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Real Men 

The idea came to me one afternoon at the gym, while I was talking with my friend Amelia.

It was Tuesday, and I’m always on edge on Tuesdays. I had left the office at five with a client who wanted the logo bigger and a coworker who had asked me for the same file for the third time, and I got to CoreFit with only one craving: to sweat. In the locker room two teenage girls were taking selfies in front of the mirror and a woman was drying her hair with the blow dryer at full blast. I took off my suit, pulled on leggings and a top, slammed the locker shut and looked at myself in the mirror for a second. Five foot eleven, long legs, flat stomach. I liked what I saw, no use denying it. Too bad nobody at home noticed.

When I walked into the weight room, Amelia was already there, on the mat, with one leg over her head. That woman is almost forty and she folds like a teenager.

“You’re late,” she said without even looking at me.

“I’m on time,” I shot back. “You’re the one who always gets here first, so people can watch you.”

“I’m working out, Vicky,” she answered with a little smile. “If people watch, too bad.”

“Sure, sure.”

“Nice leggings,” said Amelia. “New?”

“I bought them Saturday,” I answered.

“I can tell. They look way too good on you, you’re almost indecent.”

“That was the idea.”

“And for whom, may I ask? For Klaus?” she added, teasing.

“Don’t be smart,” I told her.

“Just asking,” she defended herself.

We got on the treadmills, side by side. She started at a brisk walk, I started running, because on Tuesdays I need to burn it off.

“How was the office?” Amelia asked me.

“The usual. Meetings, emails, a client who wants the logo bigger. And you?”

“Three couples, two crying fits and a divorce,” she said. “A quiet day.”

I laughed.

“Come on, how are things at home?” she asked then.

“At home what?” I said, pretending not to understand.

“Klaus.”

“Oh, Klaus. Last night he fell asleep on the couch at nine, with his laptop on his knees.”

“And you?” Amelia pressed.

“I watched a movie by myself, in the bedroom, with a glass of wine. A dream life, right?”

“Don’t be so dramatic.”

“I’m not dramatic, I’m realistic,” I protested. “I’m thirty-eight, I have a husband who apologizes when he touches me and a gym that costs me more than a suite. It’s normal for my head to spin.”

“Is it spinning because of the gym or because of the suite?” she teased.

“Stop it, come on,” I answered, laughing.

I turned up the speed, as if to run away from myself. After half an hour we moved on to the weights. I was loading the barbell when a bodybuilder walked past me, with those enormous muscles, that strong smell of sweaty male, that dark skin like exotic, fragrant wood, and a strange tingle ran through my legs. He picked up a dumbbell as big as a demijohn and started his sets in front of the mirror, his back swelling with every movement. I stood there with the plates in my hands, like an idiot.

When he finished the set he turned to grab his towel, and for a second our eyes met. He didn’t smile, he didn’t say anything. He looked me up and down with the calm of a man who already knows how it ends, then went back to his weights. My knees went weak.

Amelia elbowed me.

“I saw you,” she whispered.

“What?” I said, on the defensive.

“You saw what I saw.”

“I didn’t look at anything.”

“Of course,” she snickered. “You were just trying to figure out what time it was on his biceps.”

“Stop it!” I laughed, and two women on the treadmills turned around. “Fine, I looked. But who wouldn’t have?”

“Nobody,” Amelia said. “Everybody looks at him, he knows it and pretends he doesn’t. He’s a nice piece of man.”

“A piece? Amelia, he’s a tank. Did you see those arms? I mean, with those hands I’d let him...” I stopped.

“You’d let him?” she pressed.

“Quiet,” I said, and for a moment we both said nothing.

“Listen, Amelia, I’m a normal woman, right? I have my needs, okay? I’m not a nun.”

“Nobody ever said you were, sweetheart,” she replied.

“Exactly. So why do I feel guilty just looking at a guy like that?”

“Because you’re married, and because you’re built like that. The two things together are dangerous.”

“Whose side are you on?” I asked her.

“Yours, always.” She tapped my shoulder. “Come on, let’s go sit down, this story deserves a bench.”

We moved to the benches in the back, far from the mirrors, and that was where it all came out of me, without my even thinking.

“Amelia, I can’t take it anymore. Look at that man, and at home I have that wimp Klaus, and I don’t know how to have fun anymore.”

She looked at me and smiled.

“You finally noticed. I’ve been wanting to ask you for years: what do you see in that man?”

Right, I’d been asking myself the same question for years. Why had I married him?

“You know, money is security. He won me over with the house, the family company, and he was kind, while I was used to the usual American rich boys who push your head down between their legs after dinner, the standard routine.”

Amelia nodded.

“That’s how it is now, we all know it. Once upon a time people kissed on the mouth, but that’s modern life: few words and a lot of action. But what exactly does his company do?”

“High-precision measuring instruments. His grandfather founded it in Germany, then they opened the American branch and sent him to run it. But he’s not up to it, and his father put a manager next to him. He’s almost hopeless.”

She looked at me, laughing, and commented:

“You really picked badly, physically I mean. Small, with that delicate little nose and those hips, he looks more like a woman than a man. Not a hair on his body, a few on his face, but I wouldn’t even call it a beard. And how is he in bed?”

“You’re pushing it, Amelia!” I laughed. “But you have an excellent eye for detail. In bed, almost zero. Small and half limp, basically. We couldn’t even make a baby. I have more testosterone than he does.”

“You’re killing me. I can picture you in pants, dressed as a man, and him as a woman. Aren’t you taller than he is, too?”

“No, you’re not wrong at all. I’m five eleven and he’s five seven. Sometimes I really wonder who the stronger sex is in our house.”

At some point Amelia looked at me seriously.

“In my office I see all kinds of things. When I do couples therapy, then... Do you know what’s all the rage now? Feminization.”

I looked at her, surprised.

“What’s that?”

“The wives play the husband and the husbands play the wife. They dress as women, even during sex.”

I didn’t follow.

“Meaning?” I asked. “The husband dressed as a woman takes the wife like a trans woman would?”

She winked at me, pleased to explain something I would never have imagined.

“No! Not like that,” she said. “The husband plays the woman in everything, the wife takes him with her fingers or with toys from the sex shop. Some of them tell me really extreme things.”

“Extreme? Like what?” I asked.

“They bring in a lover, or even two. I won’t tell you more, but you can imagine what happens to the husband dressed as a woman in those situations.”

I looked at her, even more astonished.

“So he watches his wife have sex with another man?” I asked.

“That, and more,” Amelia answered. “Picture that guy who just walked by and your little hubby on his knees in front of him. Doesn’t it turn you on?”

It turned me on, all right. Getting back at Klaus for his lack of manhood gave me a strange euphoria.

“It would be really funny,” I admitted, “but I’d never have the nerve to ask him for something like that.”

“And you don’t have to ask,” she said. “He’ll ask you, but you have to get there in steps, a little at a time.”

“A little at a time? Explain it to me.”

“Leave it to me,” Amelia concluded. “Tomorrow I’m coming to dinner at your place, you’ll see how easy it is.”

“Easy? Amelia, that man can’t even choose the wine at a restaurant without asking my permission,” I pointed out.

“Exactly.” She smiled, and for a moment she looked like someone who had already decided how it would end. “Trust me.”

“First tell me something,” Amelia went on. “How does he react when you tell him no?”

“I almost never tell him no. Actually, never,” I admitted.

“Right. And when you tell him to do something?”

“He does it. Always. Even when I haven’t asked for anything, he does it before I say it.”

“See? He’s already halfway there. All he needs is someone to give him a push.”

“A push toward where?” I asked.

“Toward where you both want to go.”

“I don’t want to go anywhere,” I protested.

“Vicky, sweetheart,” she sighed, “twenty minutes ago you didn’t even want to come to the gym.”

She was right, damn it.

“But what exactly do you plan to do?” I asked her.

“Nothing strange. A normal dinner. I talk, you keep quiet, he watches.”

“And then?”

“And then we’ll see what face he makes when I tell him about a patient of mine who tried doing the exact opposite of what everyone expects.”

“Amelia, if you ruin him for me...” I warned her.

“He’s already ruined, sweetheart,” she replied. “I’ll fix him.”

We both burst out laughing, and the woman on the next bench shot us a dirty look.

We finished the workout almost in silence. I did my sets without counting them, and every time I looked up I caught the bodybuilder’s back in the mirror, swelling and shrinking. Amelia noticed, of course, but she had the good taste not to say anything.

In the locker room Amelia got dressed in three minutes, without a drop of sweat, naturally.

“I’m off, I have a patient at seven,” she said. “Tomorrow night at eight, remember?”

“I remember,” I answered.

“He’s the one who cooks, right?”

“Always. He makes a lemon pasta that’s not even bad.”

“Perfect,” Amelia commented. “A dinner with a man who cooks well and lets himself be bossed around is paradise, sweetheart. You should thank me.”

“I’ll thank you when you’ve performed the miracle,” I told her.

“And Vicky, one thing: don’t let him figure anything out. He has to think it was all my idea.”

“But it is your idea,” I pointed out.

“Exactly.” She kissed me on the cheek and disappeared through the door with that little smirk of hers.

I looked at my hands while I tied back my hair. They were barely shaking. It was ridiculous: a grown woman with a job, a house in Santa Monica, a husband, getting butterflies over a chat on a bench.

I stepped out for a moment to get the water bottle I’d forgotten in the weight room and ran into him in the hallway, his gym bag over his shoulder and his hair wet. He walked past me and his smell hit me again, cleaner but just as strong. He didn’t say a word, he only lowered his eyes for a second to my legs and then to my lips. I stood pressed against the wall until I heard the front door close.

“Good heavens,” I murmured, and walked back into the locker room with legs like jelly.

I stayed a long time under the shower. The hot water ran down my shoulders and I replayed everything: the glistening arms, the dark skin, and right after that Klaus’s pale little face, that little nose, those wide hips. I caught myself smiling alone.

The soap slid down my thighs and I closed my eyes, and every time that image came back, always the same one. I rested my forehead against the cold tiles, breathing slowly. It was only an idea, I told myself. A locker room fantasy, like so many. Nothing like that ever really happens.

I remembered Klaus when we had first met, at a work dinner, in that suit that was too big and that way he had of blushing when I talked to him. He had seemed sweet to me, back then. Sweet and predictable, safe, like an armchair. I hadn’t thought that an armchair, after seven years, is just an armchair.

“What are you doing, Vicky?” I said to myself under my breath. “It was a chat between friends. A stupid thing.”

I dried off, put my blouse and suit back on, and in front of the mirror I looked at myself again, my hair still damp. Seven years of marriage, and only now did I see how little there was left to save. When he touched me, he left me halfway. When he didn’t touch me, he left me the same.

I thought about how long it had been since anyone had really looked at me, hungrily, without asking permission. Too long. I thought about my thirty-eight years, about how stupid it was to waste them next to a man who apologized every time he tried to touch me. And then, again, that image: Klaus on his knees. With those wide hips, the little nose, the hairless legs. On his knees, in front of that guy from before. I felt myself blush, alone, in a half-empty locker room, and I was almost ashamed of how much I liked it.

I left when it was already dark. In the car my phone buzzed in my bag: a message from Klaus. He asked whether I wanted him to make pasta or whether I’d rather eat out, and he added a little heart, as he always did. I looked at it without answering. For the first time, that little heart made me think of only one thing: how easy it would be for me to decide in his place.

I answered after a minute with an “ok pasta,” no heart. He replied right away, with three, and I started laughing in the car, all alone, like a crazy woman.

I stayed still in the parking lot for a moment, my hands on the wheel. I kept seeing Amelia’s smile, that “you’ll see how easy it is,” and I didn’t know whether to be afraid or happy. Maybe both.

Then I pictured that apron he put on to cook, but with a little black dress underneath. I shook my head, started the engine and merged onto Wilshire with the dark ocean on my left.

That’s how the idea was born, a kind of impossible bet. Could I have said no?
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My Little Slave 

On Wednesday I got home at seven thirty, out of breath and with the feeling of carrying a secret in my pocket. As soon as I opened the door a smell of lemon and butter hit me. Klaus was in the kitchen, with the striped apron tied at his waist and his blond curls all tousled by the steam.

“Hi, love,” he said, without turning around. “I made the lemon pasta, and baked sea bass for the main course. I put both the white and the red in the fridge, because I didn’t know which one Amelia would prefer.”

“The white is fine,” I answered, setting down my bag. “We’ll open the red later, if we need it.”

“Great. Then I’ll set the table for three. The good tablecloth or the everyday one?”

“The good one, Klaus. We’re having a guest, not a plumber.”

“Yes, you’re right, sorry.”

I watched him arranging the glasses, precise as an accountant, his tongue between his teeth in concentration. Five foot seven of man with narrow shoulders and wide hips, moving around the kitchen almost on tiptoe. I felt like smiling, and went to take a shower.

Under the water I thought back over the whole day. At the office I hadn’t gotten anything done: I had looked at the clock twenty times and thought about Klaus even more. I chose a black dress, tight, with a neckline deeper than the ones I usually wear, and put on my makeup with extra care. I looked at myself in the mirror and thought: you’re ridiculous, it’s only a dinner. Then I put on the red lipstick anyway.

When I came out of the bathroom, Klaus looked at me from the kitchen door and stood there with the ladle in midair.

“You look very beautiful,” he said softly.

“I know,” I answered, and walked past him.

Amelia arrived at eight on the dot, naturally. She wore a dark blue dress, her hair loose, and a bottle of champagne in her hand.

“Klaus, sweetheart,” she said, and kissed him twice on the cheeks. “What a smell! You cook, and I’m already in love.”

“Thank you,” he stammered, embarrassed. “It’s just pasta, nothing special.”

“Don’t sell yourself short, or I’ll be offended.” She took his hand and looked at it the way you look at a jewel. “And what delicate hands you have. I spend a fortune on creams to get hands like that.”

He pulled his hand back and straightened his apron.

“Sit down, sit down,” I cut in. “Klaus, go ahead and bring the pasta.”

“Right away.”

He rushed into the kitchen. Amelia sat down and whispered in my ear:

“Did you see? He didn’t say a word against the compliment.”

“Stop it,” I whispered back, laughing. “He’ll hear you.”

Dinner started off calm. Klaus served the pasta with an almost maniacal care, filled the glasses and went back to sit on the edge of his chair, as if he might be called away at any moment. We talked about the weather, about Santa Monica emptying of tourists in October, about the new restaurant on the pier. Then Amelia put down her fork and picked up her glass.

“You know, today in my office I had a really funny couple.”

“Funny in what way?” I asked, pretending to be uninterested.

“Funny in the sense that they invented a game. Her name is Jenna, his is Paul, married twelve years. They had the classic problem: she was bored, he was flat. So one night they decided to swap roles.”

“Swap roles?” Klaus asked, and I saw that he had stopped chewing.

“Yes, as a game. She does what the husband would do: she commands, decides, chooses where to go to dinner. And he plays the wife. He cooks, cleans, irons, keeps the house in order.” Amelia sipped her wine calmly. “And the best part is that Paul, when he does the housework, wears women’s clothes.”

Klaus froze with his fork in midair.

“Women’s clothes?” I repeated, with the most innocent face I could manage.

“A little skirt, an apron, sometimes even a blouse. He says it gives him mental order. He vacuums in a skirt, can you imagine?”

I looked at Klaus. He had turned red as a lobster. He kept his eyes down on his plate, but his ears were pricked like a dog’s hearing its master come home. He swallowed.

“And... do they do it often?” he asked in a voice thinner than usual.

“Every Saturday, I think,” Amelia answered casually. “They told me the marriage came back to life. She laughs like crazy and he, apparently, has never been so serene.”

“And he’s not the only one,” Amelia went on, crossing her legs. “I have another one where the wife picks out the husband’s clothes every morning. In the evening he shows up in a different outfit and she says whether it works or not. If it doesn’t, he changes.”

“And he accepts that?” I asked.

“He says he’s never felt so secure. You know, some men do well when someone decides for them. A question of trust.”

“Trust,” Klaus repeated, almost to himself.

Amelia raised her eyebrows and looked at me. I raised mine. Then, with all the calm in the world, I went back to cutting my sea bass.

“Interesting,” Klaus murmured. His glass shook a little in his hand.

“Come on, are you interested?” I asked him, sweet as honey.

“No, no, I was just curious,” he rushed to say, and his German accent came out stronger than usual. “I mean, as a phenomenon. A sociological one.”

“Of course, sociological,” Amelia nodded, serious as a judge.

Luckily the oven timer went off, and Klaus jumped to his feet as if he had a spring in him.

“Dessert! Sorry, I have to check the dessert!”

He disappeared into the kitchen. Amelia put a hand over her mouth so she wouldn’t burst out laughing, and I kicked her under the table.

“Did you see his face?” she murmured.

“I saw his ears,” I whispered. “They looked like headlights.”

“I told you it was easy.”

“You’re a killer.”

“No, I’m a therapist. It’s different.”

The rest of the evening went by over the tiramisu, which Klaus served without looking us in the eye, and coffee on the couch. At some point Amelia started talking about work, about a colleague and a conference in San Diego, and I saw Klaus listening with half an ear, his gaze lost and a strange little smile on his face. “And you, Klaus?” she asked him suddenly, with an almost cruel kindness. “Have you ever thought of something different for yourself? A hobby, something strange you’d like to try?”

“Me?” Klaus almost dropped his cup. “No, no, I’m a very simple person.”

“Nobody is simple, sweetheart,” she said. “We’re all full of locked rooms.”

“Maybe,” he murmured, and for a moment he held her gaze. Then he went back to looking at the floor.

When he got up to take the cups away, she brushed my arm.

“Do you know what a patient told me?” she said softly. “That every woman needs someone to take care of the house. Someone she can trust.”

“Wonder where you’d find one,” I answered, watching Klaus rinse the little cups with his apron on.

“If you’re lucky, you already have one in the kitchen.”

She kissed me on the cheek, said goodbye to Klaus with a “Thank you for everything, the pasta was divine,” and left with her elegant stride, leaving us in the quiet of the house. Through the window you could hear the ocean.

I lingered a moment in the kitchen doorway, watching Klaus wash the dishes, in the striped apron with his sleeves rolled up over his thin forearms. He did everything with an obsessive care, drying each glass against the light. He didn’t notice me watching. I thought of Amelia, of that little skirt she had talked about, and without meaning to I pictured him in something black and short. I pushed the image away. Then I called it back.

“Do you need a hand?” I asked him.

“No, no, I’ve got it,” he answered, startled. “You go ahead and rest, you worked all day.”

“You’re sweet.”

“It’s the least I can do.”

I went to the bathroom, took off my makeup, changed, and sat for ten minutes or so thinking. When I went up to the bedroom, Klaus had already tidied the kitchen, turned off the lights, brushed his teeth and put on his pajamas. He was sitting on the edge of the bed, his hands clasped on his knees, like a child who has to confess something.

“Vicky, can I ask you something?” he said softly.

“Go ahead, Klaus.”

“That game... the one Amelia was talking about. The one with swapped roles.” He cleared his throat. “Would you like to try it? I mean, if you felt like it. Just to change things up a little, you know.”

I felt my heart speed up. I hadn’t expected him to ask so soon, and above all I hadn’t expected him to be the one asking.

I sat down next to him, pretending to think about it. Inside, I was laughing like crazy.

“You know, that’s a nice idea,” I said, after a while. “To change things up, I mean. You could be my little slave, couldn’t you? You’d like that.”

He blushed. He didn’t answer, but he didn’t back away either: he only lowered his eyes, and his breathing changed.

I stood up in front of him, slipped off my robe and stood there in my satin nightgown. I lay down on the bed, spread my legs and lifted the hem of the gown up to my navel. I’m dark-haired everywhere, and that night the thick black tuft between my thighs made a nice contrast with my pale skin. I saw him look at it, his mouth half open.

“Enough talking,” I said. “Come here, I need your tongue.”

He took off his pajama pants, blushing, and climbed onto the bed on all fours, awkward. He positioned himself over me, but the opposite way: his knees on either side of my head, his rear in front of my face, his face between my thighs. I felt his warm breath on my skin, and for a moment he stayed still, as if afraid of ruining everything. His bare bottom was a few inches from my face: pale, round, a little trembling. Then the tongue.

At one thing, Klaus has always been good, and he knows it. He started slowly, with the tip, working up from the inside of my thighs, a light caress that made me shiver. Then he stopped on my lips, opened them gently and licked them all the way along, slowly, with the patience of a man with nothing else to do in the world. When he got to my clit, he circled it in small circles, never pressing too hard, and I felt wet down to my knees.

“Like that,” I whispered. “Don’t stop.”

He moaned, and the vibration went all the way through me. He alternated broad, slow strokes of the tongue with quick little flicks of the tip, and at every change of rhythm he knew exactly where I was headed. Seven years of marriage, and if there was one thing he could do by heart, it was this. It was strange to think about: the man who never took me to the end of anything was, between my legs, an artist. With one hand I pushed his head lower, pressing his face against me, sinking my fingers into those blond curls, and he answered with a muffled moan, and with his tongue deeper, faster.

I don’t know what came over me, but I felt a new heat climb up my back. With my other hand I stroked his back, his wide hips, his soft hairless buttocks, then ran a finger slowly down the cleft. I felt him stiffen. I stopped on his little hole, grazed it on the outside, in circles, without going in. I moistened it with a bit of saliva, and he let out a trembling breath. I took my finger away and blew lightly on the wet skin. It was as if an electric current had gone through him: a shudder down his spine, his hips moving left and right, slowly, as if he couldn’t keep still.

“You like that, don’t you?” I murmured.

He didn’t answer. He kept licking me with an almost desperate devotion, and I felt the pleasure rise from my belly, hot and heavy. I squeezed one buttock with my nails, hard, digging them into the flesh, and when I came my body arched and a long moan came out of my throat, one I couldn’t hold back. He didn’t pull away. He kept licking until my last shudder died down, and only then did he slow down, gently, until he stopped.

I lay there for a moment breathless, my heart pounding in my ears and my thighs still trembling. I couldn’t remember the last time I had come like that, and with him, of all people. Then I turned on my side and hugged the pillow, exhausted, my legs still limp.

Klaus shifted and lay down beside me, his mouth wet and his gaze veiled. Down there he was hard, small and stiff, and he was ashamed of it.

“Vicky,” he whispered, “can I... can I touch myself? I haven’t...”

“No,” I answered without opening my eyes. “Not today. Maybe tomorrow. Sleep now, it’s late.”

“Sorry,” he said, in that thin little voice. “You’re right.”

I stayed staring at the ceiling. I had decided, right then, without thinking, not to let him finish. It had come naturally, like breathing. And he had said “you’re right,” without a complaint, without a grimace, in the same voice he used to apologize when he spilled the coffee. I wondered how far he would go if I asked him in that tone. I also wondered how far I would go.

I turned off the light. In the dark I heard his breathing slowly calm down, and I smiled against the pillow, thinking of Amelia, of the striped apron and of how easy it had been.
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Too Much Wine 

The next morning I woke up before him. I stayed a while watching him sleep, curled up on his side of the bed, his blond curls on the pillow and that face of a boy who has just been told no. It made me smile. I went downstairs without a sound, drank my coffee standing up in the kitchen and left the house before he woke.

At the office I closed the door, sat at my desk and called Amelia.

“Good morning, sweetheart,” she answered on the second ring. “Are you alive?”

“Alive and very worked up. I have to tell you something.”

“Tell me everything.”

“Last night, after you left, Klaus asked me if I would like to play that game. The one with swapped roles.”

There was a moment of silence.

“He asked?” said Amelia. “Just like that, on his own?”

“On his own. Sitting on the bed with his hands on his knees, like a schoolboy.”

“You surprise me. I thought it would take weeks.” I heard her laugh softly. “And what did you say?”

“That it was a nice idea, to change things up. That he could be my little slave.”

“Oh, good for you. And him?”

“He blushed. Then I told him to lick me, and he did, like always. But I didn’t let him finish.”

“Wonderful,” Amelia murmured. “Listen, Vicky, I’ll give you advice as a friend and as a therapist. Push, and do it now. If you wait too long, he’ll have second thoughts, he’ll be ashamed, he’ll convince himself it was nonsense. The first days are the decisive ones. Tonight, if you can.”

“I can’t tonight,” I sighed. “I have a dog of a day, and then dinner with my coworkers. I’ll be home late.”

“Too bad.”

“I know. I’m afraid he’ll change his mind.”

“Klaus is insecure, it’s true. But an insecure man looks for someone to tell him what to do, he doesn’t run away.” She paused. “Anyway, do what you can. If not tonight, tomorrow. Just don’t let too much time pass.”

“All right, Doctor.”

“Don’t call me that. It makes me feel old.”

I hung up laughing and threw myself into work. It was a quiet day, the kind that passes without leaving a trace, my mind slipping off now and then to home, to the rumpled bed, to the memory of those blond curls between my thighs: meetings, emails, a client who changed his mind every hour, the eleven o’clock coffee with the feeling that the clock hands were glued in place. At noon a message arrived from Klaus: “I cleaned the whole house and prepared tomorrow’s dinner. If you come home late tonight, don’t worry, I’ll wait up for you.” A little heart followed. I answered with a thumbs-up, nothing more, and all afternoon I caught myself smiling every time the phone lit up.

At seven I closed my laptop, touched up my makeup in the bathroom and drove toward the pier.

Dinner was at a restaurant by the sea, one of those places with low lights and pale wooden tables. There were six of us: the boss, Mr. Whitman, a sixty-year-old man who was always elegant, two women from accounting, a graphics technician and Ethan, who worked in sales and whom I knew only by sight. He was the kind of man who turns a few heads when he walks into a room: about thirty, dark hair, broad shoulders, the build of someone who runs early in the morning and a smile that seemed put there on purpose.

Dinner was fun. We talked about work, of course, but also about everything else: a trip to Italy one of the girls had taken the summer before, a movie nobody had understood, the technician’s obsession with natural wines.

“This is a Vermentino,” he announced, pouring it for me. “Taste it, Vicky, it’s a wine that tastes like the sea.”

“If it tastes like the sea, I’ll drink it,” I said.

And I drank it. Then I drank another, and another. I don’t know what came over me. Maybe it was the day, maybe it was the thought of Klaus waiting for me at home, or maybe it was just wanting not to think. After the third glass I laughed at every joke, after the fourth I was talking a little too loudly. Ethan, across from me, watched me with that amused smile and refilled my glass every time it emptied.

“Aren’t you drinking?” I asked him, noticing that his glass was still half full.

“I’m driving,” he answered. “Somebody has to take the drunk coworkers home.”

“I’m not drunk.”

“Of course not.”

“I’m just... cheerful.”

“Very cheerful,” he agreed, and the women from accounting burst out laughing.

“You’re good company,” he told me at some point.

“And you’re a public menace,” I shot back, and we both burst out laughing.

Around midnight Mr. Whitman set his napkin on the table.

“Vicky, I think you’ve had a bit more than usual.”

“Just a drop, Mr. Whitman.”

“A drop too many, I’d say. Don’t get any ideas about driving in this condition. I’ll pay for a taxi.”

“No, really, there’s no need...”

“Actually, I’ll take care of it,” Ethan cut in, raising his hand. “I live two streets from your place, I know because I saw your address on the schedule sheet. I’ll take her home, Mr. Whitman, no problem.”

The boss thought about it for a moment, then nodded.

“If it’s no trouble. Thank you, Ethan.”

I stood up and realized the floor was moving a little. Ethan took me by the elbow, gently, and walked me out into the cool night air. His car was a gray sedan, clean as a mirror. He opened the door for me and I let myself fall into the seat with a little giggle.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“Great. A little drunk, but great.”

We drove off. The pier shrank behind us, the lights of the Ferris wheel reflecting on the water. For a while we talked about work, about the client who changed his mind every hour and about how Mr. Whitman, deep down, was a good man. Then the conversation slid onto something else on its own, the way it does in a car at night when the road is empty.

“Have you been married long?” Ethan asked me.

“Seven years. And you?”

“Five.”

“And how’s it going?”

He smiled halfway, without looking at me.

“Badly. I mean, we never fight, that’s not the problem. It’s that there’s nothing left. She has someone else, I’ve known for a while, and I pretend I don’t. We sleep in the same bed, but it’s like sleeping with a roommate. We haven’t touched each other in months.”

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“You shouldn’t be. That’s life.” He shrugged. “And you? If I’m not being indiscreet.”

“Does your wife know that you know?” I asked, to avoid answering.

“I think so. But we both prefer to pretend. It’s more comfortable.”

“Comfortable,” I repeated. “Yes, that’s the right word.”

I held back there. I had no desire to tell a coworker that the day before my husband had asked me, blushing, to play the part of his little slave. I looked out the window.

“I’ve been married a long time,” I said. “And in the long run, you know how it is, attraction turns into friendship and familiarity more than passion. It’s not a tragedy. It’s just different.”

“Right,” he said softly. “I guess so.”

We pulled up in front of the house. The lights were still on: the porch, the living room, a yellow glow in the upstairs window. Ethan turned off the engine, and in the quiet all you could hear was the tick-tick of the cooling metal.

“Here we are,” he said. “Thanks for the company. It did me good to open up, really. I never do.”

I burst out laughing. I couldn’t stop.

“What’s so funny?” he asked, smiling.

“Nothing, sorry. It’s just that certain situations from the past came to mind. When I was a girl, when boys drove me home. At the end of the night there was a certain way of doing it, a kind of routine. But I think people still do it, don’t they?”

Ethan smiled, surprised.

“It happened to me too, before I got married. A nice thing, really.”

I looked him in the eyes. He had a clear, dark gaze, and a smile that had become a little uncertain. I felt the wine running warm through my veins, and my head was light. I thought of Klaus in the living room, with the lights on. I thought of his “maybe tomorrow.”

“It’ll sound strange,” I said, “but every so often I miss it.”

“What?”

“That feeling. Of not knowing how it ends.”

Ethan swallowed. He cleared his throat and looked at me again, and this time there was nothing amused left in his eyes.

“Me too,” he admitted.

I smiled, mischievous. I reached out, found his belt buckle and undid it. Then the zipper, slowly, one tooth at a time.

“Vicky...” he whispered, but he did nothing to stop me.

I bent over his lap. I found him already hard, hot, and for a moment I looked at him before touching him, the way you look at a gift you’ve earned. He was bigger than Klaus, much bigger, and that thought made me smile again. I took him in my hand, then in my mouth, slowly, feeling his breath change all at once.

“Oh,” Ethan murmured, and his hand came to rest on my hair, hesitant.

I began to move, up and down, my tongue circling the tip and my lips tightening. I was slow, almost cruel, because I wanted to drive him wild. I took him all the way and then came back up, wet, letting his taste fill my mouth. He moaned softly, through clenched teeth, and with each moan I sped up a little. With one hand I gripped the base, with the other I stroked the inside of his thigh, feeling the muscles tense under the fabric.

I discovered I was enjoying that power. It was different from usual: nothing timid in it, nothing apologetic, nothing hesitant. A real man was letting go in my hands, and I was making him do what I wanted.

“Vicky, I’m... I’m about to...” he gasped.

I didn’t move away. I felt him stiffen, then pulse, and the first hot spurt hit my palate. More followed, long, abundant, and I swallowed them one after another, unhurried, to the last. When he was done, I cleaned him with my tongue, slowly, until he sank back against the seat with a long breath.

I sat up. I wiped my lips with my fingertips and fixed my hair.

“Thank you,” Ethan said, in a thread of a voice. “Really. I don’t know what to say.”

“Don’t say anything,” I answered. I opened the door, got out and blew him a kiss from my fingertips. “See you tomorrow.”

I was a little unsteady on my legs, but clear-headed, strangely clear-headed. I crossed the path with my heels in my hand, so as not to make noise on the gravel, opened the door and went in. A soft light filtered from the living room. Klaus was there, sitting on the couch with his laptop closed on his knees and a cup of tea gone cold on the coffee table. He stood up as soon as he saw me.

“Everything all right, love?” he asked. “Didn’t you come back in your own car?”

“Yes, I had a bit to drink,” I answered, dropping my bag on the couch. “A kind coworker offered to drive me.”

“Oh.” He scratched the back of his neck, uncertain. “But what did you do in the car? You stayed parked for quite a while. At some point I could only see him, but I didn’t see you get out.”

My heart jumped into my throat for a second. Then I smiled.

“Yes, something embarrassing. I lost an earring and bent down to look for it under the seat.”

“But are you wearing both of them now?”

“Of course, luckily I found it. It took a while.”

I walked up to him and brushed my lips against his, as always, a light end-of-the-evening kiss. He stayed a moment with his eyes closed, then frowned.

“You smell strange,” he said. “What wine did you drink?”

“A cocktail, love. Something exotic, made of wine and strange stuff.” I stepped back. “I’m going to brush my teeth right away before coming to bed, even though I’m tired and just want to sleep.”

“Don’t worry, I was only asking,” he said, smiling. “It’s a strange smell, but I like it.”

Inside, for a second, I almost feared I’d burst out laughing.

“Let’s go to bed now,” I said. “I want to sleep until morning.”

“But last night you told me that tonight I could...” Klaus began, in a low voice.

“Right. But it’s late, sweetheart.” I stroked his cheek, with all the tenderness I was capable of. “You’ll touch yourself tomorrow night, not now.”

“Yes, sorry,” he answered, right away. “You’re right. It’s really late. Tomorrow, then.”

“Maybe tomorrow, Klaus,” I said, heading for the stairs. “Maybe.”

In the bathroom I closed the door and leaned against the sink. I looked at myself in the mirror: flushed cheeks, bright eyes, swollen lips. I brushed my teeth a long time, twice, and rinsed my mouth with mouthwash. Then I laughed, with my mouth closed, so no one would hear.

I had just come home to my husband, who was waiting for my permission to touch himself, and I still had the taste of another man in my throat. It should have made me feel guilty. Instead I felt more alive than I had in years.
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The Gift 

The next morning I woke up with a slight headache and the taste of Vermentino still in my mouth. Klaus was already up. I could hear him bustling in the kitchen: the clink of cups, the whistle of the kettle, the smell of butter and toast. When I came downstairs, the table was set for two, with orange juice, eggs and even a flower in a glass.

“Good morning, love,” he said, turning around in his striped apron. “Did you sleep well? I made you breakfast.”

“Slept great,” I lied. “Thank you, Klaus.”

I watched him move around the kitchen, with that light step and those eyes that kept looking for me, full of a shy hope. He didn’t say a word about the night before. He didn’t ask anything about the earring, or the smell. When he brushed my hand passing me the sugar, I saw him stiffen.

“Everything okay?” I asked him.

“Yes, yes,” he answered, too fast. “I was just thinking about... nothing.”

“Of course.”

I finished my coffee, grabbed my bag and left. At the door I turned: he was still there, in his apron, his hands clasped in front of him.

“See you tonight,” I said.

“See you tonight,” Klaus repeated. “I’ll be waiting.”

I had arranged to meet Amelia at the Elysium at eight thirty, before going to the office. She was already sitting at a little table by the window, with a cappuccino and the newspaper, impeccable as always.

“You look like someone with a lot to tell,” she said.

“You’re right.”

“Then sit down and talk, I’ll order your coffee.”

I sat down and began. I told her about the day at the office, Klaus’s message with the little heart, the dinner at the pier, the Vermentino that tasted like the sea, Mr. Whitman and the taxi. She listened with her chin on her hand and her eyes shining more and more.

“And then?” she pressed when I stopped to drink.

“And then Ethan drove me home. Thirty, dark-haired, a gym body. Married, with a wife who has a lover. He told me everything in the car.”

“Ah, the confession. The great classic.”

“We got to the house, he turned off the engine and I started laughing. I couldn’t stop. I told him about when I was a girl and boys drove me home, and how the evening ended.” I lowered my voice. “So, Amelia, I gave him a little favor. In the car.”

Amelia set her cup down with theatrical slowness.

“A little favor,” she repeated.

“With my mouth. And I swallowed.”

“You’re a firecracker,” she said, halfway between amazement and admiration. “And tell me, what’s he like? I mean, compared to Klaus.”

“Amelia!”

“Therapist’s question. For clinical purposes.”

“Well,” I lowered my voice again, “let’s say there’s no comparison. Bigger, harder, more of everything.”

“That’s enough for me.”

“But the best part comes after. I walked in and Klaus was there, in the living room. He asked why it had taken so long. He said that after a while he could only see him in the car, but not me.”

“No!”

“I told him I’d lost an earring and was looking for it under the seat.”

“The earring!” Amelia covered her mouth with her hand. “Under the seat!”

“He even asked me if I was wearing both of them. I told him yes, luckily I’d found it.” I took a breath. “Then I kissed him, and he noticed a strange smell. I told him we’d had an exotic cocktail, made of wine and strange stuff.”

“Stop, please, my stomach hurts,” Amelia groaned, wiping her eyes. “And him?”

“He said it was a strange smell, but that he liked it.”

This time Amelia couldn’t even breathe. When she recovered, she drank a sip of water and looked at me with an almost maternal tenderness.

“You know what I think, sweetheart? That Klaus understood everything.”

“Everything?”

“Everything. The earring, the smell, the time in the car. A man isn’t that stupid. He just doesn’t dare ask you for the truth, because he’s afraid of what he might hear. Or worse, of what he might feel.”

I was silent a moment, playing with my spoon.

“Amelia, I feel a little guilty.”

“About Ethan?”

“No, about Klaus. The first night I didn’t let him finish, and yesterday, when he asked again, I told him no again. I’m sorry I was hard on him, that I didn’t let him release. He was there, with that face...”

“Vicky, stop.” She put a hand on my arm, serious. “You did the right thing. Actually, you did exactly what you had to.”

“Really?”

“Listen. A man who stays aroused is much weaker than one who has let it out. It’s practically a chemical fact. After orgasm a man gets clear-headed, he reasons, he feels ashamed, he starts saying no. As long as he stays in tension, his head doesn’t work the way it did. He obeys, he apologizes, he says yes to everything. Never, and I mean never, let him release. For no reason.”

I thought back to breakfast, to his clasped hands, to his held breath. It was true. That morning he had seemed even more docile than usual.

“And what do I do now?” I asked.

“Nothing drastic. You keep him simmering. Maybe a small novelty, a detail that reminds him of the game without scaring him.” She stopped to think. “How about a pair of panties? Lace. A gift to wear under his pants. Only the two of you would know.”

“Panties?” I nearly choked. “Amelia, are you crazy?”

“Not crazy. Strategic. You bring them to him tonight as a surprise, with a light excuse. On sale, for example. Nothing dramatic, a joking tone.”

“And if he gets offended?”

“He won’t get offended. He’ll blush, stammer and say thank you. Want to bet?”

“I never bet with therapists.”

“Wise.”

I paid for the cappuccinos and we left together, under the Santa Monica sun. She kissed me on the cheek and sent me to the office with a “Go get ‘em, lady.”

I arrived around nine thirty. I got a coffee from the machine and went to my desk, at the far end of the open space, by the window. I stopped short.

On the desktop, next to the keyboard, was a red rose. Just one, with a long stem and a thin black ribbon tied just under the flower. No card, no signature. But I knew very well.

I picked up the rose with two fingers, as if afraid it would vanish, and brought it to my face. It had a soft scent, barely sweet, with a base of wet earth. Something tightened between my throat and my stomach. It was a silly thing, I knew. But how long had it been since anyone had done something like this for me, for no reason, without asking for anything in return? Klaus made me breakfast and put flowers in a glass, but he did it out of fear of getting it wrong. This rose was something else. It was a gift from a man to a woman.

“Do you like it?”

I turned around sharply. Ethan was standing behind me, his jacket in his hand and that crooked smile, a little shy.

“I didn’t know if it was right,” he said softly. “Maybe I embarrassed you.”

“No,” I answered, and was surprised how low my voice was. “No embarrassment. It’s very beautiful.”

“I wanted to thank you for last night. For listening. For everything.”

“For everything,” I repeated, and blushed. At that moment one of my coworkers walked by with a stack of papers. Ethan composed himself and said loudly, in a professional tone: “So I’ll see you at the eleven o’clock meeting, Vicky.”

“Of course, Ethan. At eleven.”

At twelve thirty I shut myself in my car and called Amelia. I told her everything in a rush, without breathing: the rose, the black ribbon, the “for everything.”

“How sweet,” she said when I finished. “A rose.”

“Just one. Red. With the little ribbon.”

“Sweetheart, but I have to tell you: that thing with your mouth is a courtesy for twenty-year-old girls. Not for a lady like you.”

“Oh, stop it!”

“I’m serious. At twenty, in a car, after the first date, you do it. For married ladies they bring a nice dinner or a piece of jewelry. You played the twenty-year-old, and he left you a rose like in a nineties movie.”

“It was sweet,” I protested, but I was already laughing.

“Very sweet. And it made your heart pound, I can feel it from here.”

“A little.”

“A little, my foot. A thirty-eight-year-old lady kneeling in a car for a coworker... Vicky, it’s hilarious.”

“You’re right,” I admitted, and tears of laughter wet my lashes. “I’m ridiculous.”

“No, you’re alive. And that’s a beautiful thing.” She paused. “And remember the panties.”

“Amelia!”

“Think about it. Bye, sweetheart.”

I hung up and stayed in the car a while, the rose on the seat beside me. Then, without quite knowing why, I started the engine and headed for the Third Street Promenade. I told myself I was going to get a salad.

I found myself in front of the window of a lingerie boutique, with warm lights and mannequins in lace. I went in. A saleswoman around thirty, with pink hair and a kind smile, asked if she could help me.

“I’m looking for something small, black, with a little lace,” I said. “A size small, but with slightly wider hips.”

“Got it.” She didn’t blink. “I have just the thing. This week it’s also on sale.”

“Perfect,” I answered, and for a moment I felt embarrassed. “But no gift card.”

I left with a glossy black bag that swung with each step. I walked a while along the Promenade, the sun warming my shoulders, thinking of Klaus in his apron and Ethan with his rose.

Two such different men. And me in the middle, with all the power in the world.

That evening I got home at eight. Klaus had made dinner, a mushroom risotto with a glass of white wine, and was waiting for me in the living room with his hands on his knees. We ate talking about this and that: the day, the traffic, a neighbor who had parked badly. Then, while he was clearing the table, I called him.

“Wait, Klaus. I got you a gift.”

“Me?” He stopped with the dishes in his hands.

“You.” I handed him the bag. “They were on sale, in your size. I couldn’t resist.”

He opened it with the delicacy of someone handling a precious object. He pulled out the tissue paper, pushed it aside, and stood still with the black lace between his fingers.

“Vicky,” he said in a thread of a voice, “but these... are women’s.”

“Really?” I took them out of his hand and examined them with a serious air, turning them in the light. “Yes, maybe you’re right. It doesn’t say anything on them. I can exchange them. But try them on, maybe they’ll look good on you.”

“Here? Now?”

“Why not? It’s me, not a stranger.”

His face flushed. For a second I thought he would refuse, then he lowered his eyes and began to unbutton his pants. He slipped off his jeans, then his shorts, and stood naked from the waist down, his small limp penis and his white skin looking even paler under the lamp. He put on the panties one foot at a time, pulled them up over his wide hips and adjusted them with trembling hands.

I looked at him, and struggled not to smile. The lace fit him like a glove. The little bow in front, the soft curves of his hips, the round bottom the fabric hugged without squeezing.

“Turn around,” I said.

He turned slowly.

“I think you should keep them,” I said. “They look good on you. In fact, they’re the same color as a skirt I don’t wear anymore. Wait.”

I went to the closet, rummaged at the back and pulled out a black pencil skirt I hadn’t worn in years. I handed it to him.

“Try this on too.”

“Vicky, I don’t...”

“Try it.”

He pulled it on over his head, tugged it down to his hips and zipped it up with some effort. It came just above his knee. With his shirt still on and his bare, hairless legs, he looked like something new, like someone else.

“You look great,” I said, and I meant it. “Now try to move with more grace. Walk to the window. Short steps, soft hips, relaxed shoulders.”

He took a step, awkward, then another. He was stiff, but there was something natural in that sway of his hips, in those knees that brushed against each other. He reached the window and turned, eyes down.

“Better,” I said. “Come back. More slowly.”

He came back, and this time I clearly saw the fabric of the skirt lift in front. He was aroused. The black lace strained, and he tried to cover himself with his hands, his face on fire.

“Vicky,” he whispered, “can I touch myself today?”

I looked at him for a long time. I sat on the edge of the bed, hands on my knees, and pretended to think about it. He stood in front of me with his legs pressed together and short breaths.

“No, come on,” I said at last. “Let’s do it tomorrow.”

“Yes, sorry,” he answered immediately. “You’re right.”

“Tomorrow I’ll give you my whole day, Klaus. Slowly. Tonight you sleep with these on, and you put the skirt away in the closet.”

“Yes, Vicky.” He hesitated. “And... thank you for the gift.”

“You’re welcome, sweetheart. They were on sale.”

He smiled, not knowing if it was a joke, and I made very sure not to clarify. I brushed my teeth, put on my nightgown and stayed a moment in the bathroom doorway to watch him: sitting on the edge of the bed, his shirt still on and the black lace peeking out below, waiting for my orders like a little boy.

I turned off the light. In the dark I heard him slip under the covers, without a sound, that lace marking his hips. I smiled against the pillow and thought how easy it had been.
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The Dream 

I woke in the middle of the night, not knowing why. The room was dark, with a stripe of orange light coming through the blinds. Beside me the mattress was moving. A slow, rhythmic motion, accompanied by short breaths and a low moan.

I turned over slowly. Klaus was sleeping facedown, his face buried in the pillow and one leg bent to the side. His hips rose and fell just slightly, in jerks, rubbing against the mattress. He was searching for something in his sleep, pressing his front into the sheets with the stubborn hunger of someone who hasn’t gotten what he wanted. The black lace I had ordered him to keep on marked his buttocks like a second skin.

I lay watching him for a while, without moving. It was a scene I had never seen in seven years of marriage: that shy, composed man, who apologized for everything during the day, surrendering at night to a desire so primal it almost scared me. And at the same time it fascinated me, drew me in, like a magnet. Then, without thinking, I reached out a hand. I slid my fingers under the edge of the panties, from behind, from above, and let them slip slowly down the cleft between his buttocks, over the warm fabric damp with sweat. I found his little hole and rested my middle finger on it, without pushing, only with the pad of the fingertip, pressing barely at all.

Klaus gave a start. He didn’t wake. He only moaned, and arched his back, pushing his rear toward my hand, as if seeking more pressure. I increased it slightly. I felt the muscle give, just barely, almost enough to let the tip in, and for a moment my breath stopped.

I pulled back.

He let out a thin whimper and arched even more, his rear high, almost begging. His hips kept moving against the mattress, in jerks, and I felt a new heat inside me, an almost cruel arousal. I couldn’t hold back any longer. I gave his shoulder a little shake.

“Klaus. Klaus, wake up.”

He opened his eyes suddenly, disoriented, and for a moment didn’t know where he was.

“What were you dreaming?” I asked him, in the most innocent voice I could find.

“I... don’t know,” he stammered, still half asleep. “Something frightening.”

“Like what?”

“I was on a crowded bus, full of people. And a man was touching me from behind. I tried every way to get free, but I couldn’t.”

“Were you scared?”

“Very.”

“Really?” I turned onto my side and looked at him. “And yet you’re hard in front. Are you sure you didn’t like being touched from behind?”

Klaus lowered a hand, felt the front of the panties and immediately pulled it back, red in the face even in the dark. He bit his lip.

“I don’t know,” he murmured. “I felt like I was scared.”

He touched himself again, barely, with his fingertips. I heard his breathing change. When he lifted them, they were wet at the tips, shiny in the half-light, and he looked at them as if he didn’t understand where it had come from.

“Vicky,” he said softly, “can I touch myself?”

“And would you do it thinking about that man touching your rear?”

He widened his eyes, even more embarrassed.

“No... A man? Why a man?”

“Then you can’t touch yourself,” I said, calmly. “We’ll talk about it later. Now sleep.”

“Yes, sorry,” he whispered, and turned onto his side, his knees against his chest, like a child.

I lay staring at the ceiling, my finger still warm and my heart pounding. I heard his breathing grow slow, regular, and understood that he had fallen back asleep almost at once, as if nothing had happened. I, on the other hand, was wide awake, with a tingling climbing up my thighs and a question I couldn’t shake: what would I have done if he, in his sleep, had said yes? I wondered what was happening to him, and what was happening to me. Then, slowly, I fell asleep again, with my hand still open on the sheet, two fingers from his rear.

On Saturday morning I woke late, with sunlight filtering through the curtains and the smell of coffee rising from downstairs. Klaus wasn’t in bed. I went down to the kitchen and found him at the stove, in his striped apron. Underneath, the black lace peeked out from the hem, over his wide hips, and his legs were bare and pale.

“Good morning,” he said, turning just slightly. There was a red blotch on his neck. “I made coffee. And pancakes, if you want.”

“Good morning, Klaus. Still wearing those?”

“You said I had to keep them on,” he answered at once, in the voice of someone not sure he’d understood.

“I said to sleep in them. But I see you feel comfortable.” I sat down and crossed my legs. “Tonight I’ll give you some time, but first I have chores to assign you. Clean the house, the bathroom, the ironing. All of it wearing those and the apron.”

“Yes, Vicky.”

“Because they look good on you.”

“Really?” he asked, with a slender hope.

“Really. And besides, between us, you have nothing to hide. I’m the one in charge, right?”

“Yes, Vicky.”

He blushed, lowered his eyes and went back to the pancakes. He didn’t say a word, but I noticed his hips moving, just slightly, as he flipped the pancake. A softer gait, almost without noticing.

For two hours I watched him work. He dusted, vacuumed, emptied the dishwasher. Every time he bent over, the lace pulled across his buttocks and the apron rode up. He did it without complaining, concentrating, his tongue between his teeth, and every time he passed in front of me he raised his eyes to see if I was looking. I was always looking.

Midmorning I went upstairs and came back with something hidden behind my back.

“Klaus, come here. Sit on the edge of the couch.”

I knelt in front of him and handed him a pair of thigh-high stockings, black, that I hadn’t worn in years.

“Put them on.”

“Vicky, these are...”

“They’re stockings. Try them, that’s all.”

He pulled them on clumsily, one leg at a time, rolling them up to midthigh, where the elastic band marked his pale skin. When he was done, he looked down at his legs, his cheeks on fire. I stepped back and appraised them with a critical eye.

“Not bad. Now get up and go get the skirt from last night, the black one.”

“The skirt?”

“The one you already tried on for me. You know where it is.”

He came back with the skirt, put it on, and stood still in the middle of the living room, his arms at his sides and his gaze low. He looked like a girl at her first school play. I took him by the hand and led him to the entryway mirror, the full-length one.

“Look at yourself,” I said.

“I’d rather not.”

“It wasn’t a request, Klaus.”

He raised his eyes, with effort. The reflection gave back a pale face, the shirt, the apron, the black skirt, the long legs in dark stockings. There was nothing ridiculous about it, and that was the problem. It suited him, and he knew it.

“Who do you see?” I asked.

“I don’t know,” he murmured. “Someone... different.”

“Someone I like better.”

He swallowed, and for a moment almost smiled. Then he erased it, immediately.

“Now walk to the window,” I said. “Shoulders back, chin up. Small steps, one in front of the other, as if you were walking on a line.”

He tried. Too stiff.

“No. Let go of your hips. You don’t have to control them: they should sway on their own. Watch me.”

I stood up and showed him the movement, my legs crossing at every step, my pelvis loose, my shoulders soft. He watched me, concentrating, and repeated it. On the third try something different came out, almost elegant. A little shy, of course, but natural.

“That’s it. Now stop. Drop a handkerchief and pick it up.”

I tossed him the little napkin I had in my pocket. He bent down abruptly, with straight knees, and I tapped him on the hip.

“No, no. Knees together, you bend from there. Like a lady.”

He did it again. The skirt stretched over his rear and the stockings grazed the hem. I felt myself flush. It wasn’t just a scene for my amusement: there was something about that awkward, docile body that called to me in a way I couldn’t explain.

The phone buzzed on the little table. I walked over and looked at the screen: Ethan.

Good morning. I can’t stop thinking about yesterday. And not for work.

I smiled. I sat on the couch with the phone in my hand, saying nothing, and raised my eyes to Klaus, who was watching me from the middle of the living room, in his skirt, stockings and apron.

“Bring me a glass of water,” I said. “And then stay there, standing, until I’m done.”

“Yes, Vicky.”

While he went to the kitchen, I wrote my reply. My fingers trembled a little. Me too. I was just doing something very entertaining. Klaus came back with the glass and I took it without looking at him. He stood there, still, his hands clasped in front of the skirt, while I laughed to myself at the screen and typed.

“Something nice?” he asked, in a low voice.

“Nothing that concerns you,” I answered. “If I need you, I’ll call.”

He lowered his eyes. He said nothing more.

The phone buzzed again. Coffee Monday? Just the two of us, away from the office. I stared at the screen. One part of me wanted to say yes right away, and another reminded me that I had a husband in a skirt two yards away, waiting for me with his hands clasped. I wrote: Let’s talk about it Monday. And I felt, for a second, like the freest woman in the world.

Later, when I sent him to clean the bathroom, I went to check on him. He was on his knees beside the tub, sleeves rolled up and the black skirt still on, scrubbing the tiles with a sponge.

“More force,” I said, leaning on the doorframe. “There, in the corners.”

“Yes, Vicky.”

“And don’t lift your head until I tell you to.”

He kept scrubbing, with his eyes down and his rear in the air. From the hallway I could see the lace peeking out from the raised skirt. I thought I had never seen him work with so much care and so much happiness. Then I left him there and called Amelia.

“Well?” she said. “Have you taken the step yet?”

“I made him wear the panties. And the black skirt, and the stockings, and right now he’s cleaning the bathroom in an apron.”

“Marvelous. And how did he take it?”

“With an embarrassing sweetness. But something happened last night.” I told her everything: the rubbing against the mattress, the finger, the arching back, the dream about the bus. Amelia listened in silence.

“Interesting,” she said at last. “Very. That’s not something you can fake. His body already knows where it wants to go. It’s his head that has to catch up.”

“And what do I do?”

“You keep going. One step at a time. Maybe makeup, in a few days, a light lipstick, a little eye shadow, just to see how he reacts.”

“Makeup?”

“A pale lipstick, a bit of shadow on the eyes. Just to see whether he looks at you and sees it, or sees it and looks away.”

“And if he rebels?”

“He won’t rebel.” I could hear her smile. “Vicky, sweetheart, you have a man who sleeps in lace panties and rubs against the mattress. I don’t think lipstick will scare him.”

We laughed about it, and it felt good.

That evening we had dinner together in the kitchen, he still in the apron and I with a glass of red wine. We talked little. Every now and then I brushed his hand on the table and he flinched, as if I had given him a shock. After dinner I sent him to shower and waited for him in bed. When he came back he still had the lace on, but no skirt and no stockings. He stopped at the foot of the bed, his hands at his sides.

“Come here,” I said. “Kneel.”

He knelt at the edge of the bed, and I offered him a foot. He took it in his hands, with a solicitous tenderness, and began to massage it, then to kiss it, from the ankle to the toes, one after the other. I closed my eyes and let myself sink into the pillows. When I wanted more, I motioned for him to climb up. He obeyed, slid my panties off with his mouth, and began.

It was slower, humbler, more attentive than Wednesday night. He licked me with an almost obsessive dedication, following every movement of my hips. I held his head with one hand and stroked his hair with the other, and when I came, gripping his curls between my fingers, he didn’t stop until I told him to.

I lay there a moment breathless, my thighs trembling and my heart in my throat. It had been beautiful, and for an instant I felt almost tenderness for him. Then the tenderness passed. I looked at him: there he was, kneeling at the edge of the bed, his face wet and his gaze lost, the lace stretched taut in front.

“Vicky,” he whispered, “can I touch myself?”

“No.”

“Yes, sorry.”

“Say out loud what you are.”

He hesitated. His breath shook.

“I’m... your little slave.”

“And do you like it?”

He lowered his eyes. Then, in a voice barely audible:

“Yes. I like being your little slave.”

“Good,” I said. “We’ll do it again tomorrow.”

I smiled. I pulled him to me, kissed his forehead and motioned for him to lie down. I turned off the light. In the dark I heard his breathing slowly calm, his body warm and taut against mine, and I thought that on that Saturday, for the first time, he had said those words without my having to ask twice.
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The Redhead 

On Sunday morning I woke up with the sun high and a laziness I hadn’t felt in months. Klaus was already up, of course. I could hear him moving around downstairs: the hum of the vacuum, the clinking of dishes, the water running in the sink. I stretched between the sheets, my bare legs sliding on the cool cotton, and for a moment I wondered what world I had landed in.

I went down in my nightgown. I found him in the living room, in the striped apron, the black lace panties marking his wide hips and the thigh-high stockings still on, rolled down to midthigh. He was dusting the bookcase with a pink feather duster, one I didn’t remember buying.

“Good morning, Vicky,” he said, without turning around. “The coffee is ready. I made fresh juice too.”

“Thank you, sweetheart.”

“I’ll finish here, then do the bathroom, then the windows. If there’s anything you want me to do, tell me.”

“Is that duster new?” I asked.

He froze, his hand in midair, and looked down.

“I bought it yesterday... online. But if you don’t like it I’ll change it.”

“Pink?”

“It was the only color left,” he said, and I could tell from his tone that it wasn’t true.

“I like it,” I said. “It goes well with the stockings.”

He didn’t answer, but I saw his ears turn fiery red.

I watched him for a long moment. I thought of a few days earlier, of the man who sat in front of the computer with his laptop on his knees and fell asleep at nine. Now he looked like a small, zealous housekeeper, duster in hand and smooth legs, waiting for orders without asking for them.

I sat on the couch with my coffee and patted the cushion beside me.

“Come here. Take five minutes.”

“But I have to finish...”

“Klaus.”

“Yes, sorry.” He put down the duster and sat on the edge of the couch, his back straight and his hands clasped in his lap. The apron barely covered his thighs.

“Tell me about your work,” I said.

“My work?” He seemed thrown. “Why?”

“Because I’m your wife, and after seven years I think I know less about your work than about the neighbor’s. How’s it going at the company?”

He cleared his throat. A grimace crossed his face, like someone being asked about something that hurts.

“Well, there isn’t much to say. In the beginning I was supposed to run the American branch, you know that. My father sent me here with great hopes. But...” He hesitated. “I made a few mistakes.”

“What kind of mistakes?”

“A wrong order to a client in San Diego. A contract signed without reading the clauses carefully. An invoice paid twice to a supplier. Small things, but they piled up.” He lowered his eyes. “My father started checking everything. Then he put a manager next to me, and then he started taking away a bit of responsibility, one piece at a time.”

“And then?”

“Then he sent another manager from Germany. A man he trusts, someone who’s worked with him for years. Now he basically runs the branch. I go into the office a few times a week, for a few hours. I sign the documents they put in front of me and attend the important meetings.”

“So you don’t do anything anymore?”

“How many days do you go?” I asked him.

“Tuesdays and Thursdays, usually, in the morning. Sometimes Fridays, if there’s a meeting.”

“And the rest of the time?”

“I stay home,” he said, with a sad half smile. “I do what needs doing.”

I thought of his afternoons in front of the computer, my dinners with coworkers, the weekends when I never knew what to say to him. For seven years I had taken for granted that he was a very busy man. In reality he was a man waiting to be called.

“Almost nothing.” He made a small grimace. “I’ve never said it, but I think my father is happy this way. At least I don’t do damage.”

I felt like stroking his cheek, but I held back. I took his hand instead, with an almost maternal gesture.

“I’m sorry, Klaus.”

“There’s nothing to be sorry about. It’s the truth.”

We sat in silence for a moment. Through the window came the muffled noise of a lawn mower. Then, as I sipped my coffee, something came to mind.

“But that manager, the German. What’s his name?”

“Dieter. Dieter Krause.”

“Oh, right. I met him at last year’s Christmas dinner.” I thought back to that very tall man at the far end of the room, with broad shoulders and a smile like an ad. “Six three, blue eyes, thick blond mustache, with that quiff always perfectly in place. He looked like he stepped out of a seventies movie.”

Klaus nodded.

“That’s him.”

“And tell me, does he still make a slaughter of secretaries?”

He blushed slightly, and for the first time smiled.

“Yes, now and then. They change them often, you know. A new one arrives, lasts three or four months, then something happens. Scenes of jealousy, anonymous phone calls. Once his wife even came to the office to make a scene.”

“No!”

“Yes. She threw a purse at a monitor. Then she spent two hours crying in the conference room.”

“And him?”

“Dieter? Imperturbable. He only said he would replace the monitor.”

“A gentleman,” I commented, and laughed again. Then I looked at him sideways, glass in hand.

“And you?”

“Me what?”

“Don’t the secretaries try it with you? Be honest.”

Klaus blinked.

“With me? No, come on.”

“Klaus.”

“Well... once, maybe. A young girl, just hired. She smiled at me all the time, brought me coffee a bit too insistently.” He shrugged. “But they do it to get ahead, for the money. Everyone knows I’m the boss’s son. And besides, I love you, Vicky. You’re beautiful.”

“Sweet,” I said. “But you didn’t answer me. Not even a little thought?”

“No, I swear.”

“I don’t believe you.”

“Really, I...”

“You never liked anyone? Never? Not even one? A man in seven years of marriage, in an office full of women?”

He fidgeted on the couch, smoothed the apron over his knees, then gave in.

“Well... one, yes,” he admitted, in a low voice. “There was one I liked to look at.”

“Aha!” I put the glass down. “See? What was she like?”

“She was very sensual. She had mahogany-red hair, curly, beautiful. She swayed her hips when she walked, and she wore a lot of makeup, heavy makeup, but it suited her.” His gaze was lost in the distance, as if he could see her in front of him. “It wasn’t attraction, not exactly. It was something different. That way she had fascinated me.”

“That way she had?”

“Yes. How she moved, how she fixed her hair, how she walked in heels. It seemed... I don’t know. It seemed like something beautiful to watch.”

I studied him in silence. His cheeks were red, his fingers worrying the edge of the apron.

“And maybe you wanted to imitate her, right?” I said, in a light tone.

“What are you saying?” He turned sharply. “Imitate her? I’m a man. Maybe if I were a girl... if I’d been born a girl...”

He stopped short.

I raised my eyebrows.

“Born a girl?”

“What?”

“You said ‘if I’d been born a girl.’ Not ‘if I were her.’ As if it were something you’d wished for.”

Klaus went pale, then the blood rushed to his face.

“I... I don’t know, it slipped out.”

“But if you like talking that way, at home, we can,” I said calmly, studying his face. “If it comes naturally, there’s nothing wrong with it.”

“No, no, it was a slip,” he hurried to say. “Why would we?”

“I don’t know. You tell me.”

“There’s nothing to tell. I...” He bit his lip. “It’s just that since I started wearing these panties I feel pretty.”

I looked at him, without moving.

“Again,” I said.

“What?”

“Pretty. Not strange. Pretty. Like a girl.”

Klaus covered his mouth with his hand. His eyes filled with panic, and then, right after, with something more complicated: shame, certainly, but also a glimmer of relief, almost.

“Sorry,” he whispered. “Sorry, Vicky. I have to finish cleaning the house.”

He jumped up, tripping on the hem of the apron, and ran to the bathroom. I heard the door close, then the click of the lock. Then nothing.

I stayed on the couch with the coffee gone cold in my hand, staring at the closed door. For seven years I had thought I knew my husband by heart, every gesture, every shyness. In two days I had discovered he was like a house with rooms I had never opened. At the window the lawn mower kept up its hum, a little farther off, and I thought that from that moment nothing would ever be the same. I don’t know how long I stayed like that. I thought of the woman with the mahogany hair, of that sway of her hips, of that heavy makeup, of a man who spoke about her with eyes full of light and fingers clutching his apron. I thought of a word, “pretty,” said about himself in a broken voice.

I walked to the bathroom door and knocked softly.

“Klaus?”

“Yes?” His voice was thin, on the other side.

“You don’t have to apologize. You’re very cute when you get flustered.”

Silence. Then, in a low voice:

“Thank you.”

“When you’re done, I’ll be waiting in the living room. With your stockings in place and a smile. Take the time you need.”

“Yes, Vicky.”

I went back to the couch and picked up my phone. There was an unread message from Amelia, sent an hour earlier. So, how’s Sunday going? Any news on the home front?

I wrote in a burst. He said “born a girl.” And “pretty.” About himself.

The reply came in under a minute. What did I tell you? I’ll call you in a bit. And remember to listen to everything, every word. Those are the confessions that count.

I set the phone on the little table. A minute later it rang. It was Amelia.

“Tell me everything,” she said, without saying hello.

I reported the conversation, word for word, while the sound of running water came from the bathroom. Amelia listened without interrupting, and when I finished she stayed silent for a moment.

“Vicky,” she said then, softly, “do you realize what he told you?”

“That he feels pretty. Like a girl.”

“Not only that. He told you about a woman who fascinated him. Not a woman he desired, a woman he admired. The way she carried herself, the makeup, the way she walked in heels.” Her voice was almost a whisper. “He didn’t want to take her to bed. He wanted to be her.”

“You think?”

“I say so, and so does his slip. Words don’t come out by chance, sweetheart. They slipped out because he was already thinking them.”

I was speechless for a moment. I looked at the bathroom door, closed, and thought of the mahogany-red hair, the swaying hips.

“And now?”

“Now you let him come out on his own, without forcing him. When he comes back, you don’t ask him questions. You just tell him there’s nothing wrong with it.” She paused. “And you let him understand that at home, with you, he can talk however he likes.”

“However he likes?”

“However he feels. You’re taking a man back, Vicky. I don’t know if you realize it.”

I hung up. After a quarter of an hour the bathroom door opened slowly. Klaus came out with shiny eyes and damp curls, as if he had washed his face, and stopped at the living room threshold, his hands clasped in front of him.

“Sit down,” I said.

He sat on the edge of the couch, as before. I didn’t look at him right away. I drank a sip of water, then took his hand.

“Klaus, listen. There’s nothing wrong with what you said. If at home it comes naturally to talk that way, it’s fine with me. You don’t have to correct yourself, you don’t have to apologize.”

“Really?”

“Really. In fact, I like it.” I squeezed his fingers. “But only here, between us. Outside, like before.”

He lowered his head. For a moment I thought he was about to cry, then he took a deep breath and nodded.

“Thank you, Vicky,” he said. Then, in a barely perceptible little voice: “I feel... like a girl who finally isn’t alone.”

He said it without noticing, again. I didn’t correct him.

“What was her name?” I asked him, after a while. “The redhead.”

“Jessie,” he answered, almost breathless.

“Jessie. A pretty name.”

“Yes.” He hesitated. “I’ve never told anyone.”

“Now you’ve told me.”

He nodded, his eyes shiny.

“Go finish the windows,” I said, gently. “When you’re done, come tell me.”

“Yes.” He stopped at the threshold. “Vicky... can I ask you something?”

“Go ahead.”

“Tonight... can I touch myself?”

I looked at him, calmly.

“After what happened last night?”

He blushed even more.

“Yes. No. I don’t know. Sorry.”

“We’ll talk about it,” I said. “For now, the windows.”

“Yes, Vicky.”

He got up, wiped his eyes with the back of his hand and went to get the duster, with that slight sway of the hips he could no longer hide. I watched him, with my cold coffee and a thought that wouldn’t leave me. Dieter, with his mustache and blond quiff, his confident laugh, his big hand on Klaus’s shoulder at the Christmas dinner. A tall, strong man, used to giving orders. A man who made a slaughter of secretaries.

And at some point, without my really wanting it, I wondered what he would think on seeing his boss in an apron and lace panties, washing the windows at home.
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The Quick Tongue 

On Mondays Klaus didn’t go to the office, and for the first time in seven years that felt like luck. I woke up, got dressed, and when I came down to the kitchen he was already there, in sweatpants, with an apron over them and the usual coffee ready. Underneath the sweatpants, I was sure, he still had the black lace on.

“Did you sleep well?” he asked me.

“Great. You?”

“Yes, I...” He bit his lip. “I dreamed again, but nothing frightening.”

“Oh no? What about?”

“I don’t remember,” he said, too fast, his neck turning red.

“Too bad,” I said, and pretended not to notice his embarrassment. “I’ll be home late tonight. I have to stop by the gym with Amelia.”

“Then I’ll make something light,” he answered. “If you want, I’ll have dinner ready when you get back.”

“Do that.”

I straightened the collar of his sweatshirt, an almost automatic gesture, and kissed him on the cheek. He closed his eyes and stood still, like a cat being petted.

At twelve thirty Ethan was waiting for me outside the office, leaning against the wall, hands in his pockets, with that crooked smile.

“So, that coffee?”

“So, that coffee,” I answered.

We sat at a little table on the boardwalk, facing the ocean. He ordered an espresso, I ordered a cappuccino I never touched. We talked about work, the weather, his house. He told me he had been sleeping in the guest room for a week. I listened, my hands around the cup, feeling his gaze search for me every time I looked away.

“Vicky,” he said at one point, lowering his voice, “thinking back to that night...”

“Ethan.” I looked at him calmly. “For now it’s only a coffee.”

He smiled, and wasn’t offended. In fact, he seemed amused.

“Only a coffee,” he repeated. “All right. But know that another time I’ll drive you home whenever you want.”

“I know,” I said, and for a moment we looked at each other without speaking.

“Can I ask you something?” he said. “Your husband. What’s he like?”

“Sweet,” I answered, after a pause. “Very sweet. And very fragile.”

“Are you missing something?”

“I’m missing a lot of things,” I said, smiling. “But I’m learning to get them for myself.”

Ethan laughed softly, and I finally drank my cappuccino, lukewarm by now.

That afternoon, at five, I slipped out of the office and went to CoreFit. Amelia was already on the mat, naturally, with her usual perfect bun.

“You’re late,” she said without looking at me.

“I’m on time. You’re the one who gets here early.”

“I’m working out,” she answered. “Come on, talk. How did it go? And with the handsome coworker, any news?”

“A coffee, at lunch. Just a coffee.”

“Just.” Amelia raised an eyebrow. “Good girl. Make him wait. Men appreciate what costs them effort.”

“And how did it go with Klaus?” she pressed.

I told her everything, as we climbed onto the treadmills, in a low voice: Sunday, the pink duster, Klaus’s slip, the “I feel pretty,” the escape to the bathroom. Amelia listened with her mouth half open, shaking her head now and then.

“I don’t believe it,” she said. “Twice, like a girl. And then he locked himself in the bathroom.”

“For a quarter of an hour.”

“Usually it’s ten minutes for a guy who’s touching himself. A quarter of an hour means he cried.”

“He cried?”

“A little. But those are good tears, Vicky. The kind a person cries when a weight has come off his chest.”

We moved to the weights area. I was fastening my gloves when I saw him: a very tall guy, with black skin shiny with sweat, shoulders like a wardrobe and a pair of arms that looked carved from marble. He was lifting a barbell with a furrowed brow, concentrating, and the muscles in his back swelled with every rep.

Amelia elbowed me.

“There’s another one,” she whispered.

“Another what?”

“Another bodybuilder. They’re a kind of plague in here.”

“More of a blessing than a plague,” I said, and she burst out laughing. “Did you see those shoulders?”

“I saw them. And do you know what I’m thinking?”

“What?”

“About Klaus.” She leaned in to my ear. “Picture your little hubby, home alone, in an apron and panties. The doorbell rings. He opens, and there he is. Six and a half feet of muscle, who walks in without asking permission.”

“Oh, stop,” I said, laughing.

“No, come on, think about it. Klaus in the kitchen, with his back turned, washing dishes. The guy comes up slowly, without a sound. And puts his hands on his hips, like this.” She showed me the gesture with her fingers. “Like the man in the bus dream.”

“Amelia!”

“You watching from the doorway, with a glass of wine in your hand. Klaus goes rigid, tries to say something, but no voice comes out. And the other one touches him lightly, from behind, until he finds the elastic of the lace.”

I felt embarrassed, but I was laughing so hard that two women on the treadmills turned around.

“And what does Klaus do?” I asked, when I could breathe.

“First he trembles. Then he says ‘no, please,’ in that little voice. And meanwhile he arches, because his body has already decided. Like in his sleep.”

“Stop, please, my stomach hurts.”

“Come on, you add a detail.”

I took a moment, watching the back of the guy lifting the barbell.

“I say that at some point Klaus turns around,” I said. “He barely reaches his shoulder. He looks up at him with those big eyes and says: ‘First I have to ask my wife’s permission.’”

Amelia doubled over.

“That’s the best one! And what do you answer?”

“That permission is granted. But he has to be a good boy.”

“And that guy?”

“He takes him by the hips and lifts him like a feather.”

We were laughing like two schoolgirls, leaning on the bench, until the guy turned toward us, puzzled, a towel in his hand. He gave us a polite nod. The two of us elbowed each other again, stifling our laughter.

“And what if he got a taste for it?” I said, between breaths. “What if he came back every day to check that Klaus had cleaned properly?”

“With a riding crop and a list of chores!”

“And a little maid’s cap!”

“I feel sick,” she said, holding her stomach.

“Okay, enough,” said Amelia, wiping her eyes. “Let’s do a few sets, because tonight you need a clear head.”

“Why?”

“Because tonight, if you want, we take a step forward. Ask him again about Jessie.”

“About Jessie?”

“Yes. The redhead. I want to know more. Who she was, what she did, how she moved. Every detail. Confessions have to be taken while they’re still warm.”

I got home at eight thirty, with aching muscles and my head still full of laughter. Klaus had made a chicken salad and individual tiramisus, with the striped apron over his sweatpants, and the table set for two. We ate talking about this and that: the traffic, the gym, a neighbor who had trimmed his hedge.

“You look tired,” he said, at one point.

“A little. But it’s a good tired.”

“Should I run you a hot bath?”

“Later,” I answered. “First I’d like to talk with you some more.”

He stiffened slightly. Then nodded.

After dinner, we sat on the couch. Klaus had washed the dishes, put everything away, and now sat beside me in his apron, his hands clasped in his lap. I poured him a glass of wine and he drank it in small sips.

“Klaus, can I ask you something?”

“Go ahead.”

“That Jessie. The secretary with the red hair. Did she have a relationship with Dieter?”

He blinked.

“Not... not exactly. It wasn’t a real relationship.”

“Meaning?”

“Dieter uses them and then drops them. That’s how he is. With Jessie it lasted a few months.” He paused. “And then she was married. She was also afraid her husband would find out.”

“And him?”

“He doesn’t care about anything. He does what he likes. He didn’t use anything and he came inside.”

“How do you know?”

“Because she was worried,” he said softly. “She asked me for help.”

“What kind of help?”

Klaus stiffened.

“What kind of help?” I repeated, louder.

He lowered his gaze to his glass. The silence lasted several seconds.

“To clean,” he whispered.

“Clean how?!” I shouted, and jumped to my feet.

He flinched, eyes wide, and burst into tears. It wasn’t a composed cry: they were real sobs, his shoulders shaking, his hands over his face.

“Forgive me, Vicky,” he sobbed. “I did it without thinking, to avoid a scandal at the company. Then she threatened me, she said that if I didn’t do it again she’d tell you.”

I stood still, motionless, my hands shaking.

“So you cleaned her with your tongue?” I said, in a low voice. “Is that it?”

“Yes...” He folded in on himself. “But I didn’t want to, I swear. She was blackmailing me.”

I let myself drop onto the couch. I was furious, of course, but beneath the anger, in a corner I didn’t want to look at, something was stirring. A cold, almost clinical curiosity. Sunday’s slip, the pink duster, the fascination with Jessie’s hips. They were beginning to fit together, like pieces of a puzzle.

“And then?” I asked, calmer. “Did you fire her?”

“Yes. Dieter convinced her with a hefty severance package.”

“Money, then.”

“Yes.”

“A lot?”

“Yes. A lot.” He raised his eyes, red, swollen. “She wanted to tell everything to you and to my father. Dieter preferred to pay.”

“How many times?” I asked.

“How many times what?”

“How many times did you clean her?”

“Three,” he murmured. “Maybe four. After the meetings, when Dieter left her in his office.”

“And did you like it?”

“No! I...” He stopped. The tears were still running, but in the silence that followed I noticed with amazement that the apron, in front, had risen slightly. I said nothing. He noticed it too, and covered himself with his hands.

“I don’t know,” he admitted, under his breath. “I don’t know, Vicky.”

“I see.” I took a deep breath. “Do you have this Jessie’s number?”

Klaus looked at me, bewildered.

“Yes, I think so. I should still have it in my phone. Why?”

“I want to talk to her.”

“Vicky, please, don’t...”

“Give it to me.”

It wasn’t a request. He took the phone from the little table, his fingers nervous, scrolled through his contacts, and handed it to me. A name, Jessie M., and below it a number with a Los Angeles area code. I copied it into my phone without saying a word.

Then I looked at him. There he sat on the couch, in his apron, his cheeks streaked with tears and his hands in his lap, like a child waiting for punishment.

“Now go wash your face,” I said, in a firm voice. “And when you come back we’ll talk.”

“Yes, Vicky.”

He stood up and left the living room with the low, uncertain step of someone who doesn’t know if he has been forgiven. I stayed alone, phone in hand and that number on the screen.

When Klaus returned, with a washed face and damp curls, he stopped at the threshold, not daring to come in. I pointed to the couch. He sat down, at a distance, and I looked at him for a long time, in silence.

“I want you to listen carefully,” I said. “From now on there are no more secrets. If I ask you something, you answer. The whole truth, without my having to pull it out of you with pliers.”

“Yes, Vicky.”

“Is there anything else I should know?”

He hesitated a second too long.

“No,” he said.

“Sure?”

“Yes. I swear.”

I studied him. His eyes were down, and his lower lip trembled slightly. I decided not to press. For the moment.

“Good. Tonight you sleep on your side of the bed, with those on, and you won’t touch yourself. Tomorrow night we’ll see what to do with you.”

“Yes, Vicky. Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For not sending me away.”

I didn’t answer. I watched him climb the stairs, his shoulders hunched and his hips barely swaying, and felt a mixture of feelings run through me that I couldn’t tell apart: anger, pity, a strange arousal.

I sat down with the phone in my hand. A message arrived from Amelia: So, how did it go with Jessie? I answered: I’ll tell you tomorrow. But I think we’ve found the key to everything. Her reply was immediate: Can’t wait. Call me tomorrow as soon as you can.

I thought of Jessie, her mahogany-red hair, her swaying hips, a husband who knew nothing. I thought of Dieter, who left his mark and then paid. And I thought that from that number, maybe, I would be able to reconstruct everything Klaus had never dared tell me.

I climbed the stairs at midnight, phone in hand. No sound came from the bedroom, except an uneven breath. I opened the door softly. Klaus was on his side of the bed, curled on his side, knees to his chest and the pillow clutched in his arms. He was sleeping, or pretending to. On the pillow, next to his cheek, was a wet patch.

I lay down in my place, without touching him. I thought about how angry I had been an hour earlier, and how little of that anger remained. What remained was curiosity, and beneath the curiosity something else, darker and warmer, that I preferred to ignore. I lay a long time staring at the ceiling, Jessie’s number burning in my pocket like an ember. Tomorrow I would call her, at a time when Klaus wasn’t around, and ask her all the questions I hadn’t dared ask him. I would hear her voice, and maybe I would understand everything.

Beside me, in the dark, Klaus moved. A slight, unconscious movement. The lace brushed against the sheet, and from his lips came a thin moan, almost a sigh.

I said nothing. But I smiled.
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Jessie 

On Tuesday Klaus went to the office for his four hours, in a gray suit with the face of a condemned man. As soon as I heard the front door close, I picked up my phone and pulled out the number I had copied the night before. My thumb shook a little. I pressed.

It rang four times. Then a hoarse, thick voice, with a strong accent:

“Hello?”

“Jessie?”

“Who’s this?”

“My name is Vicky Ashford. I’m Klaus Bergmann’s wife.”

Silence. Then a cough, the click of a lighter.

“Ah,” she said. “That Klaus. Little guy.”

“That’s right.”

“And what do you want from me?”

“To talk. I heard you worked at my father-in-law’s company, and that you were let go.”

“Let go, my foot. They paid me to leave. It’s different.”

“I’d like to know what happened.”

A long breath, with a puff of smoke.

“Listen, honey, I promised Dieter I wouldn’t talk. At least not on the phone. He gave me a nice sum and I’m someone who keeps her word. When it suits me.”

“I understand. But I don’t want to hurt anybody. I just want the truth about my husband.”

“And I can’t help you, sweetheart.”

“Jessie,” I said, in a firmer tone. “I’m not asking you to get Dieter in trouble. I’m asking you to tell me what happened between you and Klaus. And I’m willing to buy you a coffee. Or lunch. Or whatever you prefer.”

Silence. Then, finally, a hoarse laugh.

“I like all this insistence. You’re tougher than I thought. All right, I’m free this afternoon, I’ve got an hour around three. We’ll meet at the Rusty Anchor, on the boardwalk in Venice. If you show up on time.”

“I’ll be there.”

“And dress like a normal person,” she added, laughing. “Or they’ll take you for a cop.”

“I always dress like a normal person,” I said.

“Exactly,” she answered, and hung up.

I stayed a moment with the phone in my hand, staring at the dark screen. That raspy voice, that dirty accent, that impertinence had amused me and annoyed me at the same time. But above all they had left me with a question: how was it possible that a woman like that had been a mirror for my shy husband for months, without my noticing?

At three on the dot I was in front of the Rusty Anchor, a dive with peeling wood walls, neon lights and a smell of fried food and stale beer. I went in, and saw her right away. Sitting at a table in the back, with a milkshake in front of her and a cell phone in her hand, was a woman in her forties who looked nothing like what I had imagined.

She was overweight, and I noticed that before anything else. But overweight in a way that certain men adore: wide hips, abundant breasts, pushed up by a fire-red top with a dizzying neckline, full thighs squeezed into a faux-leather miniskirt. Her hair, mahogany red and curly, fell on her shoulders in a glossy cascade. And her makeup was heavy, vulgar: metallic blue eye shadow, false lashes a finger long, fuchsia lipstick, a beauty mark drawn above her lip. She looked like she had stepped off a street at night.

I felt uneasy as I walked toward her, in the beige suit and flat shoes I had chosen to look invisible. Next to that fire-red top, I looked like a nun on a field trip. For an instant I thought of turning around and leaving, of pretending I’d gone to the wrong place. Then I thought of Klaus on his knees, with tears on his face, and stayed where I was. A group of truckers at the bar turned to look at her, then looked at me, and one of them whistled softly.

“There you are,” said Jessie, without getting up. “You’re taller than I thought. And more elegant.”

“Thank you. You’re...” I searched for a word. “Exactly how I imagined you.”

“Oh yeah? And how did you imagine me?”

“More or less like this.”

“Honestly? Someone who’s already judged and condemned me,” she said, with a wide smile. “Relax, honey, I’m used to it. All women do it, except the ones who then come to me to ask where I bought my stockings.”

She laughed, a loud, brazen sound that turned more heads.

“Sit down, honey. I don’t bite. Not wives, anyway.”

I sat down, my purse in my lap, trying not to look around. A waitress came over and I ordered a coffee. Jessie snapped her fingers and asked for another milkshake, with double whipped cream.

“How’s the little guy?” she asked, while we waited.

“Fine,” I lied. “He’s at home, doing chores.”

“Chores. Serves him right.” She laughed, and her neckline wobbled dangerously. “I once saw him wash the floor with his hands, you know? In the office, in the middle of the night. He said he liked keeping everything clean.”

I bit my tongue, to keep from answering.

“So,” she said, putting her elbows on the table. “What do you want to know?”

“Everything. Your version.”

“My version.” She lit a cigarette, despite the ban, and nobody said anything. “Look, the truth is I’m glad I quit that job. I couldn’t take it anymore. Dieter was after me all the time, day and night. In the office, in the storeroom, in the bathroom. Once even in the elevator. He had me everywhere, like I was his property.”

“And did you go along with it?”

“At first I liked it. He’s a good-looking man, and he knows what he’s doing. Then it became a pain. He always wanted more.” She blew smoke toward the ceiling. “And then there was your little hubby.”

“Klaus.”

“Right. Like a puppy. He almost stalked me, you know? He waited for me outside the bathroom, around the corner, everywhere. And every time Dieter had taken me, every single time, he insisted until he wore himself out to...” She made a vulgar gesture with her tongue. “To clean me up.”

I felt heat rise from my neck.

“Klaus told me it happened three times at most.”

Jessie looked at me for a second, open-mouthed, then burst out laughing so hard she had to lean on the table.

“Three times? What three times! Three times a day, maybe!”

“A day?”

“A day, sweetheart. Some days even four, if Dieter was in form. He was right there, with that beaten-puppy face, on his knees like a dog, licking and saying thank you.” She shook her head, amused. “And you know the funniest part? He cried. Every time. He cried and licked.”

I stayed silent. I thought of his face streaked with tears, the day before, on the couch. His fingers worrying the apron. His “sorry, sorry.” He had lied to me, and lied about everything: about the numbers, the frequency, the reason.

“But he said it was a favor,” I said, in a low voice. “So your husband wouldn’t find out.”

“What husband?” Jessie raised her eyebrows, amused. “I’ve been separated since the wedding day.”

“Since the wedding day?”

“Since the reception, to be precise. My ex caught me in the bathroom, on my knees in front of the best man. A good-looking big guy, the best man.” She laughed again. “My husband left the restaurant without eating dessert. I haven’t seen him since. I’m not a woman who does well with a husband, me.”

She said it with pride, head held high, shaking her curls.

I stared at her. My discomfort, for a moment, vanished, replaced by something else: a kind of nauseated admiration, a boundless curiosity. She was vulgar, yes, loud, and totally shameless. But she was honest. In a week of masks and half truths, she was the first person who had spoken to me without filters.

“Jessie,” I said, “I want to make you a proposal.”

“Shoot.”

“Would you come to our house one evening? I need a favor. With Klaus.”

She raised an eyebrow, then smiled slowly, like a cat.

“A favor, huh? What kind of favor?”

“I’ll explain when you come. But it’s nothing he doesn’t already know.”

“Ah.” She leaned back, studying me. “Look, I’m out of work right now. If you need me, you could help me cover some expenses.”

“How much do you need?”

“A thousand?”

“How about five hundred?”

She laughed and held out her hand across the table.

“All right, deal. Five hundred. Call me when you want me to come, and I’ll be there. In heels and everything.”

We shook hands. Hers was warm, a little plump, with long nails painted purple. I felt, absurdly, almost like an accomplice in something.

I left the place with the salty wind messing up my hair and a mix of relief and embarrassment. A trucker whistled at me from the street, and I was almost tempted to smile back. I got into the car, rolled down the window and stayed a moment looking at the ocean. For years I had avoided women like Jessie, and now I found myself with a pact with one of them. But there was something liberating in it, like opening a window in a room that had been closed too long.

At five I was at the gym. Amelia was already on the mat, her bun perfect, and she watched me arrive with an anxious face.

“Well?” she said. “Talk!”

“I’ll tell you everything. But not here. On the treadmill.”

We climbed on, and I told her every detail: the Rusty Anchor, the truckers, the red top, the fuchsia lipstick, the cigarette. Amelia listened with her eyes getting bigger and bigger.

“Three times a day?” she repeated. “Vicky, that’s a habit, not a favor.”

“I know.”

“And he lied to you.”

“I know.”

“And what do you plan to do?”

“I plan to make him suffer a little tonight.”

“And the offer to Jessie?” Amelia asked. “Five hundred dollars for one evening?”

“It seems low, now that I think about it.”

“Not to her. She’d have come for free, and she knows it. She asked for a thousand to see how far you’d go.”

“We settled.”

“And you did well.” She laughed. “A woman like that isn’t bought, she’s rented.”

Amelia smiled slowly.

“Good. But with finesse. The point isn’t punishing him, it’s bringing him back to the truth. Give him the chance to confess on his own.”

“And if he doesn’t?”

“Then you help him.”

That evening at home I was cold. I came in without saying hello, left my bag in the entryway and sat down at the table. Klaus had prepared an elaborate dinner, with roast and potatoes, and the striped apron over his pants. He served me in silence, with unsteady hands. I ate without saying a word, without looking at him.

“Is everything all right?” he asked, at some point.

“Perfectly.”

I saw him push the food around his plate without eating. Every so often he raised his eyes to me, to see if something had changed, and lowered them again at once. He tried to talk about the weather, a new client, a neighbor. I answered in monosyllables. I realized, with a cruelty I hadn’t thought I had, that I liked seeing him in that state: the sweaty forehead, the tense neck, the fingers twisting under the table.

“Did you... did you have a hard day?”

“Normal.”

Silence. All you could hear was the clink of silverware on plates. Then he understood. I saw it in his face, in how he went pale, in how his hand froze in midair. His fork fell, bounced off the plate with a dull clink and landed on the floor.

He didn’t pick it up. He stayed motionless, staring at it.

“Klaus,” I said, setting down my napkin. “This is serious.”

“What?”

“You know perfectly well. Come to the couch.”

He stood up, his legs shaking, and followed me into the living room. I sat on the couch, my knees together, and patted my lap.

“Lie down. On your stomach.”

“Vicky...”

“Now.”

He lay down, clumsily, across my legs, his belly on my knees and his hands on the floor. His rear, in his pants, was raised in front of me. Calmly I unzipped his fly and pulled his pants down to his ankles. The black lace panties wrapped around his buttocks like a second skin. I grabbed them at the sides and pulled them down, slowly, to midthigh.

His bare bottom, white and round, trembled before my eyes. I stroked it with my palm, once, almost gently. He froze, as if expecting a real caress.

“You lied to me,” I said.

“No, I...”

I slapped. One sharp blow, on the right buttock. He let out a muffled moan.

“Three times, you said.” Another blow, on the left. “Three times a day, she told me.”

“Vicky, please...”

“A favor, you said. So she wouldn’t be found out by her husband.” Another. “What husband, Klaus?”

“I don’t know, I...”

“Liar.”

The blows came one after another, regular, decisive, with an open palm. His bottom turned pink, then red, and with every blow he flinched and moaned, his face buried in the couch cushion. He was crying again, softly. I kept going, with a calm that astonished me.

That was when I felt it. On my thighs, through the fabric of my dress, something hard pressed. His penis, small but stiff, rubbed against me with every blow, almost without his realizing it. I froze, my hand in midair, and for an instant I didn’t know whether to laugh or be even angrier.

He said nothing. He didn’t even dare move. He breathed hard, eyes closed, his red bottom in the air, and that unmistakable sign pressing against my leg.

I thought of Jessie, laughing at him with a milkshake in her hand. I thought of those three times a day, of that knee bent in front of another woman, of that crying and that taste that neither of them admitted aloud. I stayed like that for a long minute, my hand suspended over his burning bottom, watching him breathe. Then, calmly, I leaned down and whispered in his ear:

“Tomorrow we’ll talk again about what you have to tell me. Everything, with no omissions.”

“Yes, Vicky,” he sobbed. “Sorry. I’m sorry.”

I’ll talk to Amelia about this, I thought.
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The Whip 

On Wednesday morning Klaus sat down at the table with the caution of a man whose back is in pieces. I watched him lean to one side, first on one buttock, then the other, looking for a position that wouldn’t hurt. His eyes were puffy and his hands couldn’t stay still around the cup. The striped apron over his pajamas gave him the look of a schoolboy sent to the corner.

For a while we ate in silence. Then I set down my spoon.

“Klaus, last night I told you that today we’d start over. How many times did it really happen?”

He raised his eyes, frightened.

“I told you. Three or four.”

“Klaus.”

He lowered his gaze to the cup again. His lip trembled.

“A lot more,” he admitted. “I didn’t count.”

“How many, more or less?”

“Fifty, maybe. Even more.” He paused. “Not every day. But often.”

“And why did you go?”

“He told me to go, and I went.” He gripped the cup. “Dieter. He called me in the office, after she had left his room, and said: ‘Klaus, come clean.’ Like to a dog. And I went.”

“Did he make fun of you?”

“Always. He laughed, patted me on the head. Once he told me I was the best dishwasher in the branch.”

“And what did you say?”

“Nothing. I smiled.” A tear ran down his cheek. “And sometimes I went back even without his calling me.”

I looked at him for a long time. There was nothing left to scold. There was only a man trying to understand himself, in front of a cup of coffee.

“Thank you for being honest,” I said at last. “We’ll talk about it again tonight.”

The drive to the office was one long monologue with myself. I thought of Jessie and her laughter, of Dieter calling Klaus the way you call a dog, of Klaus going. I wondered what it meant for a man to choose to get back on his knees every time. And I wondered why, instead of being scandalized, I felt a strange clarity.

At eleven I was at my desk trying to concentrate on a contract, with a headache hammering my temples. I had slept little. I kept seeing his red bottom, the black lace stretched across his thighs, that penis pressing against my leg.

“Vicky?”

Ethan was standing beside me, a folder in his hand.

“The file for the boardwalk client. Can you take a look at it before noon?”

“Sure.”

We looked at each other. It was only a moment, but it was enough. I felt the air change, like before a storm. He set the folder on the desk, without taking his eyes off me.

“Everything okay?” he murmured. “You look strange.”

“I’m tense,” I said. “A heavy week.”

“Can I do anything?”

I don’t know what came over me. I stood up, without saying a word, motioned for him to follow me and headed for the bathroom at the end of the hall, the small one, for a single person, with the key in the lock. I heard his steps behind me. I went in, he came in right after, and I locked the door.

We didn’t speak. We kissed against the door, with a fury that surprised me: his hands on my hips, my fingers in his hair, his warm breath on my neck. He lifted my skirt to my waist, and I undid his belt with impatient fingers. I turned toward the sink, put my hands on the cold marble and looked at him in the mirror. He was pale, with bright eyes and a half-open mouth.

“Vicky,” he whispered, “I don’t have anything with me.”

“Neither do I,” I said. “But don’t stop.”

He took me from behind, with a single thrust, and I stifled a moan by biting my lip. It was something else compared to Klaus: a heavy, hot, decisive body that knew where to go and how to get there. He gripped my hips, thrusting hard, his breath broken, while I clung to the sink and watched my face in the mirror, disheveled, flushed, almost a stranger’s.

It was fast, almost brutal. After a few minutes I felt his breathing change, his fingers tighten.

“I’m about to...” he gasped.

I turned sharply, slid in front of him and knelt on the tiles. I grabbed him with one hand, took him in my mouth, and a few movements were enough. I felt him stiffen, then let go with a muffled moan, partly in my hand, partly on my tongue. I swallowed without thinking, eyes closed, until I felt him sag against the door.

We stayed that way, in silence, for a long moment. Then I got up, rinsed my mouth at the sink and fixed my hair. My legs weren’t holding me well. I pulled my skirt down and looked at him in the mirror, while he buttoned his pants.

“We’re not doing this again,” I said.

Ethan raised his eyes.

“Why?”

“Because it was a mistake. I let myself go, without thinking.”

“It didn’t feel like a mistake to me.”

“Ethan.” I turned toward him. “I’m going through a strange time with my husband. I’m missing something strong, and maybe I looked for it in the wrong place. But I feel vulnerable, and I’m not clear-headed. I don’t want to hurt anyone, not you and not me.”

He looked at me in silence. Then he stepped forward and brushed my cheek with his fingers, with a gentleness I hadn’t expected.

“I won’t insist,” he said softly. “Whatever you decide, I’ll accept it. But know that I’m not sorry we did it.” He paused, and for a moment he looked like a boy. “In fact, I think I’ve fallen a little in love with you.”

“Don’t say that.”

“I’m saying it anyway.”

I smiled, unable to help it. I left first, head high and my heart pounding in my temples. I went back to my desk, opened the client file and read the same line fifteen times. I realized I still had the taste of him on my tongue, and that it, instead of bothering me, amused me. A real man who wanted me, and another who let himself be made up in front of the mirror: two halves of the same life, and me keeping them in balance without either of them knowing.

At six in the evening I was in my car, in the office parking lot, with the phone to my ear. Amelia answered on the third ring.

“Well?” she said. “News?”

“Lots. But first let me tell you about last night. I spanked Klaus.”

“Good for you!”

“Bare bottom, over my knees. And while I was doing it...” I hesitated. “He was pressing on my leg. Hard, Amelia. He got excited with every blow.”

On the other end, a satisfied silence.

“Vicky, I’ll tell you something I’ve been thinking for days. Your Klaus is a masochist. It’s not a game for him, it’s a need. He should be punished as much as possible, regularly, so he understands what he’s owed. He’s waiting for you.”

“As much as possible?”

“Yes. Think about it: a man like Klaus has spent years looking for someone to treat him like this, and all he found was Dieter, who used him and mocked him. You can give him a frame. Rules, punishments, rewards. For him it’s a form of love.”

“Punishment as a form of love?”

“For some men, yes. The pain tells them someone is taking care of them. But with intelligence. You need a rule, a ritual. Have you ever thought about a whip?”

“A whip?” I nearly laughed. “Amelia, are you serious?”

“Not a real whip, sweetheart. The riding kind, used symbolically, lightly. They even sell them in sporting goods stores.”

“The riding kind,” I repeated.

“It’s an elegant object. Almost an accessory. You keep it in sight, or set it on the table, and he understands. You don’t even need to use it, it’s enough that it’s there.” She paused. “Will you think about it?”

“I’ll think about it,” I said. Then, under my breath: “And I have something else to tell you. About Ethan.”

“Ah!”

“In the bathroom. At the office.”

“In the bathroom?” Amelia burst out laughing. “Vicky!”

“It came over me like a wave. Then I told him we’re not doing it again.”

“And him?”

“He told me he’s a little in love with me.”

“Oh, poor boy.” She sighed. “You’re right to keep him at a distance. Men in love are dangerous, especially to themselves.”

I hung up, started the engine and left the lot. As I drove home, her suggestion went around in my head like a song. A riding crop. Symbolic. Light.

Five minutes later, almost without deciding, I turned toward the shopping district. There was a big center with an enormous parking lot, full of signs, and in the middle a sporting goods store the size of a hangar. I parked. I stayed a moment, hands on the wheel, wondering what I was doing.

Then I got out.

Inside, the air conditioning was freezing. Rows of sweatsuits, running shoes, backpacks. I wandered between the shelves for a while, not knowing where to go, until a clerk about twenty-five, in the store’s red polo and a name tag that read Brandon, came up to me with a smile.

“Can I help you?”

“I’m looking for... a whip,” I said, and the word came out almost in a whisper. “A riding crop.”

“Sure, equestrian section, at the back on the right.” He walked me to a corner with saddles, reins and boots. “For a horse?”

“No,” I answered, without thinking.

He stopped. He looked at me for a second, then smiled with the air of someone who has understood everything and wants to pretend he hasn’t.

“Ah. I see.” He cleared his throat. “There are various models. These here are stiffer, for serious riding, with a strap at the end. These are lighter, fiberglass.”

“Which is better?”

He picked up a black one, long, with a leather handle and the tip covered with a sort of little tongue.

“This is the most suitable,” he said, in a professional tone. “It’s covered, so it doesn’t leave too many marks. If you use it sparingly, of course.”

I felt my face warm. I turned toward a shelf of gloves, pretending to examine them.

“How much is it?”

“Twenty dollars.”

I took a breath.

“I’ll take it.”

At the register I paid in cash, without looking at him. He handed me a bag with the item wrapped in paper.

“Have a good day, ma’am,” he said, with a politeness that gave nothing away. Then, as I walked off, he added in a low voice: “And if you need a replacement, we’re always here.”

I pretended not to hear.

I left almost at a run. In the car I put the bag on the back seat, under my jacket, and started the engine with my heart in my throat. I started laughing, alone, out loud, in the empty car. Twenty dollars. A riding crop for my husband.

At home Klaus was waiting with dinner ready and the striped apron on. I hid the bag in the entryway closet, behind the shoebox, and sat down at the table with the calm of someone with nothing to hide. We ate, talking little. I noticed he moved with a bit more ease than the night before, like someone who has cried enough and now only wants to be kind.

After dinner, while he was clearing the table, I said:

“I’ve been thinking about what you told me this morning.”

He froze with a plate in his hand.

“And?”

“For now I forgive you. But it isn’t over, Klaus. You’re not square with me yet.”

“I know,” he whispered. “Tell me what I have to do.”

“For now, nothing. Wait.”

I got up and brought a small makeup bag from the bathroom.

“Sit down,” I said. “I want to try something.”

“What?”

“A little makeup. Just to see.”

He stiffened, but didn’t refuse. He sat on the edge of the couch and I crouched in front of him, lipstick in hand, a pale, soft pink. I lifted his chin with two fingers.

“Open your mouth just a little.”

He obeyed. I ran the lipstick over his lips, slowly, with the tip, following the line. Then a veil of eye shadow on the lids, champagne-colored, and a touch of mascara. When I was done, I took him by the hand and led him to the entryway mirror.

He looked at himself. He stood still, mouth slightly open, staring at that face that was no longer entirely his. The dark lashes, the bigger eyes, the soft lips.

“Well?” I said.

“I... I don’t know what to say.”

“Say what you feel.”

He hesitated. Then, in a thread of a voice:

“I feel... pretty.”

I didn’t correct him.

“Go on,” I said.

“I feel pretty. And... and happy too. I don’t know why.” A tear ran down, just smudging the mascara. “I’ve never felt so right.”

I put a hand on his shoulder.

“You are very pretty,” I said. “In fact, beautiful.”

Then I let him keep the makeup on, in his apron and panties, while he finished tidying the kitchen. I watched him move among the cabinets, with dark lashes and pink lips, and understood something I hadn’t yet dared admit: I didn’t find him ridiculous. I found him, in a strange and new way, beautiful.

When I went up to the bedroom, and he had fallen asleep, I took my phone from the nightstand. A new message from Ethan: Good night, Vicky. See you tomorrow. I left it unanswered. Instead I opened my contacts and wrote to Jessie.

Hi, it’s Vicky. Friday night at nine work for you? Our house. I’ll send you the address.

The reply came in under a minute, with three laughing emojis. In heels and everything, sweetheart.

I set down the phone. In the dark, downstairs, in the entryway closet, behind a shoebox, was a twenty-dollar riding crop waiting its turn. And on the other side of the bed, Klaus slept with the lipstick still on his lips.
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Five Strokes 

On Thursday morning I woke before him and went downstairs in silence. I opened the entryway closet, pushed aside the shoebox and pulled out the bag from the sporting goods store. The crop was there, black, long, with the leather handle and that little covered tongue at the tip. I turned it over in my fingers. It weighed almost nothing, but in the hand it had an almost solemn air, like certain objects that seem to hold more than they show.

When Klaus came down, I was sitting at the table with my coffee in front of me and the crop laid across the table, next to the sugar bowl. He stopped in the kitchen doorway, in the striped apron over his pajamas. I saw his gaze fall on the object, then climb up to me, then drop again.

“Good morning,” I said calmly.

“Good morning, Vicky.” His voice came out thin. “What is that?”

“A riding crop. I bought it yesterday.”

He didn’t answer. He took a step forward, and that was when I saw it: on the front of his pajamas the fabric had lifted, stretched like a little tent. I stared for a few seconds, then raised my eyes to his face.

“Klaus! What’s wrong with you? I haven’t even used it and look at the state you’re in! Look at yourself!”

He lowered his gaze, mortified, and covered himself with his hands.

“I don’t know,” he stammered. “That thing makes a certain impression on me.”

“An impression.”

“Yes. I can’t explain.” He hesitated. “Do you want to use it now?”

I arched an eyebrow.

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

“No... What are you saying?” He squirmed. “I mean, yes, if you want. But I haven’t done anything to deserve it.”

“Klaus!” I set the cup down with a sharp click. “It’s a punishment. You earn it by doing wrong, and you’ve already done a lot of wrong with that Jessie. It’s not a reward.”

“So... I don’t have to do anything else?”

“You’ve already done what’s needed,” I said. “But not now. Tonight. You have to be patient.” I pointed at his pajamas with my chin. “And make that thing go away.”

“I can’t,” he whispered. “Maybe if I could touch myself...”

“I said not for now. Maybe tonight, maybe later. Or maybe never.”

He bit his lip, his eyes shiny. I finished my coffee calmly, stood up, left the crop on the table and picked up my bag. At the door I turned to look at him: he was still there, in his apron, hands in front of him, unsatisfied about the crop that hadn’t come and about everything else.

“I have to go to the office at ten,” he murmured, in a desperate little voice.

“Then I suggest you hurry up and calm down,” I answered, opening the door. “See you tonight.”

I left. Behind me, in the kitchen, I heard the sound of a faucet turned on, then off, then on again.

At work I kept my head down. I avoided the bathroom hallway, took the stairs instead of the elevator, and when I saw Ethan at the far end of the open space, with a cup in his hand and that crooked smile, I pretended to be absorbed in a phone call. Around ten I found a yellow Post-it on my desk, unsigned: I won’t say anything. But if you need a coffee, I’m here. I crumpled it and threw it in the wastebasket, then, after a minute, fished it out and slipped it in my bag. He sent me a message around eleven: Everything okay? I answered with a thumbs-up, and nothing else. I didn’t feel like being either cruel or kind. For now I preferred to be nothing, at least until I understood what I truly wanted from this whole business, and from him.

At noon another message came, this time from Klaus: I’m at the office. Dieter looked at me strangely, said I look tired. He laughed. Says I should sleep more.

I answered: Sleep when you can. We’ll talk tonight.

He wrote back right away: I’m afraid he understands something.

If he understood, he would already have understood, I answered. Don’t think about it.

I put the phone down. That Dieter, whom I knew only for an ad-man smile and a blond mustache, was beginning to take on in my mind the outlines of a character, and not just any one: one of those men who, once they appear, end up changing the course of things. A man who used women and dumped them, and whom a husband like mine had served with his tongue. I wondered what he looked like naked, and whether he would recognize Klaus in an apron.

At five I was at CoreFit. Amelia was waiting for me on the mat, with her usual impeccable bun, and when she saw me she motioned me over.

“Well?” she said. “Tell me you have the crop.”

“I bought it, and this morning I showed it to him.”

“And him?”

I told her the scene: the crop next to the sugar bowl, the fabric of the pajamas, “I haven’t even used it and look at the state you’re in,” the “do you want to use it now?” and the “maybe never.” Amelia listened in silence, and when I reached the end she shook her head, almost with admiration.

“That’s a textbook case,” she said. “Tonight you have to use it, but sparingly. A few light strokes, and always in control. I had a couple in therapy where the husband came in front just as the wife whipped him from behind. I’m afraid yours is a similar case.”

“He came just from the whipping?”

“With nobody touching him. She was shocked. The next day he apologized to her and then asked her to start again.”

“I’ll be careful,” I said. “But when I think about how much he lied to me about that Jessie... Fifty times, Amelia. He told me three. I’d whip him till he dropped.”

“I know. But the point is to keep control, not anger.” She elbowed me. “Speaking of which, look at that guy over there. The looks he’s giving you.”

I turned without making it obvious, pretending to fix my hair. Near the mirrors, a man about thirty-five, tall, with broad shoulders and a black tank top, was pretending to do pull-ups. But every time I looked away, he looked at me. When our eyes met, he didn’t look away. He even smiled, slightly, with an insolent confidence that made my cheeks flush, but this time for the right reason.

“That one would take you on the spot,” Amelia whispered.

“You think?”

“He’s been staring at your rear for half an hour.”

“Are you jealous?” I joked.

“I don’t know. When they stare like that, it’s because they want to go in from behind. And I get no pleasure there.”

I froze with the barbell halfway.

“You think? Back there, really?”

Amelia looked at me, amused.

“What’s going through your mind?”

“Nothing. Just wondering.” I cleared my throat. “From behind, you say?”

“Yes, right there.”

“It’s been a long time since...” I broke off, then laughed. “Look at that. I really don’t think it’s possible. Did you see his package?”

“It’s the first thing I look at in a man.” Amelia made a conspiratorial face. “And from behind? I don’t think it’s possible for you. Maybe for Klaus, in a few months.”

We burst out laughing so hard that two women turned to look at us. We laughed until we cried, leaning on the bench, and then, without saying anything else, we climbed onto the treadmills and started running like two crazy women.

It was Amelia who steered the conversation back on track, as we stepped off the treadmills, out of breath and foreheads gleaming.

“For Klaus, in a few months,” she repeated, spelling out the words. “Think about it. A yoga class, twice a week. No hurry.”

“Stop it,” I said, laughing. “You’re giving me strange ideas.”

“Strange ideas are the best ones. The ones you never act on are the ones you regret.”

When I got home it was past eight. Klaus was waiting in the living room, with dinner ready and the striped apron on. He had the black panties underneath, light eye shadow on his lids, and the tense face of someone who has spent the day counting the hours. The crop was still on the kitchen table, where I had left it.

We ate almost without talking. At some point I asked him:

“How was the office today?”

“So-so,” he answered. “Dieter called me in for a signature. He asked if I had problems at home. I said no.”

“Did he say anything else?”

“He said I have nice hands. Just like that, for no reason.” He lowered his eyes. “Then he laughed.”

I put down my fork.

“I see.”

He pushed his fork from one side of the plate to the other, and at each move of mine he raised his eyes, to see if it was time. I ate calmly, drank a glass of wine, and when I was done I got up and went to get the crop.

“Come,” I said.

He stood, his legs shaking. I led him into the living room, in front of the couch, and pointed to the back of it.

“Lean here. Hands on the back.”

He obeyed, bending forward. The apron slid down his back, and the lace panties clung to his buttocks like a second skin. I walked past him slowly, brushing his thigh with the tip of the crop. I felt him stiffen.

“How many strokes does a man deserve who lied to me fifty times?” I asked.

“I don’t know, Vicky.”

“Five,” I said. “To start. But light. I want you to feel them.”

I lowered the panties to midthigh. His bottom, still marked from what I had done to him two nights before, trembled before my eyes. I raised the crop, checked the distance, and let the first stroke fall, barely, with a dry hiss.

He flinched and moaned, a short, stifled sound.

“One.”

“Tell me why I’m punishing you,” I said.

“Because I lied to you,” he answered, his voice breaking.

“About what?”

“About Jessie. About the number of times. About everything.”

“Good.”

The second stroke landed lower, on the left buttock. The third on the other. At each crack he stiffened, and right after he gave in a little more, as if that light pain melted him from within. His breathing grew short. I noticed he was arching, pushing his rear toward the crop, almost without realizing it.

“Four. And tell me, Klaus: were you afraid of me?”

“Yes,” he panted. “Yes, Vicky.”

“And did you like being afraid?”

He didn’t answer. But his body answered for him.

He moaned, his forehead resting on the back of the couch. I looked down and saw that in front, in the lace stretched across his thighs, something was pulsing. I began to understand what Amelia had meant.

“Five.”

The last stroke was the softest, but he let out a long cry, and for a moment his whole body went rigid, as if from a shock. I understood. I threw the crop onto the couch and grabbed him by the shoulder.

“Stop,” I said. “Don’t you dare.”

“Vicky, I...”

“I said stop. Breathe. Breathe, Klaus.”

He stayed motionless, trembling, eyes closed and mouth open. I put a hand on the back of his neck, and felt under my fingers the furious beat of his blood. For a moment I wondered how much power I really had over him, and how much of it he was instead offering me, like a gift I had not asked for. He took a deep breath, once, twice, three times. I felt him calm slowly, his body sinking against the back of the couch. When he turned around, he had tears in his eyes and was still hard in the lace, but nothing had happened.

“Good,” I said. “You managed to hold back.”

“Can I touch myself now?” he whispered. “Please.”

“No.”

“Yes. Sorry.”

I straightened his panties, with an almost maternal care, and pulled down his apron. I wiped his cheeks with a napkin, handed him a glass of water. He drank in small sips, his hands still agitated. Then I took his face in my hands.

“Listen carefully. Tomorrow night we have a guest. At nine.”

“A guest?”

“Someone you know. I want you to be neat: lipstick, eye shadow, stockings. And smiling.”

“Who is it?” he asked, in a thread of a voice.

“Jessie.”

He went pale. His lips parted, but no sound came out. Then, in a thin little voice, he managed to say:

“Vicky, please... What does she want from me?”

“I don’t know yet,” I answered, honestly. “But I assure you it will be an instructive evening.”

“And what do I have to do?”

“Obey. As always.” I gave him a little kiss on the forehead and went to put the crop back on the table, next to the sugar bowl, where it would stay until the next day.

That night, when Klaus had fallen asleep on his side of the bed, silent, with his curls on his forehead and the black lace still on, I stayed awake a long time. The crop was downstairs, on the table, and his bottom was still warm under the covers. I thought of Amelia’s words: “Maybe for Klaus, in a few months.” I had never really thought about it. But as I stared at the ceiling, with that phrase going around in my head, I realized the idea didn’t frighten me at all.

I turned onto my side. A few inches from me, his breathing was slow, regular. I put a hand on his back, gently, and heard him sigh in his sleep, like an animal that recognizes its master.

Jessie came back to mind, with her fire-red top and her brazen laugh. I wondered how she would look at him, the next day, seeing him in an apron and lipstick. With contempt? With amusement? Or with that raw complicity between people who already know each other’s secrets? I didn’t know. But I knew I couldn’t wait to find out.

Friday, I thought. Friday Jessie would come. And with her, maybe, another piece of that puzzle I was beginning to see whole.
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The Pink Maid Outfit 

Friday was a day of nerves stretched like ropes. I woke up with Jessie on my mind, and all morning I kept looking at the clock like a schoolgirl before an oral exam. Klaus, at home, had said goodbye at the door with his eyes down and the little voice of a condemned man: he hadn’t spoken again about the night before, or the crop, or the guest. He had only asked whether he should prepare anything special. I had told him: “Dinner for two.” And he had nodded, without understanding.

At the office, Ethan gave me no rest. At nine I found a coffee on my desk with my name written on the cup. At ten a note: You look beautiful today. At eleven he waited for me outside the conference room with an excuse about the client file, and brushed my hand. At noon he suggested lunch together, at a nearby table, “no strings attached.” I declined with an icy smile. At two he followed me to the coffee machine and whispered in my ear that he couldn’t think of anything else. By three thirty I was worn out.

I took refuge in the bathroom at the end of the hall, the small one, with the key in the lock. I pushed the door, and froze.

Ethan was there. Leaning against the sink, with his pants unbuttoned and his zipper open, and an expression halfway between guilty and pleading.

“Ethan,” I said, in a tired voice. “What are you doing?”

“I can’t stop thinking about you,” he whispered. “Please, Vicky. Just one minute.”

I stood in the doorway. I knew I should turn and leave. I knew it was a trap of which I was the first architect. But I was tired of defending myself, tired of pushing him away, tired of that day that never ended. I closed the door behind me and turned the key.

“One minute,” I said.

I stepped closer. He was already hard, hot, and when I took him in my hand he let out a long sigh of relief. I stroked him slowly, with a steady hand, looking him in the eyes, while he closed them and clung to the edge of the sink. A few movements were enough, more and more decisive. I felt him stiffen, and then release in a short, silent jerk, on the sink and on my hand.

I took some paper, cleaned up, rinsed my fingers. I looked at him in the mirror.

“Now you have to promise me something,” I said, softly. “For a while you leave me alone. No notes, no coffee, no messages. Not even one.”

“For how long?”

“Until I tell you.”

I saw him swallow, and then nod, his eyes shiny.

“All right. I promise.”

“Good.” I gave him a pat on the cheek, almost maternal. “Now you go out first.”

At four, in the car, in the parking lot, I called Amelia.

“I’m a disaster,” I said, as soon as she answered. “He lay in wait for me all morning. Then I found him in the bathroom, with his pants open. And I, exhausted, did something with my hand.”

“Vicky!”

“I know. He promised to leave me alone for a while. But I feel it’s not enough.”

“It’s not enough at all.” Amelia’s voice was serious, firm. “Remember what I told you? Men in love are to be avoided. If you let him get close a little longer, you’ll end up hurting him, and yourself. You have to make a clean cut.”

“A clean cut.”

“Clean. No double meanings, no halfway measures. Tomorrow, next week, when you feel ready. But soon.” Then, in a lighter tone: “And tonight, Jessie?”

“At nine. I’m dying of curiosity.”

“It’ll be an unforgettable evening,” she said. “Call me tomorrow and tell me everything, even the most embarrassing details.”

Before going home I stopped in front of a party supply store, one of those with windows full of masks, pumpkins and plastic spiders. I don’t know why I went in, maybe out of an inspiration that was more of a hunch. The shelves, already ahead of the season, displayed costumes of every sort. I walked past witches, vampires, nurses, policewomen, and then I saw them.

Two maid outfits. One pink, with a little white apron and ruffles. One black, with a lace hem and a pristine collar. I picked them up, one in each hand, and for a moment I looked at them, imagining them on a body that wasn’t mine.

I bought both, in Klaus’s size.

At the register was a woman about fifty, still attractive, blond, with an overflowing bosom in a tight blouse and a sly smile. She looked at me, then at the costumes, then at me again.

“Are you saving these for Halloween?” she asked, in a tone between professional and mischievous. “Because it’s not exactly around the corner.”

“I...” I didn’t know what to say. “They’re for a party.”

“Of course.” She smiled again. “Listen, I’m someone who loves seeing how the costumes I sell look on. It’s a weakness of mine. I’d love to see them worn.”

She took a card from the counter, quickly wrote down a number and handed it to me.

“If you ever want a consultation,” she said.

I slipped it into my bag without looking. She disappeared for a moment behind a curtain, into a little room reserved for adult customers, and returned with a gift package, wrapped in black paper with a red satin ribbon.

“What is it?” I asked.

“A little gift. Open it at home. It might be useful to you.”

I paid, took the bags, the package and the card, and left almost at a run, my heart pounding.

At home I found Klaus in the living room, in the striped apron, pale pink lipstick and black stockings. Dinner was already in the oven. I set the bags on the table and pulled out the two costumes, side by side.

“Look,” I said. “I bought them for you.”

He stared at them without breathing.

“For... for me?”

“For you. Choose which one you prefer.”

“But do I really have to?” His voice was thin. “In front of Jessie?”

“Of course. Right in front of her.”

He swallowed. He looked at the pink, then the black, then the pink again.

“Then... the black one,” he murmured. “More sober.”

“Fine,” I said. “Then you’ll wear the pink.”

“But...”

“Go to the bedroom and get dressed. She’ll be here in half an hour.”

He climbed the stairs with the costume clutched to his chest and his shoulders hunched, and I stayed in the living room with the black package on the table. I looked at it for a long time, without opening it. Then I put it in a drawer of the sideboard, behind the good napkins.

At nine on the dot the doorbell rang. I opened.

Jessie was on the threshold, in a leopard coat over a very short emerald-green satin dress, cut low to the navel. Her mahogany-red hair fell in ringlets on her shoulders, her lips were painted a red so intense it looked almost black, and her heavy makeup gave her the air of a street girl, the kind you see in movies. She carried a gold purse and wore sky-high heels, and she smelled of vanilla and cigarettes.

“Here I am, sweetheart,” she said, in that raspy voice. “Nice place. You can tell there’s money.”

“Come in. We were expecting you.”

Klaus appeared on the stairs. He wore the pink outfit: a short dress with a flared skirt, puffed sleeves, a little white apron with ruffles, a white collar, black thigh-high stockings. He had lipstick, eye shadow and a pink bow in his curls. He walked in short steps, his hands clasped in front of him and his eyes fixed on his toes.

Jessie looked at him. For a second she was silent. Then she exploded in laughter so loud she had to lean against the doorframe.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake! The little guy! Dressed as a maid! Would you look at that!” She wiped her eyes, smudging her mascara. “It suits you, you know? You’re cute. A tasty little morsel.”

Klaus said nothing. He kept his head down, his cheeks burning.

“Sit down,” I said to Jessie, leading her into the dining room. “Dinner for two, plus service.”

She looked around, and noticed the table set.

“Two plates,” she observed. “And him?”

“He serves. He’s being punished.”

“Ah!” Jessie laughed again, and sat down, crossing her legs. “I like you, you know? You’re someone who knows her stuff.”

Klaus brought to the table a salad, then a dish of lasagna, then a tray of cheeses, with that flared skirt rising at every step. Jessie and I ate, drank wine, talked. He stood by the door, his hands on the little apron, waiting for orders.

“So, sweetheart,” said Jessie, wiping her mouth with her napkin, “you called me because you want to know how it went, right?”

“I want the truth.”

“The truth.” She sipped her wine. “Dieter did call him, it’s true. But only in part. In part it was him who insisted. He sought him out all the time, followed me, waited for me around the corner. Dieter told him to go, and he went. But sometimes he went even without being told.”

I looked at Klaus. He was staring at the floor.

Jessie leaned toward me and spoke in my ear, in a very low voice, her breath warm with wine and tobacco.

“And I’ll tell you something else. Sometimes I saw him come out of Dieter’s office with wet lips. Everyone in the office thought the same thing.”

I was speechless. She settled back in her chair, with a little smirk.

“Are you sure?” I asked, in a low voice.

“Sure, no. But I know men, and I know Klaus. And what a man...” She shrugged, and left the sentence hanging.

“I see,” I said.

I stood up. I set my napkin on the table, went to sit on the living room couch and stared at Klaus, motionless in the middle of the room. Jessie followed me, glass in hand, and dropped down next to me, her legs spread.

“Now, Klaus,” I said. “Show me what you used to do in the office with Jessie.”

He went pale.

“Vicky, I... Please.”

“I said you will show me.”

He stood there, the little apron trembling in front of him. Then, slowly, he took a step. And another. He stopped in front of Jessie, who watched him with a cat’s smile, and knelt on the rug. She lifted the green satin dress to her waist. Underneath she wore nothing.

She was thick, dark, with a triangle of curly, abundant hair, and two big, fleshy, bright red lips, almost glossy, that looked like a copy of the ones painted on her mouth. Klaus looked at them, with wide eyes and his hands on his knees, and I saw his chest rise and fall quickly.

“Go on, puppy,” said Jessie, with a cruel sweetness. “Don’t keep me waiting.”

He closed his eyes. And bent down.

I watched. I saw him place his hands on Jessie’s thighs, with an almost fearful delicacy, and bring his face to that dark thicket. I heard the wet sound of his tongue, at first timid, then surer, while the red lips opened under his touch. Jessie tilted her head back on the armrest and let out a long sigh.

“There he is,” she murmured, with a lazy smile. “That I remember. Go on, puppy, good boy. Slowly. Lower.”

Klaus obeyed, his face buried between her thighs and his blond curls brushing her belly. The pink bow had slipped over one ear. His flared skirt had ridden up behind him, showing the black stockings and the edge of the lace, and I saw that in front, under the little white apron, something moved with every flick of the tongue.

“Vicky,” said Jessie, without looking at me, “do you know he’s good? I told you he was the best in the office.”

“I know,” I answered. I realized my mouth was dry. “It’s one of the few things he does well.”

“One of the few?” She laughed, and her body swayed on the couch. “Sweetheart, when it comes to licking, this one is a champion.”

I took the crop from the little table, where I had left it before dinner, and ran it lightly over his rear, over the lace, barely. He started, and a moan escaped his throat, smothered against her skin. Jessie laughed again, a raspy laugh, and put a hand on the back of his neck, pushing his face lower.

“That’s it. Don’t stop. You like it, huh? Say it, little guy. That you like it.”

He didn’t answer. He couldn’t. But his hips began to move, barely, left and right, as in his sleep. I gave him a light tap of the crop on the thigh, and he stiffened.

“Don’t touch yourself,” I said. “Don’t you dare even think of it.”

Jessie arched her back. Her breathing grew short, her fingers tightened in Klaus’s blond curls, and for a moment her face, beneath the heavy makeup, turned into something almost childlike. Then she let out a long, drawn-out moan, and her thighs clamped around my husband’s head. He kept licking, without stopping, until she pushed him away with a wave of her hand.

“Enough, enough,” she gasped, laughing. “You’re killing me.”

Klaus fell back to sit on his heels, with shiny cheeks and swollen lips, a thread of lipstick smeared down to his chin. He looked at me, lost, and I understood he didn’t know whether he was about to cry or smile.

“Good boy,” I said. “Very good. Now go into the kitchen and wash your face.”

He stood up, staggering, and left the room with his little apron rumpled. Jessie sank back into the cushion, her dress still hiked up, and looked at me with eyes full of mischief.

“I showed you what he likes,” she said. “But I’ll tell you something, Vicky. If you want to know whether the rumors about Dieter are true, there’s a very simple way.”

“What is it?”

“Ask Dieter directly. But not at the office, and not at your house.”

She took my hand, with her purple nails, and squeezed it.

“Call me when you want me to tell you where.”

I handed her the envelope with the five hundred dollars. She counted it with a banker’s speed, then slipped it into her cleavage, between her breasts, and winked at me.

“It was a pleasure, sweetheart,” she said, standing up with a sway of her hips. “Say hi to the puppy for me.”

When the door closed, I stayed a moment alone in the hallway, with the scent of vanilla dissolving in the air and the black package waiting in the sideboard. From the kitchen came the rush of water. I thought of Jessie’s phrase, that “ask Dieter,” and of the German’s smile at the Christmas dinner.


12


A Beginner’s Gift 

I never work on Saturdays, but that Saturday there was a delivery for the boardwalk client and I had promised Mr. Whitman I’d stop by the office for a couple of hours. I woke up early, my head full of images from the night before: Jessie with her dress hiked up, Klaus on his knees with the pink bow slipping over one ear, that lost look of his at the end.

He slept beside me, in panties and a tank top. At the end of the evening I had told him to take off the maid outfit, wash his face and go to bed. I hadn’t let him finish, of course, and all night I had felt him toss, sigh, turn over. Now, in the morning light, he still had a bit of smeared mascara under his eyes and the expression of a punished boy.

I went down to the kitchen to make coffee. While I waited for the steam to rise, the black package came back to mind and I opened the sideboard. I took it from behind the good napkins. It was light, wrapped in glossy paper with the red satin ribbon. I set it on the table and stood looking at it.

“What is it?”

I turned. Klaus was in the doorway, in his tank top, with tousled hair.

“A gift,” I said. “A saleswoman gave it to me yesterday, in the costume store. I haven’t opened it yet.”

“Can I see it?”

“Open it with me.”

We sat down next to each other. I pulled the ribbon, undid the bow, and unwrapped the black paper. Inside was a small cardboard box, and inside the box, wrapped in a velvet cloth, a shiny metal object. I took it in my hand. It weighed more than I’d thought. It was small, maybe two and a half inches long, drop-shaped, with a round base and a hollow at the bottom, and a pale pink stone set at the top.

“Is it a pendant?” Klaus asked.

“It doesn’t have a hook.”

“A paperweight?”

“Too small.”

“A candleholder?”

I turned it in my fingers, looking for a screw, an opening, a mechanism, with the same curiosity with which, as a girl, I used to take apart alarm clocks. Nothing. Just that smooth, drop-shaped form, cold on the skin.

“Huh,” I said. “Maybe it’s a knickknack. A design object.”

“A little strange, as design.”

“You’re right.” I picked up my phone and took a flash photo of it, resting on the table next to the sugar bowl. “Let’s ask Amelia.”

I called her on speaker. She answered on the fourth ring, her voice thick with sleep.

“Have you gone crazy? It’s Saturday.”

“Sorry. I’m sending you a photo, and then you can tell me what it is.”

I sent the image. For a few seconds no sound came from the other end, and then a burst of laughter so loud that Klaus jumped in his chair.

“Where did you get it?” Amelia asked, panting.

“A saleswoman gave it to me as a gift. Why?”

“Vicky, sweetheart. That’s a plug.”

“A what?”

“An anal plug. Metal, small, with a decorative stone at the base, to keep it in place. It’s for what you imagine, and also for what you don’t.”

I put a hand over my mouth. Klaus, beside me, sat with his eyes wide, his mouth slightly open.

“Oh,” I said, in a low voice.

“Exactly. Oh. Listen carefully, both of you, since you’re both there, right? Klaus, are you there?”

“Yes,” he murmured.

“Good. Then I’ll explain how it works, and then you put it in right away.”

“Right away?” he cried.

“Right away. If you wait, fear sets in. So: you need a water-based lubricant, please. No oil, no creams. Intimate gel, and plenty of it. Then you warm it up a moment in your hands, because metal is cold. Klaus gets into a comfortable position, on all fours or on his side, with his knees to his chest. Vicky guides it, slowly. Deep breaths, relaxed, no forcing. If it hurts, you stop and try again. It’s not a race.”

“But do I really have to?” said Klaus, in a little voice that made me smile.

“You do,” Amelia replied, in a sweet and inflexible tone. “And then you call me and tell me. Good luck.”

She hung up. For a long moment we sat in silence, me with the plug between my fingers, him with his hands on his knees.

“Well?” I said at last.

“Well...” He swallowed. “Where do we do it?”

“In the bedroom. The gel is in the nightstand.”

We climbed the stairs in silence. He stopped at the bedroom threshold, motionless. I opened the drawer, took out the tube of gel I’d had for years, and looked at it: it was almost full, never used with him.

“Take off your panties and get on the bed,” I said. “Like Amelia said.”

He undressed slowly, and knelt at the edge of the bed, on all fours, his head down. His bottom, white, pale, still marked here and there by the blows of the days before, was right in front of me, and for a moment I was the one who didn’t know what to do.

“Wait,” I said. “The metal is cold. First I’ll warm it.”

“With what?”

“With my hands. I’ll hold it here, in my fist.”

“What if we put it under hot water?” he suggested, turning slightly. “It would be faster.”

“Not a bad idea.”

I went to the bathroom, held it a few seconds under the faucet, then dried it. Coming back to the bedroom, I noticed my hands were shaking a little. I put some gel on my fingers and spread it on the plug, and then, to be safe, on Klaus too.

“Ready?”

“No,” he said. “But do it anyway.”

I rested the tip, gently, against his opening. He stiffened. I pressed barely. Nothing: the muscle contracted, blocking the way.

“Breathe,” I said. “Like Amelia said.”

“I am breathing.”

“No, you’re holding your breath. Exhale. Slowly.”

“Like in yoga?”

“Like in yoga.”

We tried again. He blew out the air, I pressed, and the plug slid in just barely, half an inch. He moaned, then stiffened, and everything closed up again.

“Too fast,” he said. “I got scared.”

“Then let’s stop.”

I sat on the edge of the bed. He turned onto his side, with his knees to his chest.

“Maybe this is better,” he suggested.

“This?”

“Yes, on my side. I feel less exposed.”

“All right. And what if I held your hand? Like this, while I push?”

“I’ll try.”

The hand was his idea, and getting him to stare at a fixed point on the wall was mine. Counting in his head was his idea too, and humming softly was mine. We spent ten minutes, maybe fifteen, finding a combination that worked, and at some point I started laughing, and so did he, and that laughter loosened something in his body, because the muscle softened and the plug, slowly, millimeter by millimeter, slid in.

“There,” I whispered. “You’re almost there.”

“Oh,” he said. “Oh.”

With one last small movement, the widest part passed, and the plug settled into place. He let go of a long, quivering breath, and his back relaxed all at once.

“Done,” I said.

We stayed still for a while. He with his eyes closed, his cheeks flushed, me with my hand still on his. I felt his breathing grow regular, his body sink into the mattress as after a long run. It was an intimate thing, almost more than sex: two people bent over a small problem to solve together, with no shame, no roles. For a moment I wasn’t the mistress and he wasn’t the little slave. We were husband and wife, finally accomplices. Then I stroked his hair.

“How do you feel?”

“Full,” he said. “Strange. I thought it would be worse.”

“Does it hurt?”

“No. It’s... like a pressure. A new sensation.”

“Do you like it?”

He didn’t answer. But he smiled, barely, with his eyes still closed. I kissed him on the shoulder.

“Now get up and walk a bit,” I said. “To the window. Slowly.”

He got up, carefully, and took a few steps. I don’t know if it was the effect of the plug, or the habit he had picked up with the posture lessons, but he walked differently: softer hips, shorter steps, knees almost brushing. Something sweet, almost light. I realized I was watching him with my mouth open.

“You’re already walking more gently,” I said.

He deflected, and lowered his eyes.

“Don’t take it out,” I added. “For no reason, until tonight. I’m going to work. When I’m back, I’ll check.”

“Yes, Vicky.”

Before leaving I sent Amelia a message: Done. He has it in. He walks in a new way. The reply came before I’d closed the front door: I knew it. Don’t let him take anything out for the next few hours. And tell me everything.

At the office that Saturday there were only Mr. Whitman, a girl from graphics and, at the far end of the open space, Ethan. I saw him as soon as I walked in, laptop open, head bowed. I sat at my desk, without looking at him, and started working on the client file.

After about twenty minutes I heard footsteps, and a shadow stopped beside me.

“Vicky.”

I looked up. Ethan was standing there, hands in his pockets and a sorry look on his face.

“I wanted to apologize,” he said in a low voice. “For Friday. For everything. For the notes, for that bathroom. I behaved like an idiot. I promised to leave you alone and I couldn’t.”

“Ethan...”

“It won’t happen again. I really promise. If you don’t even want to talk to me, I understand.”

“It’s not that,” I said. “It’s that you’re a good guy, Ethan, and I don’t want to hurt you.”

“I’m doing that to myself, don’t worry.”

I looked at him. He had honest eyes, a little shiny, those of a boy who has made a blunder and knows it. I felt myself melt.

“Sit down,” I said. “For a moment.”

He sat in the chair next to my desk. For a while we were silent. Then, maybe from tiredness, maybe from the need to tell it to someone who wasn’t Amelia, I let myself go.

“I’m going through a strange period,” I began. “With my husband.”

“Strange how?”

“He has a new passion.”

“Oh.” Ethan tilted his head. “Which one?”

“He likes dressing as a woman.”

I said it all in one breath, and realized my heart was pounding. I waited for his reaction: a grimace, a laugh, a look of disgust. Instead he just blinked.

“Really?”

“Yes. It didn’t start in a day. It came out slowly, and I encouraged it. At first it seemed just a game. Then I understood he really likes it. And I, in a strange way, like seeing him like that. Last night, for instance, he served us dinner dressed as a maid.”

“And he’s okay with that?”

“He’s happy. Or at least I think so.” I hesitated. “With certain gestures, certain words he says without noticing, his feminine side comes out with a naturalness that surprises me.”

Ethan listened with a sincere concentration, chin on his hand, with no sign of mockery.

“I’m interested,” he said at last. “Really. It’s something I don’t know about, but it doesn’t seem strange to me. It seems... human.” He looked at me. “Can I ask you something? Can I see him? Dressed as a maid, I mean.”

I started. I hadn’t realized I’d said so much.

“I’m afraid he’d be ashamed,” I said. “He isn’t ready. Maybe later.”

“Of course. Whenever you want.”

I picked up my phone, driven by an impulse I couldn’t explain, and looked for the photo.

“Look what we got as a gift this morning.”

I showed him the image of the plug, next to the sugar bowl. Ethan studied it carefully, squinting.

“It looks like a piece of jewelry,” he said. “What is it?”

“An anal plug.”

“Ah.” He didn’t blink. He zoomed in on the image. “It’s small.”

“It’s the beginner’s kind.”

“I see.” He smiled, a little embarrassed. “It’s really small, isn’t it?”

“For starting out.” I looked at him. “Who knows, maybe if you played a similar game with your wife, you could find a new intimacy.”

He smiled, but with distant eyes.

“Who knows,” he said. “Maybe she already does it with her lover.”

“Then you could ask her to let you join.”

Ethan raised his eyes sharply. He stared at me for a long moment, in silence. He didn’t seem convinced. He seemed above all thoughtful.

“I’ll think about it,” he said softly. He stood up, thanked me with a nod and walked away down the hall, hands in his pockets and head down, as if walking inside a thought too big for him.

I watched him go, the phone still in my hand. Then I put it away and went back to the file. But for an hour I couldn’t read a single line. I kept thinking about Klaus at home, with that drop of metal inside him, walking gently through the rooms in his apron.

I got back at two, with a bag of bread and a crate of strawberries. The house was quiet. I found him in the kitchen, in apron and panties, sleeves rolled up, washing a salad in the sink. He turned when he heard my steps, and his face lit up, then grew shy.

“Hi, Vicky.”

“Hi, sweetheart. All good?”

“Yes.” He hesitated. “I still have it in.”

“Show me.”

He turned, lifted the apron and lowered the edge of the lace just slightly, showing me the round base with the pale pink stone, set like a little jewel between his buttocks.

“Good,” I said. “You can tell it suits you.”

“I’ve already gotten used to it,” he whispered. “I almost don’t feel it.”

“That’s not true. You feel it perfectly well. That’s why you like it.”

He didn’t answer, but he bit his lip and lowered his gaze, and I understood I’d hit the mark.
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The Punishment 

On Sunday morning the phone rang at nine fifteen, while I was still in my nightgown with a cup in my hand. It was Amelia.

“Good morning, dear. Am I disturbing you?”

“Not at all. In fact, I was just about to call you.”

“Listen, I wanted to ask you something. Can I come by your house today?” She paused, and from her voice I could tell she was smiling. “I want to see how Klaus looks dressed as a maid.”

For a moment I was speechless. Then I laughed, with a joy I hadn’t expected.

“Of course you can! In fact, I’m thrilled. Just tell me one thing: do you prefer the black outfit or the pink one?”

“The pink, no doubt. It’s more childish, more humiliating. But listen carefully, Vicky: I want him to have the plug in, and I want him to go without panties. No lace, no protection. Just the little dress, the stockings and what he has inside.”

“All right.”

“And keep the crop within reach. When I arrive, I want it in my hand.”

“As you wish.”

“Perfect. I’ll be at your place around eleven. I’ll stay all day, if you don’t mind.”

I hung up and stood a moment looking at the phone. Then I ran upstairs. Klaus was still in bed, curled on his side, in his tank top and panties. I shook him gently.

“Wake up, love. We have a visitor.”

“Who?” he mumbled, with his eyes half closed.

“Amelia. She’s coming to see how you look dressed as a maid.”

He sat up with a jolt, wide awake.

“Amelia? Here? Today?”

“At eleven.”

“But I... Vicky, I can’t...”

“No arguments. Take a shower, and then I’ll help you get ready. The pink dress, the black stockings, the makeup. No panties.”

“No panties?”

“None. And you put the plug back in, you took it out last night, didn’t you?”

He lowered his eyes.

“Yes. It bothered me when I slept.”

“You put it back in, and this time you keep it in until I tell you.”

I walked him to the bathroom, watched him wash, and then helped him. I sat him on the edge of the bed, gel in my palm, and guided him step by step as we had the day before. This time it was easier: the muscle gave almost at once, and the plug slid into place with a little sigh from both of us.

“Better?” I asked.

“Yes.” He looked at me, his eyes shiny. “Have I told you already that I feel strange?”

“Strange how?”

“More... more where I belong.”

I kissed him on the forehead and began to dress him. I slipped on the black thigh-high stockings, one leg at a time, then the pink dress with the puffed sleeves, the white collar, the little ruffled apron. I fixed his hair with a pink bow, and then the makeup: lipstick, eye shadow, a little blush on the cheeks. When I was done I took him to the mirror.

He looked at his reflection without saying anything. The flared skirt came to midthigh, and when he moved it lifted slightly, showing the edge of the stockings.

“How do I look?” he asked, in a thread of a voice.

“Wonderful,” I said. “You look like a maid in a luxury home.”

At eleven on the dot the doorbell rang. I opened, and Amelia was on the threshold, in a pale gray suit, her platinum-blond hair in a perfect bun, a leather bag in her hand. She looked confident, serene, almost cheerful.

“Good morning, sweetheart,” she said, and kissed me on both cheeks. “Where is he?”

“In the living room.”

“The crop?”

“On the table, next to the sugar bowl.”

“Excellent.”

I followed her to the living room door. Klaus stood in the middle of the room, hands clasped in front of the little apron and his gaze down. Amelia stopped on the threshold and looked at him for a long time, from head to toe, with a slow smile.

“How adorable,” she said. “Look at him, Vicky. A maid, through and through. Walk over to me, sweetheart.”

He took a few steps, short ones, his hips swaying slightly.

“More slowly,” said Amelia. “And straighten your shoulders.”

He stopped in front of her. Amelia lifted his chin with two fingers, studying his face, the lipstick, the dark lashes.

“What’s your name?”

“Klaus,” he answered, softly.

“No. In the little dress, what’s your name?”

He hesitated, and I saw his lips tremble.

“I don’t know.”

“You’ll have to decide. For now I’ll call you maid. Is that all right, maid?”

“Yes, Amelia.”

“Madam Amelia.”

“Yes, Madam Amelia.”

She smiled, satisfied. She walked to the table, picked up the crop and weighed it with an elegant gesture, almost like a horsewoman. Then she sat in the armchair, crossed her legs and rested the crop across her knees.

“Vicky, sit down. I want you to watch. Maid, bring us coffee. And I don’t want to see you walking like a man.”

He disappeared into the kitchen. I settled on the couch, my heart pounding. A few minutes later he came back with a tray, the little cup, the sugar bowl. He walked carefully, concentrating, hips soft, tray perfectly level. He bent to set the coffee on the little table, knees together, as I had taught him.

“Good girl,” said Amelia. “That posture is decent. But the skirt rode up too much.”

He straightened sharply, blushing. And Amelia, without getting up, cracked the crop in one sharp stroke on his rear, over the little dress.

“Ow!”

“I didn’t give you permission to speak.”

“Sorry, Madam Amelia.”

“Repeat it.”

“Sorry, Madam Amelia.”

She made him repeat it three times. Then she ordered him to pour me coffee, to ask me whether I wanted sugar, to serve me with his left hand. At every mistake, even the smallest, the crop snapped on his rear, light, precise, like a reprimand. He flinched, apologized, started over.

For an hour Amelia made him work, walk, kneel, get up, recite humiliating phrases. She made him polish both their shoes with a handkerchief, on his knees. She made him dust the furniture with his legs slightly apart, and every time the skirt rose, another stroke. She was a sadist of impressive naturalness: she always smiled, always spoke gently, and meanwhile never gave him a moment’s rest.

“Vicky,” said Amelia at one point, handing me the crop with an elegant gesture, “you try? Just one stroke. So you understand its weight.”

I took it. It was lighter than I remembered, but in my hand it seemed to weigh double. Klaus stood in front of me with his eyes down and the skirt still lifted from a previous stroke. I looked at him, and he didn’t look at me.

“Go on,” said Amelia. “Gently.”

I raised my arm and let the crop fall, barely, on his rear. He flinched. It was a very light stroke, almost a caress, but it left a tingling in my palm.

“Good,” said Amelia. “Next time, firmer.”

I handed the crop back with slightly sweaty hands, and went back to sit.

I watched, and at some point I realized I felt a strange tenderness. I saw him bend, apologize, sob under his breath. His cheeks shone with tears, his makeup was starting to melt, and with each stroke a small part of him seemed to give way. But in his eyes there was something other than pain.

“Amelia,” I said at one point, in a low voice. “Maybe that’s enough.”

“Enough?” She looked at me with a surprised air. “But we’re barely halfway.”

“He’s crying.”

“Of course he’s crying. That’s normal. But look at him closely, Vicky. Look at his eyes.”

I looked. Klaus was on his knees on the rug, hands on his thighs, breath short, face streaked. And in fact, deep in his eyes, there was an almost happy light.

“See?” Amelia murmured. “It’s not pain. It’s surrender.”

She stood up. She approached him, crop in hand, and circled him slowly.

“Get on all fours,” she said. “With your rear up.”

He obeyed. The skirt slid up his back, uncovering his bare buttocks, white, marked here and there with pink. You could see the base of the plug, with its pale pink stone, glittering.

“Twenty-one strokes,” said Amelia. “Three for every year you’ve spent being a boring husband. Count.”

“One,” he said.

The first crack echoed sharply in the room. Then the second, the third. He counted in an ever-lower voice, trembling. At the fifth he started to moan. At the eighth he began to cry softly. At the tenth his breathing quickened, and I noticed his body arching, his hips swaying, his back taut.

“Fifteen,” he said, his voice breaking.

“Good girl. Again.”

At the seventeenth a long whimper escaped him. At the eighteenth his whole body went rigid. At the nineteenth he froze. At the twentieth he let out a small strangled cry, and for a moment stayed motionless, mouth open, eyes wide.

“Twenty,” he whispered. “Twenty-on...”

He stopped. I saw him jerk, once, twice, three times, while a white trickle ran down his thigh, over the black stocking, and fell onto the rug.

An absolute silence fell. Amelia slowly lowered the crop. I covered my mouth with my hand.

“Maid,” she said, in a cold, calm voice. “Come here.”

He turned, with effort, still on his knees, his face pale.

“You did something very serious. You came without permission.”

“I... I didn’t mean to...”

“You should have said so. You should have said it when you were close. Instead you played smart.”

“I didn’t play smart,” he stammered. “I couldn’t stop.”

“Yes, you did. You tried to hide it, you kept counting, you waited until it was too late.” She bent down, and lifted his face with two fingers. “Look at me. You’re being punished.”

Klaus lowered his eyes. He was deeply embarrassed, his cheeks burning and his lips trembling. But, as I watched him, I saw a change. His breathing grew more regular, his body straightened slightly, and his gaze, when he lifted it, had a different light: a cold, almost hostile clarity.

“I want to take the plug out,” he said.

“What?” said Amelia.

“I want to take it out. Now.” He reached a hand behind, feeling for the base. “It bothers me.”

“You’re not taking anything out.”

“But I...”

She didn’t let him finish. The crop cracked, sharp, on his rear. Then a second stroke. A third.

“Do you see, Vicky, what I meant when I said he must never come?” said Amelia, in a calm, almost didactic tone, as she kept striking, at a steady rhythm, without hurry. “After orgasm he changes character, he rebels, he tries to take back control. He talks like a man again. He rebels, but I’ll fix him.”

“Enough,” Klaus moaned. “Please, enough.”

“Five more.”

I stood up, my heart hammering. I looked at Klaus, who was crying again, his forehead on the rug, and wondered whether I should stop everything. He raised his eyes to me, red, shiny, and whispered:

“Vicky...”

It wasn’t a plea for help. It was something else, a way of seeking my gaze, of making sure I was there. I gave him a nod, and he closed his eyes, and let himself go.

“Yes, Madam Amelia,” he said softly.

The strokes ended. Amelia dropped the crop on the couch, ran a hand through her hair and took a deep breath, her cheeks slightly flushed.

“That’s enough for now,” she said. “Vicky, you take care of cleaning him up. Then we’ll have him serve at the table.”

I knelt beside Klaus. I turned him gently, with an arm behind his shoulders, and with a damp napkin wiped his forehead, his cheeks, his chin. The makeup was smeared, his lashes stuck together, his curls plastered to his temples. I removed the bow, put his collar back in place.

“Klaus,” I said in a low voice, so Amelia wouldn’t hear. “Are you okay? If you want us to stop everything, tell me. Right away.”

He shook his head, slowly.

“No,” he whispered. “Don’t stop anything. I can’t explain it, but I don’t want it to end.”

“Sure?”

“Yes.” He looked at me. “Before, when I said to take it out, it was just... a moment. I felt empty, and stupid too. But now it’s passed.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, Vicky. I’m sorry about the orgasm. I didn’t mean to.”

“I know.” I stroked his face. “It’s not a fault, it’s something to learn.”

I handed him a glass of water. He drank in small sips, leaning against me, like a child after a fever. From the couch, Amelia watched us with a serene smile.

“You two are beautiful,” she said. “Almost moving.”

We had lunch in the dining room. Klaus served everything in the pink dress, the stained stockings, the plug still in place, and Amelia treated him with glacial courtesy, a light reprimand with each course and a small lash on the leg. I ate in silence, with a strange dizziness, the feeling of having opened a door that would never close again.

After coffee, Amelia took me aside on the terrace, while Klaus cleared the table.

“Well?” she said. “What do you think?”

“I think you’re better at it than I am.”

“It’s not a matter of skill. It’s that I don’t feel anything.” She smiled. “You do. That’s why he loves you, and obeys me.”

“Where did you learn?”

“In my office, sweetheart. Seven years of couples. You know how many stories like this I’ve seen? And do you know how many end well, when there’s honesty?” She shrugged. “Almost all of them.”

I stayed silent, my gaze on the ocean, thinking of Klaus washing dishes with that plug inside him, of his “I don’t want it to end.” I understood that from that day on nothing would be the same. I wondered what would happen next time, and whether, between me and Amelia, there was still a line separating help from play. Then I heard her laughing, inside, at something Klaus had dropped in the kitchen, and decided not to think about it.
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Straight from the Source 

I spent the whole week thinking about Dieter, at the office, at the gym, in front of the mirror while putting on my makeup. Jessie’s sentence went around in my head like a chant: ask him directly, but not at the office and not at your house. And yet, at some point, I understood that the right place to ask him was my house. With Klaus present, within reach.

On Thursday evening, while he was washing dishes in the striped apron, I told him in the most natural voice I could find.

“I’ve been thinking of inviting your boss to dinner. Dieter.”

A plate slipped from his hands and fell into the sink, without breaking.

“Dieter? To dinner? At our house?”

“Your father put a trusted man next to you, didn’t he? It seems right to get to know him better. I’ll call him myself, tomorrow morning.”

“Vicky, I don’t think it’s a good idea.”

“Why not?”

He swallowed, with difficulty.

“Because he... because he doesn’t know anything about us.”

“Exactly,” I said. “I’ll talk to him about work, about family. A dinner between civilized people.”

He didn’t reply. I saw him grip the edge of the sink, and in the quiet I heard his breathing change.

That night, in bed, I heard him toss and turn for a long time. I took him by the hip and pulled him to me.

“Are you afraid?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“Of what?”

“Of what might happen.”

“And what if it’s something good?”

He didn’t answer. He lay rigid, his cheek against my shoulder, and at some point I heard him whisper, almost to himself: “I don’t know if it’s good. I only know I’ve been thinking about it for weeks.”

On Friday morning I called the company and a secretary answered. Dieter took the line after a few seconds, with a deep, calm voice, with a slight German accent.

“Mrs. Bergmann. What a pleasure.”

“Dieter, good morning. I wanted to invite you to dinner tonight, at our house. If you have no other plans.”

There was a pause. I could hear a smile in his voice.

“With great pleasure. What time?”

“At eight.”

“Perfect. I’ll bring the wine, and something for the lady.”

I spent the afternoon preparing everything. I bought a veal roast, two bottles of white, a chocolate cake. I chose a black dress, tight, with a boat neckline and a skirt that came just above the knee. Klaus, at home, was waiting with dinner in the oven and a lost look. I had told him to dress as a man, pants and shirt, but underneath, as always, the black stockings and the lace, and the plug firmly in place.

“What if he figures something out?” he asked me, while I fixed his collar.

“If he figures it out, he figures it out.”

“Vicky...”

“Breathe,” I said. “Act normal. I’ll take care of it.”

At eight on the dot the doorbell rang. I opened, and for a moment I was speechless.

Dieter was taller than I remembered, six foot three of broad shoulders and narrow waist, in a midnight-blue suit that fit him like a glove. Blond hair, combed back with a well-kept quiff, and that thick, blond, glossy mustache framing his lip. His eyes, blue as icy water, studied me from head to toe in a second. He held a bottle of red in one hand and a bouquet of white roses in the other.

“Mrs. Bergmann,” he said, with a slight bow. “May I.”

He took my hand and kissed it, brushing the back of it with his mustache. I felt something run up my arm.

“Call me Vicky.”

“Then you must call me Dieter.” He smiled. “You are even more beautiful than I remembered, from the Christmas dinner.”

“You have a good memory.”

“For certain things, yes.”

He walked into the living room, and Klaus went to meet him with his hand out, stiff as a mannequin.

“Good evening, Dieter.”

“Klaus.” Dieter shook his hand, and gave him a pat on the shoulder, hard, almost paternal. “You have a splendid wife. You never told me.”

“I... thank you.”

“You look pale. Too much work?”

“No, no. I’m fine.”

“Better so. Tomorrow we have an important meeting, I want you in shape.”

For a second the two looked at each other, a brief, familiar look, of people who have shared a secret for a long time.

We ate in the dining room, with candles lit and wine flowing. Klaus served, pale, with the precise gestures of someone afraid of making a mistake, and sat down only when I told him to. Dieter spoke with an enviable ease: he told us about Germany, Klaus’s grandfather, the company, his summers on Sylt. He had a warm, frank laugh, and every so often he brushed my hand or knee, with a gesture that seemed accidental. I realized I was waiting for that touch, and that when it was late I caught myself looking for it with my eyes, like a girl at her first dance.

“You remind me of someone,” he said at one point, looking me in the eyes.

“Who?”

“A woman I loved very much, many years ago.” He smiled. “She crossed her legs the same way you do.”

I didn’t know what to say. I felt my cheeks warming, partly from the wine and partly from that look. I was aware of every inch of his attention, and I liked it. I liked it terribly.

“May I confide something to you?” he said, lowering his voice, while Klaus was in the kitchen getting the coffee.

“Please.”

“In years I haven’t met a woman with your bearing. Here in America nearly all of them are nervous, always in a rush. You, instead, have the calm of a queen.”

“You’re flattering me.”

“I never flatter. I only tell the truth.” He looked at me, without smiling. “Even when it would be better to keep quiet.”

I laughed, and felt his knee press against mine, barely, under the table. I didn’t move it. Across the table I saw Klaus lower his eyes and stare at his plate.

After dessert we moved to the living room. Dieter sat on the couch, legs stretched out, a glass of red in his hand. I settled next to him, so our knees brushed. Klaus stayed standing, by the door, hands clasped in front of him.

“Sit down, Klaus,” said Dieter. “Don’t play the waiter.”

“I prefer to stay standing.”

“As you wish.” Then, turning to me, in a low voice: “You know, Vicky, your husband has a rare quality. An absolute devotion. I don’t know a man who can serve as he does.”

“Really?”

“Really. With Jessie, for example.” He paused. “Do you remember Jessie, Klaus?”

Klaus went pale.

“Dieter, please...”

“A secretary,” Dieter said, turning to me, in a detached tone. “A particular type. I did my duty with her, and when I was done...” He raised his glass, and drank. “He was there, on his knees, cleaning. With his tongue. I would come inside her, and Klaus would lick.”

He said it with such calm naturalness that for a moment I thought I had misheard. Klaus, standing by the door, had stiffened as if from a blow, and I had the impression that if the earth had opened under his feet, he would have thanked it.

“I know,” I said, softly. “Jessie told me.”

“Ah.” He smiled. “Then you already know the story. All the better.”

He turned toward Klaus, and his voice changed, grew soft, almost affectionate, the voice of a master addressing a faithful dog.

“Klaus, I wanted to ask you something. Since you are a married man, and have such a beautiful wife. Would you like to do it again? But with her, I mean. With your little wife. I take her, and you clean.”

“Dieter!” Klaus cried, his voice strangled.

“Or else,” he went on, unruffled, “if you prefer to drink straight from the source, as we do at the office.”

I sat motionless, my glass in midair.

“What do you do at the office?” I asked.

Dieter laughed, a low, satisfied laugh. Klaus didn’t laugh. He had a waxen face, clenched hands, and eyes fixed on the rug.

“Klaus,” said Dieter, gently. “Show Vicky what you do at the office.”

“No,” he whispered.

“Klaus.”

“Dieter, not here. Please.”

“Here.” Dieter leaned back, legs apart, and with a natural gesture unbuttoned his pants, lowered the zipper and took it out.

It was long, thick, already half hard, pale like the rest of him, with a vein running along its side. I found it a foot from my face, in the candlelight, and sat paralyzed. Not from disgust, on the contrary: from a sort of soft, almost hypnotic astonishment. It was the first time I had seen up close the penis of a man who wasn’t Klaus or Ethan.

“Come, Vicky,” said Dieter, in a calm voice. “Enjoy the show.”

I looked at Klaus. He was looking at me, his eyes shiny, seeking an answer, a permission, a help. I understood he was waiting for a word from me. Just one. If I had said “stop,” he would have stopped. I knew it.

But I didn’t say it. I realized that one part of me, the same one that for weeks had come awake at each step forward by Klaus, wanted to see how far he would go. And another part, smaller and more honest, wanted only to watch.

“Do what he tells you,” I murmured.

Klaus closed his eyes for an instant. Then, slowly, he crossed the room and knelt on the rug, between Dieter’s legs. He looked at me once more. And then he bent down.

When he took him in his mouth, Dieter’s body arched slightly, with a satisfied sigh. Klaus began to move, slowly, his hands resting on his boss’s thighs. I saw his lips slide over the flesh, his tongue circling the tip, the slow, precise, repeated movement. He was good. He was painfully good. He did it with such devotion that I, watching him, couldn’t tear my eyes away.

“You see?” said Dieter, in a slightly husky voice. “A rare quality.”

“Yes,” I said. My throat was dry.

“Come closer, Vicky.” He placed a hand on my shoulder, warm, heavy. “Look more closely.”

I moved closer. I could smell him, sweetish and briny, strange but good, and hear Klaus’s breathing, that wet sound that went straight to my stomach. Dieter stroked my neck with his thumb, slowly, and I didn’t pull away.

“Your husband,” he whispered, “is a very fortunate man. He has a wife who knows how to watch.”

I closed my eyes for a second. When I opened them, I saw that behind, under his shirt, Klaus’s pants had swelled, and that his hips, imperceptibly, were swaying in rhythm with his mouth. He was aroused. Very aroused.

“Dieter,” I said, “how did you convince him?”

“I didn’t convince him,” he answered, smiling. “He came to me.”

I didn’t reply. I looked at Klaus, who kept going, eyes closed, without stopping. Dieter squeezed my shoulder.

“I’m about to finish,” he said, in a broken voice. “Klaus, good. Don’t stop.”

I saw him stiffen, clench his jaw. Then, with a low, guttural moan, he sank back on the couch. Klaus stayed still, his head resting on his thighs, and I heard him swallow, once, twice, slowly, to the last drop.

For a few seconds nobody spoke. All you could hear were the tick of the old wall clock and Klaus’s labored breathing. Dieter composed himself, straightened his pants, ran a hand through Klaus’s hair, with an almost paternal tenderness.

“Good,” he said. “As always.”

Klaus got up with difficulty, eyes lowered and lips swollen, and I motioned him toward the kitchen.

“Go wash your face. And bring some water.”

He vanished without a word. Dieter, left alone with me, poured another glass of red and drank it in small sips, with the calm of a man with nothing to fear.

“May I ask you a question?” I said.

“As many as you like.”

“When did it begin, with him?”

“About a year ago.” He ran a finger over his mustache. “One evening, at the office, after a meeting, he asked to talk. He was very agitated. He told me he had something to confess, that he had never dared tell anyone. That he liked to serve. And that he wanted to serve me.”

“He asked you?”

“In his own words. At first I laughed, then I realized he was serious.” He smiled. “I gave him a test. A small one, nothing. And he obeyed. From that day it became a habit.”

“And Jessie?”

“Jessie came later. A pleasant girl, and Klaus liked to watch her. One day I said to him: if you like, you can help me clean her up. And he...” He shrugged. “The rest you know.”

I stayed silent. I felt my heart beating, and a thousand thoughts crowding inside me. I wasn’t shocked, not as I should have been. I was above all curious, and there was something else, an embarrassing arousal.

“Why are you telling me?” I asked.

“Because you invited me to dinner,” Dieter replied. “And intelligent people don’t invite anyone to dinner without a reason.”

Klaus returned with a tray and a glass of water, his face washed and his eyes reddened. He set the tray on the little table, without looking at us.

Dieter stood up, buttoned his jacket, and took my hands in his, big and warm.

“Thank you for the evening,” he said, in a low voice. “It was instructive, for all three of us.” He bent down, and kissed the back of my hand again, lingering a moment longer than necessary. Then, without letting go of my hand, he added:

“Mrs. Bergmann. Next time, I would like it to be you who decides where.”
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Tom Thumb 

I was angry with Klaus. He was lying to me about everything, and I didn’t even know since when: maybe since before we met, maybe since before the wedding. I had slept badly, with that image coming back to me in waves: him on his knees on the rug, between Dieter’s legs, his hands on his thighs and that wet sound I couldn’t get out of my ears.

That Saturday I got up before him. I went down to the kitchen in my robe, made coffee without drinking it and sat at the table, the crop in my hand, resting on my knees. The sun slanted in through the window and lit the sugar bowl, the bread, the cups left there from the night before. Just another ordinary morning, to all appearances.

When Klaus came down, in pajamas and with his curls a mess, he stopped in the doorway. He looked at me, then at the crop, and understood at once that my mood wasn’t the best.

“Good morning, Vicky,” he said, in a small voice. “Is something wrong?”

“Everything is wrong, Klaus!” I slapped the crop on the table, and he flinched. “You’ve told me a whole pack of lies. How long have you been getting on your knees in front of men like that?”

He darkened. His hands began to shake, and his mouth to move without a sound coming out, until he managed to stammer:

“I’m sorry, Vicky. I should have told you, about Dieter.”

“We said we’d tell each other the truth. And I don’t think Dieter was the first.” I stood up, crop in hand, and circled him slowly. “Yesterday you did it with an eagerness I haven’t seen even in porn movies.”

He lowered his eyes. He couldn’t hold my gaze. I was glaring at him, staring to see his reactions, to see how far he was still capable of lying.

“It started by chance,” he murmured. “But I swear I don’t like it.”

“You don’t like it?” I laughed, without mirth. “You swallowed as if it were champagne. Klaus, tell me the truth: are you gay?”

He answered at once, as if I had wounded his pride.

“No. I swear I’m not. I’m not attracted to men, that’s the truth.”

“How can you say that?” I sat down again, across from him, crossing my arms. “Do you think I’m stupid? I saw how you kneel, how you take it, how you drink. Don’t lie, unless you want me to leave today. For good.”

“No, please, Vicky...”

“Stop crying.” Because he was crying, tears running down his cheeks and his lip trembling. “Tell me. You’re gay, aren’t you?”

“I swear, I like women.” He wiped his face with the back of his hand. “You’re the one I like. Only you.”

“Then you can’t tell me that and kneel like that.”

He stayed silent for a few seconds. Then, in an almost inaudible voice, he said:

“I think I’m strange.”

“Strange how?”

“I like being commanded. Annihilated. Forced to do degrading things.”

I sat motionless. It was the first time he had said it so plainly, in clear words, with no detours, and I felt something sink into my stomach, something heavy and warm.

“And when did you find that out?”

“Always.” He raised his eyes for a moment, then lowered them again. “As a child I liked being punished when I did wrong. Nothing sexual, I swear. But I liked it. Even as a teenager, in the groups. I looked for penances.”

“What kind of penances?”

“Innocent ones. Extra homework at school, or punishment laps on the field when I played soccer. Once I talked back to the coach on purpose, and he made me clean the locker room.”

“On purpose?”

“Yes. To be punished.”

I shook my head, not knowing whether to laugh or worry.

“Is that all? Are you sure?”

“No.” He hesitated. “At college I went further.”

“Meaning?”

“They made fun of me. Bullying, because of my small build. I liked it. The more extreme penances began.”

“What kind of penances?” I realized I had the tone of an investigating judge.

“Like kissing sweaty feet. Walking around with used underwear over my face. Walking naked through the dorm, so everyone could see my little thing and laugh at its size.”

I had to bite the inside of my cheek. It wasn’t the moment to laugh, but the image, as sad as it was, had a comic side I struggled to ignore.

“Is that all? Just this?”

“No.” He squeezed his hands between his knees. “One day Ingrid arrived, and I went further.”

“Who was Ingrid?”

“A maid who worked at my parents’ villa. She was older than me. I was twenty-two, she was over forty. She was mature, shapely, a bit vulgar.”

“Like Jessie?”

“Yes, but blond. And meaner.” He smiled slightly, halfway, with a bitter grimace. “She was against the masters, she called them that. The rich. But she kept it to herself. She began to humiliate me as a kind of social revenge.”

“And you? You didn’t tell your parents?”

“I liked it.” He said it softly, without looking at me. “I liked her, and I liked the situation.”

I leaned back in my chair. The crop didn’t weigh on my lap, as if it had suddenly grown lighter.

“But what happened? How did it begin?”

“One day she came into my room to make the bed, while I was touching myself. I thought I’d locked the door. I covered myself right away, but she, laughing, pulled off the blankets. ‘Go on,’ she said.”

“And did you go on?”

“I tried. But I couldn’t. The fright, her staring at me with that mocking smile. I stayed small and limp.”

“That’s nothing new to me,” I said.

“I know.” He bowed his head. “But at that moment it was worse than usual. I told her I couldn’t, that I’d lost the excitement. And then she walked out, laughing at me.”

“Is that all?”

“No. From that day she began to tease me. To call me Tom Thumb, like in the fairy tale, because of my penis. She said that if I wanted to have a woman in my life I had to use other qualities, and that she would teach them to me.”

“I think I understand what she taught you.”

“Yes. She taught me to kiss her intimate parts.” He spoke with effort, as if each word cost him a piece of his dignity. “At first clean, perfumed. Then, to humiliate me more and more, dirty. Once she didn’t wash for a week.”

“How disgusting,” I said. “I wonder what it smelled like.”

“I know. Like rotten fish.”

“And couldn’t you rebel?”

“I could. But I liked it. The dirtier she was, the more I liked it.” He finally raised his eyes, red, shiny. “Then she started an affair with my father’s driver. The husband didn’t know. She would come to my room after doing it with him, and wanted me to clean her with my tongue, so she wouldn’t make her husband suspicious when she got home.”

“Like with Jessie.”

“More or less.” He nodded. “Until she began to bring the driver to my room too, when my parents weren’t home. They did it in front of me. They called me to take part, but only with my tongue. One day she said I had to devote myself directly to him. She taught me how, how to slow down and speed up. How to swallow.”

I stood up, went to the window and stayed there a few seconds, my arms crossed tight over my chest. Outside, a gardener was running a lawn mower over the neighbor’s yard. The world went on as usual.

“Now I understand a lot of things,” I said, in a low voice. “But you? Didn’t you ever touch yourself?”

“Yes. She touched me.” He sighed. “She brought me to the edge and then stopped. Many times. Then, when I couldn’t take it anymore, she gave me the last strokes and let me come like that, alone, almost suffering, without helping with the final phase. She said it had to be a suffered pleasure.”

I turned sharply, and looked at him. I remembered my finger on his hole, the plug, the “don’t touch yourself,” Amelia’s strokes. I understood I wasn’t teaching him anything new. I was giving him back something he had lost, something someone before me had taught him to seek.

“How long did this go on?”

“Until my mother found us.” He grimaced. “One day she burst into the room. She had forgotten something at home, came back and caught the three of us. He was underneath, she was on top, but facing away. I was in front of her, licking her while she rode the driver.”

“And then?” I asked. “Did they fire her?”

“No. But my father sent me here. He was fed up with my behavior.”

“Do you miss her?”

“Yes. We talk now and then. But now she’s almost sixty.” He shrugged, with a sad smile. “She says there’s still licking left for me.”

I looked at him for a long time. Inside me I felt three things at once: the anger easing, a sincere pity, and deeper down, a strange arousal that made me uncomfortable.

“You know what I think?” I said. “That you’re a pig.”

“I know.”

“You’d deserve for me to come home one night as full as she was, or as Jessie, and make you lick everything.”

For a moment he stayed still. Then he raised his gaze, and in his eyes I read something I hadn’t expected: a spark, quick, lit.

“Would you really do that?”

“But I’m your wife!” I shouted. “How can you say that, as if you’d enjoy it?”

The spark went out at once.

“Sorry,” he said, lowering his head. “You’re right. I got carried away.”

We ended the conversation there, with that silence in the middle of the kitchen. We didn’t speak of it again. He stood up, took a sponge and began washing the cups, head down. I went upstairs, closed the bedroom door behind me and picked up the phone. I needed to confide in someone.

“Hello, sweetheart,” Amelia answered on the second ring. “How did dinner with the German go?”

“Very well. Too well, even.”

“Tell me.”

I told her everything, in a half voice, sitting on the edge of the bed: the white roses, the kissed hand, the knee pressing under the table, the talk about Jessie, the “show Vicky what you do at the office,” Klaus on his knees, that sound, the “Mrs. Bergmann, next time I’d like you to decide where.” Then, in a row, the morning: the crop on the table, the penances, Ingrid, the suffered pleasure, the driver, the mother who had caught them.

When I finished, there was a long silence on the other end.

“Amelia?”

“I’m here. I’m thinking.” I heard her take a deep breath. “Vicky, what he told you is a goldmine.”

“A goldmine?”

“For a therapist, yes. But also for a wife.” She paused. “So, point one. He’s not gay.”

“Are you sure?”

“From what he says, no, he isn’t. He’s a submissive. For a submissive, the person he kneels to doesn’t matter much: what matters is the kneeling, being used, serving. Whether he’s served by a woman, a man, or a queen bee, the substance doesn’t change.”

“But he did it with men.”

“Because they asked him to, and because a part of him, the oldest one, can’t say no to whoever commands him.” She smiled in her voice. “It’s not attraction, it’s obedience. They’re two different things.”

“And Ingrid?”

“Ingrid is the key to everything. Do you realize? He’s twenty-two, a forty-year-old woman humiliates him, trains him, teaches him to serve and teaches him that pleasure must be suffered. And he, after almost twenty years, is still looking for the same pattern. It’s no coincidence that the no-coming rule works so well with you.”

“You mean she taught it to him?”

“I mean she imprinted it on him. You’re not hurting him, Vicky. You’re giving him a place where his desire makes sense.”

I stayed with the phone to my ear and my eyes fixed on the rug.

“But he lied to me,” I said.

“Of course. And he lied out of shame, not malice.” Amelia’s voice grew firmer. “This morning he told you the biggest truth of all. Do you see? He trusts you.”

“He made me angry.”

“I know. You can be angry. In fact, you must be: you’re his mistress, not his nurse. But don’t pick the wrong target. It isn’t his fault if someone, many years ago, found his weak point and used it.”

“Ingrid.”

“Ingrid. And, of course, Dieter.” Her tone changed, grew cautious. “Speaking of Dieter. Tell me again what he said at the end.”

“That next time he wants me to decide where.”

“Where what?”

“Where... I don’t know. Where to put it. Where to do it.” I realized my throat was dry. “Amelia, it had a strange effect on me. I liked it when he touched my knee. I liked being looked at.”

“I figured.” I could almost see her smiling. “Careful, sweetheart. Dieter is a predator, a real one. A man who for a year kept your husband on his knees in an office without anyone saying a word. If you want to play with him, play. But by your rules, not his.”

“I know.”

“We’ll talk about it again. Now tell me: is Ingrid still in contact with him?”

“He told me they talk now and then.”

“Do you have her number?”

“No. But I think Klaus does.” I stopped. “Do you think I should call her?”

“I think you should meet her. Sooner or later.” She paused. “A woman who at forty trains a twenty-two-year-old boy to serve, and who at sixty says ‘there’s still licking left for him,’ has a lot to teach. Even you.”

I hung up and stayed on the edge of the bed for a while, phone in my hand. From downstairs came the sound of water, the clinking of cups, and a soft whistle, barely hinted. Klaus, in the kitchen, was washing dishes and humming as if nothing had happened. I leaned out the door and listened: it was a sweet, almost childlike melody, the one he kept repeating when he felt relieved.

I leaned against the doorframe. I thought how strange it was, maybe even touching. All morning I had tried to humiliate him, to frighten him, to take away every foothold. And he, after that interrogation, was singing.
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The Spotter 

On Sunday morning, while Klaus was finishing clearing the breakfast dishes, I told him without beating around the bush.

“I want Ingrid’s number.”

The plate in his hand hung in midair. He turned slowly, with that face I now knew well: eyes wide, mouth slightly open, the pallor climbing up his neck.

“Ingrid?”

“The one who taught you everything, or almost. I’m curious to meet her.”

“Vicky, it’s been a long time. I don’t think...”

“I’m not asking whether you think so. I’m asking for the number.”

“I don’t even know if I still have it.”

“You have it. You told me you talk now and then.” I sat at the table, crossed my legs and looked at him calmly. “Klaus.”

He set the plate in the sink, head down. He dried his hands on his apron, slowly, one finger at a time.

“Why do you want to call her?” he murmured.

“Because since you told me her story, I’ve been thinking about her constantly. And because you’ve hidden so many things from me, and I think it’s right to talk to someone who knows how things really were.”

“I swear I told you everything.”

“Then you have nothing to fear.”

He stayed silent. I could hear his breathing, a little heavy, and see his hands move aimlessly. Then, without a word, he went to take the phone from the kitchen counter, scrolled through his contacts and held it to his chest, as if to protect it.

“If you call her, she...” He stopped. “She never stopped considering me hers.”

“Hers?”

“Hers, in the sense of... what I used to be.” He swallowed. “She has a voice that still frightens me.”

“All the more reason,” I said, and held out my hand.

He hesitated a few more seconds. Then he handed it to me, with the name on the screen: Ingrid K., and below it a number with a German country code. I copied it into my phone, and gave it back.

“Thank you,” I said. “Now go iron.”

I waited until the afternoon, because with the time difference I wanted it to be evening for her, the hour when people are most relaxed. I shut myself in the bedroom, with the door ajar and Klaus downstairs, and dialed the number. The phone rang a long time, with that distant sound of international calls.

“Ja?” a voice answered.

A hoarse, deep, almost masculine voice, the voice of a longtime smoker. A voice that had a lot to say.

“Ingrid?” I asked, slowly. “Do you speak English?”

“A little,” she said, after a moment. “Little English. Bad. Who is it?”

“My name is Vicky. I’m Klaus Bergmann’s wife.”

Silence. Then, slowly, a low laugh, which ran up my spine like a cold caress.

“Ah. Tom Thumb’s wife,” she said. “Very nice.”

“Nice to meet you too.”

“Tell me. What does Tom Thumb’s wife want from old Ingrid?”

“I want to talk. Klaus has told me about you.” I searched for words, in a simpler, slower English. “He told me you were important to him.”

“Important.” She laughed again. “Yes. I important. I teach him many things.”

“I know.”

“He told you everything?”

“Almost.”

“Almost.” Ingrid coughed, and I heard the click of a lighter. “Tom Thumb good boy. Good servant. But liar, a little. Like everybody.”

I couldn’t help smiling.

“How is Tom Thumb?” she asked then, with a different tone, almost affectionate. “Grown?”

“He hasn’t grown in that department,” I said.

On the other end a vulgar laugh burst out, at the top of her lungs, and I had to hold the phone away from my ear for a moment. I heard her laugh for almost half a minute, with coughs and a muffled “ja, ja, ja.”

“I imagined,” she said at last, catching her breath. “Small he was, small he stays. But tongue... tongue very good. I taught.”

“And the house?” she added. “He still cleans? All day?”

“Almost all day.”

“Good. I bring yellow gloves.”

“Yellow gloves?”

“For him. For memory.” And she laughed again, so hard that I had to hold the phone away from my ear.

“So I’ve heard,” I said, and realized I was laughing too, without meaning to.

There was a pause. Then, with the courage of someone throwing a stone into a pond, I said:

“Ingrid, I’d like to invite you to our house. In Los Angeles.”

“Los Angeles?”

“In America. For a month. I’ll pay for the trip, and you stay with us. In a room all for yourself.”

Silence. I heard the woman’s slow breathing, that sound of smoke and thoughts.

“Why?” she asked, at last.

“Because I’m curious. And because I think Klaus needs you. And so do I.”

“Ah.” Another laugh, shorter, more hoarse. “Tom Thumb’s wife smart. Very smart.”

“So you accept?”

“I retired. Husband dead many years. Time I have.” I heard her clear her throat. “I come. One month. Okay.”

“When can you leave?”

“Tomorrow, day after. Passport I have. Suitcase I have.”

“Then I’ll book your flight for Tuesday,” I said, checking the date on my phone. “You land Wednesday evening.”

“Wednesday. Good.” She paused. “Tom Thumb’s wife. What’s your name? Vicki?”

“Vicky.”

“Vicky.” She pronounced my name with a hard accent, almost with tenderness. “You good. I come. Tell Tom Thumb get ready.”

She hung up. I sat for a few seconds on the edge of the bed, the phone in my hand and my heart pounding. Then I got up, opened the door and ran down the stairs.

Klaus was in the living room, standing next to the ironing board, a shirt in his hand and the expression of a condemned man.

“Did you talk to her?” he asked, in a thread of a voice.

“Yes.”

“What did she say?”

“That she’s coming to visit us.”

The iron fell on his foot. Luckily it was off, and he didn’t cry out: he stayed there, motionless, mouth open.

“When?”

“Wednesday evening. She’ll stay a month.”

“A month?” He sat on the arm of the couch, his legs no longer holding him. “Vicky, you can’t do this to me. You can’t...”

“What can’t I do?”

“You can’t bring her here. To our house. She...” He took his head in his hands. “She’ll see me the way I am now. With the clothes, with everything.”

“So?”

“So...” He raised his eyes, pleading. “I don’t know.”

I took his hands, and looked him in the eyes.

“Klaus. You’re afraid of her, and I understand. But can’t you see that, deep down, in a corner, there’s also a part of you that wants her?”

He didn’t answer. But he didn’t say no either.

That evening I booked the flight at the kitchen table, with the laptop open and Klaus beside me, standing, reading the screen over my shoulder. Frankfurt to Los Angeles, departure Tuesday morning, arrival Wednesday around seven in the evening. I chose business class, without thinking.

“Business?” he murmured. “That costs a fortune.”

“It’s a gift.”

“To her?”

“To us,” I said. “A woman who has so much to teach, I’m not going to have fly among crying babies.”

“Vicky...”

“What?”

“Nothing.” He bit his lip. “I just have the feeling something is about to happen that I can no longer stop.”

I looked at him, my finger on the confirm key.

“Do you want me to stop it?”

He stayed silent for a long moment. Then, slowly, he shook his head.

I pressed enter.

The next three days were the tensest of the whole period. Klaus couldn’t stay still: he cleaned, tidied, polished, checked the guest room a thousand times, which we had always used as a storeroom and which now gleamed like a luxury hotel. He had changed the sheets twice, arranged the pillows, bought fresh flowers and a set of new towels. At night he didn’t sleep: I heard him turn in bed, sigh, whisper something through his teeth.

“What are you saying?” I asked him, one night, in the dark.

“Nothing. I’m praying.”

“Praying?”

“That she won’t be like I remember.”

I let him stew. Sometimes I reassured him, sometimes I goaded him, and with each passing day I felt I had in the house no longer a husband but a living wait, taut as a violin string. I told him Ingrid was old, that she couldn’t hurt him. Then, in the evening, I put him in front of the mirror in the black maid dress and asked if he felt ready. He said no, but he didn’t take off the dress. I didn’t let him touch himself, of course, and every evening his eyes, when he looked at me, had the same hunger, more desperate each day.

On Monday afternoon I went to the gym. I needed to move, to sweat, not to think. Ethan had sent me a message that morning, just one, almost shy: Everything okay? I had answered with a thumbs-up, nothing more. Amelia was waiting for me on the mat, in a white tracksuit, the usual impeccable bun, and she was smiling before I opened my mouth.

“You look like a storm,” she said. “Tell me.”

I told her everything about Ingrid, as we climbed onto the treadmills: the call, the raspy voice, the laugh, the “Tom Thumb’s wife.” She listened with wide eyes.

“You’re crazy,” she said at last. “But I’m very, very curious. A month, huh?”

“A month.”

“And what if it gets out of hand?”

“It won’t. I have the crop.”

“Ah, that’s true.” She laughed, and sped up. “But be careful, Vicky. Ingrid isn’t someone who lets herself be commanded. A woman like that, if you let her, takes over your house.”

“I know. But I want to find out what happens.”

We finished the run and moved to the weights. I was strapping on my gloves when I sensed a presence behind me. I turned, and found in front of me a very tall guy, Black, with skin shiny with sweat and a tank top that left his shoulders and arms bare like columns. He had a wide smile, dark eyes, and a deep voice that seemed to come from a well.

“Excuse me, ma’am. Could I ask for help with this barbell?”

“Sure,” I said, a little surprised. “What do you need?”

“For you to spot me. I’m not sure about the weight.”

I stood behind him as he lay down on the bench. He lifted the barbell with impressive ease, and with every rep the muscles of his chest swelled like waves. I smelled him, strong, almost sweetish, and realized I was short of breath.

“Thank you,” he said, when he finished, standing up. “You have lovely hands. And everything else.”

“Are you flattering me?”

“I’m telling the truth.” He smiled. “My name is Jerome. And yours?”

“Vicky.”

“Vicky.” He pronounced my name as if tasting it. “Do you come here often?”

“Three or four times a week. Usually in the afternoon.”

“Then I’ll see you soon.”

He brushed my arm with his fingers, barely, and walked away with that slow, sure stride, the owner of the place. I stood there, my heart pounding and my mouth dry.

Amelia elbowed me.

“Careful, Vicky,” she whispered. “That one’s full of testosterone pills. When they’re in that phase they’re insatiable.”

“Really?”

“I see it every day. They’re guys who don’t know how to stop. They wear you out, and then they leave you in pieces.”

“I’m insatiable too,” I said, with a soft laugh, “after so many years.”

“Oh, really?” Amelia looked at me, one eyebrow raised. “What is this, another confession?”

“A finding.” I wiped my forehead with the towel. “Since this whole thing started, since I discovered all this, I feel different. As if I had slept for years, and now I’m awake.”

“I know, sweetheart. I can see it.” She stroked my shoulder. “But be careful not to burn yourself.”

“I won’t burn myself.”

“I mean you already have Klaus, Ethan, Dieter waiting, and in two days Ingrid. Add this beautiful hunk of a guy too, and you’ll end up with your head on fire.”

“I can handle it.”

“I hope so,” she said, laughing. “For your sake. And for everyone’s.”

I watched Jerome, at the far end of the room, lifting enormous dumbbells in front of the mirror. He smiled at me, from a distance, with a nod. I returned it, barely. Then I picked up the barbell and went back to my workout, my head full of noise.

On Tuesday evening, twenty-four hours before the arrival, I had Klaus stand in the middle of the living room in both maid outfits, one at a time, and studied him with the seriousness of a seamstress.

“The pink makes your hips wider,” I said, tugging his skirt. “The black suits you better. More elegant. But Ingrid is someone who likes pink, I think.”

“How do you know?” he asked.

“From the way she laughs.”

He shrugged, embarrassed, the ruffle of the little apron between his fingers.

“When she arrives, do I have to dress like this?”

“When she arrives, you’ll do what she tells you. But I want you ready.”

“Ready for what?”

“For anything,” I said, straightening his collar. “Even being looked at.”

He swallowed. Then, in a thin little voice, almost a whisper:

“I’m afraid I’ll like it too much.”

I looked at him, and didn’t know what to say. I kissed him on the forehead and sent him to bed, with the plug in place and his hands at his sides, as always.

I went up later too, and lay staring at the ceiling. I thought of Jerome and his hand on my arm, of Dieter and that “where,” of Ethan who no longer wrote, of Klaus sleeping in his lace beside me. And I thought of a woman of sixty packing a suitcase in a German house, a cigarette in her mouth and a crooked smile.

Wednesday evening, at my house, someone would arrive who was capable of changing everything.
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Welcome, Ingrid 

On Wednesday afternoon Klaus was a hurricane. He had told the office he would work from home for the whole week; on the other end of the phone, he told me, Dieter had laughed and answered that nobody would notice. He had changed his mind four times about the dress: first the black, because it was more sober; then the pink, because Ingrid would prefer it; then the black again, because the pink made him feel too exposed; finally, at five, in front of the mirror, with sweaty hands, he had declared that the pink was fine. We had tried on the stockings too, the bow, the little ruffled apron, the lipstick. In the end I left him in the bedroom, already dressed, with the list of things to fix: the table, the flowers, the guest room bed.

“Are you going to pick her up?” he had asked me, for the fourth time.

“I’m going. You stay here and get things ready.”

“And what if she arrives first?”

“She won’t. The plane lands at seven.”

“Yes, but if...”

“Klaus.” I had taken his face in my hands. “Breathe.”

I left at five thirty. The traffic to the airport was a nightmare, as always, and I reached the international terminal a quarter of an hour early. All the way, the phone had buzzed on the passenger seat: Has she landed? at six ten. Did you find parking? at six twenty. I’m not sure pink is the right choice, at six thirty-five. I had answered only once: Breathe. I stood in front of the arrivals board, my hands sweaty. The Frankfurt flight was listed on time. Landed.

I waited in the baggage claim area, beside belt number seven, among families with carts and businessmen with phones to their ears. I thought I would recognize her immediately, but every woman around sixty looked like her. Then I saw a wave of bleached-blond hair, a pair of tall black leather boots and a bosom advancing like the prow of a ship.

It was her.

Ingrid was a heavyset woman, almost as tall as I was, with the kind of body that at sixty doesn’t surrender. Her heavy bosom, almost exaggerated, pressed against a black blouse with a deep neckline; her wide hips and full rear were wrapped in a tight faux-leather skirt that came just above her knee. The boots rose to midcalf, with a stiletto heel that made the floor ring at every step. Her face was heavily made up, vulgar, with purple eye shadow, blood-red lipstick and blush on the cheeks. Her hair, a bleached blond, was pulled up in a high ponytail. Her face was lined, of course, but it kept a swaggering sensuality, the kind that defies time.

She saw me and smiled, with all her teeth.

“Vicky!” she said, coming toward me like a ship. “Tom Thumb’s wife!”

“Ingrid. Welcome.”

She hugged me, by surprise, with a powerful squeeze that took my breath away, and kissed me on both cheeks, with a sweetish smell of tobacco and roses.

“You more beautiful than voice,” she said, holding me away to look at me. “Tall. Strong. Good.”

“So are you. How was the flight?”

“Long. I slept little. Too many children.” She made a gesture of annoyance with her hand. “Where suitcase?”

We waited together for the belt. We talked little, in broken phrases, with that mix of halting English and gestures that ended up working better than any grammar. She commented on the people with a rough frankness, laughed, pointed out women with designer bags. I realized I was starting to like her.

We loaded the two suitcases, enormous, into the car. One weighed as much as a trunk; the other clinked faintly, with a metallic sound that intrigued me, and that Ingrid pretended not to hear. Ingrid settled into the seat beside mine with a sigh, took off her boots for half a minute and put them back on right away, and lit a cigarette without asking permission. I opened the window. She looked out with an amused air, at the palm trees, the billboards, the huge cars, and at every traffic light commented in German, under her breath, something I didn’t understand and that sounded like either a compliment or an insult. The freeway unrolled before us, red and pink in the sunset, and I thought that somewhere behind that profile of a vulgar, powerful woman lay the key to everything.

“So,” she said. “How is Tom Thumb?”

“Nervous,” I said. “He changed his dress four times. And sent me a message every ten minutes.”

“Good.” She blew smoke out the window, satisfied. “Nervous right. You found him in right place. He needs strong woman.”

“And how are you?” I asked her. “Work, home?”

“I retired. Small house, in Cologne. Husband dead eight years.” She shrugged. “He good man. Little imagination.”

“Little imagination?”

“I much. He little.” She laughed. “That why I had Tom Thumb.”

“Ingrid, I have to ask you something.”

“Say.”

I took a breath. The sun was setting over the freeway, tinting the palms orange.

“But do you think Klaus is gay?”

She turned sharply, her eyes wide.

“No!” she cried. “No gay he! Gay is other thing!” She beat her chest with her hand. “Slave. He has character of slave. He does all you ask. Even ugly thing. Even thing that is disgusting.”

“I saw,” I said. “You also taught him to do things with his mouth. With both women and men.”

“Yes! He good mouth. I taught well.” She smiled, satisfied. “He gone, I teaching behind. I not finished. Did you?”

“What? What were you teaching him?”

“Behind.” She made an eloquent gesture with her finger. “Hole behind. Bottom. I taught, tickled with finger, but he still closed. I slowly forced, slowly slowly, but he gone. Driver already ready to take him behind. Father sent away.”

I stayed a moment with my hands on the wheel.

“You were really preparing him for that?”

“Yes. He must.” She nodded hard. “You not did him?”

“No,” I said. “I mean, we have a plug. Small, metal. He’s worn it for a few days. But I don’t think that...”

“Small.” She laughed, hoarse. “Plug small like him. Not enough.” She turned to look at me, with a serious, almost maternal expression. “You must do. Now I here, I fix. You have strong male to do? He needs.”

“A strong male?”

“Yes. Real man. Not Tom Thumb.” She shrugged. “I teach, I prepare. But for last thing need man.”

I didn’t answer. I concentrated on the road, my heart beating harder. I had never thought of it in those terms: that he needed it. That there was, in his story, something left hanging, abruptly interrupted by a mother’s arrival. He wasn’t gay. About that, by now, I was convinced. But maybe it was a matter of completing a path someone else had begun, and that woman next to me knew how.

“I’ll think about it,” I said, at last.

“Good.” She gave me a pat on the knee. “Tom Thumb’s wife smart.”

We got home when it was almost dark. I opened the gate and parked in the driveway. Ingrid got out, adjusted her skirt, ran a hand over her hair and looked at the house with a critical eye.

“Nice house. Money. I knew.”

“Come in,” I said, opening the door.

We went in. The living room was dim, candles lit on the table, fresh flowers in a vase. From the end of the hallway came the sound of light footsteps, and then, slowly, Klaus appeared in the doorway.

He wore the pink dress with the puffed sleeves and the little white apron, the black thigh-high stockings, the pink bow in his curls. The lipstick, the eye shadow, the blush. He stood with his hands clasped in front of him, eyes down, body stiff. He looked like a doll waiting for its turn.

Ingrid was silent a moment. Then she let her bag fall to the floor, opened her arms and said, in a voice that had suddenly softened:

“Tom Thumb.”

He raised his eyes. A flash of terror, of emotion, of relief passed through his gaze, all at once. Then, in two steps, he ran to her, and they hugged, tight, as if they were mother and son. She stroked his back, his hair, his neck, and whispered something in his ear, in German, in that raspy voice. He was crying, in muffled sobs, his face buried in her shoulder.

I leaned against the doorframe, saying nothing. I felt like an intruder, and at the same time, strangely, part of everything. It was the first time I had seen Klaus cry like that, without shame, without tricks, and I understood that those tears weren’t from fear: they were for something he had waited years for.

After a few minutes they separated. Ingrid wiped his cheeks with her thumb, smiled and, so as not to exclude me, switched to my language.

“Tom Thumb,” she said, scrutinizing him from head to toe. “You good woman. You maid servant.”

“Do you like it, Ingrid?” he asked, in a thread of a voice. “I have a black one too.”

“Pink for you right.” She nodded, satisfied. “You female now. Beautiful female.”

“Thank you.”

“Vicky say you not use behind.” She turned to me, with a conspiratorial glance. “Now I fix.”

Klaus went pale, and shot me a desperate look. I pretended not to see it.

“Ingrid,” I said, “let me show you to your room.”

“First I look at house.”

She began a tour of inspection, with slow steps, hands on her hips, like a general reviewing the troops. She opened every closet, every drawer, every cabinet door. She ran a finger over the shelves, the windowsills, the edge of the sink. She looked under the couch, behind the furniture, inside the oven. At each stop she held up her finger and showed it to Klaus, who followed her with his head down, his hands on the little apron.

“Dust,” she said, in front of the bookcase. “Here.”

“Sorry, Ingrid. I cleaned this morning.”

“This morning not enough. Every day, three times.” She clicked her tongue. “Tom Thumb lazy.”

She went into the bathroom and whistled in disapproval at the faucet, where a film of limescale remained. She went into the kitchen and pointed at the oil bottle, put away wrong. She went into the guest room and stood a moment in silence, in front of the flowers and the ironed sheets.

“This good,” she said, and I saw Klaus relax slightly.

We returned to the living room. Ingrid sat in the armchair, with her legs apart, her boots on the rug, and motioned for Klaus to come closer.

“Come here. Stand. Turn.”

He turned, head down. She lifted his skirt suddenly, without warning, with her hand. Underneath he wore nothing, and the edge of the plug, with its pale pink stone, glittered in the candlelight.

“Ah.” She touched it with a finger. “Small. Too small. I have bigger ones in suitcase.”

“Ingrid, please...”

“Quiet.” She slapped him on the rear with her palm, one sharp blow, and he flinched. “Maid not speak unless asked.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Good girl.”

She lowered the skirt, satisfied, and leaned back. Then, with a nod of her chin, she pointed at the little table.

“That thing. What is?”

“The whip,” I said. “I bought it.”

“Whip.” She picked it up, weighed it, snapped it softly in the air. “For horses.”

“For Klaus.”

“Toy.” She laughed, and handed it back to me. “Okay for beginning. But Tom Thumb not horse. Tom Thumb is donkey.” She paused. “I have belt in suitcase. The real one.”

Klaus lowered his eyes, with a sigh I couldn’t tell was fear or desire.

Ingrid looked at me, and then at him, as if appraising an object in a shop window.

“Tom Thumb not name for maid,” she said. “Need female name. A real name.”

Klaus stiffened.

“I... don’t think that...”

“Quiet.” She raised a finger. “I think. Klara. You like Klara?”

“Klara?” he murmured, in a thin voice.

“Klara. Like Klaus, but woman. Sweet. Right.”

He looked at me, eyes wide, and I understood he didn’t like the idea at all. Not the name itself, but what it meant: the definitive step, the seal. Then I understood something else too, which was that he liked it enormously.

“It’s perfect,” I said. “Klara.”

“Vicky, I...”

“Klara,” I repeated, in a calm voice. “From today, in this house, in the dress, you are Klara.”

He lowered his head. A tear ran down his cheek, ruining the mascara. But on his lips, even as he cried, appeared a small, trembling smile, which neither of us pretended not to see.

That evening the three of us had dinner, in the dining room, with candles and the good glasses. Ingrid sat at the head of the table, her cigarette stubbed out in the ashtray and the napkin tucked into her cleavage. Klara, because by now that was what I had to call her, served each course with exemplary concentration: the soup, the roast, the cheese, the fruit. Each time she set down a plate, Ingrid studied it, sniffed it, tasted a bite, and then gave her verdict with a gesture.

“Too much salt,” she said of the soup. “Tomorrow less.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Roast good. Meat tender. Who bought?”

“I did,” I said.

“Good. Tom Thumb’s wife knows how to choose.”

I ate in silence, watching the two women study each other, my guest and my new, strange life companion. At some point Ingrid put down her fork and looked at me.

“Vicky. Tomorrow I begin.”

“Begin what?”

“Work. With Klara.” She smiled, a wide smile, full of teeth. “You watch, you learn. And then you decide.”

I nodded, saying nothing. Klara, by the table, with the pitcher in her hand, lowered her eyes. Her fingers trembled slightly.

After dinner we cleared the table together. Then Ingrid moved to the living room with a glass of grappa she had brought from home, and dropped onto the couch with a sigh of relief. She looked at me, with half-closed eyes and an expression halfway between judge and accomplice.

“You wife Vicky,” she said. “You authorize?”

“Authorize what?”

“Our game. Me and Tom Thumb.” She made a vague gesture with her hand, toward Klaus, standing by the door with the tray. “He licks Ingrid good. I want now.”

I laughed. I couldn’t help it, and maybe in that laugh there was a bit of nervousness and a bit of curiosity. I sat in the armchair opposite, crossing my legs.

“Of course,” I said. “Why not.”

Ingrid smiled, satisfied. She set the glass on the little table, settled on the couch, and with a slow, almost theatrical movement, pulled up her faux-leather skirt to her waist. I was surprised: she wore nothing. And I was surprised at how thick she was, even though she was blond down there too, a mass of pale, dense curls, almost a nest. Beneath it, two enormous, fleshy lips, a dark pink, almost violet, that looked strikingly like Jessie’s.

In that moment I understood. I understood Klaus’s passion for that secretary, and what she reminded him of. It wasn’t the woman, it was the memory, the shape, the smell. An image he had carried inside for years.

“Klara,” Ingrid called, in a sweet voice. “Come.”

Klaus set down the tray, and crossed the living room in short steps, his hands clasped in front of the little apron, his face burning. He knelt on the rug, between her thighs, and for a moment stayed motionless, as before an altar. Then he bent down, and burrowed between those thighs like a truffle dog that has finally found what it had sought for years.

Ingrid closed her eyes, and let out a long sigh. With one hand she gripped his curls, with the other she pulled at the edge of the couch, and began to speak in German, in a low voice, in an almost singsong tone, the way you speak to a faithful dog that has found its way home.

I left them like that, in their ancient intimacy. I rose without a sound, turned off the dining room light and went up to my room. I undressed, washed my face, got into bed. From downstairs came muffled sounds, a moan, a raspy laugh, then silence.

Klaus slept at the foot of her bed, in the guest room. I learned this the next morning, when I found him curled on the rug, with a blanket over him and the lipstick smeared down to his chin.

That night I felt a little jealous. Not of Ingrid, not exactly, but of that thing between them, of that mute complicity, so ancient that I, with everything I had done, could never reach. I should talk to Amelia about it, I thought. Later, though.
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A Real Man 

The next morning I woke up to the smell of strong coffee and cigarettes, rising from downstairs like a cloud. I went down in my robe and found Ingrid in the kitchen, already up, in a purple satin robe open over a black slip, her hair loose on her shoulders and an enormous cup in her hand. On the table were eggs, bread, a jar of jam I had never seen. At the window, the morning sun made her red-lacquered nails shine, and it seemed that kitchen, in one night, had become hers.

“Good morning, Vicky,” she said. “I made breakfast. Here in America kitchen too clean, I make little dirty.”

“Good morning. Did you sleep well?”

“Bed good. Too soft.” She sat down, crossing her legs. “Tom Thumb slept on floor, like dog. I said.”

“I found him curled on the rug, yes.”

“Good. So he learns.”

Klaus appeared in the doorway at that moment, in his robe, with puffy eyes, smeared lipstick and tousled curls. Ingrid looked him over from head to toe.

“Maid,” she said. “Wash. And then dress. Black one. Then come.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

He vanished at a run. Ingrid sipped her coffee, satisfied, and shot me a conspiratorial glance.

“I made rules,” she said. “You listen, Vicky. Morning: clean house, all. Noon: lunch, table, glasses. Evening: dinner. Every hour, dust. Every hour, check.”

“Every hour?”

“So he learns. Servant who does not work, servant who thinks too much.”

I couldn’t help smiling. She had a logic all her own, rough and ancient, which in her blunt ways tasted of truth.

“Today I begin,” she said.

Half an hour later the three of us were in the living room. Klaus wore the black dress, with the white collar and the little apron. He was pale, and his hands wouldn’t stay still. Ingrid had sat in the armchair with the suitcase beside her, the one that clinked, and opened it on the rug. Inside were boxes, velvet cases, a rolled leather strap, a bottle of gel and other objects I couldn’t identify: a thin chain with two clamps, a pair of yellow rubber gloves, a short riding crop with a braided tip. I sat on the couch, hands in my lap, with the feeling of attending a lesson.

“These are gloves,” said Ingrid, pointing to the yellow ones and smiling at Klaus. “Remember, Tom Thumb? For cleaning.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he murmured, in a strangled little voice.

“Tom Thumb,” said Ingrid. “Small plug, you take out.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He reached a hand behind, and with a grimace took out the metal plug and laid it delicately on the little table. The pink stone sparkled.

“Now bend. On table. Hands on table.”

Klaus leaned forward, his chest on the dining table and his rear raised. The black skirt slid up his back. Ingrid took a new object from a case: a black silicone plug, bigger, longer, with a wide base and a slender neck, and showed it to me, with a smile.

“This medium. First step. Small good for beginners, but he needs more. You watch.”

“Yes.”

“You learn. One day you do.”

She knelt behind him, with some effort. She poured gel on the plug and on her fingers too, with a slow, expert gesture. Then she rested her free hand on Klaus’s back.

“Breathe. You know. Breathe deep. Don’t think.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Say: thank you.”

“Thank you, ma’am.”

With two fingers she stroked him gently, first along the cleft, then the opening. Klaus stiffened. She massaged him in circles, without pushing, murmuring words in German, low, melodious. I heard him exhale, and felt his body relax, inch by inch. Then Ingrid rested the tip of the plug and began to press, with an exasperating slowness.

“Breathe. Out. In. Out.”

Klaus moaned. It was a thin sound, halfway between pain and pleasure. The plug advanced half an inch, then an inch, then stopped.

“More,” she said. “Relax. Let go.”

He gripped the edge of the table. His rear was shaking. Ingrid made a small circular motion, and the muscle gave, and the plug slid in, slowly, to the base. Klaus let out a long broken sigh and rested his forehead on the wood.

“Good boy,” said Ingrid. “Good girl. Klara good girl.”

“Thank you, ma’am,” he whispered.

“Now stand. Walk.”

Klaus straightened carefully, smoothed the little apron and took a few steps along the rug. He had a new gait, slower, with knees brushing and hips swaying at every step, as if carrying something precious.

“More grace,” said Ingrid. “Like woman with weights on bottom. Real woman walks so.”

He repeated the path, and with each step his body seemed to absorb the lesson. I watched, mouth slightly open.

She stood up, her knees creaking, and wiped her fingers on a napkin. She shot me a look.

“See? Easy. Only slow and gel. Then, every day, a little more. Today medium. In three days big. In a week, bigger.”

“And then?” I asked, my voice a bit hoarse.

“And then need real man.”

I straightened on the couch.

“A real man?”

“To complete.” Ingrid took out a pack of cigarettes, lit one without asking permission, and blew the smoke toward the ceiling. “Vicky. You have lover?”

“What?”

“Lover. Male. Man you have sex.” She made a vague gesture with her hand. “I want to know if you have one to bring home. Later. To finish preparation.”

I was left open-mouthed. For a moment I thought I had misheard.

“I explain,” she said, seeing my face. “Plug, finger, gel, all useful. But last step not toy. Is real body. Heat, strength, rhythm. Only then he understands who he is.”

“A lover?” I said, surprised. “But he’s my husband.”

Ingrid burst out laughing, with that raspy laugh that always made me jump.

“Tom Thumb? Husband?” She turned to Klaus, still bent over the table. “He likes you with lover. Right, Klara?”

He didn’t answer. He stayed motionless, his face hidden in his arms.

“Right, Klara?” she repeated, in a harder voice.

“Yes, ma’am,” he whispered, barely.

“See?” She turned back to me, triumphant. “He likes. He likes you with lover. Then he licks too, and you enjoy, Vicky. Have sex with real male, no? Not with Tom Thumb, who small.”

I felt myself flush. It was a brutal way to put it, but not wrong. She had understood in two days what I had never said even to myself: that my nights with Klaus, as new and strange as they were, were no longer enough. I couldn’t help thinking of Ethan in the bathroom, of Dieter on the couch, of Jerome at the gym, of all those real men who had nothing to do with my timid husband. I looked at Klaus. He had raised his head, and was staring at me with those shiny eyes.

“Klaus,” I said, in a softer voice. “Do you agree?”

He lowered his gaze. He nodded, but not very convinced.

“I don’t know,” he murmured. “I’m afraid.”

“Of what?”

“Of what I might feel. And of what you might think of me, afterward.”

“Afterward?”

“If... if I like it.”

Ingrid snorted.

“Like yes. I knew.”

“Ingrid, please.” I silenced her with a gesture. I got up, went to Klaus, and took his chin between my fingers. “Look at me. If you don’t want to, we won’t do it. One word is enough for me.”

He looked at me. He took a deep breath.

“I want to,” he said, softly. “I think I want to. But I can’t say it out loud.”

“Then you just said it.” I stroked his hair, one strand at a time, the blond curls slipping through my fingers.

I kissed him on the forehead. Ingrid watched us, with the cigarette between her fingers and a satisfied smile.

“Good Vicky,” she said. “You right mistress. Hard, but with heart.”

“I’m not sure I’m a mistress.”

“Nobody sure, at beginning. Then it comes.” She stubbed out the cigarette in the ashtray. “I not sure with Tom Thumb. I only had hunger to command. You also have love. This better.”

I didn’t know what to answer. I stood there, my hand on the back of Klaus’s neck, feeling that strange warmth rising in my chest.

I left the house for work with my head full of noise, in a silence all my own, my dress rumpled by emotion and my heart refusing to settle. At the office I got nothing done. Whitman asked me twice if I was all right, and twice I answered that I was tired. Midmorning the phone lit up: a message from Dieter, the first.

Mrs. Bergmann. I have taken the liberty of writing to you. I have thought of you these days. If you have decided where, let me know.

I read it three times. My fingers shook. I didn’t answer, but I didn’t delete the message either. Shortly after, another, from Ethan: Can I talk to you for a minute? Not about that. Just to talk. I wrote: Not today. Maybe next week. He answered with a period, and nothing else.

That afternoon I went to the gym, my head spinning. Amelia was waiting for me on the mat, as always, and when she saw me she understood at once.

“You look like someone who’s seen a ghost,” she said. “Or someone who’s shown one to somebody else.”

“Both.”

“Ingrid?”

“Ingrid.” I dropped onto the mat. “Amelia, that woman is a force of nature.”

“Sit. Tell me.”

I told her everything, in order: Ingrid’s arrival, her inspection, the name Klara, the scene on the couch, dinner, the new plug, the talk about the lover. I spoke softly, while we stretched on the mat, with people passing around us. Amelia listened without interrupting, and when I finished she put a finger to her lips.

“Interesting,” she said. “Very.”

“Amelia, I don’t know whether I should really go further.”

“Further how?”

“Bringing a man home. For him. I mean, it’s not nothing.”

“No, it’s not.” She looked at me calmly. “And what do you feel?”

“That it excites me. And that it scares me. And that maybe it’s wrong.”

“Vicky.” She put a hand on my knee. “Listen carefully. I’ve seen many cases like his. There’s no other possible path. What Ingrid started twenty years ago isn’t finished, and he knows it. As long as it stays halfway, it stays hanging, and the body keeps searching. For him it’s the only way to settle. It’s for his own good.”

“Really?”

“Really. If you don’t do it, someone else will, with no rules, no care. Better that it be a man you choose, in your bed, with your permission. And with him able, if he wants, to say stop at any moment.”

I stayed silent, looking at my hands. I thought again of Klaus’s phrase, that “I want to, I think I want to,” and told myself that in the end nobody knew better than he what he truly needed.

“And what if he regrets it?” I asked.

“Then you’ll talk about it. And if he doesn’t want it anymore, you won’t do it.” She smiled, with sweetness. “But I think he won’t regret it.”

“And how do I do it?” I asked, as we stood up. “How do you invite a man like that?”

“With a smile, and a simple sentence. Men don’t want long speeches.”

“But does he have to know everything?”

“Not everything. Enough.” She tucked a lock of hair behind my ear. “That there’s a wife, a particular husband, and a special request. The rest he’ll understand on his own.”

We moved to the weights. I was loading the barbell, my head full of thoughts, when I sensed a presence behind me. I turned, and found in front of me an enormous white smile and a pair of shoulders that blocked the light.

“Miss Vicky,” said Jerome. “Sorry to bother you. Could I ask you again to spot for me?”

My heart jumped into my throat. My mouth was dry.

“Of course,” I said. “With pleasure.”

I stood behind the bench, my hands near his shoulders, as he lay down and gripped the barbell. I smelled him, strong, warm, sweetish, and felt the heat of his body. He lifted the weight with a deep breath, the chest muscles swollen, the veins standing out on his arms, and I realized my mouth was open.

“Thanks,” he said, repeating the exercise ten times and putting the barbell back on the rack. He sat up on the bench, his chest rising and falling, and looked at me. “You have steady hands.”

“You have nice muscles too.”

“I’m glad you noticed.” He smiled. “See you next time, then?”

“Maybe sooner,” I said, without thinking.

Jerome raised an eyebrow, and the smile widened.

“Then I’ll count the days.”

He stood up and walked toward the mirrors with that slow stride of his, the owner of the place. I stayed there, not breathing.

Amelia, across the room, had seen everything. She was leaning on a column with her arms crossed, looking at me with a slow, knowing, almost mischievous smile. She said nothing. She didn’t need to.

And I understood. I understood what she meant, and why she had spoken to me about that path with no alternatives. It was him. He was the right man to initiate Tom Thumb. Or rather, Klaus. Or rather, Klara.
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Tomorrow Night 

That evening, after dinner, I talked to Ingrid about it. Klaus was in the kitchen finishing the dishes, and the two of us had sat down in the living room, I on the couch and she in the armchair, with her usual glass of grappa in hand and her cigarette stubbed out in the ashtray. From the end of the hallway came the sound of water, the clinking of dishes, a soft humming.

“Ingrid,” I said. “I need to talk to you about that guy.”

“Which guy?”

“The one from the gym. The one I mentioned.”

“Ah.” She straightened, her eyes shining. “Tell me. What is he like?”

I described him: the height, the shoulders, the sculpted arms, the big hands, the white smile. I told her how he had asked me to spot for him twice, how he had a deep voice, a polite, confident way of speaking. Ingrid listened, her head tilted and her eyebrows raised, smiling more at every detail.

“Men like that,” she concluded, “are good.”

“Ingrid, I have to ask you something. I don’t know how to say it.” I searched for words. “He’s very big, very muscular. Maybe too much for him. And then, the fact that he’s dark-skinned... is that a problem for you?”

She looked at me in a mischievous way, slowly, as if at a naive question.

“No problem,” she said. “On contrary. Big man, alpha man. Good for Klara. Opens well for future.”

Opens well for the future. I felt the heat climb my neck. He would really open her, that guy, with those shoulders and those hands, and for poor Klara it would be a treatment to remember. I thought of Jerome on the bench, the broad shoulders, the big hands, the calm with which he moved.

“I’m a bit puzzled, though,” I said. “It seems like a very humiliating situation for him.”

“What you say?” Ingrid arched an eyebrow. “He likes humiliating. He slave. Not ready yet, but becoming. You bring here. You sex. Klara licks after.”

I stayed silent, glass in hand. It seemed an almost surreal situation: bringing that hunk into the house, having him take me under Ingrid’s eyes, with Klaus, my husband, sitting as a spectator. I found it unfair to him, even though in some way, the night before, he had given his consent.

“Listen, Ingrid,” I said, in a low voice. “I don’t think it’s right. I think Klaus said it out of fear, more than conviction.”

“Fear is part.” Ingrid snorted. “But I not believe you. You not see yet.”

She turned toward the kitchen and raised her voice, suddenly.

“Klara! Maid! You come here!”

It was a curt order, the kind you obey and nothing more. The humming stopped instantly. I heard the water shut off abruptly, then quick footsteps on the floor, the click of a heel. Klaus arrived almost running, in the black dress and little apron, drying his wet hands on the fabric. On his feet he wore a pair of black shoes, shiny, with a low heel and a strap across the instep. I had never seen them on him.

Ingrid smiled, pleased.

“I gave. He my size.” She pointed at the shoes. “So more woman.”

“You gave him your shoes?” I asked, amused.

“One pair. I bring five. His feet same as mine. So he walks better, so posture right.” She turned toward him. “Good Tom Thumb. Good Klara.”

He smiled, shy, lowering his eyes.

“Also hair we make grow,” she continued, turning to me, “and little breasts. I cream for skin. I supplements for hormones, small, sweet. They work well.”

“Ingrid, no,” I said, immediately. “No pills or anything like that without a doctor. That’s not negotiable.”

She raised her hands, with a grimace.

“Ja, ja. Doctor. Of course. I say only cream.” She made a vague gesture. “Then we see.”

I looked at Klaus. In that light, in the black dress, the stockings, the shoes, the light lipstick still on his lips, he truly had something different. A new softness, in his hips, in the way he held his shoulders, in his gestures. He was becoming more feminine every day, in a gradual but evident path. And in front, too, I noticed, he got aroused less and less: in the morning, when I saw him come out of the bathroom, he no longer had that bulge that before never left him for a minute.

“Maid,” said Ingrid, in an authoritative voice. “Vicky tomorrow brings male. Strong man. Dark. She has sex and he comes inside. You lick after, right?”

Klaus went pale.

“But...”

“You lick after, right???”

“But...”

“Right??????”

“Ingrid, enough.” I cut in, standing up. “Let him speak. He doesn’t seem convinced.”

Ingrid snorted, but stopped.

“Speak, Klara. Right?”

Klaus swallowed. His hands were clasped in front of the little apron, his knuckles white. He raised his eyes, not to her but to me.

“But Vicky isn’t taking anything,” he said, in a thread of a voice. “For pregnancy, I mean. If he comes inside, then what do we do?”

I looked at him, surprised. I hadn’t thought of that detail either, or rather, I hadn’t wanted to think about it.

“It’s true,” I said. “We always wanted a child, but it never came. He can’t come inside.”

Ingrid burst out laughing, with that raspy laugh that made me jump every time.

“You child with Tom Thumb?” She slapped a hand on her knee. “I laugh! He small balls. He not man. You wait years, no child. So he comes inside and child, then Klara licks.”

Klaus’s eyes widened.

“Him inside? The big man, dark, inside?”

“She’s right,” I said, in a low voice. Klaus was white, blond, with light eyes: anyone, seeing a dark newborn in his arms, would understand what had happened. There would be questions, looks, whispers. A secret to carry for life.

Ingrid raised a finger, with a triumphant air, like a judge pronouncing sentence.

“Better. Maximum humiliation. He inside. Dark child, father Klara cuckold. Tomorrow night. You call.”

None of us had the courage to add anything. Silence fell over the living room, broken only by the tick of the old wall clock. I looked at Klaus, who looked at the floor. He didn’t protest. He didn’t say yes, but he didn’t say no either.

“I can see him at the gym tomorrow,” I said at last, trying to buy time. “I don’t know if...”

“Vicky.” Ingrid put a hand on my arm, with a sudden gentleness. “You bring. I think of everything.”

“And the tests,” I added. “First of all. If anyone comes into this house, I want everyone to be fine. You too, Klaus too, me too.”

“Tests, of course.” Ingrid nodded. “Smart woman.”

“That’s the minimum.”

“The minimum,” she repeated, amused. “Good Vicky. Good.”

Later, when Ingrid retired to her room with the suitcase and the grappa, I stayed alone with Klaus in the kitchen. He was finishing drying the last cups, shoulders tight and head down. I walked over and put a hand on his arm.

“Klaus,” I said, in a low voice. “Look at me.”

He turned. His eyes were shiny, his makeup slightly smudged.

“If you don’t want it, we won’t do it,” I said. “It doesn’t matter what Ingrid says. What matters is what you say. One word, and everything ends.”

“I know.”

“Then say it.”

He stayed silent. Then, slowly, he put down the cup.

“I don’t know, Vicky,” he said, after a while. “I’m afraid. Very. The idea scares me, the child scares me, what I might feel scares me.” He paused, breathed. “But when Ingrid tells me what to do, I feel... where I belong. As if the rest of the world no longer mattered.”

“And if you felt bad afterward?”

“Then I’ll tell you. Like I just did.” He raised his eyes. “If you want a child, Vicky, I’ll love you just the same. I want you to be happy. Even if it isn’t mine.”

I didn’t know what to answer. I hugged him, hard, my face in his shoulder, and felt him tremble in my arms, like a small, warm animal.

“We’ll talk again tomorrow,” I whispered. “Nothing has to happen unless you’re sure.”

“All right.”

“And if you change your mind...”

“I’ll say so.”

I kissed him on the forehead and sent him to bed, in the guest room, where Ingrid had already decided he should sleep. I stayed in the kitchen a while longer, a cup of herbal tea in my hand, thinking about how much my life had changed in a few weeks, and how little I recognized myself, and how, in spite of everything, I liked it.

On Friday, at five, I was at the gym. Amelia was on the mat, as always, and she watched me arrive with a curious grimace.

“You look like someone who hasn’t slept.”

“I haven’t.”

“News?”

I told her about the evening, the talk about the child, the “dark child, father Klara cuckold,” the conversation with Klaus. Amelia listened without interrupting, her chin on her hand.

“It’s a huge choice,” she said at last. “Bigger than it seems.”

“I know.”

“I can’t tell you what to do. I can only tell you this: if you decide to do it, do it with awareness. With tests, with rules, with certainty that nobody gets hurt.”

“I’ll do it like that, Amelia. Otherwise I won’t do it.”

“Good.” She smiled. “And remember: if something doesn’t convince you, even at the last minute, you can back out. It’s not a contract. It’s an invitation.”

“I know.”

“Then go talk to him.”

It took me half an hour to find the courage. Jerome was at the far end of the room, near the dumbbell racks, in a gray tank top that left his shoulders bare. When he saw me, he smiled and raised his hand. I walked over, my legs barely trembling.

“Miss Vicky,” he said. “What a nice surprise.”

“Call me Vicky.” I took a breath. “Jerome, can I talk to you for a minute? In private?”

His smile faded, slowly, with curiosity.

“Of course.”

We moved next to a window, where the noise of the weights was muffled. I told him everything, in simple words, with no embellishment. That I was married. That my husband knew everything, and that someone, in our home, took part in a particular game. That the evening involved sex, and that he would be the guest. That my husband would be present, and that, for him, it would be an intense experience. That the invitation was valid only if he wanted, and only if he felt comfortable.

He listened to the end, arms crossed and gaze attentive. When I finished, he was silent for a moment.

“So,” he said, “your husband would be there.”

“Yes. And it’s not something he chose out of obligation. We’ve talked about it several times.”

“And I would be...”

“The guest. The one I have sex with, while he watches.”

Jerome ran a hand over his short beard, with a half smile.

“I’ve never done it. But it doesn’t shock me.” He looked at me. “I have a rule, Vicky. Nothing without consent. If everyone agrees, I’m in. If anyone has doubts, no.”

“I expected that.”

“And one more thing.” He lowered his voice. “I get tested regularly. The last one in September, all clean. If you want, I’ll show you the results. And I expect the same from you and him.”

“Yes. Of course. We’ll do them first.”

“Then I’m in.” He smiled again, that wide smile, and held out his hand. “When?”

“Saturday night. Not tonight: first the tests, for everyone. If you like, tomorrow morning.”

“I know a lab that does the tests and gives results the same day.” He nodded, satisfied. “I’m in. I’ll meet you there, at ten. Then you and your husband spend the day getting ready, and I’ll be at your place at nine.”

“Perfect.”

“Where?”

I gave him the address, written on a scrap torn from a notebook, and he folded it carefully and slipped it into the pocket of his tank top. Then he shook my hand, for a long moment, with a warm pressure.

“See you Saturday, Vicky,” he said. “At nine?”

“At nine.”

I watched him walk away, with that slow stride, the owner of the place, and felt my heart pound. Amelia, across the room, was watching me with a raised eyebrow and a conspiratorial smile.

There was no more time to turn back. Or at least, so I told myself, as I felt the weight of that word, Saturday, sink into my stomach like a hot stone.

That evening I came home with the step of someone who has just signed something that can’t be undone, and found Ingrid in the kitchen, with Klaus on his knees on the floor polishing the tiles under her gaze. I told her everything, without raising my voice, while Klaus kept scrubbing, head bowed.

“Saturday,” I said. “Not tonight. First the tests, for everyone. If it doesn’t go well, nothing happens.”

“Saturday.” Ingrid nodded, her cigarette between her fingers. “Okay. Better. I prepare Klara well. Three days, bigger plug. Then evening.”

“Two days,” I corrected. “Saturday is the day after tomorrow.”

“Two. Also good.” She blew smoke toward the ceiling. “You good, Vicky. Prudent. Woman who thinks.”

“I’m doing it for him.”

“Also for you.” She looked at me for a long time, with small, sharp eyes. “You not deny. You want.”

I didn’t answer. I turned to Klaus, who had stopped scrubbing and was looking at me from the floor, with damp eyes and the sponge in his hand. For a moment we looked at each other without saying anything. Then he lowered his head and went back to polishing, slowly, with a slow, regular movement, like someone who knows that something, by now, can’t be stopped.
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At Last, from Behind 

On Saturday the results arrived at two in the afternoon, by email, with the clean format of a lab that knew what it was doing. I opened them sitting at the kitchen table, Klaus beside me and Ingrid behind my back, reading over my shoulder with her inspector’s face. Three pages, three names, three columns of abbreviations. At the bottom of each one, in bold: negative.

“Good,” said Ingrid, satisfied. “All clean. Now I prepare.”

She spent the rest of the afternoon transforming the bedroom. She removed the comforter and spread two white sheets over the mattress, lit candles on the nightstand, moved the armchair next to the bed and turned it toward the center. On the little table she put the bottle of gel, napkins, a towel and a glass of water. Then she prepared Klara. She washed her, perfumed her, redid her makeup with an almost maternal care, slipped on the black dress, the stockings, the heeled shoes. She also put in, calmly, the big plug, and made her walk three times around the living room to check her gait.

“Good,” she said. “Good girl. Breathe. Tonight you not think. You listen.”

I dressed in a burgundy silk dress, with a deep neckline and a skirt at midthigh, nothing underneath. I looked at myself in the mirror and didn’t recognize myself: bright eyes, red lips, color in my cheeks. A woman about to do something she never would have imagined, and who could hardly wait to do it.

Before nine I took Klaus by the shoulders and looked at him for a long time.

“Listen,” I said. “Tonight there’s a word. Only one. If you say red, everything stops, immediately. It doesn’t matter how far along we are. Ingrid knows it, Jerome knows it, I know it.”

“Red,” he repeated, softly.

“Even if you have just a doubt.”

“Yes.”

“If you say it, there’s no punishment. No shame.”

He nodded. But in his eyes was a light that wasn’t fear: it was an almost sweet expectation, like that of someone who has walked a long way and is about to arrive.

At nine on the dot the doorbell rang. I went to open it myself.

Jerome was on the threshold, in a white shirt open at the collar and dark jeans, with a bouquet of yellow tulips in his hand. He smelled of soap and pine. He smiled, with that open smile of his, and my heart skipped.

“Good evening, Vicky.”

“Jerome. Come in.”

I took the bouquet, and led him into the living room. Ingrid was standing beside the couch, arms crossed and bosom forward, and she looked him up and down, slowly, the way you look at a horse before buying it. He held her gaze, calm, with a slight nod.

“Ma’am,” he said.

“Ingrid.” She stepped closer, and slapped a hand on his chest, with a wide smile. “You good. You strong. I happy.”

“My pleasure.”

Klara was at the end of the hallway, with her hands clasped in front of the little apron. Jerome looked at her for a long moment, without saying anything. Then he crossed the living room and stopped in front of her. He was much taller than she was, and had to lower his head to look into her eyes.

“You’re Klaus,” he said, in a low, gentle voice. “Or Klara. Whichever you prefer.”

“Klara,” she whispered.

“Klara. I’m Jerome. I want you to know something. Tonight, if at any moment you feel uncomfortable, I’ll stop. You don’t have to say anything: a gesture is enough. Okay?”

“Yes,” she murmured, her voice breaking. “Thank you.”

“Good.”

Jerome smiled at her, and brushed her cheek with his fingers. It was such a simple, respectful gesture that for a moment my throat tightened.

We all went up to the bedroom together. Ingrid sat in the armchair, legs crossed and a glass of grappa in her hand, and motioned for Klara to kneel on the rug at the foot of the bed. I stopped in front of the closet mirror, my heart in my throat.

“Vicky,” said Jerome, in a low voice. “Come here.”

I stepped toward him. He took me by the hips, with big, warm hands, and kissed me. It was a slow, deep kiss, tasting of mint and sweet tobacco. I felt my knees give. He slid the dress off my shoulders, let it fall to the floor, and I stood naked before him, before Ingrid, before Klaus. I realized I had no shame. I had only an almost painful desire.

Jerome undressed, unhurried. Shirt, jeans, the rest. His body, in the candlelight, was as I had imagined it, sculpted, glistening, imposing. He lifted me with ease, laid me on the bed, and stretched out over me.

For a while there was only the sound of our breathing. Then he entered me, slowly, with a slowness that made me arch my back. I sank my nails into his shoulders. He was big, full, hot, and with every thrust I felt something inside me open, melt, let go. I moaned, without control, my head thrown back on the pillow.

“You watch,” said Ingrid, from the armchair, in her raspy voice. “Watch, Klara. Watch him mount her good.”

Klara, on her knees at the foot of the bed, raised her eyes.

“Her below,” Ingrid went on, in a sportscaster’s tone, “your sweet wife. No bother you? Eh? Watch. He strong, she enjoys. See? She moves hips, she likes very much. You never made her move like that.”

“Ingrid,” I gasped, between one thrust and the next, “please...”

“Quiet, Vicky. You enjoy. I tell.” She sipped the grappa, with a smile. “Watch, Klara. Now he speeds up. See? She tightens. Soon he sprays inside, and you lick all. Every drop. Good girl.”

I couldn’t hold back a laugh, in the middle of the moans, and Jerome, above me, burst out laughing too, with that low laugh I felt vibrate down into my stomach.

“Sorry,” he whispered in my ear. “I’ve never had an audience with commentary.”

“Neither have I,” I gasped.

“Ten points him,” Ingrid went on, imperturbable. “Ten also her. Tom Thumb, you judge. You give score?”

“Ten,” whispered Klara, her voice breaking, and for a moment the room was just laughter in three voices, between moaning and weeping.

I heard Klara make a thin sound, halfway between a moan and a sob. I opened my eyes and saw her there, on her knees, her hands on her thighs and her cheeks wet, watching me. There was no disgust in her eyes. There was something that resembled gratitude.

I couldn’t think any further. The pleasure rose in waves, higher and higher, stronger and stronger. Jerome lifted one of my legs onto his shoulder, and changed the angle, and that made me lose control. I came crying out, my fingers clenched in the sheets, and felt him come right after, with a long, low moan, and an enormous heat flooding me inside, pulsing, for a long time, in waves. It seemed it would never end.

We lay still, one on the other, breathless. Then he slid out, carefully, and dropped beside me, on his back, his chest rising and falling.

“See?” said Ingrid, in a satisfied voice. “Good work. Now Klara. Come.”

Klara got up, with effort, and approached the bed, her legs weak. I shifted onto my side, still dazed, one hand on my belly. From my flesh a white thread slowly trickled, warm, and Ingrid pointed to the spot with her chin.

“Lick. All. Tom Thumb does.”

Klara knelt on the edge of the bed, between my legs. I spread my thighs, with a moan. Her tongue, warm and delicate, began to work, slow and attentive, and I felt the wave rise again. She looked up at me from below, with damp eyes and shiny lips, and I felt I was seeing someone else, in a place she had waited for all her life.

“Good girl,” said Ingrid. “Now him. Make him hard again.”

Klara turned toward Jerome, who lay on his back, his body still glistening and his gaze attentive. He gave her a nod, a permission, and a slight smile.

“If you want,” he said. “Only if you want.”

She hesitated a moment. Then she nodded. She bent over him, and took him in her mouth.

I watched the scene, holding my breath. I saw her head move gently, the blond curls, the pink bow, the white collar. I saw her lips slide over that enormous body, the tongue, the hands resting on his thighs. Jerome closed his eyes, with a deep sigh. In a short time, under that patient, precise work, he was hard again, long, heavy, in a size that left me speechless.

“Enough,” said Ingrid, rising from the armchair. “Now.”

With a firm step she approached the bed. She took Klara by one arm, with a single hand, and made her stand.

“On all fours. On bed. Like this.”

She positioned her on the mattress, knees apart and hands on the pillow, and lifted the little dress up her back. Her bottom, pale, round, was trembling. Ingrid took the bottle of gel, poured a generous amount on her fingers, and began to work it in, with quick, precise movements.

“I remove plug. Then I open. Then he enters. You breathe.”

Klara was trembling. I leaned toward her, took her hand, squeezed it.

“I’m here,” I said. “If you want, I’ll stop it.”

“No,” she whispered, in a thread of a voice. “I want it.”

“If you say red...”

“I know.”

Ingrid removed the plug, with a slow movement. Then, with two fingers, she opened her further, oiling, pushing, speaking in German, softly, the way you speak to a frightened animal. Klara moaned, her forehead against the pillow, but didn’t pull away.

Jerome knelt behind her. He was enormous, next to that small, white body, and for a moment I wondered if it wasn’t too much. He leaned down, placed a hand on her back, and said in a low voice:

“Breathe, Klara. I’ll go slow. If it’s too much, tell me.”

“Yes,” she murmured.

He placed the tip. He pushed, barely, and Klara let out a sharp moan. He stopped, waited, stroked her with his thumb, then resumed, millimeter by millimeter. She gasped, her fingers gripping the pillow and her face streaked with tears. I held her hand, stroked her hair, whispered meaningless words.

“He big,” said Ingrid, in an almost technical tone. “Too much for first time. But she endures. She good. Breathe, Klara. Out. Out.”

“Ahh,” she cried, and Jerome stopped.

“Do you want me to stop?”

Klara shook her head, hard.

“No. Keep going. Please.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

He continued, with infinite patience, and at some point I felt her body give, open, welcome. Klara opened her mouth in a silent cry, and then let out a long, broken breath. Jerome was inside, all the way. Time seemed suspended.

“Good girl,” said Ingrid, her voice broken with emotion. “Good, Tom Thumb. Finished. Journey finished.”

Her eyes were shiny. For the first time, I saw that vulgar, powerful woman almost moved, her hand on her chest, watching something she had waited for almost twenty years. In Germany, in a room of a rich family’s villa, a twenty-two-year-old boy had been left halfway. Now, in a house in Santa Monica, the circle was closing.

Jerome began to move, with controlled slowness, and with each thrust Klara moaned, a low, new sound, one I had never heard from her. Then, slowly, the pain gave way to something else: her back arched, her hips began to move backward, meeting him, with an instinctive, almost desperate movement.

“There,” whispered Ingrid. “There. You feel.”

“Vicky,” Klara gasped, turning slightly. “Vicky, I...”

“I know,” I said. “I know, love. Let go.”

She did. Jerome sped up, holding her by the hips, and I saw his muscles tense, his breathing grow rough. Then, with a last deep thrust, he froze, and came, with a stifled cry. It was an incredible quantity, as he had already shown me, a hot, abundant flood, which he poured into her for a long time, in waves, his fingers sunk in her flesh, while Klara sank onto the bed, trembling, crying and laughing at once.

For a long moment nobody spoke. Then Ingrid sat in the armchair, lit a cigarette with hands not entirely steady, and said, softly, in German, something I didn’t understand. A thank-you, maybe. Or a farewell.

Jerome withdrew carefully. He took a towel, cleaned Klara gently, turned her over, held her to him, and kept her against his chest. She buried her face in his shoulder, and sobbed, loudly, for a long time. I moved closer and hugged them both, my arms around those broad shoulders and that trembling body, and we stayed like that, together, in a room that smelled of candles, sweat and tulips.

After a while Klara raised her face, streaked with melted makeup, and looked at me. Her eyes were red, her lipstick smeared, her curls in disarray. And she was smiling.

“Vicky,” she whispered. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For bringing me here.”
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Riding 

That night nobody felt like breaking the spell. Ingrid was the first to rise from the armchair. She straightened her purple robe, put out her cigarette in the ashtray, looked at us one by one, with a tired, satisfied expression I had never seen on her, and said:

“I go. Tomorrow long day. You sleep.”

“Thank you, Ingrid,” I said.

“Good Vicky.” She patted my cheek, then turned to Klara, still in Jerome’s arms. “You, Tom Thumb. This night rest. No touch, no come, nothing. You sleep like stone. Understood?”

“Yes, ma’am,” she murmured, her voice thin and her cheeks wet.

“Good girl.” Ingrid smiled, and for a moment her eyes softened. “You did well. I proud.”

She left, closing the door behind her. The three of us remained in the dim room, with the candles almost burned down and the bed in disarray. Jerome looked at me, with an uncertain smile.

“If it’s better that I go,” he said, “I...”

“Stay,” I said, without thinking.

“Really?”

“Stay.” I took his hand. “If you want.”

He nodded, slowly. He got up with a faint groan, and I followed him to the bathroom. We showered together, in silence, under the hot water, our shoulders brushing. I washed his back, and he washed my hair, with a gentleness I never would have expected from those hands.

“Vicky,” he said, at one point, in a low voice. “Can I tell you something?”

“Go ahead.”

“If something happens. I mean, if in a month you find out there’s a baby.” He hesitated. “I want to know. Not to ask you for anything, just to know.”

“We’ll talk about it,” I said. “I promise.”

“Okay.”

He kissed me on the forehead, with the foam still on his shoulders. Then we went back to the bedroom, and he lay in the middle of the bed, big, with his arms open. Klara curled against his right side, her head on his shoulder and one leg over his thigh. I lay on the left, my face against his chest, and he held us both, with those enormous, warm arms, as in a nest.

“Good night, girls,” he said, with a low laugh.

“Good night,” we whispered.

“Vicky,” he added, more softly, when Klara had already closed her eyes. “Are you okay?”

“Yes,” I answered. “I’m okay. Strange, but okay.”

“Me too.”

“I found you by chance, in a gym,” I said, almost to myself. “And now you’re in my bed.”

“Sometimes things go like that.” He stroked my hair, with his big hand. “Sleep.”

One of us turned off the light, I don’t remember who. The dark enveloped us, with the scent of snuffed candles and sweat, the sound of breathing growing slow, one after another. I was the last to give in, my body heavy with tiredness and my head light, and the vague, distant idea that somewhere inside me, that night, another story might have begun. Before falling asleep, I thought I heard Klara softly sigh something that sounded like a word.

I don’t know what time it was when I half woke, in that light torpor where dream and waking are hard to tell apart. I felt a movement beside me, a rustle of sheets, the mattress dipping to one side. I opened my eyes, barely. The room was deep blue, with a stripe of moonlight coming through the blinds. Klara was no longer in her place.

She was at the foot of the bed, on her knees between Jerome’s legs, her hair loose on her shoulders and her back curved. She moved slowly, without a sound, with a silent concentration. And from the way she moved, I understood.

I said nothing. I stayed still, my eyes half closed, watching.

Jerome was asleep, or so it seemed. His chest rose and fell, one arm over his head, his lips parted. In the moonlight his dark skin looked like silk, with copper glints on his shoulders and abdomen. Beside him, Klara’s pale back looked like a photograph in negative. Klara bent over him and took him in her mouth, delicately, her tongue circling slowly, her hands resting on his thighs. She repeated the gesture once, twice, three times, with a patient, almost tender slowness. I heard him sigh in his sleep, and his body responded, began to swell, to harden under those lips.

Jerome opened his eyes. For a moment he was disoriented, then he looked down and saw. He said nothing. He placed a hand on Klara’s head, gently, and stroked her hair.

“Hey,” he whispered. “Klara.”

She looked up, without stopping, and he smiled at her.

“Are you sure?”

She nodded, slowly. He pushed a lock of hair from her face, then with a slow gesture took her chin, lifted it, looked at her for a long moment. Then he said, in a very low voice:

“Come here.”

He lifted her easily, as if she weighed nothing, and settled her on top of him, her knees on either side of his hips. Klara let herself be guided, her eyes wide, her mouth slightly open, her breath shortening. Then, slowly, she lowered herself onto him. A millimeter at a time, with a muffled moan, until her body took all of him in.

I was no longer breathing. From my pillow, with my face a few inches from their legs, I saw everything in the blue light: her pelvis lowering, his hand gripping her hip, her pale bottom opening and closing with every movement.

Klara, on Jerome’s knees, began to move. First softly, in a slow rocking, barely perceptible, then more decisively, finding a rhythm all her own. She set the rhythm. It was she who led, who decided the depth, the speed, the timing. She leaned forward, put her hands on his chest, and kissed him on the mouth, for a long time, with a tenderness I had never seen. Then she moved lower, with her tongue, among the black, curly hair, licking it strand by strand, as you do with something precious.

“Oh, Klara,” Jerome whispered, eyes closed. “Just like that.”

She smiled against his skin.

“Do you like it?” she whispered, her voice breaking.

“A lot,” he answered. “You?”

“I feel... full. I feel at home.”

“Then don’t stop.”

Their whispers, in the dark, had a sweetness that took all my defenses away.

I lay there, in awe, my heart pounding in my throat and my lips parted. I thought of that evening a little less than a month before, when Amelia had spoken to me for the first time about feminization on the gym bench, and of the laugh with which I’d greeted it. I thought of Klaus’s trembling hand, his first “I feel pretty,” that small step said about himself that I hadn’t corrected. There was nothing humiliating in that scene. There was no order, no punishment, no mistress. There was a woman, because at that moment she was one, giving herself to a man with a grace that took my breath away, and who for the first time in her life seemed to be doing exactly what she wanted.

Then, without thinking, I reached out a hand. I slid beneath her body, between her thighs, and found that small penis, warm, half soft, sensitive as something newborn. Ingrid had given a precise order, only a few hours earlier: no touching, no coming. I had nodded, and promised to enforce the rule. But at that moment the rule seemed small and far away, from another room, another world. That night, for once, it wasn’t a matter of punishments.

I took it gently in my hand. Klara started, and raised her eyes to me, wide, surprised, almost frightened. I smiled at her, and gave her a nod.

“Let go,” I whispered.

I began to move my hand slowly, in a rhythm that followed hers, slow and deep. She let out a thin whimper, and her body stiffened, arched, surrendered. Jerome noticed me only then. He turned his head slightly, met my gaze, and in that half dark smiled at me, without saying anything, with an accomplice’s light in his eyes. Then he put his hands on her hips and sped up, a little, with a firmer thrust from below. Klara moaned, and I felt the small penis pulse between my fingers, swelling slightly, spent, warm.

“Vicky,” she gasped. “Vicky, I...”

“Come,” I said. “Come, love.”

She burst. It was a small spasm, a faint, almost shy jet that wet my hand and Jerome’s belly, accompanied by a strangled cry that sank into his shoulder. Almost at the same instant he went rigid beneath her, tightened his hands on her hips, and with a long, low moan came inside her, again, in deep waves. I felt their pleasure cross, overlap, end together, like two bodies that had finally found the same measure.

We lay still, all three, our bodies entwined and our breath broken, as after a long run made together, without noticing, along a road whose end nobody knew. Klara had collapsed on Jerome’s chest, her face hidden against his shoulder, and he stroked her back, her hair, with a wide, slow hand. My hand was still resting on her hip, damp.

Then, little by little, the breathing calmed, and with the breathing the thoughts, the fears, the questions I didn’t yet have the courage to ask myself. Jerome covered us with the sheet. Klara lay down beside him, and I on the other side, and after a few minutes I heard his breathing grow regular, deep. He had fallen asleep. And she, too, it seemed, just a moment later.

I fell asleep too, with the feeling of having seen something I would never be able to forget.

I don’t know how much later, I felt a rustle near my ear and warm breath on my neck. I opened my eyes, in almost total darkness. It was Klara. She had turned toward me, her face a few inches from mine, her eyes shiny in the half light.

“Vicky,” she whispered. “Are you awake?”

“Yes.”

“Can I tell you something?”

“Go ahead.”

She hesitated. I felt her breath tremble.

“I think I love him.”

I didn’t understand for a moment, my mind still stuck in sleep, as if faced with a sentence in a foreign language.

“Who?”

“Him. Jerome.”

I sat halfway up, the sheet clutched to my chest.

“What are you saying?” I whispered. “He’s a man, and you’re not gay.”

Klara didn’t answer right away. She was silent for almost a minute, staring at the ceiling, her breathing slow. Then, in a small, clear voice, she said:

“But now I feel like a woman.”

I didn’t know what to say.

“I can’t explain it,” she added, her voice breaking. “Before tonight I would never have thought of it. But when he held me, when he told me I didn’t have to be afraid... For the first time I wasn’t afraid of anything. As if the whole world were all right.”

I squeezed her hand, without speaking.

“I love him, Vicky,” she went on, a tear running down her temple. “I’m sorry.”

I felt a pang, small and sharp, in the middle of my chest. It wasn’t jealousy, or not only. It was the sudden awareness that what I had built, day after day, was leading me to a place where I was no longer alone in deciding. Klaus was no longer only my husband, or my little slave, or my maid: he was a person who was choosing something for herself. And a part of me, the most generous one, was happy about it.

I hugged her. Not because I knew what to say, but because I couldn’t do anything else. I held her tight, my face in her hair, and felt her body tremble against mine. Then I looked down, and saw something I will never forget.

Klara was holding in one fist the half-soft penis of Jerome, who was sleeping deeply beside us. She held it gently, with an infinite tenderness, the way you hold a baby you want to cuddle.

I smiled, and a stifled laugh escaped me, halfway between crying and astonishment.

“Silly girl,” I told her, softly. “And me?”

She raised her eyes to me, in that bluish half dark. She smiled, her lips still swollen, her lipstick smeared, with the face of a little girl caught in the act.

“I love you too,” she said.

We fell asleep like that, the three of us, wrapped around him and that strange happiness. Outside, behind the blinds, the sky was just beginning to lighten. I didn’t think of Ingrid, or Dieter, or Ethan, or any of the threads still left open. I thought only of that sentence, “I love you too,” and of how simple it was, and how little it needed any explanation.
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A Real Woman 

I woke with the sun coming in in stripes through the blinds and a smell of coffee rising from downstairs. For a moment I didn’t remember where I was. Then I felt a heavy arm around my waist, and understood.

Jerome was still asleep, on his back, one arm under his head and the other holding the two of us close. Klara was curled against his right side, her face in the hollow of his shoulder, her hair tousled, last night’s lipstick smeared halfway across her cheek. She kept a hand resting on his chest, open, as if afraid someone would take him away.

I watched them for a few minutes, with that mix of tenderness and wonder that comes over me every time I think about how we got here. Then, with all the gentleness I had, I slid away and got out of bed. I picked up my robe from the floor, put it on, and left without a sound.

In the kitchen I found Ingrid already up, in her purple robe with a steaming cup in her hand, sitting at the table in front of the window. She looked at me, eyes half closed and a half smile.

“Good morning, Vicky.”

“Good morning.”

“Long night.” She sipped her coffee. “I heard noises. Little, but heard.”

“Really?”

“Walls thin.” She raised an eyebrow. “But I not ask. I ask later.”

I poured myself a coffee and sat across from her. For a while we were silent, the morning light on the table and the distant sound of a lawn mower.

Half an hour later I heard footsteps on the stairs, slow, heavy, those of someone who doesn’t want to wake anyone. Jerome appeared in the doorway, dressed, his hair still damp and his white shirt a little rumpled. He had the face of someone who has slept little and is happy. He greeted us with a nod.

“Good morning, ladies.”

“Good morning, strong man,” said Ingrid, with a sly smile. “Coffee?”

“Gladly.”

I poured him a cup, and he sat beside me. Ingrid studied him over her cup, her arms crossed over her bosom and her cigarette, unlit, between her fingers.

“You good boy,” she said, at some point.

“Thank you, ma’am.”

“You did well. With Klara. With Vicky.” She leaned across the table. “You come back?”

“If I’m invited,” he answered, with a cautious smile.

“I invite.” Ingrid chuckled. “I always invite strong man.”

We ate something, bread, butter, jam. We spoke little, in half voices, as you do after a night you don’t want to spoil. At one point Jerome looked at his watch.

“I have to go,” he said. “I have an appointment at eleven.”

“Of course.”

He stood up. I walked him to the front door. On the threshold he stopped, and looked at me with that wide smile, which I had never seen so tired and so sincere.

“Vicky,” he said. “Thank you for last night.”

“Thank you.”

“It’s something I won’t forget.” He hesitated. “Tell Klara that... that I’m sorry to leave like this. That I’ll write to her.”

“I already told her,” I answered. “I mean, I will.”

“We’ll be in touch.”

He brushed my cheek with a kiss, and went down the steps. He got into his car, lowered the window, waved and drove off.

I went back in. From the stairs I heard quick steps, a rustle of fabric, and Klara appeared at the top, in her nightgown, barefoot, her eyes wide.

“Where is he?” she asked, her voice cracking.

“He left,” I said. “He had an appointment. He says he’ll write to you.”

“He left?” She came down the first steps, uncertain. “Without saying goodbye?”

“You were sleeping so soundly. He didn’t want to wake you.”

“But I wanted to say goodbye to him.”

“I know.”

“But I...” Her voice broke. “I wanted...”

She ran down the last steps and stopped in front of me, her hands clasped to her chest and her lip trembling. Her eyes were full of tears, like a little girl whose ice cream has fallen.

“I wish he had stayed,” she whispered. “I wish I could have held on to him.”

I hugged her. I held her tight, my chin on her hair, and felt her body shake in muffled sobs.

“I know, love,” I said. “I know.”

“Why didn’t he stay?”

“Because he’s a man with a life of his own, a job, commitments. Not because he doesn’t care about you.”

“Does he care about me?”

“It seems so to me.”

“And if he doesn’t write?”

“He’ll write. And if he doesn’t, you already know something you didn’t know before.” I lifted her chin with two fingers. “That you can be whatever you want. That someone saw you like this, and found you beautiful. Nobody can take that from you.”

She looked at me, her eyes shiny. Then she nodded, slowly, and leaned against me again.

I didn’t notice Ingrid in the kitchen doorway until I heard her clear her throat. Klara pulled away, wiped her cheeks with the back of her hand and ran upstairs to wash her face. I stayed in the middle of the hallway, my arms at my sides.

“Vicky,” said Ingrid, softly. “Come.”

I went back into the kitchen, and sat down. She poured herself more coffee, without looking at me.

“I not understand,” she said. “But I sense. Something happened. Klara not like yesterday. More... soft. Like open flower.”

“Yes.”

“Tell me.”

I took a breath. I didn’t know where to start.

“Last night, after you went to bed,” I said, “Jerome stayed. We slept all three together. Then during the night...” I stopped. “Klara wanted more. By herself, without anybody asking. And I didn’t respect your rule. I touched.”

Ingrid raised an eyebrow, but didn’t speak.

“Sorry,” I added. “I couldn’t resist.”

“Rule made to help,” she said, after a while. “Not to suffer. You did well.”

“Really?”

“If Klara happy, rule broken for good.” She made a gesture with her hand, as if swatting a fly. “But Klara, what she says?”

“Klara said she feels like a woman now.”

“Woman?”

“Yes. A woman.” I searched for words. “Now she says she loves Jerome. But I think she means men in general, their bodies, what she has discovered. She has discovered sex from behind, she has discovered she likes it. I think she’s happy.”

Ingrid stared at me for a long time, her lips slightly parted. Then she lit a cigarette, and sat smoking it in silence, her gaze lost.

“Strange,” she said at last. “Tom Thumb always been servant. Never thought woman.”

“Sometimes the two go together.”

“Maybe.” She shook her head. “I not expected.”

I didn’t know what to answer. That was when I heard a rustle from the hallway. I turned. Behind the door, in her nightgown, with her face washed and her hair wet, stood Klara. She had been listening, for who knows how long, with one hand on the doorframe and the other clasped to her chest.

“Yes,” she said, in a clear voice, walking into the kitchen. “I’m a woman.”

Ingrid and I turned sharply.

“I feel like a woman,” she went on, approaching the table. Her eyes were reddened, but her gaze was steady. “Completely. Not only in the dress, not only at night. Even in the daytime. Even outside.”

“Klara...” I began.

“Let me finish, Vicky.” She put her hands on the table. “I’ve spent forty years trying to be what I wasn’t. Pretending. Hiding. Getting myself punished for something I didn’t understand. Last night, for the first time, I understood that I don’t want to hide anymore.”

I sat motionless. Ingrid had stopped smoking.

“Today I want to go out,” said Klara. “I want to go to the mall, dressed as a woman. I want to buy new clothes. Women’s clothes. Real ones, not costumes.”

For a moment none of us spoke. Then Ingrid, slowly, stubbed out her cigarette in the ashtray, and a smile opened on her face, wide, full of teeth.

“Ah,” she said. “This I not expected.”

“Is it too much?” asked Klara, with a thread of fear.

“Too much?” Ingrid burst out laughing, and slapped her knee. “Not too much! Right! My Tom Thumb became woman!”

“Ingrid...”

“Wait.” Ingrid raised a finger, serious again. “But plug? You put plug?”

I couldn’t hold back a smile.

“Of course she’ll put it in,” I said. “Right, Klara?”

She looked at me, her eyes shining, with a slow, mischievous smile I had never seen on her. Then, with a theatrical movement, she turned her back, bent slightly, and with two fingers lifted the hem of her nightgown, and swayed, rocking her hips.

Underneath she wore nothing. And between her buttocks, firmly seated, glittering, was the round base of a plug. Not the small metal one, nor the medium silicone one, but one of the biggest, one of those I had seen in Ingrid’s suitcase, which I had thought all along were meant for a distant future.

“Already in,” said Klara, turning her head and looking at us over her shoulder. “Since this morning.”

For a second the three of us stood frozen. Then Ingrid let out a cry, a raspy, satisfied noise, and burst out laughing so hard she had to lean on the table. I put my hands over my mouth, and tears rose in my eyes, and Klara started laughing too, with that thin, silvery, new laugh. We laughed, all three, for a long time, with open throats, as I had never laughed before.

That afternoon we went out together, the three of us, by car, toward the mall. Klara in the back seat, next to Ingrid, in a flowered dress I had lent her and the black heeled shoes. She did her makeup looking in a little mirror, lips parted, and at every red light she smiled at herself.

At the mall she walked between the two of us, her hips swaying with each step and the plug that, I could tell from how she held her knees, gave her a new gait, a little suspended. A girl at a store counter looked at her twice. Then she smiled at her.

“Can I help you, ma’am?” she asked.

Klara stopped, her fingers around her handbag. She looked at me for a second. Then she raised her chin and answered:

“Yes. I’m looking for a dress. Something elegant, but not too much.”

“Come with me.”

She followed her toward the fitting rooms, in short steps, with straight shoulders. Ingrid and I sat on the velvet bench, in front of the curtains, and waited.

“I proud,” said Ingrid, softly, her eyes shiny. “Never thought. But proud.”

“Me too.”

The curtain opened. Klara stepped out in a bottle-green dress, fitted at the waist, with a bell skirt and bare shoulders. She stopped in front of the mirror, and for a long moment looked at herself, in silence. Then she turned toward us, with a shy, happy smile.

“How do I look?”

“Beautiful,” we said together.

She bought six. A green dress, a navy one, a pleated skirt, two silk blouses, a light camel coat. Ingrid insisted on adding lingerie, and spent half an hour in a lingerie shop choosing bras and panties with the expression of a general planning a campaign. At the register, the salesclerk asked whose name to put on the receipt. Klara hesitated for a second. Then she answered, in a low, steady voice:

“Bergmann. Klara Bergmann.”

The clerk smiled, with no suspicion, and wrote it down.

We got home in the late afternoon, our arms loaded with bags. Ingrid went to her room to rest, saying she needed a break after so much emotion. Klara and I went up to ours, and she sat on the edge of the bed, with the bags at her feet, and stayed looking at them.

“Vicky,” she said, after a while.

“Yes?”

“Will you stay with me?”

“What do you mean?”

“If I’m like this. If I’m Klara.” She looked at me, with big eyes. “It’s not what you married.”

I sat beside her, and took her hand.

“I married a man who didn’t know who he was,” I said. “Now I’m with a person who is beginning to know. I think I made a good bargain.”

She laughed, softly, and leaned her head on my shoulder. I felt her breathing grow calm, and realized that for the first time in weeks I had no thought left hanging, no message to put off, no secret to keep. At least for an hour.

“And if Jerome doesn’t write?”

“Then we’ll find another one.”

“Vicky!”

“I’m kidding.” I kissed her hair. “More or less.”

We stayed like that for a while, embracing, and I thought of everything that had happened in a few weeks: the gym, the dinner with Amelia, the striped apron, the black lace, the strokes of the crop, Jessie, Dieter, Ingrid, Jerome. I felt as if I had lived ten lives, and none of them was over. Outside, the sun was going down over the ocean, and from the next room came Ingrid’s raspy singing, as she arranged her suitcase and hummed something in German.

This is the story of Klaus, now Klara, my husband, my sissy maid. It is the story of a man who all his life looked for someone to punish him, to command him, to see him for what he was. And who, when he found her, discovered he had been looking for himself.

How did it end with Jerome, and the sex without protection? That’s our secret. Maybe I’ll tell it someday, maybe not.
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