
        
            
                
            
        

    















She pulled up in a graphite-grey German car, spotless and understated, her sunglasses still on even though the sun was nearly gone. I watched from the porch as she stepped out, heels clicking on the gravel like she expected someone to meet her with a clipboard. Her skirt was tight and high-waisted, hugging her hips like a second skin, and her blazer was the kind that looked stiff until she moved and it wasn’t.
Hair tied back, laptop in one hand, purse in the other, she looked like she had just stepped out of a corner office to audit a rural crime scene. She glanced around the row of cottages with faint amusement curling her lips.
Danielle came out to greet her, barefoot and in cutoff shorts and a tee that didn’t cover the slope of one shoulder. They hugged like old friends, Mariam leaning in from the waist, Danielle throwing both arms around her. They exchanged pleasantries I couldn’t hear, and Mariam smiled in that practiced way that still managed to seem genuine. She tilted her head to one side and looked past Danielle toward me. I straightened up on the porch and tried not to look like I’d been staring.
Danielle said something that made Mariam laugh and cover her mouth with her fingertips. Then Danielle turned and called out to me. “Luke, come say hi. You remember Mariam, don’t you?”
I came down the steps, brushing drywall dust from my jeans out of habit even though I hadn’t worked on anything today. “Of course,” I said, and offered my hand.
Mariam shook it, firm grip, one eyebrow raised. “Still pretending to be modest, I see,” she said.
“I gave up pretending a long time ago, these ones,” I said. She grinned.
“I’ve got to run something over to Jenna’s,” Danielle said. She already had her keys in her hand. “You two catch up. I’ll be back in a bit.”
I watched her go. She didn’t look back, but I caught the slight swing in her hips, exaggerated just enough to be a signal. When I turned back, Mariam was already walking toward my cottage, the click of her heels slower now, her laptop tucked under her arm, blazer off and folded over it. She didn’t wait for an invitation and I had the distinct impression she didn’t need one.
Inside, she moved like the place was hers to assess. She set her laptop down on the dining table without asking and took a slow, deliberate look around. Not nosy, just curious in that way sharp people are, always scanning, always cataloguing. Her eyes moved over the walls, the clean floorboards, the hooks by the door, the simple furniture I’d built with scrap wood and stubbornness. She gave a small nod, almost to herself.
“I’ll admit,” she said, sliding her sunglasses onto her head, “this isn’t what I expected from a warehouse guy with four girlfriends.”
“Don’t forget my truck,” I said. “It makes five.”
Danielle didn’t bother to hide her smirk. Her voice was casual, but the air around it wasn’t. “Still pretending humbleness then?”
I leaned against the doorframe, arms folded. “Depends what you mean by ‘pretending.’”
She looked at me. “You know exactly what I mean.”
The air felt tighter suddenly, like the cottage had pulled its walls in a little. She walked past the table, pausing to look out the window. The light was soft now, orange and low. It caught her cheek just enough to make her seem less composed than usual, more real.
“You ever feel like it’s going to spin out of control?” she asked, still looking out. “Four women. One guy. Somebody’s gotta get left out.”
“Usually me,” I said.
That made her turn. She leaned one hip against the table. Her blouse was billowy, above where it was tucked in tight at the waist. She crossed her arms, then uncrossed them. “So do they share you? Or do you rotate shifts?”
“Are you interviewing me?”
“I haven’t decided yet.”
She reached up and pulled her sunglasses off her head, setting them beside the laptop. The silence yawned, but not in a bad way. Just enough to let both of us feel it. She watched me the way someone watches a locked door, wondering what’s behind it.
Then she said, “You ever think you could handle five?” She didn’t smile this time.
She didn’t wait for me to answer, either. Instead, she stepped away from the table and walked across the room again, slower now, more like circling something she hadn’t decided whether to buy. Her hand grazed the edge of the bookshelf, paused on the windowsill, then drifted over to the framed map on the wall, a print of the county from a hundred years ago, creeks and ridge-lines drawn by hand in brown ink. She leaned in close, studying the lines like they told her things.
Behind her, I poured coffee just to keep my hands busy. Her heels had come off at some point, left neatly by the door. She stood barefoot now on the hardwood, tall and quiet in her pressed blouse and fitted skirt, like a set piece from a different world now transported into mine. The silence between us wasn’t awkward, but it was watchful.
She finally turned from the map and crossed the room to stand at the opposite end of the kitchen island from me. She didn’t reach for the coffee I slid toward her. She just stood there, her hands resting on the edge, the light behind her making the fabric of her blouse faintly translucent across her chest and shoulders.
I said nothing. Not yet.
Mariam tilted her head, her voice even. “So they share you, or do you rotate shifts?” she repeated.
She narrowed her eyes slightly, not buying what she heard, but not dismissing it either. She was reading me, like I was one of those puzzles with half the pieces missing and she was trying to decide if it was worth the trouble.
“You must be a hell of a diplomat,” she said. “Or a liar.”
“I’m not sure there’s much difference,” I said, and that, finally, made her laugh.
She held my gaze across the island, her fingers tapping once against the wood. Then she pushed away from the counter and walked around it toward me, slow steps, steady eyes.
When she stopped in front of me, close enough I could smell her perfume, something dry and citrusy, expensive, she looked up into my face and tilted her head just slightly.
“You didn’t answer my question,” she said. “Do you think you could handle five?” She wasn’t teasing.
Heels off, jacket gone, and still somehow she stood taller than before. I could feel the space close with each step she took toward me, her posture composed but not rigid, like she knew exactly how she looked from every angle.
She stopped just a foot away, close enough that I could see the faint gleam of perspiration at her hairline, the way a tendril had curled free and softened the sharpness of her face. Her eyes stayed locked on mine, steady and dark.
She laughed once, short and low. “Maybe you’re just a liar who’s good at smiling.”
I didn’t flinch.
“I don’t think it’s about how many,” I said finally. “It’s about whether they want to be here.”
Mariam’s eyes didn’t waver, but something in her expression flicked, a calculation, maybe, or a decision being made. She stepped in closer, close enough that her hip touched the counter, and the scent of her filled my nose, warm skin under fabric, subtle perfume layered with something sharper, something like want.
“I didn’t come here to debate polyamory,” she said, and her voice dropped just enough to tell me the game had shifted. “Danielle told me you were careful. Patient. Generous, even.”
Her hand lifted from the counter and pressed lightly against the center of my chest. I didn’t move, but the muscle under her palm tightened out of reflex. She left it there, testing the pressure, watching my face.
“I didn’t come here for theory,” she said. “I came here to see if any of it was real.”
Her fingers curled slightly in the fabric of my shirt, not pulling, not asking. Just stating. I stayed still, not because I didn’t want to move, but because I was suddenly aware that if I did, everything would shift with it. The balance, the atmosphere, the line between Danielle’s friend and the woman now standing inches away breathing through her nose like she was bracing for impact.
She didn’t wait for a signal. Her mouth was on mine before I could open it. Not soft, not tentative, either. Her lips were warm and commanding, and the kiss moved on me like something she’d promised herself she wouldn’t do until she was already doing it.
The first thing I noticed was how sure she was. There was no fumbling, no testing the waters, no slow build to make it feel less like a mission. Her kiss landed full and purposeful, her mouth open just enough to let me feel the shape of her tongue between us. She pressed forward like she was chasing down a thought she'd finally decided not to pass off. Her hand slid higher on my chest, flat against my collarbone, and I felt the heat of her palm through the fabric.
I didn’t move at first, not because I didn’t want to, but because I was still measuring the stakes. Danielle’s friend, the one who’d come here with a laptop and tight control, was now kissing me like she had something to learn, and I wasn’t sure yet if I was the prize or the test. Her hips nudged closer. She leaned into me, her body tense with held-in momentum, and her fingers gathered a fistful of my shirt just below the collar for something to hold on to.
She pressed closer, her body fitting into mine with ease. There was need in her, not just curiosity.
I reached for her waist, fingers splayed flat over the band of her skirt, not pulling her in, not yet, just letting my touch land there. She pressed closer. The line of her body fit into mine with a kind of practiced elegance, and still, there was something desperate behind it. Not panicked, but determined, like she didn’t want to leave here with anymore questions unanswered.
She looked at me then, carefully. “You’re not stopping me,” she said, her voice quiet but taut. “I’m not here to flirt,” she said, and her thumb brushed my jaw, the pad of it slow and deliberate.
“I need something off my chest,” she said, thumb brushing my jaw.
She kissed me again harder this time, like she swayed forward and steadied herself on me. Her hands slid down my chest, slow and careful, then found the hem of my shirt and worked it up without a word. I lifted my arms to let her take it off, and when she dropped it behind her onto the floor, she didn’t bother looking where it landed. Her eyes were already back on me, focused and alert, her expression unreadable.
The sound of her blouse being unbuttoned was almost too quiet to hear over our breathing, but I watched her fingers move with calm precision, each button handled as though practiced. She let the it hang open as she stepped back just enough to show me what was underneath. Black lace, low-cut, the kind that shaped without hiding, and beneath it, her ribs moved subtly with each breath, her skin pale and warm in the evening light.
She reached down, unhooked her skirt, and let it slide to the floor. No delay. No buildup. Just a statement of intention. Her panties matched the bra. High at the hips, sheer across the back. She didn’t fidget or pose, didn’t give me a spin. She stood still and let me see her, like I was being evaluated as much as she was.
Then she stepped in again, barefoot now, her thighs brushing mine, her mouth close to my ear. “I haven’t had a day off in months,” she said, and her voice was rougher, the strain in it showing. “So either I was going to take a weekend away . . . or I was going to do this.”
She kissed me once more, then reached down to open my jeans. Her hand moved unhurried, careful, like she was confirming something she’d already suspected. She wrapped her fingers around me, felt how hard I was, and gave a quiet little laugh that hit the base of my neck like a flame.
“I’ve heard stories,” she said. “I wanted to see what it’s like.”
She walked me backward toward the couch, one hand still on me, her body never more than a breath away. When I sat, she stayed standing between my knees, looking down, hair falling loose from behind one ear. She peeled off her bra, dropped it, then stepped out of her panties.
Without asking, now naked, she climbed into my lap, both hands on my shoulders, and pushed her hips forward, not lining me up yet, just grinding herself against me through the last layer I had on. I could feel her heat and wetness soak into the fabric, and when her mouth came to mine again, there was nothing professional or polite left about her.
She didn’t pause to savor the moment. No coy glances, no hesitation. She pushed her palm flat against my chest, leaned forward, and laid me back into the couch with the deliberate weight of someone who had already made up her mind hours ago and was done perseverating over it. Her legs folded over mine as she straddled me fully now, skin against skin, her thighs firm and flexed against my hips. She shifted her hips and rocked forward again, grinding against the shape of me through my boxers, slow at first, but not teasing, more like she was winding herself up, getting ready.
Her hands were on my shoulders, bracing herself. Then they slid up around my neck and into my hair, gripping me there just tight enough to make it clear she wasn’t going to be gentle about it. I could feel how wet she was already, how badly her body wanted what her face still pretended to be casual about. I ran my hands up the back of her thighs, over the curve of her ass, and along the dip in her spine, and she arched to meet it like she’d been starved for that exact kind of touch.
“I haven’t been able to stop thinking about this,” she said, her voice quiet but sharp. “Since Danielle first brought me out here. Since I saw how you looked at her. How she looked back.”
She started to lift my waistband, peeling my boxers down inch by inch, but only just far enough to free what she wanted. Her fingers wrapped around me again, this time more confidently, and she watched my face while she stroked me once, twice, slow and even. Her thumb dragged along the underside of my shaft like she was testing my limits already, and when she saw me flinch just slightly, she smiled, not sweetly, but like someone learning a useful new pressure point.
She reached down between us and guided me to the heat inside her. She let the head of my cock press up into her dribbling folds without taking me inside, just letting the tip part her lips and drag through her glistening lips. Her breath caught again, but this time it sounded like surrender. Still, she held the tension. Still, she kept the pace in her control.
“Don’t say anything,” she said, not angry, just needing the silence to keep whatever spell she’d cast from breaking too soon.
She shifted forward again, this time letting the head slip just inside her, not all the way, not yet. Her fingers tightened on my shoulders and her lips parted, the shape of her mouth changing with her sudden intake of air.
Her eyes stayed open. She wanted to feel every inch of what she was doing.
She lowered herself slowly, her thighs tensing around my hips, her hand still guiding me as she took the head of my cock deeper into her. Her breath came out in a tight, controlled exhale through her nose, as if she’d trained her body to not react too soon. But I could feel the shiver that ran through her thighs, the pause in her balance when the thickest part pushed past the remaining resistance of her entrance. Her other hand gripped the back of the couch behind me for leverage, not grace, and when her hips dropped the rest of the way down, it wasn’t showy. It was need.
Her knees pulled in tighter. Her whole body tensed, held still at the base, seated flush against my lap, as if she had to take a moment to let the sensation settle through her. She tilted her head forward, eyes down, jaw clenched. I didn’t move. I didn’t need to. She was adjusting to the fullness of me inside her, and I wasn’t about to ruin the moment by mistaking it for performance. Her control was real, but even that had its limits.
When she finally looked up again, there was something altered in her face. Not softened, exactly, just less distant. Her mouth opened slightly, then closed again, like she was trying to find a sentence and lost it.
Her hands came back to my chest. She leaned forward as her hips started to move, slow and tight, like she was trying to learn every inch of me through friction alone. It wasn’t the rhythm of someone showing off, and it wasn’t tentative either. It was exact. Selfish Her breath came hard now, syncing with each roll of her body, and she shifted again, deeper this time, and let her eyes flutter halfway shut. Not performative. Just overwhelmed, just a little.
“Jesus,” she whispered, but not to me. It came out like a reflex, something she hadn’t meant to say.
Her pace picked up in small increments, her skin heating against mine, her fingers digging into the hard muscle just above my ribs. She was working something out with each grind, each drop of her hips, like this was meant to clear something inside her. And maybe it was.
I put my hands on her waist now, not to guide her, not to take control her. Just to be there, to hold the frame she was moving within. She met my eyes, breath ragged, and nodded once. It wasn’t a question. She was in it now.
She began to move with purpose now, all the slow tension unwinding into something tighter, more focused. Her thighs gripped harder around me with each grind, not for balance, but to pin me down, to keep me there. Her hips rolled in long, deliberate strokes, never lifting off me completely, just tilting and circling until every inch of her took me again and again. There was nothing shy in the way she used her body. She wasn’t asking for a rhythm, she was imposing one, carving it out of me. She caught her breath. “Jesus,” she whispered again, more to herself than to me.
Her eyes didn’t close. She watched me, face tight, mouth open and wet, like she was daring me to speak. I didn’t. The room had narrowed to the sounds of our breathing and the wet, slow slap of her body against mine.
Her movements picked up, sharp and deliberate. Her breath matched the rise in rhythm, no longer careful, just full and deep.
She let out a low, throaty sound, nothing dramatic, nothing polished. It came from deep in her, raw and unguarded, and her body dropped harder on me in response. She started cursing under her breath, little fragments spat out in frustration or disbelief, I couldn’t tell which. Her hands slid to my shoulders again, then clawed down my arms like she needed something to hold her together.
“They all get to fuck you like this, don’t they,” she said nearly out of breath.
I moved my hands to her ass, gripped her there, and let her keep the lead, just anchoring her. Her whole frame shivered when I did, like the contact reached somewhere she wasn’t ready for. Still, she didn’t slow. She rode me with a pressure that bordered on reckless now, chasing something she clearly wasn’t used to wanting. And when she opened her mouth again, there was no trace of control left in her voice.
“Fuck, you feel too good,” she said, biting the rest off, but it was too late. Her body gave her away.
Her voice broke on that last word, not because she wanted it to, but because something inside her had cracked open and slipped past the part of her that still thought she was in charge. Her hips faltered, stuttered once, then caught again, but the rhythm was gone. What replaced it was pure motion. Not calculated. Not clean. Just raw and rising.
“It’s because there are others . . . “ she barely got out in a whisper.
I felt it in the way her fingers grabbed at my skin now, not placing or bracing, but clinging. Her whole body dropped harder into mine, and when she leaned forward, her mouth grazed my collarbone like she needed to taste something solid to stay in her body. I could feel her pussy starting to spasm around me, little flutters that built without rhythm. She wasn’t faking anything.
I held her tighter, wrapped both arms around her back, and let my hands spread wide against the slope of her spine. When I pulled her in harder, her breath hitched and her head dropped into the crook of my neck. She made a sound there, something half-choked, and I felt the tremor run from her thighs to her shoulders. She started to fall apart right in my lap, and I kept her close for every second of it.
She lifted her face then, eyes wide and glassy, and for a second she looked like she didn’t know where she was. I shifted under her, braced my feet against the floor, and rose with her still wrapped around me. She gasped at the change in position, legs locked around my waist, arms around my neck. I carried her the few steps to the kitchen table, not out of flourish, but because I needed more space to move the way she clearly needed me to now.
I laid her back gently on the surface, clearing it with one arm, her body landing with a soft thud and her hair spilling out across the wood like a spill of ink. Her legs parted and I stepped between them. She reached down between her thighs, found me again, and pulled me into her with both hands like she was done pretending any of this was a bad idea.
I pushed inside her again, slow only for the first thrust, then deeper, harder. She arched off the table with a sound that wasn’t words and clawed at the back of my neck, dragging me down so our foreheads touched. There was no need for talk anymore. Her whole body was asking.
Her body responded before her mouth did, hips grinding again with a hunger. “Handyman,” she whispered to herself barely audibly.
She lay sprawled across the table, one arm draped over her forehead, the other dangling limply off the edge, her fingers twitching in the still air like she couldn’t remember what to do with them. Her breath came in waves, each one slower than the last, her chest rising high, then settling back down as the weight of what just happened caught up to her body. I stood there with my hands still on her thighs, her knees still parted around me, both of us sweating with the effort and heat and the slow rhythm  that followed it.
It wasn’t quiet in the room, our breaths were too loud for that, and her heartbeat, I imagined, was still kicking against her ribs, but nothing else moved. No tension, no awkwardness, just the sound of a body that had worked itself past the point of speech, and another penetrating her like a tool tuning her up, making her motor purr.
After a while she shifted, barely, just a turn of the head so she could look at me through the strands of matted hair falling over her eyes. Her lips were parted, wet and swollen, her mascara faintly smudged under one eye. She didn’t blink right away, didn’t change her expression. She just looked at me like she was still trying to decide how much of herself she’d let me see, like it wasn’t everything already.
She pulled herself up slowly, legs sliding off either side of the table, spine uncoiling one vertebra at a time. Her hands found the edge and gripped it, steadying herself, but she didn’t look unbalanced. Just quiet. Just raw. She pushed her hair back over her shoulder and reached for the small cloth napkin still folded beside the overturned laptop on the far end of the table. She wiped at her chest, then between her legs, matter-of-fact, not bashful.
“I shouldn’t have done that,” she said, her voice low, breathy from the effort of speaking again.
I didn’t argue. She wasn’t saying it with regret. She was stating something that had once been true but had long since passed the point of relevance.
She looked around for her panties and found them near one of the kitchen chairs, pulling them on slowly as she stood. Her blouse stayed open. She didn’t bother with the bra yet. She picked up her cigarette case from the bag near the door and opened it like she hadn’t done this in years, like it was an old habit from another life she needed for just this one evening. She tapped one out, lit it, and took a long drag without apology.
“This was going to be trouble,” she said after the first exhale, not facing me. “I knew it coming in.”
She stood at the window, arms crossed over her bare stomach, the cigarette between two fingers lifted occasionally to her mouth with a detached kind of grace. Her blouse hung open, forgotten. The skin at her throat was flushed, her breathing mostly settled. Outside, the porch light cast a faint amber glow across the gravel path. I stayed seated at the table, hands on my knees, watching her shoulders rise and fall.
“I almost didn’t come, you know,” she said, voice quiet but clear. “Even this morning, I told myself it wasn’t going to happen. That I’d be polite, ask about logistics, talk about stream flow permits and dump site access like that was what I came for.”
She turned halfway toward me, enough to let me see the tight set of her mouth. Her expression wasn’t embarrassed. It was deliberate. Like she’d stripped off more than clothes, and now she had to decide if she could live with what had been exposed.
“Danielle knew,” she said. “Of course she did. She knows exactly what you are.”
I raised an eyebrow at that but didn’t interrupt. She took another drag from the cigarette and exhaled slowly, watching the smoke drift toward the ceiling.
“She told me you were kind,” she said. “Said that’s what made it dangerous. Not the sex. The way you make it seem like you mean it. Even when it’s just . . . whatever the fuck it is.”
Now she turned fully, facing me again, blouse still loose, one side slipping off her shoulder. She looked tired, but not in the way that made her seem worn out. More like she’d spent something important and wasn’t sure how much of it she’d get back.
“I’m not usually like this,” she said, and when I gave a faint smile at the cliché, she caught it. “No, I mean it. I know everyone says that. But I’ve spent the last six years being smarter than this.”
She stubbed the cigarette out in a mason jar on the windowsill, then leaned back against the counter with her hands gripping the edge.
“I’m not asking for anything,” she added. “I’m not trying to join your little commune out here. I just needed to know what it felt like.” She raised her bleary eyes to me. “To fuck a man who’s busy fucking four other girls already who seem to, what, love him?”
I stood up slowly and walked toward her, close enough to see the sheen of sweat still drying on her chest. She looked up at me, not defiant, not soft. Just exposed in a way I knew she wasn’t used to letting happen. I reached out, gently brushed her hair back behind her ear.
“So was it worth it?” I asked.
She held my gaze for a long moment before answering, and when she did, her voice had dropped to almost nothing.
“I thought it might break me, to be honest.”
The sound of the screen door creaking open was soft, but it hit the room like a crack of thunder. Mariam didn’t move right away. She stayed where she was, leaning against the counter, arms folded across her bare chest now, blouse half-slipped but not fastened. Her hair was still damp near her temple, her face turned slightly toward the sound. I stood between her and the window, both of us suddenly aware of how little time had passed.
Danielle stepped inside with the quiet confidence of someone who already knew what she’d find inside. She wasn’t smiling exactly, but the corner of her mouth curved like she’d caught the punchline to a joke the rest of the room hadn’t heard yet. She looked from me to Mariam and took her time absorbing the scene, open laptop still on the table, two wine glasses, discarded clothing on the chair, my shirt on the floor, the faint burn of a cigarette still lingering in the air.
She didn’t say anything at first. She set her keys down in the little ceramic bowl by the door, the one Vicky had made at some pottery workshop, and took a long look around the room like she was counting something.
“Well,” she said eventually, in a tone light as fabric but just structured enough to keep the balance. “I see I missed the meeting.”
Mariam didn’t flinch. She didn’t reach for her buttons. She straightened up slowly and turned to face her fully, arms still crossed but no longer shielding. Her chin lifted just a fraction, and the silence between them said more than anything I could have added.
Danielle’s eyes flicked to me then, not asking, not accusing, just confirming. She walked further into the room, stopped by the table, and looked down at the half-toppled glass of water and the faint smudge her own friend’s hip had left on the polished wood.
“You came early,” I said, not because I didn’t expect her, but because I had to say something.
“Traffic was better than I thought,” she replied, reaching out to right the water glass without looking at it.
Mariam finally moved. She pushed off the counter, walked past me without brushing, and picked up her bra from the back of the chair like she was picking up a file she’d left behind at work. She didn’t put it on, just held it in her hand.
Danielle watched her, head tilted slightly. “So,” she said, and there was no venom in it. “How was it?”
Mariam looked at her, eyes sharp but not defensive, and said nothing.
She didn’t have to. The whole room already knew.
Danielle crossed the room without urgency, passing behind me with just enough closeness to remind me of who she was in this space. She stopped a few feet from Mariam, head cocked, arms relaxed at her sides. The way she looked at her wasn’t jealous, or smug, or even curious. It was something else, like she’d handed someone a locked box and was now waiting to see what they’d done with the contents.
Mariam didn’t back off. She stood her ground, still holding her bra in one hand, blouse unbuttoned and hanging open, her mouth set in that half-firm line of someone who had not yet decided if she was proud of what she’d done, or just unwilling to regret it.
“I think it might be what breaks me,” she admitted, eyes still locked on mine.
Danielle reached out and touched the edge of Mariam’s blouse, her fingers brushing along the loose fabric where it had slipped off one shoulder. She didn’t pull it up. She just let her hand rest there, the gesture light but pointed.
Then she leaned in, her voice low, meant only for Mariam. I couldn’t hear the words. Just the breath of them, warm and close, the way Mariam blinked at the sound, the smallest shift in her jaw. Danielle stepped back half a pace, giving her space again.
“You’re evil,” Mariam said, the words dry and flat, but her eyes gave her away.
“She knows what you are,” Mariam said. “She always did.”
“You’re welcome,” she said.
Mariam didn’t laugh, but she looked down and to the side, like she was trying not to. Her hand opened slightly, the bra slipping down to hang from two fingers. She turned away, slowly now, moving with less tension than before.
Danielle watched her walk toward the bathroom, her blouse still swinging open behind her, and then looked over her shoulder at me. The look she gave wasn’t a question. It wasn’t approval either. It was something closer to recognition—like she knew what I’d just been through. Like she knew Mariam. 
She didn’t speak again. The moment had settled, heavy but balanced. The math had changed, but no one was calling it out yet.
The bathroom door closed behind Mariam with a quiet click, and the sound felt sharper than it should have. Danielle stayed in the center of the room, motionless, arms crossed now, not defensively, just waiting. I reached down for my shirt, pulled it on without buttoning it, and ran a hand through my hair, trying to slow the mess in my chest.
She walked past me again, this time brushing my arm lightly with her fingers as she did. It wasn’t affectionate. It was a checkpoint.
She poured herself the rest of the water from the glass Mariam had almost knocked over, drank half of it in one go, then held the rim to her bottom lip for a moment like she was lost in the aftertaste.
“You know she doesn’t do this,” she said, still looking at the glass.
I nodded. It wasn’t a question.
Danielle looked up at me, eyes steady, no warmth, no cold, just clarity. “You ruined her for someone,” she said. “Probably not for me. Maybe not even for you. But for someone.”
I wasn’t sure if that was praise or a warning. Maybe both.
“I know everyone says that,” she added, voice tighter. “But I meant it.”
Danielle took a slow breath through her nose, let it out without comment. She set the glass down and turned toward the door. I thought she was leaving, but she just stepped out onto the porch, held the screen open behind her like she was inviting me to follow.
Before I moved, I heard the bathroom door creak open again. Mariam stepped out, dressed now, back to professional precision. She’d washed her face, pulled her hair back into a loose knot. She didn’t meet my eyes right away. Just crossed to her laptop and began sliding it into her bag.
I came to stand beside her, not close enough to crowd her, not far enough to suggest distance.
She zipped the bag up, then finally looked at me. Her mouth opened slightly, then closed again.
I waited.
She gave a half shrug. “Next time,” she said, “you don’t get to be so quiet.”
She turned toward the door.
Outside, Danielle leaned against the porch railing, arms still crossed, eyes on the night sky like none of this was news. Mariam stepped out, paused beside her, and the two women looked at each other just long enough for me to feel it in my throat.
Danielle didn’t say anything. She just handed Mariam a beer from the crate by her feet.
I stepped out onto the porch just in time to see the glint of headlights cut through the trees. A beat later, Bailey’s little hatchback crunched into the gravel beside Mariam’s car. The engine cut off. The door stayed closed for a moment longer than it needed to.
Danielle and Mariam didn’t say anything. Mariam had taken a long pull from her beer, one leg crossed casually over the other, like she was waiting for a verdict that had already been handed down. Danielle didn’t even look up.
Bailey emerged, her blonde hair up in a loose bun, a hoodie zipped halfway over a tight tank top, leggings clinging to her legs like a second skin. She held a six-pack by the plastic rings and walked toward us with a smile that was just a little too wide, a little too rehearsed.
“Well,” she said, pausing at the steps. “Looks like I missed the show.”
Danielle raised her bottle in a slow salute without turning her head. Mariam glanced at me, then away again, the corner of her mouth curling like she couldn’t decide if this was funny or just uncomfortable.
Danielle’s silence wasn’t passive. It was its own kind of permission, humming low between them.
“I was gonna say I came to check on you,” she said, cracking her own can. “But maybe I should be checking on her.”
I didn’t answer.
She sipped, then looked past me at Mariam. “You good?” she asked, casual on the surface.
Mariam gave a single nod. “Better than I expected,” she said, and it wasn’t clear if she was being generous or honest.
Bailey raised her eyebrows. “Well then,” she said. “I guess that’s that.”
No one moved. No one left. We stood there, the four of us in a row, looking out into the dark like we were waiting for someone else to arrive.
The night had darkened. The porch light flickered once and held steady, casting a soft halo over the edge of the railing. We’d drifted back inside, me following Bailey, who’d tugged me by the belt loop with a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. Danielle and Mariam stayed behind, each with a fresh beer, shoulders close but not touching.
For a long while, neither said a word. The sounds of the woods filled with distant frogs, the hush of wind threading through tall grass, the creak of the porch under their weight.
Danielle finally broke the stillness. “You really all right?” she asked, her voice lower now, stripped of the playful edge she usually wore when I was present.
Mariam gave a faint snort, pulled her knees up to her chest, and balanced the beer on one. “Define all right,” she said.
Danielle didn’t press. She took a long sip, then let her bottle rest against her thigh. “You looked . . . different. After.”
Mariam looked over at her, eyes narrowed not in anger, just in thought. “You planned it that way.”
Danielle shrugged. “I invited you. I let you walk through the door. What you did once you got in, that was yours.”
Mariam leaned her head back against the post and closed her eyes. “I don’t do this kind of thing.”
“I know.”
“I mean it.”
“I said I know.”
Another pause. Mariam’s voice was quieter now. “It felt like . . . being seen, all the way through. Like he wasn’t just fucking me. He was reading me.”
Danielle smiled without showing teeth. “Yeah. That’s the problem with him.” She grinned at me.
Mariam let the bottle rest against her lip, not drinking. “I don’t know what happens now.”
“You don’t have to,” Danielle said. “No one out here expects a five-year plan. That’s kind of the point.”
The wind shifted. Mariam turned her face into it, and a few strands of hair blew across her cheek. She didn’t brush them away.
Danielle leaned closer, bumping her shoulder lightly. “You’re always welcome. However you want it to be.”
Mariam exhaled slowly, let her chin rest on her knees, and said, “I might need that more than I thought.”
Danielle didn’t answer right away. She let the words hang, weightless but undeniable, drifting between them like steam from a cup left too long untouched. She reached out, took Mariam’s hand, not a gesture of comfort, but of recognition. Their fingers threaded naturally, without hesitation, like this part had already been decided before either of them named it.
“You know she’s going to ask,” Mariam said after a while, eyes still fixed on the dark stretch of lake just visible through the trees. “Bailey. She always wants to know everything.”
Danielle smiled faintly. “She already knows. She just likes making you say it.”
Mariam gave a tired laugh, the sound low in her throat. “And what about Vicky?”
“That one might be harder.”
They sat in silence again. The porch light buzzed. Somewhere down the road, an engine hummed and faded.
“She said something to me,” Mariam murmured. “Before she left my office that day. Bailly.”
Danielle tilted her head slightly, watching her.
“She said, ‘If you ever get tired of pretending you’re too busy to satiate your own hunger, come find us.’”
Danielle smiled wider now, but it wasn’t smug. It was warm. “And here you are.”
“I thought I was just going to fuck him,” Mariam said, her voice barely above a whisper. “Get it out of my system. But I didn’t expect to feel like this.”
Danielle gave her hand a squeeze. “You’re not the first.” She glanced silently up at me again.
Mariam nodded slowly, almost to herself. “I think I want to come back.”
Danielle turned to her, eyes steady. “You know the price.”
“I already paid it.”
Danielle didn’t argue. She just stood up, pulled Mariam with her, and together they walked the edge of the porch. They didn’t say anything else. The quiet between them was no longer awkward, or tense, or charged. It was something else now, things were settled.
They stood side by side, looking out at the lake, and in that still moment, you could feel it: something had shifted. The system had absorbed a new orbit. And it was holding, so far.
The kitchen was cleaned, the bottles stacked near the sink, the porch light switched off. Bailey had vanished into the bedroom ahead of me, barefoot and humming some half-forgotten tune as she peeled her hoodie off on the stairs, leaving it there as a signal to me.
I stood for a minute in the hallway, one hand on the banister, unsure whether I was ready to walk back into that. It still felt like Mariam was here somehow, her presence lingering in the furniture, in the floorboards, in the heat still caught in the walls.
By the time I made it upstairs, the bedroom light was low and Bailey was already under the covers, arms behind her head, blanket pulled to her stomach. Her tank top had ridden up to expose a stretch of skin that caught the light in that soft, impossible way only she could manage.
She looked over at me, eyes half-lidded. “You thinking again?” she asked, voice lazy, but alert beneath it.
“Maybe.”
“You always get that look when you’ve been fucked good.” She said it without bitterness. Just fact.
I slipped out of my shirt, kicked off my jeans, and climbed into the bed beside her. The sheets were warm. Her body was warmer. She didn’t move to make space for me. She just let me settle next to her, close but not touching.
“She’s staying, isn’t she?” Bailey asked after a beat.
I didn’t answer right away. She didn’t push. Her fingers found my wrist and curled lightly around it.
“I think she already did,” I said.
Bailey exhaled through her nose, a sound not quite a sigh. “Danielle’s grinning like a fox,” she said. “And Jenna keeps pretending she doesn’t care, which means she really does.”
She guided my two fingers into her folds, then inside her deeper, and caught her breath and sighed.
I turned my head to look at her. She was staring up at the ceiling, her mouth curved in that half-smile she wore when she was two steps ahead of everyone and just waiting for them to catch up.
“Does it bother you?” I asked.
She finally looked at me, then rolled onto her side, one leg sliding over mine, her thigh pressing into my hip.
“It only bothers me when you forget who started this whole thing,” she said, and she kissed the corner of my mouth, slow and close. “And when you forget I’m still here.”
Bailey’s leg slid higher over my hip, her body folding against mine. The blanket shifted with her, pulled down enough for the cool air to catch on our skin, but neither of us reached for it. Her hand moved over my chest, fingers tracing the lines of muscle without rush, without need to speak. She was slow when she wanted to be, and this was one of those moments.
“You feel different,” she said, lips brushing my neck as she spoke. “Like you’ve been cracked.”
I didn’t respond. Her hand had already drifted lower, across my stomach, then between us, curling around my cock, warm and confident. She didn’t stroke me yet, just held it, felt it throb into her palm like it was answering her directly.
Her hips rocked forward once, slowly, grinding against my thigh as her breath caught at the base of my throat. She shifted again, her body rising over mine now, her thighs parting, her knees settling to either side of me. She held me in her hand as she guided me into her with a long, easy slide that made both of us close our eyes.
Her rhythm was unhurried, built on trust, on repetition, on the quiet certainty that came from being first. Her pussy gripped me with that soft, rippling pressure that only came from knowing someone’s shape too well. She wasn’t trying to prove anything. She wasn’t claiming territory. She was reminding me who I really belonged to.
She leaned forward, breasts brushing my chest, arms braced on either side of my shoulders. Her lips brushed my ear as she moved.
“I saw how she looked at you,” she whispered. “I liked it.” She laughed.
She rode me slowly, deliberately, each stroke dragging long and deep, and the sound of our bodies moving together filled the space like a rhythm that was ours alone. Her breath grew faster, her grip on my shoulders tightening. I wrapped my arms around her back and pulled her in, holding her as she moved harder now, faster, her skin hot and damp against mine.
“Don’t close anyone off,” she said into my neck. “Don’t pull away from anyone. Stay right here for all of us.”
And so I did.
Her body tensed and broke, shivering around me in long, quaking waves as she came, her voice a muffled moan against my collarbone. I followed a moment later, heat pulsing into her, everything tightening, everything released.
We stayed like that, tangled, barely breathing, the night around us thick with everything that had passed and the mysteries to come.
Bailey shifted just enough to look into my face, her eyes shining but steady.
“Maybe five,” she said, almost smiling, “wasn’t too many after all.”
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