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Chapter 1: Welcome back

⚜

On my last Sunday in Meadowbrook, my father preached on Lot's wife.

He was good that morning. He was always good - that was the thing nobody outside the county ever understood about my father, that a man could spend thirty years preaching to the same eight hundred people and still make them feel like the center of God's attention - and he stood in the pulpit in the gray suit my mother kept brushed and explained that the sin was never in the leaving. Lot's family had been told to leave. Commanded to. The sin was in the look. She had already left the city with her feet, he said, but she had never left it in her heart, and you cannot walk in two directions at once.

I sat in the third pew between my mother and Mrs. Aldous from the choir, in a blouse buttoned nearly to the collarbone, with a thin gold chain lying flat against my sternum where no one could see it, and I looked back at my wicked city through the entire sermon.

The chain said Scholar in delicate script. It had arrived in a flat box in December, along with a white dress I'd left pooled on a stage, and I had carried it home to Nebraska zipped into the lining of my duffel bag like contraband. I told myself I'd packed it by accident. Then I wore it to Christmas Eve service.

My parents believed I was home on winter break from a merit scholarship with a work-study component. That was the sentence I'd given them in August, and over one semester it had hardened into family fact - repeated at potlucks, written in the church newsletter, folded into my father's prayers. The truth was eighteen hundred miles west of the casserole dishes. The truth was a green card on a lanyard that read FU Scholar, and a contract I'd signed on the fourth floor of the administration building making me available - seven a.m. to ten p.m., seven days a week - to any man enrolled at or employed by Ashworth University. The truth was a semester of lecture halls and locker room tile and a room with a glass wall, and a December evening when I'd been the centerpiece of the donors' Showcase, taken by half a dozen men on a white leather dais in front of a hundred people in evening wear - the spotlight warm on my bare skin, the applause polite as a recital's - and my scholarship renewed on the strength of how visibly I had loved it.

The casseroles came for the first two weeks. The women of the congregation processed through my mother's kitchen with nine-by-thirteen pans to look at the scholarship girl home from California, and I sat at the table answering the same four questions. Was the campus pretty. Was I eating. Were the professors hard on me. Was I homesick. Yes, yes, in their way, and I gave the fourth question a soft smile that everyone took for an answer.

My mother's questions were quieter, and worse. She asked them sideways, while drying dishes, so neither of us had to be looking at the other.

"The work-study," she said. "They have you doing what, exactly?"

"Events," I said. "Administrative support. It depends on the week."

"They must keep you busy. You didn't call much."

"They keep me busy."

She set a dry plate on the stack. Through the window over the sink, the backyard was the color of every Meadowbrook January - cropped stubble, gray sky, the cottonwood my father kept threatening to take down. "You seem different," she said. "Settled, almost. California agrees with you."

"I like it there," I said, and that part required no managing at all.

What I could not tell her - what I had folded up small and carried into that house the way I'd carried the chain - was what three weeks in my childhood bedroom was doing to me. The bed with the white iron frame. Walls thin enough to hear my father wind the hall clock every night at ten. A door that locked, a dark that was total, a privacy so complete it rang. For one semester my body had been a public utility, and I had learned - slowly, mortifyingly, thoroughly - what it ran on. None of that could get through a closed door in Nebraska.

I tried, once, the first week. Under the quilt, silent out of two decades of habit, my wrist between my teeth. I gave up before I got anywhere. It wasn't guilt - I'd torn that lining out months ago, on a lectern, on a bench, against a pane of glass. It was the emptiness of the room. My body had learned its appetites in front of audiences - strangers' hands tilting my hips to whatever angle they preferred, the hard edge of a lectern and a packed hall gone silent, locker-room steam and a dozen men narrating the wet evidence of how much I loved it - and it wanted all of that back with a specificity I could feel in my teeth. My own hand in the dark behind a locked door was a match struck in an empty room - nothing to catch. My body, which had soaked through its skirt at the feeling of sixty strangers watching, simply declined to be moved by an audience of nobody. I lay in the quiet and understood, with the clarity you only get at two in the morning in your parents' house, that privacy was the thing I'd actually left home to escape. It had just taken Ashworth to teach me its name.

After that I kept my body quiet, like something I was minding for somebody else. I peeled potatoes. I read ahead for spring seminar - The House of Mirth, posted to the syllabus over break: Lily Bart arranging herself into living pictures for rooms full of money - and did not let myself think too long about who had chosen it. I sat through my father's sermons with my spine straight and the chain warm against my sternum, and at night the dark pressed in like a held breath.

In the third week I lied at the dinner table. The program needed spring scholars back early, I told them - orientation, paperwork, the machinery of a new semester. The lie came out smooth and unhurried, and my father nodded and said they were certainly getting their money's worth out of me, and the casserole in my mouth went briefly to paste.

In August, I had left them a note on the kitchen table and caught the bus while they were at Sunday service, because I couldn't lie to their faces. Four months at Ashworth and I could. I sat with that for a while in my room that night and decided it wasn't pride I felt and it wasn't shame either. It was just the cost of the road, paid where the road collects.

My father drove me to the depot in the truck. He kept one hand on the wheel and prayed with the other one over both of mine, asked God to keep watch over his daughter in a far country, and I said amen and meant it more strangely than he knew. My mother had packed sandwiches in wax paper, the same as August. She hugged me at the curb and said, "Call this time," into my hair.

"I will," I said.

The bus pulled out at 6:40 in the morning, and I watched the grain elevator swing past the window, and the water tower, and the church - and then the plains opened up and began to reverse themselves, and the thing I'd kept quiet for three weeks sat up.

The ride out in August had been three days of dread. I'd spent it rereading a contract I already knew, watching the country change like a sentence I couldn't take back. This was the same route all over again, and it was nothing like it. I knew the clauses now the way you know a hymn - not memorized, worn - and what filled the three days instead was my body doing arithmetic.

Itinerary said the connector reached campus at 9:40 on Sunday night. Available hours ended at ten. I did that subtraction somewhere in Wyoming and it kept returning the same mean little answer: twenty minutes, less the walk, less the sign-in. I caught myself doing it again outside Salt Lake and made myself stop, and then did it again anyway crossing Nevada in the dark.

Men looked at me at the transfer stations - at the layover diner outside Cheyenne, in the fluorescent waiting room in Reno. Jeans and my mother's knitted sweater, nothing about me marked, and they looked anyway, the way men look. In August every one of those glances had landed like a hand on the back of my neck. Now they landed lower, and stayed, and I sat with my coffee in those plastic chairs letting them accumulate like interest. None of those men would ever know what they were looking at. That used to be a comfort. It wasn't anymore - it was just a fact with heat coming off it.

On the last night of the ride I gave up on sleeping. I watched the Sierra go by in the dark and ate the last of the wax-paper sandwiches, and I thought about glass. The third floor of Langley Hall, where the rooms have one wall that doesn't lie. A lecture hall with green placards. The fountain on the main quad, the marble stair of the administration building, the steam off the showers in the Athletic Center. A boy from Portland who was flying back into all of it the same week I was riding back into it, who had watched a hundred people watch me and never once looked away.

Hunger isn't a strong enough word, but it's the honest one. Dread and hunger turn out to live in the same part of the body. Only one of them makes you check the time.

The connector dropped me at the campus gate at 9:40 exactly, into a Northern California January - wet stone, dripping eucalyptus, the lamps along the main path wearing soft halos of mist. The quad was nearly empty, the night before the spring term, lit windows stacked up in the residence halls and one girl laughing somewhere out of sight. The fountain was running for nobody.

I crossed the quad with the duffel on my shoulder, bore right at the fountain, and made Langley Hall by 9:52. Then the lobby. Then the desk, where a student worker with a retainer and a hoodie took my ID, found me in the system, and typed with two fingers while the wall clock behind him went from 9:58 to nearly ten past.

"There you go. Welcome back, Miss Calloway." He slid the ID across. "You're checked in at 10:09, so - first-night grace. You're on the board as protected till seven a.m. Sleep, settle in, whatever."

"Protected," I said.

"Re-entry grace. Everybody coming back from break gets their first night fenced off - it posts to the scholar board, so the floor knows not to bother you. Seven a.m., you're back on regular hours." He said it with meal-plan blandness, already drifting back to his phone.

I stood there for a second with my ID in my hand. 10:09. Nine minutes. Somewhere outside Salt Lake City I'd done this math and refused the answer, and here it was anyway, stamped by a sophomore in a hoodie: I had ridden three days toward available hours and missed them by nine minutes. The hours would have ended at ten regardless - that wasn't what stung. What stung was the fence. The stretch after ten had always belonged to the scholar - the one piece of the clock that was mine to give away - and the board had just posted me unavailable through all of it. Nobody would knock. If anybody slowed, they'd move on. The program that had measured me, scheduled me, and displayed me on a dais for its donors had chosen tonight to be kind, and its kindness was a locked door in a building I'd crossed four states to stop sleeping behind.

I opened my mouth to ask whether the flag was optional. I closed it. The wanting it that badly was its own small exposure, even in an empty lobby, even to a kid with a retainer - and I felt my face heat, and felt the heat do what heat did to me now, slide down through me and settle - and I picked up the duffel and climbed the stairs with the whole semester banked nine hours out of reach.

The kindest rule in the program. I hated it all the way to the third floor.

Room 307 was exactly where I'd left it.

Bed, desk, narrow wardrobe, the bookshelf with the Ashworth notebook still squared to its corner. The photo of the Nebraska plains was on the desk where it had stood all semester - grass and sky and that horizon with nothing between you and it. I'd looked at it in September the way you look at a window. I set my duffel down and looked at it now the way you look at a postcard from somewhere you've been, and put it back, and noticed it had become two inches of paper.

The glass wall was clear, the hallway beyond it lit and quiet. My privacy screen sat exactly where screens sit before midnight: open, because that was the rule, and the rule had stopped feeling like a rule sometime in October.

There was an envelope just inside the door - cream, heavy stock, the university seal embossed at the flap - slid through the gap sometime ahead of my arrival. Three typed lines on Office of the Dean letterhead: Ms. Calloway - Your presence is requested at the Office of the Dean, Administration Building, fourth floor, at 8:00 a.m. tomorrow, prior to the commencement of classes. - E. Hartwell, Dean. The fourth floor. Where I'd counted photographs down a paneled hallway a semester and a person ago, and signed my name with a steady hand, and been measured. Every consequential thing the program had ever done to me had been notarized on that floor. I read it twice and set it on the desk, square to the corner, next to the plains.

I didn't unpack. I opened the wardrobe, and the uniform was still on its hanger - the spare skirt and shirt I hadn't taken home because there was no version of Meadowbrook that could contain them.

I changed. There was no reason to. I was flagged till seven, the corridor was empty, the only soul who'd seen me come in was a sophomore guarding a desk two floors down. I did it anyway, because somewhere around the second day in my parents' house I had understood that the jeans and the buttoned blouse and my mother's sweater were the costume now, and I'd been wearing it for three weeks, and my shoulders ached from it.

Skirt - navy and green plaid, sitting high on my hips, hem at mid-thigh, nothing under it. The white shirt, tied at the waist, thin cotton settling against me until every place it touched announced itself: the bare midriff, the slope of my breasts, my nipples rising against the fabric at the room's slight chill and not subsiding. Three weeks of casseroles had changed nothing the mirror could find: the same narrow waist above the knot, the round ass that kept the hem a half-inch from decent in back, small high breasts bare under a single thickness of cotton. A body the uniform had been cut to argue for. A rugby player had said something like that once, to general agreement from the benches, while I knelt on tile learning to be flattered. The lanyard from the desk drawer, the green card settling where the gold chain had spent three secret weeks. FU Scholar. Wren Calloway. The photo on the card was of a girl from before - wide-eyed, ponytailed, taken back when she'd thought she was trading her body for an education - something to be endured, something spent.

In August I'd stood in front of a mirror in this uniform and seen something the uniform had decided I was. I stood in front of the dark glass of my own wall now - lamplight, freckles, honey-blonde bus-flattened hair, the tied shirt, the bare legs - and the girl looking back was nobody's decision but mine.

She looked like herself. That was the whole inventory. Three weeks of looking like someone's daughter, and the girl in the glass finally looked like me.

Come seven, the first man to want me would flip this skirt out of his way without breaking stride, and the thin cotton over my breasts would do exactly nothing to slow him down. I stood in the lamplight and let the thought settle where it wanted to.

Tessa's screen was open, her lamp on. I saw her before I knocked - cross-legged on her bed in a tank top and boxers, dark hair loose, a kinesiology textbook open in front of her at an angle that fooled no one. Room 312 had the same fishbowl wall as every room on the wing, and Tessa had always lived in hers like an exhibit that knew its worth.

She looked up at my knock, and her whole face moved.

"No," she said, swinging off the bed. "It's the famous one."

She crossed the room the way she crossed every room - volleyball-built, long-legged, no wasted motion - and hugged me hard enough to move my feet. Her tank top had given up on modesty around the time she had; pressed against her I could feel the warm certainty of a body that had never once apologized for itself. She held me out at arm's length and looked me over, January-pale and bus-rumpled in my uniform, and her grin went sly.

"You're flagged till seven," she said. "It's on the board. And you changed into uniform anyway, to walk down the hall and say hi."

"It's comfortable."

"Sure," Tessa said. "It's the comfort." She pulled me inside.

I sat on the end of her bed. She folded back into her spot, shoved the textbook off the edge, and studied me with those frank brown eyes - and whatever she was looking for, she found it fast, because the grin came back.

"Nebraska didn't take," she said.

"Nebraska never had me."

"God, listen to her." She stretched, pleased, like a cat in a sunbeam. "Okay. What do you know?"

"About what?"

"So, nothing. Perfect, I get to do it." Tessa sat forward. "You understand what you did in December, right? At the Showcase?"

"I passed my review."

"You passed your-" She laughed, one short unguarded bark. "Wren. The donors stayed at the after-reception for two hours saying your name. People who write checks with commas in them. The development office worked through break - that's not a rumor, the liaison office saw the paperwork - real money moved, an actual endowed tier. And the rumor, the part that's still technically a rumor, is what the tier's called and who it's for." She let it sit for exactly one beat. "Honors track. One scholar. Guess."

The room was warm. I heard the radiator tick. "Say the rest," I said, and my voice came out lower than I'd planned.

"Gold card." Tessa ticked it off on her fingers, with the bored efficiency of a tour guide who knows exactly how good the view is. "Full standing availability - everything, every hole, any eligible man, all program hours, no assignment needed. Donor functions, the real ones, the fourth-floor ones. And lists, Wren. Request lists. Donors asking for a scholar by name." She closed her hand. "Your name."

A slow flush climbed my chest before I had a word ready. My thighs pressed together on the edge of her bed - Tessa absolutely saw them do it - and the heat that gathered under the plaid was low and specific and informed. Beneath the heat, though, ran a thinner, stranger current, almost like vertigo. One semester had taught me how to be used: how to be stopped on a path, bent over a lectern, scheduled to a locker room - a body the system routed men to, no names exchanged in either direction. Every hole, all hours - that was more, but it was more of a thing I knew.

Requested. By name. By men who had watched me on a dais and gone home and moved money so there'd be a tier with my shape in it. There was no part of last semester that had taught me what to do with that. One semester in, and I was new again - and the newness scared me exactly the way the glass wall had scared me in August, which is to say: I could feel my pulse in my throat, and lower.

"Breathe," Tessa said, not unkindly. "It's rumor till the Dean says it isn't."

"There's a note under my door from the Dean's office. Eight a.m."

Tessa's eyebrows went up; the grin that followed was slow and almost proprietary. "Well then," she said. "It isn't rumor."

She watched me sit with it for a second, then snagged a water bottle off her nightstand. "Also. Since you'll hear this tomorrow too, and I want you to hear it from me." A swig. A shrug, before she even said it. "This is my last semester. The endowment's hiring a scholar liaison - somebody to sit on the staff side of the table who actually knows what the work is. They tapped me. Accelerated completion, civilian clothes, a salary. By summer I'm the one holding the clipboard."

"Tessa."

"It's a good job," she said, and produced the shrug again - identical, rehearsed. A semester ago I'd have believed it. What her body said underneath it was careful, and tired in a place she didn't show people, and not remotely casual about the lanyard she'd be handing back. The program's happiest citizen, leaving by choice. I let the shrug work anyway. She'd built it for me, and it would have been rude not to.

"You'll be insufferable with a clipboard," I said.

"I'll be magnificent with a clipboard." She pointed the water bottle at me. "Go to bed, famous one. You've got the Dean at eight, and at seven-" the grin went wide and wicked "-this floor finds out you're home. Three weeks, Wren. They're going to be so pleased with you."

The flush came back so fast it was almost sound. I left while she was still laughing.

Back in 307, the envelope sat on the desk meaning something different than it had an hour ago. Honors track. One scholar. Guess. I was still standing over it when my phone buzzed.

From: Keane, R. - Faculty, Department of English - Academic Advisor Subject: Spring advising

Wren -

Congratulations are, I gather, shortly to be in order. Note that scholars of your incoming designation carry an advising requirement: weekly sessions, Tuesdays at four, my office, beginning this week.

I look forward to resuming your education.

- Keane

My body answered the email before my mind finished reading it. That is the plain sequence of events. Somewhere around weekly the heat arrived, low and immediate and entirely informed - my body had spent a semester learning what that man's patience meant, what the measured voice and the rolled sleeves and the wire-rimmed attention added up to - and by the time my eyes reached resuming your education I was wet, simply, factually wet, standing alone in lamplight in an empty room holding a faculty email about advising requirements. My mind came in late, the way it had learned to, and read the thing properly: the reach of him, knowing before I'd been told. Tuesdays, recurring, a standing claim staked on my calendar before the Dean had even confirmed there was a calendar worth staking.

Resuming. As though December had been an interruption. As though the semester between us had been one long session he'd merely adjourned.

I put the phone face-down on the desk, and was ashamed of how my hand looked doing it - careful, as if the thing might go on ticking after I let go - and the shame slid down to join everything else, and I let it. I'd stopped pretending my body asked my permission months ago.

The phone buzzed again before I'd taken my hand off it.

Nate: PDX. Fog. They keep gate-changing us like it's going to help

Nate: Back tomorrow night

Nate: Don't start the semester without me

I laughed - out loud, alone, in a glass room at the end of a county-sized day - and the sound surprised me the way it had surprised me on a bench by the fountain in September: that he could get that out of me with three texts and an airport.

I typed back: No promises.

The reply took four seconds.

Nate: I know.

I sat down on the edge of my bed and held the phone and let those two words be the size they actually were. He did know. That was the whole improbable architecture of him. He knew what seven a.m. was, and what the green card meant, and what the gold one would mean if the rumor held - he'd watched a roomful of donors watch me come apart in December and crossed the floor afterward to put his blazer on my shoulders, and nothing in him had flinched. Don't start the semester without me was a joke precisely because it couldn't be obeyed, and the permission folded inside it wasn't a joke at all, and he'd sent it from a fogged-in airport, six words long, because he knew I'd just spent three weeks in a county where nobody knew my name.

The semester would start without him. Tomorrow, seven sharp, in whatever order the floor found me. He'd land into the middle of it and want to hear all of it, low-voiced, across a library table, his knuckles going white around a pencil while his eyes stayed warm - and the wanting that moved through me at that thought was its own animal entirely: slower, specific, with his name on it.

I had missed him more than I'd let myself measure in Meadowbrook. Both things were true at once - the floor and the boy.

By eleven, the wing was awake.

It came back to life in layers, the way a field does after a long frost - first doors and rolling suitcases, a kettle somewhere, a burst of laughter on the stairwell. Two girls passed my glass hauling laundry bags, one of them in uniform, one in sweats, arguing happily about whose mattress had suffered more in their absence. The radiator ticked. The building filled in around me like water finding its level.

Then, from down the hall, the other sounds started.

A girl two doors down first - 303, I thought, the soft rhythmic complaint of a bed frame through the wall, a man's low voice saying something I couldn't resolve into words, her answer wordless and unbothered. Then, from the far end of the corridor, the common room. I didn't need to walk down to know. I'd have known that voice blindfolded, from a passing car, in another state: unashamed, direct, riding its own rising line. It was the first sound this building had ever taught me, my first night on this floor, when I'd lain rigid on this bed in the dark not understanding what it was doing to me.

I understood now. That was the difference one semester made: I lay in my uniform on top of the covers and let it run through me like current, three weeks of a silent county discharging all at once. Tessa, who had hugged me an hour ago and shrugged her careful shrug, was in the use space at the end of the hall - back days ahead of me, her grace long spent, the hours hers to give - being exactly as happy as she sounded, and the girl in 303 had found her own way to end a break, and the wing hummed with the whole ordinary obscene fact of the place, and I lay still in the middle of it like a struck tuning fork.

I went for water around midnight. That's what I told myself the glass was for.

The common room's wall was clear, its lamps on. Tessa was bent over the back of the couch - the same couch, the one I'd hurried past in August with my eyes nailed to the kitchen doorway - her tank top gone, boxers on the floor, a broad-shouldered man behind her with his sweatshirt still half on, gripping her hips two-handed, unhurried, like a man with the whole night booked. A second man sat on the couch's arm, waiting his turn with a beer, watching with the unhurried entitlement of a man on his own floor. The sounds came through the glass rounded-off but honest: skin, breath, her voice dropping into that low direct register that gave instructions without words. My breath changed before I noticed I was holding the water glass too hard. My nipples had drawn tight against the thin cotton, two aches the cold glass in my hand did nothing for, and under the skirt the three weeks made themselves known all at once - not a flutter, a drop, like a floor giving way.

In August I'd caught half a second of aftermath through this pane and fled to the kitchen with my pulse in my ears. Now I stopped, and stood, and watched - openly, from the hallway, my water glass forgotten in my hand. The man on the couch arm noticed me first. He didn't startle and he didn't leer; he gave me the small upward nod you'd give someone joining a line at a coffee cart, then went back to watching Tessa. She turned her head a moment later - feeling the extra eyes the way she felt everything - and found me through the glass, and grinned, ruined and radiant, and mouthed something that was either go to bed or get some, and either way the man behind her chose that second to do something that turned the grin into a sound I heard through the wall.

I filled my glass at the kitchen tap. I drank half of it standing at the sink, set it down, and walked back past the common room slower than I'd come - measurably, deliberately slower, and nobody had to know that but me. By the time I reached 307 the insides of my thighs were slick, every shift of the skirt against bare skin felt placed there on purpose, and the heat had stopped being weather and become climate.

I lay back down. The lamp low. The screen open. It would stay open; it had stayed open since October, midnight rule or no midnight rule, because the one thing I'd learned about myself beyond all appeal was that I slept better as an exhibit.

Twice before one a.m., footsteps came down the corridor and slowed at my glass.

The first time, I went still the old involuntary way - breath caught, eyes on the ceiling, every lit inch of me suddenly itemized: the lamplight pooled on the bed, the skirt resting high on my bare thighs, the tied shirt risen off my midriff, the twin points of my nipples raising the thin cotton with each breath. He stood there long enough for the glass to stop existing. Then - because the board two floors down said what it said, because the wing keeps its one courtesy - the footsteps moved on, and I lay there pinned between relief and a disappointment so physical it had a taste.

The second time, later, the steps slowed longer. A shape at the edge of my vision, considering. All it would have taken was sitting up. I thought about it - I'm being honest about the record of that night: I thought about it with my whole body, and one hand had already gathered a fistful of quilt.

I didn't move. Not because I didn't want it - because three weeks of wanting had a shape now, a banked and gathering weight, and I wasn't going to break it open at one a.m. for the first man brave enough to slow down. Morning was coming. Hartwell at eight, and before that, seven o'clock - the floor finding out I was home, the semester arriving all at once like weather off the plains. My first night in this room I hadn't touched myself because I didn't yet understand what I'd agreed to. Tonight I didn't touch myself because I understood exactly, and I wanted every hour of it to land on me full.

The shape receded down the corridor. The wing quieted by degrees - Tessa's voice cresting one last time and dissolving into laughter, the bed frame in 303 going still, doors, water in pipes, the long exhale of a building settling around two hundred sleeping appetites and one that wasn't sleeping at all.

I lay in the lamplight with my eyes open, slick and patient and entirely myself, listening to my wicked city breathe.

At seven a.m., I would be available again.

I had never wanted anything more.


⚜




Chapter 2: The gold card

⚜

The common room at five to seven in the morning held a pot of burnt coffee, three people, and my whole body, waiting.

I'd been awake since five. Showered, dressed - skirt, tied shirt, the lanyard with the green card riding the last hours of its life - and I had poured myself a cup of the coffee for the look of the thing, because a girl standing empty-handed in a common room at dawn is waiting, and a girl holding coffee is just up early. Nobody in that room was fooled, least of all me. The cup went from my left hand to my right and back, untasted.

A girl from 305 sat cross-legged in an armchair in flannel pajamas, eating cereal over her phone. At the kitchen pass-through, a guy in a towel was making toast with the patience of the recently showered. And on the couch - the couch, the one whose back I'd watched Tessa bent over in the middle of the night - a junior I half-recognized sat with a bowl balanced on his knee and his phone propped against the armrest.

It wasn't his face I knew. It was the forearm - the particular cabling of it, a watch worn high - and it took me until 6:58 to place it: October, the laundry room, a Thursday. He'd had me over the folding table between his wash and his dry cycles and sorted his whites after, whistling. I'd carried the sound of that whistling around for a week.

The wall clock above the pass-through went from 6:59 to 7:00 and somewhere two floors down a board updated itself, and the flag that had fenced me off all night quietly ceased to exist.

At 7:01 he looked up from his phone.

I don't know what my face was doing. I hadn't arranged it; I'd run out of arranging somewhere over Nevada. Whatever it showed, it was legible - he read it the whole length of the room, and then he set the bowl on the floor and stood, sleep-creased and warm-looking, his T-shirt riding up off the flat of his stomach as he straightened, and crossed to me easy, like a man crossing his own kitchen.

He took the coffee out of my hand and put it on the bookshelf. That was the only courtesy he bothered with, and it nearly undid me by itself.

A hand at my hip turned me. The sofa back met my thighs, and then his palm, flat between my shoulder blades, folded me over it - the cushions still holding the dent of his sitting - and he flipped the plaid skirt up over my waist with the offhand competence of a man turning a page. Cold air on my bare ass. A short, appreciative exhale behind me, and his fingers slid down and found exactly how long three weeks is.

"Jesus," he said, mildly. "Welcome home."

His hands went under the tied shirt while he lined himself up - both of them, palms filling with my breasts, nipples already hard against the cotton and harder against his calluses - and then he pushed into me in one long matter-of-fact stroke, and the stretch of it, the plain blunt thickness of another person, tore a sound out of me that the girl in the armchair must have heard over her cereal. She didn't look up. The toast popped. The whole world stayed exactly as ordinary as the program had built it to be, and I was the only one in the room coming apart, bent over a couch with a near-stranger's hands inside my shirt.

He fucked me the morning-commute version - quick, casual, no flourishes, the rhythm of a man with somewhere to be - and it didn't matter, because I went off like something dropped. Forty seconds, maybe less. I felt it coming and tried to hold it back out of sheer dignity, and my dignity lost the way it always lost here, and I came so fast and so hard that my knees buckled against the sofa back and he had to take my hips to keep his place. The mortification of it - embarrassingly fast, audibly fast, fast in front of a girl eating cereal - rolled through me and did what mortification did, and I felt myself flutter and clench around him on the heels of the first one like my body was trying for a second before the first had cleared the room.

"Three weeks," I managed, into the cushions, like an excuse.

"Yeah," he said, sympathetic, not slowing. "Rough."

He finished a couple of minutes later, deep, his fingers tightening on my breasts, a low grunt and the sudden flooding warmth of him - the first load of the semester, and my body received it with humiliating gratitude. He stayed a moment, breathing. Patted my hip like I was part of the furniture he'd just made good use of.

"Welcome back," he said, friendly as a neighbor, and tucked himself away and went back to his cereal.

I stood up. Smoothed the skirt down. Retrieved my coffee, which was no longer even pretending to steam, and stood in the gray morning light of the common room feeling his cum begin its slow descent down the inside of my thigh, and the word for what I felt arrived without being sent for, the way the true ones do.

Found.

I had half an hour to spend, and I spent it in 307, dressed and perched on the desk chair, accomplishing nothing. At twenty to eight I started across campus, eleven minutes through a morning still wearing its January - slick pavement, eucalyptus dripping cold onto the path, fog lying in the low ground by the fountain like something sleeping. I hadn't cleaned up. I want to be honest about that: there was a shower forty feet from my room and ample time to use it, and I crossed the quad instead with the junior's load cooling on my inner thigh, and every step of those eleven minutes I knew exactly what I was carrying into the Dean's office, and knowing was half of why I carried it.

Fourth floor. The paneled hallway. I'd counted the photographs once, back in August - a different girl, killing the wait before signing her name to a life. This time I didn't count them. They were the same photographs. I was the one who'd changed denominations.

Dean Hartwell stood when I came in - trim, silver-haired, a January-gray suit, the sharp pleasant face of a woman who has spent thirty years being the calmest person on any given floor. Her handshake was dry and brief. On the desk between us sat two cream folders, squared to the blotter's corner, and a small box of the kind that usually holds a watch.

"Miss Calloway. Sit down. Congratulations are in order, which you've evidently heard, because nothing on your face is surprise."

"Rumor runs fast on the third floor."

"It does. The paperwork runs faster." She opened the first folder, turned it to face me, and put on her reading glasses. "The Honors addendum. I'll summarize, and then you'll read it anyway, because your file says you read things."

The summary took four minutes, and she delivered it in the tone of a woman approving a course substitution.

"The gold designation carries full standing availability - oral, vaginal, and anal - to any eligible man, throughout program hours." The three words went through me in order, each one landing lower than the last, and she watched none of it happen. "Seven to ten remains the frame; the menu is what changes. No assignment required, same as standard access, and assignments will continue alongside." A page turned. "On lecture days you'll wear a plug during class hours - and class hours, for a scholar, mean whatever the academic day assigns you. Scholar Services will fit you this morning and issue the kit; after that it's part of your own dressing, not ours. Men who make use of you during the day are instructed to reseat it." Another page, the same register, as if she were reading semester dates. "Donor functions. The endowment underwrote this tier, and its calendar comes with it - you'll be scheduled as required. For the duration of each event, registered guests are eligible: trustees, alumni, invited donors. And in April, Founders' Weekend. The program is holding its first open-campus exhibition, on the main quad, in daylight. You're the centerpiece. Details will reach you in March." A last page turned. "Your exit word carries over from the September agreement, unchanged. It outranks every line in this folder."

She looked at me over the glasses, mildly, to see if any of it had landed wrong. My face must have answered for me, because something at the corner of her mouth moved a quarter-inch and went still.

"Compensation," she went on. "Your stipend doubles. Housing is guaranteed through graduation, summers included. The full text is six pages and contains nothing I haven't said."

She slid the folder across, and a pen, and then she opened the watch box and angled it across the desk, and there it was: the gold card. Not gilded, not ceremonial - the same institutional laminate as the green, the same lanyard clip, just a different color answering a different question. Honors Scholar. Wren Calloway. The photograph was new. They'd pulled it from the December file, from the Showcase intake - and the girl in this one wasn't wide-eyed and wasn't ponytailed, and she looked into the camera like she knew exactly what the photograph was for.

The card matched the girl now. Both of them had been updated.

I read the addendum - all six pages, because she was right about my file - with the junior from the common room drying on the inside of my knee, sitting in a leather chair on the floor where my life kept becoming paperwork. Full standing availability. The words sat on the page with their hands folded. There was a line for my signature and a line for hers.

I signed. The pen moved clean and even, and I noticed my hand not shaking, and understood that the hand that would have shaken belonged to August and wasn't coming back for the paperwork.

Hartwell counter-signed without looking up. "Your file said you'd sign before I finished the second paragraph."

"Did I?"

"You'd stopped weighing it before I finished the first," she said, unbothered, blotting her signature. "The file's growing conservative." She unclipped the green card from my lanyard, set it in the folder, and closed it - one semester of my life, filed - and handed the gold across the desk on its new clip. It weighed nothing. Laminate is laminate. I clipped it on, and it settled between my breasts where the green had lived, and my pulse moved under it like a thing leaning into a hand.

"Scholar Services is expecting you," the Dean said, already reaching for the next thing on her blotter. "Good semester, Miss Calloway."

The intake room hadn't changed: white walls, the metal examination table, the hanging scale that had weighed me in August like produce. The same staff man waited with his tablet - white coat, unremarkable face, the gray at his temples maybe a shade further along. If he had a name, the program had never spent it on me.

"Honors fitting," he said, to the tablet. Then, to me: "Skirt up. Elbows on the table."

It took nine minutes, start to finish. A glove snapping. Lube, shockingly cold, and then two fingers, slick and methodical, opening me with the dispassion of a man checking a seal - and my body, which has never once in its life understood the word dispassion, responded so immediately and so visibly that he paused a half-second, the smallest recalibration, before continuing. The plug was the smallest of three nested in a molded tray: smooth steel, heavier than its size, the weight of a serious paperweight. He set it against me and pressed with the same clinical patience - pressure, more of it, and then the moment of give - my breath leaving me in one long unscheduled exhale - and the flared base settled snug between my cheeks like the answer to a question I hadn't finished asking.

He watched my face for exactly one diagnostic beat and typed something.

"Your file continues to understate," he said.

The kit was a zippered case the size of a paperback: the two larger sizes, a tube, and a printed card bearing one line - Worn during class hours on designated lecture days. He handed it over the way the bookstore hands you a syllabus packet.

That was the entire ceremony. No instructions, no schedule, no follow-up appointment. From that morning on, it was just part of getting dressed - which I understood, walking out, was the most intimate gesture the program had ever made toward me: it had stopped supervising. It trusted me to do this to myself.

The humanities building is eighty-some steps from the path, up a long flight of shallow stone stairs, and I learned the plug on every one of them.

It isn't dramatic. That's what nobody tells you. It's a weight, a presence, a small insistent fullness that shifts when you climb and settles when you stop, and by the top of the stairs my whole understanding of the word walking had been quietly amended. Sitting, I discovered in the lobby, waiting for the lecture hall to open, was its own seminar.

The new semester moved around me. A transfer student with a campus map looked at the gold card, then at my legs, then at the card again, doing arithmetic his orientation packet hadn't covered. Two girls by the stairwell leaned together and one of them said something with my name in its shape. A freshman flushed scarlet and walked into a door frame. That was the new crowd.

The returning students didn't look twice. A senior I'd never spoken to clocked the gold at thirty feet, nodded fractionally - noted, filed, unremarkable - and returned to his phone, and that was somehow hotter than all the staring put together: a campus already so fluent in me that an upgrade was just an upgrade.

By the time the hall doors opened I was wet through, and not one eligible man had used me since the common room.

They'd moved the ten o'clock Wharton seminar to a bigger room.

The notice on the old door said only RELOCATED and the name of a hall that two-hundred-level literature courses do not get - and the bigger room was full anyway. Full in the manner of a thing people have heard about: every row taken to the walls, students two-to-a-step at the back, a line of standees against the rear wall who couldn't all have been enrolled. The front row wore its green placards, four scholars' seats, mostly empty this early in the term. Mine was center, directly before the lectern, and someone from the registrar had been through already, because the placard slotted into the rail at my place wasn't green anymore. Gold. The university communicates in laminate.

I sat, and the plug announced the architecture of wooden seating, and I arranged my breathing. The hall smelled of radiator heat, old varnish, damp wool drying on too many shoulders.

Keane came in at one minute past the hour with his sleeves already rolled, the cords of his forearms shifting as he set a single green clothbound book on the lectern unopened. No laptop, no notes. He stood a moment surveying the hall - the crowd at the back, the standees, the size of his spring audience - with the expression of a man confirming a hypothesis, and then his eyes came down the rows to me, to the gold placard, to the gold card, and stopped, the wire rims catching the overhead light, and the look held precisely long enough to be a sentence.

"The House of Mirth," he said, to the hall, without preamble. "Nineteen oh-five. Lily Bart is twenty-nine years old, unmarried, beautiful, and broke, and Wharton gives her one gift: she is the best-looking woman in every room she enters, in a society that has made beauty a currency women are forbidden to spend on their own behalf. They may be admired. They may be acquired. What they may not do" - he came around the lectern and leaned back against its edge, ankles crossed - "is author the looking. Keep that word. We'll need it by mid-lecture."

He lectured the way he always lectured, the measured voice finding every back row without effort, and for twenty minutes he built the scene at the Wellington Brys' - the tableaux vivants, society women arranging themselves into living copies of paintings, an audience of money invited to look at what it already owned. The other women, he said, vanish into their costumes. They impersonate. Safe, decorative, forgettable.

"And then the curtain opens on Miss Bart." He picked up the book and didn't open it. "Who has chosen a Reynolds - Mrs. Lloyd - for one reason, which Wharton states with the cruelty of total admiration: the painting looks like Lily. The dress conceals nothing it could be said to conceal. She has not dressed as a picture. She has stepped out of the costume entirely and displayed herself - and Wharton gives the room one collective gasp, and gives us the word for what Lily has committed." His eyes came off the back rows and found me - front and center, thighs slick against the seat, the gold placard at my knees, twenty minutes into steel I could not stop being aware of - and he let the pause stand while every row followed his gaze.

"Authorship," he said. "Miss Calloway. Up here."

The distance from the front row to the lectern is six steps and a half-turn, and I made the crossing through a hush that had actual weight to it, the plug shifting inside me at every step, my thighs slick to the mid-point, my pulse so loud I missed whatever was being whispered up the rows. The lectern was the same dark oak. A different book on it now. A different card on me. The same wood under my forearms when he stepped aside and made a small economical gesture - go on - and I understood I was not going to be arranged.

I arranged myself. That was the lecture, after all.

I bent over the slope of the oak, forearms flat, hips to the edge, and he turned back one wing of my skirt and folded it onto the small of my back with the care of a man opening a text to the assigned page - and the hall saw what the morning had installed there, the steel base seated bare between my cheeks, and the sound that moved through the packed rows wasn't a gasp. It was lower than that, and hungrier, and it settled hot on my bare skin. Somewhere up the tiers a chair scraped - somebody buying a better angle.

"Wharton is exact about the audience," Keane said to the hall, conversational, while his belt came undone behind me, the leather sighing out of its loops. "She gives them one syllable. A unanimous Oh - "

He entered me on the Oh.

One long stroke, all the patience in the world, and the noise I made into the lectern's oak was nothing I'd planned and nothing I could have prevented, because the plug changed everything - every geometry I thought I'd learned last semester was wrong now, narrowed, doubled, the steel riding hard against him through the thin wall between so that one man felt like more than one man, and I was full in two directions before he'd finished the first sentence of the next paragraph.

"- and the Oh," he continued, finding a rhythm that matched his cadence exactly, each stroke seating the plug's weight deeper into my understanding, "is the entire transaction. The room has been looking at women all evening. What it gasps at is a woman who knows." A stroke landed at a new angle and my forehead dropped to the oak; he waited out the sound I made the way he waited out latecomers. "Knowledge is the scandal. The picture that looks back."

He fucked me the way he lectured: measured, structural, building an argument. The oak's edge pressed its line into my hips. My nipples dragged the slope of the lectern through thin cotton with every stroke, and below me in the first rows I could see faces - that was the geometry of the thing, I was bent toward my own seminar, eyes I'd have to meet over annotated paperbacks all spring - a girl with her highlighter uncapped and forgotten, a boy from my row visibly not breathing, the scratch of one diligent pen somewhere left of center taking down the picture that looks back while the picture got fucked in front of it.

I came the first time without permission - mine, his, anyone's. It built the whole length of a paragraph about spectacle and self-possession and broke on me mid-sentence, and I heard myself, the cry flattening against the oak and carrying anyway, hall acoustics being what the university paid for, and my knees went and the lectern held me and he stopped speaking.

Not stroking. Speaking. He let the hall sit silent through the whole length of it - every clenching second, my body gripping him in waves, the hidden pressure answering the visible one, the acoustics delivering every sound I made to the back wall, a full house listening to me finish on their professor's cock - and when it had wrung itself out he resumed the sentence at the exact clause he'd left it, and that, the resuming, was the filthiest thing that happened on that dais all morning.

The second one he built deliberately. A hand left my hip; the pad of his thumb found the steel base and pressed - slow circles, the plug stirring fractionally inside me, counterpoint to the metronome of his hips - and the two rhythms unmade me by degrees while he took the lecture into Lily's economics, beauty spent versus beauty banked, and I stopped being able to follow my own seminar somewhere around the word solvency. The crest came up slower this time and went deeper, a long rolling seizure that pulled my spine into an arch and my face off the oak, and the hall got my profile, open-mouthed, coming on the lectern where their reading lists were usually propped - and through it, eyes blurred sideways, I could see them seeing me, which is the only spectacle my body has ever truly required.

He finished thirty seconds after I did, and it was nearly silent: his hands closing hard on my hips, three final strokes outside any cadence, and a held breath let out through the nose - and the warmth of him emptying into me, the first sentence all morning he didn't complete aloud. He stayed a moment. Withdrew. I heard the belt buckle, unhurried.

He drew my skirt back down over everything he'd left in me, smoothing the plaid flat with two fingers like a man closing a book he intended to reopen.

I made the six steps and the half-turn back to my seat with his load shifting inside me and the plug holding its post and the whole room tracking the walk, and I sat back down behind the gold placard in my own slickness and picked up my pen.

"Where were we," Keane said, with no rise in it at all, and gave the hall fifteen more minutes of Wharton as though the lectern had never had anything on it but the book. At the end he assigned the essay: five thousand words, due the final week of term. The tableau is the only moment in the novel where Lily authors her own display. Discuss.

The hall drained slowly, the way a crowd does when it's been part of something. I was nearly at the doors when his voice found me, pitched for ten feet though the room could hear whatever it liked.

"Tuesday. Four o'clock." He was straightening the placard rail, not looking up. "Bring nothing."

By the bottom of the stone stairs I was carrying his voice under my skin, and it stayed there the rest of the day.

Nate found me at dinner.

The dining hall at six-thirty in January is steam and clatter and a wall of windows full of dark, and I was at the end of a long table with a tray I was mostly rearranging when the noise of the room changed shape somewhere behind me - and then a duffel bag hit the floor beside my bench with the full-arm drop of a man done carrying it, and I looked up, and there he was.

He looked like Portland in winter. The tan gone, jaw stubbled past stubble into the first honest territory of a beard, hair flattened on one side by an airplane window - and the eyes exactly the same, warm and brown and steady on me, and they went over my face like he was checking it against the version he'd been carrying for three weeks.

"Hi," he said.

"Hi."

Neither of us said anything else for a moment. The room went on clattering. Three weeks of texts and a fogged-in airport and the whole improbable fact of him, standing in his coat at the end of my table, looking at me the way nobody else on this campus has ever once looked at me - like the rest of it could wait its turn.

Then his eyes dropped to the lanyard.

I watched it happen. I'd been watching for it since six o'clock, I can admit that - I'd sat facing the door. He saw the gold, and went still, and then he sat down on the bench beside my tray and reached over and lifted the card off my sternum with two fingers, careful of the chainless weight of me underneath, and turned it over. The new photograph. The new word. His thumb moved across Honors once, slow, reading it like Braille.

Something moved behind his eyes while he did it, and I want to be precise about what it wasn't. It wasn't worry. It wasn't the flinch I'd half-braced for through every one of Tessa's rumors, the recalculation, the swallowed objection of a boy discovering the size of the thing he was signed up for. This was darker than curiosity and it was quieter than hunger, and I'd seen its first cousin once before - across a ballroom in December, over the heads of a hundred donors, from the one man in the room who wasn't a stranger.

"This morning?" he said.

"Eight o'clock."

"Everything the rumors said?"

"More."

He nodded slowly, like a man confirming load-bearing math, and set the card back down against my breastbone - and let his knuckles rest there a half-second longer than the gesture needed, the warmth of them straight through the thin cotton, my heart hitting them like something asking to be let out.

"Saturday," he said. "I want the whole day."

Not a question. He'd never once asked me a question he already knew my answer to; it was the particular economy of him, and it landed in me lower than the gold card had, lower than the addendum, lower than Hartwell's calm inventory of everything the gold allowed.

"Okay," I said. "Saturday."

He picked up my fork and stole the first bite of dinner I'd actually wanted all day, and started telling me about Portland fog like we were any two students at any long table anywhere.

Somewhere on the fourth floor, the endowment was building its lists - donors who'd seen me on a dais in December and moved real money so that asking for me by name would be a thing the world contained. I'd signed the addendum that made me askable. I'd worn the proof across campus all day and felt it read at thirty feet. But the first request of the gold-card era hadn't come through any list or any office. It had come across a dinner tray, from a man with airport creases still in his shirt - and of everything I'd signed and carried and taken inside me since seven o'clock that morning, his was the only request that made my hands forget how to hold a fork.

Saturday. The whole day.


⚜




Chapter 3: Office hours

⚜

Tuesday arrived already spoken for.

I knew it from the first minute, lying in the gray before my alarm with the screen open on an empty corridor and the email reciting itself behind my eyes. Weekly sessions, Tuesdays at four. Eleven hours away, and the day between was already organizing itself around that appointment the way iron filings organize around a magnet - every class, every meal, every flight of stairs pointing the same direction whether I looked at it or not.

I dressed in the order that was already deciding to become the order: shirt, skirt, shoes, and then the plug, knees on the mattress, breathing through the press and the give of it. Tuesday was a lecture day. My hands were learning the choreography - the lube warmed in a fist, the angle, the long exhale timed to the widest moment - and somewhere between yesterday and this morning the rule had stopped feeling like a rule and started feeling like part of getting dressed, no more deliberate than fastening a bra. Except no bra had ever made me grip the headboard.

The gold settled on its lanyard between my breasts. Steel settled where steel went. By seven-forty I was on the quad with wet hair and a dry mouth, and the four o'clock appointment was a low note under everything, felt more than heard, the hum a building makes around a furnace.

The nine o'clock survey blurred at its own edges. I took notes. I have no idea what they say.

It happened on the stairwell landing between the third and fourth floors of the humanities building, at six minutes past ten, in the change-of-classes crush.

I was headed down toward my eleven o'clock with the handrail cool under my palm when a hand closed around my wrist - not grabbing, just stopping, the grip of someone catching a door before it shuts. A senior. I knew him by sight the anonymous campus way: tall, rower's shoulders under a canvas jacket, a mechanical pencil parked behind one ear. His eyes went from my face to the gold card and back up, and what was in them when they came back wasn't a question, because the card had already answered it.

"Got a minute," he said. Not asked. Heat dropped through me before he'd finished the two words - a low clench around the steel, an answer already filed while my mouth was still catching up. The stairwell traffic kept flowing past us down the flights, sneakers and backpack zippers and somebody's headphones leaking drums, ordinary as a Tuesday, and the whole shaft of the place smelled of cold concrete and someone's abandoned coffee.

He walked me the two steps to the rail and bent me over it with one hand between my shoulder blades, unhurried, his canvas jacket brushing my bare arm with a breath of rain and cedar soap, while below us the morning poured down the stairwell - heads, shoulders, a girl laughing at something on a phone - none of them more than a flight away. The skirt went up over my back. I heard him exhale through his nose at what he found there, and then felt his thumb and two fingers settle around the flared base, testing it.

"Gold means this too now," he said. "Right?"

"Yes." It came out steadier than I had any right to.

He worked the plug out of me with a slow, screwing patience that bowed my spine and put my elbows on the rail, and when it came free - that sudden hollow shock, the cold air where the weight had been - he reached around and pressed it into my palm, slick and body-warm and heavier than ever.

"Hold that."

So I held it. I stood bent over a stairwell rail in the middle of a Tuesday morning, holding my own plug in my fist like a relay baton, while a stranger slicked himself in the soaked mess of me - two strokes inside my pussy, no more, gathering what three hours' worth of anticipation had left there - and set himself against the smaller, tighter place the steel had been teaching open since yesterday morning.

The Showcase had taken my ass in December, with a dais and a string quartet and a hundred people in evening wear holding their breath. Here there was sneaker traffic and a fire door clapping shut somewhere below, and somehow the casualness sat heavier on me than the chandeliers ever had.

He pushed in.

Bigger than the steel - longer, blunter, alive - and my mouth opened on a sound I had to spend into my own forearm, because there were voices one flight down debating a problem set. The plug had been weight; this was occupation. He went slow only as far as courtesy required and then settled into a working rhythm, his hips smacking softly against me, the rail biting a cold line into my hipbones and trembling under my palms with every flight of footsteps below, and the obscene arithmetic of it kept climbing the back of my neck: anyone. Anyone who looked up. The stairwell had a center void you could see straight down for four floors, and I was folded over its rail being fucked in plain architectural fact. On the second-floor landing a girl paused, head cocked at a soft rhythm she couldn't place, then moved on without looking up - and not one person in the flowing crowd tilted their head back, and somehow that was worse, and somehow worse was the engine.

"You take this like the card's been gold all year," he said, conversational, a little winded.

I came with no warning at all - clenched around him, knuckles white on the rail and the plug nearly slipping from my other fist - a short, vicious, swallowed orgasm that had been assembling itself since seven-forty in the morning and took the first exit it was offered. He rode it out appreciatively. Then he gripped my hips with both hands and finished the job at his own pace, and I felt him come - deep, flooding, somewhere that had never been casual before.

For a moment we stayed there, his forehead resting between my shoulder blades, the morning still pouring down the stairs.

Then he straightened, took the plug back out of my sweating hand, and seated it home over everything he'd left in me - gently, attentively, getting it right, a man latching a gate behind himself - and the fullness sealed in with a click I felt rather than heard.

"Appreciate it," he said, and tugged my skirt back down, and was four steps below me before I'd finished standing up, joining the traffic, gone.

I stood on the landing holding the rail. Total elapsed time, maybe seven minutes. Somewhere in the building a lecture had started without thirty of us. My eleven o'clock was one floor down and across a breezeway, and I walked to it sealed and dripping and carrying a stranger under the steel, and the whole day tilted harder toward four.

I sat through ninety minutes of seminar on the far edge of a wooden chair. Every shift of weight pressed the plug against what it was holding in, and what it was holding in had a temperature and a history, and the boy presenting on Modernist time-structures kept saying duration in a voice that wasn't doing anything to help. My notes from that class are four lines long. One of them is just the word Tuesday.

At one, eating something I didn't taste at a corner table, I got two texts.

Nate: Studio's a war zone. First crit Friday

Nate: Saturday's still mine

Yours, I sent back, one word, and watched the dots appear and stop, appear and stop, and finally deliver: I know what Tuesdays are. Tell me Saturday.

I put the phone face-down. He knew about Tuesdays because I'd given him that at dinner last night, between Portland fog and the stolen bite - Keane's email, weekly, four o'clock, resuming your education - and he'd taken it in the way he took in load paths and span tables, somewhere quiet behind the eyes. Tell me Saturday. Not a flinch in it, not a rescue in it. He wanted the story the way he always wanted it: complete, in my voice, every word of it. Four days from now. I had to get through Keane to get to Saturday, and the realizing-it sent something complicated down through me that I declined to name in a dining hall.

At three-fifty I stood outside the humanities building with no bag, no books, no pen.

Bring nothing. I'd turned the instruction over all day like a coin. It meant: you will not need to write anything down. It meant: you are not coming to work. It meant - climbing the same stairwell, past the same landing, my hand trailing the same rail, up to the fourth floor where the corridor went quiet and the doors went heavy and old - that whatever was going to be read in that office at four o'clock, I'd be carrying it in on my skin.

His door stood ajar. Lamplight in the gap. I knocked anyway, and the voice that had narrated my first public Monday said, "Come."

Keane's office was a room built out of books.

Floor to ceiling on three walls, double-shelved, the spines going back past cloth into leather; a leaded window going amber with the start of the long afternoon light; a green-shaded lamp pooling gold on a desk the size of a door. The whole room smelled of old paper and warm wood and a faint dry sweetness, the smell of ten thousand read pages. The desk held a blotter, a fountain pen, a red pen, and a stack of essays squared to the corner. He was marking when I came in and he finished the sentence he was writing before he looked up, because of course he did.

The wire rims took my inventory: empty hands, gold card, the flush I'd been wearing since the stairwell.

"Punctual," he said. "And literal. You brought nothing." He capped the red pen and set it parallel to the blotter's edge. "We'll find out by five whether you can be obedient in spirit."

He didn't stand. He rolled his chair back a precise foot from the desk and regarded me across the cleared middle of it, and the lamp put gold on one lens and shadow on the other.

"Undress. The card stays."

There is a version of me that existed for most of my life that would need this explained. I don't anymore, so I'll only say: I had already been used that day, casually, pleasantly, by a man whose name I'll never learn, and unbuttoning a shirt alone in a lamplit office under the eyes of a man in his shirtsleeves who hadn't moved from his chair was harder than that, and the difficulty was the heat, and he knew it, and that was Tuesday's first lesson. The shoes, the shirt, the skirt. The lanyard he let me keep, so that when I stood bare on his rug the only thing on my body was the program - gold lying between my breasts, steel seated behind, both of them his to ignore.

"On the desk. On your back. Head at the lamp."

The blotter was cool under me and then it wasn't. He arranged nothing; he waited while I arranged myself - heels finding the desk's edge, knees falling open because there was no version of this hour where they didn't - and then he rolled the chair back in and sat at the desk he'd sat at all afternoon, with the essays moved eight inches to make room for me, and looked at what the program had sent him to advise.

"Last semester," he said, "taught you one thing thoroughly. An audience finishes you. Crude, but sound - most educations begin crudely." Two fingers traced up the inside of my thigh, through the slickness that was already there, that had been there since the stairwell, since seven-forty, since Sunday. "This seminar is for what you haven't learned. Which is that the finishing was never yours."

His fingers entered me on the last word.

I want it understood how unhurried he was. Two fingers, curling, finding by feel and recall the place that buckled me; the thumb settling onto my clit with the weight of a pen resting on paper; and then a rhythm so patient it should have been boring and was instead a kind of slow-motion catastrophe. He watched my face the whole time, the gaze moving between my eyes and my mouth and the rising flush on my chest with open scholarly attention, and he narrated.

"The flush reaches your collarbones early. Your breathing shortens eight, ten strokes before you'd admit anything is happening." A curl of his fingers; my hips lifted off the blotter and his free hand pressed them flat, absolute. "You read as easily as you blush, Miss Calloway. A text that announces its own climax pages in advance."

The first crest came up fast - too fast, embarrassingly fast, the stairwell's leftover charge and the day's undertow and three weeks of January all crowding through the gate at once. I felt it gather, gather, lean-

His hand lifted away. All of it, at once: fingers, thumb, contact, gone.

The sound I made was nothing like language. My hips chased the air where his hand had been and found nothing, and the crest rolled forward onto no shore at all and collapsed back into me, churning, undischarged, and I lay on his blotter making fists while the whole built thing slowly, hideously subsided.

"No," he said. Mildly. The office went very quiet. Down on the quad someone called to someone else about dinner.

He waited until my breathing told him what he wanted to know, and began again.

The second build he took slower, and that was its own cruelty - he kept me in the middle register for whole minutes at a stretch, close enough to feel the edge radiating like a stove, far enough that nothing tipped, and he talked. Wharton, at first; I half-heard it. Then not Wharton. And under his voice I could hear the other sound in the room - the small, frank, wet sound of his fingers working me, obscene against the murmur of the quad through the leaded glass - and every time I registered it the heat climbed my throat another inch.

"You're already negotiating," he observed. "Hips. Breath. The little economies - you think if you ration the signs I'll misread the page." The thumb circled once, twice, generous, and the edge rushed up - "You forget who assigns the reading," - gone.

The word I said into the lamplight was not a church word. It was not a word that had ever been said in my parents' house. He noted it down somewhere behind the wire rims with what I can only call satisfaction, and gave me ninety seconds of nothing, and began again.

By the third build the room had gone narrow. The books, the amber window, the stack of essays by my head - all of it had compressed into the lamp, the blotter, and his hand, and I had stopped being able to do the economies. My heels had found the desk edge and pressed; my back arched off the wood with no instructions from me; my skin had gone so hot that the office air landed on it cool, like a window opened somewhere; I could hear myself, a low continuous sound on every exhale, and the steel - which he had not once acknowledged, which sat seated and heavy and full of the morning all through this - rocked its little weight with every shift of my hips and added its single dark note to the chord.

The edge came up the third time and I broke first.

"Please." It tore out of the politeness it had been dressed in all my life and arrived bare. "Please - professor - please, I'll - I'm right-"

"Better." His voice didn't change and his hand didn't stop, carrying me one stroke closer, two, the threshold a bright line I could see now, white at the edges. "Honest, at last."

The contact vanished, and the crest broke on nothing.

I think I cried out as if struck. I know my fists came down on the blotter; I know one of the essays slid to the floor and he leaned over without hurry and squared the stack again while I shook. Wetness had soaked the blotter under me in a spreading dark stain; my thighs were trembling in a fine continuous way they had never done in public, on a dais, anywhere; and somewhere very far away the quad sounds carried on, dinner and intramurals and ordinary light, while a man in shirtsleeves owned every nerve I had from a desk chair.

"You begged," he said, "which is progress. You begged for the orgasm." He removed his glasses, polished them on a cloth from his shirt pocket, resettled them. The pause was surgical. "Not yet for me. We have all semester."

The fourth time he built me, he did it without a word, and that was the worst one.

No narration to push against. No annotations to hate. Just the patient hand and the sound of my own ruin getting louder, and this time he didn't approach the threshold and retreat - he took me onto it and held me there, balanced on the line itself, his rhythm shaved down to fractional movements that kept me exactly, precisely at, neither falling back nor allowed over, for ten seconds, twenty, a span of time I have no honest measurement of because every clock I own was screaming. I was past begging. What came out of me was older than begging. My vision had gone to bright static and my whole spine was a held note and somewhere in it I heard him say, with the first softness he'd spent all hour:

"There. Now you know where it lives."

He left me balanced there, and took himself away.

The orgasm did not happen. There should be a word for it - the bottom dropping out of a thing that size, the body crashing back down onto a desk through every floor of the building at once. I sobbed twice, dry, my forearm coming up over my eyes, and the trembling poured out of my legs and just kept going, and the steel held its seal, and the blotter under me was wrecked, and I had never in my life been so close to anything or had it withheld so absolutely.

I heard the chair roll back. Heard him stand. When my arm came off my eyes he was standing over me at the desk's head, at the lamp, looking down at my face with the unhurried assessment he'd give a final draft, and his belt was already open.

Even this he did at his own tempo. His hand moved with the same patience he'd spent on me, entirely sovereign, while I lay denied and soaked and shaking on his blotter, watching up the length of his forearm, understanding with perfect clarity that this was the hour's last text and I was its margin. The pool of light caught his wrist and his rolled sleeve. His breathing deepened by one honest degree - one - and that lone degree was all the disclosure the hour would grant me.

He finished on my face.

Heat, first - shockingly much of it, a thick stripe laid up my cheekbone, a second across my lips and the corner of my open mouth, a third pulsing lower, slower, sealing the lashes of my left eye shut. The weight of it was the strangest part: not the act, the settling, warm and heavy and claiming, drying already at the edges while the center stayed molten. The taste arrived where it had crossed my lips - salt, iron, him - and my tongue moved before any decision was made, and he watched that, too.

For a long moment, nothing. My breathing. His, returning to its sentence-cadence.

Then he stepped to the chair where my clothes were folded, and handed me my skirt.

That was all. The skirt, held out at arm's length until I took it. He turned away while I slid off his desk on unreliable legs and dressed - skirt, shirt, shoes, fingers fumbling buttons with one eye sealed shut and the whole left side of my face glazed and cooling - and by the time I had it done he was back in his chair, blotter flipped to its clean side, red pen open over the next essay.

I stood there. I am not proud of it but I'll record it: I stood by the door of that office for the better part of a minute, marked and dripping and hollowed out, waiting.

For the instruction. Clean yourself up - there was a washroom just down the corridor; I'd passed it. Or the other thing, the thing his voice did: leave it on. Wear it out of this building, Miss Calloway. Either one. Either one and the hour stayed his, and what was on my face stayed his, and I could hate him cleanly all the way home.

He read his essay. The red pen moved, paused, made a small decisive stroke.

"Same hour next Tuesday," he said, to the page.

The corridor outside was empty, the late sun lying long across its boards. The door clicked shut behind me with a sound like a full stop. I worked the lashes of my left eye loose with a careful knuckle, and stood in the quiet realizing, slowly, the size of what he hadn't said.

No instruction. Nothing to obey and nothing to defy. The washroom was ten steps away; the quad was four floors down; and whatever I did next, I did as the author.

That was the trap. He'd left the pen in my hand.

The departmental notice board hung halfway down the corridor, cork behind glass, and the glass held a pale ghost of me over the colloquium flyers.

I stopped. The ghost stopped. Honey-blonde hair flattened on one side from a blotter. Shirt tied a little crooked. And down the left side of her face, from cheekbone to jaw, catching the corridor light in three places - his mark, unmistakable, already half-dry, a thing with exactly one possible explanation to anyone literate in this campus.

My hand came up. In the glass I watched it rise - and stop, fingers an inch from my cheek.

Ten steps back there was warm water, paper towels, ninety seconds, and I could cross the quad as a girl with damp cheeks and a private Tuesday. The hand hung there. Under it, under the drying weight on my skin, something that had been building all day - longer; since a stairwell landing; since seven-forty; honestly, since a bus crossed into California - turned itself over and showed me its other side.

He hadn't told me to wear it. So wearing it couldn't be obedience.

I put my hand back down at my side. The ghost in the glass put hers down too, and the look on her half-glazed face was nothing I'd ever seen in a Meadowbrook mirror.

I took the stairs down all four flights, past our landing, and walked out the big doors into the gold.

Golden hour on the quad in late January: long amber light, the fountain throwing sparks, the paths full of the between-classes drift toward dining halls. I walked into it marked. The first person to see was a girl with a cello case, who looked, parsed, and went scarlet to her hairline faster than I did - her embarrassment arriving ahead of mine like a courtesy. Then two guys in lacrosse hoodies, whose conversation thinned mid-word; I heard it lose its footing behind me and not recover for several steps. A professor I didn't know glanced up from his phone, performed the fastest piece of not-seeing on record, and studied the bare oak above us. Every glance landed where the glaze sat. Every glance was a fingertip. By the library steps I could no longer tell the difference between being looked at and being touched, which is a sentence I understand is not supposed to be true, and was the truest thing on that quad.

The shortest way home bears left at the fountain. I bore right.

The long way - past the fountain's full circumference, down the colonnade's flank, adding four minutes and two hundred witnesses - and I'd like to say I decided it, but it was decided in some chamber well below decision. A campus tour was coming the other way, parents and transfer admits and a backward-walking guide, and I passed through the middle of them with my chin level and his mark drying tight on my cheek, leaving behind me a silence with one nervous laugh in it. The shame didn't burn off as I walked. It compounded. Interest on interest, glance on glance, until the heat of it ran all the way down and pooled exactly where he'd spent an hour proving he could leave me empty, and by Langley's door my thighs were slick again and my knees had developed opinions, and I had to stop with one hand flat against the lobby wall like a freshman who'd found the wrong party.

The kid at the desk looked up - retainer, hoodie, mouth opening on a welcome back, Miss Call- that lost its second half. His face did something complicated and settled on respectful neutrality, eyes returning to his screen with monastic discipline.

The stairs to the third floor took longer than usual. Some of that was the knees.

My room, when I reached it, was dim and blue with dusk, and I turned on the lamp before I touched anything else.

Stagecraft. Nobody taught me; the wing teaches by osmosis. Lamplight reads through glass; a dark room is a closed curtain. I set the lamp's shade to put the light where the bed was, and then I stood in the middle of my own floor and took stock of the state of me: marked, denied, soaked, sealed - my own lectures hours behind me, nothing on the card keeping the steel in past the last of them; it stayed because I wasn't done with it. Available until ten under the program's clock. None of which was the point.

The point was an hour that had ended without instructions. The next line was mine.

Authorship, he'd said on Monday, to a packed hall, holding a book he didn't open. Keep that word.

I kept it.

I sat down on the edge of my bed facing the glass, the corridor beyond it lit and beginning its evening traffic, and I did not wash my face, and I let my knees fall open.

The first watcher arrived inside two minutes - a sophomore with a laundry basket on his hip who slowed the established way, the way I'd been slowed at twice on my first night back, and then did not move on. He saw the open knees. He saw my hand, already moving, unhurried, in the lamplight; and then - I watched it land - he saw what the light found on my cheek, and understood what he was looking at the way the whole campus understood, and the laundry basket went down to the floor where he stood.

My fingers knew the route by feel. Everything Keane had built four times and confiscated four times was still in me, banked, furious, instantly available - this would not take long and didn't need to. A second figure joined the first, drawn by the stopped sophomore the way crowds assemble themselves; a third I half-recognized from the breakfast common room. I kept my eyes open and on them. That was the engine and the whole of it: their eyes on the glaze on my cheek, my eyes on their eyes, the lamplight declaring everything, the shame rising off the arrangement like heat off a road, and my hand moving in plain sight at the pace I chose, the pace, mine, no one's metronome, no one's hand to lift away.

The fourth watcher was a freshman who didn't know the manners yet. He reached for my door handle - I saw it, and a current went through me that was not fear, not even surprise - and the third man caught his wrist without ever taking his eyes off me, and shook his head once, and the freshman's hand came down. Not this one. Watch. They knew a performance when the lamp was aimed at it. The wing was giving me what I'd set the light for, an audience with its hands at its sides, four faces at the glass with the corridor's traffic slowing and pooling behind them.

My fingers slipped lower, found the swollen, abandoned place he'd circled and confiscated all hour, and the first full stroke jolted my knees wider for the glass.

I came with his mark on my cheek and my eyes open.

It went off like the whole day detonating at once - the stairwell, the seminar chair, four confiscated crests stacked one on the next, golden hour, two hundred glances - every one of them arriving together, now, in front of witnesses he didn't choose and couldn't grade, and I heard myself through the glass and didn't spend the sound into my arm, didn't muffle anything, let the corridor have it. My back bowed. The steel rocked. The lamplight held steady on all of it like the one professional in the room, and the four of them watched me take back what had been confiscated, and the last thing I thought before thinking stopped was aimed four floors up and across a darkening quad:

You can deny me. You can't keep me off the glass.

It rolled through in waves for longer than any orgasm I'd ever had alone, if alone is even the word, which it isn't, which was the point. When it finally set me down I was propped on one shaking arm, slick to the knees, laughing once at nothing. My legs hadn't yet heard that it was over; sweat cooled in the small of my back and along my collarbones; his mark had dried tight enough on my cheek that I felt it when the laugh moved my face; and the steel sat patient under everything, its seal unbroken since the landing. For a few seconds nobody on either side of the glass moved, and the corridor's quiet pressed against the pane, the specific silence of being watched and not minding. Then the audience began to move again by degrees, unhurried, the way men leave a gallery. The sophomore picked his laundry basket back up. One of them, the one from breakfasts, gave me through the glass the small upward nod I was learning meant something specific in the dialect of this floor: noted. Filed. Yours.

I sat in the lamplight and breathed, and only then, on my own clock, in my own order, did I go wash my face.

The third-floor bathroom was steam and flip-flop echoes. I had my face over the sink, scrubbing the day off it with paper-rough institutional soap, when the door swung in behind a shower caddy with Tessa attached.

She clocked me in the mirror - the wet face, the scrubbing, the particular shine under the skin that no soap addresses - and propped a hip against the sink beside mine, and her grin arrived ahead of her voice.

"Keane's started his little seminar, huh."

I wrung out the water and met her in the mirror. "That obvious?"

"You're scrubbing like a crime scene and glowing like a streetlight. So, yeah." She popped her toothbrush out of the caddy and pointed it at my reflection. "He did the same number on the Honors girl before you-" a beat, immaculate "-oh wait. There's never been one. Lucky you."

"Lucky me," I said. The girl in the mirror - clean-cheeked, marked nowhere visible, lit from underneath - looked it.

Tessa loaded toothpaste with the serenity of a woman whose afternoons had no little seminar waiting inside them. "Drink some water," she said. "Eat actual food. And, Wren-" she found my eyes in the glass, and the dryness dropped out of her voice. "Whatever he's withholding? He's renting it. Don't sell it to him."

She brushed her teeth. I drank water from my cupped hand. Down the corridor, somebody's door opened to somebody's knock, and the wing hummed on around us, ordinary, obscene, home.

His desk could wait a week; it would have to. Saturday was four days away - a library table, and a low voice asking for all of it, and a pencil going still in his fingers while warm eyes stayed exactly where they were.

I'd have the whole story ready. This time it was mine to tell.


⚜




Chapter 4: Let them

⚜

On Saturday I dressed without the last step.

Shirt, skirt, shoes - and then nothing. No kneeling on the mattress, no warmed tube, no held breath timed to the moment of give. Saturday wasn't a lecture day; the kit stayed zipped on its shelf; and I crossed campus with an absence riding where the week's new habit said a weight should be, feeling underdressed, though nobody looking at me could have said why. The gold card lay between my breasts. The morning was rinsed and blue, the first fully dry morning since I'd come back, and the fountain was throwing its spray sideways in the wind as I passed it, heading for Mercer. For him.

He'd claimed Saturday on Monday with the flight still on him, and then he'd made me wait out the week for it - no drop-ins, no detours past my lectures, his texts arriving from inside the architecture studio like notes smuggled out of a siege. The waiting was its own instruction. By Saturday morning I understood the shape of what he'd done: he'd let the program have me all week so the story would be worth telling, and he'd taken the day at the end of it, when it was finished and he could have it whole.

Mercer Library kept its own century. Stone, dust, oak tables gouged with sixty years of initials, sun coming through leaded glass like something poured. I climbed to the second floor and went back between the stacks, past Folklore, past a carrel where a girl slept on her own annotations, to the table wedged under the arched window. Our table. The light fell across it in one long amber bar, and Nate sat on the far side of it with his sketchbook open and a mechanical pencil clipped into the spiral binding, and for a second before he noticed me I just stood in the stacks and looked at him - the shoulders, the dark hair pushed back by his own hand, the beard he'd brought home from Portland trimmed now to something deliberate - the way you look at a thing you are about to be allowed to touch.

"You're staring," he said, not looking up.

"I'm browsing."

"Sit down before somebody uses you." He said it mildly, turning a page, and the laugh it pulled out of me broke the library's quiet and earned a glare from the sleeping girl's neighbor. I sat. I slid one of the two coffees I'd carried up across to him - one sugar, a fact about him I'd owned since October - and he took it without thanks, which between us was its own fluency.

The sketchbook was full of glass.

Not the way it had been full of glass in September, one performing-arts concept turned over and over like a stone in a pocket. This was different - dense, urgent, professional. Sections and elevations, a long low hall drawn from eight angles, structural details in the margins with load arrows and a draftsman's tidy notations, pages of it, weeks of it - Wednesday's brief had only put a name on something he'd been circling since September. He watched me turn the book around and read it, and he let me get all the way through before he said anything.

"The endowment announced it Wednesday," he said. "A permanent venue for the program. Donor-funded, sited on the lawn past the colonnade, run as a competition through the thesis studio. Juried shortlist in March." He turned the coffee cup a quarter-turn on the wood. "The brief is four pages, and the first line is a quote from one of the trustees. The Showcase should not have to borrow a ballroom."

"They watched me in December and commissioned a building."

"They endowed a tier and commissioned a building." His eyes came up. "You're a capital project now."

"How was the crit?" I asked, because if I stayed on the other thing my face was going to do something the second floor of a library shouldn't see.

"A war zone. Friday they put six of us up on the wall and took us apart." He shrugged. "They think glass is a metaphor. It isn't."

"What is it?"

"A material." He took the sketchbook back and closed it, his palm staying flat on the cover, and then he gave me the look he'd been rationing since I sat down - direct, unhurried, the warm brown taking its full inventory - and the library went very quiet around us.

"The whole day," he said. "That includes the week. All of it."

So I told him.

I kept my voice at the level the room demanded, which meant he had to lean in, which meant the telling happened at a distance of ten inches across sixty years of carved initials - and it took what was left of the morning and most of the afternoon, paper cups going cold between us, and I gave him the week as he'd asked for it: in order, nothing left out. The common room at 7:01 on Monday, the coffee set on the bookshelf, forty seconds, welcome back. Hartwell's office in flashes - the course-substitution voice, a gold card presented in a watch box, my own December face laminated under it. Nine minutes in the intake room and a tray of graduated steel. The stairs to the humanities building, and what climbing them taught me about the word walking.

Listening seemed involuntary in him. Somewhere in the stacks behind me a cart rolled and stopped, rolled and stopped; below us, faint through the floor, a rhythm had started up in one of the ground-floor carrels, somebody's Saturday finding its use for the building, and neither of us remarked on it - here, that sound was no more remarkable than the radiators.

"The lectern," he said. "I heard about the lectern by Tuesday morning. Half the studio heard." Nothing in his voice but report. "Tell me anyway."

I told him anyway. Wharton, the relocated hall, the standees. The placard. What Keane built for twenty minutes and what he did at the twentieth, and the precise moment the hall understood what the gold meant, and the sound a packed hall makes when it understands something together. Nate's thumb moved once along the seam of the table and stilled.

"And Tuesday," he said.

"Tuesday." I turned my cup. "The stairwell, first."

"Which landing?"

"Three and four."

He nodded slowly, and I watched him build it - he knew that stairwell, he knew the center void and the rail and the acoustics, he was an architect receiving a site report. "Traffic," he said - confirming, not asking. "Change of classes."

I held his eyes. "He took the plug out and had me hold it. Used what the card said he could use. Put everything back the way he found it and thanked me like I'd held a door."

The mechanical pencil was in his fist now - I hadn't seen it leave the spiral. Under his thumb the clutch clicked, once, and a millimeter of lead fed out like a tell. His face stayed level. The lead stayed out.

"And then four o'clock," he said.

I gave him the office last, and slowest, because it was the part I'd been carrying all week with no one to hand it to. I'd gone up with nothing, because the email said to bring nothing. Stripped to the card and laid out on his blotter under the green lamp for the hour - four times to the threshold and four times the hand lifting away, the begging and what the begging got me, the glasses polished while I shook. By the time I got to the end of the hour my voice had dropped below library-legal and he'd leaned all the way in to take it, the late sun on his forearms, and the lead snapped quietly against the table because his fist had closed.

"He finished on my face," I said. "And then he handed me my skirt and went back to his marking. No order about the rest. Whatever I did with it next would be nobody's but mine, and he knew it." I watched the understanding land. "I wore it home, Nate. I picked the most crowded route there was and let the campus do the rest. And then I sat down on my bed facing the corridor and gave the glass the orgasm he wouldn't let me have. Four of them watching by the end. I never told them they could. I never told them they couldn't."

The library held its breath, all dust and circulating air. Below us the carrel rhythm crested faintly and stopped. Nate set the dead pencil down on the closed sketchbook, parallel to its edge, with exaggerated care - his hands wanted to be doing something else, and he let me see him decline to do it - and when he finally spoke his voice had gravel in it that hadn't been there at you're staring.

"I know," he said, "exactly how that walk looked."

"You weren't there."

"I've been drawing it for three days." He stood, slid the sketchbook into his bag, and collected the cups, and the look he gave me across the table had nothing in it that belonged in a library. "Come on."

"It's four o'clock," I said. "Program hours run till ten. You don't need the program for me."

"I know what I have," he said. "Walk."

The quad had gone to late gold by the time we crossed it, lamps coming on down the long paths, the fountain loud in the wind. He walked close, not touching me, which after a week of being handled by the campus was its own kind of grip, and he talked about nothing - Portland, his mother's new dog, a professor who said parti the way other men said amen - and I answered, and underneath the nothing the day hummed like a held chord.

Langley. The lobby, the stairs, the third floor. The corridor was lit and ticking with Saturday evening - music behind one pane, a girl from 309 crossing from the showers in a towel, the wing's glass walls handing our reflections from one to the next. I had my key out by 305 from pure muscle memory.

His hand arrived at the small of my back at 306.

Steering, not stopping me. 307 went past on my left - dark, mine, unopened - and my pulse worked out where we were going a full three doors before the rest of me let itself know. The common room sat at the corridor's end in its pool of warm light, glass on two sides, the couch with its back to the kitchen pass-through. Empty. Warm. Every lesson this floor had ever taught me had happened in there - Tessa's voice down the corridor my first night in August, a junior's friendly competence on Monday morning - the floor's living room and its stage, depending on the hour.

He stopped me in the middle of it, in the middle of all that glass, and turned me by the shoulder to face him.

"Here," he said, with no lift at the end of it.

"Here," I said anyway, because some answers you give for your own record.

He undressed me at conversational pace. The knot of my shirt first, picked loose with two fingers and no hurry while the corridor went on moving behind the glass - I watched a guy from the far stairwell slow, register, and keep walking with his head turned - then the buttons, then the shirt off my shoulders and folded, actually folded, over the back of the couch. The skirt he let fall and left where it fell; my flats ended up somewhere under the couch. The cool of the room arrived on me all at once, nipples drawing tight, freckles and flush and bare legs, and when his finger hooked the lanyard I went still - September in my body, the memory of him lifting it off over my head, you don't need that right now - but he didn't lift it. He laid the gold card flat between my bare breasts, pressed it once against my sternum, deliberate and final, and left it on me.

The message arrived whole, without a word in it. Here, the card stayed. This part wasn't despite the program. This part was on the record.

He sat down on the couch still dressed and undid his belt, and I came down astride him with my knees in the cushions before the leather had finished sliding out of its loops - graceless, starving, a month and more since December and five days of watching his texts arrive instead of him - and he laughed low at my hurry and then stopped laughing, because I'd taken him in my hand and put him against me and sunk down the whole length of him in one slow drop.

The sound I made had a month and a half inside it.

He filled me differently than the week had. That's not sentiment; it's anatomy and attention - he held still and let me feel every seated inch of him, his hands spread over my ass and his mouth at my throat, and when I started to move he moved me, long deep rolls of my hips down onto him, unhurried, thorough, his thumbs tracing the crease of my thighs, slow and exact. The lamplight put us on both panes of glass. The corridor watched or didn't; for whole minutes I genuinely couldn't have said; the room had narrowed to the slow obscene wet rhythm of my body taking the first thing I'd waited for by name.

We weren't alone by the second song of somebody's playlist down the hall.

I heard the kettle first - a cabinet, a mug set down - and surfaced enough to find a lanky guy from the end of the hall at the pass-through, gym shorts low on narrow hips, a swimmer's long flat muscle moving under his skin, kettle in hand and an easy grin already arriving, making no pretense whatsoever of looking away. And at the glass, just inside the doorway, a second one: broader, shower-damp, dark hair dripping at his collar, a towel still over one shoulder and the heat of the water coming off his chest, standing in the courteous stillness the wing taught its men, watching my back work.

Nate's hands closed on my hips and stilled them. I felt his chin lift past my shoulder.

"She's available," he said.

He said it the way he'd tell a waiter we were ready. Two words, level as a beam, and they went through me like nothing else in five days had managed - not the addendum, not the watch box, not a hall full of standees - because all of that had been the program saying it, and this was him.

The man who'd said let them in September, and never needed to say it again, had just opened his hand with me in it.

I clenched around him so hard he exhaled through his teeth, and he turned his head and put the smallest dry smile against my jaw, private, ours, while the room rearranged itself around his sentence.

"Thought you'd never ask," the lanky one said, abandoning the kettle and his gym shorts in the same motion.

What happened next belonged to him - every placement, every change of pace, every quiet word of it his.

He lifted me off him and turned me, a hand at my waist, the other guiding my knee, until I knelt along the cushions facing the armrest, and the broad one was behind me before my palms found the upholstery, slicking himself in the mess Nate had made of me. Nate stayed on the couch in front of me, on his knees, and when I looked up the line of him my mouth was already open.

"Go slow at first," he said past me, conversational. "She runs hot when you make her wait."

Shower-warm palms took hold of my hips, and the first push came just as slow - thick, unhurried, meeting nothing but wet, the cushions denting under my knees as the weight of him rocked me forward. I took Nate into my mouth on that same long push, and being filled at both ends lit me up like Monday's lectern all over again - except Monday a professor had conducted me at his own tempo for his own seminar, and this was Nate's palm warm on my cheek, Nate's voice overhead saying there, like that, the two ends of me answering to one calm authority that loved me. I moaned around him. He read it like a dial.

"Faster now." Not to me. The hips behind me obeyed and my whole body went with them, rocked between the two of them, the couch frame ticking, the card swinging on its lanyard under me like a metronome set loose. A knee landed on the cushions to my left; my hand found its owner without being sent - silk-skinned, heavy, twitching against my palm - and for a while the room was just that: wet sounds and the kettle forgotten and a Saturday corridor accumulating shadows beyond the glass, three men and the floor's one gold card making the kind of scene the wing would narrate for a week.

Nate's directions came few and certain. Lift her hips - there. A palm under my breast, weighing it for the room. Watch her face when you do that. And they did, and whatever they saw made the cock in my fist twitch and thicken and the man at my back swear softly and drive deeper, and my hips were rolling back to meet him before Nate said another word.

The orgasm he gave me, he gave me through them. That's the only honest grammar for it. The broad one had found an angle that was unraveling me stroke by stroke, and Nate saw it land before I'd have admitted it - he always saw it land - and said, quietly, "Right there. Don't change anything," and held my head in both hands and watched me from ten inches away while it built and broke. I came with my mouth full of him and my eyes open on his, the scream trapped low in my throat where it broke into a long shaking hum around him, and the man behind me fucked me through every wave of it at exactly, obediently, the same pace.

"Turn her over," Nate said, while I was still coming down.

They turned me over. My back on the cushions, the card skidding wet across my sternum, my head tipped against the armrest, and the room traded places around me with the easy efficiency of men who'd grown up on this floor: the swimmer knelt into the place the other man had vacated, and the shower-damp one came around the armrest to my mouth, and Nate stood up off the couch and out of the scene entirely.

He didn't go far. He stood at the couch's end where I could find him past the bodies, sleeves shoved up, arms folded, flushed dark, breathing rough, and he watched me - not the scene, me, the running record of what it was doing to me - while his floor put me to use. Between my thighs the strokes ran greedy and unsentimental, bowing me off the cushions, the swimmer grinning down at what he was doing to me. The one at my mouth was all clean heat and shower soap, and he gathered my hair into one considerate fist, the better for the room to see, the better for him to see, and I lay between them with the card riding my sternum and gave the lamplight everything, because the man at the end of the couch was watching me be magnificent and his eyes said so.

The broad one finished first, in my mouth, with a grip in my hair and a low punched-out sound, and I swallowed what he gave me and felt the hush beyond the glass change weight. The swimmer lasted a minute longer and pulled out of me to finish, striping my breasts and the flat of my stomach and the bottom edge of the gold card itself, which would have to be wiped clean and which I would think about every time it caught the light for a week.

Neither of them left. One dropped onto the couch's arm to get his breath back, towel forgotten; the other retreated only as far as the pass-through and leaned there on his forearms, spent and unhurried, because the scene had one movement left and everyone in the room could read the program.

Nate came back onto the couch then, and took what was his.

He pulled me down the cushions by the hips and settled between my thighs and slid into me while I was still glazed and trembling, and the difference of him arriving after the others wasn't gentleness, exactly. After them, he felt less like another body than like the room I came back to. He fucked me slow and very deep with my ankles crossed behind him and the cooling mess on my chest pressed between our bodies, and he did the thing he'd never once stopped doing: he looked at me. The whole time. Close enough that the lamp's glow reached me through his outline, while the two men who'd just had me watched from the armrest and the pass-through and the shadows beyond the glass stayed for the coda, and I let all of them have it - his name, my voice rising, the second orgasm coming up from somewhere the first hadn't touched - slower, lower, total - and I broke around him with my eyes locked on his and the corridor learned that, too.

He finished where everything that mattered finished, deep and held, his forehead coming down to mine, his breath shaking once on the way out. The room ticked. Somewhere down the corridor the playlist had moved on to something with horns in it.

"Hi," I said, when I had a voice.

"Hi," he said, and kissed me on the couch where the whole building could see, long after there was anything left to direct.

The broad one pushed off the armrest first and reclaimed his towel; the lanky one fished his shorts off the kitchen floor. "Thanks, man," he said - to Nate, still breathless. To the director. Then, to me, with the floor's own funny gravity, a nod: "Good to have you home."

The room emptied of everyone who wasn't ours. The kettle, at some point, had boiled and clicked itself off, untouched.

He dressed me only as far as decency - my shirt, the knot retied with two fingers and a small proprietary tug, the skirt smoothed down over the wet ruin of me, my flats hooked on two of his fingers - and walked me barefoot back down the corridor past the panes and their politely averted light, and everything the evening had left on me and in me came along for every step home.

I put my palms on the glass before he'd finished unbuttoning his shirt.

We were in 307 with the lamp low. He'd lifted the lanyard over my head at the door and set it on the desk - the same gesture as the first night he ever came up, the same sentence folded inside it - and the card had clicked down on the wood still wearing its stripe from the common room - I'd wipe it clean in the morning; tonight it stayed evidence. Then his hands had undone his own work: the knot he'd retied, the buttons, the shirt eased off my shoulders, the skirt dropped where I stood, the whole of the evening's decency ending up draped over the desk chair. I crossed the room bare and chose my own wall. The corridor beyond the pane was in its late-evening idle, a door closing somewhere, the glass cool as lake water against my palms. I looked back at him over my shoulder and watched the last of his patience leave him like a tide going out.

"The shelf," I said. "The black case."

He found the kit's tube without a second instruction - he knew my room the way I knew his coffee - and I heard the zipper and the cap and then his body arrived along the length of my back, his chest still half in its shirt, his mouth at the nape of my neck, and his slicked fingers came down between my cheeks where Saturday had left me empty all day.

In September, against this same wall, he'd asked his way in by inches - Okay? Tell me - while I whispered slow, and he'd held himself shaking with the discipline of it, a careful man at a careful threshold, and I'd loved him for every withheld degree. Tonight he set himself against me and pressed, one steady unapologetic claim, and I pushed back onto him and took him in a single long unhurried give that emptied my lungs out against the glass.

No inches. No questions. The deep blunt weight of him seated full, and both of us going still at the top of it - his breath rough at my ear, my cheek a half-inch off the pane - to let the size of the change say itself. One semester ago this had been the frontier. Now it was a place we lived.

"Look at that," he said into my neck, voice wrecked and warm, and I didn't have to ask what. The pane in front of me held the corridor and, faint over its lit length, us: my breasts flattened pale against the glass, his dark bulk along my back, the join of us hidden and totally legible. A shadow had already slowed at the edge of the light. A second drifted in behind it.

Then he moved, and I stopped being able to inventory anything.

He fucked me against the glass like the campus had spent a week learning I could be fucked - hard, sure, a hand splayed on my stomach holding me to the angle of it - and the deep dark ache of being taken there started low, behind my hips, and spread in long pulls until my palms slid squeaking down the pane and had to find new purchase. My breath bloomed on the glass and shrank and bloomed. The watchers made three. He reached around me and his fingers settled on my clit with the exact remembered weight - not Keane's pen-on-paper tease, not a stranger's blunt utility, his, the pressure he'd calibrated against this glass one autumn night and carried in his hands ever since - and the two sensations closed their circuit and my knees nearly went.

"Together," he said at my ear. An instruction. The only one he'd given me all night.

We finished together. I came with my cheek flattened to the cold glass and the corridor's light in my wet lashes, clamping down around him in waves that pulled him over the edge inside me, his groan against my shoulder, his hand pressing flat over my pounding heart, the heat of him pulsing deep into the place that had been his first - and beyond the pane the shadows held very still, out of respect or hunger, and I looked through my own fogged breath at the shape of them and felt the loop close clean: seen, taken, his, and wetter for every eye on it.

He peeled me off the glass like something that had set there. We left a print - two palms, the ghost of a cheek, a long blur where my breasts had dragged - and he looked at it for a second with his head tilted, architect to the end.

"Leave it," I said.

"Wasn't going to touch it," he said, and carried me to bed.

The sketchbook came over the side of the bed somewhere past eleven.

We were tangled together, my head on his chest, his heartbeat slowing under my ear at its own unhurried pace, the hallway beyond the glass gone quiet except for the building's settling. He reached down to his bag without dislodging me, and I heard the pages turn past three weeks of glass until they stopped, and he held the book where I could see it.

The final spread was one drawing, inked, finished. A long hall of structural glass on the colonnade lawn - I recognized the site by the trees - lit from inside against an evening sky, the light laid down in confident watercolor. No curtain line, no backstage, no green rooms. The audience stood in the same glow as the act; he'd drawn the figures deliberately, inside and outside, and rendered them in the same warm wash so that the building made one congregation of all of them. It was the room I was lying in, grown up. It was the thing a boy had been sketching the week a girl told him about Nebraska skies, taken all the way to working drawings.

In the bottom corner, in draftsman's block capitals, the working title.

CHOSEN.

"Eighteen months, if we win," he said. "The mockup bay goes up on the lawn by the end of term either way - full-scale, one structural span, real glass. The jury wants to stand inside the idea." His hand moved slowly up my spine. "The studio will call the idea transparency. They'll be wrong."

"Then what is it?"

He touched the small inked figures, the ones inside the glass and the ones outside it, nothing in the rendering to tell them apart. "September," he said. "The fountain. You had Hawthorne in your lap and cum on your thighs and you didn't know I knew, and you told me being watched is something done to you, but being seen is something you allow - and that your body had stopped telling the difference." The page caught the light; the block letters sat there, patient. "You thought I didn't have an answer. I've been drafting it since."

I lay very still against his chest, looking at a building with my own name hidden in every line of it.

"It's a performance hall," he said, quieter. "That's what the brief will call it. But you should know what you're looking at." His heart was steady under my ear; his voice wasn't, quite. "I'm designing it for you."

There are things you can say back to that, and I knew better than to spend any of them. I turned my head and put my mouth on his chest, over the heartbeat, and felt his arm come around me, and we lay in the small lamplit fishbowl of 307 inside the first rough draft of his thesis - one glass wall, one watched bed, one girl who rested easiest with the screen open and one man who'd decided to build her a world where that was the architecture.

His breathing lengthened first. The sketchbook slid against the sheets, CHOSEN going dark as the pages relaxed together, and I lay listening to the building tick and the last doors close along the corridor.

Past midnight, the privacy screens were mine to draw. I didn't draw them. Out in the corridor a late shape passed, slowed at our pane - at the lamplight, the tangle of us, the handprints drying lower on the glass - and stayed a while.

Let them.


⚜




Chapter 5: The boardroom

⚜

The second cream envelope since I'd come back was waiting under my door on Monday evening, and this one came with an agenda.

The literal kind - an actual agenda, folded behind the summons on the same heavy stock - The Endowment Board of Trustees will convene for its mid-year review on Thursday at 2:00 p.m., Boardroom, Administration Building, fourth floor. Scholar Calloway is required from the commencement of business. Uniform. - Office of the Dean - and behind it a single typeset page listing the afternoon's work of fifteen of the wealthiest men in the university's orbit. Item I: Endowment performance, FY mid-year. Item II: Scholar Pavilion - competition status. Item IV: Founders' Weekend - planning report.

My eye had skipped a line. It had known which one before I made it go back.

Item III: Honors Endowment - mid-year review of scholar performance.

I stood in my room and read it three times. In January, on the end of Tessa's bed, I'd felt the vertigo of a word I had no training for - requested - and here was what requested looked like when it finally arrived: not a man's hand on my wrist but a line item. Roman numerals. My semester, scheduled between the fund's returns and a party in April, on paper that had gone out to a row of leather briefcases days ago. Men I had never met had already read Thursday. Some of them, I understood, had been reading me since December - they'd watched a girl come apart on a white dais and gone home and moved money, and now the money wanted its review.

My thumb left a faint damp crescent on the cardstock. I noticed it, and noticed that I'd stopped being embarrassed by what my hands did before my mind weighed in, and laid the agenda on the desk, item three facing up.

Keane's email arrived Tuesday at seven in the morning, while I was kneeling on the mattress with the lube going warm in my fist.

From: Keane, R. - Faculty, Department of English - Academic Advisor Subject: Tuesday, adjourned

Miss Calloway -

Your mid-year review obliges your advisor to spend this week writing about you rather than working on you. The session is adjourned to Tuesday next.

I have told the Board what I know.

- K.

I finished the last step of dressing first - some orders of operation hold - then read it twice, and the bottom dropped out of my Tuesday with a lurch I was ashamed of in real time. One session. I'd had exactly one hour on that blotter, an hour I'd left wrecked and furious and marked down one cheek, and some animal part of me had already built the week around its repetition - had been counting toward four o'clock the way you count toward a meal. He couldn't keep me off the glass, so he'd kept me off the desk: denied me the denial itself, by memo.

I have told the Board. I carried the fragment around for two days like a stone in my shoe. What he knew filled an hour every Tuesday and a folder somewhere with my name on it, and on Thursday a boardroom of strangers was going to hear it read into a record.

The week itself ran on around the appointment the way the campus ran on around the fountain - parting, passing, rejoining. Monday's lectures had kept the plug under me from first class to last and put two men inside me before dinner, one of them in the fifteen minutes between classes, bent over a windowsill in the language annex, the stone sill cold under my forearms while he helped himself to the place the plug had been keeping ready, his thumb reseating it over his own contribution after, brisk as a handshake - efficient, appreciative, gone. Wednesday a man I knew only as a navy peacoat had me over the arm of a reading-room sofa in Mercer, thorough about it, a janitor's cart squeaking past on the floor above, and afterward I sat in my carrel with his warmth leaking into my seam and annotated thirty pages of Wharton with a steadiness that would have frightened the girl from August. Ordinary had widened while I wasn't looking.

Wednesday night, Nate:

Nate: Submissions close Friday 5pm. I have redrawn the same mullion nine times

Nate: Boardroom tomorrow. I want the minutes

I wrote back: You'll get them.

Nate: Verbatim.

I lay in the lamplight with the phone on my sternum where the card spent its days, and thought about a room I'd never seen at the end of a hallway I knew by heart, and about item two sitting on the agenda directly above me - his glass hall and my afternoon, filed in adjacent business by men who had no idea the two items were in love. Sleep took a while. The corridor was quiet, and the quiet had weight, and under everything, steady as a pilot light, Thursday burned.

Tessa found the whole thing hilarious, which helped, and then she stopped finding it hilarious, which helped more.

Thursday lunch, a corner table in the dining hall, her tray parked next to a binder with the endowment's letterhead on its spine - the liaison job arriving in installments, a piece of civilian furniture already camped in her scholar's life. She'd staffed the autumn review, it turned out. Poured coffee at it, in uniform, before there was a gold card for anyone to review.

"Suits," she said. "Old ones, mostly. A couple younger than you'd think. They paid for the gold card and now they want to watch it work - that's the whole meeting, whatever the agenda says." She forked something off my plate, uninvited, fluent. "Mouths only, usually. They like it civilized."

"Usually."

"It's a boardroom, Wren, not a locker room. Nobody's bending you over the minutes." She said it with the flat authority of someone quoting a filing system. Then she leaned back and gave me the look from the sinks last week, the one that saw under the skin, and delivered the rest like a weather warning. "Here's the part nobody puts in the briefing. They won't touch you below the waist. Not once, not by accident - it's etiquette with them, it's half the point - and it will drive you insane. Ninety minutes of hands and none of them where your body keeps asking. You'll think you can ride it. You can't. Plan for after."

"Plan what for after?"

"That's between you and after." She loaded her fork again. "Kneel tall - don't sit back on your heels, they'll wait out a slouch like a margin error. Hands stay on your thighs unless a man moves them. Breathe when they let you, swallow when it's offered, and don't count them. You'll want to keep count, like it's something you can stay ahead of." A small shake of the head, dark hair swinging. "Don't. The count belongs to the meeting."

I looked at her - tanned, certain, halfway out the door of the whole institution and still the most fluent person in it - and asked the question under all my questions. "Does the Dean just - run the meeting? While."

"While," Tessa confirmed, and her grin came back, but slower, almost gentle. "That's the thing you're not ready for, and there's no getting ready for it. The business is real. Returns, motions, seconds, the April logistics. You're not the interruption, you're the - " she rotated her fork, hunting the word " - the proof of concept. They'll discuss money your body earned while it's earning more, and not one of them will find that remarkable." She tapped the binder. "I write a transition report on the review. Give me something to underline."

She walked me as far as the quad. At the split in the path she straightened my collar with two fingers, an inspection that had nothing motherly in it.

"No gloss," she said. "Good. They notice." And then, already turning away, lifted one hand: "Eat something after. You won't want to. Do it anyway."

The boardroom was the last door on the fourth floor, past the Dean's office, past the photographs I'd once counted, and it was the first room on the fourth floor that admitted to being expensive.

Mahogany. A table you could have laid room 307 down on with floor to spare, waxed to a depth that held the window light like standing water. Portraits in oil - founders, regents, a century of pale men in dark coats. Fifteen chairs down its length and a sixteenth at the far end for Hartwell, who stood at my entrance the way she'd stood in her office in January, with courtesy and no warmth that was personal, and gestured - not to a chair.

At the head of the table, nearest the door, someone had placed a cushion on the floor. Oxblood leather, broad as a hassock, worn pale at its center by nothing I let myself think about. It had been set out before I arrived, squared to the table's end, and that - the foresight, the furniture of it - went through me harder than the men did.

The faces had all turned. Suits, as advertised: charcoal and navy and one banker's gray with a chalk stripe, silver heads and steel heads and two dark ones, cufflinks and signet rings and the cumulative wristwatch worth of a small county. Some of them looked at me the way you look at an item - locating it, confirming delivery. Five or six wore the look that meant December: a recognition with weight behind it, men who had seen me before, lit and bare and applauded, and had spent money specifically so that the seeing could be repeated on demand.

"Miss Calloway," Hartwell said, from the far end. "Punctual. Gentlemen, you have the agenda. Item one will not detain us long." She put on her reading glasses. Nobody had told me what to do, which by now I understood was itself the instruction.

I undressed at the door-end of the mahogany while the Dean read out the fund's mid-year returns.

The shirt-knot, the buttons, the skirt; my flats toed off and set together; everything folded onto the side chair a hand had angled toward me without its owner breaking eye contact with his agenda. The room watched in the manner of the room - no whistle in it, no lean, a tableful of men attending a delivery with the patience of people who had paid for exact specifications and expected them met. The card stayed, gold lying bright between my bare breasts, and the flush had already mapped my chest and collarbones for them - January-pale skin admitting everything. The plug - Thursday was a lecture day, and two o'clock sat well inside class hours - was already a fact, and when I went down onto the cushion its weight shifted and settled with me, a small private cargo nobody in the room had declared.

Kneel tall. Hands on my thighs. The table's polished edge ran away from me like a road.

"-outperforming benchmark by some two hundred basis points," Hartwell was saying, "with the gift portion of the Honors endowment fully deployed as of the first of the month. The board will find the detail at tab two."

Paper turned, fifteen times, a dry ripple down the length of the room. I knelt naked on leather, nipples drawn tight in the radiator heat for no reason the thermostat could explain, and listened to the money that had bought my semester describe itself. It was the strangest overture of my life. Nobody touched me for four minutes. I know, because there was a brass ship's clock on the sideboard, and by the time the heavy-knuckled man on my left pushed back his chair I had memorized it.

He came to me on item one, mid-sentence - Hartwell's sentence; he simply rose from her numbers as though stretching his legs - and stood over me working his belt with hands I'd noticed from across the room: big-boned, weathered past their tailoring, a signet ring sunk into the third finger like something grown over. He didn't speak. He smelled of good wool and a barber's morning shave, and he took my jaw in one of those hands - warm, dry, enormous - thumb at the hinge, and opened me with the brisk competence of a man who'd raised the motion that paid for the right to, and fed himself into my mouth while the Dean's recitation carried on down the table without dropping a decimal.

I had been used in front of audiences before - a lecture hall had once taken notes around me while Keane fucked me and taught. But the lectern had made me the text. This was new: used during - during business that refused to become a performance, attention staying politely elsewhere, my mouth filled at the foot of a meeting that declined to notice. He was thick, and unhurried, and his free hand gathered my hair off my face not gently and not roughly but administratively, clearing his sightline, and the heat that rolled up me at that - at being tidied - soaked the cushion's leather under me before the clock's minute hand had moved twice.

Then his hand flattened on the back of my skull and he pulled me down the whole of him and held me there.

Held, while my throat seized and learned; held, through what I would later work out was the entire third-quarter distribution summary; held, with the blunt patience of a hand accustomed to being obeyed, until my eyes streamed and my hands made fists on my own thighs because Tessa's rule was the only floor I had left to stand on. He let me up on the word surplus. I came off him gasping, lashes stuck to wet, a long silver thread swinging from my lip to him, and the man directly across the table glanced over - at the sound, the way you'd glance at a window in the rain - and went back to tab two.

The heavy-knuckled man finished a few minutes later, down my throat with his thumb stroking the corner of my jaw as it worked - swallow when it's offered - then resettled his belt and returned to his seat and his agenda, and asked Hartwell, in a voice like a quarry floor, whether the distribution schedule could survive a second draw in the spring. She said the modeling suggested it could. Mine was the only body in the room that knew anything unusual had happened, and it knew it everywhere.

Item two was the Pavilion.

"Submissions close tomorrow at five," Hartwell read, while two more chairs eased back on the carpet. "Six entries from the graduate studio are expected to qualify. The jury convenes in the second week of March; the shortlist will be public before Founders' Weekend, and the board will have its briefing first."

Two of them came to me together on that one - a tall trustee with a steel watch and his neighbor, younger, dark-haired, French cuffs, a clean citrus cologne arriving half a stride ahead of him and shoulders the tailoring only had to follow - and there was a moment of pure boardroom choreography while they decided precedence, a little after-you tilt of heads, before the tall one took my mouth and the younger man took my hand. I worked them both with the clock ticking on the sideboard and a building going up in the air above me in committee language - circulation, sightlines, structural glass at a unit cost the chair finds defensible - and I want the record to show what the record cannot: that I knelt on that cushion with one man's cock heavy on my tongue and another's pulsing in my fist, soaked and ignored from the waist down exactly as promised, listening to strangers fund the building a boy was drawing for me at that hour across campus, redrawing one mullion for the ninth time, and the want that went through me then had his name folded somewhere inside it, secret as the chain in a duffel lining, and nobody in the room could have read it off my body no matter how fluent they were. Some things stay mine even on my knees.

The tall one finished on my tongue - withdrew to do it, deliberate, painting the inside of my open mouth with a marksman's economy and then standing back to consider the result. He didn't tell me to swallow. He watched me hold it, the clock ticking, my eyes up because up was where his were, and after a moment he made a small approving sound - the sound a man makes at a correctly poured pour - and only then nodded. I swallowed. The younger one bent me a degree further into my own fist's rhythm and came across my cheek shortly after, a hot lash from cheekbone to ear that I heard as much as felt, and murmured "thank you" - actually murmured it, cufflinks ticking against my jaw as he tucked himself away - and the civility, the cufflinked courtesy of it laid over what was tightening on my cheek, did something to me that I felt in my knees.

The meeting proceeded. That is the sentence I keep returning to, the one that holds the whole afternoon: the meeting proceeded. Items carried. Minutes accrued - the youngest trustee kept them, pen patient as a metronome, and I knelt close enough to hear the nib. Men rose from fund mathematics and crossed the carpet and used my mouth with their jackets still buttoned and went back to their chairs and voted. A motion on the Founders' Weekend security budget was seconded by a man at the exact moment of his finishing - his voice came out belt-flat, seconded, while he pulsed across my upturned face, and not one head along that table lifted. Hartwell called for those in favor. Another trustee had taken his place at me by then; the hand of the man in my mouth went up with the others. Motion carried.

A silver-haired trustee - older, dry, precise, a half-dollar of white silk in his breast pocket - took longer over me than any of them and never once raised his voice or his pace. "Tongue out," he said, conversational, and then, with two fingers under my chin like a man adjusting a picture frame: "Eyes up. There." He used the flat of my tongue in long, even passes, his eyes holding mine the entire time with an attention I had only ever met in one office on the humanities fourth floor - reading, annotating, fluent - and when I understood that he intended to keep my gaze through the whole of it, through every twitch and weight and salt-bead of him against my taste buds, the flush that had lived on my chest all afternoon climbed my throat and bloomed where the whole table could mark it. He finished in my hair. Gathered a honey-blonde fistful, wrapped himself in it, and spent there with a sigh like a man setting down a long-carried case, and worked the wet through with his fingertips after - thorough, proprietary, ruinous - so that I would wear the weight of it cooling against my scalp through items still unnumbered.

"Returning to the April program," Hartwell said.

Somewhere in there I broke Tessa's rule and started counting, and somewhere after that I proved her right and lost it. Eight, I had, or nine. Several came back for seconds, and the seconds were rougher. The heavy-knuckled man rose again during the April logistics and skipped the introductions - both hands in my hair this time, no thumb at the hinge, just the blunt reuse of a mouth he'd already broken in, my jaw throbbing around him from the first stroke, my eyes running fresh tracks down dried ones while a paragraph about marquee rentals went by overhead. The young dark one followed him out of his French cuffs - sleeves turned back off forearms the tailoring had been hiding, less courteous this time and more honest - and the room's temperature never changed, the agendas turned, the carafes were poured, and I knelt in the wreck of the count: jaw aching somewhere deeper than muscle, lips so swollen every breath came shaped by them, throat hot, chest rising shining where drool and worse had run off my chin, cheek and ear and hairline carrying their tacky lines, the cushion dark beneath me in a spreading map of exactly how favorable my review was going.

And not one hand below my waist. Ninety minutes. They were scrupulous about it - hands cupped my face, gripped my hair, collared my throat once lightly to feel it swallow; a wedding band laid its small cold circle against my cheekbone; thumbs traced my jaw and my lips and once, terribly, the line of cum going stiff at my ear, but the whole world below my collarbones might have been someone else's agenda. My nipples ached so hard they felt public. My thighs, kneeling tall, had a fine continuous tremble in them by item four. The plug sat its small implacable weight, seated since seven that morning, the only thing touching me anywhere I needed and exactly, calibratedly, never enough - and I caught myself rocking my hips a quarter-inch against nothing at all, against air and leather and etiquette, and stopped myself, and caught myself again. It wasn't an oversight. It was the item: I was there to be a mouth and a record of their endowment's performance, and my body - which had spent two semesters learning to be fed on demand - slammed itself against that closed door over and over with a fury I had to kneel still inside, eyes streaming for reasons that had stopped being mechanical, while a man held my head down and a motion carried and the brass clock paid out the afternoon a minute at a time.

By the last of them I was incandescent - lit from inside, filament-bright, every nerve below my navel howling at a fixed orbit it couldn't close - slick down the inside of my knees, hot enough that holding still had become labor - and ignored with a thoroughness that money cannot usually buy and had.

"Item five," Hartwell said at last, removing her reading glasses. "There is no item five, gentlemen. Unless there is other business-"

There was no other business. There was a final agenda-shuffle, a clipping of pens. Twelve men had crossed the carpet to me, by a count I'd lost and the cushion hadn't; three had never left their chairs - the eldest, who had watched everything over steepled fingers and touched nothing and somehow looked the longest, and two whose reasons stayed as private as everything else in that room stayed public. The minute-taker dated his page.

Hartwell rose, came down the table's length, and stood over me - over what the meeting had painted, lacquered, and left kneeling on the oxblood cushion, hands still on its thighs, breathing like the end of a race nobody had let me run - and looked down with the same measuring attention I'd watched her give a signature.

"I think we can consider the mid-year review favorable," she said.

To the room, that. Then, to me, in precisely the same register: "Thank you, Miss Calloway. You may dress."

The board filed out around me while I did - unbothered men, recapping pens, two of them already on their phones, one pausing at the door for a last look back, a man checking a closed deal - and the youngest trustee tapped his minutes into an even stack, and in some draft of that document, between the distribution schedule and the security budget, item three was circulating toward fifteen files with the word favorable attached to my name, and my hands buttoned my shirt over skin that felt like a struck bell.

Keane was in the corridor.

Of course he was. Faculty had business on the fourth floor on review day - his report would be in a folder in that room, appended; he had told the Board what he knew - and he came down the paneled hallway with an armful of nothing urgent at the exact minute I came out of it disheveled, glazed, and walking like the floor was new to me.

He stopped. The once-over was slow and itemized: my mouth, swollen past denying anything; the drying lines at my cheek and ear; the damp weight in my hair that no arrangement of it would hide; the white-knuckle composure of a body four floors and a quad away from anywhere it could put itself out. He read all of it at the pace of a man who had nowhere better to be, and the smallest smile I'd ever seen him spend moved the corner of his mouth and was gone.

"Wear it well, Miss Calloway."

He was past me before my mouth assembled anything, footsteps even on the old boards, and the worst of it - I'll keep the record honest - is that the sentence went into me exactly where he aimed it, low and direct, one more hand laid on from a man whose whole art was not laying them, and my body banked it with the rest because my body had quit refusing deposits back when the card was still green.

The marble stair. The lobby. The doors.

The afternoon outside was ordinary and bright, students crossing the quad in the long light with bags and laughter and somewhere a frisbee, and I made it as far as the fountain's wide arc - half the distance home, Langley's roofline in sight over the gingko trees, my knees coming down wrong at every third step - before my body, carrying an afternoon of suits the way a kettle carries a rolling boil, stopped consulting me.

He was crossing the path with a sandwich in one hand and one earbud swinging loose, a grad student by the lanyard, big through the shoulders in a flannel gone soft with washing, and I will never know his name and didn't know it then either, when my feet changed course and planted me in front of him and my hand arrived flat on his chest.

He looked down at the hand. At the gold card. At my face, where the afternoon was written in a language every adult on that campus could read.

"Are you-" he started.

"Yes," I said.

The colonnade ran twenty feet off the path, columns thick as oaks, shadow pooled between them - and I had him behind the second pillar before either of us had finished a sentence - him matching me stride for stride by the second step, his sandwich abandoned on its paper bag on the plinth - my back to the stone, my fingers wrenching his belt with a competence that came out of me from nowhere I'd ever filed it. He caught up fast. Men do, here; it's the whole education of the place. His hands came under my skirt and found no obstacle and a ruinous amount of evidence, and he swore once, reverent, and got his arm under my knee - hooked my leg over his forearm, opened me around him standing - and drove in.

I came in under a minute. I'd known I would from the second my hand had landed on his chest; the boardroom had built it stone by stone for an hour and a half and refused it a door, and the first deep stroke against the front wall of me was the door, and the whole structure came down at once. It hit so hard my head cracked back against the column and I clamped around him with a violence that stuttered his rhythm dead - his eyes flew down to check what he'd done, genuine alarm, a stranger holding a shaking girl who was making a sound like grief into his collar - and what he found in my face when it tipped back up made him swear again, differently, and lock his arm tighter under my knee.

"Again," I said.

It wasn't begging. That was the thing I noticed even inside it - begging was Tuesday's language, the blotter's language, a word you sent up against a closed hand. This came out flat and entitled as a second motion, and he carried it: faster, both of us graceless, my shoulders scraping stone through thin cotton, his breath gone ragged at my temple, the slap of us frank and public in the colonnade's tall shadow while feet went by on the path twenty feet away and a girl's voice said something about a problem set and never slowed. The second one rolled up slower and broke longer, a tide instead of a collapse, and I rode it with my fingers buried in his flannel and my mouth open against his jaw, and somewhere in the middle of it he went rigid and poured himself into me with a sound he tried to strangle and didn't fully manage.

We stood there propped on each other and the architecture. His heart was slamming. Mine had gone strangely, gorgeously calm.

"Christ," he said, finally, easing my leg down like something borrowed. "I - is there a - do I-"

"You don't," I said, "anything," and patted his chest once, twice, where my hand had first landed, and retrieved his sandwich from the plinth and handed it back to him.

He laughed - shocked out of him, boyish, sandwich in hand and me running down his softening length onto the colonnade stones - and was still half-laughing when I stepped back onto the path and into the long light, walking home with his load slipping warm down my thigh to keep company with everything the afternoon had already written on me.

And all the way to Langley I turned the difference over, because there was one, and it was new. Not the glass - I had staged that, aimed the lamp, chosen my audience. Not Nate, who had been mine before any tier was. This was a stranger in the middle of campus traffic, and no wrist had caught mine. No envelope had summoned me. No one had read my card before I moved.

Used was the program's word, and I had stopped flinching at it months ago. This hadn't been that. There was a better word and I found it on the Langley stairs.

Fed.

Tessa was at the third-floor sinks with her hair up in a towel, running a thumbnail down a seam of her liaison binder like she was thinking about gutting it, and she took one look at me in the mirror.

One. I watched her do it: mouth, hair, the chalky scuff of colonnade lichen ground into the shoulder seam of my shirt, the state of my legs. Her face went through delight on its way to something older.

"The review I knew about," she said. "The review's in my binder. The colonnade's not in my binder."

"It wasn't on the agenda."

"No," she said, slow, grin arriving all the way now, "it never is. First time it couldn't wait till you got home?"

I met her eyes in the mirror and didn't bother building anything to stand behind. "First time it didn't ask."

Tessa nodded the way veterans nod, once, a tradesman confirming a sound she'd heard in a hundred engines. She pulled the towel off her head and shook her hair down and gathered her binder under one arm, and the look she gave my reflection on the way out was bright and leisurely and entirely without mercy.

"It gets worse," she said. "Better."

The door swung shut on her. I ran the tap warm and washed the afternoon off slowly, because nobody upstairs was timing this part.

The minutes would never hear about the colonnade. That one was mine.

My body had already voted.


⚜




Chapter 6: Scrum

⚜

On Friday morning the program assigned me to the rugby club the way it assigned rooms to courses.

From: Scholar Services - Assignments Subject: Standing assignment - Athletics

Scholar Calloway -

Effective this week, the first fifteen's post-training session - Fridays, Athletic Center, Locker Room B - carries a standing assignment for the Honors scholar. Report at the conclusion of training, approximately 5:15 p.m.

- Scholar Services

I read it in the breakfast line with a tray going cold in my other hand. Locker Room B. The green card had known that room - by appointment only, an hour at a time - and it assembled itself behind my eyes before I'd finished the subject line: the long benches, steam hanging permanent over the shower bay, kit bags and tape and liniment, and a dozen-plus men in various stages of undress watching with the frank collective patience of a team that has been promised something.

That was the green version. Standing was new. Weekly was new. And the card between my breasts hadn't been green since January. The heat arrived ahead of any decision about it, low and exact, right there in the breakfast line.

The girl behind me in line cleared her throat, and I took my tray and sat with it and accomplished very little. By my nine o'clock the email had reorganized the day around quarter past five, and the survey lecture ran on somewhere above my notes - present, dutiful, beside the point.

I found Tessa at ten at the coffee kiosk outside Mercer, with her liaison binder under one arm and two cups already paid for, and she handed me mine without a flicker of surprise, which meant the assignment had crossed her desk before it crossed my door.

"Fridays," she said. "Locker Room B."

"It went out this morning."

"It was approved Wednesday. The liaison office gets the cc now." She drank, watching me over the rim. "They've been waiting all winter for that card. The captain's been asking since the rumors started over break whether gold came with a fixture list."

"And now it does."

"Now it does." She fell into step beside me down the wet path, and delivered the rest in the tone of a woman reading from her own paperwork. "It's not the boardroom, so don't dress your nerves for the boardroom. They're a team. They do everything together, loudly, and they've had nothing to do all winter but lift and wait. The tile is real tile - wear your hair up." At the path split she stopped, and the dryness in her face shifted one degree toward something almost fond. "Eat lunch," she said. "I mean it. Eat lunch."

I ate lunch. Around noon my phone buzzed twice against the table.

Nate: Five hours to deadline. The mullion won on points

Nate: I saw the scholar board. Fridays

I wrote back: Starting tonight.

Nate: I know. Submission's due at five. Think of me at 5:15

I laughed into my soup, alone, and a boy across the dining hall looked over at the sound and then at the gold and visibly considered his afternoon, and I sat there warm in four directions at once.

By five the rain had settled in to stay, fine and cold, hazing the lamps along the athletics path. I'd pinned my hair up before leaving - Tessa's one piece of tactical advice - and the rain was already picking the knot apart. The Athletic Center stood up out of the wet with its high windows lit, and I could hear them before the corridor turned - studs ringing off concrete, a door slamming, the carrying laughter of large men who'd finished their work for the week. The corridor to Locker Room B smelled of cut grass and mud and adhesive tape, and the steam reached me ten feet from the door, and under the plaid and the wet wool of the walk my skin had already decided what kind of hour this was going to be. The plug had been in since seven and had outlasted the timetable; Friday's last lecture block had emptied hours ago, and my hands had gone nowhere near it - my business, not the timetable's.

I pushed open the door marked B.

Heat first. The room ran twenty degrees warmer than the corridor and a hundred percent wetter, steam drifting in sheets from the shower bay and condensing on the high frosted windows where the rain ticked. Mud everywhere a boot had been. Two rows of benches down the middle, bolted to the tile, scarred pale by decades of studs. And the team - fifteen of them, give or take the walking wounded, in towels and half-kit and one in nothing but a bag of ice taped to his knee, turning toward the door with a speed that told me the slip on their board had been read aloud more than once.

The captain found me first. He was built straight up and down like a loading door, his neck running into his shoulders without negotiating, both ears gone to cauliflower - and handsome anyway, the blunt way, steam-flushed and shining across a slabbed chest, forearms corded from a winter under the bar, tape still wrapped around one thigh - and he crossed the tile unhurried with his hand out, and shook mine, formally, mud to my wrist, which got the first laugh of the evening from the benches.

"The Honors scholar," he said - to the room rather than to me, like a result coming in.

Bags thudded down. Men swung onto the benches backward, elbows on knees, a couple still chewing from the team cooler, and every conversation in the room narrowed into one shared attention with me standing at the focus of it in a rain-damp skirt. Last semester I'd come to this room on a posted slip, the green card's tidy menu, so new to it all that I'd spent the first session staring at the grout. The grout hadn't changed. I'd come back gold, and the difference walked in with me, and every man on those benches had read the difference off the board days ago.

The captain hooked a thumb under the lanyard and lifted the card an inch off my sternum, read it, and let it fall.

"Kit off," he said. "That stays."

So my first act on the team's floor was a strip nobody helped me with - the knot, the buttons, the rain-wet plaid worked down over my hips, shoes toed off against somebody's kit bag - the whole squad watching me come down to skin and the gold card, and somebody in the second row observing that the uniform looked even better coming off.

"Knees."

The tile was exactly as advertised. Cold through to the bone of me, wet from the showers, hard in a way the boardroom's leather cushion had been engineered never to be - and kneeling on it bare in front of the benches while the captain dropped his towel was its own kind of honesty. Nothing in this room would be upholstered. He was thick everywhere else and thick there too, and he gathered the steam-loosened ruin of my pinned hair into one workmanlike handful and fed himself into my mouth without ceremony, and the benches settled in around us with the rustle of an audience that meant to stay.

He set a training tempo and held it. Long, even strokes, deeper by degrees, his hand keeping my hair clear of the work less out of kindness than out of regard for sightlines - and they talked while he used me. That was the thing I hadn't braced for, the thing no other audience had done: the boardroom had ignored me with fifteen men's worth of discipline, the lecture hall had held its breath, but the benches kept up a running commentary, low and warm and filthy, assessing his pace, my mouth, the slick state of my bare thighs, and every observation landed somewhere on my skin. I knelt on stone-cold tile leaking onto my own knees and learned that a team watches differently than a crowd. A crowd witnesses. A team participates.

He went deep at the end, both hands framing my jaw, and finished down my throat with a short sound he didn't bother to dress up, and I swallowed what he gave me to a roar that rattled the frosted glass. He stepped back and looked down at me - flushed, wet-eyed, lips swollen on the first event of the card's new fixture list - with the expression of a man whose winter questions had been answered.

"Told you," he said, to nobody in particular, and got his laugh, and a lock with a grin and a bag of ice still taped to his knee said the program should have gone gold years ago.

A second man was off the bench before the captain had his towel back. Shorter, denser, a scrum-half's build, thighs filling his training shorts to the seams, mud drying up one hip and a post-training flush still on his throat - and he didn't take me anywhere. He stood me up, walked me two steps, and folded me over the nearest bench, forearms to the scarred wood, the whole length of me bare at the room's eye level. The bench was bolted down. I heard it argue anyway when he drove in - no preamble, no testing stroke, just the whole length of him arriving at once in the soaked mess the walk and the kneeling had made of me, and the sound I let go came out of me unmuffled, full voice, into a room built of tile and echo.

A palm cracked down on the nearest bench hard enough to rattle the water bottles.

He fucked me hard enough that the question of performing didn't come up for a while - my knuckles white on the far edge of the wood, the bench's bolts ticking, his hipbones smacking a rhythm into me that somebody started clapping to, gently, mockingly, dead on the beat, the rest joining one pair of hands at a time - and that, the clapping, did something to me that I will be a long time learning the bottom of. They were keeping my time. A whole team could see exactly what was being done to me and had organized itself around the tempo of it, and when the orgasm came up I didn't ride it quietly into my forearm the way a stairwell had once required. I lifted my head and let the room have my face while it happened. The clapping broke into something louder. He swore, dragged me back onto him by both hips, and went still at the deepest point, pulsing, and the wet heat of him spreading into me arrived to applause.

"She'll do," he announced, breathless, pulling out, and the laughter that went up bounced off the tile, and so - discovering it in real time, draped over a bench with my heart slamming and his load beginning its descent - did I.

The sandy-haired flanker came next, and the room's noise changed key.

I knew him. October knowledge, green-card knowledge: he'd had me over this same bench row last semester, polite about it, quick, one appointment among the hour's several - and he came over still steaming from the showers, water beaded in the hollow of his throat, watching me with the particular focus of a man who'd done his reading since. He didn't fold me over the bench. He turned me to face it - to face them - and ran his palm down the curve of my ass with a proprietary slowness, and found the flared base seated there, and the talk died mid-syllable, front row first.

"Gold card," he said, mostly to himself, like a man confirming the address.

He drew the plug out with a slow, turning patience that bowed my back and emptied my lungs, and held it up - and the low whistle that came off the benches went through me like a finger run down my spine. He stood it upright on the bench shelf beside someone's tape roll, square in everyone's sightline, and the commentary came back filthy and delighted: somebody asked what else came with the card; somebody answered him with specifics; somebody told them both to shut up and watch. He slicked himself in me twice - courtesy of the scrum-half, courtesy of my whole day - and set himself where the steel had been, and took the first thing gold had opened to this room.

The difference the semester had made happened in the muscle, not the mind: when he opened me and the long blunt push of him dragged that sound up out of my chest, I didn't fold down over the wood. I arched. Spine in a long bow, head up, hands braced wide on the bench, my ass lifted into the stretch of him where every man on the benches could read it - and when the front row leaned in, I went wider. Their leaning was a dial and I could feel my own hips answer it, and the shame of that - of being legible, of wanting the lean - poured its gasoline where it always poured, and the flanker groaned at what it did to the grip of me.

"Harder."

I didn't whisper it. I pitched it for the back bench, and the back bench answered, and he gave it to me harder while the room narrated everything - the bounce of me, the state of my face, the gold card swinging on its lanyard under my throat - and somewhere in the heat and the echo and the weight of fifteen men's attention the second orgasm rolled me under without asking. I heard myself break around it. So did the building.

He lost his rhythm all at once - fingers dug white into my hips, forehead dropping between my shoulder blades, the pulse of him deep in territory the team had never had - breathing like the last minute of a match, and when he straightened he reached past me for the plug and slotted it home without ceremony, offhand as taping a thumb.

"Worth the winter," he said. Nobody argued.

A water bottle arrived in my hand after that, somebody's towel under my knees, ninety seconds of rough kindness while men moved benches - and the moving told me the centerpiece was coming before anyone said it. A bench was cleared. Another lock lay back along it, long as the bench itself, sweat-darkened muscle gone easy with fatigue, and the captain stood at its end working the last of the tape off his thigh, unhurried, pacing his second wind.

The lock held out one hand. I took it, and climbed on.

Straddling him took my whole attention - the bench narrow under his back, his hands spanning my waist to steady me, the thick seated push of him up into my pussy while my knees found their bracing on either side of the wood - and I'd barely settled the length of him when a palm I already knew spread itself flat between my shoulder blades and folded me gently down onto the lock's chest. Behind me, two fingers found the plug's base and drew it free, setting it back by the tape roll - second time tonight, and somebody in the front row swore softly at a trick he couldn't learn - and then it was him, blunter and hotter than steel, easing into my ass with the lock holding dead still and deep underneath me.

The Showcase had been the last time I'd been filled like that, in December, on a white dais, in front of evening wear - and the body remembers what the mind files away. Both of them seated, neither of them moving, my breath coming apart in pieces between two men on a bolted bench in a room of steam and rain-light, and then the man behind me set the rhythm and the lock answered it, alternating, one always arriving as the other drew back, a see-saw built by men whose whole sport is timing - and it wrung me out precisely, by design. I stopped being able to arch for anyone. All that was left was being moved between them and making the sounds the room had earned, and the next one came up through both of them at once and went through me so hard the lock had to clamp me to his chest to keep me on the bench.

The jokes had stopped. I heard it through the roar in my ears: the commentary burned down to single syllables, wood creaking as big bodies leaned in.

"Fresh legs," the captain said.

The change ran smooth as anything they'd drilled all season - the captain withdrawing with a control that cost him something audible, the lock easing me up off his chest, hands I never assigned to faces steadying me through one shivering, hollow, unbearable moment of being empty everywhere - and then a fresh man slid under me, and a fresh one stood behind, and I was refilled in two long pushes that turned the hollow inside out. Somebody whistled the substitution on. The new pair were less patient than the first; the rhythm went from set piece to loose play, faster, rougher at both ends, the bench complaining under three people's weight, and the fourth orgasm arrived somewhere in the middle of it and after that I stopped keeping track. They arrived without numbers. The man underneath me broke first, shouting at the ceiling, every pulse of him reaching me through the other man's rhythm; the one in my ass went longer, pulled out at the end, and laid the small of my back in hot stripes I felt land one by one, and a voice from the back said something about conversion rates that got the whole room going.

I was draped over the man beneath me, slick everywhere a body can be slick and lit all the way through, when the captain came back.

The room made space for him without being asked. He drew me up off the bench and bent me over its end - my cheek to the wood, my knees gone to rope - and took my ass for the last movement, slow and deep and absolutely unhurried, one wide hand pinning both of mine at the base of my spine, just above where his teammate was cooling on my skin. Nobody clapped this part. The captain's privilege, and everyone knew it, and he took his time spending it - and when he let go at last, grinding deep, the flood of him the night's last heat, the whole team let its breath out in one long appreciative noise that had no joke in it anywhere - and under it, cheek to the wood, one still thought surfaced and stayed: a whole season had been pointed at this, and here I was, equal to it.

He reseated the plug himself. Of course he did. Everything they'd left there, sealed under steel with one slow press of his palm - and then he pulled a towel off the rail and tossed it onto my shoulder and said, to the room, in the voice he probably used for naming the man of the match:

"Best signing this club's ever made."

The room came back to being a locker room around me by degrees - bag zips, deodorant, an argument about a restaurant, someone's music - while I sat on the bench in the steam with the towel and the water bottle and the team's evening seated, striped, and drying on me, and the ordinariness of it was the part I floated on. Nobody hovered. Somebody's flip-flops slapped past. The flanker, dressed now, paused at the door on his way out and said, "Friday," the way you'd confirm a study group, and was gone into the rain.

I dressed slowly. My phone, in the skirt's waistband pocket, had been waiting since two minutes past five.

Nate: Submitted. 4:58

I rinsed my hands at the row of sinks and typed with the only clean part of me: The club says I'm the best signing they've ever made.

The dots came and went once. Then:

Nate: Wait till they see the building.

Saturday I gave him Friday across the back table at Mercer, low-voiced, all of it in order, and watched him take it in with both hands wrapped around a coffee he let go cold. Sunday was laundry and Wharton and two men in the afternoon, one of whom never said a word and one of whom wouldn't stop. Monday was lectures and the plug and the placard rail. And then it was Tuesday, and four o'clock came up underneath the whole day the way it now always did, and at one minute to the hour I stood in the fourth-floor corridor of the humanities building with empty hands.

The blotter was new. I noticed it from the doorway - fresh felt, unmarked, the old one retired with an hour of me soaked into it - and I chose to count that as a trophy, and Keane watched me choose it from behind the desk with his pen already capped, which from him was a drawn curtain and a dimmed house.

He didn't tell me to undress. I was unbuttoning before the latch clicked.

"You've done the reading," he said.

The props were all where January had left them: my back on the new blotter, its fresh felt nubbled and strange against my skin, my heels at the desk's edge, the steel seated and unacknowledged as ever, the green lamp pooling its light on the both of us, his two fingers and his thumb and his terrible patience taking me up the long grade toward the threshold. What had changed was the audience - me. The first time he lifted his hand away and let the crest collapse back into me, I kept my eyes on his and let him watch it land. No begging this week. I'd decided it somewhere between Friday's locker room and Tuesday's corridor, or below deciding, in the place where the week's real choices got made: he could have the denials, all of them, at whatever hour he billed them to - but the begging had been a gift, and I was done giving it for free.

The second denial, the same - heels hard against the desk's edge, breath ragged through my teeth, eyes open. The third, my breath tore and my hips chased his hand and I hauled both back down and held his gaze while the wreck of it subsided, and I watched that register behind the wire rims - a flicker, an annotation made and filed.

"Nothing for me this week," he said, only half a question.

"I'm here every Tuesday, professor."

The fourth build he took me higher before the lift, and the fifth he didn't lift at all - he carried me onto the threshold and held me on it, the way he'd done once before, that long white-static balance with no floor anywhere under it. I won't pretend it was composure. My back bowed; my thighs burned with the strain of staying open on nobody's orders but mine; the sounds I made were nothing I could have transcribed; the lamp swam. But the word stayed behind my teeth where he could see me keep it, and when he finally let the whole built height of it come down with no release anywhere in the fall, what he found waiting on my face was attention.

He stood into the lamp's green pool above me - the belt, the soft sounds of a man keeping his own time even now - and I turned my face up before he could decide I should, which took something out of the gesture that he wanted in it, and we both knew that too. He finished on my upturned face with his eyes locked on mine and mine open under it - heat landing at my brow, my open mouth, the side of my throat, scalding where the first had merely settled - and I did not blink until the last of it stilled, and then only because the body insists.

I sat up on his desk without being dismissed. Took my skirt from the chair myself.

"Thank you, professor," I said, and I said it the way you thank a man for returning a book you had always intended to get back.

The pause before he answered was one beat too long, and we both heard it. He recapped nothing, shuffled nothing; he looked at me from his chair, the wire rims catching one brief flare of green, and something worked behind the stillness that hadn't been there in January - arithmetic meeting a number it hadn't projected.

"Tuesday," he said. One word shorter than last time. The rations were shrinking.

I dressed under the lamp at my own pace - shirt, skirt, shoes, the gold settling back between my breasts - and made no move at all toward my face. I didn't linger at the door.

It took thirty yards.

After the boardroom it had taken half a quad and a colonnade; I'd had time to learn what was happening while it happened. This time I came down the stone steps of the humanities building into the blue end of dusk with five confiscated crests stacked in me and his mark cooling on my face, and the first man crossing my path - tall, track jacket, gym-wet hair, cutting from the athletics path toward the dining halls - saw my face and slowed, because the whole campus knew that sight by now. He never finished slowing. Thought arrived late to the whole transaction: my hand was already at his sleeve, his course already folding into mine, and he read the card, then the rest of me, and his eyes went wide and then went dark, and his hands found my waist before I'd let go of his cuff. Neither of us said one entire word.

The fountain rim was eight steps away, wide marble, beaded with the day's rain. He set me on the lip of it with my back to the water and stood into me, and his hands went under the plaid and found what the hour on the blotter had left - and the sound he made was scalded, half a swear - and that was the last preamble there was. Four minutes. His hands, the cold stone, the long blunt relief of him driving in where Keane had spent an hour proving he didn't have to - and the orgasm that man had built five times and refused five times tore loose on the third stroke and poured out of me in the open air, in front of the dinner drift, loud, ragged, endless, my heels locked behind a stranger's knees and the fountain's spray landing cold on the back of my neck. The dinner crowd parted around us. A girl slowed. Two guys stopped pretending to talk. He fucked me through every wave of it with the desperate concentration of a man handed something detonating, and followed me over while I was still going, emptying himself into me with his face buried in the damp tangle of my hair.

My head tipped back over the water, and the world arrived upside down.

The humanities building, gray against the last of the light. The long rows of windows. And on the fourth floor, behind the leaded glass, one window holding a small green-gold glow - the lamp, his lamp, lit over a desk I'd been denied on eleven minutes ago.

I don't know if he watched. The lamp said he was in the building; the glass kept everything else. He could keep Tuesdays. The wanting had stopped keeping his calendar - it had come three hundred feet on its own and opened under his windows, and whether he'd seen it only changed who knew first.

The stranger eased back, dazed, half-laughing, and helped me down off the rim with both hands and exaggerated care. The mist came off the fountain fine as breath and settled cool on my upturned face, on his mark, on all of it.

Four floors up, the lamp burned on. I let it keep whatever it knew.


⚜




Chapter 7: Founders' eve

⚜

February went by in Tuesdays.

There were other days in it - I attended them, I have the notes - but when I try to hand those weeks back in order, what comes is the hour. Four o'clock. The lamp. The blotter aging one session at a time. What had begun in January as annotation was subtraction now: the observations gone, the instructions gone, nothing left but the arithmetic itself - six denials by the middle of the month, seven once, the hour run nearly silent except for what my body couldn't help saying into it. At the door it was "Tuesday," and then some weeks it wasn't even that, just the red pen resuming before I'd finished with my buttons. I had stopped mistaking the silence for boredom. A man gets bored of a book he's finished. He was still reading.

And every Tuesday evening, somewhere between his office door and mine, the week's confiscation found its own way out of the building. I'd given up predicting where. A teaching assistant among the periodicals who had only asked whether I wanted the lamp on. The shelter by the music building at twenty to nine, a man with a cased trombone and cold hands, rain ticking the plexiglass roof. My body had learned the route home from that office the way water learns a hillside - it went where the grade took it, and I arrived wherever it had gone, emptied and ringing, and what he would not give me somebody always, always did.

The rest of the calendar held its shape around that. Fridays were steam and tile and the team's loud arithmetic, a standing fact of the week by March, no more remarkable on my schedule than the Monday seminar. The plug belonged to lecture days, same as the placards. Midterms came and went; the campus wore me the way it wore the fountain - present, useful, part of the grounds.

In the second week of March the jury convened, and for three days Nate texted like a man being held somewhere without windows.

Nate: They had us pin up at 8. It's 11 and they're still in there

Nate: The chair touched my model. Nobody touches the models

Then, on the Friday:

Nate: Shortlist's out

Nate: Two schemes left standing

Nate: Guess

The glass one, I sent.

Nate: The glass one.

I was in the library annex when it came through, and I sat there with my thumb over the screen and a heat in my chest that had nothing transactional in it at all. Two finalists. A winner named at term's end. Somewhere across campus a full-scale mockup bay was already being staked out on the colonnade lawn, and the building he'd shown me in January - CHOSEN block-lettered in the corner of the final spread - had survived contact with a jury. They would hang both schemes in the architecture gallery, he told me that weekend, like rival altarpieces. He said the other one had a roof you'd remember and nothing else worth keeping. He said it with his hand around my ankle on his lap, in the particular calm he saved for things he intended to win.

The program's instructions for Founders' Weekend reached me the third week of March, on letterhead, in the tone of a railway timetable. Friday: reception, President's Lawn, seven o'clock, formal uniform, scholars attend for the scheduled duration - the donors' calendar, the addendum had called it, and the schedule ran to the program's own ten o'clock. Saturday: the main quad, noon. I read the Friday paragraph like a syllabus. The Saturday paragraph I read the way you read your own name in print, twice, with a pulse in it, and then I put the letter in the desk drawer and didn't reread it for a week, which fooled no part of me.

The dress had been waiting since December.

It came out of the wardrobe on the first Friday evening in April still folded in its tissue, and it weighed what it had weighed at the Showcase - almost nothing, a white so fine it took the lamplight straight through. I'd worn it once, on a dais, and left it pooled on a stage, and the program had returned it pressed, which I understood now was not laundering but liturgy. No skirt tonight, no shirt, no lanyard. The sheath went on over bare skin and told the truth about all of it: the freckles at my collarbones, the cold-tightened points of my nipples, the narrow of my waist, the flare of my hips, the precise place where my thighs met. Heels. The steel had gone back in its case with the afternoon's last lecture; the evening's uniform had its own rules. And last the thin gold chain, the one that said Scholar in script you had to be close to read - the chain that had been to Nebraska and back inside a duffel lining, that had sat against my sternum through my father's December sermons like a coal that wouldn't announce itself.

In the dark glass of my wall I was a candle in a white paper shade. You couldn't see everything. You could see that there was everything to see.

The President's Lawn lay on the far side of the administration building, a half-acre of barbered grass I'd had no business on before tonight, and the marquee stood on it like a visiting ship - white canvas going gold at the seams with the last of the daylight, strings of bulbs swagged under the canopy, a jazz trio tuning somewhere inside, the whole rig humming faintly where the generators crouched behind it in the dark. I'd heard this party purchased. A paragraph about marquee rentals had gone by above my head in January while a trustee held it down, and here was the paragraph, erected, lit, smelling of crushed grass and citronella and money.

Inside, the evening was already moving. Donors and alumni in blazers and dinner jackets, faculty wearing their good versions of themselves, trays of wine finding hands. The architecture studio had come en bloc - you could tell them by the shoes - and the two finalist boards, carried over from the gallery for the evening, stood on easels near the entrance, CHOSEN's long glass hall drawing a slow, steady traffic of money toward it. And dotted through everything, white on white, the scholars - a dozen of us in the formal sheath, circulating the way we'd been scheduled to, each with her little cursive chain. I spotted Tessa inside a minute, over by the bandstand, laughing at something a man with a watch chain had not meant to be funny, working the lawn like the inventor of it.

A server offered me a glass of white wine, and I carried it the way you carry a prop.

The first half hour taught me the register. Nobody staged anything. The tent held no dais and no waiting cushion; there was conversation, and the conversation had hands. A trustee I half-knew from a mahogany table introduced me to two men as "the Honors scholar - yes, the one," and both of them shook my hand, and one of them held it a moment and turned it over like a coin he was checking the year on. Across the tent, a scholar I knew by face was bent over a cocktail table with her sheath at her waist while a man in a dinner jacket took her at his leisure, and the men he'd been talking to went on talking to him, and a server changed the table's ashtray mid-stroke. The boardroom in January had used me the way a meeting uses an exhibit. This was different weather entirely. Sex ran through the party the way the wine did - poured steadily, nobody's occasion, everybody's evening.

I was the gold tier, and the guest list had been briefed. Men I had never met said "Miss Calloway" before I'd offered it. In January the idea of being asked for by name had given me vertigo on the end of Tessa's bed; by April I'd learned what it actually felt like, which was this: a warm hand at the small of your back, mid-introduction, belonging to someone who already knew everything the introduction was for.

The silver-haired alumnus at the bar never stopped telling his story.

He was three sentences into it when his hand found my hip - something about the boathouse flooding in his junior year, the crew carrying the shells up the hill in their pajamas; he was still square through the shoulders, forty years out of the stroke seat - and he was four sentences in when he turned me, conversationally, and folded me forward over the bar's white-clothed table. The bartender lifted the ice bucket clear and went on slicing limes. The two men he was telling it to shifted their stance a quarter-turn to keep him company, glasses held at the correct social altitude, and one of them said, "This was Hendrick's year?" and the alumnus said it certainly was not Hendrick's year, Hendrick couldn't have carried a paddle, and gathered my sheath up over my hips with the hand that wasn't holding his scotch.

He set the scotch down only to unfasten himself. I'll record that as the one ceremonial gesture of the entire encounter.

He was thick and patient as money and I was wetter than the evening had any administrative right to expect, and when he pushed into me the sound I made went into the tablecloth and the story went on over it - the shells, the hill, the pajamas - his voice never changing cadence while his hips found a gentleman's rhythm, deep and regular and proprietorial, like a man rocking a boat he owned at a dock he also owned. The cloth smelled of laundering. The table's rim bit a warm line under my hipbones. The bulbs above the bar swam gold when my eyes lost their grip. One of his companions glanced down at me with mild goodwill, the way you'd acknowledge a well-behaved dog at a dinner party, and asked whether the boathouse had ever actually been repaired, and the alumnus said that was the point, that was the whole point, the boathouse was the same boathouse to this day - and his hand tightened on my hip and he finished inside me, a long expanding warmth, somewhere between "boathouse" and "to this day," without ever surrendering the floor.

He withdrew, put me back together with two absent pats of the sheath, and reached past me for his glass.

"-and that," he said, resuming his scotch, "is why nobody from my class will donate to athletics."

The two companions laughed. I straightened, lifted my own glass off the bar where the bartender had been minding it, and rejoined the evening with the first load of the night warm inside me and the tablecloth's crease still printed on my cheek - and the strangest part, the part I turned over all the way across the tent, was how much of my own heat had arrived not during but at the end, at resuming his scotch: at being a clause in a sentence about boathouses. The board had reviewed me. The lawn was simply having me, the way it was having the wine and the weather, and it had my answer before I'd finished framing the question.

The yield argument found me an hour into the dark, when the bulbs had taken over from the sky and the band had found its tempo for the night.

Three of them, younger than the bar - alumni of the recent vintage, sharp suits worn the way athletes wear warmups, the easy hunger of men whose money was still an active verb - stationed around a cocktail table near the marquee's open side with their jackets unbuttoned. One of them I'd seen check my chain against something on his phone. It was the tallest - big-handed, built like he still trained an hour before the markets opened - who put his glass down, said, "Miss Calloway - settle something for us," and turned me against the table before I'd answered, my hands finding the cloth, the night air of the open wall cool on the backs of my thighs as the sheath went up.

What they were settling was the spending rule.

"Four and a half percent is devout," the tallest said - into the conversation, not to me - as he slicked himself in what the bar had left and pressed in, and the table's single iron leg ticked against the lawn with his first stroke. "Hartwell runs that endowment like a rectory."

"She runs it like a rectory that beat its benchmark by two hundred points," said the second - dark-browed, jaw shadowed past five o'clock - watching my face with his wine at his lips. "You're arguing with the only line on the books that performs like this."

He meant me. The flush went down my chest like something spilled, and the tall one felt what it did and laughed low and kept his rhythm, unhurried, club-tied, splitting me on the word performs, and over my back the talk ran on - distribution schedules, the April draw, whether the Pavilion would be funded out of principal - with my breath going ragged underneath it like weather under a radio broadcast. Every stroke sank my heels a little deeper into the President's Lawn.

He finished inside me mid-yield-curve. The second took the tall one's place between one sentence and the next, turned my chin with two fingers so the table got my profile, and had me at a sharper angle that pulled the sounds up out of my register entirely, and somewhere in it my eyes went across the marquee and stopped.

Nate.

Dark jacket, glass untouched in his hand, a half-circle of donors around him - the boy who drew the glass box, I'd heard a trustee say the words an hour ago, hunting him through the crowd - and a man with cufflinks worth a semester was talking at his ear, and Nate was looking at me. Not at the scene. At me - over the stranger's shoulder, through sixty feet of string light and jazz and other people's conversation, with the same level dark attention he'd given me across a ballroom in December - and he held my eyes while the second man worked me against the iron-legged table, and he didn't blink, and neither did I until the angle broke me away.

When I found him again the trustee had him by the elbow, turning him toward somebody who needed meeting. He let himself be turned. The last thing his eyes did before the crowd had him was come down the length of me, slow, once - bent bare-hipped over rented furniture with a stranger inside me and another one waiting - and what was in his face wasn't tolerance and never had been. It was the look of a man reviewing the drawings.

The second one came inside me with his hand wrapped over my mouth - not silencing, holding, a warm broad pressure my moan poured straight through - and the third, broadest of them, heavy through the chest, put his wine down at last.

"All three," he said to his friends, mildly, as his thumb found what ran down my thighs and traced it upward, gathering, pressing slick circles where the evening hadn't been yet. "It's in the addendum. It went out in the January board packet."

"You would know," one of them said, and the third one said, "I endow, I read," and worked himself into my ass with the same easy entitlement the evening had run on since seven o'clock - no whistle, no audience leaning in, no commentary, just a conversation about fiscal devoutness conducted over my spine while he opened me and seated himself full. April air on my wet thighs. Somewhere behind me, something in waltz time. The stretch of him sat me up on my toes and dropped my forehead to the tablecloth, and nobody at the table found it remarkable. The party simply ran through me now, the way the current ran through the bulbs.

I came on him there. Face-down in white cloth at the open side of a marquee, the music swinging on twenty feet away, the man who loved me somewhere behind the crowd shaking hands with the money - long and rolling and nearly silent, my fists balling the tablecloth, and the third one rode it out with a connoisseur's patience and then spent himself deep where the program's addendum said he could.

They put themselves away. The tallest returned my wine glass to my hand; the second restored my sheath with a courteous tug. By the time the glass was steady they were deep in percentages again, and I stood a moment with my knees relearning their trade, three loads cooling in me and on the inside of both thighs, dripping out of me into the grass.

A server appeared at my elbow with cocktail napkins on a tray, offered without a flicker, the way you'd offer them with a drink.

I took one. Hospitality all the way down.

Tessa materialized the way she always did, from the direction I wasn't looking, already talking.

"There you are. We're requested." White sheath against tanned skin, her chain bright at her throat - she was enjoying her semester's last big party with her whole chest. "Both of us. Together."

"Together?"

"He asked for the set." She took my wine glass out of my hand, drank from it, gave it back, and steered me by the bare elbow through the crowd's warm shoulders. "Chesterfield, by the far wall. He's endowed two buildings and a wing of the library. Be nice to the wing, I do my homework in it."

The chesterfield sat in an island of rented furniture at the marquee's quieter end - deep, buttoned, oxblood leather, of course it was - and the donor in it was sixty-some and broad and content, a heavy old signet on one hand and a summer-house ease about him, a man for whom the evening was going precisely to plan. He watched us come to him through the crowd, two scholars in white, and he didn't stand and didn't leer. He set his glass on the armrest with a small final click, like a chairman gaveling something simple through.

"Ladies," he said.

We knelt on the rug in front of him in the same moment - I learned it from her body half a beat late, the way I'd learned everything on this campus - and Tessa's hands undid him with a fluency that had four semesters in it, and what she drew out of his evening trousers was heavy and already rising and entirely unembarrassed, like its owner.

"I watched you in December," he told me, conversational, as Tessa angled him toward my mouth first - hostess to the end, guests begin - and I took him deep enough to make his breath catch and his hand settle into my hair, warm and heavy as the evening. "Told the development office the next morning: whatever she's on, endow it."

"He did," Tessa said, from an inch away. "I've seen the letter." And then her mouth joined mine.

I'd been shared before - benches, tables, a common-room couch - but always as the thing being shared; I had never once worked alongside. Her tongue ran up the underside of him while mine circled the crown, and the first time they met - slick, warm, hers utterly certain, around the width of a stranger between us - the sound I made was nothing I'd planned to spend in front of a donor. She laughed at me with her eyes. We traded him - her mouth sinking down him while I went below, lips and tongue at the heavy hang of him, then up his length to meet her coming down, the two of us passing the work back and forth in a rhythm she conducted with little tilts of her chin - and his hands rested one on each of our heads, comfortable, proprietary, occupying more than gripping, and above us he carried on a fragment of conversation with somebody passing, about the gallery hanging, about the two finalists, the glass one, yes, everyone says the glass one - and under his voice Tessa's fingers laced through mine against his knee, and that, absurdly, was the detail my body chose to bank: her grip, schoolgirlish, while we shared a donor's cock between our mouths in front of half the endowment.

He thickened, and Tessa read it a stroke before I did. She drew me up beside her - cheek to cheek, her hand gathering my hair back with brisk professional kindness - and he finished across both of us at once: heat striping my mouth and her mouth, my chin, the high line of her cheekbone, one last lash landing warm where our faces nearly touched. He exhaled - long, contented, conclusive - and reached for his glass while it cooled on us.

Neither of us moved.

Her face was an inch from mine. Less. His finish was on both our lips, and her brown eyes were exactly as steady as they'd been across a bathroom mirror in January, and for one suspended second the entire evening narrowed to that inch - her breath, warm and quick, tasting of wine and him; the heat coming off her cheek; the bright filthy gleam on her upper lip. I felt my own body lean a centimeter into the gap with no instructions from me. The question that had never once in two semesters needed asking sat there between us with its hands folded.

Then Tessa grinned, closed the last of it past my mouth, and licked his finish off my lower lip - one slow deliberate pass, her tongue warm, tasting me under him.

"Waste not," she said.

She stood, thanked the donor by name, and was reabsorbed into the party with my pulse still hammering wherever she'd set it down, and I knelt there one breath longer with the inch still open in front of me like a door nobody had closed.

I put it away somewhere I knew I'd be going back to.

At nine the music dropped to a murmur, and a fork found a glass somewhere near the bar, and the Dean's voice took the tent without ever being raised.

Hartwell stood at the center of the marquee in gray silk with a champagne flute held like a gavel, silver hair burnished under the bulbs, and the guests turned toward her in widening rings.

"Founders' Weekend," she said, "exists so that this university remembers it was built by people who wanted things no one had built yet." A warm low laugh from the rings; she let it settle. "The endowment's year has been exceptional. You have all heard the numbers; several of you are the numbers. I'll keep us to the announcement." She turned her flute a quarter-turn. "Tomorrow at noon, on the main quad, the program holds the first Founders' Day Exhibition in its history. Open campus, in open daylight - the university looking at what it has made." A beat, unembarrassed, exact. "Honors Scholar Calloway presides."

The applause was polite and immediate and entirely unconfused about its object. A hundred faces found me where I stood near the chesterfield with a donor's finish barely dry on my mouth and the sheath clinging in patches the evening had made its own, and the clapping landed on my body the way everything landed on it now - the white mist of the silk, the bare legibility of me under all that warm light - hands coming together for the parts of me the daylight was going to publish at noon. My face went hot. The heat went where my heat went. Some of the watching faces knew that about me too, and that knowledge was in the applause, and the applause got the flush it came for.

I raised my glass an inch - what else does a centerpiece do - and somebody laughed warmly, and the band took the room back, and the party resumed its circulation with one new fact in it.

Keane found me four minutes later, under the music.

He'd been there all evening; I'd felt the wire rims twice across the crowd without ever catching them. Now he was simply beside me at the tent's edge, a glass of nothing in his hand, sleeves down for once, faculty-formal, his eyes on the trio as though we were two strangers sharing an opinion of the saxophone.

"Daylight, Miss Calloway."

The two words went in low, pitched for ten inches. More followed, measured out, and I understood I was being given more language than he'd spent on me since February - the rations lifted for one night only, a man taking the good bottle down off the shelf.

"No chandeliers tomorrow. No invitation list." He turned the glass slowly in his fingers, watching the bulbs ride its rim. "Noon, on grass your classmates cross to get sandwiches. Everyone you know will be able to see exactly what you are - by sunlight, at reading distance, with their own names on their own faces. The girl from your seminar row. The boy who borrows your notes." A pause, measured to the bar of music it sat in. "The word is still available to you. It has never stopped being available to you."

My thighs were wet before he finished the second sentence. Not metaphorically - wet, newly, specifically, a warmth gathering against the white sheath's thin mercy with my heart slamming and the music carrying on, and he knew it, the way he had known my body's every reaching since September, before I'd finished filing it myself. The knowing was the entire transaction. He didn't look at me, and I didn't perform anything for the side of his face, and the silence I gave him back was not composure and we both knew that too - it was a yes the safeword machinery had no slot for, plain as a pulse - noon cannot come fast enough - legible to the one man on this lawn who'd taught himself my typeface.

What showed on my face wasn't fear. He turned his head at last and read it - one long pass of the wire rims, a grader finding the thesis stated early - and something moved at the corner of his mouth that never became a smile.

"Sleep well, Miss Calloway," he said, and gave his glass of nothing to a passing tray, and the crowd had him.

Nate stole me at half past nine, between songs.

One hand, arriving out of the crowd's warmth to close around mine - I knew the calluses before I'd turned - and he drew me without one word along the canvas wall, past the bar, through a service flap a caterer held open with the tact of a profession that sees everything, and out into the April dark behind the marquee.

The night out there was guy-ropes and generator hum and cold wet grass, the canvas glowing gold from inside like a paper lantern the size of a church, the saxophone coming through it softened to its bones. He walked me three ropes down, where the light fell off, and turned me, and looked at me for a long moment in the half-dark - the sheath, the chain, the state of my mouth, the whole worn evening of me.

"Two finalists," I said. "The lawn likes the glass one."

"The lawn's right." His thumb moved once along my jaw, where a donor had dried. "They've had you all night."

"It's their calendar."

"I know whose calendar it is." Nothing in it but level fact. "Tomorrow it's the whole campus. Noon. I'll be at the fountain."

"I know," I said. "I'll find you."

Something crossed his face at that - at I'll find you, at the worn old geometry of it - and then he went down in the wet grass in his good jacket, on both knees, and lifted the white sheath to my hips with the care of a man handling drawings, and put his mouth on me.

I had been used five times since seven o'clock, and he knew it - could taste the evening on me, the bar and the cocktail table and my own long arousal layered over it, and the first slow pass of his tongue through all of it buckled my knees and his hands came up and held my hips to his mouth like a setting holds a stone. He was not quick and he was not teasing. He ate me the way he drafted: patient, exact, total attention to the one detail until the detail gave - my fingers in his hair, the guy-rope creaking where my other hand had found it, the generator humming under my heels and the party glowing gold an arm's length away through one thickness of canvas - and when I came it was the quietest orgasm of my entire spring, folded over him, my cry pressed into my own shoulder, shaking against his mouth while he held me through every wave of it and took nothing, asked nothing, reached for nothing of his own.

He stood, drew the sheath down my hips, and settled it straight with two passes of his palms, like a man closing up the site for the night.

"That one was for me," he said. "The rest of the weekend's for them."

He put his mouth to my forehead once. Then he lifted the service flap and gave me back to the party.

It absorbed me again before the flap had fallen shut - warmth, noise, a song half over, a tray arriving at my elbow. Across the tent Tessa caught my eye over a trustee's shoulder, took in the glow on me at forty feet with one eyebrow, and returned to her conversation, filing it. A silver head at the bar was telling a different story now, the one about the chapel bells. Somewhere in the crowd a man who would be on a dais tomorrow was being introduced as the future of campus architecture, and somewhere nearer a man who had made denial into a syllabus was retrieving his coat.

At ten, by the program's clock, the evening stopped being required of me. I stayed. Men said my name. The bulbs burned on their strings. And under the sheath, under the chain, under five men's evening and the quietest orgasm in Northern California, my body had already left the party - it was out ahead of me on the dark quad, hours ahead, lying in the grass by the fountain where the dais would stand, waiting for the sun to come up over the thing I'd become.

I was raised to pray for rain, mercy, and the forgiveness of debts.

That night I prayed for a cloudless sky.


⚜




Chapter 8: Founders' day

⚜

The sky kept its end of the bargain.

I was awake at six to watch it pale from gray to a blue without one flaw in it, lying on top of my covers with the screen open on a corridor that was sleeping off the marquee. By eight, crossing the quad with a coffee I actually drank, I could watch the day being built: a flatbed parked on the gravel path, men in program polos laying a low platform at the fountain's south arc, knee-high, broad as a stage, and then - up the steps on two men's shoulders - a padded table upholstered in white leather. I knew that white. December had displayed me on leather just like it - indoors, under chandeliers, for an invitation list.

There was no list today. That was the entire design.

A steward set a small white dish on the table's corner, and a folded stack of towels beneath it, and I understood both without being told. The program furnished its rooms. As of noon, the quad was a room.

Nobody touched me all morning. I crossed campus twice before eleven - past men who knew the gold tier by my face alone now, past two who slowed and then visibly consulted the date and didn't - and the not-touching had a texture to it - no rule kept them off me - deliberate, communal, like a congregation keeping a fast. The whole campus had read the same announcement I had. It was saving itself for noon.

I dressed at half past eleven. The white dress had carried the marquee home on it; I'd hung it on the corridor side of my door before bed, as the weekend's instructions said to, and at some small hour Scholar Services had collected it, and by nine it hung pressed on the handle again, ready before I was - the program kept its centerpiece in clean silk the way it kept the clocks wound. Third time worn: a dais in December, a marquee last night, and now this - over bare skin, the silk taking the light the way it always had, hiding nothing it could be accused of hiding. The thin gold chain at my throat, script side out. Heels I would not keep long. No lanyard; the formal uniform carried its credentials in cursive. In my wall's dark glass the girl was pale gold and legible to the bone, and her pulse was visible at her own throat, and she looked like someone arriving at the only appointment of her life.

The foot traffic was all going one way. I joined it, and it made room around me without making distance, and a boy walking backward to face his friends saw who he'd fallen into step with and forgot what his sentence was for.

They had told me the Exhibition was open campus. I had heard the words. I had not done the arithmetic of them until I came around the library's corner and saw the quad.

Blankets. Blankets, as far as the gravel paths allowed, students cross-legged on the grass with iced coffees sweating in their fists, sunglasses pushed up into their hair so as not to miss anything through a tint. Alumni in blazers stood in loose rings the way they'd stood at the marquee, but the marquee had been a hundred people in curated dark; this was daylight and everyone. Faculty, scattered and present, not pretending otherwise. Kids from my floor - the girl from 305 with her chin on her knees, the junior whose forearm I'd known before his face. The Langley desk kid, retainer and all, standing at the back like he'd left the desk to mind itself. And threaded through the middle distance, unmistakable, my own Wharton seminar - the highlighter girl, the diligent pen, half the third row - sitting in the grass between strangers with the particular stillness of people who had seen the lectern in January and understood they were about to see the rest of the argument.

Three hundred, I'd have said. More arriving behind me.

In December, the spotlight had made my audience into one warm dark animal that breathed. Noon ran it the other way. There was no darkness to pool them in - every face came separately, individually, at reading distance, each one its own complete sentence. I stood at the dais steps in the sun and read and read and read, and the heat that went through me had nothing ahead of it in my life: they could all see me seeing them. Every glance I landed on a face was returned with interest, openly, by name. The girl with the cello case was out there somewhere; I didn't find her; I found twenty people I knew instead, and the knowing ran in both directions like current.

Hartwell stood on the grass at the dais's edge in pearl gray, a folder under her arm that she never opened. Tessa was ten feet behind her at the rope-and-stanchion line, still in scholar white but made almost official by a liaison clipboard, checking something against a list - and was, as promised, magnificent with it. She didn't wink at me. She gave me the look a liaison gives the program's flagship, held it one extra beat, and went back to her list, and that was the whole goodbye to the girl I'd been before noon.

Hartwell consulted a small silver watch.

"Noon," she said, to the lawn, in the voice that had read out my addendum like semester dates. "The program keeps its hours. The Exhibition is open."

Somewhere a campanile agreed with her, twelve times.

The first man to climb the steps was an alumnus in a regatta blazer, sixty and square, the kind of shoulders that had never fully retired, hands brown from four decades of Saturdays, and he didn't introduce himself to me and didn't need to. He took the hem of the white dress in both hands and peeled it up and off me - over my hips, my breasts, my lifted arms, one practiced rising motion, like a man unveiling something he'd subscribed to - and the noon arrived on my skin everywhere at once.

There is no shadow at twelve o'clock. I want that understood the way I came to understand it, standing naked on a dais in front of the entire university with my dress in a stranger's hands: indoors there is always somewhere the light isn't, and the body keeps one secret out of pure habit. Straight overhead, the sun closed every account at once. Freckles, flush, the tightening of my nipples in open air, the wet already announcing itself at the top of my thighs in full view of my own seminar - all of it published in one currency, legible from the grass. The shame hit so fast my knees dipped, and a murmur moved back toward the paths, and the murmur drove the heat lower, and I stepped out of my heels onto the sun-warmed table and knelt facing all of them because my body had stopped waiting for the rest of me at some point on the stairs.

The chain stayed. It was the uniform's last word, and mine.

He took me from behind, kneeling, my hands flat on the leather, my face to the lawn.

That was the first movement and it set the day's grammar: nothing between me and them but distance, and the distance shrinking every time I met an eye. He was thick and ceremonially unhurried, and when he pushed into me, my cry went out over the grass with no walls anywhere to stop it - and I watched it land. No ballroom had ever let me watch my own sound arrive face by face: the highlighter girl's mouth coming open; a boy two blankets back going scarlet in real time; a professor I recognized from a January quad crossing who had once found something fascinating to study above my head, and who had no oak overhead now, and looked.

I moved my eyes across them while the alumnus rocked me, face to face to face, and every face I chose became briefly the only person there, and chose me back. A girl from my floor lifted her iced coffee an inch - to me, I realized, a toast, dazed and sincere. The junior with the high watch leaned out over his knees with his whole attention in front of him like a man at the rail of a race he had money on. Somewhere left of center a pen was moving. Taking notes. On this. The heat of that went through me like a struck match and the alumnus felt the effect arrive and laughed once, low, proprietary, and picked up his pace.

I came the first time looking my own seminar in the eye.

It built the way the public ones built, shame stacking on exposure stacking on the plain blunt fact of being filled, and what tipped it over the line was small and absolute: a boy I sat beside on Mondays mouthed oh my god, to nobody, to himself, and I broke. Full voice, spine bowing, fingers whitening on white leather, in sunlight, with no acoustics to blame anything on - and three acres of people made a sound underneath mine, low and moved and hungry, every breath leaving at once, and the alumnus rode me through all of it and then pressed his palm down on my spine and finished deep, the first load of Founders' Day going into me while noon itself still seemed to hang over the quad.

He withdrew, patted the small of my back like a job well started, and left the dais to polite applause that he accepted as his due.

What he left in me began, slowly, in front of everyone, to leave. Daylight does not let anything disappear. I knelt on the table feeling it descend the inside of my thigh, shining, and I watched them watch it go, and the mortification of that had no place to go except where my body sent everything now, and the wet that met the wet was my own.

The second movement was two men, and the lawn learned my profile.

A donor took the table's head - silver, seamed, decades of being obeyed in his hands and a tan that had wintered somewhere expensive - and turned my face up with two fingers and filled my mouth without one word, and a younger alumnus, broad through the chest, his class ring warm where his hand gripped my hip, stepped up behind me into the place the first man had vacated and drove in on a single stroke that shoved a sound up around the donor's cock, and the open air refused to soften it. The two of them found a rhythm between them with no negotiation at all, the push behind me feeding the depth in front. My jaw learned him the slow way; he tasted of clean skin and salt and gave me my breath back in rationed halves; and because shutting my eyes felt like leaving, I kept them open, on the watchers, while my mouth was used in full daylight. I knelt strung between them in full sun - taken at both ends on a quad I crossed every day of my life, level with the crowd's own eye line, my body swaying to a tempo set entirely by other people - and somewhere in it the second orgasm came up almost casually, like a tide reaching a mark it had reached before, and I shook between their hands and neither of them broke stride and the grass murmured.

The donor pulled out of my mouth at his own chosen moment, took himself in his fist, and finished across my face from above.

In a lamplit office it had been a private weather, witnessed by books. At noon it caught the sun the instant it landed - across my cheekbone, my parted lips, the bridge of my nose - and shone. I heard the reaction travel in a ripple that ran back from the dais like wind across wheat, and I knelt there wearing it bright and public while the man behind me, urged on audibly by the sight of it, lost his rhythm and came deep with his fingers printing my hips. Two loads in me. One drying tight on my face with the whole quad for a mirror, no golden hour required, no long walk needed to display it - the display was the venue now. The whole semester had been walking toward this lawn.

A steward's towel appeared near my hand and I left it folded.

For the third movement they gave me the choice of the table, and I lay a trustee down on his back and showed the lawn what gold meant.

He had folded his sunglasses into his breast pocket and stretched out on the leather with his trousers undone - silver through good dark hair, flat-bellied, a man who clearly still swam his mornings - and an expression of a patience that was itself a kind of wealth, and I reached for the steward's white dish and slicked him with my own hand while the front rows watched my fingers work, and then I climbed astride him facing out.

Facing them. I set my knees and let the grass understand before I moved: not hidden by his body, not folded over, but upright against the sky, opened toward the audience, with the steel-taught entrance the program had spent a season schooling lined up above him and nothing between all those watching faces and the plain sight of what I was about to do. I reached back, set him against my ass, and let my own weight do the rest.

The descent was long. I made it longer. The giving-way came in slow degrees with the sun on my throat and my knees spread wide on the upholstery, and the quad went so quiet I could hear the fountain behind me, running for everybody now - and when he was seated to the root in my ass with my whole body's weight settled onto the fact of it, I lifted my chin and let them have my face while I rose and sank. No one's hand on my hips. No one's tempo but mine. The trustee's part was to lie back and be displayed upon, and to his lasting credit he knew it, his knuckles white at my thighs while I rode, and the first three rows of the grass leaned in by one collective inch and my hips answered the lean the way they had answered a locker room's once - wider, deeper, showing - except the locker room had been fifteen men and a closed door, and this was the open noon, and the difference poured through me like a third hand.

When he came it was because I took him there - grinding down through the end of his patience until he flooded me with his teeth shut - and my third orgasm of the day broke two strokes behind his, chin up, full voice, loud enough that a boy on the nearest blanket said Jesus and got laughed at for saying it out loud.

I lifted off him slowly, because slow was legible from the back, and the crowd watched what he'd left in me follow gravity, glistening down the table's flank, evidence joining evidence. The sun fixed every mark where it landed. By mid-afternoon I would be a varnished thing, layered and shining, and no layer of it would lack witnesses to its provenance.

The fourth movement was the boy who borrows my notes.

Third row, Mondays and Thursdays. He returned my Wharton notes with the corners gone soft and once with a coffee ring he'd apologized for across two separate classes. He came up the dais steps the way men approach the front of lecture halls, too aware of his own hands - and I knew him in the first second, and the front rows caught the recognition as it crossed me, and Friday night's marquee whisper came true under a cloudless sky with the man who'd whispered it standing somewhere out there in the crowd, watching his prophecy enroll.

The strangers had been weather all spring. This was the first man on that dais who knew what my handwriting looked like.

I lay back and pulled my hips to the table's edge for him, and he stood between my knees and entered me where the whole audience could see his face do what his face did - disbelief negotiating with syllabus, the front of his mind still apologizing while his body took what the card had said all semester he could take. He felt different for no anatomical reason at all. He felt like Monday seminar, like marginalia, like the version of me who answered questions about Lily Bart with her clothes on - being fucked in front of the university by a boy who'd cited my notes, and the collision of those two girls landed deeper than any stranger had reached all day. He lasted no time at all and I went with him - my fourth, fast and steep and faintly hilarious, both of us graceless together while everyone who would see us share a classroom row on Monday watched - and he pressed in deep when he finished, helpless about it, and then he met my eyes and said, "Thanks for the notes," and the front of the crowd lost itself entirely, and so, laughing and flooded, did I.

He went down the steps to the loudest applause of the day so far. Some things even a noon like that one keeps simple.

The fifth movement they built like furniture: a donor on his back on the table, me astride him the facing-out way with his cock seated deep in my pussy, and an alumnus climbing up behind me to take what the trustee's turn had opened.

Both of them in me at once. It had happened twice in my life - a December dais, a January locker room - and the body remembers the chord even when the room changes key: the fullness in two countries at once, the thin wall between them carrying each man to the other, every motion doubled and answered. They moved me between them in long alternating swells, one arriving as the other withdrew - my thighs sticking and peeling on the warm hide, the smell of mown grass and fountain spray and sex standing over the three of us in the heat, my breasts swaying for the back rows, the gold script bouncing light at my throat - and I had stopped being able to tell my own sounds from the crowd's low traveling murmur, and that was when the donor's thumb found my clit.

Unhurried. Circling. A man underneath me attending to detail while another man worked my ass, and the build that started then came up wrong - not wrong; new - from somewhere lower and wider than the usual country, a pressure gathering under his thumb in a place I hadn't known could answer, swelling like something rising through floorboards. I said something. Nobody heard it, including me. The alternation quickened, the thumb stayed exact, the pressure went from rising to standing to insisting -

	and the alumnus behind me drew out to change his angle, and the donor lifted me a half-stroke up his length for the turn, and his thumb never stopped, and my body let go.



It left me in an arc.

Bright, unmistakable, catching the whole noon sun on its way - a thing my body had never once done in twenty-two years, done now, first, in front of the assembled university - and the gasp that came off the lawn was a single sound from three hundred throats, and I heard it land on me like surf.

For one scalding instant I understood nothing. The oldest fear a body owns arrived first - I've lost it, I've lost control of myself in front of everyone - and my whole skin went blazing hot with a mortification past anything the program had ever billed me, my hands flying to nothing, no cover anywhere on that table, only upturned faces and the sun and the wet shining proof of me arced across the leather, and there was nowhere to hide and no way to undo it and everyone I knew had seen.

And the shame, having nowhere to go, went where it has always gone.

The donor seated me back down onto him to the root. The alumnus drove back into my ass. The thumb returned, knowing, and the orgasm that had been standing in the doorway came through it like a wall coming down - the hardest of my life, I knew it while it was still arriving, a long buckling seismic thing that tore my voice out at the roots and bowed me back against the man behind me - and at its crest my body did it again. Let go, again, around the donor, over his thumb, down both our thighs, in front of everyone, the second arc breaking up in the sunlight like flung water while I screamed over it, and somewhere out on the grass a pair of hands started clapping, and more hands joined until it wasn't pairs anymore, and I came and came on two men to the sound of my own university applauding.

Nothing in it was performance. That was what left me shaking, naked at noon, and what I would be turning over for the rest of my life: my body had been asked a question in public, under oath, in its own language - and had answered with something even I had never heard it say.

The men finished in me somewhere inside the applause, first one and then the other, holding me upright between them while I shook. I have no order for it. The record was washed out.

When they eased me down off the donor, the quad had changed toward me. Not louder - surer. The girl sitting closest to the dais still had her knuckles pressed to her teeth and hadn't noticed; a blazer said something to the blazer beside him with the short nod of an investor vindicated; and the looks that found me now carried a new gravity, the way people look at a thing that has stopped being a claim and become a fact. Whatever I had been to them at noon, I was more of it at one, and the next man came up the steps already carrying the knowledge of what everybody out there had just seen my body do. He approached the way you approach an instrument that has demonstrated its range - frank-handed, sure of his welcome - and got it.

After him the line blurred kindly. An alumnus whose face I lost against the sun took his last strokes in his own fist, tipped my chin with one knuckle, and finished across my cheek and the line of my jaw - a second marking laid warm over the donor's dried one - and I held my face up for it, eyes shut against the glare, while the sun set about fixing it where it lay. Another finish landed hot across my breasts and dried to a glaze before the next man chose his place. I rode all of it on the long rolling afterswell, slick to the knees and ringing all over, the white leather under me dark with testimony.

And then, near two o'clock, the crowd's sound changed from the south side, and I lifted my head, and Professor Keane was coming up the dais steps with his sleeves rolled.

My seminar saw him first. I heard it travel - the particular hush of students recognizing a professor outside his room - and the hush spread outward in rings, because the campus knew that figure even where it hadn't taken his courses: the advisor, the lecturer, the man whose Tuesdays were a rumor with my name in it.

He crossed the platform unhurried, as though approaching a lectern. He did not look at the crowd. He stood over me where I lay wrecked and shining on the table, and his eyes went down the whole layered length of me - the drying arcs, the painted face, the flush that started at my hairline now - at marking pace, and then he set one knee on the table between mine.

Faculty had standing access; everyone on that lawn knew it. Knowing it and watching it were different educations.

He entered me the way he ran his hour - measured, complete, one long deliberate occupation - and the sound he pulled out of me was unlike anything else they'd had from me all day, and I heard them hear the difference. He moved at lecture cadence. I knew the tempo the way the whole spring class knew it; somewhere in the grass the highlighter girl and the diligent pen were watching the rhythm of every Monday arrive in its plainest form. He was not rough and not kind. He was thorough, the wire rims catching noon instead of lamplight, and the body under him had been edged by his hand Tuesday after Tuesday since January and knew exactly, cell by cell, what his attention cost and where it stopped.

Except we weren't in his office, and the whole university was the blotter now, and he had no door to put between me and what came next.

He bent. His mouth came to my ear, and he spent on me the first words he'd given me since Friday, two of them, low, for no one else:

"Say it."

The word. His season-long courtesy, his standing taunt, the exit he kept lit not because he thought I'd take it but because offering it was the only way left to hold the pen - say it, in front of all of them, and end this; or beg; either one feeds me. I felt the sentence inside the two words the way you feel a draft through a keyhole.

I took his collar in my fist.

I pulled him down - he allowed it, which cost him something with everyone watching, and we both banked the cost - and I put my mouth against his ear and gave him his whisper back, syllable for syllable, pitched for an audience of one:

"Make me come or get off me."

He went still.

Three strokes' worth of nothing. The fountain ran. The sun, tipped just past its peak, kept no opinion. A gathered campus watched a professor hold motionless inside the girl on the table, and only two people in it knew what was being decided, and one of us was done waiting either way.

Then Professor Keane did the one thing the whole Tuesday war - the lamp, the blotter, the lifted hand - had never once projected: he gave.

His weight came down differently. The cadence broke - he broke it, the metronome of him shifting into something with want inside it - and the hand that had spent a semester being lifted away arrived between us and stayed, and he fucked me toward the edge he'd been confiscating since January with the entire institution watching him do it. I didn't fight the build and didn't ration it. I let him have every signal in the book he'd annotated, flush and breath and the grip of me, and the crest came up the long way, rolling, gathering the whole day under it, and just before it broke I turned my head.

I knew where to look before I looked. The fountain rim, where he'd said he'd be. I'd told him I'd find him.

Nate sat on the fountain's far rim, beyond the water from the dais, forearms on his knees, stillness in a crowd of reactions, and his eyes were already on mine - they had been on mine all day, I understood, whichever way I'd been facing - and across a hundred feet of April air and every head that turned between us we landed on each other the way we'd landed across a December ballroom. Except in December he had found me.

This time I found him first.

The orgasm Keane gave me broke while I was looking at the man who loved me, and it rolled - long, wave on wave, my cry going up into open sky, my body clamping down around my advisor's surrender while my eyes stayed locked the whole length of it on the fountain - and Keane followed me over before it finished. Finished inside me, deep, his breath tearing once at my ear, and his eyes - I felt it more than saw it - his eyes were shut.

Shut. All semester I had never once seen them shut.

When he straightened, they were applauding something they could not have named, and he knelt up off me and restored himself with steady hands, and looked down at me a moment longer - at the wreck and the shine and the girl who had rewritten the hour from underneath - and what crossed his face wasn't victory, and it wasn't defeat. It was the look of a man whose syllabus had been amended from the floor, reading the amendment twice.

He stepped down off the dais with his sleeves still rolled, and the crowd opened him a corridor, and he took it without hurrying, and didn't look back.

Hartwell came up the steps with my dress folded over one arm. She surveyed me - the entire painted, layered length of her program's flagship - with the expression of a woman confirming an inventory, and held out the white silk.

"Well presided, Miss Calloway," she said.

Nate was at the dais steps before I'd worked the dress back down over the day, and his jacket came around my shoulders the way his blazer had come around them in December - the same weight, the same gesture, a lawn instead of a ballroom - and then, for a long moment, he did nothing at all. He stood in front of me with his hands closing the jacket's collar under my chin and looked at me for a long time, all of it, every layer the sun had set, and let me watch him finish looking.

"Three hundred," he said, finally. "Give or take."

"You counted."

"I counted what they saw." His thumb crossed my jaw once, over a place the day had left bright. "You learned something new today."

"In front of everyone."

"That's where you learn everything," he said, and took my hand, and walked me home.

The campus came back from the quad in the same loose tide it had gone out in, and I moved through it in his jacket with my heels in my other hand, and the tide made room. Students who had watched me come an hour ago - who had watched me do a thing I'd never done, before I knew I could do it - met my eyes and nodded, or didn't manage the nod, or managed too much of it; a girl by the library said "Miss Calloway" with a shy precision, the greeting of someone who'd decided in advance to dare it; two men I didn't know touched their caps like extras from some courteous century. The crowd had my name now, all of it, and the name had a body, and the body had been seen doing what bodies almost never get seen doing, and every step of the walk home wore that knowledge against my bare skin under his jacket like a second lining.

At the Langley desk, the kid with the retainer looked up and got the whole sentence out this time.

"Welcome back, Miss Calloway."

Nate walked me to 307 and stopped at the door. The studio had the mockup's glass arriving Monday on two trucks; he owed them tonight and the rest of the weekend; he told me so with our foreheads together and his thumbs moving on the hinge of my jaw, and underneath the logistics both of us could hear the glass room he was going to stand me inside by the end of term.

"Sleep," he said at the door, in the tone of a man prescribing something he knew I wouldn't take.

I showered until the water stopped finding things to carry away, and lay down bare on top of the covers in the lamplight, not bothering with clothes, and did not sleep.

Ten o'clock came and went two floors below me, somewhere in a system that had marked the day's availability closed. The corridor beyond the glass ran its small night errands - showers, doors, a kettle. I lay with my skin still holding the shape of the sun and listened to my own body fail to file the day away. It wasn't restlessness. Restlessness wants distraction. This wanted more - quietly, steadily, on no schedule at all, hours and orgasms past any sane ledger and asking anyway, the appetite sitting up in me like something that had gotten its first full meal at noon and finally learned its own size.

The contract had nothing to say about after ten. It never had. The hours past ten had always been the scholar's own - the one stretch of clock the program handed back each night - and all semester I had been precise about the difference, and lying there in the lamplight I could no longer locate why.

The shadow came down the corridor at quarter past, and slowed at my glass the way they all slowed, and held the wing's old courteous stillness: a man reading the hour, ready to move on.

I sat up. Kneeled up on the mattress, the lamplight on me, and waved him in.

He came in quiet, almost careful, closing the door like a guest - young, big through the hands, smelling of cut grass and a day spent in the sun, one of the day's three hundred for all I knew and it didn't matter which - and the first thing he did was take my face in both hands, which nobody had done all day, and tip it up and look at it.

"You were-" he started.

"I know," I said. "Come here."

I met him kneeling upright on the bed, my back drawn to his chest, both of us facing the glass, and he went into me slow with his mouth at the side of my throat, and the encounter never got louder than the lamp. No dais. No applause. The corridor stayed mostly empty, and if anyone passed, I didn't count them. He held me upright against him with one broad hand spread under my breasts and the other low on my belly, and rocked into me, slow and deliberate, like a man who couldn't believe his night, and the orgasm that gathered was small and deep and entirely off the books - nobody's program, nobody's syllabus, no one's hours but my own - and when it broke I let it have my voice anyway, out of habit, out of honesty, into a glass room at quarter to eleven. He finished inside me holding me very still, and breathed against my neck a while, and left the way the good ones do, with one warm palm laid a moment between my shoulder blades like a word he didn't have.

I lay back down in the cooling lamplight with him inside me joining the day's long ledger, and put one hand flat on my own stomach, and listened.

The wanting was still there. Filled past counting since noon and still there - not clamoring, not aching, just awake, idling under my palm like an engine that had stopped pretending it ever fully shut off. It had been a response once. Something men caused, and the program scheduled, and the clock contained. Somewhere on a white table at noon it had stopped being any of that, and lying in my own lamplight I could feel it already out ahead of me, arriving for tomorrow before tomorrow had a single man in it.

I didn't want it to stop.

It didn't.


⚜




Chapter 9: Open campus

⚜

The campus emptied in a single afternoon.

I watched most of it go from the common-room window: duffel bags and ride-shares, parents' SUVs nose-to-tail on the ring road, the walkways all running one direction the way they had at noon on Founders' Day, except outward now, everyone aimed at airports with the loose-shouldered look people get when the obligations let go of them. Nine days - Ashworth ran its break late, deep into April, an old quirk of the calendar nobody could source and the registrar would not discuss. Founders' Weekend sat a week and change behind us by then - the mockup's glass had come in on its two trucks the Monday after, just as Nate had promised - and at break's far side another Monday waited to hand the campus back to its classes. Doors slammed all afternoon, each one a little farther off, and by dusk the residence halls across the quad had gone dark in long unbroken stripes.

Scholars could go home. The program didn't say so; it didn't need to say anything - the hours were the hours whether anyone stayed to keep them, and an empty week belonged to whoever remained inside it.

I told myself flights to Omaha cost what flights cost. I told myself the bus was three days each way, six days of Greyhound to buy three of Meadowbrook. Both true. Neither the reason. Somewhere between opening the bus schedule and watching it finish loading, I stopped pretending to read it, and closed the tab, and sat for a moment with how little pretending it had taken this time.

I'd called my mother instead, the Thursday before the campus emptied - call this time, she'd said into my hair at the depot, and I was paying that off in installments - and told her the program kept its scholars through spring break. She asked if I was eating. She asked if California was green yet. She didn't ask what the work was anymore; that question had gone wherever questions go when a house decides it would rather keep the answer it already has.

Tessa found me at the window while the last taillights were still queuing at the gate. She'd stayed too - the liaison office had nine days of empty desks to move her into, and a transition that had outgrown its binder but not yet its lanyard - and she stood beside me with her tea and watched the exodus like a woman counting inventory out the door.

"First break I ever stayed," she said, "I thought the quiet would be the hard part."

"It's not?"

"The quiet's lovely." She drank. "The hard part is finding out what you're like with nothing on the calendar." She was already turning away when she added the rest. "Most girls find out they're tired."

She left it there, which was the same as leaving a question on the sill.

The first morning answered it.

I woke at ten to seven, out of two semesters of habit, in a building gone so quiet I could hear the water heater two floors down - no doors, no kettle, none of the small noises of a floor stretching itself toward seven o'clock. Nothing on the timetable. No classes. No placards waiting in any lecture-hall rail. No plug - the steel idle in its case with nothing to dress for. No Tuesday at four waiting under the week like a raised hand - the sessions were an advising requirement, and advising kept the academic calendar, which for nine days did not exist - and no Friday at five-fifteen, the first fifteen bussed off on a spring tour somewhere south of us. For nine days, nothing with an hour and a room number had my name on it.

The wanting arrived anyway. On time.

It came up through me at its appointed hour, unhurried and entire, the way it had come up every morning since January - except that until this week, there had always been somewhere for it to report. I lay in the gray with the screen open on a corridor nobody would walk down, and understood, with the particular clarity of an emptied building, what the program had actually built. I'd assumed the program had organized a schedule around my body. It was the other way around. It had organized my body around the schedule - seven o'clock, lecture days, Tuesdays, Fridays - and now the scaffolding was down for nine days and the thing they'd trained stood there anyway, load-bearing, holding its own weight, asking.

Meadowbrook had been three weeks of sealed air - no eyes, no open doors, nowhere for the hunger to land - and it had gone slack there, half-asleep. This was different geography. The campus hadn't gone empty; it had gone thin. Out across the grounds there were still men - athletes in spring training, grad students who never leave anywhere, facilities staff, and whatever was hammering behind the Athletic Center, where the new annex had been climbing its scaffolding since March, mostly without my noticing. In Nebraska it had paced a locked bedroom. Here, every door I had stood open onto nine unscheduled days.

The difference, it turns out, is the difference between fasting and foraging.

I went foraging.

Mercer kept skeleton hours over break, ten to four, one work-study minding a desk built for six. I went in that first afternoon for something to read and came out three hours later having read nothing.

He was a grad student - the stacks on the second floor, a cart of returns, a flannel shirt and a beard at the stage where it still asked permission - and he saw the gold before he saw me - they all did now - and looked from the card to the empty aisles and back with the slow appetite of a man realizing the library was about to be even quieter than advertised. He had me against the end of a shelving range with my skirt at my waist and one of my knees hooked over his forearm, dust and buckram and the air-handling sighing somewhere above us, his cart braked with one foot like a man minding two jobs at once.

It was quick, and it was specific, and at the crest of it something in me welled and slipped over - small, warm, soaking his fingers where they pressed, a hushed domestic version of the thing an entire quad had gasped at - and he went still in wonder, and I laughed, and the laughing finished us both. What had needed three hundred witnesses to be born needed nothing at all to keep living. It was simply something my body did now, with or without a quad. The poetry section kept our secret.

He finished inside me with an apology he didn't finish and a grip that wasn't sorry at all, and went back to his cart of returns looking like a man who'd misjudged his whole afternoon in the best direction available.

I walked home the long way through an empty campus, wet-thighed, unhurried, watching sprinklers work the lawns for nobody's benefit, and the appetite came along the whole route - quieter, slower, and not remotely finished. It didn't close anymore; that was the first day's other lesson. It damped down like a stove and stayed warm.

On the second morning I woke at twenty past five with the wanting up before me, and lay in the dark exactly as long as it took to admit that no schedule was coming to collect it.

Then I got up and went where the men were.

The swim team trained at six. I knew it the way you know campus facts you've never used - the natatorium lit first on winter mornings, boys with chlorine in their hair yawning through nine o'clocks. The Athletic Center at a quarter to six was unlocked for them and indifferent to me, and I followed the smell down a corridor I'd only ever taken toward Locker Room B and came out on the pool deck just as the overhead lights stuttered up to full.

Steam stood off the water, a low traveling fog the length of all eight lanes. The team came out in caps and goggles, eight of them plus a coach with a clipboard, and dove in on the whistle, and I sat down on the lowest bleacher in uniform with my hands folded and waited out the last stretch of the night's fast, because seven o'clock was still seven o'clock, even in an April with no one left to check.

They knew I was there by five past six. Swimmers breathe sideways; eight pairs of eyes found me two strokes at a time, lap after lap, and the splits got faster. The coach kept looking from his stopwatch to the bleachers like a man trying to locate the variable.

At seven by the pace clock he didn't bother looking up. He put the whistle between his teeth and blew the rest interval, and eight men hit the wall in the same second and surfaced facing the bleachers, and the coach said, "Recovery set," to his clipboard, and turned his back to study the whiteboard with great professional interest.

I came down the bleachers undoing the knot of my shirt, and the pool deck received me entirely, from every side at once.

The first of them was out of the water before my skirt was off, streaming, grinning, lean in the long flat-muscled way of men built by distance, and he steadied me up onto the starting block of lane four and went up on the block's edge himself, and I knelt for him there with the grit tape printing its sandpaper texture into my knees and took him in my mouth with pool water still running off him - chlorine and clean skin and the cold-water tightness of him warming on my tongue. He held my wet-darkening hair off my face with both hands and watched me work with open delight, and below us his teammates hung on the lane rope in a row like an audience that had paid for the splash zone, offering commentary that had none of the rugby team's filth in it and all of its appetite - look at her, look at her - boys still half in their race against each other even here. When he came it was sudden and graceless and he nearly went off the block doing it, and I swallowed him laughing - a combination no semester yet had produced - and the lane rope erupted.

After that they had me in the water.

The shallow lane, waist-deep, blood-warm where the heaters fed it; my skirt lay abandoned back on the deck, and the gold card swung cold as a coin against my wet skin. Hands took me down the steps and bent me over the lane rope - the floats rolling slick under my hipbones, my breasts in the water to the nipples - and the second swimmer drove into me from behind with the rope giving and catching, giving and catching, and the water slapping the gutters in time with his strokes, the whole pool turned percussion. The sound I made went up into the rafters and hung there with the steam, and nobody anywhere on a thinned-out campus was going to tell me to spend it quieter. I came with my face an inch off the water, looking down at my own shaking reflection, and he gripped my hips and finished deep inside me, and the next pair of hands was already there, already turning me.

They passed me down the lane between them, wet and laughing - mine, theirs, the kind of laughing that lives next door to gasping - handed from man to man with the water carrying half my weight so their hands could do as they liked with the rest, my hair gone dark and roped, dripping onto my breasts each time one of them stood me up. One had me floated on my back at the gutter's edge, my knees over his forearms, unhurried, talking to me - actually talking, you good, this angle, yeah? - courteous as a lab partner while he hit something that whited my vision out at the edges. Another took me against the pool wall with my legs locked around him and the tile cold along my spine and came hard enough to lose his footing on the slope. A third pulled out and finished across my chest in the open air, and the pool took it off me before the next man reached me, dissolving the evidence as fast as it was entered. Founders' Day had fixed every mark in the sun where all could read it. The water kept no record at all, and the no-record was its own strange license: nothing accumulated, so nothing ever needed to end.

It ended anyway, the way drills end.

The whistle went - two short, one long - and it was over instantly and completely, with a kind of institutional mercy. Eight men were swimmers again before my pulse got the news. "Two thousand, pull," the coach said, and the team groaned like any team given a set, and the lane filled back up with work, and I stood waist-deep and dripping inside a workout that had closed over me like the water itself, the morning's loads in me and one dissolved off my skin somewhere downstream of lane four.

The coach handed me a kickboard to leave on the stack on my way out. It was the only time he addressed me directly all morning.

I was back two days later, before the lights were all the way up. Nobody had asked me to be, and nobody looked surprised.

The days lost their names after that. I kept no diary that week, and I'd distrust one if it existed; what I have instead is the blur, and the blur had anchors.

A groundskeeper had me across the bench seat of his cart behind the equipment shed at the first eligible minute of a morning, dew still down, sprinklers ticking somewhere out of sight - a man past fifty with four decades in his forearms who said "morning, miss" on the way in and "much obliged" after and not one word between, and whose hands were gentler than any I'd had all spring until precisely the moment they weren't.

The mockup rose on the colonnade lawn. I walked over on the fourth evening with two coffees and found floodlights, a glazing crew, and one structural bay standing against the dusk like a sentence diagrammed in steel - and Nate inside the frame of it in a borrowed hard hat, directing the lift of a pane taller than he was. He came to the fence wire for his coffee, one sugar, and looked at me through the chain-link for a while without spending a single question on the obvious.

"The trucks made it in the Monday after your Exhibition," he said. "Crated ever since. Now it goes up - a room by the end of break."

"And then?"

"Then it's the idea, standing on the lawn where everyone can check it." His thumb moved once along my knuckles where they held the wire. "How's break."

"Loud," I said, "for an empty campus," and he laughed, and didn't ask what I meant, because he'd have heard most of it already - the studio gossiped worse than the scholar wing. Behind him a pane went up trembling in its slings, and he watched it the whole way, and I watched him watch it, and the hunger did what it only ever did around him: stood still and warmed itself, like something leaning against a wall in the sun.

"Save some campus for everybody else," he said, when I handed my cup back through the wire.

"No promises."

"I know."

I found the crew by ear.

The annex site had been a background fact all spring - percussion behind the Athletic Center, a crane swinging over the rooflines, the back-up beeper of trucks threading the service road - and with the campus emptied of its ten thousand voices, the site was suddenly the loudest thing alive. Nail guns, a compressor, men shouting measurements. For three days I'd heard it without listening. On the fifth day, at noon, the compressor died, and the silence it left behind had a radio in it, tinny and cheerful, somewhere up the scaffolding - and I was halfway across the service road before I'd finished deciding to go, in the plaid skirt, with the gold card ticking against my sternum at every step, small and insistent as a loose latch.

The site sat inside a chain-link rectangle: scaffolding up two faces of a concrete block, pallets of lumber, rebar in bundles, sawhorses standing around in loose herds. A dozen builders were down off the structure for lunch, settled on buckets and stacked sheathing with their coolers open, hard hats pushed back or off, and the gate stood wide for a flatbed that wasn't coming back until one.

The foreman saw me first. Fifty-some, packed solid, forearms past tan into leather, a white hard hat tipped back off a sun-creased squint - a man who priced things by looking at them. His site badge hung from a lanyard of its own, the university's crest above a contractor's name - badged onto Ashworth's books for as long as the annex took, eligible as any man on campus - and the crest told the card everything it needed to know. He looked at the gold from forty feet, and checked it against whatever version of the rumor had reached the trades, and found it conforming.

Then the grin started. It took its time - it climbed the creases like water rising in a footing trench, and by the time it arrived complete I understood that it had already done the whole transaction: question, answer, terms. That grin was the paperwork.

"Gentlemen," he said, to the site at large, not turning his head. "Lunch is an hour."

Two of them swung a fresh sheet of plywood off a stack and dropped it flat across a pair of sawhorses. A third leaned on it with both palms to test the give. A fourth folded his flannel into a square and set it at one end, for my cheek or my hips, whichever turned out to need it - and I stood at the gate of a dirt lot watching a dozen strangers build me furniture in under a minute, wet before the sheet had stopped shuddering on the sawhorses.

The foreman crossed to me unhurried, took my hand like we were concluding something, and walked me to the table his crew had made.

His gloves stayed on. I'd remember that longer than almost anything else in the nine days: worn leather gone soft and gray at the palms, gritty with the morning's work, closing around my bare hipbones with a competence that had hung doors and dropped beams into bearings, turning me, folding me down over plywood that still smelled like the inside of a tree. He raised the skirt and considered what the week had been doing to me, and said, "Well," with the satisfaction of a man finding the site ahead of schedule, and gave me nothing first because his fingers had already learned I needed nothing first, and pushed into me whole.

I came before he'd settled into a rhythm. Embarrassing, public, fast - five days of break and a dozen watching men converging in one long shudder over a makeshift table - and the crew's response was not the locker room's roar or the marquee's indifference but a low rumble of frank approval, the sound men make when the first cut goes true. He worked me through it and out the far side at a pace borrowed off some piece of machinery, deep and even and tireless, until the second one was assembling itself underneath the first, and then he gripped me by both hips and finished inside me with a single low syllable, the most economical man on the lot.

He stepped back, put himself away, and went to his thermos. The next two were already there.

They came at me in pairs after that, and the pairs were patient. One sat himself on the table's edge and guided my mouth down onto him while his partner stood behind me, slicked himself twice in what the foreman had left, and went into my ass with a steadiness that bowed my whole spine - bare, blunt, the week's first - and by April my body had stopped negotiating any of its doors: the stretch arrived less like a threshold than like a key turning in a lock it was cut for. The man on the table swore softly and lifted my hair clear, and the two of them rocked me between them across a plywood table in the middle of a dirt lot at one minute past noon, gloved hands and ungloved, the radio narrating from the scaffold, and the rest of the crew ate lunch and watched with a courtesy I had no category for. Nobody catcalled. Nobody clapped. A man with a sandwich said, "Easy on her hip, that's the corner," and was right, and the one behind me adjusted, and the relocated grip sent me over the edge again with my cry pouring around the one in my mouth. The one in my ass finished first, deep, gripping the waistband of my rolled skirt like a handle; his partner followed across my tongue a minute later, hand cupping my jaw, thumb wiping the corner of my mouth after with a tenderness that matched nothing else his hands had done all hour.

A water jug arrived. I drank from it kneeling on the flannel, which had migrated under my knees, and the crew watched me drink with the contentment of men whose break was going unimprovably, and the foreman checked his watch - not to end anything; to budget it.

"Truck's at one," he said.

And that was how the centerpiece of my entire break was scheduled: around a flatbed.

The biggest of them lay back on the plywood first - slabbed, forty, a neck-tattoo gone green with age, the only one who'd eaten his whole lunch first, a man who saved his strength for certainties. They steadied me up over him; I sank down onto him with the table creaking and his gloved hands setting my knees with two exact adjustments. Behind me, boots scraped up onto the sheathing stack, and a second man knelt into place and slicked himself and worked into my ass while the first held dead still inside me, both of them seated, neither moving, the doubled weight of it pinning me into a stillness I'd met three times before - a December dais, a January bench, a white table at noon.

Then a third man stepped up onto the pallet at the table's end and turned my chin, and I opened, and he slid into my mouth, and the count went somewhere no count had ever gone.

All three. Every way into me, occupied at the same time, and the world went out like a lamp.

There is no word for it. Full is a word for dinner tables. My knees burned on the ply; my jaw ached at its hinges; I learned to breathe on the withdrawals, through my nose, in sips, and every push from behind rocked me up the length of the man beneath and fed me forward onto the third. What happened on that plywood was an occupation so total it came back around to silence: I couldn't speak - speech was taken; I couldn't hear - my pulse had moved into both ears and shut the doors behind it; the radio, the compressor, the campus, the spring, all of it gone, and at the center of the loudest thing my body had ever been asked to do there was a stillness like the bottom of the pool. Three rhythms above me, negotiated by men who poured concrete together, each one arriving where the others left space - and somewhere inside that machinery I stopped being the thing the rhythms happened to. I was the rhythm. I was the joint where the whole structure carried.

The orgasm, when it came, came from three directions and met in the middle of me, and whatever sound I made went into a man instead of the sky, and the table held. They built it; of course it held. I broke and kept breaking, hands opening and closing on a stranger's tattooed forearms, and the three of them rode the seizure of me with the calm of a crew that has felt a load shift and knows the rigging - easy, easy - and then in sequence, the way crews do everything: the man beneath me went first with a sound like a strap letting go, flooding up into me; the man in my ass followed inside the same minute, pressed deep, his gloves full of my hips; and the man in my mouth held my chin steady and finished last and longest, and I swallowed every patient pulse of him with my eyes shut and the sun coming red through the lids.

They lifted me down in order, hands everywhere, nothing dropped. When my hearing came back the radio was mid-chorus of something that might have been the same song or the next one or the one after that; I never did learn how many songs that orgasm had cost, and the not-knowing felt like the only measurement that would have meant anything.

The hour wasn't over. Lunch had a length, and they used all of it, the way they'd use all of a board. I was had twice more across that table before the flatbed's beeper sounded down the service road: a younger one first, who blushed the entire time he split me, hard, like his body and his manners were on different crews; then a quieter man who settled my cheek onto the folded square and opened my ass slow, almost thoughtful, a craftsman getting a feel for new material, and left himself deep when he was done. By ten to one I had been filled everywhere I could be filled, twice over, and I was lying across the plywood like something delivered early.

They put me back together with the same order they did everything. The skirt smoothed down. The flannel shaken out and offered, declined, refolded anyway. Sawdust brushed off my shoulder, my hair, the bottom edge of the gold card, by three different hands with three different degrees of thoroughness. The water jug came back around. A kid who couldn't have been long out of trade school jogged ahead of me to get the gate, and held it, and looked at the ground and then at me and managed, "Miss," and went redder than the stop sign on the flatbed swinging in behind him.

That was the riddle I carried back across the service road, and I turned it over the whole walk: they were the politest audience the year had stood me in front of, and the least polite hands that had ever been on my body, and nobody had warned me the two things could share a site. The boardroom's courtesy had been etiquette, a fence. The crew's courtesy was just what their hands sounded like when they spoke - and their hands, gloved and gritted and certain, had moved me around that table the way they moved material: confidently, economically, with respect for the load and no ceremony about it whatsoever.

The compressor coughed back to life behind me. I was halfway home before I caught what I was doing, and let myself keep doing it: planning lunch. Not eating it - attending it. What time the site went quiet. Which way I'd come in. Whether the flannel would already be folded.

The crew built things for a living. Somewhere in an hour, without one nail, they'd built me a routine.

I went back twice before the week was out. The flannel was folded both times, and on the second visit the man with the neck tattoo saw me coming through the gate and cleared the plywood of drill and chalk line with one sweep of his arm - his trade's version of pulling out a chair.

Around those mornings, the week filled itself in. The pool again, where I rode a backstroker in the shallow end, half-floating against him, and felt, at the crest, the small new overflow leave me into the pool's own element - indistinguishable, unwitnessed, mine - and the only one who knew was me, and the knowing was its own quiet heat. A grad student in the dining annex who abandoned a tray for me. The groundskeeper again, who said "morning, miss" again, and was again not gentle. Late one evening, two of Langley's leftover residents in the laundry room while my own forgotten load sat wet in its drum.

The campus had a population of maybe three hundred that week, scattered over grounds built for thousands, and the week kept proving the same simple theorem: the route had started before I ever named it, every time, and ended wherever the men already were. I never once planned past lunch. It was hunger, and hunger has no calendar. It has a nose.

The last Friday of break, the common room collected what was left of us.

A dozen residents in the whole of Langley, and by nine in the evening, gravity had most of us in the third-floor common room - somebody's laptop propped on the kettle shelf playing a movie nobody followed, a card game dying of inattention at the table, Tessa cross-legged on the counter in a worn t-shirt and bare legs, hair loose down her back for once, tea steaming at her knee, me on the couch arm in the half of my uniform I still bothered with after dark. Ten o'clock went by somewhere two floors down - the same ten it had always been - and not one thing in the room changed gears: not because the clock had stopped meaning anything, but because everyone still in the building had had a bus schedule, and watched it load, and closed the tab. Whoever was here was here because they wanted to be, and wanted to be here past it.

I couldn't tell you who started it. I'd suspect myself, except Tessa swears it was her, and the boy from 310 maintains it was the movie's fault for being terrible.

By eleven I was astride one of them on the couch with my shirt long gone - broad through the chest, a beanie still on indoors - and Tessa was kneeling for his roommate three feet away, a wiry one with paint flecked on his knuckles, and when the two men decided - wordlessly, with the diplomatic eyebrows of roommates who have shared smaller things - to trade, we stayed where we were and let them orbit. Her mouth landed where mine had just been, thirty seconds warm; she took him down without a flicker of ceremony, tasting me on him, and lifted her eyes to mine while she did it, and the room got smaller by half.

We worked it together after that, the two of us, the way I'd once watched her work a marquee - passing the floor's men back and forth with no negotiation I could point to, her rhythm conducting mine the way it had over a donor's lap in April, except there was no donor now, no liaison binder, no schedule anywhere in the building. A man would arrive at my mouth still wet from hers. Another finished against my breasts and was guided, by her hand on his hip, to stand aside for the next. At some point I heard her laugh through her nose with her mouth full, at something I'd done across the room, and the sound put heat down my spine like a finger.

The floor's quietest resident sat in the corner armchair through all of it, holding a paperback he had stopped reading face-up on his knee.

He was a sophomore, sandy and slight, and in two semesters he had never once slowed at my glass - never said six words at the kettle, never looked anywhere that cost him anything. He was looking now, over the top of the book, and had been for an hour without turning a page. We arrived at him together without conferring, one of us at each armrest, and he lowered the paperback himself before either of us touched it - invitation enough, in his dialect - and Tessa lifted it out of his hands, read the spine, and set it face-down on the lamp table.

"You'll lose your place," he said.

Six words. They were the last complete sentence he produced for half an hour. Tessa knelt and took him in her mouth while I sat on the armrest and kissed his throat, his ear, the hinge of his jaw, and we traded stations on him until his hands didn't know which of us to hold and settled for the chair - Tessa's mouth where mine had been, mine arriving where hers left, two rhythms he had no chance of telling apart with his eyes pressed shut and his glasses fogging on the lamp table beside the book. When he finally came it was in my mouth, with one cracked half-syllable, and his whole studious body curled around the event like punctuation.

Tessa's hand arrived at my jaw before thought caught up, and I was turning into it before she'd finished turning me.

She kissed me.

Slow, unhurried, thorough - her mouth opening mine, her thumb steadying the corner of it, her tongue taking half of what he'd given me for herself, the trade conducted with the same blunt fluency she brought to everything she did - and the inch the marquee had left standing open closed in a lamplit common room in front of seven people, for exactly as long as the kiss lasted. She tasted of tea and him and something underneath that was just her, warm and certain, and when she drew back the inch stood open again - narrower now, and nowhere near done - and she swallowed her half with her eyes on me, and said nothing, and the nothing was the loudest thing she'd said all year.

The sophomore stared at the two of us from very close range with the expression of a man watching his own paperback come to life.

"Good talk," Tessa told him, and patted his cheek, and handed him his glasses.

Past midnight the room thinned - doors closing down the corridor one by one, the movie long over, the kettle cold. The men went to bed used up and grinning. And I was still going - half past midnight at the slack end of an unscheduled week, every other man in the building already spent, and the hunger still up, still warm, still asking - so when the last of them - a long-limbed senior with careful hands, who'd been pacing himself all evening like a man who saw this coming - made to stand from the couch, I climbed into his lap and put him back down.

I rode him with Tessa six feet away on the counter, then three feet away on the couch's far cushion, her cold tea forgotten, her heels hooked on the frame - rode him slow and then not slow, taking exactly what I wanted at exactly the pace I wanted it, his hands wherever I put them, my own voice loose in the empty building because there was no one left to save it for - and I finished loud, break-loud, a sound with nine days inside its lungs, and let the lamplit glass and the dead corridor and the whole thinned-out campus have it. He left in the friendly stagger of a man overdrawn, and the room went quiet, and I knelt there on the couch in the wreck of the evening, breathing.

When I surfaced, Tessa was watching me.

The grin was nowhere in it. She had her mug in both hands and her chin down, and she was looking at me the way the foreman had looked at a beam as the crane set it true - older than amusement, square, almost professional. The look of a woman who had watched a hundred girls work this floor and had just seen one of them stop counting - seen her settle, finally, into the long low gear under all the others, the one you only find once everything scheduled has been stripped away.

"There she is," Tessa said.

I had a joke for it somewhere. I didn't go looking. I let her watch me hear it.

She rinsed her mug, and went to bed, and left me the lamp.

Classes came back in two days.

I lay flat on my back in 307 with the lamp low and the glass uncovered on a corridor with nobody in it - no footsteps to slow, no shadows to gather, the building a tenth full and sound asleep - and my body hummed along under my skin anyway, unbothered, awake, keeping the only hours it had kept all week. Its own.

Monday the campus would refill. Lecture halls, placards, the plug laid out with the morning's clothes, Tuesdays at four, Fridays at five-fifteen, the whole great timetable lowering itself back over the grounds like scaffolding around a thing that had, in the scaffolding's absence, kept right on standing.

The registrar's calendar had a word for the nine days. It was printed in the grid, same as reading days, same as commencement.

Break.

I lay in the lamplight of an empty wing and laughed at it, out loud, alone.

A break is when something stops. Nine days - and nothing had stopped. It had gotten up with me every morning before the campus had anything to offer, and gone out and found what it needed in pool lanes and dirt lots and the poetry section, and it was awake under my palm right now, the night before nothing, asking the way it would ask tomorrow, and the day after, and in the fall, and after that.

Break. As if anything had stopped.

As if I'd wanted it to.


⚜




Chapter 10: The pavilion

⚜

By the middle of May there was a room standing on the lawn past the colonnade.

It had gone up in stages all through April - the steel I'd carried coffee to over break, then the glass, pane by crated pane - until the hoarding came down in the last week of term and the campus could see what the studio had built: one full-scale bay of CHOSEN, a single room of structural glass standing alone in the grass, roof plane floating on fins of more glass, nothing opaque in it anywhere to hide a wire or a secret. People changed their walking routes for it. At dusk, when the lighting Nate had spent three weekends calibrating came up inside, it sat on the black lawn like the one lit room of an invisible house, and I never once managed to pass it without slowing.

The letter reached the studio on the Monday of the final week. I heard before the ink was dry - the architecture school gossiped worse than my own wing - and his texts that afternoon ran four words total.

Nate: They signed.

Nate: It's ours.

I read the two of them standing on the path with the bay in sight, and the gold went warm against my sternum, and I had to wait out a long slow pull of heat below it before I could type back anything sane.

Eighteen months. Funded, in the end, out of principal - I thought of three young alumni at a cocktail table and wondered who'd won. His name went on the cover sheet of a building the university would keep for a century. The competition was over; what remained was the degree - a thesis review, the jury walking the built bay - set for Friday at dusk, when the glass showed best.

What else was on Friday's program had been my idea.

Three weeks earlier he'd been redrawing the bay's lighting plan at my desk, and I'd watched the small inked figures he always drew, inside the glass and outside it, and heard him say the jury had asked, back in winter, to stand inside the idea.

"Then let them stand inside it while it's true," I'd said. "Put me in the room."

His pencil had stopped against the page. He'd looked at me over the desk lamp for a long moment, the long flat look he gave load paths. Then he'd turned to a clean sheet and started the lighting plan over from nothing.

The rest of the last week arranged itself around Friday. My essay went in at Monday's lecture - five thousand words on Lily Bart and the tableau, written across two Sundays at the back table in Mercer while the man opposite me drafted door schedules - and exam season ran me on its own informal timetable - a proctor who collected the blue books, held the gymnasium doors for me afterward, and then held my hips in the cool of the entry hall, finishing in me with a courteous efficiency while the next sitting filed past the far doors; two men on separate afternoons in the summer-quiet stacks. The campus was studying. It took its breaks where it always had. Only Fridays had gone quiet: the team's season was over, training done, the standing fixture folded up until autumn.

And in 312, the boxes appeared. Civilian clothes on hangers hooked over the glass - jeans, a linen jacket, things chosen with weather in mind - and a completion ceremony on the liaison calendar for noon Thursday. Tessa had stopped mentioning it, which from Tessa was the same as counting the hours out loud.

Tuesday came up under the week the way it had come up under every week since January.

For the last time.

His office in May had stopped needing the lamp.

The leaded window stood full of late-May sun that would outlast our hour by half an evening, and the green shade burned anyway, out of ritual, its pool of gold invisible in all that daylight - the war's oldest prop, outshone. The shelves were the same ten thousand read pages. The desk held the blotter, the fountain pen, the red pen, and the spring seminar's essays squared to the corner, five thousand words apiece, and somewhere in the thickness of that stack, mine.

He was marking when I came in, and he finished his sentence, and I was out of my clothes before he'd capped the pen. That part hadn't needed instructions since February. Shoes, shirt, skirt, the lanyard staying - the steel staying too, seated since the morning's lectures, ignored by him through one last hour as it had been ignored through all of them - and up onto the desk, my back to the felt, my head at the lamp, while the sun reached places the lamplight had owned all winter and made the whole arrangement look strangely honest, like a stage inspected at noon.

He said nothing. He'd said nothing in that office for weeks - the sessions had worn down to their machinery, the hour, the hand, the count - but the silence had changed grade somewhere since April, and I read the change from flat on his blotter: it wasn't rationing anymore. There was nothing left in the syllabus. This was the seminar's last meeting, and we had both done the reading.

His two fingers and his thumb took up the work with the same measured scholarship as ever, and my body - fluent in it by now - answered in its own annotations: the flush he'd once narrated climbing my breasts on schedule, my heels finding the desk's edge, the wet sound of his patience filling the office where his voice used to be. The first build went up the long grade and his hand came off it at the top, and the whole structure sagged back into me, churning, and I breathed through it with my eyes on the ceiling's plaster rose, because I knew this part. I could have taught this part.

The second he took higher. The third higher than that, holding me in the upper registers for whole minutes, where the edge radiates and the room goes narrow - and I made the sounds I no longer budgeted, and the sun moved one slow inch along the shelves, and his hand lifted, and I swore at him without any heat in it, the way you swear at weather you've lived under for years.

The fourth time, near the top, I watched his face instead of the ceiling. The wire rims were down at the work, the attention total, a man reading the same page he'd been reading since January and still finding margin - and something moved through me there on the desk, tangled into the ache - not tenderness, not forgiveness; the plain dark heat of being read that closely, for that long, by the man I'd spent a season defying. The hand lifted. The crest collapsed. I didn't make a sound that time, and the not-making was its own entry in the record, and his eyes flicked up at the silence like a man hearing his name.

The fifth he took slow, very slow, the patience deeper than ever, carrying me up toward the line he'd held me on twice this spring - the balance point, his signature, the place he could keep a body suspended like a note above a staff - and I felt the rhythm begin its narrowing, felt the strokes shave themselves toward fractions, felt him gather me up onto the brink to hold me there.

I reached down and took his wrist, and moved his hand aside.

He let me. That has to be in the record: there was a half-second where the choice was his, the wrist solid under my fingers, and he let his hand be lifted off me the way he'd lifted it off me through a whole spring of Tuesdays, and I put my own fingers where his had been, into all that readiness he'd spent an hour building like he was ever going to be the one to spend it, and I finished what he started.

It took four strokes. My own hand, my own tempo, on his desk, in his office, in his light - and I kept my eyes on his the whole way up, through the gathering and the tipping and the long bucking spill of it, the orgasm he'd confiscated all spring breaking out of me on his blotter at last with my back arching off the felt and his essays shivering in their stack - and he watched me take it as he'd watched me lose it all those Tuesdays, with total attention, and I gave my voice to the whole length of it because nobody in that room was grading anymore.

All spring that desk had held me, and it had never once held this. The first orgasm the Tuesdays had ever yielded was mine, by my own hand, with the author of every denial sitting eighteen inches away watching me finish without him.

The quiet afterward went on past all our old quiets - through my breathing coming back, through the sun ticking along the spines, through the trembling leaving my thighs in installments. He didn't move. The longest silence of the whole war, and what filled it was neither fury nor appetite but the specific stillness of a man at the end of a book, holding the cover open a moment before letting it close.

I slid off the desk onto legs that mostly held, and I didn't reach for my skirt.

I knelt on his rug.

It surprised him. I had a season's practice at reading the seismograph of that face and I watched the needle jump - one clean spike of something unfiled - because kneeling had never once been asked of me in that office, never ordered, never coached; the desk was the desk and the rug was just the floor under it. I knelt into the warm patch of sun by his chair with my face turned up the way I had turned it up once before, except that time the turning had been war, and this was the other thing.

"You were going to anyway," I said.

A beat. Then his hands came away from the chair's arms, and I undid his belt myself - first time, all spring - and took him out, hard and heavy and unconfessed, the state of him the hour's one disclosure, and worked him with my fist at a pace I set. Not his metronome. Mine: lazy, liberal, the tempo of someone who has already gotten what she came for, watching the control drain out of a careful man by degrees - his breath losing its sentence-shape, his hand finding the chair's arm again and gripping, the discipline of a whole semester coming apart in a fist he wasn't running, and when he finally went over it was with an actual sound, low and torn off short, the first sound that office had ever taken out of him.

He finished across the face I held up for him - heat crossing my cheekbone and the bridge of my nose, my lips, a last warm weight at my jaw, the salt of him finding the corner of my mouth - and there was no claim in it anywhere this time and no battle either. In January it had been done to me, and I had carried it home like a thing that outranked me. Now I had requested it, conducted it, timed it, and what it felt like landing was simple and almost administrative and entirely mine: a debt, paid to my face, on demand.

I let it cool for exactly as long as I wanted to. Then I reached up and drew the polishing cloth out of his shirt pocket - he watched my fingers do it and made no move at all - and wiped my face clean. All of it, every trace, the thing January-me had crossed a whole campus rather than do - and the smell of him stayed in my next three breaths anyway. I folded the cloth in quarters and laid it on the blotter beside the stack that held my essay.

He looked at the folded cloth. Then at me. Behind the wire rims something finished happening that had been happening since a white table at noon in April, and I can only describe it the way I'd describe a signature: the concession, executed.

I dressed in the sunlight at my own pace, and the gold went back where it lived. At the door I paused, out of long habit, in the spot where Tuesday had always been handed to me like an assignment - and the room behind me stayed silent, because there was no next Tuesday, and we both heard the silence say it.

So I gave him the parting line instead. His, returned. Light, the way you'd remind a tutor of his own first lesson.

"I know," I said. "I can always say the word."

I didn't wait to watch it land. But the red pen, which had resumed before the latch clicked on every Tuesday since January, hadn't made a sound by the time the door closed behind me. I listened for it the whole length of the corridor. It never came.

The knock, in the small hours before her completion, wasn't a knock. It was the door of 307 opening at half past midnight, and Tessa coming in like the room owed her money. I'd left it unlocked without letting myself examine why.

I was awake. The glass stood uncovered on a corridor that had been dark an hour - exam week kept the wing strange hours - and I'd been lying bare on top of the sheet in the low lamp, not sleeping, with Thursday already in the room. She wore a t-shirt washed thin as breath and nothing else, hair down and loose on her shoulders, legs bare to the floor, and she closed the door behind her with her heel.

"It's past midnight," I said.

"I know what time it is." She crossed the room, lifted my lanyard off the bedpost where it hung, and dropped it on the desk. Her own followed - the green she'd worn longer than I'd been enrolled - and the two of them landed together in the lamplight, gold under green, the program's whole hierarchy in a six-inch tangle on a dorm desk, and she pulled the t-shirt over her head and stood there a second letting me look, because she had never once in her life rushed an audience.

I'd seen her body for two semesters - through glass, over couch backs, across a donor's lap, lit by every lamp on this floor. I had none of it memorized in my hands. That was the discovery waiting inside Wednesday night, and it kept unfolding the whole way through: the difference between a thing you've watched and a thing you're holding.

She climbed onto the bed and kissed me before I'd finished sitting up, and there was nobody to taste on her this time, no shared man, no marquee, no trade. Just tea gone cold hours ago, and toothpaste under it, and her - slow and searching, taking her time with my mouth, her hand sliding along my jaw the way it had in the common room in April, except in April the kiss had been a hinge between other things, and this one was the door itself.

We took a long time over the first part. Mouths, the lamp low, the building asleep. Her breasts were heavier than mine and astonishingly soft for a body so built - full and warm in my palms, pale where two semesters of California had never reached, the tan lines like a second, secret uniform - and when I bent and took a nipple into my mouth and heard Tessa Voss exhale through her nose, slow and deep, the sound went through me with a heat that had no name on this campus - not the program's, not Nate's; some fourth thing, unfiled, that had been sitting in a marquee since April with its hands in its lap.

She pressed me back into the pillows by the shoulder, easy, certain, and went down my body with her hair dragging silk-cool over my breasts, my ribs, the dip of my stomach - taking a detour at the hipbone to set her teeth there lightly, proprietary, a postscript to a year of watching me get used by everyone but her - and then her mouth arrived between my thighs and every man I'd had all spring was instantly, briefly, a rumor.

She knew. That was the whole of it, the thing no stairwell senior or trustee or flanker could have known: she owned the same map. Her tongue found the rhythm I'd have chosen with my own hand, and held it - patient, exact, no weight pinning me, no hurry anywhere in her - her hands flat and warm on my inner thighs, not forcing them wide, just resting there like she had until morning, and the build came up from underneath like warmth through floorboards, slow and total. When I got close she felt it before I said it and eased off, twice, not Keane's confiscation but a hostess's pacing, drawing the middle of it out long - and when she finally let me go over she stayed with me through every wave of it, mouth soft, hands steady, while I came quietly into the half-dark with my fingers wrapped in her dark hair and my heels pressed into the mattress and the sound folded down small, not for the glass, not for the corridor, for the room. For her.

She surfaced wiping her mouth on my hip, utterly at ease, and lay back on my pillow like a woman who'd finished her shift.

"Your turn to work," she said.

So I learned her. Clumsy at first - she was the first woman my hands had ever been responsible for, and she let me feel the size of that for a minute, watching me down her own body with those frank brown eyes while I mapped her - and then less clumsy, because she conducted. Two of my fingers, her hips setting the tempo against them, rising to tell me deeper, stilling to tell me wait - a language I realized I'd watched her speak all year to other people's hands, and that no amount of watching had taught me the feel of: the slick clinging heat of her around my knuckles, the deep muscle of those volleyball thighs going taut and easing, her breath climbing in small reluctant steps she'd have denied if I'd named them. "Slower," she said once, to the ceiling, her hand settling into my hair; and when I obeyed, "There. Don't get clever." Then my mouth on her breast, her throat, and finally, when her breathing told me where we were, between her thighs, my fingers still working while my tongue found the place her hips were asking from, the taste of her clean and dark and new - sleep-warm skin and faint soap and underneath it just Tessa - the one person the gold card had nothing to say about, chosen entirely for myself.

She came the way she did everything, with total certainty and no apology - a long deep shudder, thighs closing warm around my ears, one hand fisted in the sheets - and quietly, quieter than I'd ever heard her through any wall on this floor, the loudest girl in Langley spending it all on a held breath and one low note. And in the middle of it her other hand came down and found mine where it braced against her hip, and her fingers laced through my fingers the way they had at a donor's knee in April, except this time there was nobody between us, and she held on until she was through.

We lay afterward in the half-dark, her heartbeat slowing under my ear, the lamp making its small gold weather over the bed. The corridor beyond the glass stayed empty. For once there was nothing out there that I wanted in here.

No speeches. I'd promised myself that, knowing her, knowing what speeches would do to a woman who'd built a rehearsed shrug just to get her own good news through a door. She drew patterns on my shoulder for a while, idle, tradeswoman's fingers. The radiator ticked itself to sleep.

"Noon," she said eventually, to the ceiling - taking inventory, nothing nervous about it.

"You'll be magnificent."

"Obviously." A pause, one beat too long, the only crack in the whole night, mortared over before it set. "Obviously."

She left before light. I surfaced enough to watch her pull the t-shirt back on and lift her lanyard off the desk - she had to work the green free of the gold, one little tug in the lamplight, and that was the last time the program's two cards would ever touch - and she let herself out the way she'd let herself in, without one backward look, which I understood by then was not the absence of a goodbye but the shape of hers.

The seminar met for the last time Thursday morning, and Keane lectured on endings.

Lily's, mostly - the wreck of her, the boarding house, Wharton closing every door with that terrible nineteenth-century quiet - and he taught it straight, no detours, his eyes crossing my row no more and no less than they crossed the others. The essays came back at the door as we filed out, alphabetical from a box, handed over by a teaching assistant who had no idea what was passing through his hands.

I didn't open mine until the stone steps outside, in the sun, with the between-classes traffic parting around me.

Top corner. Red ink. The hand I'd watched move across a hundred strangers' pages all spring, finally arriving on mine:

A. You understood Lily better than Wharton did.

That was all. No comment in any margin - I checked, twice, standing on the steps while the campus flowed past - five thousand of my words and he'd left every one of them alone. He had rationed himself down and down all semester, from paragraphs to sentences to single words to silence, and here was the war's last communication, in red, in the one square inch of the page where a grade goes: praise, total, unwitnessed, impossible to wear across a quad.

He'd saved his last word for the margin. He'd always lived there.

I read it twice more on the walk across campus, and came into the lobby of the administration building at ten past noon, which turned out to be exactly late enough.

She was already done. Completion, it turns out, is brief - a folder, a signature, a handshake nobody photographs - and Tessa came down the marble stairs in dark jeans and a white shirt and the linen jacket, with a staff lanyard around her neck holding a card I didn't read because I was too busy not recognizing her. After all that skin and plaid and scholar white, here was a woman dressed for weather, hair pinned up like a Tuesday professional, a cardboard box of office things riding her hip.

She saw me and didn't slow much. That was the agreement, even though we'd never made it.

"They gave me a desk," she said. "It faces the quad. Hartwell says I'll get nothing done."

"Hartwell's right."

"Hartwell's always right. It's the whole problem with her." She shifted the box to her other hip, and looked at me for a second with everything neither of us was going to say standing in the look, and then she put her free arm around me and hugged me - two seconds, hard, her jaw pressed once against my temple - and let go before it could become anything a lobby would notice.

"Don't let Keane retire," she said.

And the doors took her, and she was gone across the quad in civilian clothes, walking like she owned the deed to it, which - liaison to the endowment that owned everything - I suppose she now in some small percentage did.

Room 312's glass was dark by that evening; by the weekend there'd be a summer-term assignment card in the slot where her name had been, some girl I didn't know yet, arriving to learn what the wing taught. The building didn't pause. There was a comfort in that I was by now too local to explain to anybody who'd need it explained.

Friday came up cloudless, out of family habit.

The review was called for eight, to catch the glass at dusk, and by half past seven the colonnade lawn was collecting people - folding chairs in a crescent for the jury, five of them, deans of this and chairs of that, with the lead juror identifiable at a hundred feet by the way the other four kept checking his face. Behind the chairs, the donors - I counted three trustees I knew by hand - and Hartwell in summer-weight gray, and behind them, spreading back into the blue evening, half the architecture school on the grass with whatever the architecture school drinks, plus the campus's usual ambient hundred who could read a gathering crowd the way gulls read a trawler.

The bay stood lit. He'd tuned the light all week - not floodlight, nothing institutional; a warm low wash that came from everywhere and admitted to coming from nowhere - and the room sat in the dusk glowing like the inside of something good, one glass door standing open on its pivot, the lawn's last daylight dying around it. The jury had taken their walkthrough that afternoon - five men pacing the span, palms on the fins, murmuring over joints and sightlines, standing inside the idea while it was still only a room.

The rival scheme had presented Wednesday, in the gallery, with a laser pointer - its own degree review, nothing riding on it anymore but the degree. I'd heard it went well, for a roof.

Nate presented from the grass, in his good jacket, with six boards pinned on easels behind him that he never turned to look at. He talked for under a minute - site, span, the program's name for the project and the studio's name for it, CHOSEN, which by then the whole lawn used like a word it had always had - and then he stopped, and let the pause stand - an old library-table habit, working now at full scale.

"Every argument I have for this building is printed behind me," he said, "and none of them is the real one."

And he looked at me.

Every head on the lawn came around with his, but for once in my public life I didn't feel them land. I was already moving - out of my flats and through the cool grass, the evening air through thin cotton, every step of the crossing mine in a way no crossing on this campus had ever quite been: no placard, no summons, no agenda item. An offer I'd made three weeks ago at a desk, being kept.

At the open door I undressed without help and without hurry. Knot, buttons, skirt - folded onto the grass at the threshold, a small plaid-and-white settlement at the border of his country - and last, the lanyard, which I lifted over my own head, the gesture every man who'd ever mattered had performed on me, performed at last by me, and laid the gold on top of the pile. What happened in that room would be given to him, not taken because a card allowed it. The program could read about it.

I stepped in barefoot. The slab still held the day's warmth. The light was the kind that finds a body's entire vocabulary - freckles, flush, the pale undersides, the places his hands had been redrawing since September - and outside the glass the dusk had gone deep enough that the lawn was a single blue-dark animal, all of its faces turned this way, lit faintly by what was lighting me. I could see them all. They could see all of me. And ghosted over them in the glass, faint as breath, me - the room's one exhibit, hung in her own reflection.

The word for it was already printed in block capitals on every drawing he'd made since January.

The door turned on its pivot, and clicked, and he was inside the idea with me.

He came up behind me at the glass the way he had in a dorm room in September and again in January - I heard his belt open behind me, the only sound in the room - and I put my palms flat to the pane facing the jury before he asked, because this was the position the whole thing had been drafted from - and he took me there, slow, with the crowd ten feet beyond a material that did not lie. The glass under my hands was nothing like the dorm's: thick, structural, dead still. It didn't give when he drove into me and my weight went forward onto it; it didn't tick or flex; it held, the way he'd built it to hold, and the sound I made went up into a roof plane engineered for music and came back down over both of us, and beyond the pane a juror's pen stopped getting anything down.

He kept it slow and deep, one hand spread warm on my stomach, the other tracing my spine like a section line, and I watched the audience watch me through my own faint reflection - Hartwell unreadable, a trustee leaning to murmur to a trustee, a girl from the studio with both hands over her mouth and her eyes enormous and shining - and the engine that had run me all year was running now inside its own purpose-built housing; my hips answered the watching before any thought arrived, and he felt it happen. The room didn't make me legible. I had been legible all spring. The room made me architecture - load and light, carried and shown - and the heat of that went somewhere even Founders' Day hadn't mapped. Beyond my reflection a chair leg settled into the lawn; somebody's folded program slid off a knee into the grass and nobody bent for it.

Then he turned me around.

His hand came off my stomach, found my shoulder, and brought me about to face him, my back settling against the glass with the whole watching lawn against my skin through an inch of his thesis - and he lifted me, both hands under my thighs, and brought me down onto him again face to face, and leaned in until his forehead rested on mine.

"Just us," he said.

The third time like this. A December ballroom, across a hundred heads. An April fountain, across the water. And now this: no distance left at all, the entire span of the year closed to nothing, his eyes so near they were the only audience left, the invited one waiting eight feet behind my bare shoulders. He moved in me slow and certain. My heels locked in the small of his back; my fingers found his hair. The glass lay cool down the length of my spine, and beyond it the whole lawn seemed to be holding one breath - and we did what we had been doing across crowded rooms all year, finally at its true distance.

I came with my eyes open on his.

It rose the long way and broke the long way, rolling, my cry going up into his roof, my body clenching down around him while he held me to the pane and watched it from an inch - every flicker of it, the way he'd watched me across ballrooms and bonfires of other men's hands all year, the watching that had never once been a wound - and inside the breaking I heard him say my name, just my name, and follow me over, pressing deep, the heat of him pulsing into me with his forehead hard against mine and his breath shaking down both our mouths.

The building held. Somewhere under my shoulder blades I could feel the structure taking our weight - his name, my body, eighteen months of glass that hadn't been built yet, all of it carried on fins you could see straight through.

Chosen.

The lawn stayed silent while we came apart by degrees - his mouth at my hairline, my heels finding the warm slab - a quiet this campus almost never managed. Into it, out on the grass, the lead juror closed his folder. The sound carried. So did his voice, dry as a deed.

"I don't believe I have any questions."

The laugh that went up off the grass broke into applause on its way, and the applause rolled around the glass and over the roof and on toward the colonnade, and Nate - still inside the room, still half inside me, sweat at his temples and his jacket ruined - looked at me, only at me, while his building took the noise for both of us.

He picked my uniform up off the grass himself, afterward, and dressed me in front of whoever cared to stay, the knot tied true. The lanyard he didn't put back on me. He pressed it into my hand, folded my fingers over the gold, and kissed my knuckles where they closed.

The card stayed in my fist the whole walk home. Some walks aren't for the record.

Hartwell's letter came the morning after my last exam, in the year's third cream envelope, and I read it lying against Nate's chest in 307 with the screen open on a corridor full of early-summer light.

The Dean wrote the way she spoke. The Honors designation was renewed for the coming academic year, effective immediately. Scholars in residence over the summer term remained on program hours; my housing, per the addendum, was guaranteed and waiting, which was the closest the program's prose ever came to a welcome. There were two sentences about the Pavilion's groundbreaking, scheduled for August, at which the presence of the Honors scholar was anticipated - anticipated, the word doing the same work it always did on the fourth floor.

And then a new paragraph, set off on its own, in Hartwell's clean fourth-floor calm.

Separately: the endowment will pilot an Ambassador Program in the fall term. Three donors have requested Scholar Calloway by name. Details will follow under separate cover.

I read it twice. Under my ear, Nate's heartbeat didn't change, because I'd read it aloud the first time and he'd already begun, I could feel it, to think about rooms.

My mother had asked, on the phone on Sunday, whether I was coming home for the summer, and I'd told her the program kept its scholars working straight through, which was true, and that I was needed for a building, which was even truer. She'd asked if I was eating. She'd told me the cottonwood came down in a windstorm in May and the yard looked bigger without it, lighter, and she didn't seem to miss it the way she'd expected, and we'd both let that sentence sit a moment longer than it needed, the way we let most of our true ones.

The summer stood open. He'd be in the studio through August, developing the thing he'd designed for me into a thing that could be poured and bolted and glazed; I'd be here - seven to ten, the campus thinning and staying, the gold card warm between my breasts on every lawn the program owned. There had been a time when each new tier of this life had arrived like vertigo. The fall's tier had arrived this morning by letter, and what I felt holding it was just appetite with a date on it.

"Summer," I said, into his chest. "I want the whole thing."

I felt the laugh start somewhere under my ear. "No promises," he said, and his arm came around me, and for once in the entire history of us I was the one who answered.

"I know."

I got up and set the letter on the desk beside the photograph of the plains - all that flat grass running out to meet the sky, nothing standing in between; I knew a room like that now, standing on a lawn, with his name on the cover sheet - and squared both of them to the corner, and lay back down against him in the lamplight with the glass uncovered and the wing humming its summer hum. Tomorrow morning the summer term would open at the same seven o'clock it had always kept, and the heat low in my belly had already turned over to meet it - awake ahead of the clock, the way it woke now, my body filing the season's first request early.

Somewhere on the fourth floor, a folder with my name on it was getting thicker.

In the fall, they would ask for me by name.
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