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CHAPTER 1


Back in Conchita del Sur was where I first had a hot 'n dirty horchata. Coffee, Kahlua, a little smoke of mescal, rice milk, cinnamon.

Tasted like a night spent on the back of a motorcycle, screamin' through the Sonoran desert, in a good way.

A lady named Suelita introduced me to the drink which I have to admit I was a little nervous about trying.

Truth is, growing up back in Milltown, I mean sure there was moonshine and whatever booze Other Mike was able to scam from the back of his daddy's liquor store — but mostly it was beer, if you know what I mean. Nothin' beats a beer after a long day on the line. Except maybe not spendin' the day on the line, and spending it out in nature, fishin' at a pond, listen to peeps or whatever.

Anyway, that night with Suelita was the first time I ever did taste Mescal.

And you know what?

You can make a perfectly good 110% sober horchata, only hot and with coffee — and yeah yeah, it's probably just a latte only with a little cinnamon on top and seeing as how this is a business I'll probably let people pick if'n it's almond milk or regular milk or heck even that oily soy shit — oatmilk is best, for my money — if'n you are gonna go that whole nu mylk situation direction (who the hell's idea was it to call it Mylk anyway? Ain't no way to spell milk, if you ask me besides which milk can't come from a plant, right, it's just something a mama animal gives to a baby animal, or maybe gives to other animal 'cause they have extra milk left over — okay, stop Mike — what I'm sayin' is, milk comes from boobs, of some sort. And almonds do not have boobs. Also, there is no upside to rice milk, not gonna be an option).

Anyway, I'm thinking I can put "virgin horchata" or maybe "Mexican Latte" or… Not dirty sanchez, that won't work — something like some of this, you know, dress the cinnamon shake up a little and boom! I'll have my drink of the week, one I'm thinking Mrs. Jenkinson's gonna love, plus a week's worth of Suelita memories for free, seein' as how I like to sample the drink of the week for and with people.

I don't actually like the flavor of Mescal, turns out, which is what I found out that night. Now Suelita– well, that's another story. La Miel some of the customers called her, which is a funny kinda coincidence seeing as how —

And just like I conjured her up, it's Honey Watling in the flesh, standin' in front of me, right here in my very own coffee shop.

It takes me a minute, but then I remember I am an actual person who knows how to actually talk.

"Honey, hey. Hi. Hey."

She's got her hair down and the late-mornin' light is doin' somethin' to it that should be goddamn illegal, and she's wearin' one of those cream-colored sweaters she favors (the kind that look like nothin' at all on a hanger and commit crimes on a woman), and here I am in an apron that says WORLD'S OKAYEST BARISTA across the chest — gag gift from Heather, do not ask — tryin' to remember which end of the espresso machine is the business end.

"Just thought I'd swing by," Honey says, smiling up at me like it's the naturalest thing in the world. "Thought I'd swing by and check out the competition." Just like that. Like the last time we saw each other was NOT when we were all naked and sweaty, naked and sweaty with another man in the room and for a minute I think she's looking at me, thinking the same thing but just as quickly I realize her gaze has shifted and she's focusing on – I shift slightly just to check and be sure– yep, focused on the luscious redhead to my immediate left who is not looking at either of us and instead is very studiously looking down at the cup of coffee she is putting way-too-tight of a lid on before she slides it across somehow both very slowly and slightly aggressively towards Rayanne Miller and then before I can say thank you or bye or have a nice day or Heather why are you moving in slow mo I realize all them little baby hairs on my right arm, all up and down, are standing 100% on end and it's Lena, just barely not touching me, finishin' a rosetta on a flat white like a woman tyin' a bow on a bomb.

When she's done, I finally let out a breath and look back at Honey who seems to have come back to life at the same moment, just in time to open her mouth and wet her lips with that tight pink tongue of hers, darting out just so, like for a kiss, for a taste of coffee, to dip low in long a frenulum–

"You must be Honey," Lena says, smiling her sweetest smile and sticking out her hand. "My friend Aggie worked for you last summer."

And Honey just smiles, sliding her eyes across Heather to me, to Lena, and then back again and I'm doing my best not to keep my eyes on her face and not let them dip too low to checking out the Honeys and what honey they might have for me today when the bell over the door jingles.

Thank you, God. Thank you, small town. Thank you, Miss Jenkinson, whose timin' is the only dependable thing in my entire life.

"Michael!" she sings out, sweepin' in like an eighty-pound weather system in orthopedic shoes. "What's on the board today, I want to be pleasantly surprised."

"Mrs. Jenkinson. Uh. Zippy virgin horchata."

"What."

"It's — okay, so — "

Honey smiles at Miss Jenkinson and reaches a hand out to her. "He's just trying to say coffee with a little Mexican spice kinda fancy, Mrs. J."

"How did you–"

Honey turns back towards me, leaning across the counter. "I have to run specials too, you know," she says, voice dipping low, dripping sweet.

"If Honey makes them," Mrs. Jenkinson says, "I'll try one."

"Hey now–" I sputter.

"Michael," Mrs. Jenkinson says, shaking her head at me. "I said I would take one. Isn't that your goal?"

"Take the win," Honey says, nodding.

Mrs. Jenkinson looks back and forth between us for a moment.

"You've always had good taste, Honey."

I don't look, but swear to god Heather is shooting daggers in my backside which is something I'll have to worry about later. After I figure out why exactly Honey is here at 10 am on a Monday morning–

Bing.

And after I deal with the next customer cause, that's the front door bell again.

"Mike." Of course, because it's Monday morning in Milltown and this is my life now, it's Joe. And he's got that kind of look on his face. That I-am-about-to-ruin-your-day-and-I-think-I-am-helpin' look. "Quick thing. I think I found us a site engineering outfit."

"You — wait, what?"

"Yep. Time to make it official about your commitment, Mike."

"Commitment to what?"

Joe shakes his head at me. Sorrowful, like I'm a puppy that hasn't learned sit yet. Mumbles somethin' into his beard that sounds an awful lot like playin' hard to get and keepin' secrets, half under his breath, and before I can ask him to repeat it he jerks his thumb toward the door.

"Meet me at Carly's. Tonight. We'll sort it."

"Joe — what commitment — Joe — "

But he's gone.

I look at the women standing all around me, all looking at me like they're waiting on me to make a decision or do something or– something, I don't know what.

"So," I say. "That just happened."

So much for Monday.

You might think Tuesday started out better seeing as how it kicked off with a bang– Heather dragging me into the back room for a little more early-mornin' wood-release. A little preemptory snack break, if you will. God I love a morning blow job, nothing better.

Well, better than getting dragged to the back room is waking up to one, or rolling over and gently murmuring sweet nothings in my partner's ear until she's awake enough to take me on– that is definitely the best thing– but rolling up to work and rolling straight to the back room, jeans rolling round my ankles, heck yeah that's a pretty good honorable mention second place kinda deal.

Only then all day instead of letting me love juice sweeten her up it was all kinds of passive aggressive snark.

"You sure you got the grind right, Mike? Seems a little coarse. Like some people's manners."

"Oh, you want me to restock the cups? Didn't realize I was the only one with working arms around here."

"No, no, it's fine. I'll just do everything myself. Like always."

Okay.

Wednesday morning– no blow job, sad to say, but I figured maybe I was being greedy seeing as how Lena let me have at all of her holes most of the night before.

And anyway, by noon, there was Heather, flipping that long red hair one side to the other, little spit fires googling in her eyes, dragging me back to the back room, saying she needed some protein for her lunch.

Yeah, I got your protein right here.

And then, just like that, the rest of the afternoon, making snark about my dad bod and whether I have plans or need to go to bed at 8 pm like all good grandpas do.

Thursday– Thursday I guess she couldn't decide if she wanted a milkshake for breakfast or protein for lunch cause she went for both and then all afternoon, snark snark snark snark.

"Must be nice to have two women fighting over you, Mike. Real nice."

"Oh, is Honey texting you again? Don't let me interrupt."

"No, I'm fine. Everything's fine. Why wouldn't it be fine?"

Which brings us to Friday. Pulling up here this morning, I ain't ashamed I have a little bit of dread.

"Back room. Now."

Heather's got my wrist before I even get my apron on. She's pulling me through the shop, past the espresso machine, past the register, and I should say something. I should stop her. I should ask what the hell has been going on all week– the hot and cold, the blow jobs followed by the snark, the way she looks at me sometimes like she wants to eat me alive and other times like she wants to eat me alive in a completely different and much less fun way.

I should ask.

I'm gonna ask.

I open my mouth to ask and then she's shoving me against the door of the back room and dropping to her knees and my jeans are around my ankles before I can remember what words are.

"Heather– wait– I need to–"

"Shh." She looks up at me, green eyes blazing. "I need this. Okay? I just need this."

And what am I supposed to say to that?

She takes me in her mouth and my head falls back against the door and I forget. I forget about the snark and the hot-cold and the way she's been acting all week. I forget about Honey showing up on Monday and whatever that was about. I forget about Joe and his mysterious commitment and the site engineering outfit. I forget about everything except her mouth, hot and wet and determined, and her hair– god, her hair– spilling over my hands like silk, like water, like something I could drown in.

I thread my fingers through it. Can't help it. Red and soft and smelling like that coconut shampoo she uses, and she moans around me when I tug, just a little, and the vibration goes straight up my spine.

"Heather–"

She pulls off just long enough to say "Shut up, Mike" and then she's back on me, taking me deeper, and her hands are on my hips holding me still like she knows– she knows– if she lets me move I'm gonna lose it in about thirty seconds.

I try to focus. I try to think. There's something I'm supposed to be asking her. Something about this week. Something about–

Her tongue does a thing.

I stop thinking.

I grip her hair tighter, red silk sliding between my fingers, and I watch her– watch her head bob, watch her lips stretched around me, watch her eyes flutter closed like she's the one getting something out of this– and maybe she is. Maybe that's the thing I keep forgetting. That Heather takes what she wants. That Heather doesn't do anything she doesn't want to do. That if she's on her knees in front of me at 7am on a Friday morning it's because she wants to be, because she needs something, because–

She speeds up.

"Fuck– Heather– I'm gonna–"

She doesn't stop. She doesn't slow down. She just looks up at me, eyes open now, green and fierce, and something in that look says give it to me, give me everything, I need this and I do. I give it to her. I come so hard my knees almost buckle and she takes all of it, swallows, pulls back, wipes her mouth with the back of her hand.

Stands up.

Smooths her hair.

And just like that, she's walking past me, opening the door, heading back out to the front like nothing happened.

"Heather– wait–"

She pauses. Doesn't turn around.

"We need to talk," I manage. "About– all of this. About what's going on with you."

"Later," she says. And then she's gone.

I stand there in the back room with my jeans around my ankles and my brain slowly coming back online and I think: I really gotta figure out what's eating her.

But first I gotta figure out how to walk.

Fuck, I really need to figure out a way to add a shower to the office space when I do financial planning for next year.

God damnit, sticking door– I push open the door––

"Ouch!"

"Lena!"

She looks like she's been on the other side of the door this whole time, all flushed and red and– warm– oh yeah, she was definitely listening.

She looks up at me, shyly, through lower lashes.

"Hi boss."

"What's up sweet thing?"

"Can we have a date tomorrow night?"

"Of course."

She looks very timid now, and not in her usual Lena timid kind of way, more– unsteady. Chin quavery.

"You sure?"

"Of course," I say. "Why would I not have time for you?"

"I don't know," she says. "You just have so much going on."


CHAPTER 2


All of which is to say, it took me a whole week to get my ass in gear and make my way over to Carly's.

Carly is Joe's girlfriend– or I should say, his main girlfriend. Good time girl who came to town a few years ago, took on a bar what weirdly enough was already called Carly's. Kinda place where they always know your name.

Kind of place where Other Mike is always sitting at the first stool at the bar, just inside the doorway– says the breeze of the door cools him off in the summer and in winter it keeps him stiff enough for an extra round.

"Mike," Other Mike says, soon as I step in. "Joe said you'd be around eventually."

"Eventually," I agree. "Where's the man himself?"

Other Mike jerks his chin toward the bar, and there they are– Joe leaning across the counter like he owns the place (which, knowing Joe's financial situation, he might partially), and Carly pressed up against the other side, close enough that their foreheads are almost touching. She's twirling a bottle opener between her fingers, saying something low that makes Joe laugh, and his hand is doing something under the bar that I'm choosing not to think about.

"Get a room," Other Mike mutters.

"They got six of 'em upstairs," I say. "Don't seem to help."

I make my way over and Carly spots me first, breaking away from Joe with a grin that could light up a runway.

"Well, well, well. If it isn't Milltown's favorite barista." She's already reaching for a glass. "What'll it be, coffee man? Wait, let me guess– something with oat milk and a little sprinkle of anxiety?"

"Ha ha. Actually–" I scan the bottles behind her, feeling reckless. "You got the stuff to make a hot 'n dirty horchata?"

Carly stares at me. Joe stares at me. Behind me, I can feel Other Mike staring at me.

"A what now?" Carly says.

"It's, uh– coffee, Kahlua, a little mescal, rice milk, cinnamon–"

"Honey." Carly shakes her head, already reaching for bottles. "This is what happens when a man spends all day around espresso machines. Starts ordering drinks like he's auditioning for a telenovela."

"Nah," Joe says, slinging an arm over the bar. "This is what happens when a man spends all day around too much pussy. Brain goes soft. Starts cravin' complicated things."

"I– that's not– I don't–" I'm sputtering like Cicciolina when she needs descaling.

"Oh, he definitely does," Other Mike calls from his stool. "You wanna know what real interest looks like, you should see the way he–"

"Okay!" Joe claps me on the shoulder, already steering me away from the bar. "That's enough of that. Mike, corner table. Bring your signature."

"My what?"

"Move it."

I grab the drink Carly's already slid across to me– she works fast, I'll give her that– and let Joe push me toward the back of the bar, Other Mike's cackle following us the whole way.

Joe slides into the booth across from me, pulls a folder out of nowhere– where was he keeping that, his ass?– and slaps it on the table between us.

"Got the trust all set up," he says, like he's telling me the weather.

"The what?"

"The trust." He taps the folder. "For the meadow."

The meadow.

I take a sip of my horchata– which is actually pretty good, Carly– and let that word roll around in my head for a minute.

The meadow. The wildflower meadow out past the old Henderson place. Used to be the most beautiful stretch of land in the county, or so folks said. Butterflies so thick in June you could barely see the sky. Birds I didn't even know the names of. The kind of place you'd take a girl if you wanted her to think you were romantic, or take yourself if you needed to remember the world wasn't all concrete and bullshit.

Then the runoff happened. Chemical spill from some factory upstream that didn't exist anymore, seeping into the groundwater, killing everything slow. By the time anyone noticed, the butterflies were gone. The birds were gone. The wildflowers were just... weeds. Dead dirt. Another casualty of progress, or whatever we're calling it these days.

And somehow, somewhere along the way, Joe had convinced me that maybe– just maybe– some of my ill-gotten crypto fortune could do something about it. Remediation, he called it. Restoration. Big words for throwing money at dirt and hoping flowers come back.

I ain't exactly sure how fixing one little meadow is gonna fix the world or anything. The ice caps are still melting. The oceans are still rising. My Bitcoin money still came from burning more electricity than Argentina. But Joe had this way of looking at me, like he could see all the guilt I was carrying and was offering me a shovel to dig my way out, one wildflower at a time.

So I said yes. Apparently.

"–beneficiary of the trust," Joe's saying, and I snap back to the conversation.

"Wait, what?"

"I said, I'm thinking we make the town the beneficiary. That way it's not just your meadow, it's everybody's meadow. Community asset. Tax benefits for you, good PR for Milltown, everybody wins."

"Joe, I don't even remember agreeing to–"

"By the way.," Joe says, real casual. A little too casual. The kinda casual that is meant to tip you off that the next sentence is gonna be the real point of the evenin'.

"Yeah."

"Let's get this wrapped up sooner'n later, 'cause while we been wranglin' over who's not gonna own what, I went ahead and hired the site engineer."

I put down my beer.

"You did what."

"I hired the site engineer."

"Joe."

"Mike."

"Joe. We just talked about this on MONDAY. You said you found an outfit. You specifically said outfit. Outfit is pre-hire, Joe, outfit is scoutin', outfit is — "

"Yeah well. I always know how the plot's gonna resolve when I'm watchin' TV. Figured I'd try it in real life."

"That is NOT how real life works — "

"I've found it works pretty often, actually."

"Joe."

"Mike."

"Joe."

And there it is again, that Joe grin, the one that means he's already done whatever it is you've been wrasslin' with for the last 234 seconds-minutes-hours-whatever.

"You did, huh."

"I did. Say hello to Megan."

He angles his head toward the far end of the bar, and I follow his eyes, and —

There's a way a person can be sittin' in a room you've already been in for fifteen minutes without you havin' noticed 'em. It happens when a person is doin' it on purpose. She's been at the end of Carly's bar the entire time we've been talkin', on a stool two down from Other Mike, with a glass of ice water in front of her and a laptop bag at her feet, and she's been watchin' us with the kinda still polite attention that is a specific choice, not a passivity.

She's maybe thirty. Dark hair pulled back in a low no-nonsense bun. Glasses with a frame so square they look like they've been drawn by an engineer, which, as it turns out, they have been. A button-down collared shirt tucked into jeans that fit like a professional. She catches my eye when Joe says her name and gives me a small professional nod.

Oh.

"Megan," Joe says. "Come on over, meet your client."

"I'm not her client, Joe, I told you I'm not — "

"You're half her client. I'm the other half. Megan, Mike Harlan, half client. Mike, Megan Park, our site engineer. Megan comes to us by way of Cotton Harbor Environmental and a recommendation from Jim who used to do the reclamation work on the 97 corridor. She's — "

She slides down off her stool and walks over. Unhurried. Professional. She has an air like she's been dropped into worse-smellin' corners of the country than Carly's on a Tuesday night and she's goin' to make the best of it.

"Mr. Harlan."

"Mike. Please."

"Mike." Small professional smile. "Joe has told me a lot about the site. I'm lookin' forward to walkin' it."

"I — yeah. Yeah, me too. Us. Us too."

"He also mentioned" — and here her eyes flick, just for a blink, to the whole rest of the bar and back, sizin' up a thing she's not gonna comment on — "that you're invested in doin' this correctly. Which I appreciate."

"I — yeah."

"I'll send over a schedule."

"Sure."

"Monday?"

"Sure."

"Good."

She extends a hand. I shake it. Firm handshake. Cool skin. No rings.

She goes back to her stool.

I look at Joe. Joe is grinnin' so wide I'm afraid his face is gonna crack.

"What."

"Nothin', Mike."

"What."

"Nothin'. I said nothin'."

"You said nothin' in a way that means somethin'."

"She's very qualified, Mike."

"Joe."

"Graduated top of her class."

"Joe — "

"Published in two journals."

"Joe."

"Don't think she's had an impure thought in her life, matter of fact, which is EXACTLY what this site needs, don't you think, given the kind of client she's bein' asked to work with — "

"I am not an impure client."

"Mike, I love you, but you are a walkin' greenhouse gas emission of impure thoughts at all times and I think we both know it."

"Joe."

"Drink your beer, Mike. Drink your beer."

****

Now here's the thing about the site.

The site is three miles off the county road between my house and Honey's. You can get there by takin' the cutoff, which nobody does, on account of the cutoff is gravel and adds six minutes to the drive and don't go anywhere except past the site and a goat farm and eventually a cul-de-sac where the road decides it's had enough. Nobody takes the cutoff. Nobody has ever taken the cutoff. I have not taken the cutoff, for thirty-four years of my life.

I start takin' the cutoff the Monday after the Tuesday at Carly's.

I tell myself — and I wanna be real clear about this, I am tellin' myself this with a straight face — I tell myself I'm takin' the cutoff to check on the site. That it's good bein' a trustee. That it's good, as a half-owner-of-record of a conservation trust, to keep a physical eye on the parcel. I tell myself this as I drive past the site the first time, at about three in the afternoon, and see a figure down by the creek in jeans and a white button-down, takin' samples.

I tell myself the same thing when I go back Tuesday.

I tell myself the same thing when I go back Wednesday, which is not even on my way home from anywhere, which requires a full u-turn halfway through town to get onto the right road to get onto the cutoff.

Thursday I tell myself I'm goin' out to Honey's for dinner and the cutoff is on the way, which is a lie I cannot even pretend to sell to my own self. Honey lives north. The site is west. These two facts have been geographically incompatible for the entirety of human history, and I am tellin' myself, on Thursday, that they have somehow reconciled themselves that week on account of my schedule.

Friday, Megan is in cutoffs.

Old ones. A pair of jeans she's clearly retired from regular jeans service and converted into work shorts by takin' a pair of scissors to 'em at some point in the past that I do not need to be thinkin' about. She's bent over at the waist by the creek bank with a collection kit, and she has not noticed my truck, and the afternoon sun is doin' that low slant light thing that it does in the fall in this part of the world, and —

And I drive past.

I drive past at about seventy miles an hour on a gravel road meant for maybe forty, and I keep drivin', and I keep drivin' past the goat farm, and I keep drivin' past the cul-de-sac, and I turn my truck around in a patch of weeds at the end of the road, and I drive back, and I drive past her again, and I turn my truck around a second time at the main intersection, and I drive back past the site a third time, at which point I am somethin' past my own level of tolerance for my own shit and I go home without sayin' hi.

She never turns around.


CHAPTER 3


Honey picks the restaurant, which is how it always goes with Honey. Little Italian place up in St. Mary's, red checkered tablecloths, candles in wine bottles, the whole bit. The kind of place where the waiter calls you signore even though he's clearly from Wisconsin.

"So," she says, once we're settled in with a bottle of something red and a basket of bread I'm trying not to demolish. "Where do you see this going, Mike?"

"This?" I gesture at the table. "I see it going toward the lasagna, personally. Maybe a tiramisu if I'm feeling dangerous."

"You know what I mean."

I do know what she means. That's the problem.

Here's the thing about Honey Watling. Honey Watling is the kind of woman who makes you want to say things out loud that you've never said out loud to anyone. She's got this way of looking at you— patient, warm, like she's got all the time in the world and she's just waiting for you to catch up to yourself. And the thing I want to say, the thing that's been rattling around in my brain since the first time I saw her in that cream-colored sweater, is⁠—

I can't say it.

I literally cannot say it.

Because the thing I want— the thing I am convinced, down to my bones, is on offer— is something a man does not say to a woman over lasagna in a Wisconsin-Italian restaurant on a Tuesday night. A man does not lean across the red checkered tablecloth and say I think you might be lactating and I would very much like to find out. A man does not admit that he's been thinking about it— dreaming about it— waking up hard thinking about the way her sweaters fit and what might be underneath them and what might come out if he⁠—

"Mike."

"Yeah?"

"You're staring at my chest."

"I am not."

"You are."

"I'm staring at your... necklace."

"I'm not wearing a necklace."

"Well, that explains why I couldn't see it."

She laughs. That low warm laugh that goes straight through me. "You're a terrible liar, Mike Harlan."

"I prefer 'charmingly transparent.'"

"Uh huh." She takes a sip of her wine, watching me over the rim. "So. What do you want?"

You. All of you. Every part of you. The parts I can say and the parts I can't.

"Lasagna," I say. "Definitely the lasagna."

[image: ]


We're halfway through the main course when I finally find some version of the courage I've been looking for.

"Can I ask you something?"

"Always."

"Doug." The name sits weird in my mouth. "You and Doug. Is that— are you still⁠—"

"Seeing him?" She sets down her fork. Dabs her mouth with her napkin. Takes her time with it, which is very Honey— she never rushes anything. "Yes. Sometimes. When the mood strikes."

"And that's— I mean, we're⁠—"

"Mike." She reaches across the table, puts her hand over mine. "What are you actually asking?"

I take a breath. "I'm asking if I'm allowed to be— I don't know. Jealous. Or whatever."

"Are you jealous?"

"I don't know." I turn my hand over, lace my fingers through hers. "I don't think I'm jealous of Doug, exactly. I think I'm jealous of— the time. The access. The—" I stop. Try again. "I've got Heather. I've got Lena. I got no right to be jealous of anything you do with anybody."

"But?"

"But I am. A little. Maybe." I meet her eyes. "I'm not sure how I feel about you seeing other people."

She's quiet for a long moment. Her thumb traces circles on the back of my hand.

"I'm not sure how I feel about that either," she says finally.

"What do you mean?"

"I mean—" She sighs. Pulls her hand back, but gently. "I've been doing this a long time, Mike. The open thing. The sharing thing. And it works, mostly. Doug knows about you. You know about Doug. Everybody's a grownup."

"But?"

"But sometimes I wonder what it would be like to— I don't know. Belong to someone." She says it quiet, almost to herself. "Not be owned. Not be controlled. Just— belong. Have someone who's mine and be someone who's theirs."

"Honey—"

"I'm not asking you for that." She holds up a hand. "I know your situation. I know you've got your hands full. I'm just saying— I'm not sure how I feel about it either. Any of it. And maybe that's okay. Maybe we're both figuring it out."

"Maybe," I say.

"Maybe," she agrees.

We finish dinner without resolving anything. Which is, I'm learning, pretty much how it goes with Honey.

[image: ]


The drive back to Milltown is forty-five minutes of dark road and my own headlights and a situation in my jeans that is becoming increasingly difficult to ignore.

We didn't have sex. We didn't even kiss goodnight— just a long hug in the parking lot, her body pressed against mine, her hair smelling like vanilla and something floral, and then she pulled back and said "drive safe" and got in her car and that was it.

And now I'm driving home with a hard-on that could cut glass, thinking about cream-colored sweaters and things I can't say out loud, and the closer I get to Milltown the more I'm thinking about what's waiting for me there.

Heather's at her place tonight. Said she needed space, which is Heather-code for I'm still working through whatever's been eating me all week and I don't want to snap at you while I do it.

But Lena⁠—

Lena said she'd be at mine.

Lena said she'd be waiting.

I press a little harder on the gas.

[image: ]


The house is dark when I pull in. Just one light on— the lamp in the bedroom, warm yellow glow through the curtain.

I let myself in quiet. Drop my keys on the hook by the door. Take off my jacket. And then I walk down the hall toward that glow, and I push open the bedroom door, and⁠—

Oh.

Oh.

She's on her knees.

Right there, in the middle of my bedroom floor, on the little rug at the foot of the bed. She's facing the door— facing me— like she's been waiting. Like she knew exactly when I'd walk in and positioned herself for it.

She's naked.

Completely, utterly, beautifully naked. Skin pale gold in the lamplight. Hair down, loose around her shoulders, longer than I remember it being. Hands resting on her thighs, palms up, like she's offering them to me. Head bowed, just a little, eyes down, but I can see the flutter of her lashes, the slight tremble in her shoulders.

She's been here a while. I can tell. There's a stillness to her that only comes from waiting— from choosing to wait— from making the waiting part of the gift.

I don't say anything. Can't. My throat's closed up and my heart's doing something complicated in my chest and I'm still half-hard from the drive home, from Honey, from the smell of vanilla in my nose and the memory of her body against mine, and now— now there's this. This offering. This woman on her knees in my bedroom, giving me something I didn't ask for and don't deserve and want so badly I can taste it.

"Lena."

She looks up. Just her eyes, not her head. Those big brown eyes, soft and steady.

"Hi," she says. Quiet. Almost shy, which is funny, considering.

"How long have you been⁠—"

"A while." A small smile. "I wanted to be ready."

"Ready for what?"

"For you." Simple. Like it's obvious. Like there's no other answer. "For whatever you need."

I take a step closer. Then another. I'm standing over her now, looking down, and she's looking up at me, and the lamplight is doing things to her skin— turning it gold, turning it soft, making her look like something out of a painting, something sacred, something a man like me has no business touching.

But she wants me to touch her.

That's the thing I keep forgetting. That's the thing I have to keep reminding myself. She wants this. She chose this. She set this up, positioned herself, waited in the dark for me to come home— all of it her choice. Her gift.

I reach down. Brush a strand of hair back from her face. She leans into my hand like a cat, eyes fluttering closed, and a small sound escapes her— not quite a moan, not quite a sigh. Something in between. Something that goes straight to the part of me that's been aching since the parking lot.

"I was with Honey tonight," I say. Don't know why I say it. Feel like I should.

"I know."

"We didn't— nothing happened. We just talked."

"I know." She opens her eyes. Looks up at me. "It's okay, Mike. Whatever happened. Whatever didn't happen. I'm here."

"Why?"

"Because I want to be." She turns her head, presses a kiss to my palm. "Because you're here. Because you came home to me."

I didn't deserve Honey. I don't deserve this. I don't deserve any of the women who keep showing up in my life and deciding, for reasons I cannot fathom, that I'm worth their time.

But Lena's on her knees in front of me, and she's looking up at me like I'm the answer to a question she's been asking her whole life, and I'm so hard it hurts, and she's so beautiful it hurts, and the only thing I can think is⁠—

Yes.

Yes, I want this.

Yes, I'll take what's offered.

Yes.

I reach down and take her hand and pull her up to standing and she comes, light as air, easy as breathing, and I kiss her there in the lamplight of my own bedroom, and I don't think about Honey, and I don't think about Heather, and I don't think about anything except the taste of her mouth and the warmth of her skin and the sound she makes when I pull her close.

Tomorrow I'll figure out what all this means.

Tonight, I just let myself have it.


CHAPTER 4


"No Miss Megan," Joe says. "You gotta keep me honest here– I'm not hallucinating or nothing, am I? That is a big ol' brown trout – or is it some kinda fancy lady's shoe or something? Figure I don't read enough Vogue to know the difference."

"It's a trout all right," Megan says. "Medium-small though, I think, more than big." She smiles. "Maybe an eleven-incher?"

"Medium-big," Joe says. "Real big by Milltown standards."

"Respectfully, Joe, Milltown stream fish standards are very low — "

"I am bein' sentimental, Megan, let me have this."

"Oh. Sorry."

I can't stop staring at it.

A living, breathing, swimming trout, right there in the creek that used to run brown.

A two-year-old trout, Megan says. Which means it hatched somewhere upstream, in water clean enough to hatch in, and swam down here, to our stretch, to the part we fixed, and decided to stay. Decided it was safe. Decided it was home.

I think I might cry, which would be embarrassing, so I don't.

It's been that way all mornin'. Megan, brisk and correct. Joe, bein' Joe. And me, standin' between them, grinnin' like an idiot, 'cause my creek has a fish in it for the first time in my whole entire adult life and a woman in a beige field jacket is tellin' me that the benthic macroinvertebrate readings have crossed the threshold they're supposed to cross, six months ahead of the most optimistic estimate, and the site is — in her word — recoverin'.

Recoverin'.

"Megan," I say. "Can you just — say that again."

"The site is recoverin'."

"One more time."

"Mike."

"One more, Megan, I'm beggin'."

She smiles. Small. Professional.

"The site is recoverin', Mr. Harlan."

"Mike."

"Mike."

"Thank you. I needed to hear it."

Joe is already on his phone. "Carly, it's me. Yeah. Yeah, put some champagne on ice, we're gonna — no, not that kind of champagne, the other kind — yeah — okay — no, I know we don't sell champagne — that's why I'm callin' you, Carly, it's — okay. Seven. Yeah. Thanks."

He puts his phone away.

"We're celebratin'," he says. "Carly's. Seven."

"Is that — I mean we don't have to — " Megan starts.

Joe looks at her. "Megan. You just delivered the best news this county has had in my lifetime. You're comin'. Bring your laptop if you want, bring your clipboard, I'm givin' you a commemorative beer and a round of applause whether you drink the beer or not."

Megan opens her mouth to say somethin' professional.

Then Joe turns, accidentally, on the creek bank, and the gravel moves under his boot, and he lurches sideways, and what he says is —

"Oh, she slipped right out from under me — "

And Megan, lookin' directly down at the ground, says, real quiet: "That happens."

And Joe looks at her. And Megan looks at the gravel. And I look at BOTH of them.

And Megan — I swear to GOD — turns pink.

Not a blush pink. A pink pink. A from-the-collar-up-to-the-ears pink that I have not seen on her since the day I met her at Carly's and she gave me a small professional nod.

And Joe's eyebrows go up into his hairline.

And then it's over. Megan turns back to the clipboard. Joe clears his throat. I pick up a stick, for no reason, and look at the stick, and put the stick down.

"This," I say, a little later than I mean to, "is for celebratin'."

"Yep," says Joe.

"Yes," says Megan.

"We're gonna celebrate," I say.

"Mm-hm."

"I have — I have a lot to celebrate."

"Mike, are you okay."

"Yeah. I'm great. I'm thinkin' about how things change. Sometimes they change and it feels like you're just — you know. Losin' stuff. And then sometimes they change and it's like — it's like it almost goes back. Like we got — like we got somethin' back, you know?"

Megan looks at me. Her face does a small thing I do not entirely understand. Somethin' goes behind her eyes for a second and then comes back out as her regular professional expression.

"I do know, Mike."

"Yeah?"

"I do."

Joe looks at her. Joe looks at me. Joe looks at the trout.

"Carly's," Joe says. "Seven. Everybody."

*****

Carly's at seven looks like somebody shook up a snow globe full of everybody I know and dumped it out on the bar.

Other Mike's in his usual spot by the door, already two beers deep, giving commentary on arrivals like he's calling a horse race. "And here comes Harlan, looking confused as usual— followed by the redhead, looking like she's about to commit a crime— and the blonde, looking like she'd help hide the body⁠—"

"Other Mike," Heather says, sweet as arsenic, "do you ever shut up?"

"Not when I'm winnin', sweetheart."

Lena giggles. Heather rolls her eyes. I make my way to the bar, where Carly's already lining up glasses and Joe's holding court at the corner table with— I count— Carly, Amanda, and Tia. Stacey's running late, apparently. Something about spreadsheets.

Don't ask. I learned a long time ago not to ask about Stacey and spreadsheets.

"Mike!" Joe waves me over. "Get over here, we're toastin'."

"Toasting what, exactly?"

"The fish, Mike. We're toasting the fish. The fish that is alive, in the creek, because of us. Because of Megan." He raises his glass toward the end of the bar, where Megan is sitting— still in her field jacket, clipboard nowhere in sight for once, nursing what looks like a club soda. "Megan! Get over here!"

Megan approaches the table like she's walking into a job interview she didn't apply for. "I really don't need to be toasted⁠—"

"Nonsense. You brought life back to dead water. That's biblical. That's— what's the word⁠— "

"Ecological remediation," Megan supplies.

"That," Joe says. "Very sexy."

Megan turns pink again. I'm starting to think pink might just be her color.

"Speaking of sexy," Carly says, sliding in next to Joe and putting a proprietary hand on his thigh, "I heard you fell on your ass at the creek today."

"I did not fall. I lurched. There's a difference."

"He lurched," I confirm. "Very masculine lurch."

"Thank you, Mike."

"Real authoritative."

"I said thank you."

Heather appears at my elbow with two drinks— one for her, one presumably for me, though she takes a sip of mine before handing it over. "So," she says, surveying the table. "This is the creek crew."

"This is the creek crew."

"Lot of women."

"There are a lot of women."

"Joe seems to be doing fine."

"Joe has a system."

"What's your system, Mike?"

"I don't— I don't have a system. I have a— I have confusion. Mostly confusion."

"That tracks."

Lena materializes on my other side, because of course she does, and now I'm standing between my two girlfriends at a bar full of people who know way too much about my business, and across the room Honey Watling is walking through the door in a dress that should be illegal in three states.

"Oh good," Heather murmurs. "The gang's all here."

"Be nice."

"I'm always nice."

"You're never nice. That's your whole thing."

"My thing is that I'm honest. Nice is for people who don't know what they want."

Honey catches my eye across the bar. Smiles. Waves. Heads toward us.

"Here we go," Heather says.

"Heather—"

"I said I'd be nice, Mike. I didn't say I'd be quiet."

Joe stands up, glass raised. "All right, all right, everybody shut up. Toast time. To the fish. To the creek. To Megan, who made it happen. And to Mike—" he looks at me, grinning, "—who finally found a way to spend his money that doesn't make him wanna throw up."

"Thanks, Joe."

"You're welcome. Cheers."

"Cheers," says everybody.

I drink. It tastes like something changing.
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Around nine, Honey touches my arm and says she's gotta go.

"Early morning," she says. "Shop doesn't open itself."

"I'll walk you out."

The parking lot behind Carly's is quiet. Gravel and shadows and the distant sound of Other Mike laughing at something inside. Honey's car is parked under the one working streetlight, and she leans against the driver's side door and looks at me.

"This was nice," she says. "Your creek. Your people."

"They're a lot."

"They're yours." She tilts her head. "You've built something, Mike. Whether you meant to or not."

"I don't know what I've built."

"Mm." She's quiet for a moment. Then: "I'm ready."

"Ready for what?"

She smiles. Doesn't answer.

My brain does that thing it does— the scrolling montage thing, where all the images pile up at once. Honey in her cream sweater. The way she looks when she leans over the espresso machine. The thing I've been thinking about for months, the thing I can't say, the warm weight of her against me and what might— what might come out if I⁠—

And then the rest of it. Heather inside, sharp and possessive. Lena, soft and waiting. The two of them, together, in my bed. The three of them, maybe. All of them. Everything I want and keep wanting and can't stop wanting no matter how many times I tell myself I should.

Greedy, my brain says. Still greedy.

But quieter now. Quieter than it used to be.

"More than I'm ready for?" I ask.

"Maybe." She pushes off the car. Steps closer. "But I don't think so. I think you're more ready than you know."

She kisses my cheek. Gets in her car. Drives away.

I stand in the parking lot for a long time, thinking about what ready means.


CHAPTER 5


Monday mornin'. Eight AM. Site visit.

I get to the site parkin' area a full ten minutes early on account of I haven't slept well, for reasons I'm not gonna describe to myself, let alone to anybody else, and I drive out the cutoff in a state that I can only describe as prepared. I've shaved. I've put on a shirt that isn't from the shop. I've — I'm not proud of this — put on cologne.

Cologne, Mike. It's a WORK visit.

I'm sittin' in my truck tryin' to decide whether to wipe off the cologne when Megan Park rolls up in a white Subaru that has Cotton Harbor Environmental stenciled on the door and a clipboard fused to her dashboard. She gets out. She nods at me through the windshield — the same small professional nod from Carly's — and walks over. She's in the button-down again, and the jeans, and the boots. No cutoffs today. Part of me is grateful. Part of me is disappointed. Part of me needs a theological review committee.

"Mike."

"Megan."

"Ready for the tour?"

"Yes ma'am."

"We'll walk the south bank first," Megan says, already movin', "come around to the north through the upper reach, and I'll show you where the spring seeps have come back. That's the leadin' indicator."

"The leadin' indicator."

"For recovery. If the seeps are alive, the creek follows."

"Megan."

"Yeah."

"You know I don't know what any of those words mean, right."

She glances at me, without breakin' stride, and the corner of her mouth does a small up thing.

"I do, yeah. I was gonna explain as we walk."

"Oh, thank Jesus."

And she does explain, as we walk. She explains in a voice that's professional and even and somehow, I realize after about thirty seconds, also — excited. Not showy about it. Not pitchy. Just excited. Like a woman who's been waitin' for a long time to have someone to tell about this stuff, and has finally gotten one.

She tells me about macroinvertebrates. Little underwater bugs. Turns out there's a whole ranking system for 'em based on pollution tolerance, and when the sensitive ones come back you know the water's clean, and when I ask her how you count bugs underwater she stops at a rock in the creek and flips it over and shows me one and its name is mayfly nymph and she says this little guy wouldn't have lived here a few years ago, and I look at the mayfly nymph under her finger in the creek and for the first time in thirty-four years I feel sorry for a bug.

She tells me about seeps. About how spring water comin' up through the ground is different chemistry than surface water, and when the aquifer underneath a place has healed you see the spring seeps come back first, like little soft punctuation marks in the bank, and she points out two of 'em to me, small places in the bank where the mud is a lighter color and a little moisture collects, and I feel a kind of slow warm thing start in my chest that I'm not gonna be able to explain to anybody later.

She tells me about plants. She knows every plant by name. She crouches down at one point next to a little green thing with a white flower and says watercress, means the water's clean enough to eat from, and I say really, and she says really, and she picks a sprig and holds it out and I take it, and I — I eat it. I eat a piece of watercress out of my own creek handed to me by a site engineer in jeans and boots, and it tastes like green.

"Mike."

"Yeah."

"Did you just eat that."

"Yeah."

"I thought you might. Most folks don't."

"Was I not — "

"Yeah, no, it's fine, I told you it's clean. I just — yeah. Most folks don't."

"Sorry."

"Don't apologize."

She looks at me for a second longer. Somethin' in her face that I don't have a name for. Then she moves on, and I follow her, and I don't let myself think about what the look means. I'm a professional. I'm a professional.

Here's the thing about watching land come back to life: it's slow and fast at the same time.

Megan walks me through it, section by section. The creek bank where they planted native grasses — now thick and green, root systems holding the soil in place, no more erosion eating away at the edges. The wetland area they dug out and seeded with sedges and rushes — now buzzing with insects, which doesn't sound like a good thing until you realize insects mean food, and food means birds, and birds mean⁠—

"See that?" Megan points at a flash of blue near the water's edge. "Kingfisher. We didn't have those when I started."

"We have kingfishers now?"

"We have kingfishers now."

I watch the little blue blur dive into the water and come up with something silver in its beak.

"Huh," I say.

"The fish population has increased significantly since we began remediation," Megan says, consulting her clipboard. "Which has attracted piscivorous bird species that were previously absent from this stretch of the watershed. It's a cascading effect. You restore one link in the chain, and the other links start reconnecting themselves."

"So it's like — dominoes. But in reverse."

"That's... one way to put it."

"Dominoes falling up instead of down."

"I would not have phrased it that way, but yes."

We're standin' at the bend where the creek widens into a little pool before droppin' over the next riffle, and there are two mallards on the water, a male and a female, floatin' along quiet.

"Lookit those two," I say. "Matin' for life, you think?"

Megan glances at 'em.

"Unlikely," she says.

"No?"

"Mallards aren't monogamous. They pair up for the season, and the males leave once the female's incubatin'. She raises the ducklings by herself."

"Oh."

"Mm."

"I thought ducks were — I don't know, I thought they mated for life. That's a whole thing, isn't it?"

"Swans do. Some geese. Most ducks don't. Actually — " she pauses, shifts the clipboard to her other hip — "monogamy as a universal matin' system is a myth. Pretty rare, ecologically speakin'. Maybe three percent of mammals."

"Three percent."

"Yeah."

"Of mammals."

"Yeah."

"Huh."

She's watchin' me real close, and I realize — with the slow deep dread of a man who has seen the next six moves in a chess game he doesn't know he's playin' — that Megan Park is about to explain somethin' to me.

"The most interestin' ones, actually, are the ones that run larger social structures. Bonobos — you ever heard of bonobos."

"I have heard the word."

"Close relative of the chimp. Matriarchal. They have sex for all kinds of reasons besides reproduction — conflict resolution, bonding, welcomin' strangers. Everybody with everybody. Sex is kinda the — the social glue."

"Huh."

"Wild horses, different model. The band stallion lives with a group of mares and their foals. The mares have their own relationships with each other, often stronger than any bond with the stallion. They stay together even when the stallion's gone or gets replaced. It's a female coalition with a male attached."

"A female coalition with a male attached."

"Mm."

"Megan."

"Yeah."

"You tellin' me about this for a reason."

She blinks.

"I — no. I mean. It's interesting. It came up."

"It came up."

"You asked about the ducks."

"I did ask about the ducks."

"So."

"So."

We stand there. The ducks continue to drift. Megan's ears are maybe a little pinker than they were a minute ago but it's a warm mornin' and I'm not gonna speculate.

"Here's one thing though," she says, after a second. "All those arrangements? The bonobos, the horses, the cooperative ones — they only work in abundance."

"Abundance?"

"When there's enough to go around. Food, territory, mates. When resources are scarce, species default to monogamy. Or to aggression. The complex arrangements only show up in systems that aren't panicked."

"Huh."

"It's a defensive thing, is what it is. Monogamy. When you're scared there isn't enough, you lock somethin' down. When you're not scared, you can — you know. Share."

"Share."

"Yeah."

I look at the ducks. I look at Megan. I look at the creek I've been afraid of for twenty years, which isn't afraid anymore. I think about a coffee shop. I think about three women. I think about the voice in my head that's been gettin' smaller for a while now.

Abundance, I think.

I don't say anythin'.

Megan clears her throat.

"Anyway. That's — yeah. That's a little bit of my field."

"Yeah."

"We should keep walkin'."

"Yeah."

We keep walkin'.

About twenty minutes later we're back at the parkin' area. Megan has her clipboard full of notes. She's given me the full tour. I'm leavin' with — I count — one mayfly name, three plant species, a theory of monogamy, and a head full of what I can only describe as reorganized priorities.

We're standin' at her Subaru.

"So I'll — I'll write all this up," she says. "Report by end of the week."

"Great."

"Any questions?"

"Uh — yeah. One." I'm tryin' to remember how to say goodbye to a colleague. I'm tryin' to do it professional. I'm failin'. "Listen, this whole thing — the restoration, the remediation — it matters to me. More than I know how to say. All the— the testing, and the measuring, and the monitoring. All the ways you're keeping track of what's coming up. Making sure everything's getting what it needs. Going deep enough to find where the problems really are."

I'm rambling now, but I can't stop.

"It's important work. Getting your hands dirty. Putting in the time to really— really probe the situation, you know? Get all the way down to the root of things. Work it through until something— until something breaks open and starts to grow. And if there's anything you need a hand with out here. Anything hard. Anything heavy. You let me know. I'm — I'm good with my hands."

I say I'm good with my hands.

I say I'm good with my hands, to Megan Park, by her Subaru, at her car door, at the end of a professional site visit.

It takes me a full two seconds to register what I've said, which is two seconds longer than it takes Megan.

She blinks.

Her ears — the tops of 'em, just the top edge, the part where the cartilage thins out — go pink.

Not a full blush. Not a from-the-collar-up thing. Just the tops of her ears, like somebody's taken a highlighter to the rim, and I see it happen in real time and she sees me see it and she drops her eyes to the clipboard real fast.

"I — I mean — for the site — "

"Mike."

"Liftin' things. Carryin'. Probing the— I mean— that's all I meant — "

"Mike. Thank you. I'll — I'll keep that in mind."

"I —"

"I'll email the report."

"Yeah."

"Thanks for walkin' it with me."

"Yeah."

She gets in the Subaru.

She closes the door.

She pulls out of the parkin' area.

I stand there in the dirt next to my truck watchin' her taillights disappear down the cutoff, and I run my hand down my face, and I say out loud, to no one —

"Mike, you idiot."

My truck doesn't answer.

I drive to work.


CHAPTER 6


Ipull into the parking lot at 10:47 and sit in my truck for a minute, trying to figure out if I'm looking forward to this or dreading it.

Both. Definitely both.

Here's the thing: Heather's still mad. Yep. Still. Whatever's been eating her for the last— god, has it been weeks now?— it's still there, simmering under the surface like a pot that won't quite boil over. And nope, we've never talked about it. I mean— look. I'm a guy. It's a daily blowjob from a spitfire redhead. Sue me.

Meanwhile— and I know this makes me sound like an asshole, but I'm being honest here— I kinda like the jealous possessive shit. The way she looks at me when Honey's name comes up. The way she drags me into the back room like she's staking a claim. The edge in her voice when she says boss like it's a four-letter word.

I like it all.

Sigh.

I really do like it all.

But god, I'm tired.

I haul myself out of the truck and head for the door, and Dave Chen— Dave Chen who comes in every morning for a black coffee and a blueberry muffin, Dave Chen who has never said more than four words to me at a time— Dave Chen looks at me and says:

"Mike. You look like shit."

"Thanks, Dave."

"I mean it. You sleeping okay?"

"I'm sleeping fine."

"You don't look fine. You look like a man who's been— I don't know. Working too hard."

Working too hard. Sure. Let's call it that.

The truth is, it's not just Heather. It's everything. It's the semi-daily blowjobs that are starting to feel less like a gift and more like a gauntlet. It's Lena, who's been on a spanking kick lately, and lord how I love me the sight of that rosy pink ass twitching in the air, the way she whimpers and wiggles and begs for more— but it takes something out of a man, laying on forty smacks after a day of slinging coffee. My palm's been sore for a week. I've started icing it at night like some kind of erotic athlete.

And then there's Honey.

Honey, who texts me every morning now. Little things. Hey you. Thinking about you. How's the shop? Honey, who I haven't touched since that night with Doug, who I've been circling like a man afraid to land. Honey, who told me she was ready and I still don't know what for.

The dance I'm doing with her is its own kind of exhausting. The wanting and not having. The having-permission and not-taking. The way she looks at me when we're together, patient and knowing, like she can see exactly what I want and is just waiting for me to admit it.

I push through the door. The bell jingles.

"Morning, Mike!" That's Mrs. Patterson, already at the counter, waiting for her usual.

"Mrs. Patterson. How's the⁠—"

"Mike." Heather's voice cuts across the shop like a knife through warm butter. She's at the espresso machine, not looking at me. "Back room. Now."

"I just got here, I need to⁠—"

"Lena's got it."

Lena, from behind the pastry case, doesn't even look up. "Lena's got it."

"But Mrs. Patterson⁠—"

"I can wait, dear," Mrs. Patterson says, and there's a twinkle in her eye that suggests she knows exactly what's about to happen in that back room and approves entirely. "You go on."

I go on.

The back room smells like burlap and dark roast and the specific warm dry smell of a space that's been holding secrets for months. Heather closes the door behind us. She locks it. She turns around.

She looks at me.

"Heather."

"Pants down."

"Heather—"

"Lean in, Mike."

"Heather, I just drove back from⁠—"

"Lean. In. Relax."

"I am relaxed."

"You're not relaxed. Look at you." She steps closer, puts a hand on my chest. "Take out your phone."

"What?"

"Your phone. Take it out. Play Candy Crush or whatever it is you do. I want you to sit back and not think about this."

I look at her. She looks back with the kinda serious focused expression of a woman explaining something important.

"You want me to... play Candy Crush... while you..."

"Yes."

"...why."

"Because if you're watching me, you're not leaning in. You're still working. I want you to let me do this. I want you to just— be given to."

She's actually really sincere about this. It's the weirdest thing. She's looking at me with the kind of focus she usually reserves for the steam wand calibration, and she's telling me, very seriously, that her love language for the day is me not paying attention to her while she's— while she's doing what she's about to do.

"Heather."

"Please take out your phone."

I take out my phone.

She drops to her knees. She undoes my belt. I stand there with my phone in my hand, feeling like a man at a bus stop who's accidentally been propositioned by an angel. I open the phone. I open an app. I have no idea what app I've opened. It's— let me look— it's the weather app.

I look at the weather.

Weather's fine.

Heather gets to work.

And god— it's different this time. She's slow about it. Deliberate. Taking her time in a way she hasn't been lately, not with all the angry-possessive energy driving her. She takes me into her mouth inch by inch, tongue doing something complicated on the underside, and I'm supposed to be looking at my phone but my eyes keep drifting down to the red hair pooled around her face, the way her cheeks hollow out, the wet sound of her working me deeper⁠—

I force my eyes back to the screen. Weather. Right. Partly cloudy. High of seventy-two. Chance of precipitation: zero percent. Chance of me surviving this: also zero percent.

She pulls back, swirls her tongue around the head, takes me deep again. I can feel her throat working around me, tight and hot, and my free hand finds the shelf behind me because my knees are starting to go unreliable.

Somewhere around the two-minute mark— which I know 'cause I'm looking at the time— my phone buzzes.

Text preview pops up at the top.

HONEY: hey you

I look at it. Honey. Honey, at twelve oh five on a Monday, texting to check in. Maybe she's thought about me on her way to work. Maybe she's on break. Maybe⁠—

I smile at the phone.

Apparently. I am told, retroactively, by Heather, that I smile at the phone.

Heather pulls off.

"Mike."

"What?"

"Who are you texting."

"I'm— I'm not texting, Heather, I'm looking at the weather."

"You smiled at the weather."

"It's nice weather."

"MIKE."

"Honey texted, okay, she just said 'hey you,' I was smiling at 'hey you,' I am so sorry, I'll put the phone⁠—"

"Leave the phone."

"Okay."

"Go ahead. Text her back."

"I—"

"Go ahead."

I can't read her tone. It's not angry exactly. It's not jealous exactly. It's something with more calculation in it, like a woman making a small precise point that she fully expects me to miss. I put the phone down. I lift it again. I text Honey hey you. I put the phone on the shelf behind me.

Heather looks up at me from her knees. Her lips are swollen. Her eyes are bright. There's a string of spit connecting her mouth to my cock and she doesn't wipe it away.

"Done?"

"Done."

"Good."

And she gets back to work, and she gets back to work harder, is the only way I can describe it. More intent. More focused. Like she's just made some kinda internal determination about what this is gonna be and she's following through. Her hand wraps around the base of me, stroking in time with her mouth. Her other hand comes up to cup my balls, rolling them gently, and I'm holding onto the shelf behind me and trying to keep my knees.

She takes me deeper. All the way. I can feel her nose pressed against my stomach, her throat clenching around me, and she holds there for a beat— two— three— before pulling back with a gasp and going right back down.

"Heather— fuck— I'm gonna⁠—"

She doesn't stop. Doesn't slow down. Just looks up at me with those green eyes, mascara starting to smudge, and hollows her cheeks and sucks, and I'm done. I'm gone. I'm coming down her throat with one hand fisted in her hair and the other white-knuckled on the shelf, and she takes all of it, swallows, pulls off slow.

Stands up.

Smooths her hair.

Wipes her mouth with the back of her hand like she's just finished a cup of coffee.

"You texted her back," she says.

"You told me to."

"I did."

"Heather, what⁠—"

"I'm figuring something out, Mike." She unlocks the door. "I'll let you know when I figure it out."

And then she's gone, back out to the front, and I'm standing in the back room with my pants around my ankles and my brain slowly coming back online and absolutely no idea what just happened.

My phone buzzes.

HONEY: miss you. coffee soon?

I look at the phone. I look at the door Heather just walked through. I look at my own reflection in the dark screen of the espresso machine parts shelf.

"Mike," I say to no one, "you are in so much trouble."

Nobody argues.

I pull my pants up. I buckle my belt. I stand there for another minute, trying to make sense of what just happened.

Why is she doing this?

I mean— don't get me wrong. I'm not complaining. A man would have to be certifiably insane to complain about a woman who drags him into back rooms and drops to her knees on a semi-daily basis. But there's something off about it. Something I can't quite put my finger on.

It's like she's— proving something. To me, or to herself, or to Honey, or to all of us at once. Every blowjob is a statement. Every time she swallows is a claim. And I'm standing here wondering when sex became a chess move and whether I'm the king or the pawn.

And here's the thing I never thought I'd say, never in a million years, not after all those lonely nights on the road dreaming about exactly this kind of situation:

I'd actually like to have straight vanilla sex sometime.

Just— regular sex. Missionary, maybe. Eye contact. The kind where nobody's proving anything and nobody's keeping score and you're just two people who like each other, moving together, simple.

I never thought I'd miss vanilla. I spent my whole adult life thinking vanilla was the consolation prize, the thing you settled for when you couldn't have the fancy stuff. And now I've got all the fancy stuff— the kinks, the multiples, the back room rendezvous— and I'm standing here thinking about missionary like it's some kind of exotic delicacy.

What a world.

I head back out to the front.


CHAPTER 7


Tuesday mornin', Miss Jenkinson looks at me across the counter while I'm pullin' her shot and says:

"Michael, you look tired."

"Mm."

"I said you look tired."

"Yes ma'am, I heard you."

"I don't think you did, Michael, 'cause if you had, you would have denied it in a mannerly way, and instead you just grunted."

"I'm sorry, Mrs. Jenkinson."

"Tell me the shot count."

"Shot count's good, Mrs. Jenkinson."

"Are we runnin' shorts today?"

"We are not."

"Why is that man in line lookin' at me like that?"

"He's waitin' for his latte, Mrs. Jenkinson."

"He can wait patiently."

She takes her coffee. She pays. She leaves. I stand at the espresso machine with my hand on the portafilter and space out for what Heather later tells me is approximately a minute and a half.

And here's what I'm spacin' out about.

I'm spacin' out about Janelle, down in Albuquerque, with the honey. The bedpost. The way she'd taken her time pourin' it. I'm spacin' out about the first time I understood — actually understood, in my body, not just in a theory — that I'm the kinda man who could be done to. Not done with. Done to.

I'm spacin' out about the ice cubes in the mountains. Marisol. Whoever she'd been. She'd been sixteen ice cubes and a cabin and a view of three counties.

I liked the ice cubes. That was— yeah. That was up there. Up there with watching Honey and Doug fuck even if— wait, no, I don't want Honey to fuck Doug if she's fucking me too. Do I? I don't know. Maybe I do. Maybe watching is— and then there's fucking Lena outdoors where someone might catch us, that's good, that's always good, the risk of it, the way her eyes go wide when she hears a car on the road. Spanking Lena is okay— sometimes great— sometimes it makes my arm sore— forty smacks is a lot after a day of slinging coffee, seriously, my rotator cuff is not what it used to be— but fucking outdoors is always good. Lately I've been wondering if we might try fucking in an alley. An alley. In another town, not Milltown— but maybe St. Mary's? Behind a bar or a club. Not really getting seen, but thinking we might. The blowjobs are nice. Watching the girls is nice, not that I've been allowed to do that lately, it's just been lots and lots of blowjobs, really. More than anything else. Blowjobs in the back room. Blowjobs at home. Blowjobs in the truck that one time that was— actually that was pretty good— but still. It's all mouth. All the time. And I'm starting to wonder if⁠—

"Mike."

Lena. At my elbow.

"Yeah."

"You wanna sit down."

"I don't need to sit down, Lena."

"You were spacin' out at the milk."

"I'm — yeah. I was. Sorry."

"I'll take the register."

I can tell Lena is trying and— that counts for a lot even if swear to god, everything she suggests feels like the exact wrong thing.

Around eleven fifteen she brings me a chocolate chip muffin. I don't eat chocolate chip muffins. Lena knows I don't eat chocolate chip muffins. But she's seen me space out a second time at the espresso machine and thought Mike's had a hard mornin', he should eat somethin', and she's plated the only thing she'd baked that day which I haven't pre-eliminated, and she's standin' there with it on a little plate holdin' it out to me with her big brown eyes, and what I say — on account of I have a functionin' soul — is thank you Lena, and I eat the chocolate chip muffin.

It's a fine muffin. I don't want a muffin. I want a nap.

Around eleven-thirty Lena appears at my side while I'm pullin' shots and says I'll hand you the cups, which is sweet, except she's handin' me the tongs. I ask for a sixteen-ounce, she hands me the tongs. I ask for a twelve-ounce, she hands me the lid dispenser. After about the fourth wrong thing I realize Lena isn't actually tryin' to hand me things. Lena is tryin' to be next to me and handin' me things is the pretext, and she's happy as a clam, and I don't have the heart to tell her I can get the tongs my own self.

Around twelve-ten she looks at my hand and says you need a refill, Mike? I'm not drinkin' coffee. I'm not holdin' a mug. I'm holdin' a rag.

"I'm good, Lena."

"You sure?"

"I'm good, sweetheart."

She pats my elbow. She goes back to the pastry case.

And I stand there at the espresso machine with a rag in my hand and a chocolate chip muffin in my stomach that I haven't asked for and a sweet woman hoverin' in my peripheral vision who's been tryin' to read me for the entire mornin' and is gettin' it wrong, and for the first time in a long time I feel somethin' that isn't quite irritation and isn't quite affection and isn't quite anythin' I have a word for.

It's like — it's like bein' taken care of the wrong way.

And the realization that there's a wrong way is doin' somethin' to my head.

Take stock, Mike, I think.

I take stock.

What has Lena done wrong? Nothin'. She's offered. She's tried. She's picked what she thought I wanted. She's still back there at the pastry case wipin' down a counter that's already clean, sneakin' glances at me, wantin' to do the next thing right and not knowin' what the next thing is.

And that's the whole problem, isn't it.

The whole problem is: being offered a thing you don't want is somehow more tirin' than being offered nothin' at all. And I've been offered a whole buffet of things I don't want for two weeks and some of 'em have been from Lena and some of 'em have been from Heather and some of 'em have just been the world, and all of 'em have been well-intended, and all of 'em have required me to say thank you and eat the chocolate chip muffin, and I'm worn out from it.

That's what it is, I think. That's what's been happenin'.

And then, like punctuation, Heather's voice from the front counter.

"Boss. Back room. Now."

I go. Of course I go.

I'm tired. I've got a muffin in my stomach and Lena's wrong care in my head and a phone in my pocket that has three unopened texts from Honey on it that I haven't been able to reply to 'cause the shop's been busy, and Heather pulls me into the back room and closes the door and looks at me with the specific focused expression she's been wearin' for two weeks now, and I — I try. I try to be excited.

"Pants down."

I get my pants down.

"Closer."

I get closer.

"Sit on the stack."

There's a stack of burlap bean sacks against the wall. I sit on it. Heather kneels.

And then she starts tellin' me what to do.

"Put your hand on the back of my head."

I put my hand on the back of my head.

"Harder."

I put my hand harder.

"Fuck my face, Mike."

"Uh — Heather — "

"Mike, fuck my face."

So I try. I grip her hair and push her down and thrust up into her mouth and she takes it, she takes all of it, gagging a little, eyes watering, but— something's off. I'm reaching too hard for a feeling that isn't coming. I pull her hair to try to angle her better, try to get some kind of response from my own body, but it's like— meh. It's just meh.

What would be better is pussy. Or ass, hell, even a handy while I lie on the ground would be nice. Something where I can touch her back. Something where there's more than just her mouth on me while I sit here like a— like a prop.

"Heather."

She pulls off, half an inch.

"What."

"Can we — can we do somethin' else."

"…somethin' else."

"Yeah."

"Like what."

"Like — I don't know — your — can I put my hands on you."

"Mike. I am in the middle of SOMETHING."

"I know you are, Heather, I just — maybe — "

"Maybe what."

"Your — can I fuck you."

Silence for a beat. She's lookin' up at me from her knees, still with her hand wrapped around me. I can feel her breath, warm.

"No."

"Heather — "

"No, Mike."

"Your — "

"No."

"Can I — "

"What, Mike. What do you want."

"Anythin'. Your hand. Your — Heather, even your — "

"Mike."

"Your ass, even — "

Heather YELPS.

Actually yelps. A small wounded no sound that escapes her before her face has caught up, and she pulls off me an inch more and says:

"No."

"Heather — "

"No."

"Okay."

"Mouth, Mike. Mouth."

"Okay."

And she puts her mouth back on me before I can say anythin' else, and I — I give up. I lean back on the stack of burlap sacks. I close my eyes. I let her.

And you know what? This ain't half bad.

Now that I've stopped fighting it, stopped trying to make it into something else, I can actually feel what she's doing. And what she's doing is— thorough. She's got one hand wrapped around the base of me, twisting slow on every upstroke. Her other hand is cupping my balls, rolling them gently, tugging just enough to make my breath catch. Her mouth is doing that thing where she hollows her cheeks and sucks hard on the way up, then goes soft and wet on the way down, and she's humming— actually humming— some kind of low vibration that travels straight up my spine.

She pulls off to lick a long stripe from base to tip, then swirls her tongue around the head, dipping into the slit, tasting me. She spits on me— deliberate, filthy— and uses her hand to spread it, then takes me back into her mouth and goes deep, so deep I can feel her throat working around me.

Her head bobs faster now. She's making sounds— wet, obscene sounds that echo in the small back room— and her hand is moving in time with her mouth and I'm gripping the burlap sacks hard enough to leave marks in my palms and my hips are starting to move on their own, pushing up into her.

She takes me all the way to the back of her throat and holds there, swallowing around me, and I can feel her nose pressed against my stomach, can feel her breath hot and desperate through her nostrils, and then she pulls back just enough to breathe and goes right back down.

"Heather— fuck— I'm⁠—"

She doesn't stop. Doesn't slow down. Just doubles down, hand and mouth working together, and I'm coming— hard— down her throat, and she takes all of it, swallows, milks me through it with her hand until I'm twitching and oversensitive and pushing her away.

She sits back on her heels. Wipes her mouth. Looks at me with something complicated in her eyes.

"There," she says. "That wasn't so hard, was it."

I don't have an answer for that.

She stands up. Smooths her hair. Walks out.

I don't even see the note on the fridge when I walk in the house, on account of I go straight to the bathroom to wash my face and stand under the cold water tap for a minute. It's maybe nine PM. I've done an hour at the gym which is a thing I've never done before in my life, I've driven home, I've had a beer, I've had a second beer, I've had two leftover slices of pizza, I'm goin' to bed.

I walk into the bedroom.

The bedside lamp is on.

Lena is on the bed.

She's on her back. She's naked. And she's — she's somehow — I'm not gonna pretend I understand how — she's tied her own ankles to the bedposts. One to each post. Rope, not cloth. Neat. Real neat. Like she's thought about the knots.

And her hands are folded real proper on her stomach, the same way they'd been folded in her lap on my kitchen floor, and her eyes are closed, and she's breathin' steady and slow.

"Lena."

"Hey Mike."

Her eyes don't open. She just says it.

"Lena, are your ankles — "

"Mm-hm."

"Did you — "

"Mm-hm."

"Are you okay?"

"I'm great, Mike."

"Is this — "

She opens her eyes then, just a squint, just enough to find me in the doorway.

"Is this okay, Mike."

"Lena — "

"Is it."

I stand in the doorway of my own bedroom with my hand on the doorframe and look at a small naked woman I've fallen for, with her own ankles tied to my bedposts by her own two hands, waitin' for me to decide what I want to do with her.

The whole day pours through me in one cold shot. The muffin. The wrong cups. Heather's mouth and Heather's directives and the feelin' of bein' fed the wrong meal for the third time that week. My own confused tired head. The whole idea that there's a wrong way to be given to.

And then, clear as a bell, somewhere under all that, a small calm voice I haven't heard in about a month goes:

Mike. Buddy. Lena's right there. You ain't been doin' it wrong. This is the right way to be given to. This is what it looks like when a woman you love offers you the thing you actually want. Go.

I close the bedroom door behind me.

I walk across the room.

I sit down on the edge of the bed and put my hand flat on her stomach, and she opens her eyes the rest of the way, and I lean down and I kiss her forehead.

"Fuck it," I say. "I'm greedy."

I start slow.

I have to. After the day I've had— after the week I've had— I need to remember what this is supposed to feel like. Not being done to. Not being directed. Just— being with someone. Touching because I want to touch. Taking because she's offering.

My hand is still flat on her stomach. I can feel her breathing— shallow, quick, excited. Her skin is warm under my palm, soft, and I slide my hand up, slow, over her ribs, feeling each one. She shivers. I keep going. Up to the curve of her breast, just barely grazing the underside, and she makes a small sound in her throat.

"Mike—"

"Shh. I'm taking my time."

I cup her breast in my hand. Small and perfect, fits right in my palm. I brush my thumb over her nipple and watch it harden, watch her back arch just a little, pushing up into my touch. She smells like cinnamon. Like sugar. Like something baked and warm and sweet, which makes sense because she's been in the kitchen all day, but also doesn't make sense because how does a person just smell like dessert?

I lean down. I put my mouth on her nipple. I suck, gentle at first, then harder, and she moans— a real moan, not one of her quiet little sounds but an actual moan that fills the room— and her hands come up off her stomach to reach for me.

"No," I say, pulling back. "Hands down."

She puts her hands down. She's trembling now. I can see it in her thighs, the way they're pulling against the ropes, testing them.

I run my hand down her body. Over her stomach, her hip, the crease where her thigh meets her pelvis. She's wet already— I can see it, glistening in the lamplight— and I haven't even touched her there yet. I slide my fingers through her folds, just exploring, and she bucks against my hand.

"Please—"

"Please what?"

"Please, Mike, I need⁠—"

"I know what you need."

I slip one finger inside her. She's tight and hot and soaked, clenching around me immediately, and I add a second finger and curl them forward, finding that spot, and she cries out. Her whole body goes taut, pulling against the ropes, and I can see now why she tied herself this way— she can't close her legs, can't squirm away, can't do anything but take what I'm giving her.

I work her with my fingers, slow and steady, watching her face. Her eyes are squeezed shut. Her mouth is open. She's making sounds that aren't words, just— need. Pure need.

"You taste like cinnamon," I tell her, withdrawing my fingers and bringing them to my mouth. She does. Sweet and a little spicy, like a cinnamon roll, like something I could eat forever.

"Mike— please⁠—"

I move down the bed. Position myself between her spread legs. The ropes have her ankles pulled wide, wide enough that she's completely open to me, nothing hidden, nothing held back. I can see everything. The pink of her, swollen and wet. The way she's clenching around nothing, wanting something inside her.

I lean in and put my mouth on her.

She screams.

Not a word. Just a sound. A sound that tells me I've hit exactly the right spot exactly the right way, and I stay there, tongue flat against her clit, and let her ride it out. She's bucking against my face, hips rolling despite the ropes, and I grab her hips and hold her still and take.

This is what I've been missing. This is what Heather hasn't been giving me. The chance to take. The chance to put my hands and my mouth where I want them and make her feel good instead of just— receiving.

I lick into her, tongue fucking her slow, then move back up to her clit and suck, hard, and she's begging now, actually begging, a stream of please Mike please yes please more please that goes straight to my cock which is straining against my jeans and has been for the last five minutes.

I pull back. She whimpers at the loss.

"Don't worry," I say. "I'm not done."

I strip off my clothes. Shirt, jeans, boxers, all of it gone in about ten seconds. I climb back onto the bed, position myself at her entrance, and pause.

"Look at me, Lena."

She opens her eyes. Those big brown eyes, hazy with want.

"I'm gonna fuck you now," I tell her. "Every way I can think of. And you're gonna let me."

"Yes," she breathes. "Yes, Mike, please⁠—"

I push inside her.

Slow. Inch by inch. Watching her face the whole time, watching the way her mouth falls open, the way her eyes roll back, the way her whole body arches up to meet me. She's so tight, so wet, and when I'm all the way in I pause there, just feeling her, the clench and flutter of her around me.

Then I start to move.

I fuck her slow at first, long deep strokes that make her whimper every time I bottom out. I run my hands up her sides, tickling her ribs, and she gasps and squirms and laughs, and the laugh turns into a moan when I thrust harder. I pinch her nipples, one then the other, and she cries out. I put my hand on her throat— just resting there, not squeezing— and her whole body shudders.

"More," she gasps. "More, Mike, harder⁠—"

I give her harder. I fuck her like I mean it, like I've been wanting to for weeks, like all the pent-up frustration of wrong-care and wrong-blowjobs and wrong-everything is pouring out of me and into her. She takes all of it. She takes all of me.

I can feel her getting close. The way she's tightening around me, the way her breathing is going ragged, the way she's pulling against the ropes like she wants to wrap her legs around me but can't.

"Come for me," I tell her. "Come on, Lena, let me feel it⁠—"

She does. She comes so hard her whole body locks up, clenching around me like a fist, and she's screaming my name, and I'm not far behind— one more thrust, two, and I'm spilling into her, filling her up, my whole body shaking with it.

I collapse onto her. We're both breathing hard. Both sweaty. Both wrecked.

After a minute, I reach up and start untying her ankles.

"Hey Mike?"

"Yeah?"

"That was... really good."

"Yeah?"

"Yeah." She smiles at me, sleepy and satisfied. "You should be greedy more often."

I laugh. I can't help it.

"Yeah," I say, kissing her forehead, then her nose, then her mouth. "Maybe I should."


CHAPTER 8


Wednesday mornin', Honey calls. She doesn't usually call in the mornin', so when the phone rings at seven-thirty I pick it up on the first ring.

"Hey."

"Mike."

"Hey, Honey."

"I talked to Doug."

"Yeah?"

"It's done."

"Yeah?"

"Yeah. I told him last night. He took it real gentle. Gentle in the way that makes you glad you picked the person — he said he'd been expectin' it, said he was rootin' for us, said he was gonna give us a month of quiet and then check in."

"Honey."

"I'm okay."

"Are you?"

"Yeah. I am. I'm actually — I'm good. I'm really good."

"I'm good too."

"Mike."

"Yeah."

"I'll see you tonight."

"Yes ma'am."

I stand in my kitchen in bare feet and a t-shirt and think about what it means that a sweet professional man in St. Mary's has just been broken up with on my behalf and is not mad about it. About how Honey did the breakin' up gentle. About how Doug is gonna let us have a month.

Generous, I think. These are generous people. I am tryin' to learn from generous people.

I put down the phone. I make coffee. I go to work.
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So here's how the free coffee Thursday thing happened.

It was Lena's idea. Lena had been watchin' Miss Jenkinson come in with a friend, and she'd watched another older lady come in by herself, and she'd clocked — the way Lena clocks things — that we had a little ecosystem of women in their seventies and eighties who liked to come in and sit for an hour, and nobody else in town was givin' 'em a good reason to come in on a Thursday afternoon, and Lena had said to me, one evenin' at dinner, what if we did half-off coffee for anybody over seventy on Thursday afternoons.

Heather had said that is gonna lose us money, that is so many pensioners.

Lena had said they bring their friends, they buy pastries.

I had said make it free.

Heather had said MIKE.

And I had said Heather, I got a trust to spend, let me do it, and Heather had rolled her eyes so hard I thought she might see the back of her own head.

So. Free coffee Thursdays. For the over-seventies. For a month now.

And Thursday afternoon has become, if I'm bein' honest, the weirdest and warmest part of my week.

The shop fills up around two. Mrs. Kimball, who taught me eighth grade math and still calls me Michael, comes with her neighbor Harriet. Dale Boyce, who fixed my daddy's truck for twenty years, comes by himself. Betty Friel comes with a book she never opens. Miss Jenkinson holds court at the window table. And somewhere around two-thirty every week, without fail, Dale Boyce migrates to Harriet's table, and Harriet migrates to Dale's, and there's a short period of about forty-five minutes where the entire geriatric population of Milltown is sittin' in my coffee shop in pairs that didn't come in together, holdin' each other's hands across the Formica, laughin' their wrinkled laughs.

"It's like an orgy in here," Heather mutters one Thursday.

"Heather."

"An orgy in SLOW MOTION."

"They are holdin' hands."

"I see what I see, Mike."

Dale that day kisses Harriet on the cheek. Harriet giggles. Miss Jenkinson, from her window table, says — loud enough for the entire shop —

"Coffee is the perfect viagra for a ninety-year-old."

Heather chokes on her oat milk.

I stand at the espresso machine with a smile I don't know how to get off my face, lookin' at Mrs. Kimball eighty-one years old tell Betty Friel a joke that makes Betty spit her coffee, and thinkin': these people are gettin' somethin' for free, and every single one of 'em is gonna buy me two scones for the road, and they're gonna tell three friends, and they're gonna keep comin' in, and nobody is losin' in this transaction. The coffee is the loss leader. The friendship is the profit. And everybody is walkin' out with more than they walked in with, includin' me.

Mutualistic greed, I think. That's a quiet good word for a thing that everybody does.

Later, after they've all filtered out and the shop is empty except for me and Heather and Lena closin' down, I'm wipin' the espresso machine and I say, to no one in particular:

"Ain't nothin' wrong with takin' more than you need, long as you're givin' some of it back."

Heather glances at me.

"That a creed now?"

"I think it might be."

"Huh."

"Hm."

She goes back to countin' the till.

Lena, wipin' the pastry case in the background, smiles to herself.

SCENE 8.3 (~600 wds)

Megan has me out at the site Friday to walk a new stretch. We're lookin' at a boggy area where the spring seeps come up, and she's explainin', in her even professional voice, how the whole wetland is gonna function as a filter if we get the plantings right, and I'm half-listenin' and half-thinkin' about Mrs. Kimball and Dale Boyce.

"Megan."

"Yeah."

"Can I ask you somethin'."

"Yeah."

"You said monogamy's rare. Three percent of mammals."

"Roughly, yeah."

"What about greed. Does greed exist in nature."

She pauses. She looks at me. The clipboard is against her chest.

"Do you mean resource hoardin'."

"I mean — I mean somebody takin' more than they need."

"Okay. Yeah. Let me think. Squirrels hoard acorns. So there's hoardin'."

"But is that greed."

"Well — no. 'Cause they don't eat all of 'em. Most of 'em get buried and forgotten and grow oak trees. The squirrels are actually plantin' the forest. They just think they're bein' selfish."

"Huh."

"Bees. A bee takes more nectar than she needs. But she turns it into honey that feeds the hive, and the flower doesn't lose anythin', and pollination happens as a byproduct. Everybody wins."

"Beavers."

"Beavers take a lot of wood, but they build dams that create wetlands that support three hundred other species. They're ecosystem engineers. The overcollection is the point."

"So — so there's no greed."

"There's takin' more than you need, Mike. There's plenty of that. Almost every organism does it. But it turns out when you look close, the extra is almost always for somebody else. The question is whether you know it or not."

I look at her.

She looks at the creek.

I look at her again.

"Megan."

"Mm."

"What happens when an animal hoards and keeps it all."

"Gets eaten. Usually."

"…huh."

"The system's pretty unforgivin' about actual hoardin', Mike. Most of the time, takin' more than you need and not sharing it kills you in a generation."

I stand there in the wetland with a woman who's in cutoffs again (she keeps wearin' cutoffs, I don't know if she's doin' it on purpose, I've made my peace with not knowin') and I think about a basement full of crypto minin' rigs and a brown creek and a man who sat on his pile for two years before startin' to give it away.

"Megan — "

"What."

"You know what you're doin'."

"Runnin' a wetland survey?"

"No. Bigger picture. You know what you're doin'."

"I have trainin' in this, Mike."

"That is not what I — "

"I can't tell what you're askin' me, Mike."

"Me either."

She looks at me. I look at her. The moment stretches out.

And then Megan says, in the same professional voice, starin' right at the spring seep:

"Sometimes the best way to receive somethin' is to not ask for it."

I blink.

She blinks.

She has no idea what she just said.

Actually — scratch that. She may have a very small idea. 'Cause her ears, just along the upper edge, start to go pink.

And then, in the same voice, she says: "I'm gonna go check the upstream gauges."

"Yeah."

"I'll — I'll text you about the report."

"Yeah."

"Okay. Bye, Mike."

She walks up the creek at somethin' that's not quite a jog.

I stand in the wetland for a minute thinkin' about what just happened. Then I turn around and walk back to my truck.

SCENE 8.4 (~200 wds)

Joe calls me on my way home.

"Mike."

"Joe."

"I wanna plan a fishin' trip."

"Yeah?"

"Me, you, Other Mike, maybe Sam if we can get him out. Weekend. Lake. Cabin. Drinks. No wives."

"Wives, Joe?"

"That's a figure of speech, Mike."

"I mean you have several wi — "

"Mike."

"Yeah."

"I want a weekend at the lake with the boys. Spring, maybe. I'm floatin' it. Put a pin in it."

"Put a pin in it."

"Put. A pin. In it."

"Okay."

"Good. Love you."

He hangs up.

I drive the rest of the way home thinkin' about cabins.


CHAPTER 9


Heather's hand is on my wrist before I've even finished pullin' the shot.

"Back room. Now."

"Heather, I just⁠—"

"Now, Mike."

So I go. Of course I go. The door clicks shut behind us and she's already on her knees, already reachin' for my belt, and I'm— I'm startin' to get into it, actually, 'cause her hands are quick and warm and she's doin' that thing where she looks up at me through her lashes like she's darin' me to stop her, and I'm not gonna stop her, I never stop her, and⁠—

And then it hits me.

This is her way of bein' close.

This is— this is Heather's version of holdin' hands. This is Heather's version of cuddlin' on the couch. This is how Heather says I want you and you're mine and don't forget it all at the same time, wrapped up in one act that she can pretend is just physical, just fun, just no-strings, even though the strings are everywhere, the strings are so thick I could trip on 'em.

She's stakin' her claim. Every blowjob is a flag in the ground.

And I— I wanna stake my claim too.

"Heather."

"Mm." She's got my belt undone, she's reachin' in, she's⁠—

"Heather, stop."

She freezes. Looks up at me. Confusion all over her face.

"What."

"Come here."

"Mike, I'm in the middle of⁠—"

"Come here."

I reach down. I take her hands. I pull her up off her knees, and before she can say anythin' I've got my mouth on hers.

She makes a sound— surprised, almost offended— and her hands come up to my chest and she pushes, just a little, just enough to break the kiss.

"Mike, what are you⁠—"

I kiss her again. Deeper this time. My hand goes to the back of her neck, tiltin' her head, and I kiss her like I mean it, like I've been wantin' to kiss her for weeks and just now remembered I was allowed. She pushes again. I don't let go. I move my mouth to her jaw, her ear, that soft spot just below where her pulse is jumpin'.

"Mike—"

"Shh."

"Mike, this isn't⁠—"

I kiss her neck. Slow. I can feel her breathin' change under my mouth. Her hands are still on my chest but they're not pushin' anymore, they're just— restin'. Confused.

"What are you doing."

"Kissin' you."

"I was busy."

"I know you were."

I kiss the other side of her neck. Her collarbone. The little hollow at the base of her throat where she always smells like coffee and somethin' floral I've never been able to name. She shivers. Her hands slide up to my shoulders. Her head tips back, just a little, givin' me access, and I take it.

"Mike."

"Yeah."

"This is— this is weird."

"Is it?"

"Yes. You don't— we don't⁠—"

I pull back. I look at her face. Her cheeks are flushed. Her eyes are a little glassy. Her mouth is open and she's breathin' hard and she looks like a woman who has been kissed properly for the first time in a long time, which— which maybe she has been. Maybe I haven't been doin' this part right.

"Heather."

"What."

"I wanna— I wanna uncommittedly commit."

She blinks.

"You wanna what."

"Uncommittedly commit. To you. I wanna— I don't want this to just be the back room thing. I wanna be— I wanna be more than that."

"Mike, you're also my boss."

"I know."

"This is already complicated."

"I know."

"What does uncommittedly commit even mean."

"It means—" I stop. I think. My brain is doin' that thing where it's got too many threads and none of 'em are comin' out in the right order. "It means I wanna be your— your boyfriend. Or whatever. But also Lena's. And maybe— and if there's ever— I mean, I don't know what's gonna happen with— but the point is, I don't want this to be casual anymore. I want it to be— I want it to be somethin'. Even if it's a weird somethin'. Even if it's a somethin' that doesn't have a name. I want you to be— I want us to be⁠—"

"Mike."

"Yeah."

"You're ramblin'."

"I know."

"You ramble when you're nervous."

"I know that too."

She looks at me for a long second. Her hands are still on my shoulders. My hands are still on her waist. We're standin' in the back room with my belt undone and her hair messed up from where I had my fingers in it and the espresso machine hummin' on the other side of the door.

"Uncommittedly commit," she says, slow, like she's tastin' the words.

"Yeah."

"That's the dumbest thing I've ever heard."

"Yeah."

"I'm gonna think about it."

"Okay."

"Now let me finish what I started."

She drops back to her knees.

Wednesday evening. Seven PM. Honey's house.

She's made lasagna. Real lasagna. The kind with homemade pasta sheets and béchamel and a glass of the red wine I've brought, and she's put candles on the table and music on the speaker, and I showed up at her door with a bouquet from the gas station 'cause it was what I had access to at the last second and I had no idea whether it was an occasion.

She kisses the bouquet.

"Mike."

"Yeah."

"Come in."

"Yeah."

Inside the house, the lamps are low. Her cat — she has a cat, a fat orange thing named Butterscotch — is in her usual spot on the couch. Dinner is on the table. Honey has on a soft gray dress I haven't seen before and her hair down loose and her face scrubbed clean and she looks — god, she looks.

I set the flowers on the table.

"You didn't have to cook."

"I wanted to."

"Honey."

"Eat, Mike. We have time."

So I eat. We talk. It's easy. She tells me about her day at the shop, some customer story, some new pastry she's tryin'. I tell her about Mrs. Kimball and Dale Boyce and Miss Jenkinson and the geriatric orgy in slow motion, and she laughs the low laugh. I don't bring up Megan. I want to, a little bit. I don't.

After dinner she takes my hand across the table.

"Mike."

"Yeah."

"I wanna show you somethin'."

"Okay."

"But first I wanna ask you somethin'."

"Okay."

"The night in my bedroom with Doug. You remember."

"Yeah."

"You came, that night."

"…yeah."

"Without anybody touchin' you."

"Yeah."

"I know you remember."

"I do."

"Mike."

"Yeah."

"What were you lookin' at, when you came."

I think about it. I think about her face in the lamplight. I think about the curve of her body under Doug's hands. I think about Doug gentlin' down when his mouth had found its way to her chest, the way his whole register had shifted when he was there.

"...you," I say.

"Where on me."

"Your — your face."

"You sure."

I think about it some more. I'm bein' honest. I'm gonna be honest.

"No. I'm — I'm not sure."

"Mike."

"Your — your chest. Doug was at — Doug was at your chest. He was bein' careful with — with there. He was slow with there. And you — you had your hand on the back of his head in a way I hadn't seen before, and I — "

"Yeah."

"You — you looked like you were feedin' him."

"Yeah."

"Honey."

"Mike."

"I — "

"I wanna feed you, Mike."

"Honey — "

"You can say no. You can say not tonight. You can say never. But I'm tellin' you now, 'cause I been thinkin' about it for two months, and it's what I wanna give."

"How — "

"Let me show you."

She stands up from the table. She holds out her hand.

I take it.

She leads me down the hall to her bedroom. Same room I sat in that night with the bourbon and the chair and Doug on his knees. Same low lamp on the nightstand. Same soft light. But tonight there's no chair in the corner. Tonight there's just the bed, and her, and me.

She sits on the edge of the mattress. She looks up at me.

"Come here."

I come. I stand in front of her. My heart is doin' somethin' I don't have a name for — not fast exactly, but loud, like I can hear it in my ears, like it's takin' up space in my chest that used to be for breathin'.

"Sit down, Mike."

I sit. Next to her. Close enough that our thighs are touchin'. She smells like wine and garlic and somethin' underneath that's just her, warm and clean.

"Okay," she says. Soft. Like she's talkin' to a spooked horse. "Okay. I'm gonna take this off now. And then I'm gonna show you."

She reaches behind her. Unzips the gray dress. Lets it fall forward off her shoulders. She's not wearin' a bra underneath — of course she's not, she planned this, she planned every part of this — and there she is. Honey Watlin'. In the lamplight. Bare from the waist up. Lookin' at me like she's offerin' me somethin' sacred.

And she is.

Her breasts are — god. They're heavy and full and soft-lookin' and the nipples are darker than I expected, a deep rose-brown, and there's a faint tracery of veins just under the skin that I can see in the low light, and I'm starin', I know I'm starin', I can't stop starin'.

"Mike."

"Yeah."

"You can touch."

I lift my hand. It's shakin'. I don't know why it's shakin' — I've touched plenty of women, I've touched her before, but this feels different, this feels like — like I'm bein' given permission for somethin' I didn't know I was allowed to want.

I cup her breast in my palm. Gentle. Just holdin' it. Feelin' the weight of her. She's warm. She's so warm.

"Okay," she says again. "Now watch."

She puts her hand over mine. She presses, just a little, her fingers guidin' my fingers. A slow, firm squeeze, startin' at the outside and movin' toward the nipple. And I watch — I watch a bead of white appear at the tip of her. Just a drop. Just a single pearl of milk, sittin' there in the lamplight like somethin' impossible.

"Honey."

"Yeah."

"You — you really — "

"It takes work, Mike. It took months. Doug helped. But yeah. I really."

I can't speak. I'm starin' at that drop of milk like it's gonna disappear if I look away, like it's a magic trick I'm gonna miss if I blink.

"Go on," she says. "Taste."

I lean down.

I put my mouth on her.

The first thing I notice is the warmth. She's warm against my lips, warmer than I expected, and the skin of her nipple is soft and textured and when I close my mouth around it and suck, gentle, the taste that hits my tongue is —

Sweet. Warm. A little thin, not like cow's milk, more like — like almond milk almost, but richer, sweeter, with a faint undertone of somethin' I can't name. Somethin' that tastes like her. Like Honey.

I suck again. Harder this time. And she makes a sound — a low soft sound, not quite a moan, more like a sigh of relief — and her hand comes up to the back of my head the same way it came up to the back of Doug's head that night, and she holds me there.

"That's it," she murmurs. "That's it, Mike. Just like that."

I close my eyes.

I stop thinkin'.

I just — drink. I drink from her the way I've been wantin' to drink from her since the first time I saw the stain on her sweater, since the first time I let myself imagine this, and she's strokin' my hair and makin' soft sounds and her body is relaxin' against mine, leanin' into me, and I'm — I'm held. That's the only word for it. I'm held.

Time does somethin' strange. I don't know how long I'm there. Minutes, maybe. Or longer. She shifts, eventually, guides my mouth to her other breast, and I go willingly, eagerly, chasin' the taste of her, and this side is fuller somehow, the milk comin' faster, and I'm groanin' against her skin without meanin' to, and she laughs — that low warm laugh — and says:

"Easy, sweetheart. There's plenty. There's plenty."

When I finally pull back, my mouth is wet and my chin is wet and there's milk on her skin, streaked across her chest, and she's lookin' down at me with the softest expression I've ever seen on a human face.

"Mike."

"Yeah."

"How was that."

"Honey, I — I don't have words."

"You don't need words."

She leans back on the bed. Spreads herself out on the covers. The gray dress is bunched at her waist and she reaches down and pushes it off, kicks it away, and she's naked now, all of her, laid out in front of me like an offering.

"I want you to do somethin' for me now," she says.

"Anythin'."

"I want you to use it."

"Use — "

"The milk, Mike. I want you to spread it on me. I want you to taste me everywhere."

I look at her. I look at the milk still glistenin' on her breasts, on her stomach where it's dripped. I look at the soft curve of her hips, the dark thatch between her thighs.

"Yeah," I say. "Yeah, okay."

I lean down. I lick a stripe up her stomach, tastin' the milk that's pooled there, and she shivers. I move to her breast, suck again, feel the milk fill my mouth, and then I pull back and let it drip — let it fall from my lips onto her skin, onto her stomach, lower, tracin' a line down toward where she wants me.

I spread it with my fingers. Slick and warm. I spread the milk across her mound, down between her folds, and she gasps — a sharp intake of breath — and her hips lift off the bed toward my hand.

"Mike — "

"I got you."

I lower my mouth to her.

The taste is — god, the taste is her and the milk together, sweet and musky and warm, and I'm lickin' into her with my tongue coated in the taste of her own body and she's moanin' now, real moans, loud ones, her hands in my hair holdin' me in place. I find her clit with my tongue and suck the way I sucked her nipple, and she cries out, her whole body archin' off the bed.

"Don't stop — Mike — don't stop — "

I don't stop. I lick and suck and taste her, the milk and the musk and the salt of her, and she's grindin' against my face, her thighs clampin' around my ears, and I can feel her gettin' close, can feel the way her body is tightenin', her breath goin' ragged.

"Mike — I'm — I'm gonna — "

She comes with a sound that fills the room. A long, shuddering moan that breaks in the middle and turns into my name, Mike, over and over, and her whole body is shakin' and I'm holdin' onto her hips and ridin' it out with her, not stoppin', lickin' her through it until she's pushin' at my head, oversensitive, beggin' me to stop.

I pull back. I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. I look up at her.

She's wrecked. Hair spread across the pillow, chest heavin', a flush spread all the way down to her breasts. She's the most beautiful thing I've ever seen.

"Come here," she says. "Come up here."

I crawl up the bed. I settle between her thighs. She reaches down between us, finds me — and I'm hard, I've been hard this whole time, achingly hard — and she guides me to her entrance.

"I wanna ride you," she says. "But I want you at my breast while I do."

"Yeah."

"Is that okay."

"Honey, that is — that is so far past okay I don't know what word to use."

She laughs. She pushes at my chest, rolls us, and then she's on top of me, stragglin' my hips, and she sinks down onto me slow, so slow, takin' me inch by inch, and the heat of her is — it's everything. It's all I can feel.

She starts to move. Slow at first. Rollin' her hips in long, languid waves. And then she leans forward, shifts her weight, and her breast is at my mouth and she says:

"Drink, Mike. Drink while I fuck you."

I close my mouth around her nipple and suck.

And then I am gone.

I am somewhere I have never been before. She's ridin' me, her hips movin' in a rhythm that's buildin' toward somethin', and I'm suckin' from her, the milk flowin' warm and sweet across my tongue, and the two sensations together — the taste of her and the feel of her wrapped tight around me — it's too much. It's way too much. My whole body is lit up like a circuit board, every nerve endin' firin' at once, and I can feel the pressure buildin' at the base of my spine, can feel myself gettin' close, but I don't wanna stop, I don't ever wanna stop, I wanna stay here forever with her milk in my mouth and her body around me.

"That's it," she's sayin', her voice breathy and broken. "That's it, baby, take it, take all of it — "

She speeds up. Her hips are slammin' down onto me now, hard and fast, and I'm suckin' harder, the milk comin' faster, and she switches me to the other breast without missin' a beat and there's more, there's so much, and I'm drownin' in it, drownin' in her, and I can feel her gettin' close again, can feel the way she's tightenin' around me.

"Come with me," she gasps. "Mike — come with me — "

And I do.

I come so hard my vision whites out. I come with her nipple in my mouth and her milk on my tongue and her body clenched around me like a fist, and I'm makin' sounds I don't recognize, animal sounds, broken sounds, and she's comin' too, I can feel her pulsing around me, and we're shatterin' together, both of us, holdin' onto each other like we're the only solid things in the world.

It goes on forever. It goes on for years. It goes on until I don't remember my name or where I am or anything except the taste of her and the feel of her and the sound of her voice sayin' my name like a prayer.

When it's over — when we're both finally still, finally quiet, finally just breathin' — she collapses onto my chest. Her hair is in my face. Her heart is poundin' against mine.

"Mike."

"Yeah."

"Was that — "

"Honey."

"Yeah."

"That was everythin'. That was everythin' I didn't know I wanted."

She laughs. Soft. Tired. Happy.

"Good," she says. "Good."

We lie there for a long time. The lamp is still on. Butterscotch has wandered in at some point and is sittin' in the doorway judgin' us. I don't care. I don't care about anythin' except the woman on my chest and the taste still lingerin' on my tongue.

"Hey Honey."

"Mm."

"I think I might be in love with you."

"I know, Mike."

"You know?"

"I been knowin' for a while."

"Huh."

"Go to sleep, serious guy."

I go to sleep.


CHAPTER 10


Iopen my mouth.

I'd thought — on the drive home — that I knew what I was gonna say. I'd rehearsed it against the steerin' wheel for forty-five minutes. I'd run the speech a dozen times. I'd had it polished.

But when I open my mouth in the back room of the Mill with Heather lookin' at me with her hip cocked and her arms folded and her what does that mean, specifically hangin' in the air between us, all the rehearsed words get up and walk out of my head in single file and leave me with exactly one short ugly honest sentence.

"I don't wanna talk to you about it alone."

Heather blinks.

"...what."

"I wanna talk to you about it with Honey and Lena in the room."

"Mike."

"I do. I want them in the room, Heather. 'Cause what I'm sayin' ain't just about you and me, it's about all of us, and if I say it just to you it's gonna sound like I'm managin' you, and I don't wanna do that. I love you too much to do that."

She looks at me for a long time.

Then she says, real quiet: "Tonight."

"Tonight?"

"Your house. Eight. I'll tell Lena. Text Honey."

"Heather — "

"Tonight, Mike."

"Okay."

She turns around and walks out of the back room. I stand there for a beat. I watch her tie her apron back up over the doorjamb as she goes.

I text Honey.

can you come to my place tonight. 8. family meetin'.

Three seconds later: be there.

I put the phone in my pocket.

My hands are shakin' a little.
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Eight PM that Thursday night. My living room.

Heather in the big chair. Power position. She hasn't taken off her shoes. Lena on the couch with her legs folded under her, in one of her soft sweaters, holdin' a mug of tea that I didn't make her, so Honey must have, which means Honey got here first. Honey on the couch next to Lena, hip to hip, one arm stretched along the back of the cushion behind Lena's shoulders in a way that might be casual if it wasn't so exactly placed.

And me.

Standin' by the fireplace like a nervous politician about to lose an election I hadn't even known I was runnin' in.

"Okay," I say.

Three pairs of eyes. Mine.

"Okay. Thanks for — thanks for comin' over. I know it's late. I know it's weird. I know I haven't been good at talkin' about this stuff out loud, which is how we ended up here, and I'm gonna try to do it right and I'm gonna mess it up, and if I mess it up bad y'all have permission to walk out, and if I mess it up medium y'all can just laugh at me, and if I mess it up small we can get ice cream after. Okay?"

Lena: "Deal."

Honey: "Deal."

Heather: "…go."

I go.

"I been thinkin' for a while — more than a while, months — that I am in somethin' with each of you that I been too chicken to call what it is. And I been too chicken 'cause namin' a thing means takin' responsibility for it, and I been afraid that if I took responsibility for it with one of you, it would mean not-takin' responsibility with the others. Which ain't true. Which ain't how it works. Which ain't what I want."

"Mike," Heather says. "Get to the ask."

"Right. Right. Okay. The ask is — I wanna be with all three of you. Officially. Like — I wanna say out loud that you are my girlfriends, or whatever word you pick, I don't care what the word is. I wanna commit to all three of you. And I wanna commit to the fact that there's three of you, which I think is its own commitment, separate from the individual commitments. I don't wanna commit to Heather in a way that cuts out Honey and Lena, and I don't wanna commit to Honey or Lena in a way that cuts out Heather. I wanna commit to the — to the whole thing."

Silence.

Lena puts her mug down on the coffee table. Real careful. Like the mug matters.

Then she says, "Okay."

"Lena — "

"If you like it, I like it."

"Lena, baby, you gotta — "

"Mike. If you like it, I like it. I mean it."

Heather snorts.

"That ain't an answer."

"It's my answer."

"It's an answer you would give for anythin' Mike said, Lena."

"So?"

"So?"

Lena looks at Heather with the soft patient look she gets when she's thought about a thing longer than anybody's noticed her thinkin'.

"Heather. I know what I want. I have known what I want since back in April. I have watched you want different things for two months and I have not said anythin' 'cause it wasn't my place to say it, and I am not gonna start now. If Mike wants this, I want it. If you want it, you should say so. That's your job, not mine."

Heather opens her mouth.

Heather closes her mouth.

Heather looks at her shoes.

And that's when Honey — who's been sittin' there with her arm along the back of the cushion the whole time, silent, patient — reaches over and puts one hand on Heather's knee.

"Heather."

Heather doesn't look up.

"Heather, honey, look at me."

Heather looks up. Her face does a thing. A small open angry exhausted thing, like a woman who hasn't meant to let anythin' show and doesn't have the energy to hide it anymore.

"What."

"This is scary."

"No it ain't."

"Yeah it is. I know it is. I been where you are. A little bit. A different version of it." Honey's thumb moves once, real soft, on Heather's knee. "You are not gonna be replaced. I am not here to replace you. Lena is not here to replace you. I am here 'cause Mike wants me here, and I want to be here, and I would not be here if I thought my bein' here meant you havin' less. You are not havin' less. That's just a story we get told. It ain't the story that's actually happenin'."

Heather doesn't move.

"Okay?"

"…I hear you."

"Okay."

"I didn't say I agreed."

"I didn't ask you to agree. I asked you to hear me."

"…okay."

Honey takes her hand off Heather's knee. Heather takes a breath. Then another.

Then Heather says — real low, lookin' at the floor — "Fine. Fine, Mike. I'm in. Don't make me say it nice. I'm in."

I stand by the fireplace for a second not trustin' my own voice.

"Heather."

"Don't."

"I just — "

"Mike. Don't."

"Okay."

So I think we're done. I think we've landed the plane. I think everybody's said the thing they needed to say and I can sit down and put my feet up and pour everybody a drink. I'm already movin' toward the kitchen to pour the drink.

And then my dumb mouth opens, 'cause that is what my dumb mouth does.

"And I just — I just wanna say one more thing. Y'all can — y'all can also — I mean — y'all have my full permission to — "

"Mike," says Heather.

"— to fuck each other. Also. I mean. If you want to. I would not — that would be fine. That would be great. I mean great for y'all. Whatever you want. You know. I'm — I'm into it. I guess. If y'all were. I'm — "

Three faces.

Three DIFFERENT faces.

Lena: a small slow smile.

Honey: one raised eyebrow, enormously amused.

Heather: pure flat murder.

I can't read any of them in any useful way. I can't tell if Lena's smile is yes Mike we been doin' that in our heads for weeks or yes Mike that's cute of you. I can't tell if Honey's eyebrow is Mike we are already there or Mike you sweet idiot. I can't tell if Heather's murder is don't you DARE talk about us like that or Mike you absolute rube we have been waitin' for you to say that.

So I do the only thing a man in my position can do.

I say — with the brightness of a man who has driven his truck off a bridge and is attemptin' small talk with the fish:

"We can warm up to it!"

Silence.

Long silence.

Then Honey laughs. The low laugh. All the way down in her chest.

Then Lena laughs. Her small bell laugh.

Then Heather — Heather — laughs. A real laugh. A short ugly surprised honest laugh that comes out of her before her face has time to stop it.

"Mike," she says.

"Yes ma'am."

"Go pour us a drink."

"Yes ma'am."

I go and pour the drinks.


CHAPTER 11


"So," Joe says, "lemme get this straight. You got all three of 'em in the same room."

"Yep."

"You told 'em you wanted to uncommittally commit."

"I did."

"And Lena said yes immediately, Heather said yes eventually, and Honey basically midwifed the whole thing."

"Correct."

"Mike."

"Yeah."

"Your life is a sitcom," he says, lookin' out across the meadow.

This has become a thing we do, Saturdays. I bring a thermos of whatever I'm experimentin' with that week — today it's a cardamom cold brew that I'm not sure about yet — and Joe brings himself, and we walk the land. Just walk it. No agenda. No clipboard. Just two men and a meadow and the sound of our own boots in the grass. Sometimes we talk. Sometimes we don't. Today we're talkin'.

"I KNOW it's a sitcom, Joe."

"It's a sitcom that doesn't get picked up for a second season 'cause the network is terrified of it."

"Joe — "

"And then you said — and this is the part I love — you said they could also fuck each other."

"JOE."

"And then you said — "

"Joe — "

"We can warm up to it, Mike, we can warm up to it."

Joe is bent double in the meadow.

He's laughin' so hard he has to put the thermos down.

He has to put the thermos down in the grass, and lean on his knees, and just laugh, and I stand there with my own thermos and wait for him to be done and try not to laugh at him laughin' at me and fail.

"I hate you," I say.

"Mike. You did it. You did it on brand. You did it with the most Mike possible energy in the universe. They could do a documentary about this."

"Would you stop — "

"We can warm up to it."

"JOE."

He straightens up. He wipes his eye. He picks up his thermos.

"Seriously, Mike. I'm proud of you."

"Joe."

"I am, though. That's not a joke."

"Okay."

"Okay."

We walk a little further. Past a stand of young birches that hadn't been there last year.

"Did they laugh?"

"Honey laughed first. Then Lena. Then Heather."

"Heather laughed."

"Yeah."

"Heather laughed?"

"Yeah."

"Huh."

"Yeah."

"You good then."

"I think I'm good."

"Well." Joe takes a pull of his coffee. "About damn time."

"Mike."

"Joe."

"MIKE."

Megan. From across the meadow. She's joggin' over. Actual joggin'. Field boots, jeans, clipboard under her arm — she's joggin', which means somethin's up, 'cause Megan Park does not run except in the service of science.

"Joe," I say, slow, watchin' her cross the meadow. "Joe, she heard us, didn't she."

"She didn't hear us."

"She looks like she heard us."

"She looks like she got news, Mike, calm down."

"She was over by the truck, there is no way she — "

"She wasn't by the truck."

"Where was she?"

"Well — "

"Joe."

"She may have been around. I don't micromanage Megan's movements."

"JOE — "

"Mike, she was NOT IN EARSHOT, I promise you, relax."

Megan arrives. She's breathin' a little hard. Her cheeks are pink from the run (just the run, just the run, do not read anythin' into it, Mike). She has her clipboard clutched tight to her chest like she's holdin' it against a strong wind.

"Sorry. Sorry, I — I know this is your Saturday — "

"Megan. What's up."

"It's the confirmation. I just — I just got the confirmation."

"Of?"

"The site. The federal designation. Fish and Wildlife. They're — they're callin' it ecologically recovered. They're designatin' the tract. Officially. With a — with a plaque eventually. I — I just got the email, I was walkin' over to show you, and Joe's truck was here and I — "

"Megan."

"Yeah."

"You are shakin'."

She is. She's shakin'. She's holdin' that clipboard like it's the only thing keepin' her standin', and her eyes are a little too bright, and she's not breathin' like a person who's just jogged a quarter mile, she's breathin' like a person who's gotten news she's been waitin' for, and I realize — I realize in this small clear way — that this designation is hers, too. Not just mine. Not just Joe's. Hers. She's done the work. She's walked the walk. She's taken the samples and filed the reports and called the agencies, and she's just gotten confirmation that her work has mattered, and she's standin' in a meadow in front of me shakin' a little bit and tryin' to be professional about it.

"Megan."

"Yeah."

"This is the best news anybody has ever given me."

"I'm — I'm real glad, Mike."

"Thank you."

"Mm."

"Thank you."

Her eyes get a little brighter.

Then Joe — Joe is a man who knows when a room has reorganized itself around him and he's not in it anymore — takes his hat off, puts it back on, claps me on the shoulder, and says:

"I gotta go pick up Carly. Megan, you just made my whole decade. You are comin' to the town dedication if I have to kidnap you. Mike — text me about the fishin' trip. I'm pickin' a weekend. I'm not floatin' it this time. I'm pickin'."

"Joe — "

"Pickin' a weekend. I'll text you."

And he's gone across the meadow.
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"Megan."

"Yeah."

"You wanna walk? Just — let's walk. We'll walk. You can breathe. You can tell me about the designation."

"Yeah. Okay. Good."

We walk.

She tells me, as we walk, about what the designation means. Legally. Practically. What it means for the plaque (a plaque is apparently comin', a real plaque, a bronze plaque that will say ECOLOGICALLY RECOVERED and a year, and it will be mounted on a stone at the trailhead, and Megan's been on the phone with Fish and Wildlife about the font for an hour last Tuesday and is now apologizin' to me for how long it's takin'). What it means for protections. What it means for the fish.

We walk far enough that the meadow gives way to the creek bend, and that's when we see it.

The osprey.

Plural. Two of 'em. One on a dead snag over the water, holdin' a half-eaten fish. The other on a nest I hadn't noticed before, 'cause it hadn't been there two months ago. A big nest, messy nest, built of sticks about the size of my forearm, on top of a broken-off tree maybe thirty feet up.

"Megan."

"Yeah."

"Is that — "

"Breedin' pair. Been watchin' them for a week. They're settled. They're not passin' through."

"…wow."

"Yeah."

"Wow."

"They pick ecologically sound habitats. If they built there, the creek's gonna support them."

"Megan."

"Mm."

"The creek's gonna support them."

"Yeah."

"You gotta stop tellin' me these things like they're normal facts."

"Mike."

"They ain't normal facts."

"I know they ain't, Mike."

We stand there watchin' the osprey. The one on the snag tears off a piece of fish. The one on the nest rearranges a stick. Both of 'em are ignorin' us completely, 'cause we don't matter to them, 'cause they have work to do.

I look over at Megan.

She takes off her glasses.

She takes off her glasses and wipes her eye with the back of her wrist — a real quick wipe, a wipe she doesn't want me to see — and then she folds the glasses up and puts them in the chest pocket of her button-down and doesn't put them back on.

Her eyes are gray. I hadn't known they were gray. I'd known she had eyes and I'd known they were behind glasses, and now I know they're gray.

"Mike."

"Yeah."

"I think we should have dinner."

"…yeah."

"Not a work dinner."

"Yeah."

"A dinner dinner."

"Yeah."

"Just to — just to celebrate."

"Celebrate."

"Yeah."

"Megan."

"Mike."

"Yes."

"Yes?"

"Yes. Yes, dinner. Yes, celebrate. Yes, any day you want. I will buy. I will pick you up. I will wear a shirt with a collar. Yes."

Small professional smile. Without the glasses it's a different smile than I'm used to. Wider.

"Tonight."

"Tonight?"

"I am celebratin' tonight, Mike. Or I'm goin' home and openin' a bottle of prosecco by myself and that would also be fine, but I thought I'd ask."

"Tonight is perfect."

"Okay."

"Okay."

"Seven?"

"Seven."

"Good."

She puts the glasses back on. Professional register resumed, mostly. But she's smilin' a little. Just a little. And I'm smilin' a little. And the osprey is still tearin' at the fish on the snag.

I walk her back to her truck.

I drive home thinkin' about collared shirts.


CHAPTER 12


Iwear the blue one.

I have three collared shirts. One is white, which feels like a job interview. One is a sort of salmon color that Heather bought me as a joke and I have never worn in public. And one is blue — a real blue, not navy, not pastel, just blue — and I put it on and I look at myself in the mirror and I think: you are a grown man goin' to dinner with a woman who asked you to dinner, and you are allowed to look nice, and you are not gonna overthink this.

I overthink it the entire drive to her place.

She lives in a little apartment complex on the edge of St. Mary's, the kind with exterior stairs and a shared laundry room. I park. I check my hair in the rearview. I get out. I climb the stairs. I knock.

She opens the door and I forget how to breathe.

She's not in field clothes. She's not in the button-down and the jeans and the boots. She's in a dress — a simple black dress, nothin' fancy, but it fits her in a way that her work clothes do not fit her, and her hair is down instead of in the low bun, and she's wearin' lipstick, actual lipstick, a soft pink color, and she's not wearin' her glasses.

"Hi," she says.

"Hi."

"You wore a collar."

"I said I would."

"You did."

We stand there for a second. I'm tryin' to remember what people do on dates. I have been on dates. I have been on many dates. I have somehow forgotten all of them.

"Should we — "

"Yeah. Let's go."

The restaurant is a place she picked. Italian. White tablecloths. Candles. The kind of place where the waiter brings you bread and olive oil without askin' and calls you sir.

We sit. We order wine. She orders a Barolo, which I do not know anythin' about except that it sounds expensive and she says it with confidence.

"So," I say, when the waiter leaves. "Celebratin'."

"Celebratin'."

"You earned it, Megan. The whole thing. The designation. The osprey. All of it."

"We earned it. You funded it."

"I wrote checks. You did work."

"Checks are work, Mike."

"Not the same kind."

She tilts her head. Without the glasses, the tilt is different. More direct. I can see her eyes doin' the thing they do when she's assessin' somethin'.

"You're deflectin'."

"I'm not — "

"You are. You do that. You deflect compliments like they're gonna hurt you."

"Megan — "

"It's okay. I'm just noticin'."

The wine arrives. The waiter pours. I take a sip and it's good, real good, the kind of good I don't have vocabulary for, and Megan takes a sip and watches me take a sip and there's a small smile at the corner of her mouth.

"You like it."

"I like it."

"Good."

The waiter comes back. Menus. I look at the menu and I realize I have no idea what I want 'cause my brain is not in the menu, my brain is across the table.

"What are you gettin'?" I ask.

"I'm thinkin' the branzino."

"What's that."

"Sea bass. They do it whole here. Filleted tableside."

"Fancy."

"It's good. The flesh is firm but delicate. You have to handle it gently or it falls apart."

I take a sip of wine. I do not say anythin'.

"What about you?"

"I'm, uh — I'm lookin' at the — the sausage."

"The sausage."

"It says here it's — it's house-made. Stuffed."

"Mm. Good choice. They really know how to handle their meat here."

I choke on my wine.

Megan's face is perfectly neutral. Perfectly professional. She is lookin' at her menu like she did not just say what she just said.

"Megan — "

"Hm?"

"Did you — "

"Did I what."

"Nothin'. Never mind."

The waiter comes back. We order. The branzino for her, the sausage for me, and a salad to share that she describes as "very wet, lots of dressing, the way I like it," and I am starin' at her across the table tryin' to figure out if she's doin' this on purpose or if I am losin' my mind.

"So," she says, when the waiter leaves. "The osprey."

"The osprey."

"Breedin' pair. You know what that means for the ecosystem."

"Tell me."

"It means the whole food chain is functionin'. Osprey are apex predators for that creek system. If they're breedin', it means there's enough fish. If there's enough fish, it means there's enough invertebrates. If there's enough invertebrates, it means the water quality is supportin' reproduction at every level."

"Every level."

"Mm-hm. Top to bottom. The whole system is — " she pauses, takes a sip of wine, " — fertile."

"Fertile."

"Productive. Generative. Ready to sustain life."

I am gonna die at this table.

"Megan."

"Yeah."

"Are you doin' this on purpose."

"Doin' what."

"The — the words. The way you're — "

"Mike, I'm just talkin' about ecology."

"You are not just talkin' about ecology."

Small smile. Just a flicker. Gone before I can be sure I saw it.

"Maybe I'm not."

"Megan — "

"Maybe I've been thinkin' about this dinner for a while. Maybe I've been thinkin' about what I was gonna say. Maybe I practiced."

"You practiced."

"I'm a scientist, Mike. I prepare."

The food arrives. The branzino is beautiful. The sausage is — it's a sausage, it's fine, I cannot taste anythin' right now 'cause my entire sensory apparatus is focused on the woman across from me who is delicately filletin' her fish and sayin' things like "you really have to get in there with your fingers" and "the best part is right up against the bone" and I am sweatin' through my blue collared shirt.

We eat. We talk. She tells me more about the designation process, about the paperwork, about the phone calls, and every third sentence has a word in it that makes me grip my fork a little tighter. Insertion points. Deep sampling. Probe the substrate.

"Megan."

"Yeah."

"I would like to take you home now."

She puts down her fork. She dabs her mouth with her napkin. She looks at me with those gray eyes.

"Yours or mine."

"Mine's closer."

"Then yours."

I flag down the waiter so fast I almost knock over my wine.

The drive to my place takes twelve minutes. It feels like twelve hours. Megan is in the passenger seat with her hands folded in her lap, lookin' out the window, perfectly composed, and I am white-knucklin' the steerin' wheel and tryin' to remember how to operate a motor vehicle.

"You're drivin' fast," she observes.

"I am aware."

"You seem... motivated."

"Megan."

"Mm."

"Please stop talkin' for the next six minutes."

"Okay."

She stops talkin'. She puts her hand on my thigh instead. Just restin' there. Warm through my jeans. Not movin'. Just present. I nearly drive off the road.

We get to my place. I park. I get out. I walk around to her side. I open her door like a gentleman 'cause I am tryin', I am really tryin', and she steps out and she looks up at me and she says, very quiet:

"Mike."

"Yeah."

"I want you to know somethin'."

"Okay."

"I don't usually do this. The — the dinner. The goin' home with someone. I'm not — I'm not impulsive. I plan things. I think about things. I've been thinkin' about this for a while."

"How long."

"Since the duck conversation."

"The duck — Megan, that was weeks ago."

"I know."

"You've been thinkin' about this since the duck conversation."

"The bonobos, technically. When I was explainin' the bonobos."

"You were thinkin' about — while you were tellin' me about — "

"I was thinkin' about what it would be like to be the kind of woman who could say those things to a man and mean them personally. And then I thought — why can't I be. Why can't I just — be that."

I look at her. She's standin' in my driveway in her black dress with her hair down and her glasses off and she's tellin' me she's been wantin' this since the bonobos, and I don't have words, I don't have any words at all, so I do the only thing I can think of.

I kiss her.

I kiss her in my driveway like a teenager. I kiss her with my hands on her face and her back against my truck and her mouth openin' under mine, and she tastes like Barolo and somethin' else, somethin' clean and sharp, and she makes a small sound in her throat that I am gonna remember for the rest of my life.

"Inside," she says, against my mouth. "Take me inside."

I take her inside.

My bedroom is not fancy. My bedroom is a bed and a lamp and some clothes on a chair I keep meanin' to put away. But Megan doesn't seem to notice any of that. Megan is standin' in the middle of my bedroom lookin' at me with her chest risin' and fallin' fast, and she reaches behind herself and unzips her dress and lets it fall.

She's wearin' simple underwear. White cotton. Practical. The most Megan underwear possible. And somehow that's hotter than anythin' fancy would be, 'cause it's her, it's exactly her, and I am crossin' the room and puttin' my hands on her before I've decided to move.

"Mike."

"Yeah."

"I want to tell you somethin' else."

"Okay."

"I like to talk. During. I like to — I like to say things."

"What kind of things."

She looks up at me. Her eyes are huge without the glasses. Gray and clear and very, very focused.

"Dirty things."

"...yeah?"

"Is that okay."

"Megan, that is — that is very okay."

"Good."

She reaches for my shirt. Starts undoin' buttons. Her fingers are quick and sure, the same way they are when she's takin' samples, and she gets my shirt open and pushes it off my shoulders and puts her hands flat on my chest.

"You're warm," she says.

"I'm — yeah."

"I've been thinkin' about what you feel like. For weeks. Wonderin' if you run hot." Her hands slide down my stomach. Find my belt. "I want to feel you inside me, Mike. I've been thinkin' about that too. What it would feel like to have you push into me. Slow. All the way."

I make a sound. Not a word. Just a sound.

"Is this okay?" she asks, and her voice is still that calm professional voice, that Megan voice, even as her hands are undoin' my belt and pushin' my jeans down. "Tell me if it's too much."

"It's not too much."

"Good." She wraps her hand around me through my boxers and I jerk against her palm. "Because I have a lot more to say."

We get the rest of the clothes off. Hers, mine, all of it, and then she's on my bed — Megan Park is on my bed, naked, lookin' up at me — and she reaches for me and pulls me down on top of her and says, right against my ear:

"I want you to fuck me, Mike. Plain and simple. No tricks. Just you inside me, as deep as you can get. I want to feel every inch of you."

"Megan — "

"I've been wet since the restaurant. Since I said the thing about the fish. Did you know that? I was sittin' there talkin' about branzino and thinkin' about your cock and gettin' wet under the table."

"Jesus — "

"Is that bad? Is it bad that I was thinkin' about it?"

"No — no, Megan, that's — "

"Tell me. Tell me it's not bad. Tell me you were thinkin' about it too."

"I was thinkin' about it too."

"What were you thinkin'."

"I was thinkin' about — about what you'd sound like. When I was inside you. What sounds you'd make."

"Mm." She spreads her legs wider, makes room for me between them. "Let's find out."

I reach down between us. Find her. She's not lyin' — she's soaked, slick and hot, and when I run my fingers through her folds she arches up off the bed and gasps.

"Please, Mike. Please. I've waited long enough. I've been so patient. I've been so professional. I don't want to be professional anymore. I want you to put your cock in me and make me come."

I line myself up. I push in. Slow, the way she asked. Inch by inch. And she's tight — god, she's tight — and hot and wet and her eyes are locked on mine the whole time, watchin' my face as I sink into her.

"There," she breathes, when I'm all the way in. "There. God. You feel — you feel exactly like I imagined."

"Megan — "

"Move, Mike. Please. I need you to move."

I move.

I start slow 'cause I wanna make this last, 'cause I've been half-hard since the restaurant and fully hard since the driveway and I don't trust myself to go fast, but Megan has other ideas. Megan wraps her legs around my hips and pulls me deeper and says:

"Harder. I'm not fragile. You can go harder."

So I go harder. I fuck her the way she's askin', deep and steady, and she's makin' sounds now — not the small quiet sounds I expected, not professional sounds, but real sounds, loud sounds, sounds that fill the room.

"Yes — Mike — yes — right there — don't stop — "

"You feel so good — "

"Tell me. Tell me how I feel."

"Tight. Wet. God, Megan, you're so wet — "

"For you. I'm wet for you. I've been wet for you since you ate that watercress out of the creek like an idiot and I thought — I thought, this man. This ridiculous man. I want him."

I laugh — I can't help it, I laugh, mid-thrust, and she laughs too, and then the laugh turns into a moan as I angle my hips and hit somethin' that makes her whole body clench.

"There — Mike — there — do that again — "

I do it again. And again. I find the angle and I keep it, fuckin' her steady, and she's grippin' my shoulders hard enough to leave marks and her head is thrown back and she's talkin', still talkin', a stream of words that are half-dirty and half-scientific and entirely Megan:

"Yes — deeper — I want to feel you in my — god — the angle is perfect — the angle — "

"Megan — I'm — I'm gettin' close — "

"Me too. Me too. Don't stop. I want to come on your cock, Mike. I want to come while you're inside me. I want us to — to reach the threshold together — "

"Did you just say threshold — "

"Shut up and fuck me — "

I shut up. I fuck her. I fuck her hard and fast and she's moanin' my name, my actual name, Mike Mike Mike, and I can feel her tightenin' around me, can feel the flutter that means she's close, and I reach down between us and find her clit and press and she screams.

She comes so hard her whole body locks up. I feel it everywhere — the clench of her around me, the dig of her nails in my shoulders, the arch of her back off the mattress — and I'm right behind her, spillin' into her with a groan that comes from somewhere deep in my chest, and we're shakin' together, holdin' onto each other, ridin' it out.

When it's over we're both breathin' hard. I'm collapsed on top of her, tryin' not to crush her, and her hands are in my hair and she's laughin' softly against my temple.

"Mike."

"Yeah."

"That was good data."

"...did you just call that data."

"Reproducible results. Very promising."

"Megan."

"We should run more trials."

"Megan."

"For science."

I lift my head. I look at her. She's grinnin' — a real grin, not the professional smile, not the small flicker, but a full-on grin that crinkles the corners of her eyes.

"You are somethin' else," I say.

"I know."

"I'm gonna need to recover before the next trial."

"That's acceptable. I'll allow a brief interlude."

I roll off her. I pull her against my side. She fits there — different from how Heather fits, different from how Lena fits, different from Honey — but she fits. Her head on my shoulder. Her hand on my chest. Her breath slowin' down against my skin.

"Hey Megan."

"Mm."

"The osprey."

"What about them."

"You think they're havin' a good night too?"

She laughs. The real laugh. The one I'm gonna spend a long time tryin' to hear again.

"I think they're doin' just fine, Mike."

"Good."

"Good."

Later — much later — we're still in my bed. She's dozin' against my shoulder. I'm starin' at the ceiling fan thinkin' about everything and nothin'.

"Mike."

"Yeah."

"I should go home eventually."

"You don't have to."

"I have samples to process tomorrow."

"Samples."

"Mm. Water quality. The usual."

"Megan."

"Yeah."

"You wanna have breakfast first."

She lifts her head. Looks at me. Without the glasses, in the low light, with her hair all messed up from what we just did, she looks like a different person. Softer. More open.

"Are you askin' me to stay."

"I'm askin' you to stay."

"...okay."

"Okay?"

"Okay, Mike. I'll stay."

She puts her head back down. Her hand finds mine under the covers. She laces her fingers through mine.

"Mike."

"Yeah."

"The trials were very successful."

"Go to sleep, Megan."

"Statistically significant."

"Sleep, Megan."

She's laughin' as she falls asleep.

I'm smilin' as I follow her.


CHAPTER 13


Our celebration party was dang near perfect.

I mean it.

For starters, the whole town came — even the shut-ins. Not only did Joe rent a whole real banquet-sized tent for everyone, he also arranged some sort of special mechanized transportation for the oldies, as well. Mrs. Jenkinson made a damn fine speech, too, about my "generosity of spirit." And Joe's. And some weird comments about alternative lifestyles — but — whatever.

"Mike Harlan, I have known you since you were yea high and I never thought I'd see the day."

"Thank you, Dale."

"I mean it. Your daddy would be proud. Your momma too, god rest her."

"I appreciate that, Dale."

"You done good, son. You done real good."

Mrs. Kimball was cryin' before Dale even finished. Dabbin' at her eyes with a little lace handkerchief she'd pulled out of her cardigan sleeve, the kind old ladies always seem to have on hand for exactly these occasions.

"I taught you eighth grade math," she said, grabbin' my arm. "I taught you eighth grade math and you couldn't do long division to save your life and now look at you. Look at what you've done."

"Mrs. Kimball — "

"Don't you Mrs. Kimball me, Michael. I'm allowed to be proud. I'm allowed to cry. I'm eighty-one years old and I'll cry if I want to."

I did not eat Betty Friel's casserole or have any of Petra's Ukrainian contraband gin — but you know, there are only so many hours in a day.

'Sides, I had to get to the after-party.

"Just like that, baby."

The after-party in my own home.

"Don't be shy."

Starrin' my own ladies — it's funny, back in the meadow everyone wanted to talk to me and interact with me and know me, and here in my own bedroom sittin' in my own leather chair in the corner of my room, you'd think that I wasn't even here — sort of.

And I wouldn't have it any other way.

"I'm not shy," Heather says, as she pushes down Honey's sweater. "More like excited."

"Just the way I like it, sugar," Honey says, pickin' up Heather's hand and puttin' it inside her bra as she leans in for a kiss.

Not their first kiss of the night — but the deepest and longest one I've seen them exchange. And there's a minute, right there, where I can see it — well, can't see it exactly — I can't see the warm creamy milk runnin' over Heather's fingers, can't feel the tingle Honey tells me she gets when she gets that let-down, can't tell how it turns Heather on like I'm one of them — but I can see it happenin' to them. The way Honey leans into Heather's hand, how Heather's breath catches, and then her thighs rubbin' together.

Oh yeah.

Heather pulls back from the kiss and looks down at her hand, still inside Honey's bra, and I watch her face do a thing. Curiosity. Wonder. Want. She pulls her hand out slow, and her fingers are glistenin' wet in the lamplight, and she brings them to her mouth and tastes, and her eyes flutter shut for just a second.

"God," she breathes. "That's — "

"Sweet, right?" Honey's smilin'. Patient. She reaches up and unhooks her own bra — a simple nude thing, practical, nothin' fancy — and lets it fall. "There's more where that came from."

Heather doesn't need to be told twice. She dips her head and puts her mouth on Honey's breast and I watch Honey's whole body soften, watch her hand come up to cradle the back of Heather's head, watch the gentle rhythm of Heather's jaw as she sucks.

Meanwhile, Honey's other hand is workin' on Heather's clothes. Unbuttons her blouse — a silky green thing I've never seen before — and pushes it off her shoulders. Underneath, Heather's wearin' somethin' I also haven't seen before. Black lace. Strappy. The kind of bra that's more suggestion than support, the kind that says I wore this on purpose, I planned this, I wanted to be seen.

"Pretty," Honey murmurs, runnin' her fingers along one of the straps. "Leave it on."

Heather makes a sound against Honey's breast — agreement, I think — and Honey's hands move lower. Unzips Heather's skirt. Lets it pool on the floor. And the panties match the bra — black lace, barely there, just a scrap of fabric coverin' what needs coverin' and nothin' else.

"Turn around," Honey says. "Let him see."

Heather turns. She's still on her knees on the bed, and she looks over her shoulder at me, and there's a challenge in her eyes, the way there's always a challenge in Heather's eyes, and I look. I look at the black lace against her pale skin. I look at the curve of her ass, barely covered. I look at the smooth bare skin between her thighs — she's waxed bare, all pink and smooth and clean— and I make a sound in my throat that's not quite a word.

"Like what you see?" Heather asks.

"You know I do."

"Good."

She turns back to Honey. Honey, who's now shimmied out of her own skirt and underwear — plain white cotton, practical as always, discarded on the floor — and is lyin' back against the pillows, bare and soft and waitin'. Honey keeps herself trimmed but not bare, a neat little triangle of honey-brown that matches her hair, and I've spent enough time between her thighs to know exactly how soft it is, how it feels against my face when I'm down there.

The bed is where the show is.

Honey is on her back. Her hair is spread across the pillow like a halo, all that honey-brown spillin' everywhere, and Heather is between her legs. Heather's mouth is on Honey's thigh, workin' her way up, takin' her time, and Honey's got one hand fisted in the sheets and the other hand strokin' through Heather's dark hair, and the sounds she's makin' — small, soft, patient sounds — are goin' straight to my cock.

"Right there," Honey murmurs. "That's it, baby. Take your time."

Heather doesn't answer. Heather's mouth is busy. But I can see her shoulders shift, can see the way she's settlin' in, and I know that look, I know that posture, that's the Heather who's gonna be there for a while.

I let out a breath, and shift around and thrust my hands into Lena's hair to keep her in just the right spot while I watch this. Lena, always so givin', head buried in my lap right now, givin' me life. I sorta feel bad about her not gettin' to watch the show too — but there is always next time.

Here's the thing about watchin'. Here's the thing I didn't understand until that first night with Honey and Doug, the thing I've been learnin' ever since. Watchin' isn't passive. Watchin' is its own kind of participation. When you watch, you see everything — the small stuff, the stuff you miss when you're in the middle of it. The way Honey's toes curl when Heather's mouth finds the right spot. The way Heather's hand slides up Honey's stomach, possessive, claimin'. The way the lamplight catches the sheen of sweat on Honey's chest.

Speakin' of Honey's chest.

Heather pulls back from between Honey's legs — just for a second, just long enough to crawl up her body — and latches onto Honey's breast again. Nursin' while her hand takes over down below, two fingers slippin' inside, her thumb workin' Honey's clit in slow circles. Double duty. Honey arches up off the bed, her mouth fallin' open.

"That's it," Honey's sayin', her voice gone all soft and dreamy. "That's it, sweetheart. Take what you need."

Heather's jaw is workin'. I can see the rhythm of it, the suck and release, and I can see the milk at the corner of her mouth, a thin white trickle escapin' and runnin' down Honey's breast toward her stomach. Heather's fingers are movin' faster now, and Honey's hips are startin' to roll, and the sounds in the room are wet and urgent and I am so hard it hurts.

Lena pulls off. Just for a second. Just long enough to look up at me with those big brown eyes and say, real quiet:

"You okay, Mike?"

"I'm — yeah. I'm good. Keep goin'."

"You sure?"

"Lena. Keep. Goin'."

She grins. She goes back to it. And I go back to watchin'.

Heather's found her rhythm now. I can tell by the way Honey's hips are startin' to move, little rolls, little pushes, seekin' more. Heather switches to the other breast — I watch her do it, watch the milk bead up on the nipple she's just left, watch her latch onto the fresh one and suck hard — and Honey gasps, actually gasps, her whole body archin' up off the bed.

"Oh — oh, that's — I can't — "

"You can," Heather says, pullin' back just long enough to speak. Milk on her lips. Milk on her chin. "You can and you will."

And then Heather's mouth is back, suckin' harder, and Honey is makin' sounds that aren't words anymore, just need, just pleasure, just yes yes yes in whatever language the body speaks when it's past language.

If you're wonderin' why I don't get up and join them — well.

I don't need to. Not yet.

This is enough. This is more than enough. This is me in the chair with Lena's warm mouth on me and the taste of her devotion and the sight of two women I love takin' care of each other, givin' each other pleasure, buildin' somethin' together that I get to be part of just by bein' here, just by watchin', just by lettin' myself have this.

I put both hands in Lena's hair.

I thrust up into her mouth — gentle, not forcin', just movin', just lettin' my body respond to what I'm seein' — and she takes it, she takes all of it, she opens her throat and lets me in and hums around me like she's grateful, like this is exactly what she wanted, and I'm watchin' the bed and I'm feelin' Lena and I'm —

"I'm — I'm gonna — "

"Let go," Heather says, muffled. "Let go, Honey. I got you."

"I — oh — OH — "

Honey comes.

She comes loud and long and beautiful, her whole body shakin', and Heather doesn't stop lickin', just ridin' her through it like she's done this a hundred times, and the sound she makes — the sound she makes when she peaks — is my name.

"Mike — "

She's lookin' at me. Across the room. Through the haze of her own orgasm she's found my eyes and she's sayin' my name like a prayer, like a thank you, like I know you're watchin' and I want you to see this, and that's it, that's the thing that does it, that's the moment my whole body decides it's done waitin'.

I thrust up into Lena's mouth one more time — harder, deeper — and I come.

I come watchin' Honey shake apart on the bed. I come with Lena's throat workin' around me, swallowin' everything. I come with my hands fisted in her hair and my eyes locked on the woman across the room who just said my name like it meant somethin'.

Lena doesn't pull off until I'm done. Until I'm twitchin' and oversensitive and pushin' gently at her head. Then she sits back on her heels and wipes her mouth and grins up at me, and I'm breathin' hard, starin' at the ceiling, tryin' to remember my own name.

"Good?" Lena asks.

"Good," I manage. "Very good."

On the bed, Honey has gone limp. Heather is crawlin' up the bed to collapse on Honey's other side, wipin' her mouth with the back of her hand.

"Mike," Heather says, without lookin' at me.

"Yeah."

"Get over here."

"I need a minute."

"You got thirty seconds."

Lena laughs. She stands up, stretches, offers me her hand.

"Come on," she says. "The after-after-party is startin'."

I take her hand. I let her pull me up out of the chair. I cross the room to the bed where three women are makin' space for me, and I think about the meadow and the osprey and the plaque that says ECOLOGICALLY RECOVERED and the party that was perfect, and I think:

Yeah.

This is the life.

This is the whole damn life.

I climb into the bed. Honey's arm comes around my shoulder. Heather's leg hooks over mine. Lena curls up at my feet like a cat.

"Hey Mike," Honey murmurs, half-asleep already.

"Yeah."

"Good party."

"Best party."

"Mm."

She's out. They're all out, or close to it. Three women. One bed. One man who still can't believe this is his life.

I close my eyes.

I sleep better than I've slept in years.
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