. The lube on the nightstand, the water, the small choreography of Diane's provisioning, as familiar to me now as church furniture. Grant stood at the window with a glass he'd barely touched; Paul sat on the bed's edge, big and easy, talking lawn drainage with the tall man from the pool, of all things - and all three of them stopped when I came through the door, and the room did what I needed it to do all summer whenever my nerve wanted checking.

It looked at me like the answer to something.

"Gentlemen," Diane said, from the corner armchair. She had a glass of wine and no intention of hurrying anyone, least of all herself. "Sienna. Come here to me first."

She undressed me standing - one strap, the other, the green cotton dropping - and turned me slowly by the shoulders, taking a last long look at what two summers had made of me. Her palm crossed my breasts, my belly, the slick tops of my thighs, and her eyebrow rose at what she found there.

"You could have skipped dinner," she murmured, amused, and kissed me - long, unhurried, wine on her tongue - and then set her mouth at my ear. "Three men are going to fill you until there's no room left in you for a single thought. You'll keep a hand in Grant's - when you can't speak, a squeeze that means stop, means stop. He'll feel it." A beat, and her voice went from instruction to something barer. "I held this street's biggest day, and I have taken everything it knows how to give - and I never asked for this one. You go before me, sweetheart. Show me what it is."

She bit my earlobe, gently, and handed me to them.

Grant first. Of course Grant first; there was an order to things. He set his glass down and undressed with no more ceremony than he brought to anything, and lay back against the pillows, and I climbed over him - knees astride his hips, palms on the known country of his chest - and we looked at each other for a moment, and neither of us said Sunday, and both of us thought it.

"Come here," he said.

I sank onto him with a long exhale that emptied me to my heels. Eleven months and a summer had taught me every inch of that first stretch and it startled me anyway - it always startled me, the plain size of the fact of him - and I settled root-deep with a sound I didn't govern and just sat there a moment, full the ordinary way, the way I knew. His thumbs stroked the crease of my hips. Beneath me his heartbeat kept its unhurried time, and I rocked on him slowly, letting my body bank its first heat, and his hands rode my waist and let me.

The mattress shifted behind me. Paul.

I leaned down onto Grant's chest without being told - knew the architecture of what came next from a clubhouse night a year ago, from every dream since - and Grant's arms took me in and held me open and steady, my knees wide around him, my spine curved, everything behind me offered up. The click of the cap. The cool drizzle in the cleft of my ass, Paul's blunt fingers spreading it, circling, pressing in - one, then two, working me in the easy practiced rhythm my body answered before my mind had finished registering it, and I breathed out long against Grant's throat and felt myself open like a door with oiled hinges.

"Look at her," Paul said, to nobody in particular. "Not one nerve in her."

"Not one," Diane agreed, from her chair. "Slowly anyway."

The fingers left me. The bed leaned into his kneeling weight, and the wide hot press of him settled where they'd been, and the room went down to one sound, which was my own breath, released in a thin thread while Paul pushed - that first blooming give, hugely familiar, hugely not, because this time the front of me was already full, Grant seated deep and holding still, and there was nowhere for my body to make room except by making it, by softening around the both of them at once, by becoming something with no empty rooms in it. Paul fed himself in by half-inches with his hands wrapped warm around my hips, murmuring his low easy nothings, and the fullness climbed past every mark I had for it - the clubhouse, the counter, the bed, the table, all my landmarks going under one by one - until his thighs came flush against me and he stopped, seated, and I hung between the two of them stuffed stiller than I had ever been in my life.

Nobody moved. That was its own act - the three of us breathing, my pussy and my ass gripping in alternating pulses I couldn't order stopped, each man twitching in answer, a wall of chest beneath me and a wall of chest behind, my body one packed astonished inch of space between them. Double penetration - I'd been here once before, a year ago, at a clubhouse farewell, and back then it had felt like the far edge of what a body could hold. Tonight it was only the beginning. I heard a sound, small and high and continuous, and understood it was me.

"Sienna." Diane's voice, closer now; she'd risen, she was standing at the head of the bed. "Open your eyes."

I hadn't known they were shut. Lamplight. Grant's face inches below mine, brown eyes steady, a man bearing a weight he'd planned for. And beside the bed, the tall man, undressing - I watched him fold his shirt over a chair the way he probably did at home, wife's-family-reunion calm, lean and summer-browned in the lamplight, and my mouth flooded ahead of any decision, and Diane saw it and laughed low in her throat.

"Look at that," she said. "She's begging and she hasn't said a word."

They began to move first, the two of them - a slow negotiated seesaw, Grant rising as Paul withdrew, Paul driving as Grant sank, and the friction ran through my middle in both directions at once, a doubled dragging fullness with no gap in it anywhere, no instant of empty, one of them always deep and the other always arriving - and I got exactly four strokes of it before the first orgasm took me, without windup, without any of the courtesies, a deep buckling seizure that clamped me around both of them so hard Paul lost one rough word against my spine and Grant exhaled like a man taking a weight. It rolled long. They rode me through it at that same unbroken tide-pace, and I surfaced from it already climbing toward the next one, and that was when the mattress dipped up by the pillows.

The tall man knelt at Grant's shoulder, and his hand cupped my jaw - turning my face up and sideways from Grant's chest, thumb tracing my lower lip, an old kindness two summers deep - and my mouth was open before his hand had finished the motion.

Grant's fingers found mine where my palm lay on his chest and laced through - my word, kept where he'd feel it - and the tall man filled my mouth.

And the world sealed.

I want to set down what it was, because no one had told me and I'd had to come find out: it was quiet. That's the inside of it. Every entrance to me stopped with a man, three rhythms interleaving through my body - Grant's deep rise, Paul's long drive, the slow measured slide across my tongue - and no sound could get out of me and nothing else could get in, no thought, no report from the ordinary world, not even the lamplight, my eyes gone shut again and staying shut, and inside that sealed dark my body stopped being a container for me and became the thing itself: one held breath, packed to the walls, floating an inch off its own bones. Full was the wrong word. Full was a word for dinner tables. I was answered - every hollow the summer had ever found in me stopped at once, the emptiness that had driven me eleven hundred miles home not soothed but abolished, nowhere in me for it to stand.

Somewhere above the surface, Diane's voice moved like weather - that's it, sweetheart, that's airtight, look at her - and her hands gathered my hair back from my face and held it, not guiding, just holding, so the men could see what they were doing to me. I couldn't have said how long it lasted. There was no arithmetic where I was. There were rhythms, and they braided - the man at my mouth keeping Paul's time, Paul and Grant trading their tide - and then somewhere in the braid they stopped being three rhythms and became one, all of them moving through me on a single beat as if the street itself had a pulse and I was where it kept it, and the second orgasm didn't arrive like a wave at all. It rose through me like water through cloth, everywhere at once, no crest, no break - a long seamless whiteout that went on and on while I shook between the three of them, clamped and streaming and silent, and none of them stopped, and it didn't end so much as become the new condition of my body.

I was still inside it when the man at my mouth went first.

His breath shortened, his hand tightened in my hair to hold me just where he wanted, and he pressed deep and spent himself with a groan that buzzed down the length of him - and I swallowed around him, which took nothing, which my throat did on its own, gulping him down while the other two drove on through my shuddering - and he eased back and out and thumbed the corner of my lips, and my mouth, unstopped, let out the sound it had been holding: a long low wrecked note that broke over Grant's chest like something spilled.

Paul went next. He'd been pacing himself off my noises all this time, and freeing them finished him - his rhythm gone suddenly short and hard, his fingers digging into my hips, then the deep grinding stillness and the pulse of him flooding my ass, groaning down through me from behind while I pushed back into it with the last strength I had and wailed at the heat, the sound fraying to breath halfway out.

And Grant - Grant, beneath me, who had held the floor of the world steady through all of it - waited for both of them to still, the way he'd waited at the head of every line this street had ever formed around me. His hand came up and pushed the wet hair off my face so he could see me. I got my eyes open. I gave him what was in them.

"There you are," he said, and let himself finish - driving up into me from underneath, deep and final, coming inside me while my pussy wrung him in long spent pulses and I dissolved down onto his chest, boneless, streaming at every seam, mouthing his name against his throat with what breath remained.

Paul eased out of me with enormous care, and the emptiness rolled through me like its own event - I whimpered at the sudden echoing vacancy, and again when I finally lifted off Grant, and Diane was there for all of it, gathering me off his chest and into the pillow of her breasts, rubbing slow warmth back into my arms while the aftershocks moved through me at their own pace.

"There," she murmured. "There. What's your name?"

I made a sound with no letters in it. I felt her smile arrive against my hair.

"Thought so," she said. "That's the country, sweetheart. You're the second woman on this street to see it - the first was before my time - and God help the rest of us, you went and found it on the first ask." Washcloths, warm, Paul's habitual gentleness at my thighs; a glass at my mouth; the tall man's low voice from across the room, dressing, saying something about Saturdays that made Grant almost laugh. I floated on Diane's chest with the night still deep in me and the lamplight moving like water on the ceiling, and the last thing I registered was her palm moving in slow circles between my shoulder blades, and her voice, more to herself than to me:

"Now you know what you'll be standing beside her through."

I was asleep before I could ask what she meant.

Tessa let herself in at nine the next morning.

I heard the back gate, then the screen, then "It's Tessa, I brought the good peaches, why are the - oh my God."

I'd walked home at first light through a street still blue and sleeping, and now I was at my own kitchen table, moving like a shipwreck survivor, wrapped in a robe I hadn't managed to belt, coffee cooling in front of me. The state of me told on itself: hips printed with two men's grips, beard burn at my jaw, a rasp where my voice used to live, and under all of it a glow I could feel coming off my own skin like heat off an August road. Tessa stood in my kitchen doorway with a paper bag of peaches and read me the way I'd once watched Diane read a mark on my thigh.

"Something happened," she said, setting the bag down slowly. "Something happened happened. You look like - you look like church let out. Sienna. What did you do."

"Sit down," I croaked, "and pour yourself coffee, because you're going to make me talk and I only have about forty words in me."

She sat. I spent my forty words.

I watched them land the way everything landed on Tessa - full-body, chest-first, the flush climbing out of her collar and up her throat while under my table one knee slid tight against the other before she'd noticed it moving. At the word airtight - the word Diane had laid on me through the haze while it was happening - she made a sound like a struck glass.

"All three," she said. "At once. All of - and you could still - there was a man in your - while-"

"Tessa."

"I want mine." She said it flatly, immediately, with the babble stripped off it, which after five weeks I knew to take as seriously as scripture. "Not - okay, maybe not all three at once, not yet, a third at the same time is a thing I want to work up to - but the double. Two. I've been thinking about it ever since I watched you come back from that rail looking like a lit window, I have been rehearsing it in my head every night with my hand between my - and now you're sitting there glowing like that and I'm supposed to eat a peach?" She put both palms flat on my table. "The double. At least. Today."

There had been a time - June, say - when I would have counseled patience. The summer had cured me of imagining she'd take the counsel, and the sight of her - leaning over my table, dark curls swinging, brown eyes gone black-rimmed with intent - worked on my sore body like wind over banked coals, which told me exactly whose appetite hers echoed.

I laughed, which hurt, and reached for my phone.

"One call," I said. "Go home and shower. Leave the back door unlocked."

"It's been unlocked-" she was already at the screen door "-it's been unlocked since July-"

The bass-laugh man answered on the second ring. What I proposed took four sentences; his answer took one, and I could hear his grin down the line, and behind it, distantly, a mower shutting off - the two of them were doing something to a fence line together, which saved me the second call.

"An hour," he said. "Tell her we're bringing nothing but goodwill."

"She'd skip the goodwill if it made you faster."

His laugh was still rolling when he hung up.

They came through her back gate inside the hour, and I was already installed at the head of Tessa's bed - the bed had sheets now, real ones, a summer of living having slowly furnished the borrowed house around her - with my back against the Wileys' headboard and my wrung-out body arranged in a silk robe I had no plans to keep closed. Tessa knelt in the middle of the mattress wearing nothing at all, because she'd answered my what will you wear with a look that could have soured milk.

The men filled the little bedroom the way the street's men filled any room, easy and sure of their welcome. The broad one shed his shirt and sat back against the footboard to take her in - the heavy breasts, the round hips, the flush already burning down her sternum - with the open appreciation of a man reviewing his own good luck. The young mower man undressed quietly by the window, sun-dark and rope-muscled and visibly, pleasingly affected; he'd had her twice since the pool, by my accounting, and still watched her like she was about to happen to him.

"Heard it's a first," the broad man said, patting his thighs, an invitation with a chuckle under it.

"It's a first." Tessa's voice had gone to the low even place. She crawled to him and swung a knee over his lap, and looked back over her shoulder at me - one look, quick, not for rescue but for witness - and I settled deeper into the pillows and nodded, and she took him in one slow guttural slide, no ceremony whatsoever.

She rode him while the young man knelt behind her with the lube, and I talked her through it from the pillows, my voice a rasp, my words down to the plain few that mattered - "lean into him - let your knees go wide - breathe out, all the way, there" - and the truth is the coaching was a handrail on a stair she was already climbing. Her body had learned the grammar of the street at a speed I'd stopped being able to condescend to; when the young man's slick fingers opened her she pushed back onto them greedily, moaning into the broad man's neck, and when the fingers left her and the blunt press of him arrived instead she went silent in the old total way, every idling word in her shutting off at once, and lowered her forehead to his chest, and bore back.

I watched my own first double happen to somebody else's face.

She'd turned it toward me - cheek down on the chest beneath her, curls flat, wide eyes finding me across the four feet of bed - and across it came the stretch, the sharp shock of it cresting and softening into wonder, and then the fullness landing: the eyes losing focus, the mouth dropping open, a shudder rolling down her spine that I felt in my own hips like a plucked string. He seated himself deep in her ass by careful degrees, hands trembling faintly at her waist and pace never once hurrying - and there she hung, stopped at both ends, packed the way I'd been packed twelve hours before, and her hand groped blindly across the sheet toward me.

I laced my fingers through hers, and she gripped like I was the one fixed thing in the room.

"Full," she got out - the barbecue's word, her word, the sound she went to when English gave out.

"I know," I said. "Now let them move."

They moved. They settled into the alternating cadence men here seemed born knowing, one deep while the other drew back, no slack, no mercy in the geometry - and Tessa came apart between them almost immediately, her first orgasm arriving inside the first dozen strokes and detonating through her with a sob against his sternum, her grip nearly cracking my knuckles - and they carried her straight on through it into the long middle, the rocking doubled rhythm, her sounds unraveling into that continuous low note I knew from the inside now, her body shaking sweetly at every meeting of the two paces. My own arousal had stopped being ambient somewhere in the first minute; I lay against the headboard slick and aching and lit, four feet from the churn of them, her crushed fingers in mine, my robe long fallen open and my thighs pressed tight around an ache I had no intention of tending until she was through, and when her second orgasm took her - deeper, from the pressure-place, her ass clenching so hard the young man gasped like cold water had hit him - the sound she made then nearly pulled me over with no hand on me at all.

The man beneath her finished first, gripping her hips down onto him, pouring up into her with a groan that rattled the headboard against the wall. The young man went seconds later, buried deep, pulsing, his forehead dropping between her shoulder blades like a man in prayer - and Tessa took both loads with a long wrecked moan of pure acquisitive satisfaction, milking them in aftershocks, and then subsided slowly onto him as if her strings had been cut, our fingers still knotted on the sheet.

For a while, the little room just breathed.

"So that's the double," she said finally, into the man's chest hair, voice slurred and glorious. Her eyes found me sideways, glazed, brimming, sure of herself. "Sienna."

"Mm."

"How many days until I can do what you did?"

The men were still laughing when they let themselves out through the gate.

Diane came at dusk.

I was on my porch steps with a glass of the thank-you wine from the Open Hours, watching the light go violet over the circle, my body one long contented ache from jaw to knees. She crossed the asphalt with her own glass in hand and settled beside me on the warm boards, and for a while we drank in silence while the sprinklers ticked away down the circle and a screen door tapped somewhere and the evening went about itself behind the fences.

"I heard the morning's news from two grinning men over a fence line," she said at last. "The girl asked for a double before her coffee. Not even six weeks in." She shook her head slowly, wondering, delighted. "Sweetheart, when I told you to be her Diane, I did not expect you to build me a better one."

"She frightens me a little."

"She's you at a year's compression. Frightening is the recipe." Her thumb stilled on the stem of her glass, and the warmth in her went ceremonial. "The Wileys are home the Sunday after next. Her swap ends."

The sentence went through me at an angle I wasn't braced for. I'd known it - of course I'd known it, the summer had a shape, seven weeks, everyone's summer here had edges - but knowing a thing and hearing Diane say it on a porch at dusk were different weights, and my hand tightened on the glass.

"Ten days," I said.

"Nine until she leaves us. Eight until the clubhouse." She let that sit a moment, unmerciful and kind at once. "The street's end-of-season night falls on her last Saturday. It always falls on the last Saturday. You remember what that night is."

I remembered what it had been, a year ago: my farewell. The clubhouse, the string lights, a guest being given everything at once because she was leaving.

"Diane. What you said last night. Standing beside her through-"

"Mm. I wondered if you'd caught that." She set her glass down on the step, and her voice took on the measured formality she kept for the covenant's oldest machinery, the register I'd heard exactly twice before: the night she named hosting, the morning she told me to cross a street. "I told you in June that hosting was half of a hostess's standing, and that the other half was giving the street its next one, and I told you it wasn't that night's question. It's tonight's. Here is the other half, Sienna. A hostess may sponsor. She takes a woman she's brought up through the covenant, and on a street night she presents her - stands her at the center of the room and stays beside her. What the street does with the two of them together finishes the girl's making and the hostess's standing in the same hour. It's the oldest ceremony Briarwood has - rarer than the Open Hours - and I have been watching you build toward it since the day you crossed to number seven with your corkscrew, whether you knew it or not."

The dusk had gone thick and blue around the porch light's reach. Across the circle, the lamp at number seven burned over its empty steps; behind one lit upstairs window a small shadow moved back and forth, carrying something, unpacking or packing, living.

"The last rung," I said slowly. "Hers. The thing she asked me this morning - how many days. You're saying the clubhouse-"

"I'm saying, sweetheart, that last summer this street said goodbye to a guest, and it was the best night anyone could remember." Diane picked her glass back up and turned to me, hazel eyes catching the porch light, holding out the whole of it at last, the thing every wine bottle and rope coil and crossed street of two summers had been patiently building. "This year the street gets its hostess. And you get to give it one more."

My heart was going like a hatchback down a quiet street. "Side by side," I said. "The two of us."

"To the very end of it." She touched her glass to mine, a small bright chime in the blue evening. "You have eight days to get her ready - and knowing that girl, seven of them are for the street's benefit, not hers." She rose, smoothed her linen, and paused on the bottom step, and her parting look had the almanac in it again, the weather arriving right on schedule. "Sleep, Sienna. From here to the clubhouse, you're both going to need it."

She crossed home through the dark. I sat on my steps a long time with the last of the wine, sore and brimming and wholly awake, watching the shadow move behind number seven's bright window, and the want that rose in me wasn't private this time and wasn't quiet, and I didn't try to make it either one.

Eight days.


⚜




Chapter 9: The clubhouse

⚜

The eight days went the way the best days of that summer went: fast, warm, and mostly undressed.

We worked, if you could call it work. Tessa took two of the pool's regulars in the same afternoon and reported to me afterward like a student turning in an essay early. She practiced the tied ninety-degree angle of a man in her mouth with her head hanging back off her own bed, coached by me from a kitchen chair - and by the third man I was soaked through my own sundress just from watching, wet enough that she caught it from clear across the bedroom and hummed around him, pleased with herself, which was its own kind of graduation. Twice more she doubled, the second time needing nothing from me but a glass of water. And she never once asked what the clubhouse night would hold. For a girl who narrated everything, she went strangely, beautifully quiet about the one thing that mattered most - she'd worked out on her own that the not-knowing was part of the gift, that her whole compressed summer had been climbing toward one more rung she couldn't see yet.

The Saturday came up golden. I spent the morning of it doing ordinary things with unordinary attention - coffee in Grant's mug, the porch swept, a long shower - and at six I stood in front of my closet and took down the white sundress. Last summer's. The one I'd worn to my first barbecue, back when I thought it made me look innocent, back when I'd been right. It still fit. It fit better; the year had settled me into my body the way a house settles onto its foundation. Nothing under it. I looked at myself in the mirror one long moment, honey-blonde hair loose, freckles dark from a summer of sun, and I didn't see a guest anywhere.

Tessa answered her door in the yellow dress and an emergency after all, but a small one.

"My hands won't stop," she said, holding them up as evidence. They were trembling, finely, like a tuning fork someone had struck a room ago. "Everything else is calm. I'm calm. My hands didn't get the memo."

We'd chosen the dress together on Wednesday - pale yellow, thin as breath, a color that turned all that dark hair and flushed skin into something you'd stop a car for. Nothing beneath it; that question had stopped being a question weeks ago. I took her two hands in mine and held them still, and looked at her - wide brown eyes steady over the flutter, curls pinned up off her neck and already escaping - and I gave her the truth instead of comfort, because she'd earned the difference.

"They'll stop the moment someone's hands are on you," I said. "They're just early. Like you."

She laughed, and the trembling ran up her arms and out of her, most of it. "Sienna. Tell me one thing about tonight. Not what happens. Just - one thing."

I considered the request, and her, and the summer. "You know it already," I said. "You've known since the pool. Whatever happens, it happens to both of us. I'm not standing anywhere tonight that isn't next to you."

Her breath went out slow. "Okay," she said, small and certain. "Okay. Then I'm ready."

We walked up the middle of the asphalt because the street was ours that night and knew it. Dusk was coming down blue and warm; the eight lamps burned; ahead, past the pool's dark glitter, the clubhouse stood lit from inside like a lantern, low music drifting out its propped doors with the voices of a dozen neighbors, and Tessa's hand found mine somewhere in the last fifty feet without either of us deciding it.

A year ago I'd been walked up this path in white to a farewell I didn't understand yet. Now I walked up it in the same dress with the street's newest woman on my hand, and the doors stood open, and we went in together.

They'd rearranged the whole room.

The card tables were folded away, the ping-pong table banished to the shadowed end, and in the cleared center, under the string lights somebody had looped from rafter to rafter, stood the two long leather couches - hauled in from someone's den, someone else's study, angled to face the room and set side by side with a gap of two feet between them. Two couches. Two lamps burning on the shelving Grant had built. A dozen neighbors around the walls and windows with drinks and easy voices, and every face I'd come to know without names - the sandy fishing-tan man, the bass-laugh man, the young mower man scrubbed and combed, the silver-haired swimmer, Sofia in a wrap the color of dark wine, the tall pool man - and Grant, by the far window, beer in hand, watching me come through the door the way he'd watched me across every threshold of two summers.

The music kept on, but the voices fell away - not in shock, just attention, warm and total, settling over the two of us like the season itself.

Diane came out of it in wine-dark linen, unhurried, and the neighbors made way.

She stopped in front of us and looked - me, then Tessa, then the pair of us, the white and the yellow - and whatever she found seemed to complete an inventory she'd been keeping longer than either of us had known it was open. She had opened every end-of-season night for years, Paul had told me once; the street wouldn't start without her. So when she took my face in both hands, the room was in her palms.

"A year ago I kissed a guest goodbye in this room," she said, not loudly, but it carried to the walls. "Tonight I'm doing something I've wanted for years."

She kissed me - full, slow, wine on her mouth, her thumbs at my cheekbones - and against my lips, for me alone, she said: "Hostess."

Then she turned to Tessa, who was vibrating like her hands, and took her face the same way, and kissed her the same way, long enough that Tessa's little sound got loose into the room and somebody's low laugh warmed the corner. "And her first gift to us," Diane said, lifting her mouth. "Look at what she brought you. Look at what the summer made."

She stepped back. That was the ceremony entire - Briarwood didn't speechify; it did - and her hand moved, one small conductor's turn toward the couches, and she went and stood to the side, at the arm of the nearest chair, glass recovered, presiding from the exact spot she'd chosen years ago for whoever came next.

The room was ours. The room was the street's. Those had turned out to be the same sentence all along.

I drew the white dress off and heard, beside me, the whisper of yellow cotton going the same way. We laid ourselves out each on a couch - I took the left without thinking and Tessa the right, nothing between the leather arms but the strip of bare floor - and the string lights hummed gold overhead, and the first hands of the night arrived.

Sofia knelt onto my couch from the end of it, wine-colored wrap already gone from her shoulders, and smiled down at me from two feet away with two summers of patience finally, entirely spent. "The table was my turn," she said, settling my thighs over her shoulders like she'd rehearsed it. "This is my privilege."

Then, beside me, bangles chimed. I turned my head: a long silver braid slipping forward over a sun-browned shoulder, a full hip in a skirt the color of faded hydrangeas, kneeling into the couch where Tessa lay - the woman from the end house, whose face I had still never seen and didn't see now, bent already to her work, and Tessa's first gasp of the night went up into the rafters.

What the neighbors watched then, I mostly heard. Sofia's mouth was patient and shameless at once, greedier than Diane's school, humming against me between long flat strokes, her fingers spreading me for the pleasure of looking; and past the sound of my own breath I heard Tessa climbing - the small shocked sounds going rhythmic, then urgent, that soft voice losing its words - and the two climbs twined in the golden air, hers and mine, until I couldn't have told you which of us was making what. I found her hand without looking. Her fingers laced mine and squeezed. Sofia sealed her mouth over my clit and hummed, and I heard the bangles ring faster on the other couch, and we went over inside the same breath - her cry and mine landing on one beat in the held quiet, my hips riding Sofia's mouth, our knuckles white together while a dozen neighbors watched two women come in stereo under the lights they'd strung themselves.

Sofia lifted her shining face and kissed the inside of my thigh, and looked across at the other couch, at the braid and the trembling girl beneath it, and then at me, and her smile had the whole night in it.

"Ahora sí," she murmured, patting my hip. "Now the street eats."

The men came away from the walls without being called, because Diane's glass had touched a table somewhere in the golden blur, and I sprawled in the sweet wreck of my first orgasm and watched the night take its shape around us with the easy inevitability of everything Briarwood did.

Grant crossed to my couch, unbuttoning, unhurried. Behind him came Paul, big and bare-chested, lube already palmed. And to my left, at the head of the couch, the tall pool man folded his shirt over the leather arm with that same domestic calm, and winked at me, and left it at that.

On the right-hand couch: the bass-laugh man settling back against the cushions with Tessa's hand already reaching for him; the young mower man kneeling behind her with his careful trembling hands; and the fishing-tan man taking up his station at her head, thumb tracing her lower lip, telling her something low that made her laugh once, high and bright, before her mouth went soft against his thumb.

Three and three. The neighbors drew in close around the couches, and somewhere behind me the music turned suddenly audible, because every voice in the clubhouse had stopped.

"You've all seen a hostess made," Diane said, from her chair's arm, in the register the covenant kept for its oldest things. "None of you have seen two women take it side by side. Neither have I." Her eyes crossed mine - one beat, level as ever, and in it a thing I'd waited two summers to see arrive there without any teaching in front of it: plain wonder. "Take your time, gentlemen. The season doesn't end until they say so."

Grant lay back on the couch and drew me over him, and the last coherent thought I had for a long while was how completely my body knew this - his hips between my knees, his chest under my palms, the long filling slide down onto him that emptied my lungs on a note everyone heard. I took him to the root and rocked, slow, letting the heat gather, and turned my head.

To my right, Tessa was sinking onto the bass-laugh man in exactly the same attitude - knees wide, spine bowed, that heavy soft body folding forward onto his chest - and her face was already turned toward mine. We looked at each other, both of us seated full, both of us moving in the small slow way you move when the night is long and the best of it is still ahead, and she smiled at me - drunk, brilliant, terrified in the way that has nothing to do with fear - and I smiled back, and somewhere behind the couches a woman sighed like she was easing into a warm bath.

Then the clicks of two caps, nearly together, and both smiles went away into something better.

Paul's fingers, cool and slick and known. I breathed out and leaned deeper onto Grant's chest and let myself be opened, watching Tessa get the same - the mower man working her with a grip not quite steady at her hips, her eyes going wide and inward, her nails finding purchase on the big man's shoulders - and when the blunt pressure of Paul settled against me I rocked back to meet it with a year's practice, and the thick unhurried stretch of him seating in my ass pulled a long low sound out of me that Tessa answered from her own couch a half-minute later, her first double of the night landing on her face the way it always landed: surprise breaking, then yielding to that deep inward listening stillness I knew from a borrowed bed. The mower man fed himself into her by half-inches, murmuring, and she took him with her cheek dropped to the sternum of the man filling her and her eyes locked on mine, and I held them the whole way down, and when he was seated and she hung there stopped and shaking, her lips shaped the one word that had survived every threshold of her summer.

Full.

No sound to it. She'd given it to me like a secret, mouth-shaped, mine alone among all those watching faces. My own body, stuffed and pulsing between two men, clenched hard around both men at the sight - Grant exhaled through his teeth; Paul's laugh rumbled somewhere above me - and I reached out, and her hand was already coming to meet mine, and our fingers laced and gripped, slick and certain, over the leather arms.

That grip carried both our words in it. Diane had set it out plainly while the men were still crossing the room: our hands stayed laced where she could see them, and one deliberate double squeeze from either of us would stop both couches at once. Our fingers would tighten around every wave that took us - she knew that; the signal was the double, unmistakable, chosen. Neither of us would give it, and both of us held on anyway, and that was the whole covenant in two hands, if anyone had asked me - the word you keep precisely so you'll never need it.

The men began to move - four of them, two rhythms, the couches creaking their slow counterpoint - and the clubhouse went down to its essentials: breath, skin, the creak of leather, the low wet music of two women being filled in parallel, a dozen watchers gone silent over drinks they'd stopped remembering to hold. I rode the two-way drag of it with my face turned sideways on Grant's chest and watched Tessa ride hers, every stroke traveling up her spine in a visible wave, her voice going where it always went - words, then sounds, then breath. The sight of her fed the feeling of it; the feeling of it sharpened the sight; somewhere in the middle my first orgasm of the centerpiece took me - sudden, deep, buckling - and I heard her cry out seconds into mine, whether at her own or at watching mine arrive I never learned, and her grip crushed mine and held while both couches rode us through it without a moment's mercy.

I came back up to Diane's voice, close above the couches now, moving between our couches like a low warm current. "Now," she said. "Both together. Let the room see it done."

The tall man's palm curved under my jaw. On the other couch the sandy man tilted Tessa's face up to him, stubble grazing her cheek as he bent close.

I watched her right up until the last instant - watched her mouth open, eager, her eyes still on mine, wet-rimmed and enormous and shining - and then the tall man slid over my tongue, and the clubhouse went away. All of it - string lights, music, twelve held breaths - narrowed down to the one channel left open to me: her eyes.

I had been here before. That was the difference, and it changed everything and nothing. My body knew this now - the stopped mouth, the packed stillness, three men finding their interlocking time inside me - but the first time, the quiet had been private, a dark with only me in it. Tonight the dark had windows. The street was watching, twelve faces in the string-light gold, and the knowing reached me even where words couldn't: I was being seen at the exact center of the place that had made me, at the limit of what a body can be asked to hold, and two feet away the same stillness was happening to the woman I'd built. I dragged my eyes open. It cost me what it cost. Lamplight; the underside of a jaw; the long lean angle of the man on my tongue - and past him, across the gap, Tessa.

Sealed. Stopped at every threshold, her small body rocking on three men's overlapping tides, curls stuck to her cheek, and her eyes - open. On mine. Wide and dark and going soft even as I watched, the last flutter of stage fright dissolving out of them the way it had dissolved on a kitchen counter, on a couch arm, on a lounger in the sun, until what looked back at me was nothing but appetite at rest in itself, complete, home. Her nails bit into the back of my hand. I pressed back. She held my eyes. I held hers. Nothing else was needed.

Reverence, then. I heard it arrive even sealed - the absence where the murmur had been, a breath catching by the window, the small electric hum of the string lights coming forward because nothing else stood in front of it. A dozen people watched two women hold hands and hold still and be entirely, simultaneously had, and nobody so much as shifted their weight on the old floorboards.

We came within moments of each other. I felt hers first - through her fingers, the grip going desperate, then the long seizing shudder rolling through our laced hands like current down a wire, her soft body bucking between her three men - and the sight and the feel of it together tripped every switch the night had wired in me. I clamped down around all three of mine at once, hard enough that Grant groaned under me and Paul's hands locked hard on my hips, and then it had me - everywhere, floorless, a long bright ringing with no top to it - and I shook between my men and came with my eyes still open, still on hers, both of us wailing without sound into the men that stopped our mouths, and the men - steady, reverent - never faltered, and Diane's voice from between the couches said, thick as I'd ever heard it, "There. Look at them. That's what this street is for."

They finished us in sequence, and the sequence was a song the street already knew. The mouths first, nearly together - the tall man going still and pouring himself over my tongue, gulped down as fast as he gave it, while on Tessa's couch the sandy man spent himself to the sound of her swallowing like a promise kept - and both our voices came back at once, unstopped, two long broken notes tangling above the couches. Then Paul, driving deep and flooding my ass with a heat I felt in my throat, and the mower man a breath behind him, spilling into Tessa with his face pressed against her spine; and last, at the bottom of everything, Grant - who waited, the way he always ended, until I found his eyes through the wet ropes of my hair, and then rose into me and let go, deep and final, his thumb steady at my temple while my body worked him through it - and the bass-laugh man dragged Tessa down hard by the hips and emptied himself into her, his groan rattling the shelving.

Quiet, then. Real quiet, the kind with a dozen people's breath in it.

We surfaced slowly, the two of us, slack across the chests of the men beneath us, marked and running over - and our hands were still laced. They had never come apart. Somebody - the swimmer, I think - began, softly, to applaud, and thought better of it, and the watchers laughed instead, warm and low, and that was better; that was the street's own sound.

Tessa turned her face on the bass-laugh man's chest. Ruined, radiant.

"Sienna," she rasped. Her first spoken word from the far side. "That's what you-"

"Mm."

"I'm never leaving," she said - to me, but pitched loud enough for Briarwood to hold her to it. "You understand that this is my home now. Legally. Spiritually. I'm writing the Wileys tonight-"

They were all still laughing when the men eased free of us, and the night unclenched, and opened.

What the clubhouse became after that, I kept in pieces, the way you keep the best nights.

The street stopped watching and started living. The gardening-hat woman drew the swimmer down onto the ping-pong table's shadowed end; Sofia straddled the tall man's lap in an armchair with her wrap for a blanket; low voices, low music, the whole lit room breathing in couples and threes. And Tessa crossed the gap.

She came over the leather arms with her legs still trembling and poured herself onto my couch and onto me - mouth first, kissing me like the night had only confirmed her theory of what mouths were for - and there was nothing mentorly left in the way I answered her. We were both slick, streaked, brimming with the street's whole tribute, salt and sweat and the iron-bright taste of exhaustion, and none of it mattered and all of it helped. She turned herself in my arms without asking and slid down, and I pulled her hips over my face as she settled between my thighs, and the last lesson of the summer taught itself: sixty-nine on one couch in a room full of the covenant, tasting the men on each other, licking each other clean and then not clean at all, her tongue lazy and fluent and mine slower still, no destination for a long floating while - until her hips began to ride, and mine answered. There was nothing tentative left in her mouth. Her first evening here she'd checked herself at my hip and looked up for the rules; now she read me like a fluent speaker, flattening her tongue when my thighs tensed, sealing and humming the instant my breath told her to, and I gave her back everything she gave me a beat behind, the weight of her soft belly on my ribs, her taste and half the street's mixed on my tongue, her thighs trembling against my ears in the old sweet warning. She came on my mouth with a moan she poured directly into me, grinding through it, and the sound and the flood of her tipped me after - my hips lifting into her mouth, one wave stacking onto the next before it finished, her arms wrapped tight around my thighs to keep me exactly where she wanted me. Somewhere above us the room went on unbothered, and a warm hand - Sofia's, by the rings, by the wickedness - trailed across whatever skin of ours it could reach in passing, gathering a little of the shine on two fingers, and was gone.

Later - much later, the room half-emptied, the music down to embers - I lay along the couch with Tessa asleep against my breasts like something washed ashore, and Grant crouched at the armrest in his rebuttoned shirt. He didn't say anything for a while. His palm found my cheek, calloused and warm, and I turned my face into it.

"First and last?" I whispered.

"Not tonight." His thumb drew one slow line along my cheekbone. "Tonight I just wanted to look at you a minute."

Diane was the final thing I saw before I let my eyes close: standing in the middle of her emptying room with a glass of wine she'd earned, string lights golden on her auburn hair, surveying the couches and the sleeping girl and the whole spent wreck of the season's best night - a woman in a country she'd drawn the maps for, watching her two new cartographers at rest. She caught me looking. She raised her glass an inch.

Sleep took me before it reached her mouth.

Sunday came up gentle.

I woke in my own bed past nine - Grant had fetched Tessa's hatchback from number seven and driven the two of us the four hundred yards home, I dimly remembered, wrapped in someone's picnic blanket and nothing else, laughing like thieves - and I lay in the warm bar of sun taking the inventory my body offered: an ache at every hinge, a rasp for a voice, rope-less this time and marked anyway, signed everywhere the street had held me. And beneath everything, that deep settled hum I'd chased through a whole city year and never found in any careful bed.

Across the circle, a moving box thumped into a hatchback. I took my coffee out to the porch and watched.

Tessa packed the way she'd unpacked - badly, in loops, with pauses to stand and stare down the street like it might evaporate if she blinked - and when she spotted me she abandoned a duffel in the driveway entirely and came across the asphalt at a jog, barefoot, curls loose, glowing like her own porch lamp.

"They wrote back." She had her phone out, brandishing it. "The Wileys. I emailed them last night from the clubhouse floor, Sienna, I have no memory of composing it, it apparently has a typo in the first word of my own name - they've been talking about renting the place year-round anyway, they're considering it, they said we'll talk when they're home-" She ran out of air and stood there on my walk with her chest heaving and her eyes wet and brilliant. "I might get to stay. Or come back. Come back and stay."

"I know," I said. "I've known where you were headed since Tuesday."

She laughed, and cried a little, and kissed me on my own porch steps in the nine a.m. sun where the whole street could see - a long one, unhurried, both her hands in my hair, a kiss with an entire summer inside it and no goodbye anywhere in it at all. Then she went back to her terrible packing. The hatchback pulled out at noon, one brake light still out, horn tapping all the way around the circle, and the street let her go the way it had let me go a year ago: lightly, absolutely certain of its own gravity.

My own last week ran out the way honey runs - slow, gold, sweet at every stage. Sarah and Dave's email arrived Thursday from Portugal: Same time next June? Don't answer. The question's rhetorical. And on my final Sunday morning, Grant came through the screen door at eight exactly and took me slow over the granite, coffee going cold on both sides of the press, and afterward he drank his mug where he stood, set it back on his side, and didn't rinse it.

He left the rest of the beans on my counter. He checked the latch on my back door with two fingers - unlocked, and left it that way - and at the screen he paused, and looked back at me the way he'd looked from the first morning: taking his time.

He didn't say for next time. Neither of us needed it said anymore.

"Good summer," is what he said. No I think attached to it this year. And the screen door tapped shut on the best fact I knew.

I loaded the Corolla Monday morning. It took four trips, same as ever; the duffel of underwear went in still unopened, a formality retired for good next year if I had any say. On the passenger seat, wrapped in a dishcloth, rode a plain ceramic mug that was not mine and was more mine than anything I owned. The house was clean, the sheets were new, the fridge held a bottle of wine I'd left for Sarah and Dave with a note that said only: It should always be you two. Thank you. - S.

I stood in the driveway a minute before I got in. Morning sun, sprinklers ticking somewhere behind the fences, the cul-de-sac breathing its ordinary Monday. On every porch around the circle the lamps burned on against the daylight, and two of them found me before I could go looking: mine, over the cream porch of number four. And straight across the warm asphalt, over the empty steps of number seven, Tessa's - still lit, left burning by a girl who had no intention of being gone.

Paired across the asphalt, the two of them, facing each other the way they had all summer, holding their little flames against all that sunshine. Neither of us was behind our doors today, and the lamps burned on regardless, which was the whole point of them. Claimed. Expected back. Home.

I didn't touch my switch on the way out.

Let it burn till June.
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