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~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~

Braxton Smith is living the life most men only fantasize about, and the fantasy just got bigger. After the board election reshapes the Straitford Country Club and the women in his life take their relationships with each other to new heights, Braxton settles into his role as the center of an arrangement that now includes ten women who love him, love each other, and have stopped pretending that what they've built needs anyone's approval.

But the club is a small world, and small worlds talk. When the rumors shift from scandal to curiosity, women start showing up at Cynthia's door not to judge but to ask how. Reese Calloway, thirty-three, is a pediatrician whose husband belittles her in public and who is one dinner party away from walking out on him. Nadia Volkov, thirty-eight, is a Russian-born former ballet dancer married to a finance executive who treats her like a trophy he's tired of polishing. Kit Yamamoto, twenty-five, is the club's new pool tech who has taken Braxton's old job and is following his path in more ways than one. And Catherine Davenport, fifty-two, is Garrett's mother, who shocks her son, the club, and herself by choosing her daughter-in-law Sloane's happiness over her own family's pride. As the arrangement grows beyond what any single house can contain, Braxton and the women he loves face a question they've been avoiding since the beginning: how big can this get before it has to become something the world can see?

~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~
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Chapter 1

The Night

Julie designed the layout. Six mattresses arranged in a rectangle on the living room floor, the furniture pushed to the walls, the coffee table in the garage, the rug rolled and stored in the hallway closet. She'd measured the room twice and the mattresses three times and produced a diagram on graph paper that she'd presented to the group the previous Sunday with the seriousness of an architect unveiling a building plan. "The focal mattress is king-sized, centered on the south wall," she'd said, pointing with a pen. "The flanking mattresses are queens. The perimeter mattresses are full-size. Total usable surface area: 180 square feet. That's eighteen square feet per person, which is tight but functional if everyone cooperates."

"Cooperates," Rachel had repeated. "She wants us to cooperate during an orgy."

"It's not an orgy," Kaylee said.

"Right. It's a gathering."

The mattresses arrived on Saturday morning. Lori brought hers from the guest bedroom she no longer used. Rachel brought hers from her apartment, strapped to the roof of her BMW with bungee cords, which attracted the attention of two neighbors and a FedEx driver. Julie brought a queen from Cold Spring Harbor in a rented van. Natalie had a new one delivered from a store in Huntington because Natalie didn't own anything secondhand. Gina brought the mattress from her fixer-upper in Hicksville, the same floor mattress where we'd first slept together. I helped her carry it in, thinking about that night, the paint cans, the drop cloths, the woman who'd given me a pre-op briefing before sex.

Diane didn’t bring a mattress because hers had been the same full since college, "held together by hope and duct tape." She contributed sheets instead, plus a case of beer and a speaker for music that nobody had asked for but that everyone was glad she'd thought of.

By noon, the living room looked like a strange campsite. White sheets over mismatched mattresses, pillows stacked along the walls, candles on every flat surface because Cynthia had insisted on candles, and the speaker sitting on the mantel playing something low and acoustic that Kaylee had chosen. The room smelled like lavender and clean sheets. Julie stood in the doorway and assessed her work with the critical eye of a woman who found imperfection physically painful.

"The seams between mattresses need to be tighter," she said. "There's a two-inch gap between the king and the east queen. Someone's going to catch a knee."

"Julie," Rachel said from the kitchen, where she was opening wine at one in the afternoon. "Nobody is going to notice a two-inch gap."

"I'll notice."

"Then don't look at the gap. Look at the naked people."

They arrived throughout the afternoon. Nobody had set a start time because Natalie's framework had covered everything except the one thing that couldn't be planned: when eleven people would feel ready to take their clothes off in the same room. The framework said seven p.m. The reality was that by five o'clock, everyone was there, drinking wine on the patio, talking too loudly, laughing at things that weren't funny, burning through the nervous energy the way you burn through fuel on a cold engine, wastefully but necessarily.

I sat in my chair by the fireplace and watched them. Cynthia was in the kitchen making food that nobody would eat, because Cynthia cooked when she was anxious, and anxiety was the only word for what was happening in her body, even though her face showed nothing but the warm, composed authority she'd been wearing since the day she asked my name at the pool. Megan was reviewing something on her phone, or pretending to, her thumb scrolling without reading. Rachel was on her third glass of wine, which meant she'd gone from nervous to brave about ten minutes ago. Kaylee was on the patio with her eyes closed, either meditating or sleeping, the distinction still unclear to me after a year of knowing her.

Lori was in the garden. She'd been in the garden for thirty minutes, and I could see her through the window, kneeling in the dirt, doing something to the roses that probably didn't need doing. Lori in the garden meant Lori was processing. She processed everything through her hands, through soil and pruning shears and the patient, repetitive work of tending things that grew.

Julie and Natalie were arguing about the mattress layout, a conversation that had been ongoing for three days and that showed no signs of resolution. Gina was eating leftover risotto from a container. She ate risotto before major events the way athletes ate pasta, as fuel. She'd told me earlier that she was "treating this like a long surgery, which requires caloric preparation and mental focus." Diane was on the patio steps, drinking a beer, looking at the sky, and occasionally shaking her head as if she were having a conversation with herself about the absurdity of what was about to happen.

Sloane was sitting in the corner of the couch that hadn't been moved yet, her legs tucked under her, her wine glass held with both hands. She'd been at Cynthia's for two months now. The bruise was long gone, and her divorce was underway. But the habit of making herself small, of folding into corners and occupying the least possible space, was still there, a residue of seven years with a man who needed her to be smaller than she was.

At six-thirty, Cynthia came out of the kitchen, wiped her hands on a towel, and stood in the doorway between the kitchen and the living room. She looked around the room. She looked at me. She said, "I think it's time."

Nobody moved. The words hung there, suspended in the warm June air, and the ten women who had spent weeks saying yes to this idea were confronted with the difference between saying yes in principle and saying yes with your body.

"Okay," Rachel said, setting down her wine glass with a click that was louder than it should have been. "I'll go first. Somebody has to." She pulled her dress over her head in one motion, standing in the middle of the patio in her bra and underwear, and looked around at the group with the defiant grin of a woman who had never once in her life waited for permission. "Well? Are we doing this or are we forming a committee?"

"We already formed a committee," Natalie said. "I chaired it."

"Then the committee has adjourned. Clothes off."

The undressing was not choreographed. It was not graceful. It was ten women and one man taking off their clothes in a living room on Long Island on a Saturday evening in June. It was awkward in the way that things like that are awkward, all elbows and nervous laughter and the vulnerability of being naked in front of people you love when the number of people exceeds anything you've practiced for.

Cynthia undressed the way she did everything, with unhurried composure, folding her blouse and setting it on the displaced armchair. Megan undressed with her back to the group, turning around only when she was fully naked, her chin raised, daring anyone to comment. Kaylee undressed as if she were removing a layer she'd never needed. Julie took off her clothes with efficient irritation, as if they were an obstacle between her and the next task on her list. Gina stripped with clinical speed and stood with her hands on her hips, surveying the room the way she surveyed an operating theater. Diane pulled her shirt off and threw it at the couch, and missed.

Lori was last. She came in from the garden with dirt on her knees. She stood at the edge of the mattress landscape, looked at the room full of naked women and me. I could see the fear in her face, the old fear, the one that said - this is too much - I am too exposed, the world will see me and find me lacking. I crossed the room, stood in front of her, and said, in a low voice only she could hear, "You don't have to."

"I know I don't have to." She unbuttoned her shirt. Her hands were steady. "I want to. I've been wanting to since we said yes on the patio. I've just been scared."

"You can be scared and still do it."

"I know. That's what I'm doing." She pulled off her shirt and bra, then stepped out of her jeans. She stood there in the candlelight, naked, trembling, and brave in a way that none of the other women had to be, because none of the other women had spent two years hiding from their own bodies the way Lori had.

She looked amazing. They all did.

I kissed her. Not to start anything. To tell her she was safe. She kissed me back. When she pulled away, her eyes were wet, but her jaw was set. She looked at the mattresses and said, "Where do I go?"

"Wherever you want."

She went to Kaylee. Of course she did. Kaylee was the safest place in any room, so Lori went to her. Kaylee took her hand without a word, led her to the center mattress, the king. They sat down together. The room took its first breath.

Cynthia came to me. She put her hand on my face and looked at me with the expression I'd fallen in love with a year ago, the one that said, I see you, all of you, and I am not going anywhere. "Ready?" she asked.

“I guess.”

“How do you feel?”

"Terrified."

"Good. Me too." She took my hand and led me to the mattress. We lay down beside Kaylee and Lori. The four of us were the seed, the center from which everything else grew.

Cynthia kissed me. The kiss was slow, familiar, grounding, the kiss of a woman I had kissed a thousand times and who still tasted like the first time. Her hand went to my chest. I pulled her against me, skin against skin, her body warm and sure against mine, and for a moment it was just us, the way it had been at the beginning, in the guest house, in her bedroom, before my world got bigger.

Then Rachel was there. She lay down on my other side, pressed her body against my back, and kissed my shoulder. "Room for one more?" The question was rhetorical. Rachel never waited for answers. She just arrived. Her hand slid over my hip, found Cynthia's hand on my stomach. Their fingers interlaced. I felt the current run through the three of us, the original three, the triangle that had started everything.

Megan joined Cynthia. She lay beside her and kissed her neck. Cynthia turned her head and kissed Megan on the mouth, the same kiss I'd watched them share the night this aspect of the arrangement had opened. The sight of it still moved me. Cynthia's hand on Megan's face. Megan's body pressed close. Two women who had found each other through shared damage and built something the damage couldn't touch.

In the center of the king mattress, Kaylee and Lori were together. Kaylee was lying on her side facing Lori, one hand on Lori's waist, talking to her in a voice too low for me to hear. Lori nodded at something Kaylee said. Kaylee leaned forward and kissed her. Lori's hand came up to Kaylee's face and held it there, and the tenderness between them was so complete, so private, that I looked away for a moment to give them the space, even though the whole point of tonight was that there were no private spaces, only shared ones.

Julie and Natalie had claimed the east queen mattress, and they were already arguing. "I'm on top," Julie said. "We established this."

"We established nothing," Natalie replied. "Our previous encounter was an anomaly."

"Shut up." They kissed while they argued, which was how Julie and Natalie did everything, mouth against mouth, words between kisses, competition and desire so tangled that separating them would have destroyed both.

Gina and Diane were on the west queen. Diane was lying on her back with Gina propped on one elbow beside her, and Gina was doing something with her hand on Diane's stomach, tracing the lines of her body with the focused attention she brought to surgical assessments, except her face was not clinical. Her face was soft. Open. The face she showed only to Diane, the face of a woman who had spent her professional life being precise and had found in the bartender from Hicksville a reason to be imprecise, to be messy, to be human in a way that her career did not permit.

Sloane sat at the edge of the mattress field, her knees drawn up, watching. Not participating yet. Just watching. The watching was itself a form of participation. Sloane had spent seven years in a marriage where she was invisible, where her husband looked through her the way the club members used to look through me. Watching ten people be naked and open in front of her was feeding something that had been starved.

I reached for her. From where I lay between Cynthia and Rachel, I extended my hand. She looked at it for a moment. Then she uncurled from her corner, took it, and let me pull her into the center.

"Hi," she said, lying down beside me.

"Hi."

"This is the strangest thing I've ever done."

"Same."

"Is it always this awkward at the beginning?"

"I don't know. This is my first time doing this too."

She laughed, a short, surprised sound, and the laugh did what laughter always does in rooms where the tension is too high. It cracked the surface. Rachel heard the laugh and grinned. Diane said something to Gina that made Gina snort, which made Diane cackle, which made everyone look. For a moment, the room was just laughing, eleven naked people on mattresses on a living room floor on Long Island, laughing at the absurdity of it, at the beauty of it, at the fact that they were here at all.

The laughter faded into something warmer. The candles flickered. Diane's music played from the mantel, something with a slow bass line and no lyrics. The room settled.

Cynthia's hand found me. She stroked me until I was hard, which took approximately three seconds, because I was lying naked in a room full of women I loved, and the stimulus was not subtle. She kissed me while she touched me. Rachel's hand joined hers. The sensation of two hands on me, Cynthia's knowing and Rachel's urgent, was overwhelming in a way I hadn't prepared for, even though I'd had weeks to prepare.

Rachel moved down my body. She took me in her mouth while Cynthia kissed me. I closed my eyes. The room contracted to the feeling of Rachel's lips, Cynthia's mouth, the sounds around us. Kaylee's low murmur. Lori's answering gasp, Julie telling Natalie to hold still, Diane saying something in Spanish that made Gina laugh between kisses.

Sloane's hand was on my chest. I opened my eyes, and she was watching me, watching Rachel work, watching Cynthia kiss me, and her expression was not the reserved country-club mask. It was hunger. She'd been starved for two years in a marriage bed her husband never visited, and the proximity to this much desire, this much contact, was waking something in her that the individual nights with me had only begun to reach.

I reached for her, pulled her to me, kissed her while Rachel's mouth was still on me. Sloane kissed me back with the desperate urgency I remembered from her first time, the urgency of a body that had been ignored for too long and was reclaiming itself through touch. Cynthia shifted to make room, her hand on Sloane's back, welcoming her into the center, and the generosity of that gesture, Cynthia making space for another woman beside the man she loved, was the thing that made this work, had always made this work, from the very first day.

Rachel pulled back and looked up at me. "Who do you want first?"

The question cut through the haze. I looked at her, then at Cynthia, then at Sloane beside me. I looked across the room at the other women, paired and grouped, bodies intertwined, the mattress landscape alive with movement.

"Cynthia," I said. Because Cynthia was first. Cynthia was always first. She had started this with a question at a pool, and everything since had followed from her willingness to see a pool technician as a person worth knowing.

Cynthia moved over me. She straddled my hips and sank down onto me. Her eyes closed. She exhaled, a sound I knew by heart, the sound of a woman who had been making love to me for a year and who still found something new in it every time. She moved with the unhurried authority that was her signature, her hands on my chest, her body rolling against mine, and Rachel lay beside us and watched with an expression of open, unashamed arousal, her hand between her own legs, touching herself while she watched.

Sloane was on my other side. She kissed my neck while Cynthia rode me. I turned my head and kissed Sloane. The three-way connection was more than I'd imagined, more than the months of anticipation had suggested. Cynthia on top of me. Sloane's mouth on mine. Rachel's hand working herself beside us. Imagination deals in images. This was sensation, full-body, everywhere at once.

Cynthia came with her eyes open, looking at me, the way she always did, and the orgasm rolled through her in the long, quiet waves that were uniquely hers, her body tightening around me, her hands pressing into my chest, her lips parting. Rachel watched her cum with an intensity that told me Rachel was close herself, her hand moving faster, her breathing ragged.

Cynthia leaned down and kissed me. I could taste wine on her lips. "Your turn," she whispered, and lifted off me, lying down beside Rachel. Rachel came with her own hand at the same moment, a sharp, gasping cry, her back arching, Cynthia's arm around her waist. The sight of the two of them cumming in the same breath was burned into me in a way that I knew would never fade.

Megan was next. She moved to me with the deliberate focus I loved about her. She kissed me, straddled me, guided me inside her. Her rhythm was different from Cynthia's, more controlled, more focused, her hips rolling with a specificity that told me she knew what she was after and intended to find it. She found it. She came with her face pressed into my neck, muffled, private even in this most public of settings, and I held her through it while the room moved around us.

Across the mattresses, the women were discovering each other in combinations I hadn't seen before. Kaylee had Lori on her back, Kaylee's mouth between Lori's legs. Lori's hand was in Kaylee's hair, her other hand gripping the edge of the mattress, her eyes squeezed shut. The sounds she was making were the quiet, deep sounds I knew meant she was close, the sounds of a woman who had relearned pleasure, one careful lesson at a time, and who was still surprised every time it arrived.

Julie had pinned Natalie to the east queen mattress in a reversal that Natalie was vocally protesting and physically encouraging, her legs wrapped around Julie's hips while Julie's hand worked between them. The combination of Natalie's corporate objections and her body's total surrender was somehow the funniest and hottest thing in the room.

Gina was on top of Diane, their bodies pressed together, Gina's mouth on Diane's neck, Diane's hands on Gina's hips. Diane was loud. She was always loud, the bilingual profanity carrying across the room. Gina was laughing against Diane's skin, kissing her, touching her, the precision abandoned, the analysis suspended.

And Sloane. Sloane had moved from beside me to beside Kaylee, drawn to Kaylee's warmth, Kaylee's patience, the way Kaylee made anyone near her feel safe enough to stop performing. Kaylee had finished with Lori, who lay trembling and spent on the king mattress with her eyes closed. She'd turned to Sloane, taken her face in both hands, kissed her with the gentle focus that was Kaylee's gift. Sloane's eyes closed. Her shoulders dropped. For the first time all evening, her body unclenched from the protective posture she carried like a scar from her marriage.

I lay in the center of it all, spent from Cynthia and Megan, Rachel beside me, running her fingers through my hair. I looked up at the ceiling of Cynthia's living room and listened to the sounds of ten women loving each other in every combination the room could hold. The candles made the light move. Diane's music floated from the mantel. The June air came through the open patio doors, warm and green-smelling and alive.

Rachel propped herself on one elbow and looked down at me. "How are you doing?"

"I think I need a minute."

"You need a minute? In the middle of a room full of naked women? You're twenty-two years old."

"I'm twenty-two years old and three women just had their way with me. Even twenty-two has limits."

"Temporary limits." She kissed my forehead. "Rest. The night is young. And I haven't had my turn with you yet. Not properly."

"You had your turn. I watched you."

"That was an appetizer. I want the meal." She lay down beside me and put her head on my chest. "But I can wait. Five minutes."

"Ten."

"Seven. Final offer."

I closed my eyes and listened to the room. Lori's breathing. Diane's laughter. Natalie told Julie that she conceded nothing, that the position reversal was a tactical retreat, not a surrender. Julie is telling Natalie to shut up. Gina asked Diane if she was okay, the surgeon's instinct checking on her partner even in the middle of sex. Kaylee whispering to Sloane, words I couldn't hear but whose tone I recognized, the tone of a woman holding someone who needed holding.

Seven minutes. Rachel had given me seven minutes. The night was not half over. There were seven more women waiting for me. The room was full of candlelight and music and the sound of people I loved loving each other.

Seven minutes. Then the rest of the night.

I opened my eyes. "Okay," I said. "I'm ready."

Rachel smiled. "I know you are."


Chapter 2

The Morning After

Rachel's seven minutes were closer to four. She straddled me the moment I said I was ready, her hand reaching between us to guide me inside her, and she sank down with a groan that was pure Rachel, loud, unapologetic, designed to make sure everyone in the room knew she was having a good time. She rode me hard, her hands on my chest, her hips grinding against mine with the aggressive rhythm I knew by heart, and beside us Cynthia lay on her side watching, her hand trailing down Rachel's spine, fingers tracing the line of muscle along Rachel's back.

"Harder," Rachel said, looking down at me. "I've been watching you fuck two other women for the last half hour. I'm not in the mood for gentle."

I grabbed her hips and thrust up into her. She gasped, her head falling back, her hands bracing against my chest. I did it again, harder. She said, "Yes! God, yes." Cynthia's hand moved from Rachel's back to her breast, cupping it, thumb finding Rachel's nipple. Rachel moaned at the dual contact, my body inside her and Cynthia's hand on her.

Sloane appeared behind Rachel. She pressed her body against Rachel's back, her mouth on Rachel's shoulder, her hands on Rachel's waist, and Rachel was caught between three people, me below her, Sloane behind her, Cynthia beside her, and the sensation overloaded her. She came fast, her body clenching around me, a cry ripping out of her that was louder than anything else that had happened that night, her nails digging into my chest hard enough to leave marks I'd still have on Monday.

She collapsed forward onto me, breathing hard, her forehead against mine. "Okay," she said. "That was worth the wait."

"Four minutes."

"Quality over quantity." She kissed me, then rolled off and lay on her back beside Cynthia, both of them flushed and breathing hard. Cynthia reached over and took Rachel's hand. The two of them lay there holding hands on the mattress while the room continued around them. The image of those two hands, the original two women, holding on to each other while everything they'd built moved and breathed around them. I will never forget it.

Julie was next because Julie did not wait to be invited. She crossed from the east queen mattress, leaving Natalie spread-eagled and gasping. She stood over me, looked down, and said, "Get up."

"What?"

"Get up. I don't want you on your back. I want you behind me."

I got up. Julie got on her hands and knees on the king mattress and looked at me over her shoulder with the fierce, demanding expression that was pure Julie Barton. "Well?"

I knelt behind her, put my hands on her hips, and pushed inside her. She dropped her head and made a sound that was half moan, half growl. I pulled back and thrust into her again, deep. She braced herself against the mattress. "Like that. Don't stop."

I didn't stop. I held her hips and fucked her from behind with the force she wanted, the force Julie always wanted, because Julie's surrender required intensity to trigger, the way a lock requires a key. She met every thrust, pushing back against me, her body demanding more, her voice rising. Natalie, recovered from whatever Julie had done to her on the east queen, crawled across the mattresses to watch, and something about Natalie watching made Julie louder, more aggressive, as if the audience amplified the performance.

Natalie positioned herself in front of Julie. She lay back, spread her legs, and looked at Julie with the calm authority of a CEO issuing a directive. Julie understood. She lowered her mouth between Natalie's legs while I continued behind her, and the chain of three, me inside Julie, Julie's mouth on Natalie, was the most intensely erotic configuration of the night, three bodies connected in a line, pleasure flowing through us like current through a wire.

Natalie came first. Her hand slammed against the mattress, and she arched off it and said "Fuck" in a voice stripped of every shred of corporate composure, her body shaking while Julie's tongue worked her through it. Then Julie came, cumming around me with a force that tightened her entire body, her moan muffled because her face was still between Natalie's legs, and the vibration of her voice against Natalie's body made Natalie shudder through a second aftershock.

I pulled out of Julie. She collapsed beside Natalie. They lay there tangled together, both breathing hard. "That was a mandate, not an anomaly," Julie said. "I'll review the data," Natalie replied. "The data is in your lap." They started arguing again, naked and spent, and I left them to it because some things are sacred.

Kaylee found me. She appeared beside me on the king mattress, her body warm against mine, her hand on my face, turning me toward her. She kissed me with the calm, unhurried focus that was her signature. The kiss was a reset, bringing my heart rate down and pulling me out of the frenzy with Rachel and Julie. Kaylee was the only woman who could slow me down in the middle of something like this, and the slowing down was what I needed, because the night was far from over and my body was starting to register the accumulated demands of multiple women in rapid succession.

"Breathe," she said against my mouth.

"I'm breathing."

"You're panting. There's a difference." She pushed me onto my back and moved over me, and her body settled onto mine with the fluid grace that made everything she did look like choreography. She didn't rush. She kissed my neck, my chest, the hollow of my throat, and each kiss was deliberate, placed with the precision of her yoga adjustments, calibrated to bring sensation without urgency.

She reached down and guided me inside her, and the entrance was slow, deliberate, her hips lowering incrementally, her eyes on mine, taking me deeper by degrees. When I was fully inside her, she stopped moving. She held me there, her body warm and tight around me. We breathed together. For a moment, the room disappeared, and it was just the two of us, the way it was when we were alone, Kaylee's calm wrapping around me, the way her body was.

Then she moved. The slow, rolling rhythm that built in waves, each wave a little higher, a little more intense, her hands on my chest, her hair falling forward around her face. I reached up and touched her breasts. She closed her eyes and sighed. I moved my hand lower, between us, touching her while she rode me. Her rhythm faltered, then accelerated. The composure started to crack the way it always did with Kaylee, the calm surface giving way to something raw and urgent underneath.

She came with her whole body, the full-body convulsion that still amazed me, her back arching, her mouth open, a sound pulled from deep in her chest that had nothing to do with composure or calm or yoga. I came inside her a moment later. She held me there, her body pulsing around me, both of us shaking. The relief was physical and total.

She lay on top of me afterward, her forehead against mine, and whispered, "Your shoulders are down."

I laughed. She always said that.

Gina and Diane came to me together, which made sense because they did everything together now. Diane lay down beside me and kissed me while Gina assessed the situation with her usual clinical attention.

"He needs recovery time," Gina observed. "Five minutes minimum. Refractory periods are physiological, not negotiable."

"So what do we do for five minutes?" Diane asked.

"We entertain ourselves." Gina kissed Diane, and Diane pulled her close, and they fell into the easy, practiced intimacy they'd built over weeks of Fridays at Diane's apartment. Gina's mouth on Diane's neck. Diane's hand between Gina's legs. The surgeon and the bartender, making each other cum on a mattress two feet from me while I recovered, and the sight of them together, Gina's control dissolving under Diane's instinctive touch, Diane's body arching as Gina's precise fingers found the right spot with the accuracy of a woman who knew anatomy the way most people knew their own name, was enough to bring me back to readiness in approximately three minutes rather than five.

"That was fast," Gina noted, looking at me.

"You two are persuasive."

"It's the bilingual dirty talk," Diane said. "Gets them every time."

Diane took me first. She climbed on top of me, sank down with the appetite that was her gift, her hips rolling against mine, her head thrown back. Spanish and English poured out of her in a stream that was profane and joyful and entirely Diane. Gina lay beside us, her hand on Diane's back, kissing her shoulder, whispering clinical observations about Diane's heart rate and breathing patterns that somehow, in Gina's voice, sounded like love poetry.

Diane came with a scream she didn't try to muffle, her body clenching around me, her nails raking my shoulders. Then she rolled off. Gina took her place, straddling me with the focused efficiency of a woman commencing a procedure. She was right. It was a procedure, a procedure designed to produce a specific outcome, and Gina's procedures always produced outcomes. She rode me with her eyes locked on mine, adjusting angle and pace based on my responses. I reached up and touched her breasts. Her eyes closed. The clinical mask slipped. The woman underneath emerged, the one who moaned and gripped the sheets and said my name in a voice that had no medical terminology in it.

She came hard, her body arching, her hand grabbing mine and squeezing until the bones compressed. I came inside her a moment later. She collapsed onto my chest. Diane curled against my side. The three of us lay there in a pile, Gina's heart hammering against my ribs, Diane's hand on my stomach, both of them breathing hard.

"Optimal," Gina said.

"Dios mío," Diane said.

The room was slowing down. The frantic energy of the first hours had given way to something more languid, bodies moving against each other with less urgency and more tenderness. The candles were burning low. Diane's playlist had cycled back to the beginning. Somewhere on the east queen, Julie was asleep with her head on Natalie's stomach. Natalie was reading something on her phone with one hand, stroking Julie's hair with the other. Natalie could not stop working even in the aftermath of a group sexual encounter, and Julie could fall asleep anywhere if the argument was over.

Sloane came to me last. She'd spent most of the night with the women, with Kaylee and Cynthia and Rachel, being held, being touched, being reminded that her body was not a display case but a living thing that deserved contact. By the time she found me, the room was quiet, half the women asleep, the other half drowsy and tangled in each other. She lay down beside me in the dim candlelight and put her hand on my face.

"Hi," she said.

"Hi."

"Everyone's asleep."

"Not everyone."

"Almost everyone." She kissed me. The kiss was soft, searching, the kiss of a woman who was still learning what she liked because the man she'd married had never bothered to ask. "I want you inside me," she whispered. "I've been watching all night. I've been waiting."

I rolled her onto her back and entered her. She wrapped her arms around me, pulled me close, her face against my neck, her legs around my waist. The room was quiet enough now that I could hear her breathing, every exhale against my skin, every catch of breath when I hit the right angle. I moved in her with a tenderness I reserved for the women who needed it, the tenderness Lori had taught me, the patience Kaylee had refined, and Sloane responded to it with her whole body, opening, softening, giving me access to places that seven years with Garrett had locked shut.

She came with her face pressed into my neck, a sound that was more a sob than a cry, the sound of accumulated want releasing all at once. I held her through it. She held me. I came inside her a moment after, and we lay there in the dark room on the king mattress in the center of the arrangement, surrounded by sleeping women, the candles guttering, the music still playing, and the night was over.

I fell asleep holding Sloane. Cynthia was on my other side, her arm draped across my chest. Rachel was curled behind Cynthia, one hand on Cynthia's hip. Megan was asleep at the edge of the king mattress, her phone still in her hand, the screen dark. Lori was somewhere on the west queen with Kaylee, both of them wrapped in a shared blanket. Julie and Natalie were on the east queen in a position that suggested they'd fallen asleep mid-argument. Gina and Diane were on the south full, Diane snoring, Gina wearing the scrub top she'd pulled on at some point because Gina could not sleep without covering her torso, a detail that I found endlessly charming.

I woke at six a.m. Habit. The ceiling was Cynthia's living room ceiling, not her bedroom ceiling. It took me a moment to remember why. Then the night came back in a rush, not as images but as sensations, Cynthia's warmth, Rachel's nails, Julie's demand, Kaylee's calm, Gina's precision, Diane's appetite, Sloane's quiet cry, Megan's focused rhythm, the sounds and the skin and the candlelight.

I lay still. Sloane was still against my right side, her face peaceful in sleep. Cynthia was still on my left, her breathing slow and even. Around us, the room was a landscape of sleeping women on mismatched mattresses, sheets tangled, pillows displaced, bodies arranged in positions that had nothing to do with Julie's diagram and everything to do with where exhaustion had deposited them.

Gina was already awake. She was in the kitchen, in the scrub top and nothing else, making coffee with the focused efficiency she brought to everything. I extracted myself from between Cynthia and Sloane without waking either of them, pulled on a pair of boxers, and padded into the kitchen.

"Morning," she said, not looking up from the coffee maker.

"Morning."

"How do you feel?"

"Like I ran a marathon."

"You did. A sexual marathon with ten participants and no hydration protocol. I should have included hydration in the framework." She poured me a cup. "Drink. You're dehydrated. I can tell by your skin tone."

"You can tell I'm dehydrated by looking at me?"

"I can tell you're dehydrated by the way you're standing. Your posture suggests musculoskeletal fatigue compounded by fluid loss. Drink the coffee. Then drink water. In that order."

I drank the coffee. She stood across the island from me, bare legs below the scrub top, her hair undone, and she looked more relaxed than I'd seen her in months, the post-call tension she usually carried absent from her shoulders, replaced by a looseness born of sustained physical contact with people she trusted.

"Last night was good," she said. It was the least clinical assessment she'd ever produced.

"Yeah. It was."

"I wasn't sure it would work. Eleven people are a lot of variables to consider. The potential for awkwardness was significant. But the awkwardness was functional. It normalized the experience. The laughter was important."

"Gina, can we not analyze it? Can we just let it be what it was?"

She considered this. "I can try. For approximately fifteen minutes. Then the analysis will resume whether I want it to or not."

"Fair enough."

Rachel woke next. She emerged from the living room in nothing at all, walked into the kitchen, looked at me and Gina, and said, "Is there coffee?"

"On the counter," Gina said.

Rachel poured herself a cup, leaned against the counter, and yawned. "So. We did that."

"We did that," I confirmed.

"On a scale of one to ten, how weird was it?"

"Eleven. Obviously."

She grinned. "Good answer." She drank her coffee. "I need a shower. Is there a bathroom line?"

"There will be," Gina said. "Eleven people. Two and a half bathrooms. The math is unfavorable."

"Then I'm going first." She set down her mug and walked toward the stairs. "If anyone asks, I called dibs. That's legally binding."

"It's not legally binding," Gina said.

"It's Rachel-binding. Same thing."

They woke up in waves over the next hour. Cynthia appeared in her blue robe, composed as always, as if she hadn't spent the previous night naked on a mattress with ten other people. She made eggs. Megan appeared with her phone, already checking messages, her hair a mess, her composure fully intact below the neck and completely absent above it. Kaylee walked in from the living room looking rested and serene, as if she'd slept eight hours in a luxury hotel rather than four hours on a mattress with five other women pressed against her.

Julie appeared and assessed the kitchen with one glance. "The coffee maker is too close to the stove. It's a fire hazard."

"Good morning to you too, Julie," Cynthia said.

"Good morning. Move the coffee maker."

Natalie appeared already dressed, which should have been impossible given the bathroom situation, but which Natalie had managed because Natalie managed everything. She had her phone out. "I sent three emails before anyone else woke up," she reported. "Two of them were urgent."

"Nothing is urgent on a Sunday morning," Kaylee said.

"Everything is urgent to the Tokyo office. Time zones don't observe weekends."

Diane stumbled in last, or second-to-last, wearing one of my t-shirts, which fit her like a dress. She poured coffee, sat at the island, and said nothing for approximately ten minutes, which was longer than Diane had ever been silent in my presence. Then she said, "That was the best night of my life, and I include the night I won five hundred dollars on a scratch-off."

"High praise," Gina said.

"The highest. Five hundred dollars can buy a lot of happiness. Last night was free."

Lori came down from upstairs, where she'd moved to the guest room sometime during the night. She was dressed, her hair brushed, her face washed, and she looked more rested than anyone else, possibly because she'd slept alone for the last few hours after the group had thinned. She sat at the island. Cynthia set a plate of eggs in front of her without being asked. Lori ate them. The normalcy of it, Lori eating eggs at Cynthia's island on a Sunday morning, was the most reassuring thing I'd seen since waking up.

Sloane was the last to appear. She came down the stairs in the same jeans and blouse she'd worn yesterday, looking uncertain, the old habit of smallness threatening to reassert itself in the daylight. Rachel saw her hovering in the kitchen doorway and said, "Sloane. Sit. Eat. Stop standing there looking like you need permission."

Sloane sat. She ate. She looked around the kitchen at nine other women and one man, all of them engaged in the ordinary Sunday morning activities of a household. Coffee, eggs, and arguments about coffee maker placement. Something in her face settled. The uncertainty faded. What replaced it was recognition. These people were hers. This life was hers. She had chosen it, and it had chosen her back.

We migrated to the patio after breakfast. Eleven people in various states of dress, holding mugs, squinting in the July morning sun. Lori's garden was absurd with color, roses, and hydrangeas, and the tomato plants she'd been nurturing since April, heavy with fruit that was almost ready to pick.

Nobody talked about the night. Not because it was awkward or shameful, but because there was nothing to say that the night hadn't already said. We'd been together. All of us. In the same room, in the same breath, on the same mismatched mattresses on the living room floor. It hadn't changed anything. It had confirmed everything. We were already this. We just hadn't done it in the same room before.

Cynthia sat beside me on the patio bench and put her head on my shoulder. Rachel sprawled in the chair with her legs over the armrest. Megan checked her phone, put it away, took it out, and put it away again. Julie told Natalie that the patio furniture needed replacing, and Natalie told Julie to submit a proposal. Kaylee sat cross-legged on the warm stone with her eyes closed. Lori knelt beside her tomatoes, inspecting the fruit, calculating days until harvest. Gina ate risotto from a container after major events, the same way she ate it before them. Diane leaned against the door frame with a beer at ten in the morning because Diane didn't follow rules about when beverages were appropriate. Sloane sat in a chair with her legs tucked under her, holding her coffee with both hands, looking out at the garden.

"So," Rachel said. "Same time next month?"

Nobody answered. Nobody needed to. The smiles were enough.

The mattresses stayed on the living room floor until Monday. Nobody wanted to move them. Julie said it was a design crime. Cynthia said it was temporary. Rachel said it was a monument. Diane said it was the most comfortable the living room had ever been, and she wasn't wrong.

On Monday, I moved them. I folded the sheets, stacked the pillows, and returned the mattresses to the cars, guest rooms, and apartments they'd come from. I moved the furniture back. I rolled out the rug. The living room looked the way it had before Saturday, as if nothing had happened there, and everything had.

Julie was right about one thing. There was a two-inch gap between the king and the east queen. Nobody had noticed.


Chapter 3

The Golden Age

The weeks after the group night were the best of my life, and I say that as a man who had already been living a life most men would trade their 401k for. Something had shifted. The night on the mattresses had dissolved whatever remaining tension existed between the women, the last traces of competition, of jealousy, of the unspoken question of who mattered more. The answer, made physical by eleven bodies on a living room floor, was that everyone mattered equally. The proof was in the contact. You can't fake what your body does in a room full of people it trusts.

July burned hot on Long Island. The pools at the club were open, maintained by someone who wasn't me, and I didn't miss the chlorine or the pH strips or the members who couldn't tell the difference between a pool technician and a servant. What I missed, if I missed anything, was the structure. The schedule. The reason to put on pants. But the women had replaced the structure with something better, a life so full of intimacy, conversation, sex, and laughter that the absence of a job felt less like unemployment and more like retirement at twenty-two.

Tuesday afternoons were Diane's. I drove to Hicksville after lunch, parked next to her ten-year-old Civic, and climbed the stairs above the nail salon. I found her in bed or on the couch or standing in the kitchen cooking something with too much garlic, because Diane's schedule at the bar meant her afternoons were free and her evenings were not, and the afternoons we spent together had become the part of my week that felt most like home. Not Cynthia's house, which was comfortable, beautiful, and full of candles. Home. Hicksville home. The home where the furniture didn't match, the walls were thin, the traffic was audible on the street below, and the nail salon's ventilation humming through the floor.

On a Tuesday in late July, Diane answered the door in a tank top and underwear and nothing else. "I'm not getting dressed," she said. "It's ninety-three degrees and my air conditioner is sketchy at best."

"I'm not complaining."

"Good. Come in. I made iced coffee. The ice is already melting because, again, of the damn air conditioner."

We drank the iced coffee on her couch. She sat with her legs across my lap, her head against the armrest, and we talked about nothing important, her shift the night before, a drunk club member who'd tried to order a martini with "artisanal olives," the ongoing situation with her mother who wanted to know why Diane hadn't brought a boyfriend to Sunday dinner in over a year.

"I can't exactly bring you," she said. "Hey Mom, this is Braxton, he's sleeping with me and nine other women, pass the rice and beans."

"Your mom would handle it better than you think."

"My mom would handle it with a rosary and a phone call to Father Gutierrez. There's handling and there's handling." She set down her iced coffee and looked at me. "Come to bed. It's too hot to sit here and pretend I don't want you."

We went to bed. The fan was on, oscillating, pushing warm air around the room without cooling it. The sheets were damp from the heat. Diane pulled off her tank top, lay back, and looked at me. The sweat on her skin made her body gleam in the afternoon light through the window.

I kissed her neck, tasting salt. She pulled my shirt off and ran her hands down my chest, my stomach, hooked her fingers in the waist of my shorts, and pulled them down. I moved between her legs and kissed the inside of her thigh. She grabbed my hair. "Don't tease. It's too hot for teasing."

I put my mouth on her. She was already wet, the heat and the anticipation doing half the work. She tasted like salt, sex, the iced coffee she'd been drinking. Her body responded to my mouth the way it always did, hips lifting, hand tightening in my hair, a stream of Spanish that I'd learned enough of over the months to catch the meaning if not the grammar. She came fast, her thighs clamping around my head, a cry that the neighbors had stopped commenting on months ago.

She pulled me up, kissed me, tasted herself on my mouth, and made a sound of approval. I pushed inside her, and we fucked in the afternoon heat, the fan blowing across our bodies, the sheets soaked, her legs around my waist, her nails in my back. She came again while I was inside her, her body tightening around me, her voice hoarse from the first orgasm. I came a minute later, and we lay there on the damp sheets in the hot room and didn't move for twenty minutes.

"This is what rich people vacation for," Diane said, her head on my chest. "Beach house, tropical weather, afternoon sex. We have it in a one-bedroom in Hicksville."

"The Hicksville Riviera."

"Someone should put that on a T-shirt."

Wednesday nights were Rachel's. She'd cook something ambitious and terrible, or she'd order takeout and claim she cooked it. We'd eat on her living room floor because she still didn't own a dining table. Then we'd go to bed. Rachel in bed on a Wednesday was different from Rachel in bed any other night because Wednesday was her lowest-energy day, and the Rachel who emerged was softer, needier, more willing to be held than to hold.

One Wednesday in early August, she lay beside me afterward and said, "I had lunch with Julie on Sunday."

"I know. Julie told me."

"Did she tell you what happened after lunch?"

"She said you went back to her place and drank wine."

"We drank wine. Then we did other things." She looked at me sideways, gauging my reaction. "Is that okay?"

"Is what okay? You and Julie?"

"Me and Julie. Together. Without you."

"Rachel, you and Julie have been sleeping together for weeks. I know about it. Cynthia knows about it. Everyone knows about it. Kaylee gave you both a blessing that involved the word 'communion,' which was either beautiful or sacrilegious."

"Both. It was both." She rolled onto her side and propped her head on her hand. "It's just weird, isn't it? Six months ago, Julie and I argued about everything. Now we argue about everything and then sleep together. It's the same relationship with an additional dimension."

"That sounds about right."

"It doesn't bother you? That we're together without you? That the women in your life are having sex with each other on Sunday afternoons while you're at Cynthia's watching her paint?"

"It doesn't bother me. It makes me happy."

"Happy? Genuinely?"

"Genuinely. The arrangement works because the relationships between all of you are real, not just the relationships with me. If you and Julie make each other happy, that's the whole point. I don't need to be in the middle of everything."

She looked at me for a long moment. "You're the least possessive man I've ever met. It's either very evolved or very suspicious."

"It's very tired. I'm twenty-two, and I'm sleeping with ten women. If some of you entertain each other on the days I'm not there, my body is grateful."

She laughed, hit me with a pillow, kissed me, then climbed on top of me because Wednesday Rachel might have been softer, but she was still Rachel.

Weekends belonged to Julie and Natalie, who had resolved their scheduling conflict by spending them together. me included. They'd stopped competing for separate time and started sharing it, which meant Saturday nights at Natalie's glass house in Lattingtown with the view of the Sound, and Sunday mornings at Cynthia's with the group.

A Saturday in August. Natalie's bedroom. The bed now had a headboard, designed by Julie, built by a carpenter in Cold Spring Harbor, made of walnut with brass fittings. Julie had presented it as a gift. Natalie had accepted it as a "design correction." They'd argued about the distinction for three days.

The three of us were on the bed with the new headboard, and Julie was using it for its intended purpose, her hands gripping the walnut frame while I fucked her from behind and Natalie lay in front of her, legs spread, Julie's mouth between them. The chain of three had become our configuration, the one that worked best for the three of us, the one that Julie and Natalie both loved because it let them compete without having to settle who was on top.

Julie came first, cumming around me with a muffled groan, her mouth still on Natalie. The vibration made Natalie gasp and grab Julie's hair. "Don't stop. Don't stop," in the commanding voice she used in board meetings. Julie didn't stop. She never stopped. Stopping was surrender, and Julie Barton did not surrender. Natalie came thirty seconds later, her back arching off the mattress, her hand white-knuckled on the walnut headboard that Julie had designed for this purpose, even if she'd never admit it.

I came inside Julie while she was still shaking from her own orgasm. The three of us collapsed in a pile on the bed with the headboard, the view of the Sound, the glass walls reflecting moonlight.

"The headboard works," Julie said.

"The headboard is functional," Natalie conceded. "I'll grant it functional."

"You'll grant it beautiful."

"I'll grant it is aesthetically appropriate."

"That's Julie-speak for beautiful," I said.

"Stay out of this," they said simultaneously, which was the first time they'd agreed on anything without arguing about it first.

Cynthia told me about the women getting together on a Thursday morning over coffee without me. She was in her robe, her reading glasses on, reviewing campaign correspondence that had become personal correspondence now that the election was won. She set down her phone and looked at me across the island.

"I want to tell you something, and I want you to listen before you react."

"That's never a promising opening."

"Kaylee and Lori have been spending Thursday mornings together. At Kaylee's apartment. They've been doing this for about a month."

"I know."

"You know?"

"Kaylee told me. She tells me everything."

"What did she tell you?"

"That she and Lori have a connection that exists outside of me. That the connection has a physical dimension. That they're both happier because of it."

Cynthia studied me over her coffee. "You're not upset."

"Why would I be upset? Lori spent two years unable to feel anything. Now she's feeling things with Kaylee on Thursday mornings. That's not a problem. That's a miracle."

"Gina and Diane are together on Fridays too. After Diane's shift. Gina picks her up from the club, and they go back to Diane's apartment."

"I know that, too."

"And Rachel and Julie on Sundays?"

"Cynthia, I know all of it. They tell me. That's the whole point of what we've built. No secrets."

She put her coffee down. "The reason I'm telling you is that I want to make sure you understand what it means. It means the arrangement has changed. It's not ten women, each in a relationship with you. There are ten women in relationships with each other. You're part of it. You're still the origin. But you're not the center anymore. The center has become distributed."

"You said that at the election."

"I said it at the election, and I meant it theoretically. Now I mean it literally. The women in your life are building lives with each other that don't require your presence. Kaylee and Lori don't need you in the room to be intimate. Rachel and Julie don't need you to mediate their relationship. Gina and Diane exist as a couple independently of you."

"And this bothers you?"

"It thrills me." She smiled. "It's what I wanted from the beginning. When I invited you into the guest house, I wasn't building a harem. I was building a community. The community is now self-sustaining. That's success, Braxton. That's the whole point."

I drank my coffee and thought about what she'd said. The center has become distributed. The community is self-sustaining. A year ago, I was a pool technician who didn't know how to say no to a woman in pain. Now I was the origin point of a network of relationships that connected ten women to each other through every possible combination, romantic, sexual, platonic, professional. Some of those connections ran through me. Most of them didn't.

The realization should have scared me. If the arrangement didn't need me at the center, what did it need me for? What was my role in a community that had outgrown its founder?

But the fear didn't come. What came instead was relief. The relief of setting down a weight you didn't realize you'd been carrying. For a year, I'd been the hub. Every relationship depended on me. Every conflict required my presence. Every woman needed something from me that no other person could provide. The weight of that was enormous, even when the weight was love. Especially when the weight was love.

Now the weight was shared. Distributed. Kaylee held Lori on Thursday mornings. Julie held Rachel on Sunday afternoons. Gina held Diane on Friday nights. The holding was no longer my job alone. It was everyone's job. The community held itself.

I sat on the patio that evening, alone, while the house was quiet, the garden was dark, and Cynthia was upstairs painting in her studio. The July air was warm and thick with the smell of the roses Lori had planted in spring. I could hear crickets. I could hear the distant sound of a car on the road.

I thought about my life. Twenty-two years old. Unemployed. Living in a house I didn't own, supported by women who loved me, sleeping with them, watching them build something together that I hadn't designed and couldn't have predicted. A community that had started with a question at a pool and grown into something no English word could adequately describe.

Not a harem. That word had always been wrong, even when it was useful. A harem implies ownership. Nobody in this arrangement was owned. Everyone had chosen to be here. Everyone could leave. The fact that nobody wanted to leave was not ownership. It was something better.

Family, Megan had called it, once, in the dark, after sex, with her daughter sleeping down the hall. Family. The word fit. Not the legal definition. Not the biological definition. The definition that matters. The people who show up. The people who stay. The people who hold each other when the world outside doesn't understand, doesn't approve, and never will.

The summer stretched on. August arrived with thunderstorms, humidity, and the lazy, languid energy of a Long Island summer at its peak. I spent my days moving between women, between houses, between beds. Every night I came home to Cynthia's, Rachel's, Diane's, Julie's, or whoever needed me most that day, and the need was not a burden. It was the job. The only job I'd ever been good at. The only job that mattered.

Ten women. One man. No name for what we were. No model for how to do it. No plan except to keep showing up, keep being present, keep letting the thing grow into whatever shape it wanted to take.

The shape was good. The shape was better than anything I could have drawn on my own. The shape was ten women who loved me and loved each other, and a man who had learned, over the course of a year, that the greatest act of love is not holding on. It's letting go. Letting the people you love build lives that don't depend on you. Trusting that the connection will hold even when you're not in the room.

The connection held. It held on Thursday mornings at Kaylee's apartment, Friday nights at Diane's, and Sunday afternoons at Julie's. It held in bedrooms, kitchens, on patios, in gardens, on mismatched mattresses on living room floors. It held because ten women had decided it would hold, and when ten women decide something, the universe has the good sense not to argue.

The summer was golden. I lived inside it the way you live inside a good dream, aware that it can't last forever but unwilling to waste the time you have by worrying about when it will end.

It didn't end. It grew.


Chapter 4

The Fourth of July

Cynthia threw a Fourth of July party because she believed in the strategic value of hospitality.

"Feed people well enough and they'll forgive you for almost anything," she said, standing at the kitchen island the week before, writing out the guest list on a legal pad with the focused attention she used to reserve for campaign strategy. "Including the fact that the woman hosting the party is sleeping with a twenty-two-year-old pool technician and nine other women."

"Former pool technician."

"The distinction is lost on most of these people." She tapped the pen against the pad. "I'm inviting forty members and their spouses, some friends and neighbors, plus the ten of us. That's approximately a hundred people in my backyard on a Tuesday evening, and I want every single one of them to leave thinking that Cynthia Ryan throws the best party on the North Shore."

"Why?"

"Because perception is power. Robert ran this club by being the man everyone owed favors to. I'm going to run it by being the woman everyone wants to be invited back by. Different currency. Same result." She smiled. "Also, I like throwing parties. Robert hated entertaining. It was one of many things he was wrong about."

The party was spectacular. Cynthia had hired a caterer, a bartender (not Diane, who was a guest tonight, which she found disorienting), a three-piece jazz ensemble that set up on the patio, and a fireworks company that would launch from the far end of the garden at nine-thirty. The backyard was strung with lights. The tables were draped in white. The bar was stocked with the kind of liquor that made club members nod approvingly and take mental notes about the vintage.

The women arrived first, before the guests, because Cynthia wanted them there as a presence, not a reveal. They came dressed for a party, each in her own way. Rachel in a red dress that was designed to attract attention and succeeded. Julie in black, tailored and architectural. Natalie in a blazer over a silk camisole, because Natalie wore blazers the way other people wore skin, as a fundamental layer of identity. Megan wore something understated and expensive that Craig's money had paid for, and she wore it with a satisfaction that was its own form of revenge. Kaylee in a flowing sundress that made her look like she'd materialized from a yoga retreat in Bali. Gina in a clean version of what she always wore, dark pants and a simple top, the surgeon's refusal to participate in fashion elevated by the confidence with which she refused. Diane in jeans and a blouse she'd borrowed from Sloane, because Diane didn't own party clothes, a fact she announced without embarrassment. Sloane in a cream dress that Garrett had bought her two years ago, reclaimed now, worn on her own terms, for her own reasons. Lori in a blue dress that matched her eyes, which Julie had helped her choose, which Cynthia had complimented, and which made Lori look radiant, alive, as if she'd come back from a place most people don't return from.

"We look good," Rachel said, surveying the group on the patio.

"We look like a threat," Natalie corrected. "Ten women who chose each other, standing in a formation, at a party attended by every power broker on the North Shore. This is a statement, not a social gathering."

"Can it be both?" Kaylee asked.

"It can be both. But the statement is the important part."

The guests arrived starting at six. Club members, their spouses, a few neighbors, a scattering of Cynthia's friends from outside the club who had been invited to dilute the Straitford concentration and to remind the club members that Cynthia's world was larger than theirs. I stood near the bar, drinking a beer, wearing a button-down shirt that Julie had bought me because she said my wardrobe was "an emergency," and I watched the room the way I'd learned to watch rooms, from the edges, noting who talked to whom, who avoided whom, who looked comfortable and who was just acting.

The power dynamic had shifted since the election. Robert Ryan was at the party because not inviting him would have been petty, and Cynthia was not petty. He stood near the garden fence with a drink in his hand, talking to Garrett Davenport, whose presence was notable because Garrett's wife was also at the party, on the opposite side of the yard, standing with the women who had helped her escape him. Robert and Garrett looked like men at a funeral, present out of obligation, aware that the world they'd built was being dismantled by the woman serving them canapés.

I watched women approach Cynthia throughout the evening. One at a time. Discreetly, during gaps in conversation, when husbands were at the bar, in the bathroom, or distracted by the jazz. They came to her the way people approach a priest at a party, with a question they'd been carrying and a window of privacy in which to ask it. I couldn't hear the conversations, but I could read the body language. A woman leaning in, Cynthia listening with her full attention. Another woman asking something, Cynthia answering with the warm, composed authority that made people feel safe enough to reveal themselves. More women nodding, touching Cynthia's arm. Walking away with something they hadn't had before.

"They're asking her how it works," Natalie said, appearing beside me at the bar. She was holding a glass of white wine and watching the same thing I was watching. "I've counted six so far. Six women who have approached Cynthia in private conversation in the last ninety minutes."

"You've been counting?"

"I count everything. It's a professional compulsion." She sipped her wine. "The election changed the power structure. Cynthia isn't the scandal anymore. She's the alternative. These women are in marriages that are failing, or dead, or performative, and they've watched Cynthia build something that looks like happiness, and they want to know if it's real."

"Is it?"

"You're asking me if the arrangement you're at the center of is real?" She looked at me. "Yes, Braxton. It's real. I'm standing at a party drinking wine with a man I'm sleeping with, alongside nine other women I'm also sleeping with, two of whom I'm sleeping with independently of you, and I have never been more content in my professional or personal life. It's real."

"That might be the most romantic thing you've ever said."

She arched an eyebrow. "Don't push it."

I saw Reese Calloway for the first time a little after seven. She was standing near the jazz ensemble with a man I assumed was her husband, a tall, broad-shouldered guy in a polo shirt who was talking to another couple with the expansive confidence of a man accustomed to being the most important person in any conversation. Reese stood beside him, holding a glass of wine she wasn't drinking. She was thirty-three, dark-haired, attractive in a quiet way that the party setting diminished rather than enhanced, because her husband's volume occupied all the available space, leaving none for her.

I watched them for ten minutes. In those ten minutes, Todd Calloway interrupted his wife three times, corrected her twice, and told one anecdote in which Reese was the punchline. The anecdote was about a dinner party where Reese had mispronounced the name of a wine, and Todd told it with the indulgent, casual cruelty of a man who believed that humiliating his wife in public was an acceptable form of humor.

Reese smiled during the anecdote. The smile was the practiced, automatic smile of a woman who had learned to act amused at her own expense, because the alternative was a fight in the car on the way home. I recognized the smile because I'd seen it before. On Cynthia, in photographs from her marriage to Robert. On Megan, in the early days, when she still flinched at Craig's name. On Sloane, the first time she came to the house, the smile she wore over the suffocation.

The face of a woman disappearing into her own marriage. I knew that face. I'd been collecting women who wore it for a year.

Todd left to get a drink. Reese stood alone by the jazz ensemble, and the moment her husband walked away, her body changed. Her shoulders dropped. Her chin came down. The performance smile faded, and exhaustion replaced it. Not physical exhaustion but the deeper kind, the kind that comes from years of being the smaller person in a room your husband fills, of having your voice reduced to an echo of his, of saying the wrong thing and being corrected until you stop saying things at all.

I walked over. Not because I had a plan, a line, or an intention. Because she was standing alone at a party, and she looked tired. I was the kind of person who walked toward tired people instead of away from them. It was the only useful thing about me, and it was the thing that had built every relationship I had.

"Hey," I said. "I'm Braxton."

She looked at me. The exhaustion was still on her face, unconcealed for the moment because she hadn't yet registered that someone was looking at her. Then it was covered up. The performance smile reassembled. "Hi. Reese Calloway. Are you a member?"

"Former employee. I used to maintain the pools."

"Oh." A flicker of something. Recognition, maybe, or curiosity. "You're the one they talk about."

"Depends on who's talking."

"Everyone's talking. You're the most discussed former employee in the club's history. The women at the bar think you're a cult leader. The women approaching Cynthia think you're something else." She paused. "I haven't decided which."

"Take your time."

She almost smiled. Not the performance smile. Something smaller, more real. "What do you do now? Since the pools?"

"Not much. I live here. I take care of things."

"That's vague."

"My life is vague. I'm still working on it."

Todd came back with two drinks. He handed one to Reese without looking at her, the way you hand something to a person whose presence you've stopped registering. He looked at me. "Who's this?"

"Braxton," I said, extending my hand. "I used to work here."

Todd's handshake was the kind that squeezes too hard on purpose. "Todd Calloway. I manage the Greenfield Fund. You probably haven't heard of it."

"I haven't."

"It's a two-billion-dollar hedge fund. We specialize in distressed assets." He said this the way other people say their name, as identifying information, the thing that makes him exist. "What do you do?"

"I used to maintain the pools."

"The pools." Todd processed this. The processing was visible, the rapid calculation of social value, and the conclusion that a pool technician registered somewhere below the catering staff and slightly above the parking attendant. "Well. Nice to meet you." He turned to Reese. "We should say hello to the Pressmans. Dick's been wanting to talk about the fund."

"I'm going to stay here for a minute," Reese said. "I want to listen to the music."

Todd looked at her. The look was brief and dismissive, the look of a man accustomed to his wife following and mildly surprised when she didn't. "Suit yourself." He walked away.

Reese watched him go. The performance smile was gone again. "He manages a two-billion-dollar hedge fund," she said. "He makes sure everyone knows that within the first thirty seconds of meeting them."

"I noticed."

"He didn't say what I do."

"What do you do?"

"I'm a pediatrician. I work at North Shore Children's Hospital. I see forty patients a day. I diagnose illnesses, manage chronic conditions, counsel parents through the worst days of their lives. I've been doing it for eight years." She took a sip of the wine she hadn't been drinking. "Todd calls me a baby doctor. He thinks it's affectionate. I don’t."

"No. It's not."

"He introduced me to his partners last month as 'my wife, who works with kids.' Not as Dr. Calloway. Not as a physician. As a woman who works with kids. As if I run a daycare."

She was talking to me the way people talk when they haven't been listened to in a long time and have unexpectedly found someone who is listening. The words came fast, unfiltered, freed by the combination of wine and music and the absence of the man who usually used up all the air around her.

"Can I ask you something?" she said.

"Of course."

"The women here tonight. Cynthia's women. Your women. Whatever the correct term is. Are they happy?"

"You should ask them."

"I'm asking you."

"They're happy. Not all the time. Not without conflict, jealousy, or the occasional argument about mattress layouts. But yes. They're happy."

She looked across the yard at the group. Rachel was telling a story with her whole body, glass in hand, dress catching the light. Julie was beside her, arms crossed, smiling despite herself. Kaylee and Lori were sitting together on the patio bench, their shoulders touching. Cynthia was talking to another woman who had approached her, her head tilted in the listening posture that made people feel heard. Gina and Diane were at the bar, Diane behind it out of habit even though she wasn't working, pouring Gina a drink with the easy competence of a woman who could make cocktails in her sleep.

"They look happy," Reese said. "They look like women who aren't just acting happy because they think that’s what’s expected."

"They're not."

"I'm always acting." She said it without self-pity. A fact. The sky is blue. Water is wet. I am always acting. "I don't know how to stop. I've been acting since I married Todd. Maybe before. Maybe since medical school, when I learned to smile through eighty-hour weeks because showing exhaustion was weakness and weakness was failure."

"You're not acting right now."

She looked at me. The look held for a long moment. "No," she said. "I'm not." She set down her wine glass on the nearest table. "Thank you for talking to me, Braxton. Most people at these parties talk at me. Or past me. Or through me to get to Todd. You talked to me."

"Anytime."

"I might take you up on that." She picked her wine glass back up, reattached the performance smile, and walked across the yard toward the Pressmans, where Todd was holding court. She stood beside him. He didn't acknowledge her arrival. She took a sip of wine and laughed at something Dick Pressman said, and the laugh was perfect, timed correctly, pitched appropriately, entirely false.

I watched her disappear into the performance, and I thought about all the women I'd known who had worn that mask. Cynthia, who had worn it for twenty-two years before taking it off in a kitchen with a pool technician. Megan, who had worn it until Craig's cruelty cracked it. Sloane, who had worn it until the suffocation became unbearable. Lori, who had worn a different mask, the mask of grief, which is also a performance, a decision that feeling nothing is safer than feeling everything.

Reese Calloway was wearing the mask now. She was standing next to her husband at a party, smiling the correct smile, saying the correct things. Behind the mask, she was tired, unseen, hungry for the thing she'd watched from across the yard all evening. The thing that Cynthia's women had and that she didn't.

Connection. Contact. The experience of being known.

She would come back. I was certain of it. Not because I was arrogant or because I thought I could save her. Because I recognized the look in her eyes when Todd walked away and her shoulders dropped. The look that said, "I know there's something better than this. I just don't know how to get to it.”

I knew how to get to it. The path began with a question by the pool. It led through a guest house, a hedge, a dozen bedrooms, a living room full of mattresses. It ended here, at a Fourth of July party on Long Island, with a hundred people drinking expensive wine under string lights while the real conversation happened in the spaces between them. In the private approaches to Cynthia, in the question that a half dozen women had asked tonight and that Reese Calloway hadn't asked yet, but would.

How does it work? How did it start? Is it real?

The fireworks went off at nine-thirty. The crowd moved to the garden to watch. I stood at the edge of the group, Cynthia on one side, Diane on the other. We watched the colors break across the sky above Oyster Bay. Cynthia took my hand. Diane leaned her head against my shoulder. The fireworks were beautiful, temporary, and loud, the way most celebrations are.

The thing we'd built was not temporary. The thing we'd built was not loud. It was quiet, steady, growing in the dark the way Lori's garden grew, one root at a time, one connection at a time, spreading beneath the surface where nobody could see it until it broke through the ground and bloomed in a way that the whole neighborhood could see.

The whole neighborhood was starting to see.


Chapter 5

Reese

Reese Calloway came back on a Wednesday, nine days after the Fourth of July party. She parked in the driveway in a silver Lexus that was too clean and too new, the car of a woman whose husband picked the make and model because the car reflected on him, not on her. She sat in the driver's seat for two full minutes before she got out. I was watching from the kitchen window. Cynthia was beside me, drying a dish, watching too.

"She's scared," Cynthia said.

"I know."

"Go open the door before she changes her mind."

I opened the door. Reese was standing on the porch with her bag over her shoulder, her expression trying to be casual and failing. She was wearing scrubs. Blue ones, with a lanyard from North Shore Children's Hospital hanging around her neck. She'd come from work. She hadn't gone home first. She'd driven straight from the hospital to Cynthia's house, which meant she'd been thinking about this all day, or all week, or all nine days since the party.

"Hi," she said.

"Hi. Come in."

"I should have called."

"You don't need to call."

She came in. Cynthia met her in the hallway with a hug that Reese received the way Natalie had received her first hug from Cynthia, stiffly, unused to warmth that wasn't transactional. Cynthia didn't comment on the stiffness. She just held on until Reese's shoulders dropped half an inch, which was all the dropping Reese could manage on a first visit.

"I made tea," Cynthia said. "And there's wine, if you'd rather."

"Tea is fine. I'm on call until ten."

We sat at the kitchen island, the three of us, tea for Reese and Cynthia, coffee for me. The kitchen was quiet. The late afternoon light came through the windows at the angle that Cynthia loved for painting, warm and gold, and the room felt safe in the way Cynthia's kitchen always felt safe, not because of the light or the temperature but because of the woman who ran it.

Reese held her tea with both hands. She didn't drink it. She held it the way people hold things when they need something to do with their hands while their mouth works up the courage to say what they came to say.

"I don't know why I'm here," she said. Which was a lie, and we all knew it, but it was the kind of lie you tell when the truth is too large to lead with.

"You're here because something at the party made you want to come back," Cynthia said. "You don't have to know what it was yet. You just have to be here."

Reese looked at Cynthia, then at me, then at her tea. "Todd doesn't know I'm here."

"Does Todd need to know?"

"Todd thinks I'm at the hospital until eight. My shift ended at three. I have five hours that he doesn't know about." She paused. "That sounds terrible. It sounds like I'm sneaking around."

"You're sitting in a kitchen drinking tea. That's not sneaking around. That's having a cup of tea."

Reese almost smiled. The same almost-smile from the party, small, real, the one that lived underneath the performance. "Can I tell you something about my marriage?"

"Tell us whatever you want," I said.

She told us. Not all of it, not the way Megan had told me everything on the first night or the way Sloane had laid out her situation with clinical precision. Reese told us in fragments. Pieces of a story she'd been carrying alone for years, offered one at a time, testing whether the room could hold them.

Todd was brilliant. Todd was successful. Todd was charming at parties, generous with money, and respected by everyone who knew him professionally. Todd was also the kind of man who diminished his wife so gradually that the diminishment was invisible from the outside. He didn't yell. He didn't hit. He corrected. He suggested. He offered opinions about her appearance, her career, her friends, her cooking, her driving, her taste in music, her reading habits. The opinions were always delivered with a smile, always framed as help, always preceded by "I'm just saying" or "don't take this the wrong way," and the cumulative effect of eight years of helpful suggestions was that Reese Calloway, who had graduated first in her class at medical school, who ran a pediatric practice that served four hundred families, who had published three papers on childhood asthma, no longer trusted her own judgment about anything.

"He told me last month that pediatrics is a dead-end specialty," she said. "That real doctors go into surgery or cardiology. That I chose pediatrics because I was afraid of competition." She set down the tea she still hadn't drunk. "I chose pediatrics because I love children. Because I'm good at it. Because a four-year-old with an ear infection deserves a doctor who actually wants to be in the room. But when Todd says it's a dead-end, I hear it in my head for days. I hear it when I'm with patients. I hear it when I'm driving to work. 'Dead-end. Dead-end.' As if the word overwrites everything I know about myself."

"That's not marriage," Cynthia said. "That's erosion."

"I know. I've known for years. I just haven't known what to do about it. Leaving is complicated. We have a house. We have joint accounts. We have a social circle that revolves around him. If I leave, I lose everything except my job and my car, and he picked the car."

"You don't lose everything," I said. "You lose the things that belong to him. The things that belong to you, he can't take."

She looked at me. "What belongs to me?"

"Your career. Your judgment. Your voice. The things he's been telling you aren't yours."

She held my gaze for a long moment. I could see her turning the words over, testing them the way she probably tested a diagnosis, looking for the flaw, the contradiction, the reason it couldn't be true. She didn't find one. Her eyes got bright. She looked down at her tea and blinked. The blink was the closest she came to crying, which was close enough.

She stayed for two hours. Cynthia made more tea. I made a sandwich because Reese mentioned she hadn't eaten since breakfast, and the mention was offhand, the way people mention things they've stopped noticing about themselves, and the fact that a doctor who spent her days caring for children wasn't caring for herself was its own kind of diagnosis.

She left at five-thirty, thanking us three times, apologizing twice, and promising nothing. She got in the Lexus that Todd had picked and drove away. Cynthia and I stood in the kitchen and looked at each other.

"She'll come back," Cynthia said.

"I know."

"She's not ready for anything yet. She's ready to talk. That's enough for now."

Reese came back on Friday. She came back the following Tuesday. She came back the Saturday after that, this time without the scrubs, wearing jeans and a t-shirt, her hair down, looking younger and less tired than she had on any previous visit. Each time, she talked more. Each time, the fragments got larger. She told us about medical school, about the residency that had consumed her twenties, about meeting Todd at a fundraiser when she was twenty-seven and too exhausted to evaluate whether the charming man with the hedge fund was charming for her or charming for himself.

She met the other women gradually. Kaylee first, because Kaylee was safe. Then Lori, because Lori understood what it meant to rebuild. Then Rachel, who made Reese laugh so hard the sound startled her. Reese put her hand over her mouth afterward as if she'd done something wrong, and Rachel said, "Don't you dare apologize for laughing. Laughing is the whole point."

She met Gina at a Sunday gathering, and the two of them talked medicine for an hour, the pediatrician and the trauma surgeon trading war stories with the competitive camaraderie of two women who worked in a profession that still treated them as guests. She met Julie, who told her the Lexus was an "acceptable vehicle with uninspired color selection," which was Julie's version of a warm welcome. She met Natalie, who asked her three questions about her practice's revenue model before remembering that not everyone wanted to talk about money. She met Diane, who handed her a beer and said, "Welcome to the weirdest family on Long Island."

She met Sloane last, and that meeting mattered most because Sloane had been where Reese was. Married to a man who made her small. Living in a house that belonged to him. Wearing a smile that belonged to him. Sloane sat with Reese on the patio one evening after the others had gone inside and told her, without drama, without advice, without the pretense that her situation and Reese's were identical, what it had felt like to leave. What it had cost. What she'd gained.

"I'm not telling you to leave your husband," Sloane said. "That's your decision. I'm telling you that the decision exists. That's all. The decision exists."

The kiss happened on Reese's fifth visit, a Tuesday evening in late July. The other women were gone. Cynthia was upstairs painting. Reese and I were in the kitchen, cleaning up from a dinner she'd helped make, her first time cooking in someone else's kitchen in years. The cooking had relaxed her in a way conversation alone hadn't. Cooking is a full-body activity, and Reese's body needed to do something besides sit and hold tea.

We were standing at the sink. She was washing a pot. I was drying. The domesticity of it was the same domesticity I shared with Cynthia, the same side-by-side, hands-in-water, no-eye-contact intimacy that made difficult things easier to say, and Reese said, without looking at me, "Todd hasn't touched me in four months."

"I'm sorry."

"Don't be sorry. I don't want him to touch me. I stopped wanting that years ago. What I want…" She set the pot in the rack. She turned to face me. "What I want is to be touched by someone who actually sees me. Who says my name like it matters. Who doesn't follow up a compliment with a correction."

She kissed me. It was quick, uncertain, the kiss of a woman acting on an impulse she hadn't planned and wasn't sure she should have followed. She pulled back. Her eyes were wide. Her hand went to her mouth.

"I'm sorry," she said. "I shouldn't have done that."

"You have nothing to apologize for."

"I'm married."

"I know."

"I just kissed a man who isn't my husband in another woman's kitchen."

"I know that too."

"You're not going to tell me it was wrong?"

"Was it wrong?"

She thought about it. Not the way Todd would have wanted her to think about it, with his framework of right, wrong, social convention, what the partners at the fund would say. She thought about it the way a doctor thinks about a symptom, following the data to its source.

"No," she said. "It wasn't wrong. It was the most right thing I've done in months."

"Then don't apologize for it."

She looked at me for a long time. She picked up the next pot and started washing it. We stood at the sink side by side. We didn't talk about the kiss. The not-talking was its own kind of conversation, the kind where everything important has been said and the silence is just the sound of two people deciding what comes next.

She came back three more times after the kiss. With each visit, the distance between us grew smaller. She sat closer on the couch. She touched my arm when she made a point. She held my gaze longer than she used to. The approach was gradual, measured, the approach of a woman who had been taught that wanting things was dangerous and who was learning, one visit at a time, that wanting things was not the same as being reckless.

On her eighth visit, a Saturday in early August, she arrived at noon. Todd was golfing. She had the whole day. She walked into the house, stood in the hallway, and looked at me with an expression I'd seen before, on other faces, in other hallways. The expression that says, "I'm ready."

"Guest room?" she asked.

"If you want."

"I want."

We went upstairs. The guest room with the wrong shade of blue, the room that had hosted first times before, Natalie's, Julie's, the room that carried the accumulated energy of women making decisions they'd thought about for weeks.

Reese stood at the foot of the bed and pulled her shirt over her head. Her hands were shaking. Not fear. Anticipation. The same trembling Sloane had shown her the first time, the vibration of a body waking from a long-enforced sleep.

"Four months," she said. "Four months since anyone touched me."

I went to her. I put my hands on her waist. Her skin was warm. She closed her eyes at the contact, the way Sloane had closed hers, the way every woman who'd been denied touch closed hers at the first real contact, as if the sensation needed darkness to be fully processed.

I kissed her neck. She tilted her head. I kissed her collarbone. She exhaled. I reached behind her, unclasped her bra, and slid it off her shoulders. She opened her eyes, looked at me, and said, "Keep going."

I kissed lower. Her breast. She gasped, her hand going to the back of my head. I took her nipple in my mouth, and she made a sound that was small, surprised, as if her body was producing responses she'd forgotten it was capable of.

We moved to the bed. I undressed her the rest of the way, then undressed myself. She lay on the sheets and looked up at me. Her expression was open in a way I hadn't seen before, stripped of the performance, stripped of the careful control she wore at parties, at work, at home with Todd. What remained was a thirty-three-year-old woman who was about to be touched for the first time by someone who wanted to touch her, and the simplicity of that, the basic human hunger for contact, was more arousing than anything theatrical or performative could have been.

I kissed my way down her body. Her stomach. Her hip. The inside of her thigh. She was trembling, the anticipation making her whole body hum. When I settled between her legs, she grabbed the sheets with both hands and said, "Please."

I put my mouth on her. She cried out. Not a moan, not a gasp. A cry, sharp and startled, the sound of nerve endings firing after months of silence. Her hips lifted off the bed. Her hand found my hair and held on.

I approached her with the patience Kaylee had taught me, the attention Cynthia had cultivated, the responsiveness Gina had demonstrated. Every woman I'd been with had taught me something about how to do this, and the accumulated knowledge was its own kind of education, not clinical, not technical, but human, the knowledge that every body is different and every body wants to be learned on its own terms.

Reese's body was responsive in the way that deprived bodies are, every touch producing an outsized reaction, every shift in pressure or pace registering at twice the intensity it would have carried in a body that was touched regularly. She was loud without meaning to be, sounds escaping her that she tried to suppress and couldn't. I reached up, took her hand, and held it while I worked. The hand-holding grounded her, gave her something solid to grip while the rest of her came apart.

She came with a sound that broke in the middle, half cry, half breath, her body arching, her hand crushing mine, her thighs tightening around my head. The orgasm went through her in waves that lasted longer than she expected. I could tell by the way her body kept tensing, releasing, tensing, releasing, as if it couldn't believe the sensation was still happening.

I moved up the bed. She grabbed my face and kissed me, tasting herself on my mouth, not caring, pulling me against her with a need that four months of deprivation had stored in her muscles. "Inside me," she said. "I want you inside me. Now."

I pushed into her. Her eyes closed. Her mouth opened. She wrapped her arms around my back and pulled me deep and held me there for a moment, not moving, just feeling the fullness, the contact, the weight of another body on hers. Then she said, "Move," and I moved, and she met me, her hips rising to match mine, her rhythm finding mine, two bodies learning each other for the first time.

She was not acrobatic. She was not performative. She was present. That was her gift, the gift of a woman who spent her days paying attention to bodies and who brought that same attention to the body above her, noting what worked, responding to what she felt, adjusting without being asked. Todd had told her she was boring in bed. Todd had told her she lacked imagination. Todd was wrong in the way that small men are always wrong about the women they diminish, which is completely, comprehensively, unforgivably wrong.

She came again with me inside her, her face against my neck, my name on her lips. Repeated. Whispered. As if she were testing the sound of it in this new context, in this room, in this bed, with this man who was not her husband and who had made her feel more in thirty minutes than her husband had in eight years.

I came inside her a moment later. She held me through it, her arms tight around my back, her legs locked around my waist, and when it was over, she didn't let go. She held on. The way Sloane had held on the first time. The way Lori had held on. The holding was not about sex. It was about confirmation. The confirmation that the body she lived in was not broken, not boring, not a dead end. It was alive. It worked. It wanted and was wanted back.

She cried afterward. Not a lot. A few tears that she wiped away with the back of her hand, the same brisk, clinical gesture a doctor would use.

"Sorry," she said. "I'm not usually like this."

"You don't have to apologize."

"I know. It's a habit. Todd trained me to apologize for everything. For crying. For being tired. For taking too long in the bathroom. I apologize for things that don't require apology because he taught me that my existence was an inconvenience that needed constant justification."

"Your existence is not an inconvenience."

"I'm starting to believe that." She rolled onto her side and looked at me. Her eyes were red, her face blotchy, her hair a mess against the pillow. She was beautiful. Not the composed, controlled beauty she wore at parties. The beauty that arrives when you stop trying and discover that the trying was the problem all along.

"I'm going to leave him," she said. "Not today. Not this week. But soon. I can feel it coming. The leaving. It's been building for years, and the building just reached the point where staying is harder than going."

"We'll be here when you go."

"I know." She put her hand on my chest. "That's why I can."

She left at four, before Todd got home from golf. She checked her face in the bathroom mirror, fixed her hair, reassembled the version of herself that her husband expected to find. The reassembly took less than a minute. She'd been practicing it for eight years.

At the door, she turned back. "Thank you. For the tea, the first time. For the sandwich. For the listening. For this." She gestured vaguely at the stairs, the guest room, the afternoon.

"Come back anytime."

"I will. I'll keep coming back until I don't have to leave."

She drove away in the Lexus Todd had chosen. I stood in the doorway and watched her go. Three miles by road between this house and hers. A different distance between the woman who'd kissed me in the kitchen and the woman who was about to walk into Todd Calloway's house with his car, his address, his name. That second distance was shrinking. Every visit, every time she sat at the island and drank tea, she didn't drink and said things she'd been holding for years. The shrinking was the bravest thing I'd ever watched. It was happening inside a woman who had been told she was boring. She was discovering, one visit at a time, one kiss at a time, one afternoon in a guest room at a time, that she was anything but.


Chapter 6

The Dancer

Nadia Volkov did not speak for the first forty minutes of her visit to Cynthia's house. She sat at the kitchen island with a glass of water she didn't drink, her back straight, her hands folded in her lap, her face composed into an expression of polite attention that revealed nothing. Natalie had brought her. Natalie had met her at a club event, recognized the signs, and done what Natalie did with everything: assessed the situation, identified the opportunity, and acted.

"Nadia is married to Stefan Volkov," Natalie had told me beforehand. "He runs a private equity firm. He married Nadia fifteen years ago when she was a principal dancer with the New York City Ballet. He collects art. He collects wine. He collected her. She stopped dancing five years after the wedding because Stefan wanted a wife who was available, not a wife who rehearsed twelve hours a day. She's been available ever since."

"Available?"

"His word. She told me he uses it the way you'd describe a conference room. Available from nine to five, reserved for client dinners, please book through my assistant."

Nadia was thirty-eight and looked it in the way that former dancers look their age, which is to say she looked ageless and tired at the same time. Her body was long, lean, held with the posture of a woman who had spent twenty years being told where to place her feet and who still placed them with precision even when nobody was watching. Her hair was dark blonde, pulled back in a low bun. Her face was angular, Slavic, beautiful in the way that magazine editors describe as "striking," which is a word people use when "beautiful" doesn't capture the sharpness.

She sat at the island for forty minutes while Cynthia and I talked around her, including her in the conversation without pressuring her to contribute. Cynthia was good at this. She could make silence feel like participation. She asked Nadia questions that could be answered with a nod or a single word. Nadia answered with nods and single words. The economy of her communication was not rudeness. It was habit. Fifteen years of marriage to a man who didn't ask her opinion had taught her that her voice was optional.

Then Cynthia asked her about ballet.

The change was immediate. Nadia's posture shifted. Her chin lifted. Her eyes, which had been polite and distant, became present. She talked for twenty minutes without stopping. About the company. The repertoire. The discipline of training eight hours a day, performing six nights a week. The way her body had been her instrument, her identity, her purpose.

"I was good," she said. Her accent was faint, softened by twenty years in New York, but it surfaced on certain words, rounding the vowels, hardening the consonants. "Not the best. I was never going to be a principal at ABT or the Bolshoi. But I was good enough for NYCB, and that was enough. More than enough. It was everything."

"Why did you stop?" Cynthia asked, even though Natalie had told us why.

"Stefan said it was time. He said I was thirty-three and my body couldn't sustain the work much longer. He said he wanted a wife, not a dancer. He made it sound reasonable. He made everything sound reasonable. 'Nadia, darling, you've had a wonderful career, but careers end, and I need you here.' Here, meaning his house. His schedule. His life."

"Did you want to stop?"

"No." The word was flat. Final. A door closing. "I had years left. My body was strong. My technique was clean. I could have danced until forty, maybe longer. But Stefan needed me to be available, and available dancers don't exist because dancers are never available. Dancers are in the studio, in rehearsal, on stage. That's the life. Stefan didn't want the life. He wanted the body without the life."

"He wanted a trophy," I said.

She looked at me. It was the first time she'd looked directly at me since arriving. "Yes. A trophy. One that moved beautifully, said little, and sat at dinner tables looking decorative. I have been that trophy for ten years. It is a very quiet existence."

The quiet was the thing I noticed most about Nadia. Not the ordinary quiet of an introverted person or the guarded quiet of a woman protecting herself. Nadia's quiet was one imposed from the outside, gradually over years, until the default setting was mute. She existed in rooms without filling them. She occupied space without claiming it. She was present without being noticed, a skill dancers learn and bad marriages reinforce.

She came back the following week. And the week after. Each visit, she talked a little more. She told me about growing up in Moscow, about the ballet academy at ten, about the audition for NYCB at twenty-two that changed her life. She told me about Stefan, who had seen her dance Giselle and decided he wanted her the way he decided he wanted a painting or a car, with the confidence of a man who believed that wanting something entitled him to owning it.

"He courted me for six months," she said. "Flowers every night after the performance. Front-row seats. Dinners at restaurants I couldn't pronounce. I was twenty-three. I had never been pursued like that. In Russia, men don't pursue. They announce. Stefan pursued. The pursuit was flattering, but the flattery was a trap. I walked into it with my eyes open because the trap looked like love from the inside."

On her third visit, I asked her if she still danced.

"No."

"Not at all?"

"Where would I dance? The house has no studio. Stefan converted the third bedroom into a wine cellar. I asked him once if I could put a barre in the basement. He said it would lower the resale value."

"That's not a reason."

"It was his reason. His reasons are the only reasons. That's how our marriage works. His reasons, his schedule, his life. I orbit. Like a moon."

"You could dance here," Cynthia said. She said it casually, as if the idea had just occurred to her, but I knew Cynthia well enough to know that nothing she said in these conversations was casual. Every word was placed. "The living room is large enough. We moved six mattresses in there last month. We could install a barre."

Nadia looked at Cynthia. The polite, distant expression cracked. What came through was want. Plain, undisguised want, the same want I'd seen on Reese's face, on Sloane's face, on every woman who had walked into this house carrying the weight of a life that didn't fit.

"You would do that?" Nadia said.

"I would do that."

Julie designed the barre installation. She called a carpenter in Cold Spring Harbor, the same one who'd built Natalie's headboard, and within a week there was a portable ballet barre in Cynthia's living room, bolted to a weighted base that could be moved against the wall when it wasn't in use. Julie presented it to Nadia with the same matter-of-fact authority she'd presented the headboard to Natalie. "It's functional. The height is adjustable. The wood is ash, which is standard for professional barres. You're welcome."

Nadia touched the barre. She ran her hand along the wood the way you touch something you've been missing for a long time and had given up hope of finding. She looked at Julie. "Thank you," she said, and the two words carried more weight than everything else she'd said in three weeks of visits combined.

She danced the next afternoon. I was in the kitchen making coffee when I heard the music, something classical, piano, coming from the living room. I walked to the doorway.

Nadia was at the barre. She was wearing leggings and a tank top and ballet slippers she must have brought from home, hidden in her bag the way another woman might hide a flask. Her left hand rested on the barre. Her right arm was extended, curved, held in the position dancers call port de bras, and she was moving through a series of exercises that I didn't have names for but that I recognized as fundamental, the alphabet of a language she hadn't spoken in years.

She was extraordinary. I don't mean that the way people mean it when they describe someone who is good at something. I mean that watching Nadia dance was like watching a body remember what it was made for. The precision was there, every angle measured, every line extended to its fullest length, but underneath the precision was something fluid, alive, the physical expression of a woman who had been compressed into stillness for a decade and who was moving again.

She didn't know I was watching. I stood in the doorway with my coffee and watched her move through the exercises. The grace of it, the discipline, the beauty of a trained body doing the thing it was trained to do. It was the most compelling physical performance I had ever seen, and I had spent the last year in the company of ten women who were each physically extraordinary in their own way.

She turned and saw me. She stopped. The self-consciousness came back, the trained habit of disappearing, of making herself small.

"Don't stop," I said. "Please."

She looked at me for a long moment. Then she turned back to the barre and continued. She danced for another thirty minutes. I watched from the doorway. At some point Cynthia came down from her studio and stood behind me. When Nadia finished and turned around, both of us were standing there. She looked at us looking at her, and her eyes were bright.

"Ten years," she said. Her voice was rough. "I haven't done that in ten years. I forgot what it feels like to be in my body instead of carrying it around."

"You should do it every day," Cynthia said.

"Stefan will notice. The muscle tone. The posture changes. He notices everything about my body. He monitors it the way he monitors his portfolio."

"Let him notice," I said.

She looked at me. The brightness in her eyes intensified. Something was happening in her face, a calculation, a decision being made in real time, and I recognized the moment because I'd seen it on other faces, the moment when a woman stops asking permission and starts making choices.

"Yes," she said. "Let him notice."

The sex happened three days later. She arrived in the afternoon. Stefan was in the city. She came into the house wearing the same leggings and tank top she'd worn to dance, and she didn't go to the barre. She went to the stairs. She looked at me and said, "I would like to go upstairs."

"Okay."

"I have not been with anyone other than Stefan in fifteen years. He touches me once a month. It is scheduled. Tuesday nights. Twenty minutes. The same sequence every time. He finishes. I do not. He falls asleep. I lie awake."

She said this without self-pity, without drama. A status report. The state of Nadia Volkov's body, submitted for review.

"You deserve better than a status report," I said.

"I know. That is why I am here."

The guest room. The wrong shade of blue. The afternoon light through the window. She stood at the foot of the bed and pulled the tank top over her head, her body a dancer's body, long-muscled, precise, held in a posture that made every movement look intentional. She unclasped her bra. Her breasts were small, proportional, the breasts of a woman whose body had been sculpted by decades of physical discipline rather than genetics.

She pulled off her leggings and her underwear in one motion, the same efficient movement dancers use backstage when a costume change takes thirty seconds. She stood naked in front of me, her body a study in line and proportion, and she was not shy. Dancers are not shy about their bodies. Their bodies are instruments, tools, the medium through which their art is expressed, and Nadia's relationship with her body was professional even when the context was personal.

"Your turn," she said.

I undressed. She watched with the same evaluating attention she'd given the barre, assessing the material, determining its capabilities. Then she stepped forward and put her hands on my chest, and the touch was different from every other woman I'd been with. Her hands were a dancer's hands, strong, expressive, trained to communicate through contact. They moved across my skin with an awareness of texture, pressure, response that was not clinical the way Gina's was but artistic, each touch a choice, each pressure a statement.

I kissed her. She received the kiss the way she received everything, with composure, with control. Then the composure shifted. Her hand went to the back of my neck. She pulled me closer. The kiss deepened, and I felt her body change against mine, the professional distance collapsing into something personal, the instrument becoming a woman.

We moved to the bed. I laid her down and kissed her neck, her collarbone, her breast. She gasped, a small, surprised sound, and the surprise told me something about Stefan's Tuesday nights. Stefan did not kiss her neck. Stefan did not take his time. Stefan performed a function with the regularity of a scheduled maintenance check, and the function did not include making his wife feel desired.

I moved down her body. I kissed her stomach, the defined muscles there, the legacy of twenty years of training. I kissed her hip. The inside of her thigh. Her legs opened with the fluid ease of a body trained in extension, and the movement was beautiful, unconscious, a dancer's instinct translating to a sexual context.

I put my mouth on her. She made a sound I hadn't heard from her before. Not the controlled, composed sounds of conversation. A sound from lower, from the body rather than the throat, a moan that was both surprise and relief, the sound of a woman being touched in a way she hadn't been touched in fifteen years, maybe ever, because Stefan's twenty-minute Tuesday sessions did not include this.

Her hips responded with a dancer's precision. Rolling, shifting, finding the angle that intensified the sensation, adjusting with the micro-corrections of a body trained to optimize every position. Her hand found my hair. Her legs extended on either side of my head, the full, graceful extension of a woman whose body could do things most bodies couldn't, and the physical beauty of it, her legs framing my face, her body arched on the white sheets, was the most visually stunning thing I'd experienced in a year of experiences that included ten women and a living room full of mattresses.

She came with her whole body. Not the localized release of a woman whose pleasure is contained but a full-body event, every muscle engaged, her back arching off the bed in a line that was involuntarily perfect, the arch of a dancer's body responding to sensation the way it had been trained to respond to music. She cried out in Russian. I didn't understand the words. I didn't need to. The language of the body was the same in every language, and Nadia's body was saying things it hadn't been allowed to say in a decade.

I moved up the bed. She grabbed my face and kissed me with an urgency that the composure could no longer contain. "Inside me," she said. "Please. I want to feel you inside me."

I entered her. Her body received me with the trained awareness of a woman who understood movement, contact, the physics of two bodies in the same space. She wrapped her legs around me, and the legs were a dancer's legs, strong, flexible, capable of positions that other women's bodies couldn't achieve, and the flexibility opened her to me in ways that were new, angles I hadn't found with anyone else, depths I hadn't reached.

She moved with me. The rhythm was instinctive, built on twenty years of partnering, of matching her body's movement to another body's movement, of finding the shared pulse between two people in motion. I've danced with professional dancers, a choreographer once told me. The partnering is everything. The ability to feel what the other body is doing and respond to it without words. Nadia had that ability. She felt me. She responded. Her body matched mine with a fluidity that made the sex feel less like sex and more like a duet.

She spoke during sex more than she spoke at any other time. In Russian, mostly. Fragments. Instructions. Endearments. My name, pronounced with the accent she usually suppressed, the R softened, the vowels lengthened. The sound of my name in her mouth, in her language, in the middle of the act, was more intimate than any English word could have been. It was the version of language she kept hidden. The one Stefan didn't hear. The one that lived underneath the composed, available, decorative surface.

She came again with me inside her, her legs locked around my waist, her hands gripping my shoulders, and the orgasm pulled a sound from her that was not a moan or a cry but something closer to a word, a Russian word I didn't know, repeated three times, each repetition quieter than the last, as if the word were sinking back into the place it had come from.

I came inside her. She held me. Her arms around my back, her legs still wrapped around me, her face pressed against my neck. She held me the way dancers hold a final position at the end of a piece, with total commitment, every muscle engaged, the body refusing to release until the music stops.

We lay there afterward. She was on her side, facing me, her head on the pillow, her body relaxed in a way I hadn't seen from her before. The composure was gone. The professional distance was gone. What remained was a thirty-eight-year-old woman with a dancer's body and a trophy wife's sadness, lying in a guest room with the wrong shade of blue, looking at me with an expression that was trying to find the right word for what she was feeling.

"Joy," she said. In English. The accent heavy on the J. "I think the word is joy."

"That's the word."

"I have not felt it in a very long time. The body knows joy better than the mind. The mind forgets. The body remembers." She paused. "My body remembered today. At the barre, and here, with you. It remembered what it is for."

"What is it for?"

"Movement. Connection. Expression. Not decoration. Not availability. Not sitting at dinner tables while a man talks about his portfolio." She touched my face. "Stefan will never touch me the way you touched me. He is not capable of it. Not because he lacks the skill. Because he lacks the interest. My pleasure is not relevant to him. My body is relevant to him. My pleasure is not my body. They are different things, and Stefan has never understood the difference."

"Will you come back?"

"Every day that I can. Every hour that Stefan is in the city. I will come here. I will dance. I will be with you, and with Cynthia, and with the women who live in this house. And I will be alive. For the first time in ten years, I will be alive."

She dressed with a dancer's efficiency. Leggings, tank top, hair retied, composure reassembled. At the door, she turned to me and did something none of the other women had done on their first visit. She rose onto her toes, en pointe, without shoes, her feet arched, her body lifted by the strength in her calves and ankles. She held the position for three seconds. Balanced. Perfect. Suspended.

Then she came down, smiled, and walked to her car.

It was the most beautiful goodbye I had ever received.


Chapter 7

Kit

Kit Yamamoto walked up to me at the club's August barbecue, handed me a beer she'd taken from behind the bar without paying for it, and said, "So you're the guy who turned pool maintenance into a harem."

I looked at her. She was about twenty-five, Japanese-American, short, built like someone who spent her days hauling pool covers and her nights doing pull-ups for fun. Her hair was cut to her chin, streaked with chlorine-blonde at the ends. She was wearing the same staff polo I'd worn for three years, the Straitford logo on the chest, and she wore it the way I'd worn it, with the resigned tolerance of a working-class person in a rich person's uniform.

"I wouldn't call it a harem," I said.

"The members call it a harem. The kitchen staff calls it a harem. Danny Figueroa calls it 'that thing with the pool guy,' which is his version of a harem." She took a sip of the beer she'd stolen. "I'm Kit. I have your old job. Your locker still has a sticker in it that says 'Braxton' in Sharpie, which I've kept because peeling stickers off metal is a waste of my time."

"How's the job?"

"The pools are a mess. Whoever maintained them before me didn't calibrate the west pool's filtration system correctly. The pH levels in the lap pool have been high since June. The chlorine distributor switched vendors without telling anyone. The skimmer baskets in the main pool haven't been replaced in two seasons." She paused. "I'm assuming that was Danny."

"Yup. That was Danny."

"Danny is the worst pool technician I've ever worked with, and I've worked with a guy who fell asleep on a pool cover and had to be rescued by a member's twelve-year-old."

I laughed. She was funny in the way Diane was funny, direct and unfiltered, but where Diane's humor came from a bartender's weariness, Kit's came from a pool tech's irritation, from being good at a job nobody respected while working alongside someone who was bad at the same job and faced no consequences.

"Where are you from?" I asked.

"Levittown. Grew up there. Still live there. My parents own a landscaping company. My dad does the mowing, my mom does the billing, my brother does the leaf blowing, and I do whatever nobody else wants to do, which is how I ended up certified in aquatic facility management. Nobody wants to manage aquatic facilities. It's a thankless, chlorine-scented career path, and I love it."

"You love it?"

"I love pools. I love water chemistry. I love the precision of it, the balance, the way a properly maintained pool is a closed system that functions perfectly as long as nobody screws with it." She looked at me. "You get that, right? You were a pool guy. You know what it's like to care about something that everyone else thinks is janitorial."

I nodded. "Yeah, I get it."

"Good. Because nobody else at this club gets it. The members think the pool maintains itself. The staff thinks I'm a glorified lifeguard. Phil Dorsey thinks pool maintenance is the same as lawn maintenance, which is an insult to both professions."

We talked for an hour. She told me about Levittown, which was Hicksville's neighbor and economic twin, another working-class town on Long Island that existed in the shadow of the North Shore's wealth. Her parents were second-generation Japanese-American. Her grandfather had been interned during the war, a fact she mentioned without drama, as context, the way Diane mentioned her mother cleaning houses. The history was there. It shaped everything. But it wasn't the point of the conversation.

The point of the conversation was that Kit Yamamoto was the first person I'd met in a year who reminded me of myself. Not the current version, the kept man in Cynthia's house with a dozen women and no job. The previous version. The twenty-two-year-old pool tech who showed up on time, did his job well, and was invisible to the people he worked for. Kit was that person now, maintaining the pools I'd maintained, dealing with the members I'd dealt with, and doing it better than I had, which I could tell from the way she talked about water chemistry, with the love of a woman who understood that invisible work is still work.

We became friends before we became anything else. She came to the house the following Sunday, not for a gathering, just to hang out. She sat on the patio, drank beer, and talked to Diane about working-class life on Long Island. The conversation lasted two hours. I mostly listened because the territory they covered, strip malls, commuter trains, parents who worked with their hands, was territory I knew by heart.

She met the women gradually. Rachel liked her because Kit had opinions about everything and delivered them at volume. Julie was suspicious of her because Kit had described Julie's Range Rover as "aggressively unnecessary," which Julie took as a personal attack. Natalie respected her efficiency. Gina appreciated her approach to pool chemistry. Kaylee found her energy "stimulating," which from Kaylee was a significant compliment. Lori was charmed by her because Kit treated Lori the way she treated everyone, without caution, without the delicate handling that some of the women still used around Lori's grief, and the lack of caution was itself a kindness, because it treated Lori as recovered rather than recovering.

Nadia was fascinated by Kit. The disciplined dancer and the brash pool technician had nothing in common on the surface, but Nadia recognized something in Kit that she recognized in herself: a dedication to a physical craft that others dismissed. "She understands what it means to care about the body's work," Nadia told me after Kit's second visit. "The body's work is not valued. We are both women who do the body's work. This is a bond."

Kit's attraction to me was not subtle. Kit was not a subtle person. She made her interest known the way she made everything known, out loud, without apology, with the blunt confidence of a woman who had never learned to be indirect because indirectness was a luxury that working-class women from Levittown did not have time for.

"You're hot," she told me on her fourth visit, sitting on the patio with a beer, her legs stretched out on the railing. "I want to be up front about that. I find you physically attractive. I also find your life situation fascinating and slightly insane. Both of these things are true at the same time."

"Thank you for the honesty."

"You're welcome. I believe in clear communication. It prevents confusion and reduces the likelihood of misunderstandings that lead to workplace grievances." She grinned. "That's from the Straitford employee handbook. Section three. I memorized it because it's hilarious."

"I know section three. I violated most of it."

"You violated all of it. You're a legend in the maintenance department. Danny doesn't talk about you, which means he thinks about you constantly." She set down her beer. "Can I ask you something?"

"Sure."

"How does this work? Not the emotional part. I get the emotional part. You're a decent person who listens to women and treats them like human beings, and that's rare enough to be valuable. I mean the physical part. You're one guy. There are thirteen women now, counting me, which I'm counting myself, which I haven't asked permission for, which I realize is presumptuous."

"You're counting yourself?"

"I'm counting myself. I told you I believe in clear communication. I want to be part of this. I want to be with you, and I want to be with these women, who are the most interesting group of people I've ever met, and I'm including my college softball team, which was very interesting."

"You haven't asked the group."

"I'll ask the group. But I'm telling you first. Because you're the one I'd be sleeping with, and you should probably know that I want to sleep with you before I make my case to the committee."

"It's not a committee."

"It's a committee. Natalie chairs it. There's a framework. I've seen the framework. It's color-coded."

I looked at her. Twenty-five, fearless, funny. She had walked into my life the way Rachel had walked into my life, at full speed, without checking whether the door was open. The attraction was real. Not the complicated, layered attraction I'd felt with Megan or Nadia, built on shared pain and gradual revelation. This was simple. Kit was attractive. Kit was funny. Kit understood pool chemistry. The combination required no analysis.

"Friday," I said. "Come over Friday. Everyone will be here."

"Everyone? All thirteen of us?"

"All twelve. You're not in yet."

"Yet. I like 'yet.' 'Yet' implies inevitability." She picked up her beer. "Friday. I'll bring beer. The good kind. Not whatever Rachel drinks."

"Rachel drinks wine."

"Of course she does."

She came on Friday as promised. She made her case to the group with the confidence of someone delivering a job interview she'd already passed. "I'm Kit. I'm twenty-five. I maintain your pools. I'm attracted to Braxton. I'm attracted to several of you, which I'll specify if asked. I want to be part of this. I have no trauma, no ex-husband, no custody battle. I'm just a woman who wants in. Questions?"

Rachel raised her hand. "Which several of us?"

"You, Diane, and Kaylee. In that order. But the order is flexible."

"I like her," Rachel said to the room.

"She has good taste," Diane added.

The vote was quick. Kaylee said yes. Cynthia said yes. The others followed. Natalie said yes "pending a review period," which Kit agreed to because Kit understood bureaucracy even when she found it ridiculous.

The sex happened that night. Not in the guest room with the wrong shade of blue. In Cynthia's backyard, on the patio. Kit said she didn't want to be inside. She spent her whole life outside. The August night was warm enough, the patio was private enough, and Kit Yamamoto was not the kind of woman who waited for the right room.

"Out here?" I said.

"Out here. Under the sky. On the lounge chair. I spend eight hours a day next to a pool. I'm an outdoor person."

"The neighbors might hear."

"The neighbors are Lori. Lori's heard worse. She lives next to this house." She pulled her shirt over her head. Sports bra underneath. She unclipped it and tossed it on the patio table. "Well? Are you coming or am I doing this by myself?"

I pulled my shirt off. She grinned at me, wide and uncomplicated, the grin of a woman who found sex fun rather than profound. The fun of it, the sheer lighthearted fun, was a relief after months of women whose first times had been weighted with emotional significance and years of deprivation. Kit was not deprived. Kit was not escaping anything. Kit was a twenty-five-year-old who wanted to have sex on a patio, and the simplicity of that was its own kind of gift.

She pushed me onto the lounge chair, which creaked under the combined weight. "If this chair breaks, Julie will kill us," she said.

"Julie will redesign it."

"Same thing." She straddled me, her knees on either side of my hips, and kissed me. The kiss was energetic, slightly too hard, the kiss of a woman who approached physical contact the way she approached pool maintenance, with enthusiasm and insufficient regard for delicacy. I liked it. After a year of women who kissed with intention, meaning, and layers of subtext, Kit's kiss was a kiss. Mouth on mouth. Tongue. Heat. No footnotes.

She ground her hips against me through my shorts. "These need to go," she said, tugging at them. I lifted my hips. She pulled them off and threw them somewhere in the direction of the garden. "Boxers too." The boxers followed the shorts into the darkness.

She looked down at me, naked on the lounge chair in the August night, and said, "Nice."

"Thanks."

"I mean it. I've been thinking about this since the barbecue. The reality holds up." She stood, pulled off her shorts and underwear in one motion, and straddled me again. The contact of her body against mine, skin on skin, was warm and electric in the uncomplicated way that first contact is electric when neither person is carrying baggage.

She reached between us, wrapped her hand around me, and said, "Ready?"

"Ready."

She sank down onto me. Her head tilted back. "Oh, that's good," she said, the way someone says a beer is good or a sunset is good, appreciative, genuine, without existential weight. "That's really good."

She rode me on the lounge chair under the stars. The chair creaked with every movement. She laughed at the creaking. I laughed at her laughing. She rode me harder. The creaking got louder. "This chair is going to collapse," she said. "Worth it," I said. "Absolutely worth it," she said, and then she stopped talking because the sex took over, her body finding its rhythm, her hands on my chest, her hips rolling with the athletic grace of a woman who was strong from physical work, who had muscle in her legs from standing on pool decks all day, who moved her body with practical confidence because she knew what it could do. She used it for a living.

I reached between us and touched her while she rode me. She inhaled sharply. "There," she said. "Right there. Don't overthink it." I didn't overthink it. I stayed where she told me, doing what she told me, and Kit's cumming was different from every other woman I'd been with. It was loud. It was joyful. It involved profanity and laughter, the laughter coming right on the heels of the orgasm, as if the pleasure was so good it was funny. Maybe it was. Maybe pleasure that uncomplicated deserves to be laughed at, the same way a perfect joke deserves to be laughed at.

She collapsed forward onto my chest, still laughing, her body shaking with the aftershocks and the laughter combined. "Holy shit," she said. "That chair survived."

"The chair is a fighter."

"The chair is a hero." She kissed me, sloppy and warm. "Your turn. I want to make you cum on this patio."

She climbed off me, knelt between my legs on the lounge chair, and took me in her mouth. She was enthusiastic in the way she was enthusiastic about everything, with energy, commitment, and zero pretense. She didn't approach it as an art form, a clinical procedure, or a meditative practice. She approached it as a fun activity she happened to be good at. Her mouth was confident. Her pace was instinctive. Her hand worked in sync with her mouth with a coordination that said she was comfortable in her own body and in mine.

I came in her mouth. She swallowed, wiped her lips with the back of her hand, climbed back up onto the chair, and lay on top of me, her chin on my chest.

"So," she said. "Am I in yet?"

"You're in."

"Excellent. When's the next group night? I want to try the mattress thing. I have a full I can contribute. It's from my apartment. It smells like chlorine."

"Everything about you smells like chlorine."

"Occupational hazard. You used to smell like chlorine too. You've gone soft. You smell like expensive soap now. Cynthia's influence."

"Probably."

"Definitely." She pressed her face against my chest. "This is good, Braxton. This whole thing. I know it's weird. I know the world thinks it's weird. But from the inside, it just feels like a bunch of people who found each other and decided to stop pretending they didn't want what they wanted. That's not weird. That's brave."

"You think it's brave?"

"I think you're all braver than anyone gives you credit for. You gave up your job. Cynthia gave up her reputation. The women in bad marriages gave up their security. Everyone gave up something. The only thing you got in exchange was each other, and apparently that's enough, because nobody's left."

"Nobody's left."

"And I just arrived." She lifted her head and grinned at me. "So now you have all these women, a lounge chair on its last legs, and my shorts are in Lori's garden. Best Friday night I've had since my softball team won the conference championship in 2019."

"That's the bar?"

"That's the bar. You cleared it. Congratulations."

We lay on the patio until midnight. The stars were out. The August air was thick with humidity and the smell of Lori's roses. Inside the house, Cynthia's light was on in the studio. Through the hedge, Lori's kitchen window glowed. Somewhere in Hicksville, Diane was tending bar. Somewhere in Lattingtown, Natalie was sending emails. Somewhere in Cold Spring Harbor, Julie was redesigning something that didn't need redesigning. The world of the arrangement continued around us while Kit and I lay on a lounge chair that had earned its retirement.

"I should go," she said. "Early shift tomorrow. Someone has to keep the pH levels balanced, and Danny sure as hell isn't going to do it."

"Drive safe."

"I always drive safe. I drive a Honda Civic. Safe is the only option." She stood, found her clothes scattered across the patio, dressed in the dark with the efficiency of someone accustomed to changing in maintenance closets. She leaned down and kissed me.

"Goodnight, Braxton."

"Goodnight, Kit."

"Tell Julie I'm sorry about the chair."

"I'll tell her."

"Tell her I'll build her a new one. I'm good with my hands." She winked, which was unnecessary and perfect, and walked through the house. I heard her Civic start, the engine turning over with the familiar rattle of a car held together by routine maintenance and optimism.

I went inside, locked the door, and went to bed. Cynthia was already asleep. I slid in beside her, and she murmured something without waking and pressed her back against my chest. I held her, closed my eyes, and fell asleep thinking about pool chemistry, of all things. pH levels. Filtration systems. The precision of a closed system that functions perfectly as long as nobody screws with it.

Thirteen women. One man. A closed system. Functioning perfectly.

Nobody was screwing with it.


Chapter 8

The Women Without Him

On a Wednesday in mid-August, I woke up alone in Cynthia's house for the first time in months. Cynthia had left early for a meeting with a gallery owner in the city who was interested in showing her watercolors. She'd kissed me on the forehead at six a.m., said, "I'll be home by dinner," and disappeared in the Mercedes before I'd finished deciding whether to get out of bed.

I made coffee and drank it at the island. I looked at the kitchen, which was clean because Cynthia had cleaned it the night before, and at the garden through the window, which was bursting with color because Lori had spent the entire summer tending it with the devotion of a woman who had discovered that growing things were the antidote for grief.

The house was quiet. Not the quiet of loneliness. A different kind. The quiet of a space that is usually full of voices, resting between uses. I sat at the island, drank my coffee, listened to the refrigerator hum, the birds outside, the distant sound of a lawn mower somewhere down the street, and I thought about what I was going to do with a day that belonged entirely to me.

I couldn't remember the last time I'd had one. Since moving into the main house, my days had been structured around other people. Mornings with Cynthia. Afternoons with Diane, or Kaylee, or whoever needed me. Evenings with the group or with one of the women individually. The schedule was not rigid, because nothing about the arrangement was rigid anymore, but it was full. My days were full of women who loved me, full of conversation, full of sex, full of the accumulated intimacy of a life shared with twelve people who had each carved a space in my chest that hadn't existed before they arrived.

Today, no one needed me. Cynthia was in the city. Rachel was showing houses. Megan was in court. Julie was at a client site. Natalie was at her office. Gina was at the hospital. Diane was sleeping after a late shift. Kaylee was teaching. Kit was at the club. Sloane was apartment hunting because she'd decided it was time to move out of the guest room and into a place of her own, a decision Cynthia supported and I understood. Sloane needed to prove to herself that she could stand alone before she could stand with anyone.

Lori was in her own kitchen, visible through the hedge if I stood at the right angle, and I could see her moving past her window, doing something domestic, something quiet, something Lori. Reese was at the hospital seeing patients. Nadia was at home with Stefan, performing the role of available wife, a performance she continued to deliver with decreasing conviction and increasing contempt.

Nobody needed me today. The realization settled over me the way weather settles, not as a decision but as a condition, and the condition was unfamiliar. For a year, I had been needed. Needed by Cynthia to fill the emptiness Robert had left. Needed by Lori to remind her that her body could still feel. Needed by Rachel to be the person who stayed when everyone else left. Needed by each of the thirteen women in ways that were different and overlapping, and the being needed had become my identity, the thing I was, the thing I did, the job that replaced pool maintenance.

Today, nobody needed me. What did that make me?

I sat with the question for a while. I made a second cup of coffee. I took a shower that lasted twenty minutes because nobody was waiting for the bathroom. I stood on the patio in the August heat, looking at Lori's garden, thinking about the distance between the man I'd been when I walked onto the pool deck at the Straitford for the first time and the man I was now, standing in a bathrobe on a patio in Oyster Bay, unemployed, loved by thirteen women, and alone for the first time in longer than I could remember.

My phone buzzed at ten. A text from Kaylee.

Finished teaching early. Having tea with Lori at my place. Might turn into something more. Hope that's okay.

I typed back: More than okay. Enjoy.

She sent a smiley face. Kaylee used exactly one emoji per conversation, never more, and it was always the same one, a simple smile, deployed with the precision she brought to everything.

At noon, Megan texted. Court recessed early. Having lunch with Cynthia in the city. She canceled the gallery meeting. We're at that Italian place she likes. Might go back to my apartment after. Just the two of us.

I typed: Have fun. Give Cynthia my love.

Megan sent back: She sends hers. Also she says the pasta is "transcendent," which is a word she only uses when she's already had wine.

At two, Natalie sent a message that was formatted like a calendar entry. Dinner with Julie tonight. My house. 7pm. Business discussion re: headboard design expansion into commercial applications. May extend into personal territory. Will advise.

Julie texted thirty seconds later: Natalie invited me to dinner. She called it a "business discussion." It's not a business discussion. She just can't say "I want to see you" without wrapping it in corporate language. Going anyway. Don't wait up.

I typed to Julie: Noted.

She sent back: The headboard, for the record, is not a commercial product. It's a one-of-a-kind piece. Natalie doesn't understand craft. She understands scale. These are different things. I'll explain this to her tonight. Possibly while naked.

At three-thirty, Rachel called. "I'm at Diane's apartment," she said. "We're drinking beer and talking about men who don't deserve us, which is all men except you, and even you are borderline some days."

"How did you end up at Diane's?"

"I had a showing in Hicksville. It fell through. Diane lives in Hicksville. The math was simple." She paused. "We might hang out for a while."

"Hang out."

"Hang out. You know what I mean."

"I know what you mean."

"Are you okay with it?"

"Rachel, I've been okay with it every time you've asked, and you've asked approximately forty times. Yes. I'm okay. Go hang out with Diane. Have fun. Drink beer. Do whatever you want."

"We're going to do everything we want. Diane is teaching me Spanish. Specifically, the words she uses in bed. It's an educational experience."

"Goodbye, Rachel."

"Bye, baby. Love you. Don't eat the leftover risotto. Gina marked it with her name. She will end you."

At four, Sloane texted from an apartment viewing. Found a place. One bedroom, Oyster Bay, ten minutes from Cynthia's. The kitchen is small, but the light is beautiful. I'm going to take it. I'm going to sign a lease in my own name. Not Garrett's. Mine.

I typed: That's incredible, Sloane. I'm proud of you.

She sent back: I'm proud of me too. First time I've said that in years. Feels strange. Feels right.

At five, Kit texted from the club. Pool pH is 7.4. Alkalinity balanced. Skimmers clean. Danny called in sick again, which means he's not sick; he's just Danny. Handled it. Wish you were here to see the west pool. I fixed the filtration issue. She runs clean now.

I typed: She?

Kit: All pools are female. This is not debatable.

By six o'clock, I had heard from everyone except Gina, who was in surgery, Nadia, who was at home with Stefan, and Reese, who was with patients. The women in my life were scattered across Long Island, each of them doing something that didn't involve me. Some of them were with each other. Kaylee was with Lori. Megan was with Cynthia. Rachel was with Diane. Natalie was about to be with Julie. The pairings had formed on their own, following lines of attraction and friendship that I hadn't drawn, growing in directions I hadn't predicted.

I sat on the patio with a beer, the August evening thick around me, the garden lush and overgrown, the house empty and quiet behind me. The sounds of the neighborhood drifted over the hedge. A sprinkler. A child's voice. The distant hum of the Long Island Expressway, the sound of every summer evening in this part of the world, constant and indifferent.

I thought about what Cynthia had told me during the golden age, the conversation at the island about the distributed center. The community is self-sustaining. That's success. I'd understood it intellectually then. I understood it physically now. Sitting alone on a patio while thirteen women lived their lives without me. Loved each other without me. Signed leases, fixed pool filters, ordered pasta, drank beer in one-bedroom apartments. Without me.

They didn't need me at the center. They didn't need me to hold them together. They didn't need me to mediate, to facilitate, to be the spoke through which every connection ran. The connections ran on their own now, along lines that connected woman to woman, friendship to friendship, body to body, without passing through me first.

What did that make me?

The question came back. I sat with it again, turning it over, and this time the answer arrived, not as a thought but as a feeling, the way the best answers do, rising from somewhere below the thinking, from the body, from the part of me that had spent a year learning to trust what it felt instead of analyzing what it meant.

The answer was: free.

Not free from them. Free within them. Free from the weight of being the center, the essential element, the person without whom the whole thing collapsed. The thing would not collapse without me. The thing had grown legs. It walked on its own. The women held each other now, in every combination. Thursday mornings. Sunday afternoons. Wednesday evenings when I was sitting alone on a patio drinking beer, thinking about what it means to be loved by people who don't need you.

That's the highest form of love, I think. The love that doesn't need. The love that wants. Thirteen women who wanted me. Not needed. Wanted. The distinction matters more than I can say. Need is a cage. Want is a door. I had spent a year walking through doors that women had opened for me. Now the doors were opening for each other. I was standing on a patio watching it happen, and the feeling in my chest was not loss. It was gratitude.

Gina called at eight. She was post-op, eating risotto from a container in the hospital break room. "How was your day?" she asked.

"Quiet."

"Quiet how? Lonely quiet or peaceful quiet?"

"Peaceful."

"Good. Peaceful is an underrated emotional state. Most people mistake it for boredom. It's not boredom. It's the absence of anxiety, which is a clinical condition that most humans experience so rarely they don't recognize it when it arrives."

"Are you diagnosing my emotions?"

"I'm observing your emotions. Diagnosis requires a clinical assessment. Observation is free." She chewed her risotto. "I heard Rachel is at Diane's."

"You heard?"

"Diane texted me. She texts me everything. She has no filter, including in her text messages, several of which I've had to delete because they contained images that would be compromising if my phone were ever subpoenaed."

"I didn't need to know that."

"You didn't. But I'm sharing because I'm tired and my filter is also compromised post-surgery." She was quiet for a moment. "Braxton. Are you actually okay? Not the answer you give everyone. The real answer."

"The real answer is that I spent today alone for the first time in months, and I thought it would feel bad, and it didn't. It felt like the opposite of bad. It felt like proof that the thing we built works, even when I'm not in the room."

"That's a healthy assessment. I'm pleased. It suggests psychological resilience and a secure attachment style, both of which are uncommon in men your age."

"Thank you, Dr. Gonzales."

"You're welcome. I'll send a bill." She finished her risotto. "I have to go. There's a consult at nine. Eat something. Not the risotto I left in the fridge. That's mine. I labeled it."

"Rachel warned me."

"Rachel is wise. Occasionally. Goodnight, Braxton."

"Goodnight, Gina."

I ate dinner alone. Leftover chicken from the fridge, not the risotto. I sat at the island, ate, and listened to the empty house. The emptiness was not empty. It was full of the residue of the people who lived here. Cynthia's painting supplies on the counter. Sloane's book on the coffee table, still bookmarked, though she'd be moving out soon. Kaylee's yoga mat rolled in the corner of the living room, left from a session two days ago. Julie's design magazines were stacked on the end table with sticky notes protruding from every third page. The barre Nadia used pushed against the wall, the ash wood smooth from her hands.

The house held them even when they weren't here. The house was full of their choices, their objects, their impressions on the furniture and the air. I lived in a house haunted by living women, and the haunting was the best thing that had ever happened to me.

Cynthia came home at nine-thirty, flushed from wine and the city and the afternoon with Megan. She found me on the patio, in the dark, my feet on the railing, the beer warm in my hand.

"How was your day?" she asked, sitting beside me.

"Perfect."

"What did you do?"

"Nothing. Absolutely nothing."

She looked at me. She understood. Cynthia always understood, because Cynthia had spent twenty-two years doing everything for a man who noticed nothing, and the value of a man who could sit still and be grateful was not lost on her.

"Good," she said. She took my hand. "You needed that."

"I did."

"The women don't need you to be busy every minute. They need you to be here. Present. Available, but not in the way Stefan uses the word. Available the way a home is available. The door is open. The light is on. You're here if someone needs you. And if nobody needs you today, you're still here tomorrow."

"That's the job."

"That's the job." She squeezed my hand. "And you're very good at it."

We sat on the patio in the dark. The garden smelled like roses and August. Through the hedge, Lori's house was dark. She was probably sleeping, peaceful after her morning with Kaylee. Somewhere in Lattingtown, Julie and Natalie were arguing about headboard commerce. Somewhere in Hicksville, Rachel and Diane were asleep, awake, or somewhere in between. Somewhere in the city, Megan was in her apartment, her daughter asleep down the hall, her phone on the nightstand, her body still carrying the warmth of the afternoon with Cynthia.

The arrangement breathed without me. It moved without me. It loved without me. And I was here, on the patio, in the dark, holding Cynthia's hand, grateful for every woman who had chosen me and even more grateful for the ones who had chosen each other.

The door was open. The light was on. I was here.

That was enough.


Chapter 9

Catherine

The woman on the porch was fifty-two years old, wearing a linen blazer, holding her purse with both hands the way you hold something when you need an anchor, and she looked nothing like her son and everything like his wife. The resemblance was not physical. It was structural. Catherine Davenport had the same composed posture Sloane had worn when she first came to this house, the same careful face, the same architecture of a woman who had spent decades maintaining a surface that didn't match what was underneath.

"I'm looking for Sloane," she said.

"Sloane's not here right now. She moved to her own apartment last week." I paused. "I'm Braxton."

"I know who you are." The words were flat but not hostile. Factual. The way a judge states the name of the defendant. "My son talks about you. Not favorably."

"I'd imagine not."

"No." She looked past me into the house, at the hallway, the kitchen, the living room where the barre was pushed against the wall. She was cataloging the space the way Julie cataloged spaces, assessing what it contained, what it said about the people who lived in it. "Is Cynthia Ryan here?"

"She's in her studio. I can get her."

"Please."

I brought Cynthia downstairs. Cynthia appeared in the hallway in her painting smock, a streak of cerulean blue on her left wrist, and she looked at Catherine Davenport the way she looked at every new arrival, with warmth, with caution, with the focused attention of a woman who had learned that the people who showed up at her door were usually carrying something heavy.

"Mrs. Davenport," Cynthia said. "Please come in."

"Catherine. Please." She stepped inside. She did not remove her shoes. She did not sit down when offered. She stood in the kitchen with her purse in her hands and her composure held tight and said, "Sloane called me three days ago."

The room shifted. Cynthia set down the dish towel she'd been holding. I leaned against the counter and waited.

"She told me about the arrangement," Catherine continued. "About you. About the women. About what happened with Garrett." She paused. "She told me about the night she arrived at this house with a black eye."

"What did she tell you about that night?" Cynthia asked.

"She told me that ten people organized her escape in two hours. That a surgeon photographed her injuries. That a lawyer filed for divorce the following week. That women she'd known for a month showed up with a moving truck to collect her belongings from my son's house." Her voice was steady. Her hands on the purse were not. "She told me that strangers treated her better in one night than my family treated her in seven years."

"We're not strangers to Sloane," I said.

"No. You're not. That's what disturbs me." She set the purse on the counter, the first deliberate gesture she'd made since arriving, the act of putting down a barrier. "I knew my son's marriage was failing. I knew he was having an affair. I knew he was cold to Sloane, dismissive, absent. I knew all of it, and I said nothing, because that's what Davenport women do. We know things, and we say nothing, because saying something would disrupt the arrangement, the family arrangement, the social arrangement, the arrangement of wealth and reputation that holds everything together."

"And now?" Cynthia asked.

"And now my daughter-in-law has left my son for a different kind of arrangement. One that apparently involves a twenty-two-year-old pool technician and thirteen women. I'm standing in a kitchen trying to decide whether to be horrified or relieved." She looked at me. "How old are you, exactly?"

"Twenty-two."

"My son is forty-one. He has an MBA from Wharton. He manages a portfolio worth three hundred million dollars. He couldn't keep his wife. You're twenty-two, unemployed, and you have thirteen women who apparently adore you." She shook her head. "The world is upside down."

"The world is the same as it's always been," Cynthia said. "The difference is that some women have stopped accepting what it offers them and started getting what they actually want."

Catherine looked at Cynthia for a long moment. "That's what Sloane said. Almost word for word. She said you'd taught her that."

"I didn't teach Sloane anything. Sloane already knew. She just needed a place where knowing was enough."

We sat at the island. Cynthia made tea. I made myself scarce for twenty minutes, going upstairs, giving them space, because Catherine's visit was about Sloane and about the women and about a mother reckoning with the fact that her son was the villain in a story she'd been told was a love story. My presence in that conversation was a complication, not a contribution.

When I came back down, the tea was half drunk. Catherine's blazer was off. She was sitting at the island with her sleeves pushed up, and the change in posture told me everything. The formal armor was coming down. Grudgingly, piece by piece, the way it comes down for women who have worn it for decades and who aren't sure what lives underneath.

"I came here to see whether this was real," Catherine said, looking at me as I sat down. "Sloane described something that sounds impossible. A man who loves thirteen women, thirteen women who love each other. A community built on choice rather than obligation. It sounds like a fantasy. It sounds like a cult. It sounds like the kind of thing that happens in California, not on the North Shore of Long Island."

"It's not a cult," I said. "We don't have a leader. We barely have a schedule."

"Natalie has a schedule," Cynthia corrected. "It's color-coded."

"Natalie has a framework. That's different."

Catherine looked between us, studying the ease of the exchange, the shorthand of two people who had been having this conversation in various forms for over a year. "You're comfortable with each other," she observed. "Not acting. Garrett and Sloane acted constantly. In public, in private, in front of me. Their act was so polished I almost believed it was real. I wanted to believe it. Believing was easier than seeing."

"What did you see?" I asked.

"I saw my son shrink his wife. Year by year, conversation by conversation. I saw him correct her at dinner tables. I saw him talk over her at parties. I saw her smile get smaller. I saw her voice get quieter. I saw the woman he married disappear inside the woman he wanted, and the woman he wanted was not a person. She was a prop."

"Did you say anything?"

"No. I told you. Davenport women don't say things. We observe. We maintain. We protect the status quo." She picked up her tea and held it with both hands, the same gesture Reese had made on her first visit, the anchor gesture, the hands-need-something gesture. "I should have said something. I should have told Garrett he was wrong. I should have told Sloane she deserved better. I should have done a hundred things I didn't do because doing them would have required me to admit that my son was not the man I raised him to be."

"What man did you raise him to be?"

"Kind. Respectful. Someone who listened. His father was like that. David was a good man. Quiet, steady, not flashy. He died eight years ago. Heart attack at the office. Since then, Garrett has become someone David wouldn't recognize. The money changed him. The power changed him. The club changed him, or maybe the club just gave him a stage to become the version of himself that the money and the power had created."

She was not crying. She was the kind of woman who did not cry in front of people she'd just met. But her eyes were bright, and her voice had the controlled roughness of a woman managing an emotion she didn't want to display.

"I'm not here to approve of this," she said. "I'm not here to join anything. I'm a fifty-two-year-old widow from Old Westbury. I go to church. I serve on the library board. I play bridge. The life you've described is as foreign to me as if you'd told me you lived on the moon."

"Then why are you here?" Cynthia asked.

"Because my daughter-in-law called me. Because the woman my son hit called me, which she didn't have to do, which she had every reason not to do, and she called me and she said, 'Catherine, I want you to see what I found.' Not 'I want you to approve.' Not 'I want you to understand.' 'I want you to see.' That's all. She wanted me to come here and see."

"And what do you see?" I asked.

She looked around the kitchen. The painting supplies. The barre in the living room. Lori's garden through the window. The photographs on the refrigerator, a collage that had grown over months, snapshots of gatherings, of women laughing, of me surrounded by faces that were looking at me the way people look at someone they've chosen.

"I see a kitchen that's lived in," she said. "I see a house that has art supplies on the counter and a ballet barre in the living room and a garden that someone loves. I see a man who sat at this island and answered my questions without getting defensive, and a woman who made me tea without asking whether I deserved it." She paused. "I see what Sloane sees. I see a life that works. I don't understand how it works. But it works."

"That's enough," Cynthia said. "Understanding can come later. Seeing is the first step."

"Seeing is terrifying. Seeing means admitting that my son was wrong. That the family I spent thirty years building was an act. That the woman my son discarded built something better in a few months than he built in seven years of marriage."

"That's not your failure," I said. "Your son made his own choices."

"His choices are my failure too. I raised him. I taught him how to be a man. Somewhere between what I taught and what he learned, something went wrong, and the wrong landed on Sloane." Her voice tightened. "She showed up at your door with a black eye. My son gave her that black eye. He says he didn't mean to. He says she fell. But I saw the photographs. Gina, your surgeon, sent them to Sloane's lawyer, who showed them to me. The bruise was not from falling. The bruise was from being shoved into a counter by a man who was angry that his wife had found something better than him."

The kitchen was quiet. Cynthia reached across the island and put her hand on Catherine's arm. Catherine looked at the hand, looked at Cynthia, and did not pull away.

"I'm choosing Sloane," Catherine said. "Over my son. I want to say it out loud because saying it makes it real, and I need it to be real. I'm choosing the woman who left over the man who drove her away. I'm choosing the woman who called me over the son who hasn't called me in three months. I'm choosing Sloane because Sloane was brave and Garrett was not, and bravery matters more than blood."

"That's a hard choice," Cynthia said.

"It's the only choice. The alternative is complicity. I've been complicit for seven years. I watched, I said nothing, I protected the structure. The structure was rotten. I'm done protecting rotten things." She picked up her tea and drank the rest of it, a deliberate act, the finishing of something, the completion of a step she'd been working toward for three days since Sloane's call. "May I come back?"

"Anytime," Cynthia said.

"Next Sunday. For the gathering. Sloane tells me everyone comes on Sundays."

"Everyone comes on Sundays," I confirmed.

"I won't understand everything. I probably won't approve of everything. I'm a fifty-two-year-old church-going widow. My frame of reference is limited." She stood up and put her blazer back on, the armor returning, the composed surface reassembling for the drive back to Old Westbury. "But I'll come. I'll see. I'll sit with my daughter-in-law, hold her hand, and tell her, in front of everyone who helped her, that she was right to leave and that I'm sorry I didn't say so sooner."

"She'll appreciate that," I said.

"She shouldn't have to appreciate it. She should have had it all along." Catherine picked up her purse. She looked at me one more time, and the look was complicated, layered, a fifty-two-year-old woman looking at a twenty-two-year-old man and trying to reconcile what she'd been told with what she'd seen. "You're not what I expected."

"I get that a lot."

"I expected someone arrogant. Someone who collected women as trophies. Someone like my son, but younger and less polished. You're not that."

"No. I'm not."

"No. You're not." She adjusted her blazer. "Sunday, then."

"Sunday."

She walked out the front door, down the porch steps, to the Audi sedan parked behind Cynthia's Mercedes. She got in, adjusted the mirror, and started the engine. She sat for a moment, the way Reese had sat in the Lexus on her first visit, the way every woman sat after leaving this house for the first time, processing the distance between the world they'd just entered and the world they were about to reenter.

Then she drove away.

Cynthia stood beside me in the doorway, watching the Audi disappear down the street. She was still wearing her painting smock. The cerulean blue on her wrist caught the afternoon light.

"Garrett's mother," she said.

"Garrett's mother."

"She chose Sloane."

"She chose Sloane."

Cynthia was quiet for a moment. "That took more courage than anything I've done in this house. I left a bad husband. She's leaving a bad son. That’s much harder."

"Why?"

"Because you can divorce a husband. You can't divorce a child. Choosing against your own child goes against every mother's instinct. Catherine just did it in our kitchen over a cup of tea." She leaned against the doorframe. "When she comes on Sunday, make sure Gina doesn't interrogate her. Make sure Rachel doesn't overwhelm her. Make sure Natalie doesn't try to onboard her."

"Onboard her?"

"Natalie will try. She'll have a welcome packet. She'll have metrics. She'll have a framework."

"I'll take care of it."

"Please do." Cynthia put her hand on my arm. "This is different, Braxton. The others came here for themselves. Catherine came here for Sloane. That's a different kind of courage. A different kind of love."

"I get that."

"Be gentle with her."

"I will."

She went back upstairs to her studio. I stood in the doorway for another minute, looking at the empty driveway, the street, the neighborhood. A fifty-two-year-old church-going widow from Old Westbury had just sat in our kitchen and chosen her daughter-in-law over her son, and the choosing had cost her something I could see in her hands, in her eyes, in the way she'd held her purse as if it were the only solid thing in a world that was shifting under her feet.

She was coming back on Sunday. She was coming back to sit with Sloane, to see the women, to witness the life her daughter-in-law had built from the wreckage of the marriage her son had destroyed.

Bravery matters more than blood. She'd said that. A mother, about her own son. The sentence would stay with me for a long time.


Chapter 10

Catherine's Choice

Catherine came back on Sunday, as promised. She sat on the patio in the linen blazer, with a composed posture. She watched thirteen women and one man eat breakfast, argue about coffee, laugh at things she didn't understand, and she said almost nothing for the first hour. She held Sloane's hand. She accepted a plate of eggs from Cynthia. She listened to Rachel tell a story about a house showing that had involved a parrot, a malfunctioning garage door, and a client who fainted. She did not laugh at the story, but her mouth twitched, which, for Catherine Davenport, was the equivalent of a standing ovation.

She came back the following Sunday. She came back the Sunday after that. By the fourth visit, the blazer was gone. She wore a cardigan. The posture had loosened by degrees, the way a fist unclenches when you stop being aware that it's clenched. She talked more. She asked questions. She told stories about David, her late husband, who had died at his desk eight years ago. The stories were warm, funny, full of the details that survive grief: the way he burned toast every morning without fail, the way he sang in the shower, the way he danced with her in the kitchen on Saturday nights to music from a radio that only picked up one station.

"He was a terrible dancer," she told me on a Tuesday afternoon. She'd started coming on Tuesdays as well as Sundays, arriving after her library board meetings, sitting at the island with tea that she actually drank now. "No rhythm at all. Two left feet. But he danced anyway, because I loved dancing, and he loved me, and the love was more important than the rhythm."

"You miss him."

"Every day. Less than I used to. More than I expected to, after eight years." She set down her tea. "The grief counselor told me it would get easier. She was right, and she was wrong. The grief got easier. The loneliness didn't. The loneliness got worse because the grief at least filled the space. When the grief receded, what was left was just empty. A house with one person in it where there used to be two."

"You could have dated."

"I could have. I didn't. I told myself it was loyalty. Loyalty to David, to the marriage, to the memory. The truth is simpler. I was afraid. Afraid that another man would be wrong. Afraid that the wrongness would contaminate what I'd had with David. Afraid that my body, at fifty-two, would be insufficient." She looked at me with the directness she'd developed over weeks of visits, the directness that replaced the formal composure the way spring replaces winter, not all at once but in increments. "I haven't been touched in eight years, Braxton. Not by anyone. Not a kiss. Not a hand on my waist. Nothing. Eight years of nothing."

"That's a long time."

"It's a lifetime. It's a whole life lived without contact." She paused. "Sloane was twenty-six months. She told me, at the beginning, that twenty-six months of not being touched had made her feel broken. I've been untouched for three and a half times as long as that. If she felt broken, I should feel shattered."

"Do you?"

"No. I feel hungry." The word surprised her. I could see it in her face, the startled recognition of having said something she hadn't planned to say, something that came from the body rather than the mind. "I feel hungry in a way that frightens me, because the hunger is not polite, Braxton. It's not the gentle, mature longing of a widow who misses her husband. It's ravenous. It's been building for eight years. I've been sitting on it, pushing it down, burying it under library boards, bridge clubs, Sunday church. It's still there. It hasn't diminished. It's gotten worse."

The kitchen was quiet. The afternoon light came through the windows and caught the steam from her tea. She was looking at me with an expression I recognized, the same expression Reese had worn in the kitchen before the kiss, the same expression Nadia had worn before the barre, the expression that says: I know what I want. I'm terrified to say it. I'm going to say it anyway.

"I want you to touch me," she said. "I know I'm fifty-two. I know I'm old enough to be your mother. I know this is inappropriate by every standard I was raised to follow. I don't care. I've spent eight years following standards, and the standards have given me a clean house, an organized calendar, and a body so starved for contact that I can feel my own skin aching."

"Catherine..."

"Don't say something kind. Don't say something gentle. Don't manage me. Just tell me if you want this too, or if I've made a fool of myself in a kitchen where I've already cried twice and admitted things I've never said out loud."

I looked at her. Fifty-two. Silver-blonde hair, cut short, practical. Lines around her eyes that deepened when she smiled, which she'd been doing more frequently over the past month. A body that she carried with the stiff dignity of a woman who had stopped believing it was worth looking at. She was wrong about that. She was wrong the way Sloane had been wrong, the way Reese had been wrong, the way every woman who had been told, by a husband's indifference or a culture's obsession with youth, that her body's value had an expiration date.

"You haven't made a fool of yourself," I said. "Come upstairs."

She stood up from the island. Her hands were shaking. She noticed me noticing and said, "Ignore the trembling. It's adrenaline. I'm a widow, not fragile."

"I know you're not fragile."

"Good. Because what I'm about to do is the opposite of fragile, and if you treat me like I'm made of glass, I will leave this house and never come back."

The guest room. The wrong shade of blue that Julie still hadn't corrected. The same bed that had hosted first times for Natalie, for Reese, for Nadia. Catherine stood at the foot of it and looked at the sheets, the pillows, the afternoon light through the window, and she was still for a moment, the way a person is still before jumping off a high dive, the body gathering itself for the act.

She unbuttoned her cardigan. She folded it over the chair. She pulled her blouse over her head. She reached behind her back, unclasped her bra, and dropped it on the chair with the cardigan. She stood in front of me, bare from the waist up. Her body was fifty-two years old. It showed. She did not apologize for it. The refusal to apologize was the sexiest thing about the moment.

"Your turn," she said.

I pulled my shirt off. She looked at my body with an expression that was naked in ways that had nothing to do with clothes. Eight years of accumulated want, visible in her eyes, in the way her breathing changed, in the set of her jaw. She reached out and put her hand on my chest, and the moment her palm made contact with my skin, her eyes closed. She kept them closed for several seconds. Her hand pressed flat against my sternum. I could feel her pulse through her fingertips.

"Warm," she whispered. "I forgot what warm felt like."

She opened her eyes. Something in them had shifted. The caution was gone. The composed, church-going, bridge-playing widow from Old Westbury was gone. What looked at me from behind Catherine Davenport's eyes was the hunger she'd described at the island, and she had not been exaggerating. It was ravenous.

She grabbed my face and kissed me. The kiss was not gentle. It was not tentative. It was not the careful, testing kiss of a woman who hadn't done this in eight years. It was fierce, open-mouthed, her tongue finding mine, her hands gripping my jaw, her body pressing against mine with a force that pushed me back a step. Eight years of denied contact detonating in a single kiss.

I kissed her back. I put my hands on her waist, pulled her against me. She moaned into my mouth, a sound that was deep, involuntary, wrenched from somewhere below the composed surface, the sound of a body that had been fasting for eight years and had just been offered a feast.

She pulled back. Her eyes were dark. Her breathing was ragged. "I told you," she said. "Not gentle."

"Not gentle. Got it."

"I mean it, Braxton. I am not a delicate flower. I am a fifty-two-year-old woman who has not been fucked in eight years. The word is deliberate. I said fucked. Not made love to. Not held. Fucked. Because that is what I need. If that shocks you, I don't care. I am past the point of caring what shocks people."

The profanity from Catherine Davenport, who went to church, who served on the library board, who played bridge, who held her purse with both hands, was like hearing a choir director scream. The incongruity was electric. It rewired the room. It told me that the woman I was about to be with was not the woman I'd been having tea with for a month. That woman was the surface. This woman was the depth.

I picked her up. She gasped, her arms going around my neck. She was light, lean, her body maintained by decades of tennis, swimming, the disciplined eating habits of a generation that didn't have gym memberships but walked everywhere and ate dinner at six. I carried her to the bed and put her down. She pulled me on top of her, kissed me again, harder, her hands in my hair, her legs wrapping around me with a strength I hadn't expected.

I kissed her neck. She grabbed the back of my head and held me there. I kissed her collarbone. She arched beneath me. I moved to her breast, took her nipple in my mouth. She said "God" in a voice that resonated through her chest. Her hand left my head and gripped the sheet. Her hips pressed up against mine. I could feel the hunger in her body, the eight years of it, stored in her muscles, her skin, and her bones.

I pulled off her pants and her underwear. She lifted her hips to help, impatient, not waiting to be undressed but actively undressing, shedding the layers with the urgency of a woman who had been wearing too many layers for too long. I moved down her body, kissing her stomach, her hip, and she said, "Don't make me wait. I've been waiting for eight years. No more waiting."

I put my mouth on her. She came off the bed. Her hips surged upward, her back arched, her hand slammed against the mattress, and the sound she made was not a moan or a cry but a wail, low and sustained, the sound of a body receiving sensation it had been denied for so long that the circuits were overloaded. Her thighs pressed against my head. Her hand found my hair and gripped it. She was wet, achingly wet, eight years of denied arousal releasing in a flood.

I worked her with my mouth, and she came within a minute. The orgasm ripped through her like a wave through a seawall, too strong, too fast, her whole body convulsing, her back lifting off the bed, a scream she muffled against her own forearm. The orgasm didn't end. It rolled into a second one, then a third, her body so primed by years of deprivation that each release triggered the next, a chain reaction of pleasure that left her gasping, shaking, tears streaming from her eyes into her hair.

She pulled me up. Her face was wet. Her eyes were wild. "Inside me," she said. "Now. Please. I need to feel you inside me."

I entered her. She grabbed my shoulders and pulled me deep, and her whole body seized, not orgasm but the shock of penetration after eight years, the shock of fullness, of weight, of another body inside hers. She held me there, her legs locked around my waist, her face pressed against my neck, and she breathed, long, shuddering breaths, adjusting to the sensation, relearning what it felt like to be filled.

"Move," she said against my neck. "Please move."

I moved. She matched me, her hips rising to meet mine with a rhythm that was instinctive, buried deep in muscle memory, the body remembering what the mind had tried to forget. She was not passive. She was not careful. She gripped my shoulders, met every thrust. The sounds she made were raw, uncontrolled. A woman who had spent eight years being quiet, done being quiet.

"Harder," she said. "I can take it. Don't hold back."

I didn't hold back. I drove into her with a force that made the headboard hit the wall, and she didn't flinch. She braced her hands against it, pushed back, meeting me, matching me. The intensity between us was nothing I'd anticipated from this woman, this church-going widow with the library board and the bridge club. The intensity came from the deprivation, from the years of nothing, the years of sleeping alone in a bed that still smelled like a dead man's aftershave. All of that was burning now. All of it was fuel.

She hooked her legs higher around my waist, changing the angle, and the new depth made her cry out. "There," she gasped. "Right there. Don't stop. Don't you dare stop."

I reached between us and touched her while I fucked her. Her reaction was volcanic. Her whole body tightened. Her nails dug into my shoulders. She said something I couldn't hear. Then she was cumming again, hard, her body clenching around me in rhythmic pulses, her voice breaking on a sound that was half my name and half something wordless, pulled from a depth that eight years of decorum and grief and bridge clubs had failed to reach.

I came inside her. The release was intense, sharpened by her body gripping mine, by the sounds she was making, by the sheer improbable fact of what was happening in this guest room on a Tuesday afternoon. I collapsed against her. She held me. Her arms around my back, her legs still locked, her face buried in my neck, her body trembling with aftershocks that kept arriving in diminishing waves, each one pulling a small sound from her throat.

We lay there for a long time. I could feel her heart hammering against my chest. I could feel the tears on my neck, wet and warm, running from her eyes into the space between our bodies. She was crying. Not weeping. Not sobbing. Just tears, flowing without effort, the way water flows when you open a valve that's been shut for eight years.

"I'm not sad," she said, reading my concern through my body. "I'm not hurt. I'm not fragile."

"I know."

"I'm shocked. That's the word. I'm shocked that my body did that. I'm shocked that I'm capable of that. I spent eight years believing that part of me was dead. That it died with David. That the woman who wanted sex, enjoyed sex, screamed during sex, was gone and was never coming back." She lifted her head and looked at me. Her face was ravaged, beautiful, raw. "She's not gone. She's been in there the whole time. Under the cardigan. Under the library board. Under the grief. Waiting."

"She was worth the wait."

"Don't be charming. I'm too old for charming."

"You're not too old for anything. The last thirty minutes just proved that."

She laughed. The laugh was hoarse, broken, still mixed with the tears, and the combination of the laugh and the tears was the most human sound I'd ever heard from Catherine Davenport, the sound of a woman whose body had reminded her mind what it meant to be alive.

"David would have hated this," she said. "The arrangement. The group. The concept. He was a traditional man. One woman, one man, one marriage. He would have been horrified."

"Would he have understood?"

She thought about it. "He would have tried. David always tried. Even when he didn't understand something, he tried to see why it mattered to the person who believed in it. He was kind that way. Generous. He would have looked at this house, these women, you. He would have said, 'I don't understand it, but they seem happy. Happy matters more than understanding.'"

"He sounds like a good man."

"He was the best man I ever knew. Present company included." She put her hand on my face. "You're good, Braxton. You're young, and you're good and you've built something with these women that David would have appreciated even if he couldn't have joined it. But you're not David. Nobody is David. And that's okay. I'm not looking for David. I'm looking for this. Whatever this is."

"Whatever this is."

"I know. You all say that. 'Whatever this is,' and not one of you has come up with a better name." She sat up in the bed, pulling the sheet around her waist, and she looked younger than fifty-two. The lines were the same. The silver-blonde hair was the same. But the weight behind her eyes had lifted, the way a sky lifts after rain, and the face that remained was lighter, clearer, closer to the woman David had danced with in the kitchen on Saturday nights.

"Can I come back?" she asked. "Not just Sundays. Not just Tuesdays for tea. This. Can I come back for this."

"Anytime."

"I'm going to take you up on that. I'm going to take you up on it with a frequency that will surprise you, because the thing you've just unleashed in me has been locked up for eight years and it is not interested in going back in the box." She paused. "I said 'unleash.' Is that too dramatic?"

"It's perfect."

"It is dramatic, but I don't care. I'm fifty-two years old and I just had the most intense sexual experience of my life on a Tuesday afternoon. I'm allowed to be dramatic." She stood up, pulled on her clothes with the brisk efficiency of a woman who had places to be and an identity to reassemble, and she looked at me from the doorway of the guest room with an expression that combined the composed Catherine who went to church with the ravenous Catherine who had just left nail marks on my shoulders.

"Thursday," she said. "I'll be back Thursday. Garrett has a golf game. He won't notice."

"You're still coordinating around Garrett?"

"I'm coordinating around my schedule. Garrett happens to be on it. For now." She adjusted her cardigan. "Eventually, I'll stop caring about Garrett's schedule. But I've been a Davenport for thirty years. The unraveling takes time."

She walked down the stairs, through the kitchen, out the front door. I heard the Audi start. I heard it back down the driveway. Then quiet.

I sat on the edge of the guest room bed, in the wrong shade of blue, and I looked at the sheets that were tangled from what had just happened, and I thought about Catherine Davenport's face when she came, the face of a woman discovering that her body was not dead, that the grief had not killed it, that eight years of nothing could be followed by thirty minutes of everything.

Thirteen women now. Thirteen. The youngest was twenty-five. The oldest was fifty-two. The distance between them was twenty-seven years, a generation, a lifetime of difference in experience, reference and expectation. The distance was also nothing. Because the thing that connected them, the thing that had brought each of them to this house through a different door at a different moment, was the same for all of them. The need to be seen. The need to be touched. The need to be told, through contact rather than words, that their bodies were not decorations or obligations or inconveniences but living things that deserved attention and pleasure and the specific, irreplaceable warmth of another person's skin against theirs.

Catherine Davenport, fifty-two, church-going, bridge-playing, library-board-serving widow from Old Westbury. The most unlikely member of the arrangement. The most surprising lover I'd ever had.

Thursday. She'd be back Thursday.

I changed the sheets, went downstairs, made coffee, and sat at the island. I thought about what Cynthia had said about the arrangement outgrowing me. She was right. It had outgrown me. It had grown to include a woman old enough to be my mother who had just told me, in language the library board would not have approved of, that she wanted to be fucked, and who had then proceeded to demonstrate that the wanting was not academic.

The arrangement was bigger than me. The arrangement was bigger than any of us. The arrangement was a living thing, growing in directions none of us had planned, absorbing people none of us had predicted, and the growing was not a problem to be managed. It was the point. It had always been the point.

The door was open. The light was on. And Catherine Davenport was coming back on Thursday.


Chapter 11

The House

The house next door to Cynthia's had been on the market for seven months. It was a colonial, four bedrooms, built in the seventies, updated in the nineties, neglected in the two-thousands. The roof needed work. The kitchen needed gutting. The landscaping had been abandoned by owners who had moved to Florida two years ago, leaving behind a property that deserved better.

Rachel had the listing memorized. She was a real estate agent. She memorized every listing on the North Shore the way Gina memorized anatomical structures, as a professional reflex. She'd mentioned the house to Cynthia in passing three months ago, noting the price, the square footage, the proximity. Cynthia had filed the information the way Cynthia filed everything, in the back of her mind, behind the campaign, behind the arrangement, behind the daily logistics of a life shared with fourteen people.

She brought it up at a Sunday gathering in late September, after the summer had cooled into the crisp, golden light of early fall, after the arrangement had absorbed Catherine and settled into a configuration that included fourteen women, one man, and a house that could no longer hold them all at the same time.

"I want to buy the house next door," she said.

The patio went quiet. Fourteen women looked at her. I looked at her. She was standing by the garden fence, holding her wine, wearing the expression she wore when she'd made a decision and was informing the group rather than consulting it. I'd seen that expression before the campaign. I'd seen it before the group night. It was the expression of a woman who had run the numbers internally and arrived at a conclusion she was confident in.

"The colonial?" Rachel said, sitting up in her chair. "The Bergman property?"

"Yes, the Bergman property. Four bedrooms, two and a half baths, twenty-two hundred square feet. It's been on the market since February. The sellers are motivated. The price is negotiable."

"How negotiable?"

"That's your department." Cynthia looked at Rachel. "I want you to handle the negotiation. You know the market. You know the property. You know what it's worth and what the sellers will take."

Rachel's eyes were already calculating. I could see the real estate agent's brain engaging, running comparables, estimating renovation costs, projecting resale value. "The asking price is high for the condition. The roof alone is a hundred-thousand-dollar job. The kitchen hasn't been updated since Clinton was in office. I can get it for thirty percent below asking, maybe more if I lean on the inspection report."

"Do it."

"Cynthia, slow down," Julie said from her chair, her arms crossed, her designer's brain already three steps ahead of the conversation. "Before we talk about price, we need to talk about purpose. What are you buying this house for?"

"For us," Cynthia said. "For what we've become. This house, my house, can't hold fourteen women comfortably. We've been squeezing. The Sunday gatherings spill onto the patio because the living room is too small. The guest room is occupied three nights a week. The bathroom line after the group night was forty-five minutes. We need more space."

"More space for what, exactly?" Natalie asked, leaning forward, her strategic mind engaged. "Are you proposing a second residence for overflow? A communal living space? A renovation that connects the two properties? The answer determines the financial structure."

"I'm proposing a home," Cynthia said. "A second home. Connected to this one. A place where the women who want to live here can live here, and the women who want to visit can visit, and the space is large enough that fourteen people can be in the same building without someone having to sit on the kitchen floor."

"That's a commune," Julie said flatly.

The word landed in the room the way a rock lands in a pond. Ripples. Everyone felt them.

"It's not a commune," Kaylee said from her spot on the patio floor, where she sat cross-legged in the warm September light. "A commune is a collective organized around shared ideology. This is a family organized around shared love. The difference is significant."

"The word doesn't matter," Megan said. She was sitting beside Sloane, her laptop closed for once, her legal mind engaged in a different kind of analysis. "What matters is the structure. If Cynthia buys the property, who owns it? Who pays the mortgage? Who lives there? Who decides who lives there? These are legal questions with legal implications, and if we don't answer them correctly, we're building on sand."

"I'll fund the down payment," Natalie said. She said it the way she said everything, with calm certainty, as if the financial commitment of several hundred thousand dollars were equivalent to ordering coffee. "I'll structure it as an LLC with Cynthia as co-owner. The operating agreement will define residency rights, financial obligations, and governance. Megan can draft the legal framework."

"You're creating a corporate structure for a family," Diane said from the patio steps, where she was sitting with a beer, looking amused and slightly bewildered. "Only this group would incorporate a household."

"Every household is a corporate structure," Natalie said. "Most people just don't acknowledge it. A marriage is a partnership with shared assets, joint liability, and an exit clause called divorce. What we're doing is the same thing with more partners and better documentation."

"I don't want documentation," Lori said from the bench, her voice low. "I want a home. I want a place where I can walk through the hedge and be with the people I love without feeling like I'm visiting. I've been visiting for a year. I want to stay."

The room shifted. Lori's words did what Lori's words always did. They cut through the strategic analysis, the financial projections, the legal frameworks, and found the emotional center. She wanted to stay. That was it. That was the whole argument, distilled to its essence by a woman who had spent two years unable to leave her own house and who now wanted to live in someone else's.

"I want to stay too," Sloane said. "I just signed a lease on my apartment. I've been there for three weeks. It's fine. The light is beautiful. But I go to sleep alone and I wake up alone, and the aloneness is not the same aloneness I had with Garrett. It's chosen. It's healthy. It's also lonely, and I'm tired of being lonely. I've been lonely for seven years. I don't want to be lonely anymore."

"I have a one-bedroom in Hicksville with a mattress that smells like chlorine and a view of a nail salon," Kit said. "I'm not emotionally attached to it."

"My apartment is fine," Diane said. "But if there's a room in a house with these people in it, I'll take the room. I'll bring the beer."

Gina looked up from the container she'd been eating from throughout the conversation. "I have a house in Hicksville that I've been renovating for two years. The renovation is perpetually incomplete. I'll sell it. The proceeds can go toward the purchase."

"You'd sell your house?" I asked.

"The house is a project. This is a life. Projects can be abandoned. Lives shouldn't be."

Reese hadn't spoken. She was sitting at the edge of the group, her knees drawn up, her expression thoughtful. She was still married to Todd. She was still going home to his house every night, reassembling the performance, sleeping in his bed while her body carried the memory of afternoons in the guest room with the wrong shade of blue.

"I'm not ready to move in," she said. "I'm not ready to leave Todd. Not yet. But I want to know the door is open. I want to know that when I'm ready, there's a place for me."

"There's a place for you," Cynthia said. "For all of you. That's the point. The door is open. It stays open."

Nadia spoke. She spoke rarely in group settings, her voice still finding its volume after years of being turned down. "In Russia, my grandmother lived in a house with her sisters. Three women, one house, their children around them. The men came and went. The women stayed. The house belonged to the women. This was not unusual. This was how life worked." She paused. "What you are describing is not a commune. It is not a corporation. It is what my grandmother had. A house that belongs to the women who live in it."

Catherine, who had been listening from the armchair she'd claimed as her own over the past month, uncrossed her legs and leaned forward. "I have a question."

"Yes?" Cynthia said.

"Will the world accept this?"

The patio was quiet. The question hung there. It was the question they'd all been thinking, the question that lived underneath every conversation about the arrangement, underneath every Sunday gathering, underneath every afternoon in the guest room.

"No," Cynthia said. "The world will not accept this. The world didn't accept me when I was a divorced woman living alone. The world didn't accept Braxton when he was a pool technician living in my guest house. The world didn't accept any of us when we were doing the things the world expected us to do. Why would we need the world's acceptance now, when we're finally doing what we actually want?"

"Because the world has consequences," Catherine said. "Social consequences. Legal consequences. I chose Sloane over my son, and the consequence was losing my son. That was a price I was willing to pay. But this, buying a house, building a structure, making this permanent and visible, the consequences of that are larger than anything we've faced so far."

"The consequences are also the point," Natalie said. "Permanence is a statement. It says: this is not a phase. This is not an experiment. This is how we live. If the world has a problem with that, the world can file a formal objection, and Megan can respond to it."

"I'll draft a template," Megan said. "Just in case."

Rachel stood up. She'd been sitting for too long. Rachel couldn't sit during important conversations. The energy required movement. "Okay. Here's where we are. Cynthia wants to buy the house. Natalie will fund it. I'll negotiate the purchase. Megan will handle the legal structure. Julie will design the renovation. The rest of you will decide whether you want to live there. Nobody is required to move in. Nobody is required to commit. The door is open. That's all we're saying. The door is open."

"The door is open," Cynthia repeated. She looked at me. "You've been quiet."

I had been quiet. I'd been standing by the garden fence, listening to fourteen women decide the future of the arrangement, the future of my life, without waiting for my input, which was appropriate, because the arrangement had long since stopped being about my input. It was about theirs.

"I think you should do it," I said. "I think you should buy the house. I think Julie should redesign it and Natalie should fund it and Rachel should get thirty percent below asking. I think Lori should walk through the hedge and stay. I think Sloane should have a room waiting for her when she's ready. I think Kit should bring her chlorine mattress, and Diane should bring her beer, and Gina should bring her risotto." I paused. "I think this is what we've been building toward since Cynthia asked my name at the pool. A place. A structure. Something the world can see."

"And what about you?" Julie asked. "Where do you live in this structure?"

"Wherever I'm needed."

"You're needed everywhere," Rachel said. "That's the problem and the miracle."

The vote was unanimous. Fourteen yeses. One of mine. Fifteen people choosing to build something permanent out of something that had started as a question at a pool.

That evening, after the women had left, after the patio was empty, the kitchen clean, Cynthia upstairs in her studio, I got in the Honda and drove to Hicksville. I didn't plan the drive. I just got in the car and drove east on the expressway, the window that still didn't close, letting in the September air, the heater that only worked on the right side unnecessary in the early fall warmth.

I parked on the street outside the house where I'd grown up. The house was small, vinyl-sided, with a lawn that the current owners maintained better than my mother ever had because my mother had been too sick to mow and too proud to ask for help. The window of my old bedroom was visible from the street. The porch light was on. A different family lived there now. A different life was being lived inside those walls.

I sat in the Honda, looked at the house, and thought about the distance. Not the fifteen miles between Hicksville and Oyster Bay. The other distance. The one between the boy who'd lived in that house, who'd mowed lawns for cash, who'd watched his mother die in the bedroom with the window that faced the street, and the man who was sitting in the same car, on the same street, twenty-two years old, loved by fourteen women, about to participate in the purchase of a house that would formalize an arrangement that had no precedent and no name.

The distance was enormous. The distance was nothing. The boy and the man were the same person, separated by time and by the choices of the women who had seen him and decided he was worth keeping.

I started the Honda and I drove back to Oyster Bay. To Cynthia's house, which would soon share a property line with a colonial that Julie would redesign, Natalie would fund, Rachel would negotiate, Megan would incorporate, Lori would garden, Diane would fill with beer, Kit would fill with chlorine, Gina would fill with risotto. A house Catherine would fill with the grace of a woman who had chosen her daughter-in-law over her son.

I parked in the driveway. I went inside. Cynthia was in the kitchen, making tea, because Cynthia made tea when something important had happened, and the importance needed time to settle.

"Where did you go?" she asked.

"Hicksville."

"Why?"

"I needed to remember where I started. So I could understand where I am."

She handed me a cup of tea. "And where are you?"

"Home," I said. "I'm home."

She smiled. The smile I'd fallen in love with at the pool. The smile that had started everything. "Yes," she said. "You are."


Chapter 12

Home

The renovation started in October. Julie drew the plans on Cynthia's kitchen island, spreading blueprint paper across the marble, weighting the corners with wine glasses, and she worked with the intensity of a woman designing the most important project of her career, because she was. She'd designed penthouses in Manhattan, beach houses in the Hamptons, and apartments on the Upper East Side. None of them mattered the way this mattered, because none of them were for people she loved.

"The connecting hallway goes here," she said, pointing with a pencil. "Between the existing mudroom and the colonial's east wall. Glass-enclosed, heated, wide enough for two people to walk side by side. The transition should feel seamless. You walk from one house into the other without feeling like you've left home."

"Because you haven't," Cynthia said.

"Because you haven't." Julie looked up from the plans. "The colonial gets four bedrooms, reconfigured. Two on the main floor, two upstairs. Open kitchen, because open kitchens increase property value and because Rachel will argue with me about it, and I want to win the argument preemptively. The living room expands into the current dining room. The master bath gets a full renovation. The garden connects to Lori's existing beds through a gate in the fence."

"A gate," Lori said from the couch, where she was listening. "Not through the hedge?"

"The hedge stays. The gate goes next to the hedge. The hedge is part of the story. You don't tear down the hedge."

"Thank you," Lori said, and her voice was full in a way that a conversation about hedges doesn't usually warrant, except this hedge was the hedge she'd walked through to find me, the hedge that separated her grief from her second life, and Julie understood that, which is why she wasn't tearing it down.

The construction took three months. I helped. For the first time since leaving the club, I worked with my hands, carrying lumber, hauling drywall, doing the physical labor that my body remembered even when my job title didn't. The work felt good. The soreness in my muscles at the end of the day felt good. The sawdust in my hair and the paint on my hands felt good. I'd spent a year being a kept man, and I didn't regret it, but the work reminded me of something I'd forgotten: that my body was built for use, not decoration, and the using was its own kind of joy.

Kit helped too. She came on her days off, wearing work clothes, carrying tools from her parents' landscaping company, and she worked alongside me with the easy competence of a woman who had grown up building things. We installed the garden gate together on a Saturday in November, the two of us kneeling in the dirt, fitting hinges, while Lori stood behind us offering opinions about placement and Diane handed us beers we hadn't asked for.

The house took shape. The women moved in gradually, not all at once, not according to a schedule, but in the organic way that the arrangement had always grown, one decision at a time, one woman at a time, each choosing her moment.

Lori was first. She walked through the hedge on a Friday in December, carrying a box of kitchen supplies and the framed photograph of Tom that she kept on her nightstand. She set the photograph on the dresser in her new room, the room that looked out onto the garden she'd been tending for over a year. She stood at the window, looked at the roses, dormant now, waiting for spring. "I'm home."

Diane moved in the following week, bringing the mattress that smelled like chlorine, the speaker that nobody had asked for, and a case of beer that she stored in the new kitchen like a declaration of intent. Gina sold the Hicksville fixer-upper and arrived with two suitcases, a box of medical texts, and enough risotto containers to fill a shelf in the refrigerator that Cynthia had designated "Gina's shelf" with a label that Natalie had laminated.

Kit brought her chlorine mattress and a poster of a swimming pool, which she hung in her room with the caption "My Happy Place," a design crime Julie declared and Kit refused to remove on principle. Sloane moved in on a Tuesday in January, carrying the same suitcase she'd carried the night she arrived with a black eye, except this time the suitcase held clothes she'd chosen herself, in colors Garrett would have called "too bright," and the brightness was the point.

The women who didn't move in stayed connected. Rachel kept her apartment because she needed a space that was entirely hers, but she slept at the house four nights a week. Megan stayed in her rental because Harper's school was nearby, but she came every weekend, often with Harper, who had discovered Lori's garden and had appointed herself the official tomato inspector. Julie kept Cold Spring Harbor but spent more nights in Lattingtown, at Natalie's glass house, where the headboard she'd designed was still the best piece of furniture in the room.

Natalie kept her house. Natalie would always keep her house. But she funded the renovation, attended the Sunday gatherings, slept in the colonial two nights a week, and managed the LLC with the same attention she gave her company's balance sheet. The arrangement was, in Natalie's framework, a well-run organization with strong fundamentals and excellent retention.

Reese was still with Todd. She came to the house on Tuesdays and Thursdays, when Todd was at the office. She spent her time in the guest room with the wrong shade of blue, which Julie had finally repainted in October but which everyone still called "the wrong shade of blue" because the name had outlived the problem. Reese was getting closer to leaving. I could see it in her posture, in the way her shoulders stayed down longer after each visit, in the way she stopped flinching when her phone rang. The leaving was coming. It would come when she was ready.

Nadia danced every day. She came to the house in the mornings before Stefan woke, used the barre Julie had built, and moved through exercises that grew more complex each week as her body remembered what it could do. She was dancing again. Not on stage. Not for an audience. For herself. The dancing was its own revolution, quiet, daily, conducted in a living room on Long Island by a woman who had been told to stop and who had started again.

Catherine came on Sundays. She arrived in her Audi, parked behind the line of cars that filled the driveway and spilled onto the street. She sat on the patio with Sloane, drank tea, and watched fourteen women and one man do the thing they did every week: be together. She had told Garrett. Not about the sex, not about me, but about Sloane. "I'm choosing her," she'd said to her son on the phone. Garrett had hung up. He hadn't called back. Catherine was living with the silence, and the silence hurt, but it hurt less than the complicity had.

Megan won the custody case in November. The judge ruled in her favor on all counts. Craig's lawyer's attempt to use the text messages was dismissed as irrelevant and prejudicial. Harper stayed with Megan. Full custody. When the ruling came, Megan called me from the courthouse parking lot and cried, the good kind of crying, the kind that comes when a fight you've been fighting for two years finally ends, and you can put the weapons down.

"I won," she said.

"You won."

"She's mine, Braxton. She's mine and nobody can take her."

"Nobody could ever take her. They just needed a judge to confirm it."

Rachel closed the biggest deal of her career in December, a waterfront estate in Cold Spring Harbor that sold for four point two million dollars and that earned her a commission that she celebrated by buying champagne for the entire house, the good champagne, the stolen-from-the-club-level champagne, except this time she paid for it.

Gina saved a life on a Thursday in January. A car accident, multiple trauma, a patient who arrived with a ten percent chance of survival and who walked out of the hospital six weeks later. She told me about it over risotto, her eyes tired, her voice clinical, and at the end of the story she said, "That's why I do this. That's the only reason. One person, alive, who wasn't going to be." She ate a forkful of risotto. "Everything else is just logistics."

Kaylee opened a second yoga studio in February. She hired two instructors, designed the space herself, and held an opening ceremony that involved meditation, incense, and Rachel shouting "Namaste, bitches" from the back row, which Kaylee handled with the serene composure of a woman who had long ago accepted that Rachel was a force of nature that could be loved but not managed.

The months passed. The renovation finished. The two houses became one, connected by the glass hallway that Julie had designed, heated, wide enough for two, seamless in its transition. You could walk from Cynthia's kitchen to the colonial's living room without stepping outside, without feeling a threshold. The architecture said what the arrangement had always said: this is one life, lived in connected spaces, by people who chose each other.

On an evening in early March, a year and a half after Cynthia asked my name at the pool, I sat on the patio at dusk. The garden was starting to wake up. Lori's roses were showing the first buds of spring. The tomato beds were turned, ready for planting. The gate between the properties was open, as it always was, because nobody in this house believed in closed gates.

Inside, the house was full. I could hear the sounds through the open door. Rachel arguing with Julie about something that had started as a minor disagreement and escalated into a full debate within thirty seconds. Megan reading to Harper in the living room, something about a bear and a forest, Harper's voice chiming in with corrections about the bear's color. Gina in the kitchen, eating risotto from a container, telling Diane about a surgical procedure while Diane pretended to understand and asked questions that revealed she did not. Natalie on her phone, managing something, always managing something. Kit in the garden, checking the soil pH, because Kit checked the pH of everything, pools, gardens, and once, memorably, Rachel's wine.

Kaylee was leading a meditation session in the colonial's living room. Lori was with her. Sloane was with her. Nadia was with her, having discovered that meditation and ballet shared a common root in stillness, in the body's capacity for being present without moving. Catherine was in the kitchen of the colonial, making tea, learning the layout of a house that was becoming hers in the way that all the houses in this arrangement became everyone's, through presence, through repetition, through the accumulation of Tuesday teas, Sunday gatherings, and Thursday afternoons.

Reese was not here tonight. Reese was at home with Todd, performing the performance, maintaining the surface. But the surface was cracking. The cracks were widening. The leaving was close. I could feel it the way you feel a storm approaching, the pressure dropping, the air changing quality. Soon. Not tonight. But soon.

Cynthia came out onto the patio. She was wearing the blue robe, the same blue robe from the first morning I'd had coffee in her kitchen. Back when I lived in the guest house, she lived in the main house; the distance between us was the distance between landlord and tenant. That distance no longer existed. The robe was the same, but everything else had changed.

She sat beside me on the bench. She took my hand. The garden was dim, the last light fading, the sky turning the color that Long Island gets at dusk in early spring, purple-gray, with the first stars visible above the tree line.

"What are you thinking about?" she asked.

"Everything."

She smiled. "That's a lot."

"It is." I looked at her, really looked at her. Forty-eight now. Lines around her eyes. Paint under her nails. A streak of cerulean blue on her wrist that had been there so long I'd stopped noticing it. She was the most beautiful woman I'd ever known, not because of the way she looked but because of the way she saw. She'd looked at a pool technician and seen a person. Looked at an empty guest house and saw a possibility. Looked at a broken world and decided to build a better one inside it.

"You did this," I said.

"We did this."

"You started it. That day at the pool. You asked my name. Everything came from that."

"I asked your name because you looked like you needed someone to ask." She squeezed my hand. "You looked lost, Braxton. You looked like you'd been taking care of everyone else your whole life. Like nobody had ever taken care of you. I wanted to take care of you. That's all it was. That's how it started."

"And now?"

She looked at the house behind us. The lights were on. Every window glowed. Through the glass hallway that connected the two houses, she could see movement, people, the life they'd built, fourteen women and one man, occupying space that had been empty a year ago, filling rooms that had been quiet, growing a garden that had been dormant.

"Now it's everything," she said. "It's more than I imagined. It's more than any of us imagined. And you're still here. Still on the patio. Still holding my hand." She looked at me. "Lucky man."

The words landed. Not from the past. Not from a memory. From her. From Cynthia Ryan, forty-eight, divorced, painter, the woman who had started everything with a question and who was ending this chapter of it with two words that meant more coming from her than they ever could have meant coming from anyone else.

Lucky man.

I looked at the house. At the lights. At the garden. At the woman beside me. At the life I never imagined. The life that no twenty-two-year-old pool technician from Hicksville could have predicted, planned, or deserved. The life that fourteen women had built around me, with me, despite me, because of me.

"Yeah," I said. "I really am."

She leaned her head against my shoulder. I put my arm around her. The patio was quiet, the house was loud, the garden was dark, the stars were out, the gate was open.

The gate was always open.

If you would like to receive an update on Braxton and the women in his life, email me and I’ll add you to my spam-free, new release mailing list. My email is lenawhitegirl@gmail.com
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