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Chapter 1: The request list

⚜

The building had started to exist in August.

Nate had turned the first shovelful early in the month - a ceremonial spadeful into ground the crews had already opened, the colonnade lawn roped and ribboned, trustees in shirtsleeves and Hartwell in summer gray and Nate at the center of it in a hard hat that didn't suit him, CHOSEN printed on the boards behind him with a permit number under it now. He'd caught my eye over the rope once, the long flat load-path look he saved for me, and the gold had gone warm against my sternum at the plain fact of it: past the colonnade, in survey paint and staked string, the room he'd designed around the sound I made was beginning to be poured. The weeks after went fast - footings, then forms, then the first black columns climbing out of the hoarding like the masts of something. By the last days of August the frame had reached its second deck, and I passed it on the way to everything, and never once managed not to slow.

That was the backdrop. The foreground arrived in a cream folder.

The fourth floor hadn't changed. The paneled hallway, the framed photographs of buildings the endowment had bought a century of, the carpet that ate sound - I'd counted those photographs once on the worst and best morning of my life, and I counted nothing now, just walked the length of it in my uniform at eight in the morning with the plaid sitting high on my hips and the steel seated since I'd dressed, and let Hartwell's assistant wave me through without looking up.

Hartwell was the same too. Winter or summer, the Dean wore the same fourth-floor calm, the same unbothered attention that had measured me a year and a person ago and found me, on paper, exactly as advertised. The cream folder sat squared to the blotter in front of her, and she opened it the way she opened everything, without ceremony, because ceremony was for the lawn.

"You'll have read the line in your renewal letter," she said. "This is the line, expanded."

She turned the first page toward me. Ambassador Program - Pilot Terms, in the typeface the administration used for things that were already true.

"The endowment is piloting a request track this fall," she said. "Three donors have asked for you by name. The mechanism is simple. A donor submits a request through the liaison office; the office books it; you're notified. The booking is a residency - one to three nights, off campus, at the donor's property." She let that settle for exactly the length it needed. "Off campus, program hours don't apply. For the duration of a residency you are available around the clock. A scholar's sleep is not an interruption of availability."

I was wet before she finished the sentence.

It happened the way it happened now - ahead of my thinking, a clean drop low in my belly somewhere around the word residency, my thighs pressing together under the lip of her desk before I'd decided anything about my thighs, my nipples rising hard against the thin cotton in the office's cool air while the Dean watched me read and did not remark on it, because remarking on it was beneath her. The sleep clause went lower than language and settled there, a low hot drawer that stayed open and hummed for the rest of the day. I read the line twice, and the second time my pulse was in my throat, and lower.

"There's a campus codicil," Hartwell went on, turning the page, perfectly even. "Formalized alongside the pilot. A scholar who leaves her door unlocked and her screen clear overnight is extending a standing invitation - to be used while she sleeps, the midnight-to-six privacy rule notwithstanding. The screen right still exists; this is the voluntary waiver of it. Locked door, locked rules. Unlocked is an open question, asked of the floor, all night." She uncapped a pen and set it on the page where a signature went. "Stated once. I won't belabor it."

The codicil did to me what the addendum had done, a second drop on top of the first, and I understood with the strange administrative clarity I got on this floor that the program had just handed me the one stretch of the clock that had always been mine - the privacy after midnight, the screen I was allowed to close, the locked dark - and asked, in Hartwell's flat courtesy, whether I'd like to give it away. I knew the answer the way I knew my own pulse. I'd known it before she finished reading.

I signed before she reached the bottom of the second paragraph. The pen was cool and the signature was steady and the rest of me was not - the cotton dragging at my nipples every time I breathed, the wet gone tacky against the inside of one thigh where it pressed the other, a whole body filing its assent below the desk while my hand performed the polite version above it. My file, somewhere in a cabinet on this floor, would have predicted exactly that - signs early, signs wet - and the file would have been right, and the knowing of that was its own warm weight as I set the pen down on a contract that put my sleep on the menu.

Hartwell squared the folder. "One housekeeping matter, while you're sitting." She glanced at a second sheet, my fall schedule, the grid of it clean and new. "Your designation no longer carries an advising requirement. There's no Tuesday hour on your card."

"No," I agreed.

She didn't decorate it and neither did I. The Tuesday hour was simply gone - a line that had been on every schedule of my life at Ashworth, lifted off this one without comment, the war it used to name ended in May on a desk in the sun. I felt the absence of it the way you feel a tooth that's stopped aching: a clean spot where a long pressure used to live. The body still got fed; the professor still walked the halls. But the standing claim was struck from the grid, and the nothing that filled the space was the closure.

"The liaison office has your first booking," Hartwell said, which was her entire version of you may go. "Ms. Voss is expecting you."

Tessa's desk faced the quad, exactly as she'd promised, and she'd been right about the rest of it too - she got nothing done, because the window over her shoulder showed the fountain and half the colonnade and a steady traffic of scholars she used to outrank, and she watched all of it with the proprietary boredom of a woman who'd built the place and rented it back.

She was in civilian clothes still - dark trousers, a blouse, the staff lanyard lying where the green one used to - and the sight of her dressed for weather had stopped surprising me sometime over the summer, though I'd never stop noticing it. She looked up when I came in and her whole face did the thing it did.

"There she is." She didn't get up. She had a folder of her own, slimmer than Hartwell's, and she slid it across the desk toward me with two fingers and an expression I can only call terrible delight - the look of a woman who'd been waiting a week to hand someone exactly this. "Sit. Read. Try not to ruin my upholstery."

A single sheet. Liaison letterhead, a booking grid, the fields filled in a clerk's neat hand:

VANCE, R. - Vineyard estate, two hours north - Labor Day weekend - three nights - guest count: 11.

"Vance," I said.

"Vance." Tessa leaned back, lacing her hands behind her head, enjoying it. "You won't have met him. He's met you - Founders' Day, the December Showcase, back row, the kind of man who watches a thing once and then spends money about it for a year. He's the whatever she's on, endow it letter. Development still quotes it at parties. He wrote that line the same week your tier got its name, and he meant the second half literally - there's a building going up on the lawn right now with his money in it." She tipped her chin at me. "First name on the pilot's request list. Asked for you in writing before the ink on the program was dry."

I read the sheet again. Three nights. Around the clock, the addendum's words coming back warm. Guest count: eleven. I felt the number land and spread - eleven men in some long room I hadn't seen yet, eleven pairs of hands and no clock above them, a whole weekend of strangers who'd bought the time to learn what I sounded like. The drop came again, low and informed, and my thighs answered it on Tessa's good chair before I could pretend they hadn't.

"Eleven," I said.

"His weekend. Old money, vineyards, the kind of people who have houses with names. Don't worry about logistics - the office runs all of it. Car comes for you, I ride along with the paperwork, hand you over up at the house, retrieve you Monday." She let the front legs of her chair come down. "Pack nothing. A toothbrush, if you're sentimental - but whatever you're going to wear, he's already bought, and it'll fit, because he asked the office for your measurements and the office, God help us, has them. He's particular about providing."

"Nothing," I repeated.

"Nothing." She took the sheet back, squared it into her folder, and the folder into a drawer, and the drawer she closed with the satisfaction of a woman filing her flagship's maiden voyage. "It's three nights with no clock, is the thing you should actually be nervous about. You've never worked without one. Seven to ten's been your whole life here - the fence, the grace, the part that hands you back decent at the end of the day. His place doesn't run on program time, and the man knows it better than you do." She studied me a beat, the dry proprietary warmth that was the only register she'd ever used on me. "You're going to like it more than is reasonable. Try to act surprised for his sake."

The heat that moved through me at no clock was its own animal - slower than the fourth floor's, deeper, and it came with a calendar attached now. Labor Day. Three nights. A house with a name and eleven men in it and no ten o'clock waiting at the end of any day to make me decent.

At the door her voice followed me, gone soft at the edges in the way she'd never admit to.

"Wren." I turned. She'd gone back to her window, the quad, the fountain running for nobody at nine in the morning. "He's not Keane. No games. He just wants to watch you do the impossible and then ask for something harder." A beat. "Have the weekend of your life. Then come tell me about it."

Nate texted while I was crossing back under the colonnade, the Pavilion's frame rising past the hoarding to my left, a story taller than it had been the week before.

Nate: Steel's up to the second deck. Come see before they sheet it - it reads like a drawing right now and it won't again

Nate: Also I hear you've got plans for the holiday

I stopped under the colonnade and read it twice. I hear. The architecture school gossiped worse than my wing; he'd have known about the pilot before I'd signed it, the way he'd known everything since September, and there was nothing in the four words but the fact, offered flat.

I typed back: Labor Day weekend. Off campus. Three nights.

The reply took eight seconds.

Nate: Good. Tell me the part you'll remember when you're back.

Not be careful. Not who or how many. Just the assumption, folded into a sentence, that I'd come back with something worth telling, and that he'd want it across a table with his knuckles white around a pencil and his eyes warm the whole time. He'd be on the site all weekend either way, and he'd hear about the vineyard the way he heard about everything, and none of it would flinch in him, because none of it ever had.

No promises, I typed, because it was ours.

Nate: I know.

The wing stayed half-empty those last days before the term - a few early-return scholars, a kettle somewhere, a quiet that would be gone the moment Labor Day let the floor back in. There was nothing on the grid between the booking and the car but the slow filling-in of the building and a body that had signed something on the fourth floor and hadn't put it down since.

I left the door unlocked that first night, and every night after.

That was the whole of it - the codicil's first practice, performed alone in a near-empty wing, a thing so small it barely had a gesture: the brass thumb-turn left in its open position, the screen left clear, the room left as a question I'd put to a floor that mostly wasn't home yet to answer it. I lay down in 307 in the low lamp with the glass uncovered and the corridor dark, on top of the sheet in my uniform - the plaid ridden high off the tops of my thighs, the thin cotton showing every hard point of me to the empty hall - and the wet came back at nothing but the idea. That somewhere past one a.m. footsteps might come down the dark corridor and slow at my glass, and not move on, because the board no longer said protected; that I might surface from a dream to a weight already over me, my body answering before I was awake enough to remember I'd already chosen it, exactly as the page had promised in the Dean's calm hand. I wanted it with the specificity I could feel in my teeth, the sleep clause still carrying its low charge under my skin, and I listened to the half-empty wing for footsteps that would mean the rule was real.

None came. The floor was three-quarters away; the few who were home were sleeping off their own travel; the corridor stayed dark and the glass stayed quiet, three nights running, and the wanting had nowhere to land. I lay in it patient and slick and entirely awake, and let the un-happening do what everything did to me now - banked itself, gathered itself, folded the disappointment in with all the other gathered weight and turned it, somewhere below thought, into appetite with the weekend written through it.

Friday came up cloudless. Two hours north, a named house and eleven strangers and a whole weekend campus time couldn't reach, and a man who'd paid for the privilege of looking for the bottom of me. I'd packed a toothbrush and left the rest of my life in the drawer, because I'd been told to, and because I believed him.

The car came at eight.
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Chapter 2: The residency

⚜

The car was the first thing the program had ever given me that I didn't have to give anything back for.

Black, quiet, a driver who said good morning, miss and nothing else for two hours, and Tessa beside me in the back with a flat leather folder on her knees and a coffee she'd brought for herself and not for me, because the office had a view on what I'd be doing with my mouth before the day was out and saw no reason to confuse it with caffeine. We came up out of the valley on a road that narrowed as it climbed, and the campus fell off behind us the way a tide goes out - Langley, the colonnade, the half-built frame on the lawn, all of it sliding under the horizon until the only world left was vineyard, hill after hill of it ruled into green corduroy under a sky scrubbed clean for the holiday.

Tessa worked the whole way. She did it half in her old skin and half in the new one - the civilian blouse, the lanyard coiled in the cupholder, the folder open across her thighs with my name typed at the top of a page I wasn't allowed to read and a column of times down the side of it that I was beginning to understand had nothing to do with seven, or ten, or any number that had ever fenced a day of mine. She'd flick a glance up at the wine country going by, then back down, then sidelong at me, reading my state off my face like she read the engine note of everything.

"You're calm," she said, somewhere past the first hour. Not a question. "Good. You won't get much sleep where you're going, and not on a schedule you'll recognize."

"Three nights running." I watched a hawk hang over a row of vines. "I left it unlocked every one of them. Nobody came."

"Three-quarters of the floor's still at the beach." She turned a page. "It's not a verdict on you, if that's what the silence felt like. It's August." A beat, drier. "Monday the floor comes home and the silence ends. Try to be back in one piece to enjoy it."

The gate, when it came, had no name on it, which I'd learn was the entire point - the houses with names didn't need to wear them. Two stone pillars, an iron gate already standing open, a gravel drive running up between plane trees toward a long low house the color of the hills it sat in, stone and slate and a roofline that had been settling into the ground since before California had a railroad. The car crunched to a stop at the foot of a shallow flight of steps, and a man came down them to meet it before the driver had killed the engine.

Vance. He was fifty-eight and wore it like a man who'd bought the decade outright: silver hair combed back off a tanned face, linen the color of bone, a trimness that cost a trainer four mornings a week, and a pleasure in his whole bearing so complete and so unhurried that it arrived ahead of him like the citrus the dark trustee had worn into a boardroom in March. He opened my door himself. He took my hand as I stood - both of his around it, warm and dry, a diplomat receiving a delegation he'd campaigned a year to host - and bent over it, and did not quite kiss it, only breathed the suggestion of it across my knuckles, his eyes coming up to mine through silver brows with frank, enormous pleasure.

"Miss Calloway." He said it like unwrapping something. "I have been insufferable about this weekend. Ask anyone. I've cleared the calendar of two good men who wanted it ahead of me and told them all the same thing - there's a list, and they're on it, and I was first." He straightened, still holding my hand, and turned the same warmth on Tessa over my shoulder without letting any of it cool. "Ms. Voss. On the dot, as advertised. The office is a marvel."

"Monday at noon," Tessa said, handing him a single sheet from the folder, which he took without reading and passed to someone who had materialized at his elbow. "She's all yours till then. The terms are the terms." Then she did the thing she'd done at the split in the quad path a season ago, except she did it leaning into the car's open door instead of straightening my collar, because there was no collar - there was only me, in the plain shift Vance had sent through the office for the drive, about to be in considerably less. She caught my eye and held it.

"Eat at the dinner," she said. "You won't want to. Do it anyway."

Then the door shut, and the car turned in the gravel sweep, and went back down between the plane trees and out through the gate, and somewhere in the diminishing crunch of its tires the clock that had governed every hour of my life at Ashworth simply stopped existing. There was a house that didn't wear its name, and a man who'd been first on a list, and three nights laid out ahead of me with nothing ruled across them at all.

I felt the floor of the day drop away, and my body lift into the space where it had been.

The house was old money doing the one thing old money does best, which is decline to announce itself. Stone floors worn into dishes by two centuries of feet. A long hall hung with dim landscapes nobody had dusted the importance off of. Oak everywhere - beams overhead gone black with age, a staircase a horse could have climbed, doors that swung heavy and shut soft. Through tall windows I caught the pool terrace, the vines falling away down the hill, and off the hall a drawing room with exposed beams where a low fire was already laid though the day was warm - and in the largest of those beams, directly over the rug, an iron hook screwed into the wood, old enough that the oak had grown a small dark lip around it, there for some purpose that predated me and would outlast me and that I let my eye slide off of for now, because Vance was walking me through to the light and talking the whole time.

"You'll be shown your room before dinner," he was saying. "Such as it is. I'll be honest with you, Miss Calloway - the guest wings here have a flaw the architect and I have agreed to call a feature." He paused at a window, hands clasped behind him, beaming out at his hills. "The doors don't lock. Not one of them. My grandfather's notion - a guest who locks a door, he said, has stopped being a guest. I never saw the wisdom of it until recently." The pleasure deepened, private and warm. "Now I find it suits the house's new purpose extraordinarily well."

The drop came at that - the sleep clause from the fourth floor arriving whole, with its low hum intact, the unlockable door of the addendum standing here in oak where for three nights I'd only imagined one - but I only said, "It's a beautiful house," and meant it, and he looked at me with such open gratitude that I understood the second lesson of the place before the first had finished landing: he wasn't going to pretend. There'd be no theater of reluctance here, no game, nothing to push against. He was simply, enormously glad I'd come.

There were eleven of them for the weekend, and I met them as guests.

That was the register, and it took me the length of a pre-dinner hour on the terrace to read it. They arrived in twos and threes from rooms down the wings, and they were exactly what Tessa had named - finance, vineyards, the cumulative wristwatch worth of a small county worn loose on tanned wrists, men who summered and wintered and had houses that, like this one, had stopped wearing their names. But money was only the half of what came off them on that terrace: linen sleeves rolled to tanned forearms, top buttons gone, the clean cedar-and-citrus of men who'd showered for a woman, low unhurried voices and easy warm grips when they shook mine - a room of appetites that had kept themselves expensive. Two of them I knew. I knew them with my body before my eyes finished placing them: a heavy-knuckled man with a signet ring sunk into his finger like something grown over, who had held my head down through an entire third-quarter distribution summary in March, and who now crossed the terrace to press a cool glass into my hand and ask, with grave courtesy, whether the drive had been comfortable; and a tall trustee with a steel watch who'd painted the inside of my open mouth at a boardroom table with a marksman's economy, and who now discussed the fire risk of the dry hills with the man beside him and gave me, over the rim of his wine, one nod of recognition that had a whole afternoon folded inside it.

But here they shook my hand. Here they brought me a drink. Here I was hospitality, not furniture - and the difference ran through the evening like a current under a floor.

Dinner was in the long room, at a table that could have seated thirty and held thirteen: eleven guests and their host, Vance at its head, and me at his right hand in the sleeveless white sheath that had been laid out on my bed exactly to my measurements, supplied to the house with the office's usual unnerving efficiency. Guest of honor. The candles were lit down the length of it and the windows had gone blue and then black, and over three courses I did the strangest work of my year, which was to be a woman at a dinner party. I made conversation. I let the heavy-knuckled man tell me about his daughter's horses. I laughed, truthfully, at something the tall trustee said about a wine he was declining to drink out of loyalty to his host's. I touched almost none of the wine in my own glass, because some animal underfloor of me had decided to keep its edges, and I ate - I ate at the dinner, every course, because a woman who'd never been wrong had told me to.

And the whole time, under the candlelight and the talk and the soft clean clatter of good silver, the thing was building. I could feel it accruing around the table the way I'd once felt a boardroom's attention stay politely elsewhere - except this attention didn't stay elsewhere. It came to me over the candles between sentences. The eleven guests reading me across three courses, unhurried, the way you read a menu you've already decided on, the anticipation running up like a tab nobody intended to dispute. By the time the plates were cleared I was so wet I'd stopped shifting against it, because shifting only published it to the chair, and my nipples had been standing against the white silk since the soup, and not one of them had touched me, and every one of them knew the evening's actual business was about to begin.

Vance let the staff clear, and pour the port, and set the cigars, and withdraw. And then, mid-anecdote - something about a vineyard in the Languedoc, a story he was clearly enjoying and had no intention of cutting short - he reached over without looking at me, took the back of my chair in one hand, and drew it back from the table.

He didn't break the sentence. He simply made a small, courteous gesture with his other hand, palm turning over, fingers tipping down toward the dark country under the long oak table - a host showing a latecomer to her seat.

I went down onto my hands and knees on the worn stone, and into the under-world of the dinner.

It was warm down there, and close, lit gold at the edges by the dining-room hearth down at the far wall and the candle-glow leaking between the place settings. A forest of trouser legs. The stone cold and faintly gritted under my palms, the tablecloth hanging at my shoulder like a curtain pulled across a window. The smell of good wool and leather and woodsmoke and, threading under it as I crawled, the first warm note of men who'd been reading me for three courses and were done reading. The talk went on overhead, unbroken, Vance's voice carrying the Languedoc story to its turn - exactly, I understood, as a boardroom's business had once carried on above me, the conversation declining to acknowledge what the conversation was for.

I started just below my own emptied chair, with the first guest down from Vance's right hand, since Vance kept his place at the head and only watched - and I worked down one side and up the other.

The first was already freed for me when I reached him, the man's hand having done the belt while my knees were still finding the stone, and I took him into my mouth in the dim spill below the cloth. No preamble - the house didn't ask me to pretend I'd misunderstood; it put him in my mouth and let the talk run on over my head, a man taking what the weekend had bought with the minimum of ceremony. He was thick and unhurried and he let me set the pace at first, one hand resting in my hair without steering, and overhead his other hand lifted his port, and his voice joined the table's on the subject of the fire risk in the hills. I worked him until he hardened fully against my tongue, until the hand in my hair stopped resting and started guiding, and then he simply held my head where he wanted it and finished down my throat in three long pulls, quiet about it, a man attending to himself at his own table, and I swallowed it the way I'd been taught in a room with a brass ship's clock and crawled on.

The second freed himself as I arrived, which became the rhythm of the thing - each man's hands going to his belt at the soft sound of my approach down the line, so that I crawled from one waiting cock to the next through the close hearth-warm shadow, no waiting, the table provisioning me as I came. I learned the geography of the long table by mouth: the heavy-knuckled man halfway down the near side, who I knew the instant I had him, the same blunt patience, the same hand gathering my hair off my face administratively to clear a sightline he didn't have down here and wanted anyway out of habit; the tall trustee across from him who fed himself to me in long even passes exactly as he'd done at the mahogany table, fluent, certain, finishing high in my throat with a low sound that didn't disturb the cadence of whatever he was saying to his neighbor.

By the fourth my jaw had begun to ache - that deep hinge-ache that lives under the muscle, the one I'd learned to kneel inside - and the men had begun to overlap. I'd no sooner taken one into my mouth than the man beside him had freed himself and laid the warm weight of it against my cheek, waiting, and I learned to keep them both, mouth working one and a hand reaching for the other, fist finding its rhythm by feel in the dark under the cloth. Then there were three. I knelt in the middle of the table's underside with a cock in my mouth and one in each hand, my wrists turning, my head working, the tablecloth brushing my bare shoulders, my thighs soaked and clenched on nothing at all because in the whole long country under that table not one hand reached for me below the waist - and that, somehow, was what set me trembling, my legs starting to shake under me the longer it went on, untouched and ignored and going off like a wire while the harvest got discussed six inches above my head. There was nothing down here but mouths and hands and the appetites attached to them, and I served them while the dinner went on without me, the silver chiming, the port going around, the Languedoc giving way to next year's vintage, and somewhere above it all Vance's voice, warm and pleased and not once mentioning the girl on her knees in the dark beneath his table.

I lost the order somewhere on the far side. I'd come up one rank and started down the return, and the faces I couldn't see anyway had stopped being faces and become a sequence of weights and lengths and rhythms, some patient and some greedy, some holding my head and some letting me work, the loads coming when they came - down my throat, mostly, in the early going, men finishing quietly into the deep of me and tucking themselves away and returning their attention to the harvest.

Two of them changed that.

The first pushed his chair back at his turn - all the way back, the legs scraping the stone, so that he came out from under the cloth's curtain into the full candlelight of the room, and the table could see. I followed the only way I could, shuffling forward on my knees out of the shadow into the candlelight, and the room's eyes came down on me all at once - the eleven guests, some still seated and waiting in the shadow, some leaned out to watch, Vance presiding over all of it from the head - and the man stood me up off his cock by my hair when he was close and took himself in his own fist and finished across my upturned face, a hot stripe laid from my jaw across my cheekbone to the corner of my mouth, and the table made a low sound of appreciation, and he sat back down. The second came right behind him, out of his chair into the light before I'd wiped anything, tilting my chin up with two fingers like a man adjusting a picture, and finished higher - across one closed eye and my brow, deliberate, painting it shut, so that when I opened my mouth to breathe I could taste him and the room swam half-dark on the side he'd sealed.

And then I crawled on, blind on the one side, the warmth of two men cooling and sliding down my face, to the next man waiting with himself in his hand, because the count wasn't finished and the count was never mine. I took him half-sighted, one eye stuck shut, my own wet running freely down the inside of my thighs and touched by no one, the most attended-to and most ignored I had ever been at once - a mouth and a pair of hands at a dinner party, the dinner party's whole evening and not one bit of its concern.

I came back up beside Vance's chair, where I'd started, when there was no one left to crawl to.

I crawled clear of the cloth on my hands and knees and then rose onto my heels in the candlelight, painted and dripping and wrecked, my jaw a deep singing ache, my face glazed with the contributions of two men and my throat full of the rest, my hair come loose, the white sheath somehow still immaculate and the woman in it thoroughly not. The eleven of them looked at me down the length of the table over their port and their cigars, and Vance set down his glass, and brought his hands together, softly - and the others followed, and the long room filled with applause.

Not the roar of a locker room. Not the bark of a bench. The gentlest applause of my life - the considered, civilized, appreciative applause of a tableful of men acknowledging something rare and well done - and I knelt upright in it, ruined and gleaming and grinning helplessly through the mess of my own face, and felt it land on my bare wet skin like heat off the hearth.

"There," said Vance, to the room, looking as though the weekend had already proved him right. "I told you."

They carried me up near midnight.

Not literally, though it wasn't far off - a hand under my elbow on the great oak stair, the heavy-knuckled man, courteous as a coat-check, steadying the program's flagship up to the wing because I was not entirely certain of the stairs. The room they put me in was all old linen and lamplight and a window full of black hills, and someone had turned the bed down, and someone had left a basin and warm water and soft cloths, and I cleaned the dinner off my face slowly in front of a mirror that had watched two hundred years of guests and was not impressed by me. Then I left the white sheath folded over the back of a chair and slid into the sheets bare, because whatever the night meant to do with me, it could do without the dress in the way.

Vance came to the threshold as I was finishing. He didn't come in. He stood in the doorframe in his bone linen, a glass of his own wine in his hand at last, and looked at me with the same uncomplicated delight he'd worn on the gravel - that was the word for it, and I let him keep it; it was his - as if the evening had only confirmed something he'd suspected from a back row in December.

"You'll have everything you need," he said. "Ring if you don't." Then, turning to go, as lightly as he'd mentioned the architecture of the place that afternoon, an item of housekeeping offered over his shoulder: "The doors don't lock. I did mention." A pause, the pleasure in it gone gentle. "Sleep as you like, Miss Calloway. The house keeps its own hours now."

And he was gone down the wing, and I was alone in the lamplight with the addendum turned suddenly to brass and oak and the dark beyond the threshold - not a line on a page now but a latch that would give to any palm in the house, set into a door that stood between me and eleven men who knew it.

I turned off the lamp and lay down in the cool linen, and the whole room narrowed to that one strip of corridor a few feet off the bed, the unlit gap under the door where the floor's breathing came in. The wing was full of men who had watched me crawl the length of a table, and not one wall between us would hold. I lay still and let it work on me: the old wood settling somewhere overhead, a tap of heels far down the wing and then nothing, a man's low voice carrying through plaster from a room I couldn't place, going quiet. Each sound put me halfway onto my back before it dissolved, my thighs sliding apart in the dark to no purpose, the soaked ache of the whole dinner waking up again at footsteps that turned out to be the house and not a man. I had thought, here of all places, that the listening would be brief.

It wasn't. No latch lifted. No weight came down the corridor and stopped. The voices thinned and the wing went still around me, occupied and indifferent, every room behind its own give-easy door choosing sleep instead of mine - and that was worse than an empty August floor, because here the men were six walls away and simply hadn't come, and I lay in the certainty of being available to a houseful of men who had, for tonight, declined.

The wanting didn't fold itself neatly the way Langley's had. It sharpened. It went down hard and stayed there, dense and patient under my ribs, and somewhere past one I stopped waiting for the corridor and started belonging to the morning instead, the refusal compacting slowly into appetite with two whole days stacked behind it. I slept at last sprawled and slick on the fine sheets, the unlocked dark a few feet from my dreams - and woke before the light starving for it, full of the night that never came, the house mine to be the weather of, two days still ahead and no clock anywhere in any of them.


⚜




Chapter 3: The blindfold

⚜

Iwoke into the strangest luxury the program had ever handed me, which was a morning with nothing in it.

No assignment card. No grid. No seven o'clock laying its quiet claim on the day before I'd opened my eyes. Just the black hills going gold in the window and the fine sheets keeping the shape of a night that had wanted me and, in the end, let me sleep - and the slow accounting my body did of itself before my mind came on, the deep hinge-ache still living under my jaw, the soreness of all that post-dinner kneeling, and below all of it the same dense animal want that had put me to sleep, awake again and patient, with two whole days still stacked above it.

There was a robe across the chair where the white sheath had been. Silk the color of weak tea, cool and weightless, and nothing under it for me to put on - and nothing else laid out either, no day-dress, no second garment, the single robe plainly the whole of what the house meant me to wear until it wanted me out of it. That, too, was the house. I belted it loose and went down the great oak stair barefoot into a morning that smelled of coffee and cut grass and the first warmth coming up off the terrace stone, and that was where Saturday taught me what the residency actually was.

It was not a series of scenes with air between them. It was weather, and I was the weather.

The terrace had been laid for a long unhurried brunch - silver on white linen, fruit and eggs and a press of coffee, the vines falling away green down the hill to a haze that hadn't burned off yet - and the guests drifted out to it in twos and threes in their open-necked linen, easy and rested, and the morning simply included me the way it included the light. The tall trustee with the steel watch poured my coffee without being asked and went on with what he was saying to the man beside him. And somewhere between the coffee and the eggs one of the weekend's trustees - a broad, easy man with his linen sleeves rolled past the elbow and the warm clean smell of cedar soap still on him, whom I'd had only by mouth the night before - came to stand behind me at the balustrade where I'd gone to look at the hills, and set one hand flat and warm at the small of my back, and lifted the silk off my hips with the patience of a man who had all morning and knew it, and bent me over the warm stone, and took me there in the open light with the table ten feet off and barely turning a head - slow, thorough, a man enjoying the cool of the air and the give of me at the same unhurried temperature, finishing deep with a satisfied exhale and resettling the robe over me himself before he went back to his coffee. I straightened, flushed and full and dripping into the silk, and someone passed me the fruit, and the conversation never once acknowledged that it had paused, because it hadn't. That was the residency entire, made plain across one idle morning: there was no on and no off here, no fence, no decent end of the day. I was simply available the way the coffee was available, all morning and all afternoon, a thing the house kept out on the terrace for whoever wandered past with an appetite - and the wanting that should have been spent by noon only climbed higher, because each unhurried use left more behind it than it took.

The day idled the way money idles. Cards on the terrace, a swim some of them took and I watched, a long lunch, the light going amber down the vines. And the whole of it pointed, the way I came to feel it pointing by late afternoon, toward the one room I'd been walked past and not into - the drawing room off the hall, with the low fire laid and the black oak beams, and the old iron hook screwed into the largest of them directly over the rug, the thing my eye had slid off of on the first day because some part of me had already known it was an appointment.

Vance found me on the terrace as the sun went. He didn't sit. He stood at the balustrade beside me with a glass of his own vintage and looked out at his hills with the contentment of a man whose whole day had gone exactly as bought.

"After dinner tonight," he said, "I'd like to try something. If you're willing." A glance, sidelong, the silver brows lifting. "Indulge me. I like to ask, even when I already know the answer. It's a small vanity. Humor an old man."

"Yes," I said, before I'd thought about it, too fast, and felt him hear the wet certainty under it the way he heard everything. "What is it?"

"Something the drawing room was built for, long before I owned it." His satisfaction turned inward a moment, banked and pleased, a man whose house was about to prove him right again. "I won't spoil it by describing it. I'd rather you find it the way the room intends." He touched his glass to mine. "Eat your dinner first. Ms. Voss was right to tell you. You'll want your strength."

Dinner that night was shorter and the talk ran quieter, the eleven guests carrying the bright contained tension of men who knew what the evening was pointing at and were too well-bred to hurry it, with Vance at the head presiding over the hush of it like a man savoring the wine before the meal. I ate. I drank almost nothing. And when the plates were cleared they didn't pour the port at the table - Vance rose, and the room rose with him, and we went through to the drawing room, where the staff had been and gone and left it ready.

A soft cotton rope hung from the old iron hook, doubled and waiting over the rug. The fire was up. The lamps had been dimmed and the deep chairs drawn into a loose horseshoe facing the hook, with the port and the cigars set out on the side tables, so that the room was a small warm theater and the rope was its stage. I understood the shape of the evening the moment I saw it, and the drop went through me sudden and immediate, my pulse arriving in places that had no business hearing the news first.

They undressed me without hurry, two of them, the way you'd unwrap something you'd waited for - the silk off my shoulders and gone, and then I was bare in the firelight in front of the room, and one lifted my wrists and bound them together above my head into the rope's soft loop, drew the slack up over the hook until my arms were stretched full length and only the balls of my feet still brushed the rug, the whole light weight of me hung from my own wrists with the rope taking the rest. It creaked once, settling. The cotton bit soft. I stood stretched and open and lit by the fire before the eleven guests, with Vance settled into the deepest chair to preside over the rest, every line of me on display the way I'd been built to be displayed, the wet already starting down the inside of one thigh, and thought I had the measure of the evening.

Then a band of silk came down over my eyes, and knotted at the back of my head, and the room went dark.

And I did not know what the evening was at all, because the evening had just become something I'd never had.

I had spent two years learning what it was to be looked at. I knew the weight of a boardroom's eyes, the bark of a bench, the particular silence of a room deciding to watch - I was an exhibitionist down to the marrow, the gold sat warm on my chest precisely because of who got to see it, and I had thought there was nothing left for a room of watchers to teach me. The blindfold taught me in the first ten seconds. Blind, with my arms stretched and the fire a vague warmth on my front and the men gone to shapes I couldn't place, I discovered that I could feel them watching. It came in on my skin like sun through a window - I could feel the direction of it, the attention tightening from the left where the deep chairs were, the closer weight of someone who'd risen and come near, a heat that had nothing to do with the hearth. Every sound landed as touch before any hand did: the chime of ice in a glass arrived against my throat, the long scrape of a chair pushed back came down my spine, a man's slow exhale somewhere off to my right brushed the side of my breast like breath that had crossed the room to reach me. The room gathered around me without moving, weighted and directional and absolutely real. It hadn't been the seeing that undid me, not in two years of it - it had been the being seen, and stripped of my own eyes, with nothing to do but receive it and nowhere to put the knowing except my skin, I wore their gaze like a hundred hands that hadn't touched me yet.

I was trembling before anyone did.

Then the hands began, and they came in no order I could predict, and that was the second thing the dark did. I couldn't see them coming. That was the terror of it. That was the gift. A touch arrived out of nowhere onto skin that hadn't braced for it - fingers tracing up the inside of my stretched arm, gone; a palm cupping the weight of one breast and a thumb dragging slow across the nipple until I arched into it on instinct, gone before I'd finished arching; two fingers sliding without preamble into the soaked seam of me, parting me, opening me to the firelight and the room's attention, and an approving murmur from somewhere that I felt against my belly more than heard. They worked me open by feel and by surprise, and I hung in the rope and couldn't anticipate a single touch, and my body answered every one of them a half-second before my mind could place it, jolting, arching, clenching on fingers that came and went, and the wet ran freely now, down my thigh, and a voice near my ear said softly, "Look at that," to no one, to everyone, narrating me to the room I couldn't see.

Something pressed flat and humming against my clit, and my knees buckled.

The vibrator - I knew it by the deep electric thrum of it, held there steady and merciless by a hand I couldn't see - drove the floor out from under me, and my feet lost the rug entirely, and the rope took my whole weight as my legs gave, my wrists pulling, my body folding around the buzzing point of it with nowhere to go and no way to grind away from it because my feet had nothing to push against. The orgasm came up my spine fast and total and I cried out into the dark and the room heard it, and the heat of their watching surged against my skin at the sound, and they didn't stop the vibrator when I came - they held it through, into the unbearable bright over-sensitive other side, until I was twisting in the rope and babbling and the second one rolled straight up out of the wreckage of the first, and only then did the humming lift away, and I hung there gasping and dripping and blind, the numbers already gone from me, no order left for me to keep.

While I was still shaking, fingers parted me lower and behind, slick and cool with oil. I felt the smooth rounded press of glass at my ass, patient, and I breathed out the way two years had taught me and let it seat, and someone worked it slow until the flare of it settled me open - and then a second one, larger, traded for the first by degrees, my body protesting and yielding and protesting and yielding until it slid home and stayed, full and cool and insistent, holding me open for whatever came next. A mouth closed over one nipple. A thumb pressed into the hinge of my jaw and turned my chin and a cock fed itself slow into my mouth from the side, and I took it blind, and somewhere below a hand came back to my clit, and the room was a darkness full of mouths and hands arriving from directions I couldn't guard, narrating me to itself in hushed appreciative voices - there, like that, God, look at her take it - and the watching pressed and pressed on every inch of me the men weren't touching.

And then they fucked me.

The first came at me from the front, a stranger's hands closing on my hips and tilting them back and up to the angle he wanted, lifting me so my stretched arms took the strain and the rope groaned on its old hook, and he drove up into my soaked open cunt in one long seat that bottomed against everything and pulled a sound out of me I felt the whole room lean toward. He held me there by the hips and used me like that, hung, my weight given over to the rope and to his hands, my feet useless off the rug, and I could do nothing but hang and be moved and take it, and the plug held me open behind while he worked the front, and the room leaned in toward my blind upturned face, their gaze a warmth on it the firelight couldn't account for. He finished deep with a grip that would leave marks and pulled out and the warmth of him started down at once, and before it had run an inch the plug was drawn out of me and a cock pushed into the space it left, slow, opening me where the glass had got me ready, and my ass was taken standing in the rope by a man I'd never see, patient and thorough, one hand spread flat on my belly to feel himself move in me.

After that it was turns, and I lost any thread of who. One man at the front and then one behind and then the front again, traded without ceremony in the firelit dark, a body stepping in the moment the last stepped back, my pussy and my ass kept full in rotation, and the vibrator came back at intervals I couldn't predict - pressed to my clit while a cock worked in me, held there until I came apart around whoever happened to be inside me at that second, then gone again, then back when I'd just begun to surface. They wrung the orgasms out of me one after another off my own swaying weight, and I stopped counting because there was nothing to count with, no sight, no floor, no order, only the next touch arriving out of the black and my body breaking around it, again, again. And they left themselves in me, each of them, front and back, load after load added to what was already running down the inside of my thighs, until what slid down my legs in the firelight was not one man's and not the fourth man's but the room's, every guest in it and only the guests - never the man who'd arranged it, who watched it all from his deep chair and added nothing but his pleasure - mixed and warm and dripping off me onto the old rug under the hook that had been waiting in that beam since before I was born.

I hung in it blind and wrung out and used past counting, the rope creaking slow as I swayed, the fire warm on my soaked front, the room's gaze still weighted all over me, riding me where no hand was - and somewhere in it the want stopped being something I chased and became simply the medium I was suspended in, like the rope, like the dark.

When it ended, it ended the way the dinner had: with the gentlest sound. The hands fell away. The rope was eased, my arms coming down at last in a long ache, and someone was holding me up by the waist, and the silk loosened behind my skull and slid off my eyes.

The room came back gold and blurred. The settled fire, the deep chairs, the eleven guests watching me over their port the way you watch the end of something rare, and Vance risen from his own chair beyond them - and I blinked in the lamplight, dripping and ruined and hung between two pairs of hands, my eyes finding the seen world again after an hour of feeling it on my skin, and it was almost too much, the simple fact of their faces all turned to me. Vance crossed the rug. He took my freed wrists, both of them, into his own hands and turned them up to the light to look at the soft pink the rope had left, and he cradled them like a thing he'd paid a great deal for and found, against all hope, to be exactly as advertised.

"There you are," he said, very softly, only to me.

Someone settled the silk robe over my shoulders for the stairs, and they escorted me up near midnight, steadier on the steps than I'd any right to be, and the room was the same room - lamplight pooled by the basin, the hills gone solid black in the glass, the door standing unbarred as every door in the house stood, its lock the kind that turned to nothing, a whole wing of men a few walls off who knew it. I washed the drawing room off myself slow at the basin. I draped the robe over the chair, left the lock unturned because there was nothing in it to turn, and got into the cool bed bare, the way I had on the first estate night, the night the house had wanted me and withheld itself till morning. I lay down expecting the same long listening, the same sharp un-payoff, the door a few feet off and the wing declining behind it.

This time the house obliged.

I went out like something switched off - wrung past dreaming, dropped straight through sleep's floor into nothing - and I have no idea what hour it was when the nothing changed. There was no waking to it. There was only, by slow degrees, a weight that was already over me and a fullness that was already in me, a man already seated deep and moving slow, my own hips already lifting to take him before any part of me had decided to be awake. My body had answered first. It was answering still when my mind finally surfaced enough to know what was happening - a stranger in the dark come through the door that wouldn't lock, easing into me where I lay, slow and quiet, trusting the permission the open house already held, glad rather than sorry when my hips gave him the lie that I'd slept through it. The addendum's flat clause made flesh at last: the fourth-floor language translated into a man's slow weight, warm and real and moving inside me. I made a sound into the pillow and turned my face and let him, half here, half still down in sleep, and the pleasure came up out of that drugged dark place thick and slow, and I went over it gently, barely surfacing, and felt him finish deep a moment after - a long shudder, a hand spread warm on my hip - and then his weight lifted and the duvet was drawn back up over me and the door gave soft and he was gone, and I was already sinking back under before he'd reached it, full and warm and uncomplicated, the way you'd sleep after being fed.

Near dawn there was a second. Slower than the first, more patient - the mattress dipping, a hand smoothing up my spine, my face in the pillow and my hips rising to meet him out of a sleep I never properly left, the gray coming up in the window and my body doing all of it on its own, lifting and rocking back and taking him in long half-dreamed pulls while the rest of me stayed down in the warm dark. He finished against the very back of me and stayed a while, breathing, and I think I slept through his leaving entirely.

Morning found me glued to the fine sheets, sore and sticky and full of a night I'd half-missed, and I lay there a long minute with my eyes still shut and a grin already on my face - the sleep clause delivered at last, the thing I'd lain awake wanting in an empty August wing and then again on the first estate night, finally come to me while I wasn't even there to chase it. My body had filed the whole of it, both of them, somewhere deep and certain, under the only heading it kept anything under now. Want. I opened my eyes on the gold ceiling still grinning, already, before coffee, before anything, wanting the next one.

Sunday blurred past in terrace sun and damp silk and a hand at my waist whenever someone wandered by with an appetite - a creased trustee taking me over a deck chair while the others played cards, a mouthful before lunch, the want never once catching up with the supply. By Monday the place felt less like somewhere I'd visited than a set of fingerprints I was leaving with. And Monday came up clear, and at noon the program car crunched up the plane-tree drive to the foot of the steps, and Tessa got out of it in her sunglasses and her civilian blouse and stood looking at me where I waited on the gravel in the plain transit shift, the toothbrush in my pocket the only thing of mine I'd brought and the only thing of mine I was leaving with.

She looked at me a long moment over the top of the glasses. She read the whole weekend off my face the way she read everything - the soreness in how I stood, the loose ruin of me, the thing that hadn't been in my eyes on Friday and was now - and one corner of her mouth went up.

"Well," she said. "I'm writing 'exceeded scope' in the report." She tipped her head at the open car door. "Get in. The floor's home. There's a whole semester out there that doesn't know what's coming."

Vance came down the steps to see me off, unhurried, delighted, exactly as he'd met me. He took my hand in both of his at the car door and this time he did kiss it, once, lightly, his eyes coming up to mine through the silver brows.

"October, Miss Calloway," he said, as though we'd merely agreed on a lunch. The pleasure in him had something new banked behind it, something already at work. "I'll spend September shopping."

Then the door clunked to, and the tires bit into the gravel, and the nameless house slid back down behind its plane trees, and the clock came on again somewhere around the bottom of the hill - seven, and ten, and all the numbers that fenced a campus day folding back over me as the vineyard fell away. I leaned my head on the glass and watched it go, sore in every place a body could be sore, dripping still into the office's plain shift, and felt the whole gathered weekend turn over in me, dense and patient, already leaning toward October.


⚜




Chapter 4: Open door

⚜

The clock came back the way a tide comes back, and I let it.

Labor Day let the floor home, and by the first Tuesday of term Langley was full again - the kettle going, the showers running their twenty hot minutes at six, the glass walls of the third floor showing their morning traffic to the quad - and the seven o'clock that the vineyard had erased for three days laid itself back over my life without my having to lift a finger to invite it. I found I'd missed it. Not the fence of it; the rhythm. The plug seated before lectures the way it had been seated since sophomore year, a low patient fullness I carried across the quad and up into the humanities building and down into a hard chair for fifty minutes of Melville. The card on its chain, gold against my sternum, warm by ten from nothing but being looked at. The rail by the lecture-hall door where the green-carded first-years were learning to hang themselves out for the between-class crowd, and the older hands didn't bother, because the older hands were known. The campus reabsorbed me the way a body reabsorbs a held breath, and I went under the colonnade twice a day past the Pavilion's climbing frame - climbing higher every week, the black steel walking itself up out of the hoarding - and slowed every time, and was used, once, on the second Thursday, bent over the cold steel rail of the humanities stairwell between a seminar and a section - a grad student a flight behind me who simply asked the landing whether anyone minded, got no answer because none was needed, and took me there quick and thorough with my cheek to the painted cinderblock and the next class already starting down the steps above us, gone before the bell. The supply meeting the demand on a landing, and the building not pausing to notice.

That was September. The clock, the plug, the rail, the building going up. The shape of an ordinary semester closing back over me, three days of shapelessness folded quietly away - and underneath it, the part that wasn't ordinary anymore, running all night now.

The only thing that broke that first-week rhythm was Keane, who had a new course that fall.

It had been on the schedule since registration, a 200-level survey in the same wing where the war had been fought, and I'd gone the first day out of a curiosity I didn't examine too hard and sat in the front row out of a habit I'd never broken. He came in on the hour, set his notes on the lectern, and lectured. That was all, for twenty minutes - the same dry exact voice that had narrated a year of my life, turned now entirely onto Hawthorne, no edge in it that pointed anywhere but the text. I sat with my pen moving and waited for the thing I'd braced for without admitting I was bracing, the look, the angle, the long-game opening of a move.

It didn't come. What came, around the twenty-minute mark, was the simplest version of the thing there was. He finished a point, set down the chalk, and said, "Miss Calloway, come up here," in the flat administrative tone he'd have used to collect a late paper. And I went up to the lectern in front of the room, and he bent me over the slope of it with one hand flat between my shoulder blades, the lacquered edge pressing cool into my hipbones and the chalk tray inches under my face, and lifted my plaid, and worked the plug out of my ass and set it on the ledge beside his notes - an object moved aside, nothing more - where it sat slick and glinting in the lecture-hall light. Then he took me from behind at lecture cadence, sunk to the root in my cunt - even, unhurried, one hand settled on my hip to keep me where he wanted me - while the survey looked on in a silence so complete I could hear the wall clock, and took, I have to assume, no notes at all. No whisper. No taunt at my ear, no dare, no red ink, no game laid three moves deep. Just a man with standing access exercising it the way any of them might between two paragraphs of Hawthorne, thorough and indifferent, finishing deep with a single exhale and no comment at all. Then a hand to set me upright, the plug pressed back into me with the same incuriosity he'd taken it out with, and a nod - one nod, the kind you'd give a student who'd answered adequately - sending me back down to my seat to leak quietly into the chair while he picked the lecture up exactly where he'd set it down.

I walked out lighter than I'd gone in. I'd thought, when the schedule put him back in front of me, that there'd be something left to feel - a flinch, a charge, the old animal lifting its head. There wasn't. The war was over, and the body went on getting what it got, and the two facts sat side by side in me without touching - which was the whole closure, delivered flat across a lectern: no Tuesday hour, no game, just lunch. I never went back to the course, and I never had to. He'd said everything he had left to say by saying nothing.

The nights were where the real change lived, and it came to me first the way the best of it always came - half inside a dream.

It was a Tuesday near the middle of September, past two in the morning, the wing gone to its deep-night quiet with the heating ticking somewhere in the walls and the glass holding a faint wash of quad light. I was dreaming something with motion in it, a slow rocking I couldn't place, pleasant, insistent - the kind of dream the body builds around a thing already happening to it - and the rocking was real. A man had fitted himself along my back in the narrow bed, one arm tucked under and around to hold me, and was moving in me from behind in long unhurried strokes, careful, deliberately slow, a floor-mate who'd let himself in through the door that wasn't locked and eased down beside me, moving as if he meant to leave me most of my sleep, and failing at it, pleasantly.

I didn't wake so much as rise an inch toward him and hang there, eyes shut, the radiator ticking in the dark and the quad-light lying pale on the glass wall. I lay in the warm of it and let the dream keep most of me while the rest came up just far enough to feel it properly - the patient drag of him, the heat of his chest against my spine, his breath even at the back of my neck, the whole thing pitched low and considerate, an ordinary anonymous floor-mate taking what the open door offered and minding my rest while he did. My hips had found his rhythm before any decision of mine arrived, pressing back into him in the same slow time, and the pleasure welled up out of that warm submerged dark, gradual and total, with none of the sharpness the daylight ones had, a long low swell that built without my doing anything to build it. I came somewhere still half inside the dream - a slow clench and a sound into the pillow, my body going over the edge so gently I half-believed I'd dreamed that too - and felt him finish a few strokes later, deep and quiet, a hand spreading warm and still over my belly while he emptied into me. Then the weight lifted by careful degrees. The blanket he settled back over my shoulder on his way out, a small deliberate kindness. The latch whispered to behind him. And I was already sinking back down before it settled, marked and heavy and certain, nothing to decide and nothing to check, the unlocked door having done in my sleep exactly what the fourth floor's flat clause had promised it would.

I never saw his face. I never tried to. That was the shape the ritual took, across that September and after: the door left to its open question every night, and the corridor answering when the floor came home wanting, and me waking in the mornings to the evidence and not the act.

It built itself into the architecture of my days without my deciding it should. I'd wake already sticky, the proof of some quiet visit cooling on the inside of a thigh, no memory of the man attached to it, only the fact of having been wanted while I was gone from myself - and lie there reading my own body for the report, a creampie I'd slept through, the faint ache of a careful use, once the unmistakable evidence of two. Word of 307 traveled room to room the way everything traveled on that floor, by slow circulation: that the latch gave to any palm after midnight and the screen stayed clear, that the gold-carded scholar had waived the one stretch of clock the rules let her keep, and that a man who came down the dark corridor and slowed at my wall would find the door giving inward and a sleeper who'd already, in writing, said yes. The careful ones eased in and out and left me my rest. The ones who weren't careful woke me partway and finished me properly and tucked me back under, and I'd surface in the morning unsure which of the night's heat had been dreamed and which delivered. The screen right still existed. I still had it, the way you have a coat you've stopped wearing. I simply never reached for it, and the not-reaching became as settled a fact of me as the plug on lecture days.

The door hadn't been locked since August. There came a morning in the third week when I understood I'd stopped setting an alarm - not decided to, just stopped, the little nightly ritual of it fallen away unnoticed - because some hand or weight or slow waking always reached me before seven did, the floor a better clock than the clock, and a body that had spent two years learning to be woken had quietly handed the job over to the wing. I lay in that one and grinned up at the bright glass of the morning, and got up, and seated the plug, and went to Melville.

The card went into the slot beside 312's door in the last week of September.

I saw it on my way back from a section, the small printed assignment card sitting in the brass holder where a strip of tape with Tessa's name had lived for two years and then sat empty since spring - HOLLIS, J. - and I stood in the corridor a moment with something turning over in my chest that I didn't have a clean word for. The room had been a vacancy since Tessa traded the green card for a lanyard. Now it had a name in the slot again, a new one, a first-year's, and the floor was about to do to someone what it had once done to me, on the far side of a wall I'd slept against since freshman year.

I met her on the stairs an hour later.

She was hauling a duffel up the third-floor flight, and she was small - five-two at the most, a few inches under me, and built nothing like me at all, soft where I was slight, with wide hips that filled the stairwell turn and a smallness everywhere else that made the one thing about her impossible to file anywhere but first. The wing noticed her chest before it noticed her name, and it was going to go on doing that, because no garment ever made was going to win the argument her body was having with it: she had it buttoned to the very top of a soft gray cardigan, a sensible high collar doing what it could, and what it could was nothing, the heavy natural weight of her straining the wool into a tension you could read from the bottom of the stairs. Copper hair to her shoulder blades, a little wild from the climb. Pale blue eyes. And the flush - the thing I'd come to know as her whole tell before I knew anything else about her - already up, scarlet from the collar of the cardigan to the roots of her hair, because three doors down a glass wall had something happening behind it and a knot of the morning's traffic was watching, and she'd had to climb past it with her duffel and her chest and her brand-new green card, and the blood had gone straight to her face and stayed.

"You're 312," I said. Not a question. The card had told me.

"June." Her voice was smaller than I'd expected and rounder in the vowels, somewhere rural in it, an orchard town a long way north. She put out a hand and I shook it and it was damp, cool and damp with nerves, and gone again fast. "Hollis. June Hollis." Her eyes went past my shoulder to the glass three doors down, caught on whatever was happening behind it, dropped to her shoes, came back to me red to the ears. "Sorry. I'm - sorry."

"307." I tipped my head down the corridor toward my own door - 307 and 312 shared a wall, the way the old building had been carved and recarved over the centuries, so that the headboard of her bed backed onto mine through a single span of plaster. "That's me. Wren. I'll show you the floor." And I did what Tessa had done for me on a September stair two years gone, because somebody had to and because I found, with a small surprise, that I wanted to: I took one strap of her duffel without asking, and walked her down the corridor she was going to live in, and gave her the practical kindnesses in the practical order.

"Morning shift is hungriest," I said. "The floor's up by six, but the clock doesn't start till seven - and from seven on it'll want the new card more than any other hour of the day. So if you're not ready to be wanted before your coffee, don't be in the common room till eight, your first week. Nobody'll make you. But a green card standing in the common room reads as a yes, and the floor will take it for one." I showed her the showers. "These run hot for about twenty minutes and then it's a coin toss, so go early. Laundry's the basement. The rail outside the seminar rooms is where you hang your card if you want the between-class trade - you don't have to, a green card's a green card whether it's on the rail or not, but it's how you tell the building you're feeling generous." I showed her the glass, and how the screen worked, and didn't tell her yet about the open door, because there was a difference between the rules everyone signed and the thing I did with mine, and her first week didn't need the advanced material. "And I'm in 307," I said again, at her door, because it was the part that mattered most and I wanted it to land twice. "Any hour. If something's too much, or you don't know the shape of a thing, or you just want a person - come find me. I mean that."

She nodded. Her arms had come up around herself somewhere in the tour, folded over her chest in a way that had nothing to do with cold and everything to do with the corridor's eyes, and she still hadn't managed to meet a single passing gaze. And every glass wall we went by with something behind it, every open door with a sound coming out of it, her eyes did the thing I'd already clocked on the stairs and would have bet the semester on: they snagged, and held a half-second too long, and tore themselves away to the floor, and snagged again at the next one, hungry and mortified in the same motion. I read it with practiced fluency. The fear was real - the damp hand, the folded arms, the scarlet that wouldn't quit. But it was shame doing the talking, not the body, and the body was already three steps ahead of it, leaning toward every open door even as the rest of her flinched. I knew the look from the inside. I'd worn it on a stair like this one, two years gone, with a woman just like me reading it off my face.

"You signed the agreement," I said, at her threshold. Not a question either. They all signed it at enrollment - of age, every one of them, the program took proof of that before it took anything else - one line in a stack of forms, the same standard scholar's terms the whole wing lived under.

"At intake." The flush climbed again. "I - yes. I read it." A small helpless breath. "I didn't think I'd - I don't know what I thought."

"Nobody does," I said. "It's fine. The floor's patient with the first week." I gave her the duffel strap back. "Door's down there if you want it. You know where to find me."

Her first night, the floor gave her the new girl's grace, and she spent it rigid in the dark a wall away from me.

I knew because I could hear it - the particular stillness of someone lying awake trying not to make the sound of lying awake, the lamp clicking off late and no sleep coming after it. The wing had left her alone, the way it tended to with a card that hadn't found its feet yet, an adjustment-day mercy that wouldn't last past the week. And on my side of the wall I'd done what I did every night, which was nothing: left the thumb-turn unturned, left the screen clear, lain down in 307 in the dark and let the corridor keep its own watch over my sleep.

The senior came at one. A broad-handed man I half-knew by the shape of him, who let himself in soft and crossed to the bed and put one big warm hand on my hip in the dark, and I rose toward it before I was properly awake, already turning, already opening. And I took my orgasm off him with my face turned toward the wall.

That was the only choice in it that was mine, and I made it on purpose. I could have been quiet. I'd long since learned how to come without publishing it. Instead I turned my mouth toward the plaster between us and I was generous - let the sounds out long and low and real, let him hear the catch and the rise, let the careful knock of the bed carry through, let the whole warm fact of being wanted in the dead middle of the night travel into 312 where a new girl lay rigid with her lamp off. Not to torment her. To show her. To do for her what a voice through a wall had once done for me, a lifetime ago in a different room - to let her hear, in the honest dark, that the thing the corridor's eyes had been promising her all day wasn't dread; that the woman next door took it like this and made that sound, the one there's no faking and no mistaking, that whatever was coming for her came with pleasure stitched all the way through. He finished deep and warm and stayed a moment and went, easing the door shut behind him. And I lay in the after and listened, and heard it: the small betraying shift of sheets, a breath caught and held and let slowly out, a body in the next room learning what it wanted a long time before its owner would admit it.

In the morning her eyes were ringed. She came out of 312 at the same minute I came out of 307, the way I half-suspected she'd timed it, and her cheeks went straight to scarlet the instant she saw me and stayed there, and she couldn't hold my eyes for more than the length of a blink. Her thighs were pressed together. They stayed pressed the whole way down the corridor and down the stairs and across the quad to the dining hall, a small careful gait I knew from my own first weeks, the walk of someone who'd spent a night learning something she wasn't ready to say out loud. Neither of us said it. There was nothing that needed saying, and saying it would only have cost her the cover she was hiding behind, so I walked beside her into the September morning with the plug seated and the gold warm at my sternum and let the quiet hold what it was holding.

Two scholars, a single wall between them, and the unlocked door doing its quiet work through it. I had been the one on the listening side once - sleepless, scarlet, the question I couldn't ask sitting in my chest like a stone. Now I was the sound coming through, and June was the one lying still in the dark beyond it, learning what the floor sounded like when it finally told her the truth.

I didn't say any of that, walking her into the dining hall with her thighs held close and her flush riding high. I only knew the look, and knew the walk, and knew how long a body could carry a question like the one she was carrying before the weight of it set itself down.


⚜




Chapter 5: June

⚜

For two mornings she did exactly what I'd told her, and on the third she did the brave thing instead.

The first two she took at eight, the safe way, riding the cover I'd handed her on the stairs - slipping into the common room after the hungry hour had spent itself, taking her coffee standing near the window with the gray wool buttoned and her eyes down, and nobody touched her - not because a green card stopped meaning yes after eight, but because the wing gave the new girl her first-week grace, the way it had once given me mine. I'd thought she'd ride it a week at least, the way I had. The careful approach, the held breath, the long look at the water before the toe goes in.

Then she came down at quarter to seven of her own accord, sooner than I'd ever have guessed she'd dare.

I came down for my own coffee and she was already there. Six-fifty by the clock over the kettle, the room still gray under a sun that hadn't cleared the colonnade, three or four of the early shift drifting in loose and unhurried - and June on the long sofa with her hands around a mug she hadn't drunk from, the coffee gone still and skinned over, the cardigan buttoned to the throat and her whole body turned a few degrees toward the door. Not away from it. Toward it. Every time the door swung and let a man in she came up off the cushion an inch and her breath snagged and her eyes went to him and dropped, and her throat worked once, and she settled back and gripped the cold mug white-knuckled and waited for the next one. She'd put herself here on purpose. Crossed the corridor and chosen the one room the early shift reads as an open hand, and she was sitting in it shaking, and the shaking wasn't all fear - I could see the rest of it from the kettle, the high color that owed nothing to the cold and the way her knees had drifted apart and pressed shut twice in the time it took me to fill a cup. The wanting had got out ahead of the nerves and dragged the rest of her down the stairs behind it.

I took the armchair across from her and said nothing, because nothing was the kindness - just sat with my coffee where she could see me, the way Tessa had once put herself at the edge of a frame so I'd know the room held a friendly wall. And I let the morning come for her.

It didn't take long.

He came in a little past seven - a junior I half-knew, broad through the shoulders, sweat-damp from a run with the gray morning still cold on his skin, the smell of clean sweat and the soap he hadn't reached yet coming off him as he passed. He clocked me and gave the small nod the wing gives the gold card, and then he clocked her, and stopped. June had gone still the instant the door opened. She had her eyes on her dead coffee and her color all the way up and her green card sitting plain on its chain against the wool, and that was all it took - a new card, sitting up at the hungriest hour, in the room that means yes. He crossed to the sofa unhurried, a slow pleased smile starting as he read what he'd walked into. He didn't say anything either. He took the mug out of her hands and set it on the side table, drew her up by one elbow and around, and folded her forward over the high padded back of the sofa with a palm between her shoulder blades, easy as folding a towel - and she went, her breath punching out of her, hands shooting to catch the cushions, hips coming up, the sweater riding but staying on. He flipped the back of her skirt up over the swell of her, and there was nothing under it - she'd come down bare beneath the wool and the pleats, made that small enormous decision before her coffee - and I saw what I'd half-known I'd see: she was soaked already, shining with it in the gray light, slick down both thighs before a single thing had touched her, her body's whole position decided and published while the shame was still scrabbling for an objection it would never get to file.

He sank into her in one slow push and the sound she made I felt in my own chest - high and astonished and entirely involuntary, ripped right up out of her, the sound of a body finding out it had been built for exactly this and never once told. He set a steady pace, nothing cruel in it, a man enjoying an easy welcome before his shower, his hand fanned over the small of her back to keep her tipped where he wanted her. And June came apart under him in under a minute.

There was no climb to it. She'd been climbing since the stairs, since the cold coffee, since the door first swung - and the third stroke tipped her over, and she cried out into the cushion and shook and clenched and her knuckles went white in the upholstery, the orgasm rolling through her so fast and so hard it bent her spine. The flush poured down her neck and past the high collar to where the wool gaped open between the lower buttons under her chest, straining apart over the heavy press of her so the color showed pouring across her skin there too, a tide going everywhere it could reach. He rode her right through it without slowing, and she took it, mortified and undone and pushing back into him anyway, her hips answering on their own the way mine had learned to a lifetime ago. He finished a dozen strokes later, buried deep, a low grunt, his hands tightening - and emptied into her, and she felt it land and shuddered, a smaller aftershock, a soft broken oh against the cushion.

He pulled out, and his warmth was already sliding down her thigh, and he tugged her skirt back over it like a courtesy, squeezed the back of her neck once, friendly, gave her another of those pleased unhurried looks, and went off to his shower. The whole thing had taken less time than the kettle takes to boil.

June stood up off the sofa back on legs that didn't entirely work.

And the thing on her face was not what a stranger would have looked for there. It wasn't distress. I'd watched for it the way I watch everything now, two years fluent in the difference, and it simply wasn't in her - no shock that wanted soothing, no shame curdled into something that needed a hand. What was there was a thing I'd known in my own first weeks like I knew my own name. Recognition. Her eyes were bright and wide and wet at the corners, her mouth come open, and she looked at me across the room with the sweater rucked and her thighs slick and her whole face a question that had already found its answer blazing under it - and I gave her the only thing the moment wanted, which was to look back at her steady and unsurprised, like a person who'd stood exactly where she was standing and lived to drink her coffee.

She crossed to me fast and caught my wrist. "Stairwell," she said, low. "Can we - just for a second-"

The stairwell was empty and cool and smelled of concrete and floor wax, and the second the door swung shut behind us she came apart again - not the way she had over the sofa, but laughing, both hands flying up over her face, doubling forward over the rail with her shoulders shaking, a helpless stunned laughter with relief poured all the way through it and disbelief stacked on top.

"I don't even-" She got it out between her fingers, muffled, breathless. "Wren, I don't even mind. That's the - that's the whole thing. I keep waiting to mind." She dropped her hands and looked at me, eyes streaming, the color still flooding her face, grinning like she'd been let in on a joke the size of the world. "Why don't I mind?"

I'd needed a whole semester to arrive at that question. She'd got there before her coffee went cold.

"Because it's the one thing this place is honest about," I said.

She stared at me. Then she laughed again, softer, and pressed the back of her wrist to her mouth and nodded - once, twice, like something had clicked into a slot it had been hunting for - and slid down the cold wall to sit on the bottom step with her skirt still damp and her chest still heaving, and let it land.

After that she came undone the way the sheltered ones do - not by degrees, but all at once, a held breath let out so fast it staggers you, an appetite that had been packed in dark a long time and wanted the whole semester in a week.

She stopped waiting for eight. By the next morning she was a fixture of the hungry hour, game and high-colored on the long sofa, the early shift learning her name a beat after it learned her chest. I passed her one afternoon coming out of the humanities library, where she'd been had over a study table in the stacks and not bothered to put herself back together - she walked out into the colonnade light with the sweater hanging open and the sensible bra under it doing visible architectural labor and a man's mess drying on the inside of one knee, and she caught my eye and her color went up and she grinned and didn't button a thing. A morning later I watched her take her first audience at her own glass: a knot of the between-class trade gathered at 312's wall while a grad student had her over the desk, June facing out through the glass into all those eyes with her mouth open, finding out the same thing I'd found out a wall and two years away - that being watched while it happened did something to the pleasure that being unseen never could, banked it higher, lit it from a second direction. She came looking straight at the corridor. She'd have died of it a week before. Now she pressed her palm flat to the glass and let them see.

And at lunch that same day she sat down across from me in the dining hall, set her tray down, and looked at me with her color high but her eyes for once steady - "What's the plug like? The kit. You wear one to lectures, everybody knows you do." She turned her fork over. "I want to know what it's like."

I told her, plainly, because plain was what she'd asked for. And I watched her file it, her eyes never dropping, and I thought: there it is. The shame hadn't gone anywhere - it still lit her up coast to coast every time - but it had stopped being a brake. It was just the weather her wanting traveled through now.

She came to my door on Friday evening with her hands already wringing.

I'd half expected it since the dining hall, and still the look of her on the threshold caught me - already breathing like she'd taken the stairs too fast, the heat reaching her ears before she'd said a word, her fingers knotting and unknotting, copper hair down loose and a little damp from a shower she'd plainly taken with this in mind. She hadn't dressed up. She'd just come clean to ask me something, and the asking had her shaking on my mat.

"Can I-" She stopped. Started again. "Everyone's heard. About your card. The gold one - about what it means, what you - what you take. What you like." The last word cost her, came out small and amazed, like she still couldn't believe the size of the thing she was naming. "And the men keep looking at me like - like there's a class everybody else already took, and I'm the only one who missed the first day." Her hands twisted. Her eyes came up and held, brave and bright and absolutely sincere. "Will you teach me? The - the other thing." A breath. "I don't want my first time to be some stranger who doesn't care if it hurts. I want it to be-" She couldn't finish that one. She didn't need to.

It landed somewhere in me the program had never reached. Everything I'd taken in two years had been an offer made to me - the booking sheet, the blindfold, the open door, the man already moving in my sleep, all of it arriving as a thing the world had decided to do and I'd decided to love. Nobody had ever planned a thing around me and then come to ask my hands for it. June had spent her whole shaking Friday building up to the only fully premeditated request anyone had made of me all year, and she'd brought it to my door wrung out with wanting, and it went straight past everything the program had built in me and put its hand on something older.

"Yes," I said. "Come in."

I locked the door. One turn of the brass thumb that hadn't turned since August, the small private snick of it loud in the room - the wing could want its scholar another hour; tonight 307 was closed to everyone but the girl standing in the middle of it with her arms creeping up around herself. I left the lamp low and the screen clear and the glass uncovered, because some part of me wanted the dark corridor to know what it was missing. June's eyes went to it - the uncovered glass, the bright open span of it where anyone passing could stop and watch - and she swallowed, and her color climbed, and she didn't ask me to close it. She just looked back at me and let it be open. Then I crossed to the drawer for the kit.

Vance had sent it the week after the vineyard - a new set, a flat case arrived through the liaison office with no note and no need of one, a thank-you a man of his particularity would have thought merely courteous, the velvet inside fitted to a graduated row of glass distinct from anything the estate had used on me, clear and weighted and cool, a smallest no bigger than a thumb and a largest I'd had use for exactly once since it came, and a bottle of oil that probably cost what my textbooks did. The harness I'd added myself, requisitioned from Scholar Services across a counter with a face so straight the work-study had simply checked a box and handed it over, the bruise-colored cock buckled in already, because I'd known since lunch I'd be needing it. I set the case open on the nightstand where the lamp turned the glass to a row of small cold moons, and June looked at it and her breath went shallow and her thighs pressed.

"Come here," I said.

I undressed her the slow way, because slow was the whole gift - the thing the stranger she was afraid of would never spend. The cardigan first, the small buttons given up one by one under my fingers while she stood very still and breathed too fast, and then it was off her shoulders and gone, and then the bra, and I will say a word for that bra, which was a feat of sensible engineering doing the work of a structural member. When the last hook gave and I drew it off her, the breasts it had been holding arrived like a tide coming in - heavy and pale and full and far past anything the wool had ever had a prayer of containing, the skin so fair I could see the blue map under it, the nipples gone tight and a deep rose in the lamp. Her hands flew up to cover, pure reflex, a lifetime of being told to cover up firing all at once - and I caught them, both wrists, and drew them back to her sides and held them there until she let them stay. Then I went down for the skirt, unzipped it and let it fall, and found her bare beneath that too - she'd come to my door the way she'd come to the common room, nothing under the cloth, ready before she'd knocked.

"No," I said. "Not here. Nobody covers anything in here."

She let out a shaking breath and her hands stayed down, fisted at her thighs, the color spilling down over all that newly bared skin, and her nipples drew tighter under nothing but my looking, and I understood the night would be easy, because her body was already two steps past her fear and unlocking doors as it went.

I took her apart the patient way first.

I laid her back on my narrow bed under the lamp and used my mouth and my hands the way no one in the program ever had on me, because the program rarely spent its slowness on the girl - I drew it out, my mouth at her breasts until she arched and gasped and forgot one of the four things she was embarrassed about, my fingers tracing down over the soft swell of her belly and the wide give of her hips and into the slick heat of her, two of them, easy, she was so wet it was nothing, and I curled them and stroked and watched her face do everything at once. She caught at her own sounds the first few times - a high whine getting away from her and her teeth coming down on her lip to trap it - and I waited each time for her breath to drop, and kept on, and somewhere around the third minute she stopped trapping them. She let the next one out whole. And then the one after, and then she wasn't fighting any of it, her hips rolling up into my hand and her head going back, and when her first orgasm came it came through her like weather coming over a hill, you could watch it travel - up from where my fingers were, through the clench of her belly, into her chest and her flung-back throat and out of her in a long unguarded cry she did not, this time, try to catch. She shook through it with her copper hair spread on my pillow and those heavy breasts heaving and her hands finally, finally open on the sheet.

When it ebbed she was loose and dazed and grinning at my ceiling, and that was when I knew she was ready for the rest.

"Over," I said softly. "Hips up. There's a pillow - yes. Like that."

She went onto her front and pushed a pillow under her hips so she came up for me, that wide soft heart of her raised under the lamp, and I oiled my fingers warm and touched the first slick of it to where she'd never been touched, and she went tense all over.

"Out, slow," I said. "When I press, you breathe out. Don't help me. Just breathe."

She breathed out, ragged, and I pressed, one fingertip, and felt her open around it by a degree and then ease - and the breath she let go shuddered into something that wasn't fear at all. I worked her unhurried, oil and patience, paused each time until she stopped bracing, one finger and then deeper, coaching the few short words it took and nothing more, no lecture, just out, slow and good. When she'd taken the finger easy I reached for the smallest piece of glass and gave her the cool rounded press of it, and she said "I don't know if I can-" in a small breathless voice even as her hips chased the pressure, and I held still until her breath turned into a tiny nod. "Breathe out. I've got you." She breathed, and it seated, the flare slipping past and settling, and her can't turned into a startled, melting "oh" - the exact sound of a body being shown a door it hadn't known was in the wall.

I traded up by degrees, the way the drawing room had once traded them up in me, smallest to the next and the next, her astonishment climbing each rung - oh going breathy, then needy, then, when I seated the third and curled my other hand under to her clit at the same time, a scandalized helpless "more" punched into the pillow that she sounded shocked to have said. And God help me it went straight through me. I was wetter listening to June Hollis say more into my pillowcase than I'd been across a whole weekend of vineyard, wetter than the blindfold, wet in a way that had a different engine in it entirely - because I'd built this, the slow rungs of it, the breathing, watching her discover it on my hands, and the authorship of it had me aching before I'd touched myself once.

Then the harness.

I stripped out of my own uniform first - the blouse over my head, the skirt and the rest dropped to the floor, the gold card swinging cool against my bare sternum - and June watched over her shoulder, flushed and panting and past catching her breath now, her eyes going to the bruise-colored length and then, helplessly, hot. I buckled it on, and the base of it pressed snug against me where I was already slick, a blunt steady pressure right where I needed one, so that the first thing I felt as I knelt up behind her was my own clit caught against the harness and my own breath going short. I went into her cunt first, to settle her into the shape of being filled by me - eased the whole length into all that welcome heat while she dropped her face into the pillow and moaned, long and low, her hips already working back before I'd fully seated. And every push rocked the harness back against me, a friction I hadn't planned and couldn't stop chasing, so that taking her was taking myself too, by inches. I held her there a while, deep and even, my palm fanned low on her spine the way they'd held me, until she was rocking and loose and saying my name into the cotton in a broken little rhythm.

Then I drew out, and oiled her again where the glass had readied her, and worked the slick head against her ass.

"Let me in," I said, low. "Slow. Don't help."

She breathed out, and I pressed, and she opened - by careful inches, the toy sinking into her while she made a sound I felt in my teeth and pushed back into it against her own fear, taking it, taking me, until I was seated full and she was shaking around it and gasping into the pillow. And I reached under her, found her clit slick and swollen, and stroked.

She came almost at once.

There was no patience left in her for it - she'd been wound to the breaking edge across the whole long hour, and the first circle of my fingers tipped her straight over, and her first anal orgasm tore through her with my hips flush against her and my hand working her through it, and she cried out, open and astonished and uncaught, her whole body locking and then breaking, clenching down so hard around the length of me that I felt it kick back through the harness into my own clit, a jolt that nearly took me with her. I worked her through the whole arc of it and didn't stop when it ebbed, just gentled, and built her a second one, slower, deeper, rocking into her in long even strokes with my fingers steady until she went up again, quieter this time, a low shuddering crest that rolled on and on while she said something that wasn't a word into my pillow and her hands clawed slow at the sheet - and that one I felt all the way through me too, each clench of her driving the toy back into the pressure between my own legs, until I was panting as hard as she was.

When I finally unbuckled and set the harness aside, slick with both of us, she rolled over boneless, all that soft pale weight sprawled across my narrow bed, and stared up at the ceiling shining and wrecked and grinning like a fool, her chest still heaving, the color gone everywhere.

"That's what you have," she said, dazed, to the ceiling. "Every day."

And then she reached for me. Without being asked, without a stranger's indifference anywhere in it - she rolled toward me and pulled me down and put her clumsy game eager hands and her clumsier mouth on me, learning as she went, no skill in it and every bit of the wanting. Her fingers found me too hard and then, when I gasped, exactly right, and stayed there, and the shock of it went through me like cold water - that she wanted this back, that she'd rolled over wrecked and still reached, that nobody all year had touched me to find out what I'd do rather than what I'd take. I was already soaked, had been soaked for the better part of an hour, the whole inside of my thighs slick with it where the harness had pressed and worked against me through both of hers; and her hand sliding down into that found me swollen and ready and so sensitive that the first wrong-then-right press of her thumb made my hips jump off the bed.

She watched it happen - watched my face the way I'd watched hers all night - and went where I'd jumped, and put her mouth there, copper hair spilling down across my belly. There was no technique in it. She followed the sounds I made the way she'd followed her own an hour before, learning the map of me in the dark by listening, going back to whatever had made me gasp and doing it again until the gasp came twice, her tongue clumsy and flat and then, by accident and then on purpose, finding the rhythm that mattered. My thighs started to shake before I understood I was close. I'd been close since more, close since the harness first caught against my clit, close through both of hers with every helpless grip of her working back into me - wound up the whole slow hour on the far side of the pleasure I'd been giving her, and I hadn't even noticed how high until her mouth tipped me toward the edge of it. I got one hand fisted in her hair and the other braced flat on the mattress and felt it gathering low and fast, that bright unstoppable lift, my hips lifting into her uncertain mouth to chase the pressure she kept almost losing and finding again. And when it broke it broke hard and easy at once, rolling up through me in a long clench that had me crying out into my own quiet room, surprised by the size of it, her startled delighted laugh humming against me as I came on the eager untrained mouth of a girl who'd knocked on my door that evening not knowing she could do this at all. Because it turned out that being someone's entire syllabus - the patient climb, the doors opened one by one, the wanting handed back - was a thing my body had been quietly waiting its whole life to find out it loved.

Monday she wore a plug to class for the first time.

She'd lifted the smallest of the glass from the velvet case on her way out of 307 that night like she was claiming a library book, and Monday morning she was already waiting on the landing when I came out, as she always seemed to manage now, seated and walking careful and glowing - and the gray wool was nowhere, gone for good, I'd find, never seen on her again, a thin top in its place that had stopped pretending the argument with her chest could be won. We went down the stairs together and out across the quad in step, two scholars in the October light, June high-colored and grinning and walking the small careful walk of a girl carrying something new and cool inside her all the way to her seminar, and the corridor watched us go the way it watched everything, and for once she watched it back.

"What's it like for you?" she asked, halfway across the quad, low. "The card. The gold one. All of it, all the time."

I thought about Vance's October promise, and the man two hours north who'd spent September shopping, and the building going up past the colonnade with a room in it shaped like the sound I made.

"Ask me again after Homecoming," I said.

She laughed, and pressed her arm against mine, and we walked on.


⚜




Chapter 6: The film

⚜

The booking came on a Tuesday, and Tessa slid it across the desk with the same two fingers and the same terrible delight she'd used on the first one - except this time she let her eyebrow do something the vineyard sheet hadn't earned.

"Read the last field before you get comfortable," she said.

A single sheet. Liaison letterhead, the clerk's neat hand:

VANCE, R. - city residence - one night - special provisions.

"One night," I said.

"One night. He's economizing." She laced her hands behind her head. "After three at the vineyard I'd have laid money he'd want a week. Instead he wants an evening, in town, and he's typed 'special provisions' into a box that is supposed to contain things like dietary and transport, and declined to tell the office what he means by it." The eyebrow again. "The office finds that rude. I find it promising. He told you he'd spend September shopping." She tipped her chin at me. "He's done shopping."

"Special provisions," I repeated, because the words had gone down low and stayed.

"Whatever they are, you'll find out when you get there. That's plainly the design." She took the sheet back, squared it, didn't file it yet - held it a moment, reading me off my own face the way she read everything, the proprietary warmth banked behind the dry. "City address. Car at six, in whatever the office sends you down in - same as the vineyard, pack nothing, he provides. He's giving you the night and keeping the morning for himself, which for him counts as restraint." One beat, the look held a half-second past the professional and then folded itself neatly back inside it. "Go find out what a man buys when he's had three days and still left wanting. Then come tell me."

The city did half the work before Vance said a word.

The car let me out under an awning forty floors below the rest of the evening, and a quiet man in a quiet suit took me up in an elevator that opened straight into the apartment, and the apartment was glass and steel - two walls of glass floor to ceiling, hung in a black steel grid fine as a drawing, the city poured out gold and endless below and the early dark coming down over it, so that the whole long living room hung in the air over a million lit windows with nothing under it but height. Vance had a vineyard that declined to wear its name; he had this, too, a thing that announced itself the only way money this high up ever bothered to, which was by sheer altitude. The furniture was pale and low and expensive. A bar stood lit at the far end. And the room had been dressed - I read it the way I'd read the drawing room's horseshoe of chairs, a stage recognizing itself: the long pale sofa pulled out from the window, a wide low rug laid in the open floor before the glass, the lamps angled, and two cameras - one dark and serious on a tripod in the corner, trained inward, the other riding the shoulder of a woman in black who was checking something on its side and didn't look up.

Not phones. Real ones, and real people to run them: the woman with the shoulder rig, a man adjusting a panel of soft light on a stand until the rug went warm and even and shadowless, and a third moving cable at the room's edge with quiet practiced hands. Three of them, discreet, professional, going about the unbothered business of people setting up any shoot at all. Nate would have respected the lighting. That was the absurd thought that arrived first, ahead of the drop - that the soft even wash they were building over the rug was good, was considered, was the work of someone who knew exactly how a thing should be lit to last.

Vance came across the pale floor with both hands already out.

"Miss Calloway." He took my hand in both of his, warm and dry, and bent and kissed it the way he had at the foot of the estate steps when he let me go in September - unhurried, decided, no breathed suggestion left in it. "You found the place. Good. I do apologize for the climb - one pays for the view in elevators." He straightened, and turned, and presented the room to me with one open hand the way he'd presented his hills, beaming. "You're wondering about my provisions."

"I'd started to," I said.

"The vineyard was a private pleasure. Eleven men, one weekend, and then it lives only in our memories - which is romantic, and which struck me, on reflection, as a waste." He said the word with real regret. "I have donors who cannot travel, Miss Calloway. Friends abroad. Men who'd have given a great deal for a chair at that table and could not be in the country for it. And it seemed to me - " the pleasure deepened, went almost shy with its own daring " - that art this important shouldn't be limited to one room's guest list."

Behind him the woman in black settled the shoulder rig and the red light came on above its lens, a small steady eye opening in the warm room.

"So tonight we make something that keeps," Vance said. "It goes to my donors first - and after that, Miss Calloway, I suspect a thing like this travels wherever it pleases. I hope you don't mind."

I looked at the cameras, and the drop came up through me clean and immediate, low and certain and ahead of every thought - because I understood, standing in all that glass over all those lit windows, exactly what he'd bought - not a room, not an evening, but the part that didn't end - and I knew before he'd finished the sentence that I wanted it to travel as far as it could go.

"No," I said - and the word came out steady while everything under it had already answered, and he heard both. "I don't mind at all. Let it go everywhere."

There were ten of them.

They'd come out from somewhere while Vance talked - drawn from the bar, from the deep chairs by the glass, ten men in good open-collared shirts with drinks in their hands, and I read the room with the fluency two years had built in me: two of them I knew by my body before my eyes placed them, the heavy-knuckled trustee with the signet ring sunk into his finger, who'd held my head through a distribution summary in March and whom I'd crawled to under a dinner table in September, and the broad easy one with the cedar soap who'd bent me over a sunlit balustrade between coffee and eggs. The rest were new - appetites in expensive sleeves, money's friends, the faces I'd never keep. And one of them was not like the others at all.

He stood a little apart by the glass with a drink he wasn't drinking, and he was quiet in the particular way of very large men who've never once had to raise their voice - vast through the shoulders, a head over the room, built on a scale that made the expensive furniture look provisional. Vance saw me find him and his whole face lit with a collector's joy.

"My guest from the city," he said, pleased past containing it. "I went looking, after the vineyard. I asked some expensive questions in some specific rooms." He let that sit, delighted with himself. "You'll forgive an old man his curiosity. I wanted to know whether there was a thing you couldn't do, and I'd run out of things at the house to try." A small bow, all courtesy. "He's the question, Miss Calloway. Take your time getting to him."

The plain shift the office had sent me in came off over my head and went somewhere I didn't watch, and then I stood bare in the warm even light with the city falling away behind me and ten men turning toward me and two cameras finding their angles, the shoulder rig's red eye floating closer, and I went down onto my knees on the wide low rug, and the night began.

I started where the firelit dinner had taught me to start - on my knees, mouth open, hands reaching. The first man fed himself to me unhurried, one hand loose in my hair, and I took him deep and looked up - and there, eighteen inches off my cheek, was the lens.

That was the discovery, and it rearranged me from the inside.

I'd spent two years learning what an audience was. The bench, the boardroom, the glass wall, the firelit horseshoe - I knew the weight of being watched, knew it down to the marrow, knew the blindfold's lesson that you could feel a gaze on your skin like sun. But every audience I'd ever had was a room, and a room ended. The men around me would finish and dress and go back to their lives and carry the night only as a thing they'd once seen. The lens didn't end. The lens was an eye that didn't blink and didn't leave and didn't forget, and behind it, I understood with the cock heavy on my tongue and my own eyes lifting into the glass of it, stood every person who would ever watch this - the donors who couldn't travel, and the ones after them, and the ones after those, an audience with no walls and no last row and no closing time, stretching out past the room, past the night, past anything that could be made to stop. I wasn't performing to ten men. I was performing to everyone, forever. And the wet of me, which had answered the bench and the boardroom all my life, answered that harder than it had ever answered a room - because the exhibitionist in me had finally been handed the only audience that never went home.

I played to it. God, I played to it. I'd played to the rugby benches once, to the bark and the roar, and meant it; I meant this more, with my eyes up into the lens and a stranger's cock sliding down my throat, holding the gaze of everyone who would ever find it. I worked along the kneeling rotation that way - one and then the next and then the next, deep and showing it, my hand keeping a second one slick while my mouth took a third, the loads when they came painted warm and visible across my tongue and my lips for the camera that came in close to take them, two men finishing across my upturned open mouth under the shadowless panel-glow because they understood what the night was for and wanted to be in the part that kept. I knelt up gleaming under the lens with the lit grid of the city behind me and licked my lips clean and grinned into the glass eye, and somewhere behind it ten thousand strangers I'd never meet leaned in.

Then the broad easy trustee drew me up by an elbow and bent me over the back of the pale sofa, and the shoulder camera came around to find the long line of me folded over it, and he sank into me from behind in one slow thorough stroke while the lens came close - close enough that I could see my own face in the dark curve of it, close enough to fog faintly with my breath when I cried out - and the city hung gold and vast through the glass past the camerawoman's shoulder while a man fucked me over the furniture for a playback that would outlast every man in the room. He held my hips and took his time and the camera took all of it, the give of me, the catch in my voice, the flush going down my spine, the panels keeping every inch of it visible the way Vance had paid for them to, and I came over the back of that sofa with my eyes open into the lens, on purpose, because I wanted whoever watched to see the exact moment it stopped being something done to me and became something I was doing. He finished deep, and the heat of him was already running out of me, and the shoulder rig dipped low to keep that too, and I stayed folded there gleaming and dripping for the eye while the next man took his place.

And then there was no putting it off, and Vance knew it, and the room knew it, and the camera turned with all of us to the quiet giant by the glass.

He came to the rug unhurried. I'd been bent and filled twice over and was still slick with the evidence of it, as ready as a body gets, soaked and loose and high on the lens - and even so, when he freed himself, the size of him stopped my breath in a way no man had managed in two years of taking the biggest things money could find. I've never once reached for a ruler about any of this; the ruler was never the truth of it. The truth was in what it did to me. He sat back on the rug and I straddled him facing out - facing the glass, the city, the cameras - and I lowered myself onto him slow, and slower, and felt the honest accounting begin: a stretch a whole country past anything campus or vineyard had ever asked of me, a pressure that climbed past full into something I had no word for and didn't need one, my breath going out of me in a long unspooling sound while I sank by patient degrees onto a man who should not have fit and did, because I made him, because I wanted the lens to watch me make him. The room made a low sound. Vance, somewhere off to the side with a glass in his hand, said "There," very softly, the way you'd say it watching a thing you'd suspected might be impossible turn out to be only difficult.

I rode him facing the city. His hands spanned my whole waist and barely lifted me and let me work, and I worked, and every long slow seat of him drove the breath out of me again, and the shoulder rig circled - the woman moving slow around us to take it from the front, from the side, while the corner camera held us wide, the gold city and the glass and the impossible fullness of me all in one frame - and the strangers behind the lens watched a girl take the largest thing she'd ever been given and grin through it at the window. It built somewhere I couldn't steer. He hit a depth on every stroke that nothing had reached, and the pressure of it and the height of the lens-charge and the sheer endlessness of being watched stacked up in me past where I could hold it, and the thing that had lived low in me since a December showcase spilled over on its own - I came hard, clenching down on a man who filled me past sense, and the pleasure tipped past ordinary wetness into a bright uncontrolled overflow the panels caught and the lens did not miss before I could have hidden it, and it left me shaking and astonished on top of him while the room murmured. Not the floodlit fire of a thing they'd build a night around. Just my body, telling the lens the truth before I could decide to. He held me through it, steady as a wall, and let me ride down the far side, and the red eye hovered inches from my open mouth, and I laughed at it, wrecked and amazed, because there was nothing else honest to do.

They took me down onto the rug after that, and the night stopped being a sequence and became one long unbroken take - except every minute of this one was being kept. They put me on my back and then on my hands and knees and traded freely, and somewhere in it the heavy-knuckled trustee took me from behind while another fed himself to my mouth, and then the rug found the old shape, the one my body knew by heart now: one man beneath me seated deep in my cunt, and another behind, working slick and patient into my ass where the year had trained it, the two of them seating by degrees until I was filled at both ends at once and hung between them, stretched open front and back. The cameras took all of it. They traded the partners twice - a body stepping back, a body stepping in, the rotation I'd lost the thread of at a vineyard dinner, except here every change was lit and kept - and they spent themselves in me as they went, front and back, until by the time the rotation slowed every shift of my hips was audibly slick and the camera came down low to the rug to take that, the sheer wet evidence of how many, glazing me, sheeting down my thighs in the camera-clean brightness for an audience that could watch it back on its own time, as often as it liked.

And then the finish, the one the lens had been waiting for.

They drew me up onto my knees in the center of the rug, in the warm even pool of the light, facing the cameras and the city both - and the men who hadn't yet finished inside me ringed me close and finished on me instead, one after another, by hand, painting me load by load for the eye. Not the firelit dinner's two slow stripes laid blind. Not the drawing room's accumulation counted by feel. This was for the camera and they gave it to the camera - across my cheeks and my brow, into my open waiting mouth, down my throat, over the small high swell of my breasts and the hard points of my nipples, the camerawoman circling slow the whole time to take me from every angle, the giant's contribution last and heaviest across my collarbones and my chin, until I knelt up in the center of all that glass and altitude, glazed and dripping and grinning, painted by the room under lights built to keep it, the city's hard glitter behind me and the red eye floating close to my ruined shining face.

Vance had narrated the last of it. I'd half-heard him under the blood in my ears - moving at the edge of the light with his glass, describing me to the room and to the lens the way a vintner walks a buyer through a vintage he's proud of, look at that, you see, I still haven't found the bottom of her, I told them and they didn't believe me - pleasure and pride and not one note of menace in any of it, a man delighted past words by an acquisition that kept refusing to top out. When the last of them had finished and stepped back, he came and crouched in front of me on the rug, careful of his linen, and looked at his guest from the city, and looked back at me kneeling glazed in the light, and his face did the thing it had done on the gravel two months ago, the uncomplicated joy of it.

"Miss Calloway," he said, "you have once again made a fool of my imagination." He shook his silver head, marveling. "I asked the most expensive questions I knew how to ask, and that was the answer. You made it look insufficient." The delight banked itself, turned forward, became the promise the room would owe by December. "Well. Next time I shall simply have to import two."

I grinned up at him through the wreck of my own face, the only question I ever brought him sitting plain in it - what's next? - and he laughed out loud, because he'd heard it, because he always heard it, and had spent a whole semester losing to it.

The cameras kept rolling on my grin. I would learn, later, exactly how long they kept rolling, because the whole world would show me.

They put me up overnight in a glass-walled guest room above the city - I slept a few hours, untouched, the cameras packed away behind a door somewhere - and the office car came for me after breakfast, the way it came for me from everything. One night, exactly as the sheet had said; the morning, whatever a man like that does with a morning, was his.

Vance released it inside a week, exactly as he'd promised the donors he would, and then it went wider than even he had meant it to, the way a thing this wanted goes once it's out in a world that had decided some time ago to adore me.

It traveled the way water goes downhill - out past the men he'd made it for, into the network and then past the edge of the network into the open, into the bloodstream of a thing too big and too pleased to have a shape. A floor-mate saw it first; I knew because she caught my eye in the showers the next Thursday and went pink and grinned and said nothing, which from her was a standing ovation. The rugby group chat had it by the weekend - I heard about that secondhand, the captain apparently declaring it required viewing with the solemnity of a man assigning a playbook. A girl in my Melville seminar leaned across the aisle before the bell and asked me, with not one atom of shame, whether I had the link, because the one going around had bad sound; I gave it to her, because why wouldn't I. June found me at lunch with her color high and her eyes shining and couldn't get the question out, just turned her fork over and over, and I said "yes, that one's me," and watched her file it somewhere that made her press her thighs together under the table, and neither of us said anything else.

And then there was the count, which was the part that did to me what no room ever had.

I didn't look for days. When I finally did, alone in 307 at night with the glass dark and the laptop's light on my face, the number under the frozen first frame of me had a comma in it - thousands of them, strangers, more people than had ever been in any room I'd performed in stacked into a single quiet figure - and I lay there and watched it, and over the next days it only grew, the figure fattening toward six figures every time I looked, and the abstraction of it was the most obscene thing I had ever encountered - not a bench, not a boardroom, but a hundred thousand people I would never meet and never see, watching me come on a rug high over a city's lit grid, able to watch it again whenever they wanted - the thing the lens had promised on its knees, turned into a number that grew while I slept.

I read the comments in bed with my hand between my thighs. I won't pretend I didn't. Strangers, a wall of them, all of them watching the same forty floors of glass and saying so, and every line I scrolled past was another pair of eyes laid on me in the dark, another nameless somebody pressing close - my breath going shorter the further down the wall I read, my hips lifting into my own hand at the plain enormous fact of being wanted by a number, by everyone at once, by people who'd never run out. I came with the screen's glow on my face and the count ticking up somewhere beyond the glass, fed by a thing that adored me and would not stop. The shame-arousal loop I'd run my whole career, handed the entire world to close around. Nobody lowered their voice about it; nobody looked away unless they were trying not to grin. Nothing came of it but more of it - only reach, only heat, only a girl who'd signed a cream folder on a fourth floor finding out that money and distance and time had gone hunting for her body's edge all semester and not turned it up yet.

The Tuesday after it went wide, Nate watched it with me.

He came up to 307 from the site with the day still on him, the smell of cut steel and cold air, his boots off at the door and his laptop under his arm because I'd told him, plainly, that it existed and that he could see it if he wanted, the way I told him everything, no promises running under it as it always did. He sat on the narrow bed against the headboard that backed onto June's wall and I settled in against his side, and he opened the laptop and found it and pressed play, and we took in the footage shoulder to shoulder the way we'd once read across a library table, his arm warm around me and the gold city lighting up the small bright screen.

He didn't watch the screen, mostly. He watched me - I could feel it, his thumb moving slow along my jaw, his eyes coming off the recorded version of me to read the live one, taking the flush off my face as I saw myself take the giant to the window, tracking every place my breath changed. He'd stood steady at the edge of everything I'd brought back to him this year, turned a ceremonial shovelful and watched his building start to rise and never once flinched at any of it; and here he was watching a hundred thousand strangers' worth of me play out on his own screen with his architect's stillness, taking it in the way he took in a drawing, finding the load-paths of it.

Somewhere in the second act - the rug, the sound of the recorded me going over the edge filling the small room - he reached out and started to close the laptop, and stopped, the lid halfway down, and looked at the live me instead, and didn't close it. He left it playing. He turned and took my face in both hands and kissed me, slow and certain, and laid me back on the narrow bed with my own voice still going on the pillow beside us, and came over me, and into me, face to face, slow and deep and entirely unhurried while the recording played to its own enormous audience six inches from my ear.

It arrived in stereo. The recorded climb and the real one, the me on the screen and the me under his hands, the pleasure stacking the two of them until I couldn't have told the layers apart - his weight, his eyes on mine the whole time, warm and dark and present in a way no lens would ever be, and behind it the soundtrack of the other me, the one already out in the world. I came with my eyes open on his, both of us listening to the other one finish, and he followed me a stroke later, spilling deep and quiet inside me, his forehead down against mine.

"Let them," he said into my hair, after, the laptop still going beside us, the number still refreshing upward somewhere out in the dark. He meant all of them. The friends abroad and the hundred thousand strangers and the figure still fattening in the dark and everyone who'd ever press play, the whole unbounded forever of it. Let them. It wasn't permission - I didn't need his, and he'd never once offered the kind you ask for. It was just the truth of us, said plainly: that the reach was mine, that it took nothing from this, that the room he was building past the colonnade and the room playing out on the small screen were both, somehow, the same fact about me, and he wanted me to have all of it.

The corridor shadows had gathered at the glass - I caught them past his shoulder, a shape or two slowed at my uncovered wall, the door unlocked the way it had been every night I'd slept in 307, but for June's lesson, the wing reading the room and finding it open. Nobody came in; the hour was early and the laptop's small noise told the corridor the room was spoken for. The recording played on to its end, to the frozen final frame of me kneeling glazed and grinning over the lit drop of the city, and the number under it went on rising in the dark, and neither of us reached over to close anything at all.


⚜




Chapter 7: Homecoming

⚜

The lawns had been ordinary grass on Thursday, and by Saturday morning they were a country with its own laws.

Tents and canopies down the length of the athletics fields, smoke standing up off a dozen grills into a sky gone hard and high and blue, the old boys back in club ties so faded and gravy-stained they'd become heirlooms, music fighting music from two directions, a banner over the main path that read WELCOME HOME in letters somebody had clearly painted drunk. Campus had turned out and turned loud. And threaded through all of it, casual as the smoke, was the thing the visitors who didn't go here always took a beat too long to read: that the girls in plaid moving among the canopies weren't there to be looked at. They were the hospitality, same as the kegs and the long tables of food, and the alumni who'd been coming back for thirty years knew it best of all.

June had never worked an event. Two years had taught me what tailgate morning was - I'd been pouring myself into it since I was a green card myself - but this was her first festival, her first time being the thing a carnival had an appetite for, and she came down the path beside me in her uniform with her color already high and her eyes very wide, taking it in.

"It's just the floor," I told her. "With the walls knocked out and music on. Same rules. More of them."

She nodded fast, lying to herself a little and grateful for the help, and we walked into it.

The morning took her quickly, the way it took everyone.

It started with me, because the older hands get the older men. I'd barely cleared the first row of canopies when a tent of returning alumni - class of some long-ago year, ties to prove it, a cooler emptied to the dregs by ten in the morning - read the gold on my chest and made a happy collective noise, and one of them, broad and gone gray and grinning like Christmas, set his drink on the tailgate of the truck they'd backed onto the grass and tipped me over it by the hips with a courtly may I that needed no answer, my hips already tipping back for him before he'd finished asking. He took me right there over the warm metal in the open morning, the tent cheering him on like he'd scored, hands on my hips and his friends offering commentary I'd have blushed at if I were the blushing one anymore, and he finished in me deep and clapped me on the flank like a man well pleased with a purchase and helped me up by the elbow, gallant, and somebody handed me a paper cup of something cold for my trouble. I felt him slip warm down the inside of my thigh before I'd taken the second sip, and left it where it was. There'd be more before the day was out, and washing between them was for people with somewhere to be.

June, twenty feet off, watched all of it over the rim of a soda she wasn't drinking, scarlet to her hairline.

Then it was her turn.

They sat her in a camp chair - one of the alumni wives, of all people, laughing, steering June down into a low folding chair amid a knot of canopies with a you sit right there, honey, you look done in - and June learned, in that chair, what a queue was. Word of a new green card with a chest like that moved through a tailgate faster than the smoke, and they came: not in a rush, nothing cruel in it, just a slow steady arrival of men who'd had a beer and seen the card and read the morning, kneeling to her one after another in the camp chair, easing her uniform aside, taking her unhurried in the open air with the grills going and the music going and a cornhole game carrying on ten feet away like nothing. Some wanted her mouth instead - one tipped her bright face up by the chin and worked himself between her lips and finished across her cheek and the upper slope of her chest, the heat of him laid bright on the bare collarbone a cardigan would have hidden a month before, and she blinked up at him through it and opened again for the next without being asked. And June - June who'd needed two years' worth of nerve compressed into a handful of weeks to walk down a corridor - sat in that chair and took the queue with her knees falling open and her breath going ragged and her color pouring down past her collar, coming for the second man and again for the fourth, her hands white-knuckled on the chair's aluminum arms, soaked and astonished and entirely unable to pretend otherwise. By the fifth she'd stopped gripping the chair and started reaching for them.

I drifted near between my own. I made sure she could see me - the trick Tessa had taught me without teaching it, just being one steady landmark at the edge of all that noise - and once, when she surfaced flushed and dazed between two of them and her eyes came hunting the crowd, they found me, and I gave her the steady look, you're fine, you're more than fine, and she gave me back something I hadn't seen on her before: not the drowning look, not the help-me look. A grin. Quick and conspiratorial and a little wild, the grin of someone who'd been let in on the joke and had decided to laugh.

We ended up back to back near noon, which felt, even then, like the morning arranging its own punchline.

A long folding table behind one of the bigger tents, the kind they laid the food on, cleared now of everything but us - June bent over one end of it and me over the other, facing opposite directions, a whole fraternity's worth of returning sons rotating through both of us at once, the table rocking under the stereo of it. I could feel her at my back through the trembling of the table, both of us taken in the same slow rhythm by men who traded places without ceremony, and somewhere in it her hand came scrabbling back across the tabletop, blind, hunting, and found mine, and gripped it, and we held on across the length of the table while we were used at both ends of it, laughing breathlessly at nothing, at everything, at the enormous ridiculous fact of the morning.

That was where the count started - a new one, the morning's earlier tally abandoned somewhere back in the camp chair, the table a fresh page. It started as a joke and stopped being one inside a sentence.

June got there first - turned her flushed face sideways against the tabletop, found me, and held up her free hand off the wood with four fingers spread, eyebrows up, four since we'd been bent here, a girl reporting a score she couldn't believe she was keeping.

I held up five.

She laughed so hard the man behind her told her to hold still, and held up the four again, stubborn, and then we were both laughing, and the men kept on, and the wing's two scholars bent over opposite ends of a folding table behind a homecoming tent and kept score of each other in the open air, and the morning poured on golden and loud around us.

I caught her eye over the rocking table and felt the competition for what it was under my own laughter - not rivalry but the opposite, a way of reaching across the table to her with the only currency the morning had left us, and the warmth of it in my chest had more to do with June than with any of the men passing through me.

We watched the game from the scholars' seats with the day drying on both of us like war paint, leaning into each other's shoulders, sticky and grinning and entirely useless to anyone who wanted conversation. June kept catching herself touching the mess on her own collarbone with two fingers, wondering at it. I let her wonder. Down on the field the club ran out in their colors, and the old boys around us got to their feet roaring, and I knew, the way you know weather, that the morning had only been the warm-up.

The club won. Of course the club won. They always won on Homecoming; the day wouldn't have dared.

The club's standing Friday claim was old news - they'd had the scholars on Fridays since before I'd worn a card, a fixture as settled as the fixture list itself. What made Homecoming Saturday the exception, the thing the captain announced to Locker Room B with the gravity of a man reading scripture, was that for one night the claim swelled to take in everyone: the current first fifteen, sweat still on them and the win still in them, and the returning old boys of the club, three decades of the jersey come home at once and not one of them willing to be left in the corridor.

"Twenty-eight," the captain said, counting heads with a forefinger and a grin you could have read from the field. "Present and past, ladies. Twenty-eight, and every man here has earned his place in this room." He had a towel over one shoulder and steam coming up off him and the cheerful imperial calm of a man whose team had won and whose night was arranged. "Benches are yours. We'll sort ourselves out."

The room was tile and steam and the thunder of near thirty male voices off hard surfaces, the long parallel benches down the center of it, the radiators ticking, the whole space close and hot and smelling of liniment and grass and men. Two of the benches had been dragged into parallel at the center of the floor, a yard between them. They'd done that on purpose. I understood the geometry of it the moment I saw it - they meant to have us together, in sight of each other, all night - and the drop went through me low and certain and glad.

June stood very close to my side at the threshold of it, taking in the press and the noise and the sheer number, and pressed her trembling shoulder into mine.

"Stay where you can see me," I said, low, under the noise. "I'll be right there. You did the whole morning. Same appetite - just a roof on it now."

She breathed out. She looked at the two benches a yard apart and back at me, and the tremor steadied, and she nodded.

Then Locker Room B came for us, and it came in waves. Hands made short work of buttons and waistbands as we went down, our uniforms left hanging off us in useful disarray - shrugged half-aside rather than gone, something to tie ourselves back into when it was over.

The first wave was the captains.

The two of them opened it, old and new - the current captain with his towel and his grin, and a broad gray heavyset man who'd plainly worn the armband decades back and carried the authority of it still - and they brought us down to our knees on the tile in front of the benches, June beside me, close enough that our shoulders touched. The club quieted a notch for it, the way even a mob will hush for the kickoff. The current captain fed himself to me with one hand cradling the back of my skull, easy and certain, a man taking the first of a long night's pleasure and in no hurry about it; and beside me the old captain drew June's bright head forward by the jaw, gentle for his size, and she opened for him with a sound I heard catch in her throat, her eyes flicking once sideways to me - like this? - and I held her gaze around the cock in my own mouth and let her read the answer off my face. Just like that. She steadied. She took him deeper, watching me do it first and matching me, the two of us shoulder to shoulder with our mouths full and our eyes on each other, and the old boys made a low approving thunder I felt come up through the tile into my knees.

They finished us off the same way they'd started, the two captains, more or less together, the old one with a hand fisted in June's copper hair and a long groan and the current one down my throat with a grin he never lost - and they stepped back and let the room in, and the noise came up like a tide let off its leash.

The second wave was the benches.

They folded us over them, June and me, one to each, side by side and a yard apart with our faces turned toward each other across the gap, and the front row of the club took us in rotation. There was no ceremony to it, and none was wanted - a man stepped up behind me and sank in and took his fill and finished and stepped off, and the next stepped up before the first had fully gone, and the same went on over the bench beside me with June, the two of us bent and taken in a steady traded rhythm while the club narrated itself around us. The edge of the bench bit into my hips and the wood went slick under my palms and steam settled cool along my spine between one man and the next, the long morning's soreness lighting up sweet and deep every time a new one seated - and every time June's flushed face turned and found mine across the gap I felt my own arousal jump a rung, wetter for her watching than for any of the hands on me. And the benches did narrate. The benches' commentary had always been a thing in that locker room, a running broadcast of appreciation and instruction and praise, and tonight it ran in stereo - half the room calling June's name as they learned it, half of it calling mine, the two streams crossing over the yard of tile between our two faces, so that I took load after load left deep inside me to a soundtrack of men telling June Hollis how well she was doing and June took hers to the sound of them telling me, both of us getting filled and praised in the same breath from two directions at once.

"How many's that, then?" somebody crowed over June, and somebody else answered for her, and June lifted her face off the bench, scarlet and shining, and found me across the gap, and mouthed a number with her eyebrows up, and I shook my head and raised her by one, and the men who heard it lost their minds over it and the front row seized on it at once, correcting us, evening us, shouting the arithmetic back and forth over our heads, that's hers, that's the new one's, square it up - the competition I'd never meant to start running now through twenty-eight men like a current, and June bright and breathless in it, leaking down both thighs, keeping score with me across two benches while the club kept score for us.

The third wave broke the benches' geometry, and that was where the night caught fire.

They wanted us standing, and they wanted us traded. Spitroasts, in the old plain locker-room arithmetic - a man behind and a man in front, and a girl strung between them taking both - except the room, drunk on the win and the count and the two of us, started passing us between the lines. A man would step back from June and beckon me over with two fingers, and I'd be walked the yard across the tile to take his place in front of her partner while she was walked across to take mine, the two of us trading the men we'd been strung between like dance partners called to swap, and the benches howled every time. And once - I'll keep this one as long as I keep any of it - once we passed each other at the very midpoint of the trade, both of us walked across the gap at the same instant, wrecked and gleaming and laughing, and without deciding to we slapped our palms together over our heads, a high-five in the middle of a locker room with a cock dripping down each of our chins, and Locker Room B came entirely apart, twenty-eight men roaring at the absurd glorious sight of it, and June laughed so hard she had to be steadied to her knees on the far side, beaming at me across the whole length of the room she'd been terrified of an hour before.

The fourth wave was mine, and the old boys had been waiting for it.

Three of them drew me off into the open floor between the benches - older men, gray and delighted, the kind who'd worn the jersey before I was born - and one of them, lowering me down over him, said it plainly into my ear with a kind of reverent disbelief: "We've read about you, love." The film. It had reached even here, even the alumni network, the thing Vance had loosed on the world come home to roost in a steam-filled locker room, and the three of them meant to find out for themselves whether the girl on the screen was the girl on the tile. I let them find out. One beneath me, seated deep in my cunt and holding me steady; one behind, working slick and patient into my ass where two years and a velvet case of glass had long since trained it; and the third stepping up to my mouth, tilting my chin, feeding himself between my lips - and they seated by degrees until I was filled at all three at once, strung airtight between three men who'd come home for a reunion and gotten one, every part of me stopped and stretched and full, nothing of me left unoccupied, my own muffled cry sealed behind the cock in my mouth. They moved in me by turns and then together, finding a rhythm three bodies have to negotiate, and I hung in the middle of it stuffed past sense and shaking, the orgasm building somewhere I couldn't reach to slow it, and when it broke I broke around all three of them at once, clenching front and back with my cry going nowhere, and they rode me through it and finished one after another inside me and across my tongue, the old boys, marveling, while June watched from her knees a few feet off with her lips parted and her eyes enormous.

Because the fifth wave was hers, and I'd promised her I'd be right there.

She'd taken everything the night had handed her - the queue, the benches, the trades, more men than she had numbers for - but she hadn't taken two at once, not there, not both, and the club had decided, with a stamping shout of consensus, that Homecoming was the night she would. A current lock - young, huge-thighed, the win still steaming off him - sat down on the tile and took June into his lap facing out, seated her slow onto him the easy way, the welcome way, until she was sunk down on him in her cunt and rocking and loose; and then a returning flanker wide enough to blot out the lockers behind him knelt up, oiled and patient, and June felt what was coming and went still - not rigid, never rigid; her hips never once stopped their slow grind on the lock beneath her even as her bright head whipped around, hunting for me, her breath gone high and wanting and her eyes wild with it.

I was already there. I'd crossed the floor still slick from my own three the second I saw them sit her down, and I dropped to my knees on the tile right beside her face, close as a wall, and took her hand.

"Hey. Look at me." She did, eyes blown black and breathing too fast, and I held them. "Same as the kit. Same as my room. You know how to open for it - you learned that weeks ago. This is just two of them instead of my hands." I squeezed her hand. "Breathe out for me. When he presses, you breathe out and you let him. Don't help. I've got you. I'm right here."

She breathed out, ragged, watching my mouth shape the words, and the man behind her pressed, and I watched it happen across her face the way I'd watched it across my own pillow a wall away from the rest of the world - the bracing, and the protest, and then the long shuddering give as her trained body remembered the door it already knew and opened it, the second man sinking into her ass by careful inches while the first held still and deep beneath her, until she was full at both ends for the first time in her life with the club watching and her hand crushing mine.

"There," I said, low and only to her, the way a man had once said it only to me in a firelit room two hours north. "There. That's all of it. That's the whole thing. You're doing it."

Her eyes went wide and wider, fixed on mine, all that fear cresting into something else entirely - and then they rolled, simply rolled, her whole body seizing as the two of them began to move in her and the pleasure took the top of her head clean off, and the orgasm that tore through June Hollis on that tile was the biggest sound she'd made in the loud morning of her life. It had my name in it. She came strung between two men with her hand locked in mine and my name breaking out of her, Wren - Wren - helpless and astonished and shameless at last, and I rode it out with her, grinning at her like a fool, and the room, the whole steaming twenty-eight of it, roared for the new girl's first two-at-once like the home crowd watching the winning try go down.

They worked her through it and a second one behind it, slower, and left themselves in her both ends, and when they finally eased her off and down she was boneless and bright-eyed with laughter and reaching for me, and I gathered her in against my side on the wet tile, the two of us in a heap on the floor, holding on.

Locker Room B wasn't done. It had one last thing it wanted, and it wanted it of both of us together.

They drew us up to our knees together on the open tile, shoulder pressed to shoulder, and a dozen of them ringed us close - the ones who'd held back, the ones who still had it in them, current and old, a tight standing circle of the jersey around the two scholars - and they finished on us. The vineyard had made a ceremony of it; the film had made a record; the club had patience for neither. This was loud and communal and stereo, a dozen men working themselves over the pair of us at once and finishing where they pleased - across my upturned face, my open mouth, my throat; across June's, her bright slack grinning face taking stripe after stripe; and her chest, God, her chest, which the whole club had been waiting all night to honor and now honored in earnest, load after load laid heavy across the heavy pale weight of her until she was striped and dripping from collarbone to belly and laughing helplessly under it, the new girl's breasts taking double the room's tribute to a wall of whistles and approval. We leaned into each other under it, June and I, shoulder to shoulder and painted and helpless, and partway through it her hand found mine again on the tile between us and gripped, and we knelt in the rain of the club's finish holding hands and shaking, two scholars wearing the same long day on our skin, the count long since surrendered, the only number left the one we'd made together.

The captain found his towel and his feet. He stood over the wreck of us with the steam rolling and the noise still rolling itself out, and he raised one hand for quiet, and got something near it, and looked down at the two of us kneeling glazed and gripping hands in his locker room with the satisfaction of a man whose program had delivered.

"Gentlemen," he said, to the room, to thirty years of the jersey, to the loud history of the fixture. "The program works."

The roar that went up nearly took the tile off the walls.

June swayed against my shoulder in it, wrung entirely out and shining, and turned her copper head to put her mouth near my ear so I'd hear her under the noise. Her voice was a wreck and her question was the only one left in her.

"What was my number?"

I turned and kissed her sticky temple, because there wasn't a clean inch on either of us anyway. The count had stopped being two numbers somewhere back at the folding table.

"Ours," I said.

She thought about that for a second, swaying, and then she laughed - the helpless stunned laugh from the stairwell weeks ago, the I don't even mind laugh, except there was nothing left in it now of not-minding, nothing left to get over, only the joy - and she leaned her whole glazed weight into me, and we knelt there in the steam and let the room cheer itself hoarse around the two of us.

We walked home through the wreckage of the afternoon as the light went amber, two scholars in re-tied uniforms holding each other up, leaking with every step we took down the colonnade path, the tailgate breaking down into trash and folding chairs around us and the old boys we passed lifting their drinks to us as we went. A car somewhere off the lawns laid on its horn in a long happy blare, and June, who would have died of it that morning, lifted one tired arm and waved at it like a parade queen, and somebody whooped, and she dissolved into giggles again and nearly took us both down into the grass.

We got up the stairs. We got the showers - the long hot twenty minutes of them, washing the enormous day off each other's backs in companionable wrecked silence, June leaning her forehead on the tile and laughing softly every now and then at something she didn't bother to explain. And then we ended up in 307, because neither of us had the will to part at the doors, June in one of my shirts, the fabric stretched soft and hopeless across her chest, the two of us sprawled across my narrow bed in the lamplight - door unlocked, screen clear, the glass uncovered to the dark corridor the way I left it almost every night - talking in the low half-sentences of people who'd run all the way out of energy and most of the way out of words.

She was telling me something - the camp chair, the alumni wife who'd called her honey and told her she looked done in - her voice gone soft and slurring at the edges, a giggle building under it - and partway through it she simply stopped. I looked over. June Hollis was asleep, mid-sentence, mid-laugh, her copper hair fanned across my pillow and her face finally gone slack and easy, the impossible day having caught up with her all at once and put her under between one word and the next.

I pulled the blanket up over the both of us and lay there a while in the lamplight listening to her breathe, the wing gone quiet around us, the card lying warm between my breasts where it had fallen. The bed was narrow and the wall behind our heads was the one we shared and the door stood unlocked on its question, and none of it was a problem, and the semester had a long way left to run. Nobody came down the corridor for us that night; the day had run us both all the way to empty, and for once the open door went unanswered.

I turned off the lamp. I didn't lock anything. I almost never did.


⚜




Chapter 8: Every night

⚜

By November the term had worn itself a groove, and I lived down inside it.

The light went amber by five and the rain came after and the heaters in Langley knocked all night like something patient trying to get in, and none of it touched the one fact the building had quietly reorganized itself around: that between the clock by day and the open door by night I'd made myself available to it with not much held back, and the wing had learned to spend me the way you spend a thing that doesn't run out. Two years ago I'd have filed a month like that under escalation - the next rung, the bigger thing, the line moving on past where the last line had been. But November had no rungs in it. It had something slower and stranger and, God help me, better: the discovery that the appetite I'd spent two years bracing to hit the floor of had no floor at all. No season. No off-switch. It only went on - every night, the same low hum under everything - and the wing went on answering it, and somewhere in the wet dark of that month I stopped waiting for it to stop.

It wasn't a peak. The vineyard had been a summit; the forty floors of glass another. This was the opposite, and I'd never been happier in my life: a steady barometric want that didn't spike and didn't break, that I'd stopped noticing I was inside the way you stop noticing a low front parked over a town for a week. The card lay gold and warm at my sternum and the door stayed unlocked and the body got fed, and the calendar turned its wet pages toward December, and I let it.

The door was the engine, and the door was lore now.

I hadn't turned the brass since August - one night excepted, the night I'd shut the room around June and a velvet case of glass, and that was the only snick of the lock 307 had heard since summer. The rest of it stood open on its standing question every dark hour, and the wing had memorized the open span of my glass by mouth, by habit, by the slow institutional certainty that the gold card on the third floor slept the way it lived.

So I woke the way I woke now. Some mornings to a tackiness on my thighs and a duvet someone had drawn back up over me before letting himself out into the gray - a man I'd never put a face to, who'd come in soft and taken what the open door offered and gone again, leaving nothing behind but the courtesy of the drawn-up blanket, and I'd lie a minute reading the night off my own body and then go find the showers. Some mornings to a knot of the early shift already gathered loose at my wall at ten to six, three or four of the hungry hour reading whether the screen was clear before the sky was, patient as commuters, and I'd open my eyes into the glass and find them there and stretch and let the first one in under the last of the overnight rule, before the kettle in the common room had even started its climb. And the little clock on my desk had gone quiet weeks ago. I'd stopped winding it back in September, the morning I'd first understood the wing woke me better than any alarm could, and by November the silence where the alarm used to be was so old I'd stopped noticing it. Mornings didn't begin with a clock now. They began with evidence: a duvet drawn up, a cooling trace high on my thigh, a man's careful absence, the cold of the glass and the floor already awake beyond it.

That was the texture of it. Not a scene. A climate. I'd become a fixed feature of the building's morning, reliable as the hot water, and the building used me the way it used the hot water, and I'd have been hard pressed to tell you which of the two of us ran out first, except that the answer was neither.

The night I understood June had crossed all the way over, I wasn't looking for it.

It was past midnight, mid-month, the corridor gone to that deep small-hours quiet where the radiators do all the talking, and I was padding back from the bathroom with my hair wet at the ends when I came level with 312 and slowed without deciding to.

Her lamp was on. That was the first thing - the warm low burn of it through her glass at an hour the floor had gone dark, a single lit square in the sleeping wall. And her screen was clear, the long span of her wall uncovered to the corridor, and her door, when my eyes went to it on instinct, sat a half-inch off the latch. Not locked. Not screened. Lit. A new card who hadn't yet learned to phrase an invitation any quieter than leaving every lamp burning and every barrier down, advertising her open door to the dark with all the subtlety of a porch light - because she'd adopted the whole of it now, the standing I had never once sat her down and explained, taken it up out of her intake packet and her own wide-open want and started leaving herself unlocked for the night the way I did, the way the wing's two scholars apparently did.

And the corridor had already answered. A sophomore I half-knew was easing her door the rest of the way open as I stood there, slipping in quiet and sure, a man who'd walked past a lit room with an open door and read it correctly and accepted what it offered.

I should have gone to bed. I stood at her glass instead and watched, because I'm not built to do otherwise and never have been, and because there was something in it I wanted to see land.

He crossed to her bed and drew the blanket down off her, and June was bare under it - she'd taken to sleeping the way I did, nothing between her and the night's arrivals but the duvet she wouldn't keep - all that soft pale weight of her laid out under the lamp, copper spilled across the pillow, the heavy fall of her chest rising slow with sleep. He put a hand on the swell of her hip and another at the join of her thighs and eased them apart, and she came up out of sleep by degrees, the way you do when the dream and the hand are pulling the same direction: a small frown, a shift, her knees giving before her eyes did. Then he was sliding into her, slow and full, and her breath caught and broke and turned into a low climbing sound, and her eyes came open onto the ceiling, unfocused and dark, and her hands found the sheet and fisted in it - and the thing that crossed her face wasn't the old scarlet panic from the stairwell weeks ago, none of the help-me I'd watched her fight down all autumn. It was a slow, melting, sleep-soft astonishment, a body being met in the dark by exactly the thing it had left the lamp on hoping for, and her hips were rolling up to take him before she was properly awake to choose it, and the soft cry she let out into the quiet room had nothing in it she'd have wanted to take back.

I stood at the glass with heat banking low and easy in me and watched the new girl take a stranger in her sleep and wake into liking it, and what was under the heat surprised me with how much of it there was - a low proprietary warmth, fierce and entirely unearned, the same thing I imagine Tessa had felt once watching me discover a thing she'd handed me the key to. I'd taught her the kit and the breathing. I hadn't taught her this. She'd found this one on her own, in the dark, with her lamp on like a flare - the last door, the one nobody can open for you, opened from the inside.

The student had become the syllabus. I went to bed and left my own door open behind me, and slept clean through whatever the rest of the night brought, and never thought to lock a thing.

Exam week broke over us the way it always does, all at once and joyless, and on the worst of its nights June ended up in my bed for the studying and stayed in it for everything after.

We'd been at it for hours - her Western Civ and my Milton spread across the narrow mattress, flashcards and a laptop and two cold mugs, the rain going steady at the glass, the wing winding down around us into the muffled small-hours hush. She'd come over because 307 had the worse light and the better company, or so she'd claimed, and we'd worked until the words went to soup, and somewhere past one she'd flagged mid-card - a date she was supposed to be drilling me on dissolving into a yawn, the card drifting out of her fingers - and curled down into my side with her cheek on my shoulder, warm and heavy and smelling of the same shampoo I used. Her eyes went once to the open door and the bright clear span of the glass. "Leave it," she mumbled into my shoulder, when I shifted like I might get up and see to it - and so I didn't, and she burrowed closer and let them both stand the way she left them in her own room now, and then she was under, between one breath and the next. On purpose this time. Not the wrung-out collapse of Homecoming; just a tired girl choosing the bed she was already in, in the room with the door I almost never locked anymore, tucked against the wing's other scholar like the whole arrangement was the most ordinary thing in the world. Which, I was about to find out, it now was.

I should say what I didn't do. I didn't get up and turn the brass. I didn't draw the screen across the glass. I looked at the two of us - June folded soft into my side, both of us long since stripped down to nothing in the radiator-heat, the studying-clothes kicked off the bed an hour ago, my door standing open on the dark corridor the way it stood open every night of my life now - and I made the only choice the night left me, which was the same choice I made about everything, and I reached over and clicked the lamp off and settled down in the dark beside her and trusted the open door to treat the two of us the way it treated me alone every other night.

The wing found us around two.

I came awake to weight - a man's hand spreading warm across the small of my back, the mattress dipping, the particular careful quiet of someone who'd let himself into a sleeping room and meant to stay welcome in it. And I rose toward it the way I always rose, half in a dream still, turning, opening, my body filing the situation under yes a long beat before the rest of me caught up - except this time when I came up out of it enough to take stock, there was a second weight on the bed, on June's side, and a man with the cold rain still in his hair bent over her in the dark, one broad forearm braced by her shoulder, and I understood with a low hot lurch exactly what the open door had let in. Not one. Two. The wing had found its two scholars asleep in one narrow bed under one unlocked door and read the arithmetic and come for both of us at once.

The man behind me drew my hips back and slid home, and I let my breath go long into the pillow, and beside me, a foot away in the dark, I heard June wake the way I'd watched her wake through her own glass a wall and a week ago - the catch, the small lost sound, the climbing note as a stranger settled between her thighs and into her and her sleep gave way to it. We surfaced into it side by side. That's the only word I'll spend on the waking, because it deserves the one good one: the two of us drawn up out of dead sleep into one narrow dark and one plain fact, a man moving slow and deep in each of us in the single bed, the rain still going, the wing's whole quiet weight pressing the room small around the four of us.

And then June's eyes found mine.

I could just make her out in the spill of corridor light through the glass - her face turned toward me on the shared pillow, eyes gone wide and dark and swimming up out of sleep into something that landed, when it landed, not on fear but on a kind of helpless delight, a can you believe this so plain I felt my own pleasure jump a full rung off the sight of it. Her mouth came open on a moan that climbed as the man behind her found his rhythm, and she let it go without a hand anywhere near catching it, and three inches away I let mine go to meet it, and somewhere in there we started laughing - breathless and disbelieving, mouths almost together on the pillow, laughing into the small space between our faces between one moan and the next, helpless at the sheer enormous absurdity of a thing that was also, at that exact moment, undoing you. I felt her breath break warm against my lips on a gasp. I gave her mine back. Her forehead tipped against mine and stayed, and we held there, brow to brow in the dark with our eyes half-closed, getting taken in stereo in one bed and grinning about it like two girls who'd snuck out, the men over us trading the slow steady rhythm of patient appetite, the bed knocking its soft double knock against the wall June used to lie rigid behind.

They traded. Of course they traded - the wing never wastes a geometry like that, two girls laid out parallel and willing, and partway through, the one who'd had me stepped off and around and the one who'd had June came to take his place, and I felt the change of him as a new depth and a new weight while June, beside me, took the man who'd just left me, and the thought of that - of being passed between the same two men in the dark, our bodies trading them the way we'd traded them across a folding table once, except half-asleep now and laughing - sent a hot thread straight up through the center of me. June felt it too, or felt something; her hand came scrabbling across the narrow gap of mattress between us and found mine and laced through it, and we let them lace, the one old gesture, while the men moved in us, and I held her fingers and turned my face and caught the corner of her open mouth with mine, clumsy, glancing, not quite a kiss and more than not one, both of us too far gone and too amused to aim it better.

And it took me there exactly like that - her fingers crushed white in mine, her blown-dark eyes three inches off my own, the man behind me hitting some patient deep angle on every slow stroke - the pleasure climbing up out of the half-sleep slow and certain until I broke around him with my brow pressed hard to June's, clenching down on him in long helpless pulses with my breath gone to ruin against her cheek. And I felt her crest land a beat behind mine, read it off her body inches away: her grip seizing white, her spine drawing up, the long shaking cry coming apart against my mouth as the man between her thighs rode her through it, the two of us breaking a breath apart in one bed with our foreheads locked together and our laughter gone, finally, to something with no sound left in it at all.

The first one finished deep and went still a moment with his forehead down between my shoulder blades, and I heard June's man finish a breath later, her low broken oh against my cheek, the two of us filled at once a foot apart in the dark - and the warmth started its slow track down the inside of my thigh while June shifted and gasped beside me at the same feeling, the same warm proof, our two bodies leaking one night's worth onto the sheets between us. And the bed didn't empty. Another shape was already easing onto the mattress as the first two went, the corridor's patience apparently bottomless tonight, and we went under again, both of us, this second pair slower and lazier than the first, the laughter mostly gone out of us now and a heavier thing come into its place, June's hand still knotted in mine, the both of us rocked slow through a second pair, a second filling, somewhere on the long warm slide toward dawn where the count stops mattering and was never the point.

Twice each, before the dark started thinning at the glass. I know because June, sometime near the end, mouthed something at me across the pillow with her eyebrows up and two fingers lifted off the sheet - two, a wrecked grin under it, the old game, the only tally either of us bothered to keep - and I huffed a laugh and didn't raise her, didn't square it, just leaned across the last inch and kissed the number off her fingers, because the folding table was weeks gone and there wasn't a scholar in this bed keeping separate books anymore. We slept the last hour tangled and sticky and sated, her copper hair across my mouth, the door open behind us on a corridor that had got what it came for, and when the gray came up at last it found the two of us asleep in a single bed under an open door, used and full and wound around each other, and by the time we'd showered it down to nothing it was already the only thing anyone in Langley wanted to talk about. I heard three versions of it before lunch, none of them as good as the truth.

Nate texted me at eleven the next night. Come see it before the glass changes everything.

I knew what he meant. The hoarding had gone up around the Pavilion site in August and the floodlights had been burning past the colonnade ever since, and all autumn I'd watched the steel climb in the gaps between the boards - a second deck by the time I'd left for the vineyard, and more every week since, until the thing past the trees had stopped being a frame and started being a shape. Before the glass. In January the glazing crews would come and skin it, and it would belong to the donors and the catalogs and the fall of my senior year. Tonight it was still raw and his and unfinished, and he wanted me to see the room before it had walls.

The crew was long gone. He let me through a gap in the hoarding into a world of work-lights and cold, and put a hard hat on my head - settled it down over my hair with both hands and a small private smile, the only safety anyone in my life ever insisted on - and walked me up into it.

It stopped my breath, and not the way men stopped it. The shell stood three decks tall in the November dark, raw steel gone silver-gray under the floods, the platform decks poured and set so the floors were real now, a stair switchbacking up the heart of the open frame, the whole geometry of the place finally legible against the black sky - the long hall of it, the high volume where the roof would go, the cantilever reaching out over the lawn toward the colonnade like a held breath. No skin on it anywhere. You could see straight through the building, wall to absent wall, the floodlights throwing the shadow of its bones long across the grass. He'd drawn this two years ago on a napkin to make a point about me. Now it was forty tons of steel standing in the cold with my name in the donor language somewhere down in its foundations, and he stood in the middle of it in his site boots watching me take it in with his hands in his jacket and that stillness on him.

"You built a cathedral," I said.

"I built a hall." He came over the deck to me, the floods catching the dark of his beard, the warm brown of his eyes. "For events. Galas. The kind of room money likes to stand around in." His hands came to my waist, easy and sure and familiar. "Even bare like this, the steel already does strange things with sound. By the time it's glazed and finished you'll be able to drop a glass on the top deck and hear it land on the ground." His mouth came down near my ear. "I thought about that more than I should have, drawing it. What the room would do with a sound."

The want rose in me clean and unhurried, no drop to it, just the old steady turning-toward-him my body had done since the first library table. He took the hard hat off and set it on a steel crossbeam and put his hands back where they wanted to be, and walked me backward two slow steps until my spine met the cold flat face of a structural column, one of the great uprights carrying the whole open frame, and there in the middle of the building he'd made for me he took his time getting my coat open and my skirt up and himself free, and lifted me against the steel, and slid into me slow and deep and thorough while the floods burned and the cold came off the metal into my back and the heat of him went everywhere else.

It was nothing like the wing. Nothing like the open door and its patient strangers - this was face to face and named, his eyes on mine the whole climb, one of his hands fisted under my thigh to hold me to his rhythm and the other flat on the column beside my head, and he worked into me slow and hard and certain with the whole skeleton of the place standing witness, and when I finally came it tore up out of me loud, no reason left to keep it down, and my cry went up - up through the open frame, up the three decks of bare steel into the volume where the roof wasn't yet, ringing off the metal and the cold the way he'd said a sound would, the room he'd designed catching the exact noise he'd designed it around and handing it back to the dark. He followed me moments later, quiet and shaking, his forehead down on the steel beside my temple, both of us breathing hard in the floodlit cold with the city a low orange smear past the open wall.

He held me there against the column after, my legs still around him, his warmth starting its slow slide down where the cold steel met the back of my thigh.

"December," he said into my hair. "The endowment's doing the winter donor night in here. Inside the shell - heaters and a bar and black tie, the whole skeleton lit up, before the glass goes in." I felt him smile against me. "Hard hats and dinner jackets at the gate. Hartwell thinks it's vulgar. The donors are going to lose their minds." A beat. The smile went wry. "You're presiding."

"Of course I am."

"And -" he drew back enough to look at me, reading my face the way he read a drawing, tracing the lines of force through it. "Vance has requested a presentation."

I started, very quietly, to laugh, standing pinned to the cold steel of a half-built hall with the man who built it still inside me. A presentation. Two hours north in September a man with silver hair had kissed my hand and told me he'd spend September shopping; in a tower of glass in October he'd watched his import work and promised, beaming, that next time he'd simply have to bring two. And now there was a building going up around me with a platform at the heart of it and steel overhead that would take anything a man cared to hang from it, and a December night with my name on it, and an old delighted collector who'd booked himself a presentation in a room with a forty-foot ceiling.

"Of course he has," I said.

Nate kissed me, slow, and didn't ask, because he never asked and never needed to. "Let him," he said - the same word he'd said into my hair over a laptop a month ago, the whole unbounded forever of me handed back without a flinch. Then he found my hard hat on the crossbeam and put it back on my head, gently, for the walk down through his unfinished building, and we left the floods burning behind us over the steel.

Tessa had the rest of it on her desk when I came in Friday, the shell event spread across her blotter in the form of a seating chart, the construction office's load sheet for the building, and a vendor list she was working a red pen down with the flat efficiency she brought to everything.

"December nineteenth," she said, not looking up. "Inside the building, which is insane, which is why the donors already paid. Black tie. The office is sending you down in white." The pen kept moving. "You and the new girl both - it's her first donor night, so keep her in your sightline, she does better when you're a wall she can see." She made a note. "I'll have transport and the run-of-show by the tenth."

"And Vance's presentation," I said.

The pen stopped. Tessa set it down and sat back and looked at me properly for the first time since I'd come in, and the dry professional surface of her did the thing it did exactly once per conversation and never any more than that - banked back a half-degree, the proprietary warmth showing through the staff lanyard for a single held beat, her flagship and her favorite problem standing in front of her desk in a wing she ran.

"He's bringing something," she said. "Cleared it through the development office over my head, which he's never once bothered to do, which means it's big and it means he's enjoying himself." A short exhale through her nose, half a laugh. "He's filed it as a presentation and declined to specify, same as the city, same as everything. He won't tell the office. He won't tell Hartwell." The beat held one second longer than it had any business holding, the charge in it banked and unspent, the way it always stayed between us. "He won't tell even me."

She picked the pen back up. The look folded itself neatly away.

"Wear the white," she said, to her seating chart. "And eat something the morning of. You won't want to. You never do." She started the pen down the vendor list again. "Do it anyway."


⚜




Chapter 9: The shell

⚜

They hung the floodlights with gels the night of the donor party, and the building Nate had raised for me stopped being a worksite and became the most beautiful room I had ever been used in.

I'd watched it climb all autumn through the gaps in the hoarding - a frame, a shape, the geometry coming legible against the black - but I'd never seen it dressed, and dressed was a different animal. They'd softened the work-lights with color until the raw steel went warm and tawny instead of silver, three decks standing up into the December dark, the platform floors poured solid underfoot now and the central stair turned from a construction route into something a guest could process up. There was still no skin on it anywhere, no glass - and without walls the party showed straight through the structure like light through a lantern frame, the donors in their black tie moving among the columns deck above deck, every sightline open, nothing in the whole building able to hide a thing. Heaters stood glowing orange between the uprights. A bar had been built along the ground deck, lit from under, and a string quartet I never located played somewhere up in the steel, the sound doing exactly what Nate had promised a sound would do in that room, climbing the open frame and coming back down changed.

At the gate they handed out two things together, with the straight faces of staff who'd been told to commit to the joke: a glass of something cold, and a hard hat. Formalwear under safety plastic - dinner jackets and bare shoulders and dozens of white shells bobbing through the steel all night like the punchline to a joke about money the donors were all in on and delighted by, the kind of vulgar that costs a fortune to arrange. Hartwell stood near the bar in winter gray with a hard hat held in one hand like an indignity she'd agreed to supervise but not wear, looking at the whole spectacle with the expression of a woman who'd signed off on it precisely because it was beneath her to. Tessa worked the floor in civilian black, a clipboard against her hip and an earpiece in, magnificent and unhurried, the only person in the building who knew where everything was. And at the center of a slow-turning ring of trustees stood Nate, in a dinner jacket I'd never seen, his beard trimmed close and his hard hat shoved back on his head at an angle that said he'd given up arguing - the author of the thing they were all standing inside, explaining his own building to the men whose names were going on its foundation, and finding my eyes across the deck once, and holding them, before a donor drew him back around.

Up on the main platform, where the glass hall's stage would one day stand, the deck was bare. Swept steel, lit gold, empty. And directly above it, where a chandelier would hang in the finished room, the steel carried a rigging point - a heavy ring shackled into the frame, a length of soft cotton rope already run through it and falling in two clean lines to the deck, doubled and waiting, the way a thing waits when it has an appointment.

I knew whose appointment it was. I'd known since Tessa said he won't tell even me.

I let the want bank low and slow at the sight of it and turned away, because the platform could wait, and the building had its own hungers to spend on me before Vance got his turn.

Both of us were in white.

The office had sent us down in matching sheaths - June's first donor event, and they'd dressed her like a flagship, the sheath doing nothing to disguise what June Hollis was and everything to advertise it, the heavy pale weight of her chest re-engineering every conversation she drifted past on the ground deck. I watched it happen the way I'd once watched it happen in a corridor: a trustee mid-sentence about glazing schedules losing the thread of his own clause as she came near, the room pivoting on its heel to find out who she was. She caught my eye across the deck and went a little pink and lifted her chin and kept moving, and the pink was all that was left of the girl who'd hauled a duffel up the stairs in September in a cardigan buttoned to the throat. She wasn't drowning. She was working a room full of donors in a half-built cathedral, and she knew it.

She was taken first, up on one of the upper platforms, and I caught the tail of it across the open frame - a trustee with a winter tan steering her to the rail that ran along the edge of the lit deck, drawing the white down off her shoulders and up off her hips both, bending her over it so the deck below could watch the new scholar take her first donor while the quartet played somewhere overhead. She went over the rail with a cry the faces below lifted toward before she'd finished making it, her hands closing on the cold pipe of it, her bared chest swinging heavy over the drop and the lit faces below, and she came for him fast and loud and astonished at herself the way she still came, as if her own body kept surprising her, before he finished in her and patted the curve of her hip and resettled the white and handed her back to the party flushed and gleaming. The donors below applauded the view. June looked down at them over the rail, breathing hard, and laughed.

Then it was me, on a lower platform, and the building proved exactly what it was for.

A trustee I knew by hand from a boardroom last spring found me at the steel rail of the second deck and didn't say much - there was nothing to say; the night was structural - just turned me to face out over the open frame and lifted the white and bent me to the rail, and took me from behind while the whole party stood on the ground deck below and watched up through the transparent building. That was the discovery the shell handed me, the thing the finished glass would one day take away: with no skin on the building, there was no offstage. A man fucked me slow over a rail two decks up and a hundred people in black tie watched it happen through the open steel as easily as if I'd been lit on a stage, the floodlights catching me from below, my breath going up and out into the cold and ringing faintly off the frame, and I came over that rail with my eyes open on the upturned watching faces, on Hartwell's careful blankness and Tessa's clipboard and a sea of hard hats catching the gold light - on display in every direction at once, in the building a man had loved me enough to design. The trustee finished deep and I felt it start its warm slide as I straightened, and somewhere below a glass was raised toward me.

It was, I understood, only the warm-up. The platform with the rope was still waiting overhead. And around nine, the quartet went quiet, and Vance gathered the room.

He did it the way he did everything - with a glass, and a smile, and the unhurried certainty of a man who had never once in his life had to ask twice for a room's attention. He'd taken the main platform, the lit one, the bare deck under the rope, and the party drifted up the central stair and gathered itself loose around the edges of it, drinks in hand, the donor class of the institution that had built me arranging itself into the gentlest audience money could buy. Nate stood at the rail to one side, his hard hat off now, his arms loose, watching. Hartwell came up last and stood at the back, still refusing the hard hat. Tessa took up a position by the head of the stair with her clipboard, where she could see the whole deck, and didn't pretend to be working.

"My friends," Vance said, and the steel carried it.

"I have spent a semester," he said, "as this program's most rigorous auditor." A ripple of warmth through the black tie; they knew him, most of them, knew the joke was coming and loved him for it. "September, the table. October, the camera, with the whole world invited to check my work." He turned his glass slowly in his fingers, beaming out at them. "I imported the largest man my money could persuade into a room, and watched Scholar Calloway make him look hospitable." A low laugh moved through the deck. "I have spent a truly indecent sum, over four months, on a single question: is there a thing this young woman cannot take."

He let it hang. The heaters ticked. Far below, the bar glowed.

"And I am delighted to report," Vance said, "total failure."

The laugh came up full this time, and he rode it, pleased past containing, and lifted his glass toward me where I stood at the rim of the lit deck in my white.

"Tonight," he said, "the final audit." And he turned and put out one hand toward the dark beyond the floodlights. "I told her, in October, that next time I should simply have to import two."

They came up out of the shadow at the platform's edge into the gold, and the deck made a sound - a collective intake, money forgetting its manners for exactly one second.

The first I knew. The giant from the film, returned, vast through the shoulders and a head over every man on the platform, quiet in the particular way he'd been quiet over the city, built on a scale that made the steel itself look provisional. And beside him, a second, whom Vance had clearly spent the autumn and a fortune locating and could not stop smiling about - wider still, heavier through the chest and the hips, a man built like something poured rather than born, the pair of them standing together in the floodlight as the two largest things I had ever seen in one place, brought a great distance for one purpose, for me, in front of everyone.

My knees loosened before I had a name for it, and the wet slipped hot down one thigh ahead of every thought, the way it had answered the lens, the way it had answered the rope, my whole body filing the two of them under the only heading it kept anything under. Vance saw it. Vance always saw it. His face did the uncomplicated joy.

"You see," he said, only half to the room. "She's already asking what's next."

Then I walked to the rope on my own, and understood the rest of the design.

It was soft cotton, doubled through the rigging ring overhead. I stepped under it before anyone reached for me - the staff drew the white off over my head and away, baring me to the cold and the floodlight first, and only then lifted my wrists into the rope's soft loop and hauled the slack up through the ring and made it fast to a cleat at the platform's edge, hauling me up until my arms drew taut overhead and only my toes still held the deck - the standing tie from a firelit drawing room two hours north, reprised in raw steel under floodlights, the rope creaking once as it took up my weight exactly the way the old iron hook had creaked in the oak. I stood stretched and bare and lit in the center of the platform with the cold coming up off the steel and the heaters glowing orange at the edges and a hundred black-tie guests ranged around me in the open frame of the building Nate had made.

And then nothing came down over my eyes.

That was the whole of it. That was the inversion the night had been building toward without my seeing it, and it landed the second the staff stepped back and left my face bare to the light - because in the drawing room they had blindfolded me, and I had learned, hanging blind in the firelight, that I could feel a room watch me, that a gaze came in on the skin like sun through glass when you couldn't see its source. I'd thought that was the lesson. I'd thought the dark was the gift. But the building had no walls and the floodlights were full on my face and there was no silk over my eyes tonight, and I hung in the rope and saw them - every face, all of it, the whole assembled money of the place turned up toward me in the gold, Hartwell's gray stillness at the back and Tessa's banked pride at the stair and the trustees I knew by hand and the hundred I never would, and Nate at the rail with his eyes steady on mine, and Vance beaming at the foot of it all, and the two enormous men stepping into the light on either side of me - and I understood that being seen, seen, with every watcher returned to me and nowhere left to hide my own looking, was the thing the whole two years had been climbing toward. The blindfold had been the rehearsal. This was the performance. I'd spent my life wanting to be looked at, and here at last was the looking with nothing taken away from it: no dark, no walls, no last row, every eye in the place on me and mine on every eye, strung up bare and floodlit in a hall with no walls, and the wet ran down the inside of my thigh in plain view of all of it and I have never in my life been more myself than I was hung in that rope and looking back.

The first of them came to me from the front. The giant. He took my bound body by the waist in two hands that spanned most of it and tilted my hips back to his angle, lifting me so the rope took the strain and the ring sang in the steel overhead, and he seated himself into me by slow patient degrees - the country-past-full stretch I'd met once over a city and met now again, my breath dragged out of me in one long sound the building carried up and out, my body giving way around what shouldn't fit because I made it, because I wanted the whole watching deck to see me make it. The room made its low sound. And while I was still opening around the front of me, the second came behind - wider, heavier, oiled and unhurried - and set the broad blunt press of himself against where two years and a velvet case of glass and a strapon in lamplight had long since taught me to open, and I breathed out the way I'd once coached a frightened copper-haired girl to breathe, out, slow, let him, and let him, and he worked into me behind inch by negotiated inch, matching the giant's patience in front, the pair of them seating toward each other through the thin wall of me until I hung stretched and stopped and full at both ends past anything my body had ever been asked to hold, suspended in the rope between the two largest men money could find, in front of everyone, lit gold in the cold.

I lost the top of the count of myself right there, the way I had in the drawing room, except there was no dark to lose it in this time - I lost it in plain sight, looking back at the room while it watched me take it.

They took me by turns first, the way two men who don't yet share a rhythm have to negotiate it - the giant drawing back as the wider one drove up, then trading, so that I was never empty at either end, always full somewhere, rocked between them on my own stretched weight with my feet barely brushing the deck and the rope creaking its slow song through the ring. The deck watched in a hush gone reverent. I could hear individual things in it - a glass set down, a held breath, a man somewhere murmuring God the way the drawing room had murmured it - and every sound landed, but not the way it had landed blind; tonight each one arrived as confirmation rather than touch, proof of the eyes I could already see, the audience doubled by being both felt and watched. And then their rhythms locked, both of them sinking into the same long stroke at the same moment, and I came apart for the first time strung between them with my cry going straight up the open frame into the December dark, three decks of steel handing it back down over the heads of the people who'd come to see exactly this.

It built somewhere I couldn't steer and didn't want to. They worked me longer than a room usually got - the giant's hands spanning my waist, the wider one's spread flat over my stomach to feel himself move in me through the wall of it, the two of them fuller together than the sum of either, every joined stroke driving the breath out of me and pulling another orgasm up out of the ruins of the last, my voice gone ragged and ringing off the cold steel, the rope biting soft at my wrists, my whole suspended weight given over to the two of them and the ring overhead. I hung in it and took it and watched the black-tie ring of them watch me take it, Nate's eyes steady on mine through the whole climb, June at the platform rail with her copper hair bright in the floods and her lips parted and her thighs pressed tight under the white, watching the thing she'd come to do done at a scale she hadn't met yet, Vance somewhere at the edge of the light narrating softly to no one and everyone - you see, you see, I told you there was no bottom to her - and the pressure of being that full and that watched and that lit stacked up in me past where I'd ever held it, past the lens, past the fire, toward the one thing the program had built into me on a stage a year ago and saved, by some discipline of the body's own, for exactly a night like this.

It crested with no warning I could have given. Both men seated deep and together and held there, grinding into the absolute end of me from both sides at once, and the thing that had lived low and installed in me since a December showcase finally went off at full public scale - I came screaming between them, clenching down on both, and the orgasm tipped past every ordinary overflow into a hard bright arc that left me in plain sight, caught gold in the floodlights for the length of a held breath, visible to every soul on the deck. The room gasped. And the gasp turned, in the space of a second, into applause - the institution's gathered money breaking into open delighted applause at the sight of the program's flagship squirting under floodlights in a half-finished hall, strung between two giants with her gaze sweeping the deck and her cry going up the steel, and I rode it out shaking in the rope to the sound of a hundred people clapping, wrung inside out and grinning through it because the truth of my own face was the last thing I had left to give them, and I gave it.

They finished inside me within a minute of each other. The giant first, deep in the front of me with a long shudder and a grip that lifted me clear of the deck; the wider one a breath behind, seated to the hilt in the back of me, the two of them filling me at both ends at once while I hung glowing and wrecked between them - and then they eased back and out by the same careful degrees they'd come in, and the warmth of the two of them ran in slow twin lines down the inside of both my thighs in the floodlight, mingling, plain to every eye on the deck, while I swayed in the rope and the cold came back to my skin where the floodlights couldn't reach.

Vance came up onto the deck himself to untie me.

He eased the loops free at my wrists himself while a staffer let the line down from its cleat, unhurried, and lowered my arms, and took both my hands into his own to look at the soft pink the rope had left - the same gesture exactly, the only deliberate callback I'd let the night keep, the firelit drawing room reprised in steel - and he turned my used hands up to the floodlight and shook his silver head over them like a collector confirming a thing he'd suspected was real and found, against all hope, to be realer.

Then he took his glass back up from the side table, and turned, and faced the deck.

"There is no limit," he announced, to the whole black-tie assembly of them, with the relish of a man at the end of the best joke he'd ever told. "I have spent a fortune and a semester to establish it beyond doubt, and I report it to you tonight as settled fact. There is no limit. I withdraw the question-" and he let the pause sit, the showman's pause, the room leaning into it "-and I have renewed for three years."

The deck came apart laughing and clapping, and Vance lifted both my hands and kissed the inside of each wrist where the rope had marked it, gravely, in turn, and beamed at me through the silver brows, looking ten years younger and entirely unashamed of it. What's next, my face asked him, the way it always asked him, and he laughed out loud, because there wasn't one, because he'd finally proved there wasn't one, and the proving had cost him a fortune and made him happier than any of it.

At the back of the deck, the Dean leaned a half-inch toward Tessa without taking her eyes off the floor.

"Minute that," she said.

The party thinned the way a good party thins, slowly and reluctantly and all at once near the end, the donors filtering back down the central stair into the cold with their breath smoking, the heaters burning lower, the quartet packed away somewhere in the dark. I watched June go from the platform rail with her sheath settled back over her and a glow on her that hadn't been there in September - walked down and out toward the cars between two trustees who were telling her, with great earnestness, about endowments and named scholarships and the inaugural season, June nodding and flushed and held in the warm gravity of patrons who'd noticed her, glancing back up at me once over the steel with a grin that needed no translating. Can you believe this. I couldn't. I never could. She'd come to Ashworth a buttoned-up green card and was leaving her first donor night courted by trustees, and the program, I understood, had taken notice of June Hollis tonight the way it had once taken notice of me.

Tessa found me last, on the platform, wrapped now in Nate's coat against the cold. She looked me over the way she'd looked me over on a vineyard's gravel three months back, reading the whole night off me at a glance - the rope marks, the ruin, the grin I couldn't put down - and one corner of her mouth went up, and the proprietary warmth showed through the staff black for its single permitted beat.

"Exceeded scope," she said. "Again." She tipped her head toward the dark where Nate stood waiting at the rail. "Transport's holding for you, but I get the feeling you're walking." The beat held one second past the professional. Then it folded itself away, and she gathered her clipboard, and went down the stair into the night to count the building back to empty, and the floods burned lower behind her, and it was just the two of us in the cold steel at last.

Nate didn't take me home.

He came across the swept deck with the dying floodlights gold on his face and the December stars hard and small in the open volume overhead where the roof would someday close, and he put the coat better around my shoulders, and he didn't walk me toward the stair. He drew me by the hand to the center of the platform - the bare deck that would someday hold a stage and an audience, the exact place the rope had hung, the place the whole night had happened - and he kissed me there as if the empty hall had all night, the way he'd kissed me across a library table a lifetime ago, and laid me down with his coat under me and the stars over us and came down over me, and into me, face to face, in the room he'd built.

It was nothing like the rope. Nothing like the two giants or the watching deck or the floodlit arc of myself in front of a hundred strangers - this was named and warm and unhurried, his eyes on mine and no one else's left in the building, his weight the only weight, the coat soft under me and the cold finding only the bare edges of me where his body didn't cover them, and he moved in me careful and certain, gathering me back from the size of the night, on the deck where his stage would be while the last floods ticked and cooled and the stars stood still overhead. Just us, the empty building said, where all night it had said everyone - the same steel, the same deck, the same rigging ring dark and empty overhead, the room he'd designed around my voice gone quiet enough now to hold only his breathing and mine.

I came with my eyes open on his and the winter stars behind his head where the roof wasn't yet, the pleasure climbing up clean and slow with no audience left to feed it and somehow no less for that, no less at all - and he followed me a few strokes after, emptying himself deep and unhurried inside me, his brow resting down on mine, both of us breathing hard on the deck of the unfinished hall.

We lay there a while after, in his coat, under the stars, in the steel.

"Spring," he said into my hair, eventually. "The glass goes in. After that you can't see the stars from in here." I felt him smile. "I left the stair open to the volume on purpose. So there'd always be one place in the finished building where you could look straight up." A beat. "I drew that in two years ago. Before I knew what for."

"You knew what for," I said.

He didn't argue. He never did.

Hartwell's letter came the last week of term, and I read it the way I'd come to read everything that mattered - in 307, against Nate's chest, with the screen clear and the door unlocked and the corridor dark beyond the glass.

Honors renewed for the spring. The Ambassador pilot judged a success and made permanent; the request list, it noted in the Dean's flat administrative register, had grown over the semester from three names to eleven, and the office anticipated further growth. The Pavilion's glazing would begin in January, weather permitting, with the inaugural season scheduled for the fall of my senior year - and the program, the letter said, in the closest thing to warmth Hartwell's prose ever permitted itself, anticipates Scholar Calloway's participation in the inaugural season. Of course it did.

And then, near the bottom, the administrative line that made me laugh out loud against Nate's chest so that he had to take the screen and read it himself. Effective spring term, the wing's open-door standing - the unlocked-door codicil that had lived for a semester as my own nightly practice and then June's - was being written into the spring handbook formally, program-wide, across every scholar wing on campus. The justification, rendered in the Dean's most untroubled bureaucratic deadpan, was a single clause that I read four times: following sustained scholar adoption.

Sustained scholar adoption. A whole policy written in the passive voice around a codicil Hartwell had handed me in August and I'd simply never stopped practicing, my brass unturned that first empty night and almost never turned again. I thought about getting up and unlocking my door to mark the occasion, and laughed again, because there was nothing to unlock - there hadn't been for months, not since August, the one exception a single night with a velvet case of glass - and the policy the Dean of the whole university had just enshrined in the spring handbook had been, all along, simply the shape of me, observed and generalized and handed back as law.

Nate set the laptop aside and pulled me in against him, and the corridor shadows gathered at my uncovered glass the way they gathered every night, a shape or two slowing at the open span of my wall, reading the room, finding it spoken for and patient about it. The little clock on my desk had not been wound since September. The card lay gold and warm between my breasts. Down the wall, a foot of plaster away, June slept in 312 with her own lamp burning like a flare and her own door an inch off the latch, the student who had become the syllabus, and somewhere out past the colonnade the steel skeleton of the hall stood dark and topped-out in the cold, waiting on its glass.

In the spring there would be glass. I slept with the door open.
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Free Use Wife Series

Sexy erotic novels told from her perspective. Hotwife sharing, group sex, lesbian exploration, DP, and voyeurism. Book two has a couple adopting their younger intern into the family.
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Harem Apocalypse Series

Sexy erotic novels told from his perspective. Post-apocalyptic survival meets multi-partner romance — threesomes, foursomes, and a growing harem.

	Harem Apocalypse
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Egirl Harem Series

Sexy erotic novels told from his perspective. Gamer girl streamers, gaming-house harem, threesomes and foursomes, and one lucky fifth player.

	Player Five (EGirl Harem 1)

	Trash Talk (EGirl Harem 2)



Free Use Standalones

Quick, filthy novellas told from her perspective. Group encounters, public use, DP, gangbangs, and all three holes. Perfect for when you want something hot and fast.
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Harem Fantasy Standalones
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I'm Evelyn Wild. I recently crashed out of a soul-crushing office job and I'm trying my hand at writing. I've always been an avid reader, and I wanted to see if I could write about some of the things that really get my imagination going.
My stories explore themes of power dynamics, freedom, and the thrill of letting go. I'm fascinated by situations where the usual rules don't apply, and deeper instincts take over. I'm interested in exploring the intense, and sometimes challenging aspects of relationships, because that's what interests me.
This is new territory for me. I'm exploring my own interests, pushing my creative boundaries, and sharing it all with you. It's a journey of self-discovery, fuelled by a desire to break free from expectations. Maybe my stories will help you break free, too.
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