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Luana 

Mike was twenty, and he carried the chronic feeling of taking up too little space in the world. He wasn't an ugly kid, tall, thin, with dark hair that was always a little messy, but he moved as if every room were already occupied by someone else, as if his own body owed the world an apology for being there. He studied Economics at the university twenty minutes from home, caught the 7:40 bus, came back for lunch, and spent the rest of the day shut in his room on the second floor, blinds half drawn even in the afternoon.

The house was one of those two-story homes typical of American suburbia, white siding and a porch out front, in a neighborhood where every lawn got mowed on Saturday morning and the neighbors waved without ever really talking. His father, Luis, had bought it seven years earlier, after the divorce from Donna. A quiet divorce, built more of exhaustion than anger, the kind that leaves everyone composed and no one happy.

It had taken Mike years to get used to that new family geography. His mother in an apartment across town, seen every other week, with that look that always seemed to be searching him for something broken to fix. His father, on the other hand, physically present but rarely really there. Luis worked sales for an industrial machinery company, which meant entire weeks out of town, airports, hotels, short calls in the evening.

It was during one of those long stretches away that Luis had met Luana.

Mike still remembered the first time he'd seen her, eight months earlier, when his father brought her to dinner to introduce her. He remembered the embarrassment that had risen to his face without permission, because his stepmother looked nothing like any woman he knew.

Luana was forty, and she had that mature, full presence boys dream about, the kind that promises to teach them the things not written in any schoolbook, the things their older, more knowing friends were always talking about. She was Italian, from Naples, and she wore that origin like a perfume: in the wide gestures of her hands when she spoke, in her low, slightly husky voice, in the accent that softened every English word into something warmer. She was curvy in every sense of the word, wide hips, a generous chest no blouse ever quite managed to contain, shapely legs that hinted at their own perfection even under trousers. Her hair was black, jet black, very long, worn loose over her shoulders or gathered into a loose knot that always let a few stray locks escape. Her lips were full, almost always painted dark red even at home, and her gaze was proud, direct, seeming to appraise everything it landed on, people included, with the same satisfied attention one gives a good wine.

Since she'd moved into the house three months earlier, the whole domestic atmosphere had changed. It wasn't just her physical presence. It was something subtler and more pervasive, as if she'd brought a different climate with her, thicker, warmer, one that had by now soaked into every room.

Mike noticed it most in the smells. Before, the house had smelled neutral, almost absent, detergent, wood, morning coffee. Now, wherever Luana moved, a trail lingered: something sweet and spiced, vanilla with something darker underneath, amber maybe, that mixed with the scent of her skin whenever she passed him in the hallway, so close that Mike had to hold his breath just to keep from being noticed while he breathed her in.

And then there was the way she dressed at home.

Outside, when she had to run errands or go with Luis to some work dinner, Luana turned into a perfectly respectable woman: tailored suit, low heels, hair pulled back. But at home, on the long days when Luis was traveling and it was just the two of them, she wore silk robes that fell open the moment she came down the stairs, sheer nightgowns that only pretended to cover what lay beneath, low-cut tops that, whenever she bent to load the dishwasher, gave Mike glimpses he tried, with little success, not to look at.

He didn't know if it was carelessness, some Mediterranean habit, or something else entirely. He only knew that every time Luana walked into a room he was in, his body reacted before his mind could catch up. A stiffening, a heat that crept up his neck, an embarrassment he tried desperately to hide behind a book, a dish to wash, whatever happened to be in his hands.

That October morning, Luis had been gone two days already on a business trip that would last at least a week. Chicago, then maybe Detroit, it was never entirely clear. Mike had come down to the kitchen around nine, having skipped his first class, and found Luana sitting at the table, a cup of coffee between her hands, wearing nothing but a short ivory robe, tied at the waist but open just enough to reveal a hint of amber skin at her chest.

"Morning, sweetheart," she'd said, looking up with that slow smile that always seemed to know something he didn't. "Sleep well?"

Mike had mumbled something barely intelligible, his eyes fixed on the coffee maker, carefully avoiding looking anywhere else.

"There's coffee, if you want some. I made it strong, the way you like it."

That wasn't true. She'd never asked him how he liked his coffee. But the tone she'd said it in, that small, gentle lie, had something in it that made him feel watched, catalogued, as if she knew more about him than he knew about himself.

He'd poured his coffee trying to keep his back to the table as long as possible, but when he finally turned to sit down, he met Luana's gaze fixed on him with a calm, almost amused attention, as if she were watching something she enjoyed.

"You're always so quiet, Mike," she'd said, stretching one leg out under the table in a gesture that looked casual and that, Mike was almost certain, wasn't casual at all. The robe had shifted just slightly, revealing the smooth inner curve of a full thigh. "At twenty you should be out more. Having girlfriends. Having fun."

"I study a lot," he'd answered, his voice lower than usual.

"You study a lot," she'd repeated, as if savoring the phrase, "and you're locked in your room all day." A pause, her smile widening just a little. "What do you do up there, all alone, for all those hours?"

The question had come so directly, so loaded with an undertone Mike couldn't fully decipher, that he'd felt himself flush all the way to his ears.

"I study," he'd repeated, almost defensively.

Luana had laughed softly, a low sound that landed straight in his stomach, and had gotten up from the table to carry her cup to the sink. Passing him, she'd let the wide sleeve of her robe brush his arm, and for an instant, maybe a second, maybe less, Mike had felt the warmth of her body, the scent of vanilla and amber intensifying, and he'd had to grip his mug with both hands to keep from visibly trembling.

"Of course you study," she'd said, her voice dropped to almost a whisper as she passed behind him, so close that Mike could have felt the fabric of her robe against the back of his neck if he'd only turned around. "You're a good boy, Mike. Such a... controlled boy."

She'd said that last word with a particular inflection, almost ironic, one that hung in the kitchen air long after she'd left, leaving behind only the trail of her perfume and the sound of her bare feet on the stairs.

Mike had stayed sitting at the table for several minutes, his coffee going cold in front of him, his heart beating at a rate that had nothing to do with caffeine. He knew there was something wrong with the way he reacted to Luana's presence. She was his father's wife. She was an adult woman, mature, married. And yet he couldn't stop thinking about her, about the way she moved, about the way the robe clung to her hips when she climbed the stairs, about the scent that lingered in the air long after she was gone.

Around noon, Luana had gone up to take a shower. Mike had heard her moving above his head, the water starting up, and for a good hour he'd sat bent over his books without actually reading a single line, his mind occupied by images he forced himself to push away and that kept coming back anyway, more insistent than before.

It wasn't until nearly one, when the house had gone quiet again and Luana's footsteps had moved off toward the kitchen downstairs, that Mike decided to go into the bathroom. Not right after her. He'd waited on purpose, without admitting to himself why waiting felt necessary.

The bathroom was still warm, the air thick with a light haze of steam and the same scent of vanilla and amber Luana carried with her everywhere, mixed here with something more intimate, warmer, belonging only to her skin. A veil of condensation still clung to the mirror. Mike had stepped toward the shower to grab the towel he'd forgotten there the night before, and in doing so, he'd lowered his eyes.

Against the white ceramic, near the drain, lay a few dark hairs, short, curly, clearly not from her head. Mike had stood frozen for a stretch of time that felt longer than it probably was, his eyes locked on those few dark strands that revealed something about Luana no robe, however loosely tied, had ever shown with the same clarity.

Without thinking, almost as if his hands moved independently of any conscious decision, he'd bent down and gathered them between his fingers, one by one, with an almost reverent care. There were only a few, maybe a dozen, but to him they felt like a treasure stolen from something forbidden.

He'd gone back up to his room clutching his closed fist as if it held something fragile. From the back of his closet he'd pulled out an old tin box, a leftover from when he collected trading cards as a kid, empty for years now. He'd laid the dark hairs inside with the same care one gives to a relic, and closed the lid.

Then he'd pushed the box to the back of his desk's bottom drawer, under a stack of old notebooks no one in that house would ever have a reason to move.

That night, locked in his room with the door bolted, a habit he'd picked up since Luana had moved in even though he couldn't have said exactly what he thought he was protecting himself from, Mike had opened his laptop and, as he did nearly every night now, gone looking for the only relief he knew of for the tension he'd been carrying since morning.

He'd lingered longer than usual on one video in particular, a dark-haired woman, curvy, mature, with an accent that wasn't quite Luana's but close enough to knot his stomach.

Two floors down, in the dark of her room, Luana was still awake, alone in a bed built for two, thinking about him with the same satisfied attention she'd been giving everything since she'd walked into that house.

Later, around eleven, Mike had heard a soft knock at his door. He'd snapped the laptop shut, his heart in his throat, and taken a couple of seconds to collect himself before answering.

"It's me," Luana's voice had said from the other side, low enough not to wake anyone, even though there was no one else in the house to wake. "I brought you some tea. It's cold tonight."

Mike had opened the door only a crack, as if that little gap could hide the tangle of thoughts still clinging to him. Luana was wearing a knee-length nightgown, the fabric so thin that the hallway light behind her rendered it nearly transparent, tracing the shape of her hips and chest with a clarity that struck Mike as almost indecent.

"You didn't have to," he'd said, taking the cup with both hands to have something to hold onto.

"I know I didn't have to." Luana had leaned against the doorframe, making no move to leave. "But I like taking care of you, when your father's not around. Somebody has to."

She'd left the sentence hanging a moment, her eyes moving over him with the same unhurried, searching calm as that morning, then she'd turned and walked off down the hallway, bare feet silent on the wood floor, leaving behind once more that trail of vanilla and amber that Mike could have recognized now with his eyes closed.

He'd locked the door, sat down on the edge of the bed with the tea still steaming in his hands, and for a long time he didn't drink it. He kept thinking about that backlit silhouette, about that low voice saying harmless words in a tone that was never entirely harmless, and about the tin box hidden in the bottom drawer of his desk, under the stack of notebooks.

He knew that something in that house had already changed, and that he had no intention of stopping it.
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Provocations 

In the days that followed, Mike had started noticing something he'd never paid such close attention to before: Luana seemed to know exactly when he was home, and she timed her movements accordingly.

It wasn't anything he could have proven to anyone. There was nothing concrete, nothing he could put in writing or tell a friend without sounding ridiculous. It was more of a feeling, a rhythm that repeated day after day with a precision that felt less and less like coincidence.

On Tuesdays, for instance, Mike got back from the university around one. Luana, who usually did yoga in the living room early in the morning, always put off her shower until after he got home on that particular day. He'd find her like that, in the upstairs hallway, wrapped in a short towel that left her legs bare to mid-thigh, black hair twisted up in a makeshift turban, her skin still damp and glistening.

"Oh, you're home already," she'd say, every time with the same rehearsed surprise, as if she hadn't heard the front door, as if she hadn't calculated the exact time he'd walk in.

Mike would answer in monosyllables, his eyes searching for any spot on the wall to land on, feeling the blood rise to his face while she stood there in front of him, unhurried about covering up, unhurried about moving, as if the hallway were wide enough for two people and she had every right to occupy the middle of it.

Wednesday was the kitchen's turn. Luana often cooked in the early afternoon, while Mike studied downstairs to avoid being cooped up in his room all day. She wore short aprons over light dresses, and every time she bent toward the oven, or reached up for something on a high shelf, the fabric pulled tight across her body in a way Mike forced himself not to look at and, inevitably, looked at anyway.

Once she'd caught him watching her. She hadn't said anything right away. She'd finished stirring whatever she was making, then turned toward him with a slow smile, her full lips parted slightly, and said only: "Like what you see?"

Mike had blushed to the roots of his hair and stammered something about dinner, about the smell coming from the pot, anything to avoid actually answering the question. Luana had laughed, a low, satisfied sound, and gone back to cooking as if nothing had happened, but that afternoon, when she brought his plate to the table, she'd leaned down more than necessary to set it in front of him, and Mike had had to stare at the wall behind her to keep from completely losing control of his own expression.

It wasn't only about the clothes, or how she moved around the house. It was also the way she talked to him.

Luana had gotten into the habit of asking him questions that seemed harmless on the surface and that, listened to more closely, always carried something extra. She'd ask if he had a girlfriend, and when he said no, she'd narrow her eyes with an expression that seemed to say she already knew. She'd ask what he liked in a woman, and when he tried to answer with vague generalities, she'd press, asking for details, asking whether he preferred women slender or curvy, dark-haired or blonde, shy or self-assured, until Mike found himself describing, without meaning to, something dangerously close to her.

"Interesting," Luana had said one evening, after one of those conversations, leaning against the kitchen doorframe with a glass of red wine in hand. "Boys your age always say they prefer younger girls. Not you."

Mike hadn't known what to say. He'd only felt the heat crawling up his neck, and pretended to be very interested in his plate.

Luis called every night around nine, a scant ten minutes in which he'd tell Luana about his workday and ask Mike how school was going. They were short, mechanical calls that always ended with the same words, and after which Luana would go a little quieter than usual, as if that voice on the phone reminded her of something she'd rather not think about.

It was right after one of those calls, a Thursday evening, that Mike witnessed something he couldn't get out of his head for days.

He'd gone down to the kitchen for a glass of water, thinking Luana had already gone to bed. The living room lights were off, but through the gap of the half-closed door came the bluish glow of a phone. Mike had stopped on the threshold, in the shadows, without being noticed.

Luana was sitting on the couch, legs tucked beneath her, her nightgown slipped off one shoulder. She was typing a message, her thumb flying across the screen, and on her face was an expression Mike had never seen her turn on anyone in that house: a secret smile, conspiratorial, her eyes half closed like someone savoring something in advance.

Mike had stood frozen, his heart pounding, wondering who she was writing to, what she was saying, and why that smile made something tighten in his stomach that felt as much like jealousy as curiosity.

He'd taken two steps back, silently, and gone back upstairs without the water he'd come down to get.

He hadn't been able to sleep much that night. He kept thinking about Luana's smile, about who might be on the other end of that message, and about a thought that had crept in quietly, almost timidly, one he could no longer shake off: maybe his father wasn't the only man in Luana's life.

The thought should have troubled him. In part, it did. But there was also something else, something darker and harder to admit even to himself, a kind of quiet thrill at the idea that Luana had secrets, that behind that facade of a perfect, attentive wife something forbidden might be hiding.

Friday morning, Luana had gone out early, dressed differently than usual: a fitted burgundy dress, high heels, her hair loose and styled as if for something important. She'd told Mike she was going shopping downtown with a friend, and hadn't come back before six that evening.

When she got back, she had a different air about her. More relaxed, more radiant, with lipstick slightly smudged that she hurried to fix in the entryway mirror while Mike pretended to be absorbed in a book in the living room.

"Good afternoon?" he'd asked, unable to hold back the question.

"Wonderful," Luana had answered, in a tone that seemed to hold far more than the word itself said. She'd come over to the couch, leaned down to kiss him on the forehead, a gesture she'd never made before, and for a moment Mike had caught her perfume mixed with something new, a man's cologne that didn't belong to his father.

He'd stayed sitting there, the book forgotten in his lap, while she climbed the stairs humming softly some song he didn't know, and he'd understood, with a certainty that had lodged in his stomach like a thin blade, that whatever had happened that afternoon, he had become, without wanting to, its silent accomplice.

That night, before going to bed, he'd taken the tin box out of his desk drawer. He'd opened it and looked at the few dark hairs gathered days before, now accompanied, in his mind, by that new image: the smudged lipstick, the foreign cologne, the secret smile on the couch in the dark.

He still didn't know what any of it meant. He only knew that something inside him had stopped wanting to look away.

Saturday morning, with the house wrapped in the particular quiet of suburban weekends, Mike had woken up late. Coming down to the kitchen in a t-shirt and pajama pants, he'd found Luana already up, sitting at the counter with a cup of coffee, her hair still tousled from sleep, wearing nothing but an oversized t-shirt that looked like it belonged to Luis, short enough to show off her bare legs almost to the hip.

"Morning," she'd said, without looking up much from her phone. "I made pancakes, if you want some."

Mike had sat down at the counter, keeping his eyes on his plate, but hadn't managed to entirely avoid the sideways glance that caught Luana's legs crossed on the stool next to his, her smooth, sun-warmed skin standing out against the light wood of the counter.

"Sleep okay last night?" she'd asked, finally setting down her phone. "I heard you moving around. Thought you were up late studying."

Mike had felt a jolt of alarm, wondering if she knew about the box, if she'd somehow guessed at his nighttime thoughts, but Luana's tone had stayed light, almost motherly, and he'd convinced himself it was only his imagination.

"Couldn't sleep," he'd admitted, eating quickly to have an excuse not to talk much.

"Me neither, sometimes." Luana had stretched, a slow movement that lifted the hem of her t-shirt just enough to make him look away with visible effort. "This house, when your father's not here, feels too big to me. Too quiet."

Mike hadn't known what to say. He'd thought, for a fleeting instant, that maybe he felt the same way, that the house without Luis had a different rhythm, more intimate, charged with something he didn't know how to name.

That afternoon, Luana had asked him to help move some boxes in the garage, stuff left there from before she'd arrived that she wanted to finally sort through. Working side by side in that cramped, dusty space, Mike had found himself brushing against her by accident more than once, an arm against a hip, a hand colliding with hers as they reached for the same box, and every contact, however brief, left a trail of heat on him that was hard to shake off.

At one point, bending to lift a heavy crate, Luana's t-shirt had ridden up her back, revealing the low curve of her waist and the start of what looked like a small, discreet tattoo he'd never noticed before. Mike had looked away too late, and when their eyes met, Luana had smiled, saying nothing, as if she'd noticed exactly where his gaze had landed and was, somehow, pleased by it.

That evening, after dinner, Luana had suggested they watch a movie together, since Luis would still be out of town for several more days and the house would otherwise stay silent. They'd sat on the same couch, not too close but not far apart either, and halfway through the movie Luana had shifted slightly, pulling her legs up and resting them almost against Mike's side, in a gesture that could have been simple comfort and that instead had struck him as charged with something else.

They hadn't talked much during the movie. But when the credits appeared on the screen, Luana had turned toward him, her face closer to his than it had ever been, and for one very long moment, neither of them moved.

"You're a good boy, Mike," she'd said at last, her voice low, almost a whisper. "Shame no one really notices."

Then she'd gotten up, wished him goodnight, and gone upstairs, leaving him alone on the couch, his heart pounding and his mind full of questions he still had no answers to.

Before going to bed, Luana had treated herself to a long, hot shower. Mike had heard it again, the water running for a long time through the thin walls of the house, and had waited, as usual, for everything to go quiet before moving.

He'd gone into the same bathroom shortly after, just to brush his teeth before turning in. The air was still warm, Luana's scent hanging everywhere. His eyes had landed on the wicker laundry basket by the tub. The lid had been left only half closed, and in the gap, wedged between the rim and the basket, stuck out a red pair of underwear, in some smooth fabric, maybe silk.

He'd stepped over to straighten it and close the lid properly, an almost automatic gesture, but as he lifted it his eyes caught a few lighter stains, right in the center, at the crotch. He'd gone still for a moment, his eyes fixed on that detail, and something inside him had taken over from reason. He'd brought the fabric to his face and smelled it, slowly, as if he were stealing something that didn't belong to him.

He shouldn't have. He knew that much. But he'd folded it quickly and tucked it into his pajama pants pocket, his heart racing, and finished brushing his teeth in a matter of seconds, then nearly ran to his room.

He'd locked the door and thrown himself onto the bed. He'd pulled the underwear from his pocket and brought it to his nose, breathing in deeply, inhaling and exhaling again and again, as if he wanted to imprint that scent into his memory for every day still to come. With his other hand he'd worked his way lower, and within a few minutes he'd relieved himself of a tension that had felt, by then, uncontrollable.

He'd fallen asleep like that, his hands still near his face and that strange trophy clutched between his fingers, aware that he'd need to return it as soon as possible, before Luana noticed it was gone.
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The Massage 

Mike had woken up with a single thought fixed in his mind: he had to return the underwear before Luana noticed it was missing. He'd spent the night turning it over in his dreams, tangled images and a guilt that hadn't faded at all by morning.

He'd hidden it at the back of a drawer, wrapped in a tissue, and heading down for breakfast he'd hoped the day would start like any other. Instead Luana, sitting at the table with her usual cup of coffee, had greeted him with a different look, more watchful, as if she were searching for something in his face.

"Morning," she'd said, her voice sounding calm on the surface. "Sleep well?"

"Yeah," Mike had lied, sitting down as far away as possible.

"Strange." Luana had sipped her coffee, her eyes never leaving him for a second. "I keep getting the feeling something's always missing in this house. Yesterday it was the laundry, for example. I counted the pieces and the numbers didn't add up."

Mike had felt the blood drain from his face. "I don't know what you're talking about," he'd answered, too quickly.

"Neither do I, really," she'd said, with a smile that didn't promise anything good. "Must have been the laundromat. Sometimes they lose the smaller pieces." A calculated pause. "The little red ones, for instance."

Mike had bent over his plate, unable to hold her gaze, while Luana kept watching him with that satisfied expression of someone who knows exactly what she's doing to another person with words alone.

Not long after, while he finished breakfast with his head still down, he'd heard her go up the stairs. When she came back down half an hour later, Mike had stood frozen in the kitchen doorway, watching her, unable to hide his shock.

Luana was wearing a short, fitted dress in a deep red that hugged her hips and chest, leaving little to the imagination. Her makeup was heavy, her eyes elongated with liner, her lips painted the same dark red as always but glossier, almost wet. Her hair fell loose over her shoulders, and sky-high heels lengthened her legs in a way that struck Mike as nearly indecent, as if the dress had been designed more for taking off than for wearing.

"Going out?" he'd asked, his voice coming out huskier than he'd intended.

"Yes," Luana had answered, checking her reflection in the entryway mirror, fixing a strand of hair with an unhurried gesture. "Some errands."

Mike had looked at that dress, those heels, that makeup done up so carefully for a few simple errands, and understood, without anyone having to say it outright, that Luana wasn't heading to any store that morning.

"I'll be back this afternoon," she'd added, grabbing her purse off the coat rack. "Don't wait on me for lunch."

She'd left, trailing her usual scent behind her, more intense than usual, and Mike had stood rooted in the entryway long after the door closed, wondering who the man was who was about to watch that dress slide off, and feeling, alongside the curiosity, a dull ache that felt too much like jealousy to ignore. He'd wondered if it was always the same man, or if it changed each time, and that question, unanswerable as it was, had followed him through the rest of the morning like background noise he couldn't switch off.

The rest of the morning had crawled by. Mike had tried to study, but the pages slid past his eyes without leaving a trace, his mind entirely occupied by that image, the red dress, the heels, the way she'd checked herself in the mirror as if rehearsing a scene she already knew by heart. He'd tried imagining the man waiting for her, his face, his voice, and every attempt left him with an unpleasant feeling in his stomach he couldn't quite name, a mix of curiosity and something too close to possessiveness he had no right to claim.

Luana had come back a little after four, and the moment she stepped through the door Mike knew something was different. That confident morning energy was gone. She walked more slowly, heels in hand instead of on her feet, her hair a little mussed, the makeup around her eyes slightly smudged.

"What an afternoon," she'd said, dropping onto the couch with a heavy sigh. "I'm wrecked."

"Everything okay?" Mike had asked, approaching cautiously.

"Just tired." Luana had rubbed one ankle with a wince. "These heels destroyed my feet. Come here, sweetheart, I need your hands on my feet. You have no idea what relief a man's fingers can give a woman's sore feet." She'd smiled, eyes narrowing. "Then I'll give you a nice little reward, if you're good."

Mike had sat down next to her, and Luana had lifted her legs, resting her feet on his thighs, exactly like the afternoon before. He'd started massaging gently, his mind still occupied with questions he didn't dare say out loud.

"Harder," she'd murmured, closing her eyes, her head tipped back against the arm of the couch. "I really need it today."

Mike had pressed with more purpose, working up from the arch of her foot to her ankle, while Luana sank further and further into the cushions, her legs parting slightly to follow the movement of his hands.

It was in that moment, glancing up for an instant from her feet, that Mike found himself looking higher, up along her legs, to the hem of her skirt that had ridden up with the movement. The skirt, already short to begin with, had climbed just far enough to reveal she wasn't wearing anything underneath. He saw, for an instant that felt endless, the dark, thick triangle between her thighs, the amber skin around it, and understood with sudden certainty where the underwear she should have been wearing that morning had ended up.

He'd gone rigid at once, his hands stopping on her foot, his eyes glued to that spot a fraction of a second longer than he would have liked.

Luana had opened her eyes at that exact instant, and followed the direction of his gaze with the clarity of someone perfectly aware she was being watched. A slow smile had risen to her lips, not embarrassed, not surprised, but pleased, as if that discovery were part of a plan she'd already anticipated.

"Go on," she'd said, her voice low, almost amused, making no immediate move to cover herself.

Mike had torn his eyes away with tremendous effort, his face burning, his hands resuming their motion on her foot with an uncertain, mechanical rhythm.

Only after a few moments did Luana pull the hem of her skirt down with a lazy, unhurried movement, one that covered very little given how short the garment was, and that seemed done more for play than out of any real modesty.

"Sorry," Mike had said, his voice reduced to a thread, eyes still lowered.

"For what?" she'd asked, tilting her head with mock innocence. "You didn't do anything wrong, sweetheart. It's just a body."

Mike hadn't been able to answer. He'd kept massaging in silence, his mind unable to pull away from that image, while Luana closed her eyes again with a small smile that never quite left her face, as if she were savoring something far bigger than a simple foot massage.

"You were amazing," Luana had said, satisfied, opening her eyes again and stretching like a cat. "You've definitely earned that gift I mentioned."

"You don't have to," Mike had answered, more moved than he wanted to admit. "I did it as a favor."

"No." Luana had shaken her head, firm. "I promised. Tomorrow." A slow smile had risen to her lips, full of a mystery she had no intention of revealing yet. "Tomorrow I'll tell you everything. It's a surprise."

Mike had stayed sitting there, his heart still pounding from the massage he'd just finished, unable to imagine what that promise could mean, and for the rest of the evening he hadn't been able to think about anything else.

That night, shut in his room, Mike had pulled the red underwear out of the drawer, the one he should have returned days ago. He'd laid it out on the bed, studying it with an almost clinical attention, his eyes returning again and again to the same light stains, the ones he'd first noticed in the bathroom.

He knew perfectly well what they were. There was really no need to ask himself. And yet the simple act of asking the question, of leaving it hanging in his mind without giving himself an explicit answer, excited him in a way he couldn't control. He wondered who had left them there, which man, what secret afternoon had come before that trace, and every guess that formed in his head left him feeling even more tense than before.

He'd promised himself not to touch himself that night. The afternoon had already shaken him enough, and he felt the need to somehow regain control of himself. He'd lain down on the bed, the underwear still in his hands, trying to breathe calmly.

But it only took one thought, the image of the dark triangle glimpsed under her skirt, Luana's smile, her voice saying "it's just a body" in that so casual tone, and every intention of self-control dissolved in an instant. He'd touched himself briefly, almost by accident, a minimal gesture that shouldn't have had any consequences.

Instead, the tension that had built up all afternoon had been too much. He'd realized, with a mix of relief and horror, that he'd made a mess, both his pajamas and the underwear stained in an instant he hadn't been able to control in any way.

He'd lain frozen for several seconds, his heart racing, before grasping the seriousness of the problem. Luana did laundry almost every day. If she found those items like this, she'd understand everything, and Mike had no idea how he'd be able to look her in the face after a discovery like that. He could already picture her expression, that slow smile that always seemed to know everything in advance, and the thought alone sent a cold shiver down his spine, in sharp contrast to the heat still pulsing through him.

He'd shot up, terror having suddenly dried his mouth, and quickly gathered the pajamas and underwear, desperately searching for a solution. He couldn't leave them out in the open. He couldn't even risk putting them in the dirty laundry hamper, where Luana would find them the very next day.

In the end, with his hands still shaking, he'd shoved them to the bottom of the wicker basket, under a pile of already-used towels, hoping that position would keep them hidden for at least a couple of days, enough time to find a better way to make them disappear entirely. He'd paused a moment to stare at that guilty pile of fabric, wondering how a day that had started with a simple massage could have ended like this, with his heart in his throat and his hands shaking from the fear of being caught.

He'd gone back to bed without touching the red underwear again, quickly wrapping it back in the tissue and returning it to the drawer, and had fallen asleep late, his mind still full of anxiety.

His last thought, before slipping into a restless sleep, had been for the next day. He'd need to find a moment when Luana wasn't home to retrieve the pajamas and underwear from the bottom of the basket and make them disappear for good, maybe by tossing them in a dumpster far from the house. It seemed like a simple plan, almost trivial. The time he had to work with, though, would turn out to be far less than he imagined.
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The Gift 

Mike had woken up with Luana's promise still hanging in his mind, that sentence she'd said the night before in a tone that gave nothing away, one that had followed him all night through a restless half-sleep. Tomorrow I'll tell you everything. It's a surprise.

He'd stayed in bed longer than usual, staring at the ceiling, trying to guess what she'd meant. He'd run through dozens of different possibilities, none of which had seemed plausible, and every time he thought he'd landed on a reasonable explanation, another, more unsettling idea took its place.

He'd come down to the kitchen later than usual, hoping to put off the encounter as long as possible, but Luana was already waiting, sitting at the table with a calm expression that struck him as suspicious right away.

"Morning, sweetheart," she'd said, pointing at the chair across from her. "Sit down. We need to talk about something."

Mike had sat, his heart pounding, trying to hold a neutral expression he already knew he couldn't manage.

"I can't find my red underwear," Luana had said, without preamble, her eyes fixed on his. "I'm sure it was in the basket, because it was dirty. You took it, didn't you?"

"No," Mike had answered, too quickly, his voice cracking halfway through the word.

"Mike." Luana's tone had stayed calm, almost patient, the way one talks to a child stubbornly clinging to an obvious lie. "You took it."

"No, I... I don't know what you're talking about."

"Mike."

The silence that followed had lasted only a few seconds, but to him it felt endless. Finally he'd dropped his gaze to the table, unable to hold hers, and mumbled a yes so quiet it was barely audible.

"See?" Luana had said, with no trace of reproach in her voice, almost relieved instead. "That wasn't so hard. Don't worry, it's fine. I thought your father had taken it, and it worried me, because lately he doesn't pay that kind of attention to me anymore."

Mike had glanced up, startled by that direct confession, but Luana had already changed expression, back to the slow smile he knew so well by now.

"Since you're good with massages, and since you were honest in the end, I want to give you a gift." She'd risen from her chair, circling the table until she stood behind him. "Turn around."

"What?"

"Turn around, I said. Back to me."

Mike had obeyed, his heart hammering in his chest, with no idea what was about to happen. Behind him he'd heard the rustle of fabric, the light click of a clasp coming undone, and had to clench his fists on his knees to resist the urge to turn back around.

"Not yet," Luana had said, as if she'd sensed the impulse. "Wait."

A few seconds had passed, maybe ten, during which Mike had felt his breath grow short, blood pounding in his ears.

"Now you can turn around."

Mike had turned slowly, and found Luana in front of him, one arm bent across her chest, her free hand holding out a red bra, in the same smooth fabric as the underwear he kept hidden in his drawer, a full C cup that betrayed every shape of her body even empty, just looking at it.

"Take this too," she'd said, her voice low, almost intimate. "You've earned it."

Mike had reached out a trembling hand, taking the garment with an embarrassment that burned on his face more than anything he'd ever felt in his life. The fabric was still warm, holding onto some of the heat of her body.

"I put a little of my perfume on it," Luana had added, watching him with satisfaction as he clutched the bra between his hands, not knowing where to look. "When you can't smell it anymore, tell me. We'll figure out what to do about refreshing it."

Mike hadn't managed a single word. He'd only nodded, eyes down, gripping the fabric between his fingers so hard it nearly burned his palm, and shot to his feet, looking for an escape toward his room before the embarrassment became unbearable.

"I'm going to study," he'd said, his voice breaking.

"Wait!" Luana's voice had stopped him on the kitchen threshold. "I did the laundry earlier."

Mike had frozen, his hand already on the door handle. He understood immediately what she meant, and the blood in his veins turned cold far faster than it had heated up moments before.

"I just wanted to reassure you," Luana had gone on, stepping closer slowly, her voice taking on a softer, almost maternal tone. "It's completely normal at your age. It happens to everyone, there's nothing to be ashamed of."

Mike would have given anything to disappear right then, to melt into the kitchen floor and never have to face that gaze again, one that seemed to see straight through him without the slightest effort.

"Later on I could explain some things to you," she'd added, "but it's a bit early for that. I've only been your stepmother a short while, and I wouldn't want to steal the role that belongs to your real mother."

"Yeah, sorry," Mike had stammered, his voice down to a thread. "I just had a weird dream."

"Maybe you'll tell me about it tomorrow." Luana had looked at him with an expression somewhere between amused and curious, her head tilted slightly. "Was I in that dream, too?"

Mike had felt his face flush even hotter, if that was possible, and for an instant thought that whatever he answered, right or wrong, would only confirm what Luana already suspected.

Mike hadn't answered. He'd bolted for the stairs, the bra still clutched in his hand, his face burning, and run up to his room, locking the door behind him in an almost desperate gesture.

Left alone in the kitchen, Luana had stood still for a few moments, a satisfied smile spreading slowly across her lips. She'd understood, with the same clarity she read everything else in that house, that she now had that shy, awkward boy firmly in her grip, and that soon she'd be able to do whatever she wanted with him. She'd poured herself another coffee, with the calm of someone who has just won a game she'd already anticipated every move of, and started thinking about what the next step in the game she was building so patiently would be.

In his room, Mike had sat on the edge of the bed, the bra still in his hands, unable to decide what to do with it. He'd brought it to his face, just as he had with the underwear, and breathed in that scent of vanilla and amber mixed with something more intimate, more her own, and for a long moment he hadn't been able to think of anything else.

He'd opened the drawer where he kept the underwear hidden, and laid the bra beside it, as if completing a collection he was deeply ashamed of and, at the same time, couldn't tear himself away from.

He'd wondered, as he closed the drawer, what Luana had really meant by that question about the dream. He knew it hadn't been an innocent question. He also knew she'd figured everything out, maybe from the very beginning, and that the whole conversation in the kitchen, with its warm, reassuring, motherly tone, had served only to tighten a bond he no longer had the strength or the will to break.

He'd stayed sitting on the bed for a good hour, replaying every single detail of the scene in the kitchen: the rustle of the clasp coming undone, the lingering warmth in the bra's fabric, Luana's low voice explaining about the perfume she'd left on it just for him. Every image that came back brought a mix of shame and arousal he could no longer tell apart, as if the two feelings had merged into something new, something of his own, that he'd never felt before. He'd tried distracting himself with a book, then with music, but nothing could really pull his thoughts away from that kitchen, that gesture, that veiled promise about what she might explain to him later on.

That afternoon, while he studied without managing to concentrate, he'd heard Luana moving around downstairs, humming softly as she tidied the house, with the lightness of someone who has just gotten exactly what she wanted. And Mike, no matter how hard he tried to feel ashamed of what had happened, couldn't shake the feeling, stronger even than the shame, of already impatiently waiting for the next time.

That evening at dinner, Luana had acted as if nothing had happened. She'd talked about a TV show, about a recipe she wanted to try, about little everyday things, in a tone so normal that Mike had almost started to wonder if he'd imagined the whole thing.

"Tomorrow I'm planning to reorganize the bedroom closet," she'd said at one point, pouring him more water. "If you've got an hour free, I could really use some help. There are heavy boxes to move."

"Sure," Mike had answered, almost automatically, still too rattled by the afternoon's events to think about what he was agreeing to.

"Good boy." Luana had looked at him with that satisfied expression he knew so well by now. "I like this willingness of yours more and more, you know. You're so different from boys your age. They only think about having fun. You, on the other hand, know how to show up when it matters."

"I just try to be useful," Mike had answered, eyes fixed on his plate.

"You are, sweetheart. Much more than you realize."

After dinner, climbing the stairs to bed, Mike had paused for a moment in front of Luis and Luana's bedroom door, left just far enough ajar to glimpse the inside. The double-doored closet took up an entire wall, big, imposing, and for a moment, without quite knowing why, Mike had felt a shiver that had nothing to do with the cold. He'd wondered why that image had stuck with him so vividly, and why the thought of helping Luana organize it had left him with an unease that, strangely, felt like anticipation.

He'd shut himself in his room, pulled the tin box out of the drawer once more, adding to it mentally, if not physically, the memory of that morning too. The red bra had stayed folded next to the underwear, both kept with the same obsessive care reserved for something precious and forbidden.

Before falling asleep, he'd thought back to Luana's question about the dream, and how close he'd come to her asking for details he'd never have known how to give without giving himself away completely. He knew that question would come back sooner or later, maybe in a different form, maybe more insistently, and that he'd have no choice but to face it.

He'd thought too about the closet, about the heavy boxes he'd have to help move the next day, and about that strange feeling he'd had standing in front of the half-open door. He still didn't know what awaited him in that room, but something inside him, an instinct he couldn't explain, told him that the favor asked so casually would mark the start of something new, something that would once again shift the balance of that house. He fell asleep with that thought still glowing, the tin box shut in the drawer and the memory of the red bra printed behind his eyelids as the last image before sleep.
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Thin Walls 

Luis worked too much, and by now they both knew it. His job kept him away almost constantly, between meetings that ran longer than planned and business trips that piled up one after another, and the evening phone calls, already short as they were, kept shrinking down to a scant few minutes, cut off halfway through by some sudden obligation.

Mike had noticed that Luana had almost entirely stopped asking when he'd be back. In the first months after the wedding she'd seemed to count his absences, mentally marking off each passing day. Now she took those short calls with the same ease she'd greet any piece of news, no trace of disappointment or regret.

"Your father works too much," she'd said one evening, hanging up after yet another few-minute call. "But then again, that's why I married him. A man who brings money home and never gets underfoot." She'd laughed at her own joke, a light sound that struck Mike as more bitter than she probably wanted to admit, as if some more uncomfortable truth were hiding behind that sentence than she herself was willing to share.

That very night, the same one on which Luana had asked him to help her reorganize the closet the next day, Luis had come home unexpectedly, well past midnight, an unplanned break between one trip and the next. Mike, still awake in his room, hadn't immediately understood who it was when he heard a car pull up in the driveway.

He was awake, as often happened now, his laptop shut on the desk but his mind still churning with thoughts he couldn't calm. He'd heard the front door open cautiously, then careful footsteps trying not to make noise, and finally Luis's low voice exchanging a few words with Luana in the hallway downstairs.

Mike had rolled over in bed, relieved at the idea of having the whole family back under one roof again, even if only for a few hours. But the relief hadn't lasted, replaced almost right away by an unease he couldn't yet name. After a few minutes of silence, through the thin walls of the house, he'd started hearing different sounds.

First a light, rhythmic creaking, coming from the room at the end of the hall. Then, over that sound, Luana's voice, low at first, a breathless rhythm slowly turning into a continuous moan.

Mike had gone rigid in bed, his heart starting to pound in a way that had nothing to do with surprise. He'd wanted to put on headphones, turn something on to drown out those sounds, but he'd stayed frozen, unable to move, listening to every shade of that voice he knew so well in other contexts and that now reached him loaded with a completely different meaning.

The moaning had grown more intense, the creaking more insistent, and at one point Luana had let out a sharper cry, almost a scream, that cut off abruptly. Right after, Luis's voice, low but distinguishable, had told her to keep it down, that Mike was right there, that he might hear.

But that cry, cut short as it was, had reached Mike's room loud and clear, and it struck him, in a way he couldn't quite explain, as almost excessive. Too intense to be simply the natural result of pleasure. As if part of that sound had been meant to carry through the walls, to reach exactly the room where he lay awake, motionless, unable to stop listening.

Mike had clutched the pillow to his chest, eyes fixed in the dark, trying to convince himself it was just an impression, a meaningless coincidence. But the more he thought about it, the more impossible it seemed that the cry had been entirely involuntary. He knew the nuances of Luana's voice well enough by now to sense when she was calculating an effect, and that night, as absurd as it sounded in the cold light of reason, he thought he recognized that same calculated quality even in what should have been the most spontaneous moment. He wondered if it was really possible, if a person could control even her own pleasure to that extent, or if it was only his imagination building connections that didn't exist.

The rest of the night had passed more quietly, just a few muffled murmurs, then complete silence. Mike had stayed awake a long time, his mind unable to settle, swept by a whirl of feelings he struggled to tell apart: embarrassment at having heard something he shouldn't have, a dull, inexplicable jealousy toward his father, and beneath all of it, however much he wished he could ignore it, an arousal that had made it impossible for him to fall asleep for hours.

He hadn't drifted off until around four, a light, restless sleep, filled with blurry images he couldn't clearly recall by the time he woke, aside from a general sense of unease that clung to him.

At six-thirty, still caught in that half-sleep, he'd heard his bedroom door open softly. He'd kept his eyes closed, pretending to sleep, or maybe actually asleep for those few seconds, sensing his father's presence approach the bed.

"Bye, champ," Luis had whispered, his voice thick with exhaustion. "I have to head out again. Be good, okay?"

Mike hadn't moved, his breathing steady, his eyes barely cracked open, and had felt his father's hand rest briefly on his shoulder, a gesture both affectionate and hurried at once, before the footsteps moved away toward the door.

Shortly after he'd heard the car start up in the driveway, and the sound of the engine fading down the street until it disappeared entirely. He'd stayed still, listening to that sudden silence that always followed his father's departures, a silence he recognized all too well by now, thick with a loneliness that wasn't just his own but seemed to wrap around the whole house.

He'd stayed in bed a while longer, his eyes finally open, staring at the ceiling, thinking back over that night, the sounds, his father's words asking Luana to keep quiet because he was right there. He knew he should feel ashamed for having listened, but he couldn't stop thinking about it.

He'd gotten up later than usual, and in the shower he'd let the hot water run for a long time, as if it could somehow wash away the thoughts that had latched onto him during the night. But every time he closed his eyes, the memory came back, that cry, his father's tone of voice, and that strange, inexplicable feeling that something in that scene had been aimed straight at him.

When he'd come down to the kitchen around nine, he'd found Luana already sitting at the table, with a different energy than usual, almost euphoric, her hair loose over her shoulders and a smile that lit up her face more than usual.

"Morning, sweetheart," she'd said, looking up from her cup. "Sleep well last night?"

Mike had felt the blood rush to his face, unable to come up with a neutral answer. "Not really," he'd admitted, sitting down with his eyes lowered.

"Really? Why's that?" Luana's tone had stayed light, almost playful, but her eyes were watching him with an attention that left no doubt she knew exactly why.

"I heard screaming," Mike had said, his voice coming out lower than he'd wanted, almost a whisper.

Luana had tilted her head, as if that confession delighted her enormously. "Ah, that." She'd sipped her coffee calmly. "When a woman's happy, sweetheart, that's just what happens. It happens to me a lot."

"But Dad's barely ever here," Mike had answered, before even realizing how loaded with an implication he had no real intention of voicing that sentence sounded.

Luana had smiled, a slow, satisfied smile that curved her full lips in a way that struck Mike as almost predatory. "You're so naive, Mike." She'd shaken her head, amused. "Do I really have to spell it all out for you?"

Mike had stayed silent, unable to hold her gaze, his heart pounding for a reason that had nothing to do with the plain embarrassment of the night before.

"Let's just say," Luana had continued, setting her cup down on the table with a slow gesture, "that sometimes a woman needs to make herself heard. Not only by whoever happens to be with her at the time."

She'd left the sentence hanging in the air, her eyes fixed on his, and Mike had understood, with a sudden clarity that took his breath away, that as absurd as it sounded, part of those sounds that night had been meant for him specifically.

"I don't understand," he'd murmured, even though deep down he understood perfectly.

"You don't need to understand everything right away," she'd answered, rising from the table in one fluid motion. "You've got time to learn."

"What if Dad had heard that I was awake?" Mike had asked, almost without thinking, a desperate attempt to steer the conversation onto safer ground.

Luana had turned to look at him, one eyebrow raised, a smile that promised nothing reassuring. "Your father only thinks about sleeping, when he's home. He barely notices anything, sweetheart. It's not his fault, he's just very tired." She'd paused, studying him closely. "You, on the other hand, notice everything. I picked up on that right away, you know. From the very first day." She'd walked past him, letting the scent of vanilla and amber fill his lungs, and before leaving the kitchen she'd paused a moment behind him.

"By the way," she'd added, her voice dropped to a warm whisper near his ear, "don't forget our appointment this afternoon. That closet won't organize itself."

Mike had stayed sitting at the table a long time after she left the room, his coffee gone cold in front of him, his mind unable to pull away from that sentence, that smile, everything it seemed to promise for the now-imminent afternoon.

He'd spent the rest of the morning trying to study, with no real results. Every now and then he'd hear Luana moving around downstairs, the sound of her footsteps, a song hummed under her breath, and every sound reminded him of that night, that conversation, that sentence left hanging about what had really been meant for him and what hadn't. He'd tried more than once to get back to his books, but the words slid past without leaving a mark, replaced over and over by the image of Luana sitting at the table, that knowing smile, her voice asking if he really needed everything spelled out for him.

Around noon, as they ate lunch together in a silence heavier than usual, Luana had looked up from her plate and studied him with an almost tender expression.

"Don't worry so much, Mike," she'd said, as if she'd read his every thought. "You'll see, this afternoon all this tension will pass." She'd smiled, bringing the last bite to her mouth. "The closet's waiting."

Mike had nodded without adding anything, but inside he knew that sentence, said so lightly, hid far more than a simple invitation to sort out a few boxes. The thought of that afternoon, of the closet waiting to be organized together, had stayed with him for the rest of the morning, mixing anxiety and curiosity in a proportion he could no longer control.

He'd tried getting back to his books one last time, but it only took the smallest reminder, the memory of that knowing smile, for every intention of studying seriously to vanish within minutes. He sighed, closed the book, and went to take a cold shower, hoping the water could somehow set his thoughts back in order before the appointment. There was nothing left to do but wait for the afternoon, with that feeling of anticipation that by now felt impossible to tell apart from fear.
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The Secret Pact 

At three sharp, Mike had knocked softly on the bedroom door, his heart already pounding from the anticipation that had built all morning. He hadn't been able to think about anything else since breakfast, turning over in his head every possible meaning of that sentence Luana had said the day before, wondering what really waited for him behind that door.

Luana had opened it with a calm smile, dressed in a simple blouse and comfortable pants, as if that afternoon were no different from any other.

"Come in, sweetheart," she'd said, stepping aside. "Look at this mess."

The double-doored closet took up an entire wall, and in front of it cardboard boxes were already stacked up, clothes folded haphazardly on a chair, shoes scattered across the floor.

"Where do we start?" Mike had asked, trying to focus on the practical task to keep from thinking about anything else.

"Those boxes up top are heavy," Luana had answered, pointing at the upper part of the closet. "You're taller than me, can you get them down?"

Mike had obeyed, reaching up for the boxes while Luana stayed below to guide him, her hands ready to catch the weight as they came down.

"Careful, don't hurt yourself," she'd said, a motherly tone that clashed oddly with the tension Mike felt building with every casual brush of their hands.

For about ten minutes the work had gone on almost normally, boxes moved, clothes sorted, light conversation about nothing in particular.

"All this stuff is from when I still lived in Naples," Luana had said, pulling out a box full of old photos. "I can never decide whether to throw it out or not."

"Do you miss Italy?" Mike had asked, trying to keep the conversation on neutral ground.

"Sometimes." Luana had flipped absently through a few photographs. "I miss the way people live there. Freer, less rigid. Here in America there's always this idea that everything has to be orderly, predictable." She'd looked up at him, an enigmatic smile on her lips. "I've never been good at staying inside the lines, you know?"

"What do you mean?"

"You'll find out soon."

Mike had tried pressing, curious about that unfinished sentence. "Soon like when?"

"Today, if you're lucky." Luana had closed the box with a mysterious smile, setting it on the floor beside her.

Then, all at once, she'd stopped, leaning one hip against the closet door, and looked at him with a different expression.

"Mike," she'd said, her voice shifting register. "I have to tell you something."

"What?"

"I'm expecting someone this afternoon."

Mike had gone still, a box still in his hands. "Someone who?"

"A friend." Luana had looked him straight in the eye, without a trace of embarrassment. "A man. He's coming over soon, while your father's out of town."

The blood had drained from Mike's face as scattered pieces of truth he'd suspected for weeks suddenly snapped together into a clear, undeniable picture. "You... you have a lover?"

"Let's say I have some very affectionate friends." Luana had smiled, without the slightest hint of shame. "Does that shock you?"

"I... I don't know." Mike had set the box down, his hands trembling slightly. "What about Dad?"

"Your father has nothing to do with this." Luana's tone had turned more serious, just for a moment. "Your father's a good man, but he's not enough to fill all the hours of a woman like me. You understand what I mean?"

"How long has this been going on?" Mike had asked, curiosity taking over from the initial shock.

"Since before I married your father, if you want to know." Luana had sat on the edge of the bed, with the ease of someone recounting some ordinary anecdote. "I'm not built for monogamy, Mike. I've never hidden that from anyone, except him."

"What if he finds out?"

"He won't." A shadow had crossed her face, quickly chased away by a smile. "Unless someone tells him."

Mike had caught the implication in those words immediately, and shook his head. "I'd never say anything."

"I know," Luana had answered, satisfied. "That's exactly why I chose you for this little confidence."

"Why me? You could've said nothing, you could've kept it hidden without any trouble."

"I could have," Luana had admitted, settling more comfortably on the bed, "but you live in this house. Sooner or later you'd have seen something, heard something, like what already happened with your father the other night. Better you hear it from me, on my terms, than stumble onto it by accident and do something stupid." She'd studied him carefully, as if weighing exactly how much she could trust him. "And besides, let's be honest, there's already a certain closeness between us, isn't there?"

"What kind of terms?"

Luana had gotten up, stepping closer to the closet again, her expression shifting from confiding to something more decisive.

"I don't want you to judge it as some ugly thing," she'd continued, taking a step closer. "It's just my nature. I need certain kinds of attention, and I take it where I find it. I'm not hurting anyone, as long as no one finds out."

"So what am I supposed to do?" Mike had asked, his voice uncertain.

"You," Luana had said, a slow smile spreading across her lips, "could stay."

"Stay?"

"In the closet." She'd gestured toward the doors still open behind her. "You could hide in there, quietly, and watch. No one would ever know. It would be a secret just between the two of us."

Mike had been left breathless, the proposal so absurd and so charged with a forbidden thrill that he didn't know whether to laugh or run.

"I can't," he'd said, his voice betraying more hesitation than he would have wanted to show. "It's... wrong."

"Wrong for who?" Luana had tilted her head, studying him closely. "You wouldn't hurt anyone. You'd only watch. It's something you want, Mike. I've known for weeks, from the way you look at me, from the videos you keep hidden on your computer." A calculated pause. "From the underwear you stole out of the basket."

Mike had felt his face catch fire, unable to deny something that was by now blatantly obvious between them.

"There's nothing wrong with wanting," she'd continued, her voice growing softer, almost persuasive. "The wrong is only in speaking of it to someone. If it stays a secret between us, it stays harmless too."

"What if I get caught?"

"You won't." Luana had stepped even closer, close enough that Mike could feel her perfume wrap completely around him. "Trust me. I know exactly how to arrange things."

"Why do you do it?" Mike had asked, almost in a whisper. "Why do you want me to watch?"

Luana had thought about it for a moment, as if this were the first time she'd really asked herself that question. "Because I like being watched," she'd finally answered. "And because I like that you'd know. There's something exciting about sharing a secret this big with someone who can't judge me, because he's as much a part of the game as I am."

"I'm not part of anything," Mike had protested, without much conviction.

"Not yet," she'd answered, with a smile that allowed no argument. "But you're about to be."

Mike had stayed silent for a long moment, his heart hammering in his chest, torn between the terror of what he was about to agree to and a desire he felt growing stronger than any moral scruple.

"Okay," he'd finally said, his voice reduced to a whisper.

Luana had watched him with an almost tender attention, not moving toward the closet right away. "You know, at first I thought you'd say no."

"So did I," Mike had admitted, eyes down.

"So why did you say yes?"

Mike had thought about it a moment, searching for an answer that was at least partly honest. "I don't know. Maybe because with you, in this house, I feel seen for the first time."

Luana's smile had softened, almost genuine, for an instant. "See? You're not as complicated as you think." She'd smiled at him again, then risen from the bed, ready to move on to the practical part of the afternoon at last.

Luana's smile had widened, satisfied. "Good boy." She'd taken his hand, leading him toward the closet. "Now listen to me carefully. You have to stay completely still. No noise, no sudden movements. Understand?"

"Understood."

"If something goes wrong, if you feel like you've been spotted, stay still anyway. Let me handle it." Luana had arranged him among the hanging clothes, moving a few shirts to make room for him, leaving a thin gap between the doors he could see through. "Breathe slowly. Don't hold your breath, it'll only make you feel worse."

"How long have you... how long have you been doing this?" Mike had asked, his voice muffled by the cramped space.

"Long enough to know how to do it well." Luana had smiled at him one last time before closing the doors almost all the way. "Relax, sweetheart. You'll like it."

"What if he notices someone's here?"

"He won't. My friends are discreet. They come here for me, not to snoop around in the closet." Luana had laughed softly, a low sound that reached Mike loaded with an excitement he couldn't quite explain to himself. "Now hush. He's about to arrive."

Mike had nodded in the dark, even though she couldn't see him, and forced himself to breathe slowly, just as she'd said, trying to calm a heartbeat that felt completely out of control by now.

The doors had swung shut, leaving only a thin line of light marking the gap through which Mike could watch the room. The darkness around him was thick, scented with Luana's clothes, a mix of vanilla, amber, and fabric that filled his lungs with every breath.

Maybe ten minutes had passed, an eternity measured out only by his own heartbeat, while Mike stayed motionless among the clothes, listening to every tiny sound coming from the house. He could hear Luana moving around downstairs, the clink of glasses, maybe fixing something to drink, and every sound felt amplified by the unnatural silence he was locked inside.

When he'd finally heard the doorbell ring, the jolt that ran through his body was almost painful, as if until that moment some small part of him had been hoping no one would actually show up.

"Coming!" Luana had called out, her voice cheerful, easy, as if there were nothing unusual about that afternoon at all.

Mike had heard her footsteps move away, then the muffled sound of the front door opening, indistinct voices rising from downstairs. A man's voice, deep, answering something Luana said in a familiar, almost intimate tone.

"You kept me waiting," the man's voice had said, growing closer as they climbed the stairs.

"Was it worth it?" Luana had answered, her voice loaded with a seductive tone Mike had never heard her use at home.

"Always."

"I made something to drink, if you're thirsty," she'd said, as their footsteps continued down the hallway.

"I'm thirsty for something else today," the man had answered, and Mike had heard a smile almost audible in Luana's voice as she responded with a low, knowing laugh.

"You never change."

"And you just keep getting more beautiful. Your husband has no idea how lucky he is."

"Let's not talk about him right now," Luana had answered, her tone suddenly more serious, almost sharp. "Not today."

Mike, hidden in the dark, had felt that sentence land somewhere he hadn't expected, a small pang of something that resembled protectiveness toward his father, even though he had no right, in that moment, to feel protective of anyone.

The footsteps had drawn closer to the bedroom door, and Mike, crouched in the dark among the scented clothes, had felt his heart race to an almost painful rhythm as the bedroom door opened and the two of them walked in, unaware of the silent presence watching them through the gap in the closet. There was no time left to back out, and Mike, holding his breath, had braced himself to watch.
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The Closet 

The man who'd walked into the room with Luana was tall, broad-shouldered, with a powerful chest already hinted at beneath his fitted t-shirt. He'd pulled that shirt off in one quick motion the moment the door closed behind him, revealing a hairy chest, muscles well-defined from steady training, skin tanned from spending a lot of time outdoors. His arms were strong, veins standing out clearly, and Mike, watching from the gap in the closet, couldn't help comparing that athletic build to his father's smaller, more neglected one.

"Come here," Luana had said, pulling him toward her by his belt.

The man had kissed her hungrily, his hands running straight over her hips, lifting her blouse to expose her breasts. Mike, frozen in his hiding place, had held his breath, finally watching what he'd only guessed at in the weeks before: Luana's body free of every constraint, her full, firm breasts that the man had started kissing and squeezing eagerly, her wide hips moving against him in a rhythm already charged with impatience. Luana's hands ran over the man's hairy chest, her fingers getting lost in the dark hair, while her full lips parted in a sigh of anticipated pleasure.

"I've been thinking about you all week," the man had murmured, his voice rough against Luana's neck.

"Prove it, then," she'd answered, pushing him toward the bed.

Their clothes had fallen to the floor one piece at a time, and Mike had seen Luana fully naked for the first time, the body he'd only imagined through half-open robes and sheer nightgowns now exposed in every shape: her wide hips, her shapely legs, her mound covered by a thick black triangle of curly hair, exactly like the ones he kept hidden in the tin box. Luana's breasts, finally free of any clothing, were full and heavy, the dark nipples already hard just from contact with the room's air.

The man had knelt in front of her, his hands sliding up her full thighs, and started kissing her between the legs with a deliberate slowness that made Luana's back arch against the edge of the bed. Mike could see her face contorted with pleasure, her lips parted, her eyes closed as the man's head moved slowly against her, the thick black hair covering her mound slightly disheveled by the motion.

"Yes," she'd whispered, one hand in the man's dark hair, "right there."

Luana's moans had grown gradually louder, a breathless rhythm turning into increasingly intense whimpers, her fingers gripping the man's hair as her hips moved against his mouth in a rhythm that betrayed a growing, uncontrollable pleasure. Her full thighs trembled slightly with each wave, and her generous breasts rose and fell in time with her increasingly ragged breathing.

Mike, in the scented dark of the closet, could hear every single sound amplified by the closeness and the silence he was forced into, and despite every effort at self-control, he'd found himself fully aroused, his body tense, his breath short, not daring to move even a finger for fear of giving away his presence.

After long minutes, the man had risen, pushing Luana further up the bed, and lain down over her, their bodies joining in one fluid motion accompanied by a deep groan from them both. Mike, through the gap in the closet, could watch every detail of their joining with perfect clarity, their bodies fitting together with a familiarity that spoke of experience, Luana's thick black hair disappearing beneath the man's hips with every thrust.

"Like that," Luana had gasped, her legs tightening around his hips. "Harder."

The rhythm had built steadily, the creak of the bed marking every movement, their bodies moving together with a synchrony that told of an understanding built over time. Mike watched Luana's shape moving beneath the man's, her breasts swaying with every thrust, her amber skin glistening faintly with sweat in the light filtering through the curtains, and felt every image carving itself into his memory with a clarity he knew he'd never forget. The man's hands dug into her wide hips, gripping hard enough to leave clear marks on her skin, while Luana's shapely legs tightened around him with every deeper thrust.

"Don't stop," Luana had gasped, her voice breaking more with every word. "Don't stop, please."

The man had picked up the pace, a low, deep groan escaping his chest, while Luana clung to his shoulders, her nails digging into his tanned skin, her body shaking with increasingly intense tremors. The bed was creaking nonstop by now, a pounding rhythm mixing with Luana's sharper and sharper moans and the man's heavy breathing above her.

Then, suddenly, Luana had thrown her head back and screamed, a sharp, drawn-out cry, far more intense and far more unrestrained than the one Mike had heard the night his father came home. There'd been no one there to tell her to keep it down, no worry about being overheard, and that cry had burst out without any restraint, reaching all the way to the farthest corners of the house, almost as if trying to prove to anyone listening just how real and uncontainable that pleasure was.

The man had reached his own climax moments later, a hoarse groan accompanying his final movements before collapsing beside her, both of them panting, their bodies still shaking with small tremors, the man's hairy chest rising and falling rapidly as he tried to catch his breath.

Mike, in the dark of the closet, had felt his own body give in to a tension he hadn't been able to control in any way. Without having touched himself, without having made a single voluntary movement, he'd realized with horror and a confused pleasure that he'd come completely undone, his pants soaked through, his heart pounding so hard it felt almost painful. He'd clenched his teeth, terrified at the thought that this moment of weakness might somehow give him away with a sound, a movement, anything that would reveal his presence.

The two lovers had stayed lying on the bed for a few minutes, exchanging quiet words Mike could no longer make out clearly, his mind still reeling from what he'd just watched and lived through in silence.

After a while, the man had dressed quickly, and Luana had walked him out of the room, their voices trailing away down the hallway until they vanished beyond the front door.

A few minutes had passed before Luana came back to the room. Mike had stayed frozen in the dark, listening to the man's light footsteps going down the stairs, Luana's voice moving off to walk him to the door, and the unnatural silence that followed, broken only by the still-racing beat of his own heart.

The closet doors had swung open all at once, afternoon light flooding into the dark space where Mike had stayed huddled, motionless, unable to move.

Luana had looked at him for a long moment, her eyes dropping immediately to the dark stain clearly visible on the front of his pants, and a slow smile had risen to her lips.

"Oh," she'd said, bringing a hand to her mouth in a theatrical gesture of surprise. "Look at that."

Mike hadn't managed to say anything, his face burning, his eyes down with shame.

"No need to be ashamed, you know," she'd added, her tone gentler. "It's the most natural reaction in the world."

"Did you like it?" she'd asked then, her voice thick with amusement. "Better than the videos you watch?"

"But..." Mike had stammered, his voice reduced to a thread. "But... you didn't use anything, and he... he finished inside..."

Luana had looked at him with a calm expression, not the least bit ruffled by the question. "Don't worry, nothing happens, it's safe." She'd paused, studying his reaction with curiosity. "You know, your father and I would like to give you a little brother. We've been trying for a while now, that's why I'm not used to using anything anymore."

"With Dad?" Mike had asked, his voice cracking with a confusion he couldn't hide.

"Of course, with your father." Luana had looked at him as if the question were obvious. "But a body used to certain things stays used to them, you understand? It's not like I change the rules depending on whose arms I'm in."

"But he's not my father!" Mike had exclaimed, his voice rising more than he'd intended.

"Right, you have a point." Luana had laughed, a light, amused sound. "But did you see that body, though? He's really not your father." She'd laughed again, shaking her head. "He's thirty, ten years younger than me and twenty younger than your father. The most virile age for men." A mischievous smile had risen to her lips. "Who knows, maybe it happened today, don't you think?"

"I shouldn't... you shouldn't say these things to me," Mike had murmured, his voice almost pleading, unable to even form the sentence properly in his confusion.

"And why not?" Luana had looked at him with genuine curiosity. "You were in there watching all of it, Mike. There's not much left I can hide from you after today." She'd stepped closer, lowering her voice. "And deep down, you liked knowing these things. I can see it in your eyes, even now."

Mike had gone pale, his hands rushing instinctively to cover himself out of shame, unable to hold Luana's gaze a second longer.

"Go on, go get changed," she'd said, her tone suddenly practical, as if she were giving instructions for some ordinary household chore. "If your father surprises us and comes home for dinner, what are you going to tell him?"

Mike had struggled to move, his legs still weak, unable to find the strength to answer that rhetorical question.

"And wash everything well," Luana had added, as he headed for the door. "I don't want another accident like last time."

She'd laughed again, a sound that echoed in Mike's ears the whole way to his room, as he walked down the hall with his hands still pressed against his soaked pants, his heart pounding with a mix of shame, lingering arousal, and a thought he couldn't shake: what he'd just seen was only the beginning of something he could no longer stop.

Shut in his room, he'd undressed quickly, hiding the dirty clothes at the back of his closet as he'd done before, and sat on the edge of the bed, his hands shaking, unable to stop replaying every single moment of that afternoon. He knew something inside him had changed for good, and that there was no going back to being the shy, self-conscious boy he'd been just hours before.

He'd lain down on the bed, eyes on the ceiling, running back through every image of that afternoon in his mind: Luana's shape, the final cry, the words about the little brother, the light laugh she'd used to brush off every one of his objections. He knew there'd be a next time soon, and that by now, he wouldn't know how to say no.

Before going downstairs to face the rest of the day, he'd paused for a moment in front of the mirror, studying his reflection with a mix of shame and a strange new self-awareness, as if that afternoon had drawn a sharp line between who he'd been until then and who he was about to become. There was no going back now, and to his own surprise, he wasn't even sure he wanted to find one. He sighed and went down the stairs, ready to face whatever the evening had in store for him.
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The Video 

Dinner had gone by in a silence loaded with unspoken things, Mike pushing food around his plate without really eating, while Luana seemed to have an unusually good appetite, as if the afternoon just past had left her with fresh energy.

"Did you like what you saw?" she'd asked at one point, setting down her fork calmly, as if commenting on the weather.

Mike had nearly dropped his glass. "Luana, please..."

"It's a simple question." She'd looked at him with an innocent expression that completely contradicted the content of the question. "I'm good, aren't I?"

"I can't answer things like that," Mike had murmured, eyes down on his plate.

"Sex is a wonderful thing, Mike. You should have some too, now and then." Luana had sighed, a theatrical sigh loaded with mock regret. "It's a shame you're my stepson and we can't, isn't it?"

Mike had felt the blood drain from his face. "What do you mean?"

"Nothing, nothing." She'd shaken her head, a mischievous smile contradicting the word she'd just said. "I could teach you so many things, you know? But I'd feel guilty toward your father."

Mike hadn't managed to answer, unable to keep up with a game of insinuation that seemed to have no end.

"You need to learn some control, you know," she'd continued, changing the subject with the same ease she'd introduced it. "You made a complete mess today, right in front of me. What exactly got you so worked up?"

"Luana..."

"Answer me." Her tone had grown more insistent, her eyes fixed on him, giving him no way out.

"I don't know," Mike had stammered, his voice down to a thread. "All of it, maybe."

"All of it," she'd repeated, savoring the words with obvious satisfaction. "Nice answer."

After dinner, Luana had gotten up, stretching, with the satisfied laziness of someone who'd spent an intense afternoon. "Come on, let's watch something on TV. I don't feel like going straight to bed."

They'd moved to the living room couch, and Luana had stretched out along its full length, resting her head on a cushion and swinging her legs to the side, her feet landing right in Mike's lap.

"Rub my feet a little, sweetheart," she'd said, without even looking at him, her eyes already fixed on the television. "After the day I've had, I've earned it."

Mike hadn't dared refuse. He'd taken her left foot in his hands and started massaging it with the same old awkwardness, while Luana lazily flipped through channels with the remote.

"Harder, under the arch," she'd murmured, closing her eyes for a moment. "Yes, that's good."

"Never anything interesting on," she'd remarked, after a few minutes of fruitless channel surfing. Then she'd stopped on a different screen, the smart TV's streaming menu. "You know what I feel like? Watching something more fun. A porno, just for a laugh."

Mike had stiffened, his hands going still on her foot. "I don't think that's a good idea."

"Why not? We're alone in the house, and you've already seen far worse by now." Luana had smiled, scrolling through the list of titles with her thumb on the remote. "Wait, look at this one. Seems made just for us."

She'd read the title out loud, an amused tone in her voice. "'The Stepmom and Dad's Coworkers.' Funny title, don't you think?"

Before Mike could answer, she'd already hit play.

The scene opened with a woman in her forties, alone at home with her stepson, both of them absorbed in whatever they were doing when the doorbell rang. Two men, her husband's coworkers, had come by to return a briefcase with important documents he'd forgotten at the office, a kindness meant to keep him from losing precious work time. The woman, grateful, had invited them in for a drink before they left.

It took only a few minutes for the conversation to slide into something else, glances lingering, hands landing on knees and hips, until the woman found herself on the living room couch, surrounded by the two men, taking turns kissing and touching her while she gave herself over to increasingly intense moans. The stepson, in a scene that mirrored reality a little too closely, watched it all from behind a half-closed door, motionless, exactly as Mike had been just a few hours earlier inside the closet.

"What a strange thing, two men at once," Luana had remarked, her eyes fixed on the screen. "What do you think?"

Mike had felt his face catch fire, his hands unconsciously gripping tighter on the foot he was massaging.

"Yeah," he'd murmured, his voice uncertain. "She's not... serious about anything."

Luana had laughed, a light sound. "Careful with those hands, sweetheart. You're hurting me."

"Sorry," Mike had said, immediately loosening his grip.

"You shouldn't be so closed-minded about it, you know," she'd continued, without taking her eyes off the screen. "Those two coworkers of the husband did him a kindness, after all, bringing back the bag with the important documents. Imagine if it had gotten lost. She just returned the favor, for her husband's sake."

"That doesn't seem like the same thing at all," Mike had tried to object, without much conviction.

"No? And what's the difference, in your opinion?" Luana had looked at him with genuine curiosity, as if she really expected a logical answer to that question.

"I don't know," he'd admitted. "It just seems like... an excuse."

"A generous man always deserves a reward," she'd answered, with a shrug. "That's how the world works, sweetheart, whether you like it or not."

That twisted logic didn't seem to convince Mike, but he hadn't found the words to argue with it openly.

"Would you want to see me with two men at once?" Luana had asked suddenly, turning to look at him with a curious expression.

Mike had been hit by a jolt of jealousy so sudden and so strong it left him breathless. He hadn't managed to answer, his throat tight, eyes down on the foot still in his hands.

"No answer?" Luana had smiled, amused by his silence. "Come on, I was joking. Although back in Naples, a long time ago..." She'd stopped, a shadow of nostalgia crossing her face. "Yeah, no point talking about it, it's been way too long, and I was still a girl with no rules back then. I'm a proper wife now."

"What happened in Naples?" Mike had asked, curiosity taking over from his embarrassment.

"Girl stuff," she'd answered, evasive, reaching for the remote and switching off the TV with a brisk motion.

"I think I'll head to bed now," she'd said, in a suddenly practical tone, pushing herself up to sit. "I don't think Luis is coming home tonight."

Mike had nodded, not quite sure what to expect, as Luana got up from the couch and paused for a moment, as if something had just occurred to her.

"You know," she'd said, "that guy today is very... generous, when he finishes. I put on a new pair of underwear before he got here, and I can already feel most of it's come through." She'd made an amused face. "I'll have to change again."

Mike hadn't known what to say, his face burning.

"If you want, I'll give it to you," she'd added, in a light tone, as if offering him a piece of candy. "For your collection. Do you want it?"

Mike had wanted to say no. He'd wanted to find the strength to refuse, to finally set a limit on this game that grew more explicit by the day. But the word had stuck in his throat, replaced by an almost imperceptible nod.

"I can't hear you," Luana had said, tilting her head with a smile that left no room for misunderstanding. "Say it clearly. Do you want it?"

"Yes," Mike had whispered, his voice coming out huskier than he'd expected.

Luana had smiled, satisfied, and without any hesitation slipped her hands under her skirt, sliding off the underwear in one fluid motion, left wearing nothing but a short, semi-sheer robe that hinted at every shape of her body.

She'd pressed it into his hands, still warm, and leaned toward his ear, her voice dropped to a whisper.

"Have fun with this tonight."

Mike had gripped the fabric between his fingers, feeling it damp, charged with a warmth that had nothing to do with the room's temperature, and had to stop himself from bringing it straight to his face right in front of her.

That night, shut in his room, his phone had rung just as he was about to get into bed. It was his mother.

"Hi, sweetheart," Donna had said, her voice warm but with a note of tension Mike had learned to recognize over the years. "How's life in that house?"

"Good, Mom. Everything's normal."

"Normal." Donna had repeated the word in a tone that betrayed skepticism. "Listen, Mike, I need to ask you something, and I want you to be honest with me."

"Sure."

"There's talk going around town about Luana." Donna's voice had dropped lower, almost conspiratorial. "A friend of mine was at a bar the other night, and overheard a group of men talking. One of them was bragging about having something going with an Italian woman, from Naples. The way he described her... matched Luana a little too well."

Mike had felt his heart race, the underwear still gripped in his free hand, as if that contact could somehow give him away through the phone.

"I don't know what you're talking about," he'd answered, his voice trying to stay steady.

"Have you noticed anything strange? Suspicious behavior, weird phone calls, going out with no explanation?"

"No, nothing," Mike had lied, his voice coming out more confident than he'd expected.

"You know I still love your father," Donna had said, her voice cracking slightly. "I just wish our family could go back to how it used to be. If I found out that woman was cheating on him..."

"Mom, please." Mike had felt a pang of guilt run through him, mixed with a dull fear at what he was about to say. "Luana loves Dad. She really seems in love with him, if anything. I've never noticed anything strange."

The silence on the other end of the line had lasted a few seconds too long. "Okay," Donna had finally said, her voice heavy with a disappointment Mike couldn't quite read. "If you say so, I believe you."

"Mom, everything's really fine," Mike had added, feeling obligated to reassure her further, even though every word cost him more effort than the last.

"I hope so, sweetheart." Donna had sighed. "I love you. Call me if you need anything, even just to talk."

"I love you too, Mom."

After hanging up, Mike had sat on the bed for a long time, the underwear still clutched in his hand, the weight of the lie he'd just told pressing on his chest more than he'd expected. He'd lied to his mother directly, deliberately, no longer out of simple embarrassment but to protect a secret that now bound him to Luana in a way he no longer knew how to untangle. He'd wondered, for a moment, whether his mother had really believed the answer he'd given her, or if she'd simply chosen not to push any further.

He'd lain down on the bed, finally bringing the fabric to his face, breathing in that intimate scent that had by now become as familiar as it was forbidden, and as pleasure took over from every last trace of remorse, a thought had come back to him with uncomfortable clarity: that had been the first time he'd truly lied, fully aware of what he was doing, and it wouldn't be the last.

Outside, the night was quiet, and somewhere in town, maybe at that very moment, someone was probably telling other men the same things that had made his mother shudder on the phone. Mike had wondered, before slipping into a restless sleep, how much longer it would be before those rumors reached the wrong ears too, and he already knew that the next day Luana would probably find some new pretext to test his discretion, and that by now, he wouldn't find the strength to say no.
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The Man of the House 

The next morning, at breakfast, Luana had seemed more tired than usual, her hair pulled back hastily, an annoyed expression on her face as she sipped her coffee.

"What's wrong?" Mike had asked, noticing the shift in her mood.

"Nothing serious." Luana had sighed, setting her cup down on the table. "It's just that keeping up with this house on my own is more demanding than it looks. Laundry, cleaning, groceries, it all falls on me."

"You really do look tired," Mike had observed, watching her with genuine concern.

"I am, sweetheart. More than I'd like to admit."

"Can't you two hire someone to help? A housekeeper?"

"Your father doesn't want to spend money on that." She'd shaken her head, a resigned expression on her face. "He says I have all the time in the world, since I don't work. But it's not as simple as he thinks."

"That's not fair," Mike had said, feeling suddenly protective of her.

"I know, sweetheart. But what can I do?" Luana had shrugged, an expression of resignation that seemed carefully staged. "Some men think a house just runs itself."

"Dad should notice how much you do," Mike had added, his tone almost indignant.

"Your father's got other things on his mind lately." Luana had sighed again, staring out the window with a distant look. "I don't blame him, but sometimes I feel a little invisible in this house."

Mike had studied her for a moment, an idea forming in his head before he'd even fully thought it through. "I could help you, if you don't mind."

Luana had looked up, an expression of surprise that seemed entirely genuine. "Would you really, sweetheart? You have no idea how happy that would make me."

That was, in fact, exactly where she'd been steering the conversation, and Mike, in that moment, hadn't even noticed.

"Like I was saying," she'd continued, reaching out to stroke his chin with a slow, almost tender gesture, "kindness deserves kindness in return, don't you think?"

Mike had nodded, unable to pull away from that touch.

"Makes you wonder if your father really deserves all this consideration I show you," Luana had added, a thoughtful shadow crossing her face. "He's never around, after all. And you, on the other hand, are the only man of the house."

That sentence had hung in the air, built exactly to make him feel chosen, important, indispensable, and Mike, without realizing it, had fallen for it exactly as she'd planned.

"The man of the house," he'd repeated, almost under his breath, savoring that title with a pride he'd never felt before.

"Exactly," Luana had confirmed, with a smile that hid far more than it let on. "And the man of the house deserves to be treated well, don't you think? He deserves special attention, special rewards."

"What do I need to do?" he'd asked, his tone already betraying his total willingness.

Luana had smiled, satisfied, and pulled a small notepad out of a kitchen drawer. "I'll make a list," she'd said, grabbing a pen. "Nothing too complicated, just a bit of organizing."

She'd written quickly, her tongue poking slightly out between her teeth in concentration, and finally handed him the sheet with a smile.

"Laundry three times a week, groceries on Mondays and Thursdays, bathrooms cleaned every other day." Mike had read, scanning the list. "This sounds like an actual job."

"I'll pay you a different way," Luana had answered, with an insinuation that needed no further explanation.

Mike had felt his face heat up, but nodded without objecting.

The weeks that followed had brought a new routine with them. Laundry hung with near-military precision, Luis's shirts ironed without a single crease, groceries done punctually, bathrooms polished until they gleamed. Luana, meanwhile, spent her days between lazy reading in the garden, long whispered phone calls Mike pretended not to notice, and outings that grew more and more frequent, sometimes lasting entire afternoons.

On those days he'd see her leave with her makeup done with almost theatrical care, dressed in ways that already looked indecent at the front door, skirts far too short or necklines far too deep for any errand to justify. She'd come back later and later than planned, her hair mussed, her steps tired, while Mike was still bent over the floors or standing at the ironing board, the house smelling of detergent instead of her usual vanilla and amber.

One afternoon she'd come home particularly worn out, dropping into a kitchen chair while Mike finished ironing, and suddenly her face lit up, as if something important had just come back to her.

"Mike, I need to teach you something new about laundry," she'd said, pushing herself up and stepping closer, still in her dress. "Look at this dress. See this big dried white stain here, right above the chest?"

Mike had looked, his face heating up instantly, recognizing the nature of that stain all too well.

"Touch it," Luana had insisted, taking his hand and guiding it toward the fabric. "Feel how dry it is? I got messy earlier, but touch it properly, you can feel it, right?"

"I can feel it," Mike had murmured, his voice down to a thread, unable to pull his hand back.

"No, just brushing it isn't enough," she'd insisted, pressing his index fingertip right into the center of the stain. "You have to really feel it, with the tip of your finger. Feel how rough it is, almost stiff? It's not like a normal stain, you understand? Once it dries like this it becomes a whole different thing."

Mike had nodded, his finger still pressed against the fabric, his heart pounding at a rate impossible to hide.

"Understand now?" Luana had asked, her eyes fixed on his. "It's a special kind of stain, it needs to come out properly. It could be misread if it's left there, don't you think?"

"Yes," Mike had answered, his voice down to a whisper.

"So, before putting the dress in the wash, you should treat the stain with that blue bottle, the one made for biological stains, the one with the little spout, otherwise it won't come out." Luana had looked at him with an expression somewhere between practical and pleased. "Did you get all that?"

"Got it," Mike had answered, finally pulling his hand back, his heart pounding hard from a lesson delivered with such casual ease.

"Good boy." Luana had stood up, already kicking off one shoe with a sigh of relief. "I'm going to take a shower. I'm exhausted."

In the days that followed, that impromptu lesson had become the unwritten rule for every garment that ended up in the laundry hamper, and Mike had learned to recognize, without needing any further explanation, which stains required that special treatment.

One evening, while Mike folded clean clothes in the living room, Luana's phone had rung on the side table. She'd stepped away toward the window to answer, her voice dropping to a barely audible whisper, and after a few minutes had come back to sit on the couch, flipping absently through a magazine as if nothing had happened.

"Who was that on the phone?" Mike had asked, unable to hold back his curiosity.

"None of your business," she'd answered, without looking up from the magazine. "Worry about the creases instead. I noticed you left a stain on one of my blouses last time."

"Sorry, I'll fix it right away."

She hadn't added anything else, but the tone with which she'd accepted his apology was enough to send a satisfied warmth through his chest, as if that silent approval were worth more than anything else in the world.

"You've gotten really good with the iron," she'd told him one evening, looking over a stack of perfectly folded shirts. "Who would've guessed."

"You're the one who asked me to learn," Mike had answered, with a thread of pride he couldn't entirely hide.

"And that's exactly why I appreciate you so much." Luana had stroked his cheek with a quick, almost motherly gesture. "Keep it up, and you'll see, you'll have another nice surprise soon."

Another evening, while Mike cleaned the living room windows, Luana had come over with two glasses of lemonade, handing him one.

"Take a break, sweetheart. I don't want to work you too hard."

"I don't mind," Mike had answered, taking the glass.

"I know you don't." Luana had sat on the arm of the couch, watching him drink with an attention that was anything but casual. "I like seeing you like this, you know? Useful, present. So different from other boys your age, who only think about having fun and disappear at the first sign of trouble."

"I'd never disappear," Mike had said, before even realizing how much that sentence sounded like a promise.

"I know," she'd answered, with a satisfied smile. "That's exactly why I chose you."

"Chose me for what, exactly?" Mike had asked, curiosity taking over from caution.

"To be my little secret," Luana had answered, with a disarming simplicity. "And you're becoming more and more of one, day by day."

One afternoon, while ironing yet another shirt under Luana's distracted gaze as she sat nearby, Mike had found the courage to ask a question that had been circling his head for days.

"That man I saw, in the closet," he'd said, without looking at her, "how long have you known him?"

"A few months," she'd answered, unsurprised by the question. "We met at the gym, if you really want to know."

"Do you know others? Like that, I mean."

Luana had looked at him with an amused expression, as if she appreciated this new curiosity. "Why the sudden interest?"

"I don't know," Mike had admitted, his face heating up. "I just want to understand."

"Fine, since you've been so good this week." Luana had settled more comfortably in her chair, as if about to tell a story. "There's another one, older, a lawyer. I don't see him very often, but when I do, we spend longer together."

"How do you choose them?" Mike had asked, setting the iron down for a moment.

"I don't choose them, exactly. They're the ones who make themselves noticed." Luana had smiled, a hint of pride in her voice. "It's not hard to get noticed, when you know how to carry yourself."

"What if one of them actually fell in love?" Mike had asked, curious about an angle he'd never considered before.

"I never let that happen." Luana's tone had turned more serious, just for a moment. "Clear rules from the start. Fun, not complications. Whoever doesn't accept that simply doesn't see me again."

Mike had listened to every detail with an attention that went well beyond simple curiosity, feeling something grow inside him that increasingly resembled belonging to that small world of secrets.

That evening, the phone had rung again. Donna, this time, hadn't wasted time on pleasantries.

"Mike, I need to know," she'd said, her voice tense. "The rumors in town are piling up. I can't keep pretending anymore."

"Mom, I already told you, there's nothing."

"Please, if you know something, tell me. For your father's sake."

"Why are you so sure there's something?" Mike had asked, trying to shift the weight of the conversation.

"I'm not sure, but rumors don't come from nowhere, Mike. And you live in that house. If there were something, you'd know before anyone else."

"And even if it were true, what would change?" Mike had asked, surprising even himself with the question.

"Everything would change." Donna's voice had cracked. "Your father deserves to know the truth, whatever it is. And I... I'd just like a chance to put back together what's broken between us."

Mike had felt his heart pound, but this time the lie had come out with a firmness that almost surprised him. "There's nothing to know, Mom. Luana's a good wife. Trust me."

Donna had stayed silent for a long moment, then sighed, defeated. "Okay. I trust you."

After hanging up, Mike had stayed sitting on the bed, a new weight on his chest he couldn't fully explain. Holding up that lie was getting easier, and that, deep down, scared him more than anything else. For the first time, with real worry, he'd wondered how much longer he'd be able to keep lying before something, somewhere, cracked for good.

The next day, Luana had come to find him in the kitchen with a smile that promised something. "I'll have another visit tomorrow afternoon," she'd said, without much preamble.

Mike had felt a wave of anticipation wash through him, strong enough to surprise him. He'd set down the dish towel in his hand, his heart already starting to race.

"Can I... can I watch again?" he'd asked, his voice betraying an eagerness he hadn't even tried to hide.

It hadn't been Luana's idea this time. He'd been the one to ask, and the smile that spread across her face, wider than usual, told him exactly how happy that question had made her.

"Of course, sweetheart," she'd answered, stepping closer to rest a hand on his cheek. "I knew you'd ask. I knew from the very first day."

"Who's coming this time?" Mike had asked, unable to hold back his curiosity.

"You'll find out tomorrow." Luana had smiled at him with a mysterious air. "I'd rather leave you the surprise. You like it better that way, don't you?"

Mike had nodded, and in that moment he'd understood, with a clarity that had almost frightened him, just how much that dependency had become part of him, a need he could no longer tell apart from his own will.

That night, before falling asleep, he'd thought back over all the weeks that had just passed: the list of chores, the ironed shirts, the questions about her lovers that Luana had answered with such ease, Donna's phone call that he could now withstand with growing confidence. Every single piece seemed to fit into a bigger design, a design he himself, day after day, was helping to build with his own hands, literally.

He'd thought too about that word, secret, and how natural it had felt to accept it as a definition of himself, as if there were nothing strange left about any of it. He knew that his mother, if she could only imagine the truth, would never stop searching for it, but that thought, instead of frightening him the way it should have, felt distant by now, almost foreign to his everyday life.

Outside, the autumn wind rustled gently against the bedroom curtains, and in that silence Mike lay awake, already anticipating the following afternoon, feeling, for the first time in months, part of something bigger than himself, however dangerous and wrong it might be. He still didn't know who would walk through that door the next day, but he already knew, with absolute certainty, that he wouldn't find the strength to give up watching.

As he daydreamed about the day to come, his right hand had slid downward, going through those small motions needed to find a bit of peace after all the stimulation Luana hadn't spared him. Only afterward, finally settled, had he slipped into a deep sleep.
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A Strange Sound 

The following afternoon, Mike had found himself once again in front of the closet in the master bedroom, but this time his movements were surer, less awkward. Luana had shown him where to settle among the clothes with the same ease she'd use to point out where to hang a towel.

"You remember how it's done," she'd said, not as a question.

"Yes."

"Good boy." She'd arranged a shirt in front of his face, leaving the usual thin gap. "Today will be different from last time. You'll see."

"Different how?"

"You'll find out," she'd answered, with an enigmatic smile, before closing the doors almost all the way.

The doorbell had rung a few minutes later. This time the voice coming up the stairs was different: calmer, more mature, without the athletic swagger of the first man.

"You're always on time," Luana had said, as the footsteps drew nearer down the hallway.

"Punctuality is the one thing I never compromise on," the man had answered, an almost amused tone in his voice. "Not even in court."

Mike, through the now-familiar gap, had for the first time gotten a look at the lawyer Luana had told him about as they walked into the room together: a man in his fifties, well-groomed gray hair, a physique less athletic than the last man's but with an elegance in his movements that spoke of confidence, not haste.

"You made me wait, last time," he'd said, calmly taking off his jacket.

"I had things to do," Luana had answered, with a knowing smile. "But I'm always here when it really matters."

"I know." The man had set his jacket carefully on a chair, as if used to that small ritual. "That's why I keep coming back."

"Just for that?" Luana had asked, stepping closer with a teasing air.

"Let's say it's the main reason." The man had smiled, loosening his tie knot. "You'll discover the rest for yourself, as always."

They'd kissed with a slowness that spoke of familiarity, hands moving over each other's bodies with the confidence of people who already knew every detail of the other. There was none of the urgency of the first encounter Mike had witnessed, but something deeper, almost affectionate.

They'd moved to the bed, and Luana had gotten on all fours, her hands sunk into the comforter, her back arched. The lawyer had positioned himself behind her, taking his time, hands caressing her wide hips before proceeding, as if savoring the anticipation more than the act itself. The moment he entered her, Luana's face had turned toward the closet, her eyes seeking out directly the gap where Mike was watching.

She'd smiled at him.

A slow, knowing smile that no one else in the room could ever have seen, because the man, behind her, had no way of glimpsing that expression. It was a smile reserved only for Mike, a secret within the secret.

Mike had been transfixed by the movement of Luana's breasts, full and heavy, swaying with every thrust of the man's hips, her dark nipples brushing the sheet with every deeper push, leaving a faint trace on the white fabric. Luana's thick black hair, glimpsed at every change of angle, seemed almost to shimmer in the light filtering through the curtains.

The rhythm had built slowly, then grown steadily more forceful, the man gripping her hips with both hands, Luana's moans growing more intense with every thrust.

"Like that," she'd whispered, her voice breaking. "Don't stop."

The man had picked up the pace further, breathing hard, until he reached his climax with a deep groan, staying still inside her for a few moments. Luana had thrown her head back and screamed, as always, a sharp cry that carried through the whole house.

They'd collapsed together onto the mattress, still entangled, both their breaths slowly settling. For several minutes they'd stayed like that, wrapped around each other, talking in very low voices, heads close together, in an intimacy that seemed to belong to a completely different register than what had just been on display. Mike could only catch fragments, isolated words that reached him muffled through the pillow the two had rested their faces against, side by side.

"...husband..." he'd heard the man say, his voice too low for the rest of the sentence.

Luana had laughed, a muffled sound against his shoulder.

"...leave him..." he'd said again, "...come with me..."

"Who knows," she'd answered, and then something even harder to make out, maybe "...after a while... I'll think about it..."

Mike, curious about that tone so different from anything he'd heard before, had leaned his ear closer to the gap in the closet, trying to catch more. In doing so, his sleeve had knocked a metal hanger, which had swung and clinked lightly against the others hanging beside it.

The man had gone rigid instantly, propping himself up sharply on one elbow.

"What was that?" he'd asked, his voice suddenly different, alarmed. "I heard a noise. Is someone here?"

Mike had frozen solid, his heart pounding in his chest so hard he feared it too might be heard. He didn't dare breathe, didn't dare move a single muscle, his eyes fixed on the man's back as he turned to look toward the closet.

"There's no one here," Luana had answered, with perfect calm, not the slightest hint of tension in her voice.

"Where's your stepson?" the man had pressed, his eyes scanning the room, his voice still tense.

"At school, like every afternoon." Luana had propped herself up slightly, resting a hand on his chest, her tone perfectly controlled. "Relax. Who do you think would be here? Just you and me."

"I distinctly heard something move," he'd insisted, not entirely convinced.

"Must've been the house. Old houses always creak, with these temperature swings." Luana had traced a finger over his chest, slowly distracting him. "Don't think about it anymore."

The man hadn't looked entirely convinced, but before he could press further, Luana had leaned down over him, taking him into her mouth with a fluid, practiced motion, and every last trace of suspicion seemed to dissolve within seconds, replaced by a deep groan.

Mike had felt his body give in to that same contradictory tension as always, relief at having escaped discovery mixed with an even more intense arousal at watching such an explicit act, Luana's head moving in a practiced rhythm.

Then, suddenly, the man's fingers had closed more firmly around her head, holding it in place, his hips beginning to move with a force that left Luana little room to maneuver.

Mike had felt a jolt of alarm run through him, the instinct to burst out of the closet and stop what he perceived, in that moment, as an assault. His hands had gripped the edges of the door, his body tense, ready for a move he ultimately didn't make.

He'd stayed frozen, held back by a fear bigger than that protective impulse, unable to tell where his worry ended and where the pure desire to keep watching began.

The man had reached his climax moments later, a hoarse groan escaping his chest, and only then had he released Luana's head, his chest rising and falling rapidly.

Luana had pulled herself up, her face satisfied, and tried to bring her lips to his, as if for a kiss.

He'd pulled back sharply, an annoyed, almost irritated expression on his face. "No, come on. You know I don't like that, after."

Luana had laughed, not the least bit offended, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. "Always so picky."

"Some things stay private even between us," he'd answered, composing himself and moving toward the edge of the bed to get dressed.

Mike, from the closet, had watched that small scene with an astonishment that had almost made him forget his fear from moments before. There was something strangely reassuring about seeing that even this man, deep down, had his own limits.

The man had dressed calmly, unhurried, exchanging a few more words before being walked to the door. Mike, in the dark of the closet, had stayed a long while with that contradictory mix of feelings he couldn't quite untangle.

When Luana came back into the room and opened the doors, her smile was wider than usual.

"Did you have fun?" she'd asked, watching him step out of the hiding place with slightly unsteady legs.

Mike hadn't managed to answer right away, his mind still muddled by everything he'd seen and heard.

"That man," he'd finally said, "did he hurt you? With his hands, I mean."

"Hurt me?" Luana had looked at him with genuine surprise, then a softer expression had crossed her face. "No, sweetheart. That's just our way. Some things look more aggressive than they really are."

"It looked like he wasn't letting you breathe."

"I trust him. He's different from how he seems from outside." She'd sat on the edge of the bed, wrapping herself in a robe. "Some things, seen from a closet, can look different from how they're actually experienced."

Mike had nodded, not entirely sure whether that explanation had really convinced him.

"And when he refused to kiss you," he'd said, almost without thinking, "I wouldn't have pulled back."

Luana had looked at him with a surprised expression, then a slow smile had risen to her lips. "You're funny, you know that?" she'd said, amused. "Everyone pulls back. I already knew he would. It was just a little provocation, that's all."

"I wouldn't have, though."

"Who knows." Luana had studied him with a new, almost curious attention, as if seeing him for the first time in a different light. "Maybe we should try it sometime. When you're older, perhaps."

Mike had felt his face flush, unable to hold her gaze a second longer, his heart pounding for a reason entirely different from moments before.

"Don't be silly," she'd added, laughing, but without fully taking back the promise implied in those words.

"So?" she'd asked, changing the subject, lighter now. "Him or the first one, who's better?"

"I don't know," Mike had admitted, genuinely unsure. "They're different. The first one was more physical. This one seems more used to you, like you've known each other a while."

"Sharp observation," Luana had remarked, visibly impressed. "Keep this up and you'll become a real connoisseur."

Mike had stayed silent for a moment, then, almost without realizing it, had asked: "When will there be a next time?"

Luana had looked at him with an expression of pure satisfaction. "Look how you've changed," she'd said, stepping closer to stroke his cheek. "The boy who used to tremble in my closet the first time can't wait for the next visit now."

"I don't tremble anymore," Mike had admitted, with a thread of pride he couldn't hide.

"I can see that." Luana's smile had widened even further. "And that, sweetheart, I like very much."

Mike had been left alone in the room shortly after, staring at the still-rumpled bed, replaying every single detail of the afternoon in his mind: the whispered words he hadn't fully managed to make out, the hanger that had almost given him away, Luana's smile when she'd said maybe we should try it. He wondered if she'd meant it seriously, or if it was just another one of her games, a way to keep him tied to her with the same dangling promise she used on everyone else.

He knew that something inside him was dangerously thinning: the line between observer and accomplice, between innocent bystander and active participant in that secret world Luana had opened up to him one piece at a time. And the most unsettling part wasn't how much that world troubled him, but how natural it had come to feel being part of it.

That house had taught him more about human nature in a few weeks than he'd learned in twenty years of ordinary life, and as uncomfortable as that discovery was, he could no longer pretend it really bothered him. The following week would start out like all the others, laundry, groceries, shirts to iron, but he already knew he was no longer the same boy who'd accepted that first proposal with so much hesitation. And deep down, that thought no longer frightened him the way it once had.
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Suspicions 

Luis had come home for a full week of vacation, his first in months, and the house had to readjust to a presence that had by now become almost foreign to its daily routine. Mike had watched him wander through the rooms with a satisfied air, like someone rediscovering a familiar place after too long away, but after a couple of days that satisfaction had started cracking with small signs of puzzlement.

The first day, Luis had simply watched, without commenting, the way the house revolved around Mike more than around his wife. The second day, as Luana went out on yet another errand and left Mike to deal with the dishwasher, he'd frowned without saying anything.

"Strange," Mike had heard him remark one morning, watching him hang laundry in the yard. "I never used to see you doing this kind of thing."

"I'm just helping out," Mike had answered, trying to keep his tone natural.

"Helping out, or doing all the work?" Luis had asked, with a smile meant to be joking but that hid a more serious question.

"I like making myself useful," Mike had answered, shrugging.

Luis had nodded, but his gaze had lingered a few seconds too long, as if he were trying to bring something into focus that didn't quite add up.

That afternoon, taking advantage of Mike being out on an errand, Luis had confronted Luana in the kitchen.

"I've noticed you barely do anything around the house anymore," he'd told her, no accusation in his voice, just curiosity. "It's all Mike now. Laundry, groceries, cleaning. Is everything okay?"

Luana had sighed, leaning against the counter with a studied expression of mild embarrassment. "It was his idea, you know? One day he told me he wanted to make himself useful, that he liked having something to do around the house."

"He never showed interest in that before."

"People change, Luis." Luana had shrugged, in an almost philosophical tone. "And besides, let's be honest, I have more free time now. I don't see why I should turn down the help."

"That's not the point." Luis had run a hand through his hair, thoughtful. "It's just not like him. Mike's always been shut up in his room, books, computer. Now he seems almost... too present. Like he changed all of a sudden, for no apparent reason."

"I know." Luana had shaken her head, a shadow of worry that seemed sincere. "He's a strange kid, Luis. No friends, always alone. He spends more time taking care of the house than going out with anyone his age."

Luis had stayed silent, thoughtful.

"Sometimes I wonder," she'd continued, lowering her voice as if about to confide something delicate, "if he isn't... different. I mean, maybe gay. I'm not saying it to judge him, don't get me wrong, it's just certain behaviors, certain interests he's never shown in girls..."

Luis had looked genuinely surprised. "Mike? No, I don't think so."

"Maybe I'm wrong," Luana had said, in a tone that sounded conciliatory but not entirely convinced. "It's just that at twenty, no girlfriend, no friends, spending his time ironing shirts instead of having fun... I don't know, it makes me wonder."

"He's always had a reserved personality," Luis had answered, with a note of paternal defensiveness in his voice. "That doesn't mean anything."

"Maybe you're right," Luana had said, immediately conciliatory, almost as if trying to take back the statement. "It was just a theory of mine. I just see him as different from boys his age, that's all. Maybe I'm wrong."

"I'm sure you are," Luis had answered, with a firmness that closed the subject. "He's just a shy kid."

"You're right, sorry I brought it up." Luana had rested a hand on his arm, a reassuring gesture. "I didn't mean to worry you over nothing."

Luana had smiled, nodding, and the conversation had drifted to other things, but that small seed of doubt, however firmly rejected, had stayed hanging in the kitchen air.

In the days that followed, Luis had tried to make up for lost time with his son, suggesting they go fishing together at the lake, something they'd often done when Mike was younger.

"Want to come tomorrow morning?" he'd asked one evening. "Like old times."

Mike had agreed, and the next morning they'd set out early, the sky still gray with early dawn. Sitting on the bank, their rods dipped into the still water, Luis had found the moment for a more intimate conversation.

"How's life, Mike? Really, I mean. Not the usual polite answer."

"Good, I think," Mike had answered, his eyes fixed on the bobber. "Studying, helping around the house."

"Are you happy?"

The question had caught him off guard. "I don't know," he'd admitted, genuinely unsure. "I think so, in my own way."

"Just in your own way?" Luis had pressed, paternal curiosity surfacing beneath the light tone of the question.

"I couldn't really explain it any better," Mike had answered, trying to close the subject without seeming evasive.

Luis had watched him with a paternal attentiveness Mike didn't remember ever seeing so clearly. "If something were wrong, you'd tell me?"

"Of course, Dad."

It wasn't true, and Mike knew it well even as he said it, but the words had come out steady, convincing, exactly as he'd learned to make them sound in recent weeks.

Luis had studied him a moment longer, as if not entirely convinced, then let the subject drop, going back to focus on the rod dipped in the water.

"You know," Luis had added, after a long silence broken only by the sound of water against the rocks, "sometimes I feel guilty about how much I work. I wish I could be around more, for you and for Luana."

"We manage fine," Mike had answered, almost automatically.

"I can see that." Luis had smiled, a tired but sincere smile. "Maybe too well, sometimes. I wonder if you two even need me around here anymore."

Mike hadn't known what to say, and fortunately at that moment his father's bobber had dipped, distracting him with the excitement of a possible catch.

In the days that followed, despite Luis's presence in the house, Luana had kept up her afternoon routine, stepping out punctually with her gym bag over her shoulder.

"Going to the gym," she'd announce every time, kissing her husband distractedly on the cheek before disappearing for hours.

Luis, sitting in the living room with the newspaper, would barely look up, used to that routine by now. "Have fun," he'd answer, with no apparent suspicion, going right back to his reading.

One afternoon, though, he'd looked up with more attention than usual. "Which machine do you like best, at the gym?" he'd asked, almost absently.

Luana had hesitated for a split second, imperceptible to anyone who didn't know her as well as Mike did by now, watching the scene from the kitchen doorway. "The treadmill, mostly," she'd answered, with perfect ease. "I like running."

"You should take me sometime."

"You'd be bored to death," she'd answered, laughing, and the conversation had closed there.

That the bag never actually held any workout clothes, Mike knew all too well. When Luana came home, she always found a way to intercept him at a moment when Luis couldn't see them, maybe while he was in the garage or the laundry room, and would secretly hand him the bag, inside which, instead of sneakers and leggings, were skimpy clothes, still warm, with the usual stains he could recognize at a glance by now.

"Same treatment as always," she'd whisper, passing him the bag with a knowing smile, before heading off to the bathroom for a shower that would erase every other trace.

Once, as she handed him the already emptied bag, Mike hadn't been able to resist his curiosity. "Aren't you afraid someone will see you going in or out of those houses?"

"I'm careful," Luana had answered, fixing her hair in front of the entryway mirror. "And besides, who would ever suspect a woman who goes to the gym regularly?"

"Dad, for one."

"Your father doesn't suspect anything. At most he suspects you're the strange one." She'd laughed at her own joke, not the least bit sorry for the jab.

The treatment had become a silent ritual: the blue bottle, the precise application, washing it separately from the rest of the family laundry. Mike had learned to do it with almost professional speed, slotting that secret task in among his ordinary chores without raising the slightest suspicion.

One evening, while Mike set the table, Luis had come to find him in the kitchen with a thoughtful expression.

"Can I ask you something?" he'd said, lowering his voice even though Luana was upstairs.

"Sure."

"Luana goes out to the gym every afternoon. Did you know that?"

"Yes," Mike had answered, trying to stay impassive.

"Doesn't it seem strange to you that she goes so often? I never thought of her as particularly athletic before."

"Maybe she just wants to stay in shape." Mike had carefully straightened a napkin, avoiding his father's gaze. "I don't see anything strange about it."

"Do you know which gym she goes to?"

Mike had felt his heart race. "Not exactly. One near the mall, I think."

Luis had nodded slowly, his eyes staying fixed on some indefinite point. "Strange that she never talks about it, with all the hours she spends there."

"Maybe she doesn't like to brag about it," Mike had tried, hoping the subject would close there.

Luis had sighed, not entirely convinced, and changed the subject, going back to talking about work and how much he missed the routine of home during his trips.

That same evening, finding a moment alone with Luana while Luis was in the shower, Mike had told her everything.

"Dad asked me about your afternoon outings," he'd told her, quietly, in the hallway in front of his room. "You need to be careful. He's noticed you go out every day."

Luana had looked at him with sudden attention, then a slow smile had appeared on her lips. "Thanks for telling me, sweetheart. I'll be more careful."

"Maybe you should stop for a while, at least until Dad's vacation is over," Mike had suggested, genuine worry filtering into his voice.

"Don't worry so much." Luana had stroked his face gently. "I always know how to handle these situations. That's what you're here for, isn't it? To watch my back."

She'd stepped closer, pressing a light kiss to his cheek, and brought her lips to his ear.

"When the vacation's over, I'll reward you the way you deserve," she'd whispered, her voice loaded with a promise. "In the meantime, take these."

With a quick, easy motion, she'd slipped a hand under her skirt, sliding off underwear still damp from her last encounter, and tucked it directly into the front pocket of his pants, her hand lingering a moment too long against the fabric.

With the same ease, she'd run her fingers, delicately, along the seam of his pants, a light touch that tore an uncontrollable shudder out of him, and winked at him before walking off down the hallway, leaving him alone, his heart in his throat, the gym bag still to be emptied at his feet and the laundry waiting for him.

Mike had stayed frozen for a few moments, the underwear still warm against his skin, listening to Luana's footsteps move off toward the bathroom, and shortly after, the sound of the shower running mixed, in his mind, with everything he'd just experienced. He'd bent down to pick up the gym bag, his thoughts already turned to that whispered promise, to that week of vacation that suddenly no longer felt like just an obstacle to get through, but also a long, unbearable wait.

He'd also thought back to his father's question at the lake, that request for honesty he hadn't been able to honor, and for a moment, as he separated Luana's clothes from the rest of the laundry, he'd wondered how much longer he'd be able to live this double existence before something, sooner or later, came to light. He knew, deep down, that the joke about his supposed strangeness hid more truth than he himself would have liked to admit, and that the only person who truly knew him, in that house, was exactly the one who'd taught him to lie so naturally. Outside the window, the afternoon slid slowly toward evening, and his father's week of vacation, which had started out like a threat, was turning into something else entirely.
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The Accomplice 

The last days of Luis's vacation had slipped by with an unnatural slowness, every hour marked by the wait for that reward Luana had promised and that, with Luis home all the time, still hadn't found a way to happen.

One afternoon, while Mike studied in his room with the door ajar, he'd heard sounds coming from the living room downstairs. They weren't the usual sounds of the TV or radio. They were lower, more rhythmic, accompanied by a murmur that had made his ears prick up.

He'd set down his book, hesitating a moment before giving in to the curiosity that had by now become almost a conditioned reflex, and stepped toward the stairs, going down one at a time without a sound, his heart already pounding faster than normal.

From the hallway, through the half-open living room door, he'd seen Luana kneeling in front of Luis, sitting on the couch with his pants pulled down to his ankles. Mike had stopped dead, unable to believe what his eyes were showing him.

His father held Luana's head gripped between his hands, far more tightly than the lawyer he'd watched from the closet ever had. Luis's fingers were sunk into her hair with a force that seemed to leave her no room to move, his hips working with an abrupt, almost mechanical rhythm, none of the studied cadence Mike had learned to recognize in her other encounters.

Luana's face, as much of a profile as Mike could make out, showed a tension different from what he'd seen with the lawyer, but it wasn't clear how genuine it was. Luis held her head still with a firm grip, the kind of gesture plenty of men would have made without her ever openly complaining. And yet that evening Luana was performing a small discomfort, a barely perceptible stiffening of the shoulders, almost calculated. She couldn't be sure Mike was listening from somewhere, but the thought had crossed her mind anyway, and the sounds she and Luis were making were clear enough to be heard all the way up the stairs. After all, it was she herself, over all those weeks, who had trained him to listen in on everything.

He hadn't dared get any closer. He'd stayed there, motionless, holding his breath, until Luis reached his climax with a short, almost impatient grunt, only then letting go of Luana's head.

Neither of them had said a word.

Mike had gone back upstairs with the same caution he'd used coming down, his mind churning with a different kind of unease than anything he'd felt until then. There'd been no knowing glance toward him, no hidden smile. Only a heavy silence, almost hostile, that he'd felt filter all the way up the stairs.

He'd sat on the bed, unable to go back to studying, thinking about the difference between what he'd just seen and every other time Luana had made him complicit in her encounters. With her lovers there had always been a game, a choice, a pleasure shared even within the pretense. With Luis, that evening, there had been none of that. Only a duty carried out in silence, almost with resignation.

That evening, while Luis sat sunk in his armchair in front of the TV, Mike had crossed paths with Luana in the upstairs hallway. She seemed different: her eyes red, her steps slower than usual, as if she were carrying some invisible weight.

"Is everything okay?" he'd asked, stopping.

Luana had almost ignored the question, her eyes down, her arms wrapped around herself as if for protection, and only after a long moment had she looked up at him.

"What happened?" Mike had pressed, his voice loaded with a worry he couldn't hide.

"Nothing, Mike." Luana had shaken her head, a tired smile that didn't reach her eyes. "You're so kind, so thoughtful. I really don't know who you take after."

The implication had hung in the air, clear even though it was never spoken outright.

"Can I help you?" he'd asked.

"No." Luana had sighed. "It'll be over soon. Don't worry. It'll be over."

"Are you okay? Do you need anything, please, tell me."

She'd looked at him with a resigned expression Mike had never seen on her before, so far from the pleased smile he was used to. "No, Mike. We just have to wait. This vacation will end. We're almost there."

"He shouldn't treat you like that," Mike had managed to say, his voice betraying a repressed anger.

Luana had looked at him with surprise, almost moved by that sudden defense. "He's my husband, Mike. He has his rights, in a way."

"It still doesn't seem fair to me."

"The world isn't made of fair things," she'd answered, with a tired smile. "But thank you for noticing. No one else ever would."

She'd walked off toward her room, leaving him with a lump in his throat and a thought he couldn't shake: maybe, behind all that confidence, that mastery of every situation, there was a part of Luana that really was suffering, in a way no knowing smile could fully hide.

The next morning at breakfast, Luana had seemed almost back to normal, her makeup covering every trace of exhaustion, her voice as light as ever. But Mike, who knew every one of her shades by now, had noticed the way she avoided Luis's gaze, the smile that cost her a visible effort every time he spoke to her.

"Everything good, you two?" Luis had asked, pouring his coffee, oblivious to it all.

"Wonderful," Luana had answered, with a readiness that struck Mike as almost painful to hear.

Mike had nodded in silence, unable to add anything else, while inside he wondered how many more evenings like that one he'd have to endure, hidden behind a door or trapped in a silence that by now weighed on him as much as any lie spoken aloud.

The day before Luis's departure, he'd asked Mike to come with him to the garage, on the pretext of checking the car before the trip. The air smelled of gasoline and dust, and the late afternoon light filtered in through the garage door left partway up.

"I wanted to talk to you about something," he'd said, closing the trunk. "While I'm away, I'd like you to keep an eye on the house. And on Luana."

"Sure, Dad."

"I'm not saying you should watch her like she's a child," Luis had clarified, with a half-smile. "But you're the only man of the house when I'm not here. If you noticed anything strange, I'd want you to tell me."

"What kind of things?" Mike had asked, trying to figure out how much his father actually knew or suspected.

"I don't know." Luis had run a hand over his face, suddenly tired. "Strange visits, suspicious calls, anything. I'm away too much, Mike. I don't like not knowing what's going on in here."

"I will," Mike had answered, his voice steady, with no visible hesitation.

Inside, though, he already knew that promise wouldn't mean anything. He wouldn't be watching Luana for his father. He'd be protecting her, as always, with the same complicity that by now bound them together more than any father-son relationship.

Luis had hugged him with an unusually affectionate gesture. "I'm proud of you, you know? You've turned into a responsible young man. When I was your age, I sure wasn't half as reliable."

Mike hadn't managed to answer, the weight of that misplaced trust twisting his stomach. He'd returned the hug with an uncertain arm, wondering if his father could feel, through that simple contact, just how false the promise he'd just made really was.

The morning of his departure, Luis had gotten in the car early, one last look at the house before starting the engine. Mike, on the doorstep, had returned that look with an expression he hoped was convincing. For a moment he thought he glimpsed, in his father's eyes, something more than simple sadness at leaving, as if some part of him sensed something without being able to put a clear shape to it. Then the window had gone up, and the car pulled away down the driveway.

Left alone, Luana had waited only until the sound of the engine faded into the distance before turning to him with a smile completely different from the one she'd worn in the days before.

"Finally," she'd said, letting out a theatrical sigh of relief. "Now it's your turn, sweetheart. As promised. Come on, let's watch a movie together."

They'd settled onto the couch, side by side, and Luana had pointed to her lap with a natural gesture. "Get comfortable. Rest your head here."

Mike had stretched out along the couch, his head resting on her thighs, while Luana scrolled through the movie catalog until stopping on one she seemed to have picked on purpose.

It was a heartfelt love story set in a small American town: a married woman falling in love with a Black man, and the film lingered at length on the couple's struggles, the neighbors' hostile looks, the unspoken words that weighed heavier than the shouted ones.

They'd just gotten into the heart of the plot when Luana's phone had rung on the side table. She'd reached over to answer, her voice dropping quickly, her tone suddenly tense. When she hung up, her face had lost some of the lightness from before.

"Everything okay?" Mike had asked, still stretched across her lap, noticing the change.

"A friend of mine," Luana had said, without anyone having asked her directly. "She says someone in town's been saying they saw me in a car with a man, last week."

"Who said that?"

"I don't know for sure. Rumors travel in this town faster than I'd like." She'd shrugged, but the tension in her voice hadn't entirely faded. "We'll need to be more careful, I think. Much more careful than before."

"What if it reaches Dad?" Mike had asked, feeling a knot of anxiety tighten in his stomach.

"It won't," Luana had answered, with a confidence that sounded more forced than usual. "Not if we're both careful."

She'd stayed silent for a moment, her eyes fixed on the screen without really seeing it, then gone back to stroking his hair, as if seeking some calm in that gesture.

"You know," Luana had said, halfway through the movie, "living in Italy, in some ways there's almost more racism than here in America."

"Really?" Mike, still stretched out, had looked up at her. "But Italy never had slavery like here. I didn't think there were still discriminations like that."

"You said it right, Mike. Discriminations. That's the right word." Luana had kept running her fingers through his hair, her eyes fixed on the screen. "You know, I knew a guy like the one in the film. I liked him, but I didn't have the courage to go any further. Because of what people would think, mostly."

"Yeah," Mike had answered. "Even here there are still people who look down on certain relationships. I think it's mostly just stereotypes, prejudices with no basis."

"Mike, it's not just prejudice." Luana's voice had gone lower, more serious. "Certain things, unfortunately, people use to judge when they shouldn't. And that's exactly the problem."

"What do you mean?"

"I mean racism hides even where you'd least expect it, Mike. In small gestures, in looks, in words that seem harmless." She'd sighed. "And that makes me sad, honestly."

Mike had felt Luana's thighs tense slightly beneath his head, as if that conversation troubled her more than she let show. A different scent, more intimate, had reached his nose, distinct from her usual vanilla and amber.

After a long silence, Luana had started talking again, suddenly changing her tone. "Would you like it, Mike?"

"Would I like what?" he'd asked, pretending not to understand.

"Watching. Like usual. A situation like the one in the movie. From the closet."

Mike had been left speechless, his heart pounding, unable to say anything.

"I know a guy, Mike. A real gem." Luana's voice had dropped lower, almost dreamy. "I noticed him right away at the gym, he doesn't exactly blend in. He's huge, Mike, a mountain of muscle. All the girls at the gym were after him. Not me. I know how to run the game, I know how to make them give in." She'd paused, her eyes shining with an excitement she no longer bothered hiding. "He's huge, Mike. Huge."

Her voice had grown more and more excited as she said these things, as if just talking about it gave her a pleasure she could barely contain.

"Tomorrow, Mike. Tomorrow afternoon. I'm bringing him here." Luana's voice had grown more intense. "Same as always. But you have to promise me you won't make any noise. That you'll stay calm. It'll be different this time, Mike, and if you hear me scream, like something's really hurting me, you have to promise me you won't step in. Swear it to me."

Mike's eyes had gone wide, shaken by those words. He'd only managed a faint "Yes."

"Yes what, Mike?"

"I'll try not to step in."

"No, Mike. You don't just try not to. You have to avoid it completely, no matter what."

"Yes, I swear."

"Good boy, Mike." Luana had smiled at him, satisfied. "Tomorrow, then. It'll be a big day tomorrow. You won't regret it."

She'd had him get up off the couch and rushed to her phone, typing a long message with quick fingers. A few seconds later a notification had come in, and her face had lit up with a satisfied smile.

"Goodnight, Mike. Sweet dreams, sweetheart," she'd told him, climbing the stairs with an unusually slow, almost distracted step.

Mike had watched her go up in a way he'd never seen her do before. Her hips swayed noticeably, and with one hand she absently stroked herself between the legs, as if certain no one could see her in that moment.

He'd gone up to his room shortly after. He'd pulled one of Luana's underwear out of the tin box hidden in the drawer, and breathed it in for a long time, imagining it was the one she'd wear the next day.

That night, before falling asleep, Mike had thought back over the whole week that had just passed: the scene stolen from the living room, Luana's red eyes in the hallway, the promise made so easily to his father, and finally that voice on the phone talking about cars and strangers in town. Every piece seemed like a tile in a mosaic that was starting to grow too big, too risky, for him to keep pretending everything was still under control. And yet, even in the middle of that growing unease, he couldn't imagine turning back.

He'd fallen asleep with that thought still hanging, unsure whether the fear or the bond that now held him tight to that house and its secrets was stronger. Tomorrow would be another day, and with it would come new decisions to make.
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The Giant 

The day had gone by with an exasperating slowness. Mike had tried studying, having a leisurely breakfast, even watching TV for a few minutes, but every attempt at distraction had run aground against the fixed thought of that afternoon and everything Luana had promised him the night before.

At lunch, Luana had seemed unusually quiet, her eyes drifting often toward the clock on the kitchen wall. "Not long now," she'd said at one point, more to herself than to him.

Around three, Luana had called him into the bedroom. She seemed different than usual: more on edge, her eyes bright with an excitement she could barely contain.

"Remember your promise," she'd told him, settling him among the closet clothes with almost hurried hands. "Whatever you hear, whatever you see. Not a sound, not a movement. Swear it to me again."

"I swear," Mike had answered, his voice already unsteady.

"Good." Luana had brushed a hand against his cheek, an almost tender gesture at odds with the tension visible on her. "Today's going to be different from every other time. I want you to really understand that."

The doorbell had rung a few minutes later. Mike had heard heavy footsteps on the stairs, a rhythm different from any other man who'd ever entered that house, and when he'd finally seen him through the gap, he understood why Luana had talked about him the way she had.

He was enormous. Not just tall, not just muscular: his mere presence dominated every corner of the room in a way no other lover ever had. His shoulders far exceeded the width of the door, and as he moved toward the bed, every step made the floor creak faintly.

"There you are," Luana had said, her voice betraying an impatience Mike had never heard from her before. "I was waiting for you."

"Here I am," he'd answered, his voice deep, almost amused by his own calm.

Luana had undressed him with feverish hands, admiring every inch of that body with a look Mike had never seen her give anyone. She'd had him lie down on the bed, then straddled his chest, facing away from him, directly toward the gap in the closet.

With both hands she'd taken hold of the man's member, lifting it almost on display, her eyes seeking out Mike's through the gap.

Mike had felt small, ridiculous, by mere comparison.

Luana had started stimulating him with her breasts, sliding him into her cleavage, and soon a few drops had beaded up, leaving a dark, damp stain on the fabric. She'd run some saliva over it, making everything slicker, and after a few minutes tried taking him into her mouth, unable to fit him in completely. Her cheeks bulged with the effort, her jaw stretched to its limit, and yet she kept going, almost determined to prove something to herself as much as to him. Every now and then she looked up toward the closet and smiled, as if that struggle were part of the pleasure.

The man had lifted her by the hips, turning her to face him, holding her suspended while she braced herself with her knees planted against the mattress on either side of his hips. He'd taken hold of himself, and slowly, an inch at a time, with no protection at all, she'd started to lower herself onto him. Not one continuous motion, but small drops, a little down and a little back up, in a wait that stretched on for several minutes before she managed to take him all the way. With every small give, a different moan escaped her lips, a mix of strain and a pleasure that seemed to grow in proportion to the resistance overcome.

The contrast between Luana's pale skin and the man's dark skin, joined together like that, had lit an arousal in Mike he could no longer control.

When she'd finally taken all of him, a rhythm began with an intensity Mike had never seen. The man lifted her with his hips, thrusts that pulled her almost completely off him, only to let her drop back down heavily to the base. Her full, heavy breasts bounced with every stroke, visible even from behind by how far they jutted out to the sides. The bed creaked under that weight and that force, a sound that added to both their moans in a crescendo that seemed like it would never end.

Luana moaned, screamed, and at one point had cried out words that alarmed Mike more than the tone they were said in. "You're hurting me. You're wrecking me. I can feel you in my throat."

The meaning of those words had unsettled him, but Luana's voice, however pained it might have sounded, carried an excitement that no real fear could have faked so convincingly.

The man had turned her over, laying her on her back, mounting her with her legs spread wide, knees raised. When he'd sunk fully into her again, the screams had started up once more. Luana's pale hands stroked the man's dark buttocks, while he gripped her hips with a hold that left no escape. Their tongues had tangled together, mouths nearly wide open.

The rhythm had turned frantic, something Mike had never seen in any of the previous encounters. The muscles of the man's back contracted with every thrust, veins standing out under sweat-slicked skin, every movement accompanied by a creak of the bed that seemed like it couldn't hold out much longer.

"Come inside me, please," Luana had cried, her voice almost desperate. "Like you always do. I want to be dripping for days."

He'd bitten one of her nipples, and she'd screamed again, a sound that seemed like pain and pleasure fused together without any line between them. Mike had felt the urge to burst out, to intervene, but the sight of that back carved with muscle and vein had paralyzed him. He'd bitten down on his own hands, in silence.

The rhythm had built even further, then suddenly the man had sunk all the way in and stopped, motionless for several seconds, both their heavy breathing the only sound in the room. He'd pulled out completely, only to sink back in again, stopping once more. He'd repeated it six or seven times, each pause longer than the last, while Luana seemed to unravel with every thrust, moaning as if she couldn't take it anymore, her hands clutching at the sheets in search of a grip they couldn't find.

At last he'd let go inside her, spent, as if he had no strength left at all. Luana had kissed him on the mouth, stroking his hair, then his back, finally his buttocks. He'd slowly pulled out, letting himself fall to one side.

More than thirty minutes had passed since it all began.

Mike hadn't been able to hold back: a dark, wet stain now covered almost the entire front of his pants.

Luana had stayed motionless, legs still open, the thick dark tuft between her thighs clearly visible. For the first time since he'd started watching her from the closet, Mike could see her most intimate flesh still open, a bright pink, almost red, from which a thick, generous fluid trickled.

Luana had reached down with a hand, gathering some of it on her fingers, and brought it to her mouth. She'd done it several times, her lips and tongue seeming to hold every drop against her palate, as if savoring every shade of it, her eyes half-closed in an expression of pure enjoyment that had nothing to do with the act just finished, but seemed like a pleasure all its own.

"You're a force of nature," she'd whispered to the man.

He'd smiled, but hadn't kissed her. He seemed to reject even his own taste, the very thing she savored with such abandon, as if in that small gesture there were some fundamental difference between the two of them, a line he wasn't willing to cross while for Luana no such limit existed.

He'd gotten dressed in silence. Luana had propped herself up on one elbow, watching him with eyes that smiled, eyes that looked like they truly loved him. She hadn't walked him to the door this time; she was too tired. He'd said goodbye and left, his heavy footsteps down the stairs, then the sound of the front door closing.

The silence that followed was different from every other post-encounter silence Mike had listened to from the closet. Deeper, almost charged with an intimacy that wasn't only about the physical pleasure just spent.

Luana had stayed there, sprawled on the bed, legs still splayed, her hand still gathering every drop to bring to her mouth.

"You can come out now, Mike. He's gone."

Mike had stepped shyly out of the closet, covering himself with his hands. Luana had looked at him and laughed.

"You got excited, didn't you? Just like the first time. Come here, next to me."

"I couldn't stop watching," Mike had admitted, his voice still shaken.

"I know." Luana had smiled, without a trace of judgment. "It was impossible not to."

He'd lain down, and she'd guided his head to rest against her stomach, stroking his hair with one hand while the other kept gathering those last drops.

"You kept your word, Mike. You didn't step in, you didn't make a sound. Good boy."

From so close, for the first time, Mike could clearly see that thick black tuft, Luana's hand moving just inches from his face. The intimate scent rising from it was stronger than anything he'd ever picked up before, mixing with the now-familiar vanilla and amber.

"You really deserve a nice reward, Mike. A special one."

Luana's index finger had caught a drop bigger than the others. With her other hand she'd gripped his hair, no longer a caress but a hold that left him no room to pull away. The finger, with that drop on its tip, rose toward his lips.

Mike had felt his heart stop for an instant, his body caught between the instinct to pull back and something else, deeper, that kept him from doing it.

Mike would have wanted to pull back. He couldn't. His own words had come back to him, the ones he'd said to Luana about how he'd never pull back the way the lawyer had. He didn't want to disappoint her. He'd parted his lips, letting that finger find his tongue.

The taste was intense, salty, entirely foreign to anything he'd ever experienced before. For an instant he'd thought about recoiling, his body reacting with an instinctive rejection, but Luana's hand in his hair had held him steady, and something inside him, stronger than the disgust, had pushed him not to pull away. A shiver had run through him head to toe, and he'd realized, with a mix of shame and surrender, that he'd made even more of a mess than before.

Luana had watched him with a pleased attention, as if she'd just won something she'd wanted for a long time. She hadn't said anything. There was no need to. The silence between them, in that moment, was worth more than any words they could have exchanged, and Mike, his head still resting against her, had understood that something between them had just changed for good. He still didn't know what it really meant, but he knew there was no going back to the boy he'd been just a few weeks before.

Outside, the afternoon sun still filtered through the curtains, indifferent to everything that had just happened in that room. The house had gone quiet again, but inside Mike something kept vibrating, an echo he knew wouldn't fade easily. He also knew that, sooner or later, he'd have to reckon with that transformation, but for the moment all that was left to do was enjoy that silence, that warmth, that closeness no other part of his life had ever offered him.

They stayed like that, in silence, until the evening shadows began stretching across the bedroom floor. Neither of them felt the need to break that silence with more words. Tomorrow would be another day, but that one, for now, belonged only to the two of them.
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Without Protection 

That very evening, while they still lay in bed after the giant had left, Mike had felt a thought building inside him that he could no longer hold back. The euphoria of moments before had given way to something colder, more lucid, a detail that kept coming back to him with growing insistence as his heartbeat slowed.

They'd gone down to dinner shortly after, both still shaken by that afternoon, the house seeming to still carry the echo of everything that had happened just hours before. Mike had turned his fork over in his plate for several minutes, searching for the right words, before deciding to speak, while Luana ate with an unusual appetite, as if nothing extraordinary had marked that day.

"You didn't use anything, not even with him," he'd said, without preamble, setting down his fork.

Luana had looked at him, surprised by his sudden harshness. "I already explained that to you, Mike. Your father and I are trying for a baby."

"A little brother, you always say." Mike had shaken his head. "But to really be that, he'd need Dad's genes. Not the giant's."

The silence that followed had lasted longer than expected. Luana had stayed still, fork halfway to her mouth, as if that simple observation had cracked open a confidence that had never wavered until then. For the first time since Mike had known her, she hadn't had a ready answer, a smile ready to dismantle every objection.

"Do you really think it could have happened?" she'd asked, her voice suddenly uncertain.

"Of course I think so." Mike had looked her straight in the eye. "And from how he emptied himself inside you, I don't even find it unlikely."

Luana had grabbed her phone, opening with nervous fingers an app she shared with Luis. She'd stared at the screen for a few seconds, her face growing darker by the moment.

"This is the most fertile window," she'd said, almost to herself. "Your father took the time off exactly for this, but I'd had a small delay and he couldn't move the dates anymore. Today's the very first day."

"You need to do something, Luana." Mike had felt his voice grow harder. "You can't just leave things like this. It would be obvious right away if it were his, don't you realize? He has dark skin, Luana. You wouldn't even need a test."

"But what do I do? What can I even do now?"

"Go to the gynecologist. Get a pill that fixes it."

"Are you crazy?" Luana had looked at him as if he'd uttered a blasphemy. "I'm Italian. I'm religious, practicing. That would be a grave sin."

"You have a strange sense of sin, you."

"Why do you say that?"

"Because you sleep with everyone, that's why."

"I won't allow you to speak to me that way." Luana's voice had turned sharp. "I'm older than you, and I'm your stepmother. Remember that. And besides, only sex without love is a sin. Today wasn't that."

"There was love today, you think?"

"I'm afraid so." Luana had lowered her eyes, almost surprised by her own admission. "That boy, even though he's only twenty-five, makes me dream. I'd want him beside me always."

Mike had felt an unexpected pang of jealousy, mixed with a certain disbelief at how easily Luana admitted feelings that should have, at the very least, remained a better-kept secret.

"And Dad?"

"He's different." She'd looked up again, seeking Mike's eyes. "He gives me a home, a comfortable life. I love him differently."

"I don't think love works like that," Mike had said, his voice low but firm.

"And what do you know about love?" Luana had shot back, almost tenderly, as if speaking to a naive child. "You'll live long enough to find out that things are always more complicated than they look from outside."

Mike hadn't continued the argument. Luana's logic didn't convince him at all: you couldn't love two people at once like that, he thought, no matter how hard she tried to make it sound plausible. He'd finished eating in silence, and Luana hadn't brought up the subject again for the rest of the evening.

In the days that followed, when Luana had proposed another afternoon in the closet, Mike had tried, for the first time, to pull back. He wasn't quite sure what had pushed him to do it: maybe the argument about the baby brother, maybe just the growing feeling that he'd lost all control over his own life.

"I have an exam next week," he'd said, his voice less convincing than he would have liked. "I should study."

Luana had looked at him with an unreadable expression, as if weighing how serious this resistance really was.

"An exam," she'd repeated, almost savoring the word. "Couldn't you study afterward too?"

"I'd rather focus properly, this time."

Luana hadn't gotten angry. She'd only put on a disappointed expression, almost hurt, that struck Mike as far more effective than any scolding. "I understand," she'd said, with a sigh. "I thought there was more closeness between us. Guess I was wrong."

"That's not what I meant..."

"No, it's fine, Mike. You have your responsibilities. I'll find a way to manage on my own, like always."

The guilt had overwhelmed him within minutes, and before evening he'd found himself apologizing, promising her the exam could wait.

"I knew you'd understand," Luana had told him, the smile back on her lips instantly, as if the disappointment from moments before had never existed. "You're a good boy, Mike. Always."

Mike had wondered, that evening, how much of Luana's hurt had been real and how much a perfectly calibrated performance, but he hadn't found the strength to dig into the thought any further.

It was right around those days that Donna's thread had drawn tighter. No longer just rumors picked up at a bar, but something more concrete: a friend had shown her a photograph, taken by chance, in which Luana could be made out in a car with a man who wasn't Luis, the windows down, their heads close together in a way that left little room for innocent interpretation. Donna, without any warning, had shown up at the house one afternoon.

Mike had heard the doorbell and, opening the door, had been caught off guard for a moment to find his mother there, her face tense, her purse clutched to her chest like a shield.

"Mom? You didn't tell me you were coming."

"I wanted to surprise you," she'd answered, in a tone that promised nothing pleasant.

Luana had greeted her with an icy smile, the bare minimum of courtesy. The two women had exchanged a few polite phrases, a coffee offered and barely tasted, before Luana retreated to the kitchen with some excuse, leaving Mike alone with his mother in the living room.

Mike had noticed how rigid Luana was in Donna's presence, her smile costing her a visible effort, her answers reduced to the bare minimum. It was different from the easy manner she showed everyone else, as if the mere presence of Luis's first wife managed to crack, even for just a few minutes, all the confidence she wore every other day.

"I need to talk to you," Donna had said, quietly, the moment Luana stepped away.

"Sure, Mom."

"That woman," Donna had whispered, a tone that didn't hide her contempt, "is up to something. I can feel it."

"Her name's Luana, Mom."

"To me she's still that woman. Or the Neapolitan, if you prefer." Donna had shaken her head, impatient. "Don't change the subject, Mike. I have a photo. A real photo, not just rumors. Her with a man, in a car, last week."

Mike had felt the ground shake beneath his feet. "I don't know what to tell you, Mom."

"Tell me the truth, for once." Donna's eyes were glistening. "Have you seen anything? Have you noticed anything off in this house?"

"Mom, I can't make up things I haven't seen."

"I'm not asking you to make anything up. I'm asking you to be honest." Donna's voice had cracked. "I'm your mother, Mike. If you're hiding something from me, sooner or later I'll find out anyway, and then it really will be a problem for everyone, you included."

Mike had met his mother's eyes, and for an instant had thought about giving in, about telling her everything, about finally freeing himself of a weight that by now felt too heavy to carry alone. But the thought of Luana, of the consequences, of the secret that bound them together, had stopped him.

"No, Mom," he'd said, his voice firm. "I haven't noticed anything."

Donna had stared at him a long time, as if searching for a crack in that answer, but in the end had sighed, defeated once again.

"Fine," she'd said, standing to leave. "But keep me informed, Mike. If anything happens, if you see or hear anything strange, I want to be the first to know. Before anyone else. Before your father, even."

"Why before Dad?" Mike had asked, struck by that request.

"Because I'd know how to handle this situation," Donna had answered, with a bitterness that betrayed years of wounds never fully healed. "Your father, on the other hand, might do something rash. Or worse, might do nothing at all. I've seen it happen before."

"Sure, Mom."

They'd hugged on the doorstep, a brief, formal gesture that struck Mike as heavier than any conversation. He'd closed the door watching his mother's car pull away down the street, his heart still tight from that question he hadn't been able to answer honestly, and only then had Luana reappeared from the kitchen, a satisfied smile on her lips.

"Did she leave?" she'd asked, as if she hadn't heard every single word of that conversation.

"Yes."

"Good," Luana had said, stepping closer. "You did well. I heard her, you know. The walls of this house aren't as thick as they seem."

Mike hadn't known whether to feel proud or disgusted by that compliment.

"What would you have done if I'd told the truth?" he'd asked her, almost to test her.

"I don't know," Luana had answered, with a sincerity that had caught him off guard. "But I'm glad I don't have to find out."

That evening at dinner, Luana had gone back to her usual good mood, as if Donna's visit had never happened. She'd talked about recipes, TV shows, small everyday things, and Mike had wondered how many more times, in the future, he'd have to witness that surprising ability of hers to leave everything behind without the slightest visible effort. He didn't know whether to admire her for that strength, or fear her even more for that very same reason.

Later, shut in his room, Mike had sat on the bed for a long time, thinking about how easy it had become, by now, to lie to someone who truly loved him. He didn't even feel the same discomfort anymore that he had the first few times. And that, exactly, the ease with which the lie slipped from his lips, made him feel further from himself than any scene watched from the closet ever had.

He'd thought back too to the question about the baby brother, to the crack that had opened for an instant in Luana's certainty before closing just as quickly. He'd wondered if she really cared at all about the consequences of her actions, or if everything, in the end, came down to a way of coming out unscathed, whatever happened. It was the same evening he'd watched Luana at the height of her own desire, and already, just hours later, that desire seemed to have turned into a cold, almost calculating concern.

Outside, the night was quiet as always, but inside Mike something had started to creak, a thin crack that no longer concerned only Luana and her secrets, but also his own image of himself, that shy boy he'd been just a few weeks earlier and who now seemed to belong to a different, almost foreign life.

He fell asleep that night with the doubt still hanging unresolved, unable to find an answer that fully convinced him. Tomorrow, after all, would come regardless, with its new questions and its new lies to hold up. And he, by now, knew he was ready to face them. Even if that thought, on its own, gave him no real comfort at all.
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Humiliated 

In the days that followed, Mike had started dwelling on a question he could no longer shake. Luana stayed close to him constantly, brushed his hair, whispered in his ear, gave him intimacies she guarded like trophies, and yet nothing truly concrete had ever happened between them. A kiss, a more intimate touch, something beyond that game made of glances and small rewards.

He thought about it while ironing, while washing dishes, while studying without managing to focus. Every gesture of hers, however affectionate, always stopped an instant before becoming something more. A hand on the cheek, never on the lips. A body close to his on the couch, never truly against him.

He'd started watching her with a new attention, almost scholarly, trying to find a pattern in those limits she seemed to set for herself so naturally. He couldn't find explanations that fully satisfied him, and every theory that formed in his head left room only for growing frustration.

He'd seen her with three different men by now. He'd witnessed every detail of their bodies, their pleasures. Was it really possible that with him, who'd stayed faithful to her in a way no lover ever could, there wasn't room even for the smallest contact? The question seemed more than fair to him, and yet he'd never found the courage to ask it out loud, until that morning.

He'd decided to confront her one morning, while she sorted some clothes in the closet. The moment had seemed right: they were alone in the house, Luis away for work, and the mood between them felt right, close, almost intimate.

"Luana, can I ask you something?" he'd said, stepping closer with a hesitation he'd tried to mask.

"Sure, sweetheart. Go ahead."

"Why does nothing ever happen with me?" he'd asked her, his voice betraying an insecurity he would have liked to hide better.

Luana had turned around, surprised by the question. "What do you mean?"

"I mean I've seen you with three different men. It doesn't seem like such an exclusive thing, for you." He'd taken a deep breath, finding the courage to continue. "Why not even the smallest contact with me?"

The silence that followed was charged with something Mike couldn't decipher, a pause that seemed to stretch longer than it should have. Luana had slowly set down the dress she was holding, as if she needed that small gesture to buy time before answering.

Luana had stayed silent for a long moment, then looked at him with a stern expression Mike had never seen her turn on him before.

"Have you perhaps forgotten that I'm your father's wife?"

Mike hadn't expected that argument, not after everything she'd made him complicit in over the past few weeks. It struck him as almost surreal to hear her invoke a role, that of the faithful wife, that she herself contradicted every chance she got.

"I'm a married woman, a respectable woman. I have Catholic principles, I'm Italian, from Naples no less. How can you ask me this? You wound me with these requests."

Mike had been left speechless, surprised by the turn the conversation was taking. Just days before he'd heard her talk about a twenty-five-year-old lover with an almost romantic fervor, and now that same woman was telling him about Catholic principles as if they were an impassable wall erected just for him.

"But you..." he'd tried to say, unable to find the right words to express that contradiction.

"I what?" Luana had pressed, her eyes flashing with an indignation that seemed genuine.

"Nothing," he'd murmured, giving up on finishing the thought.

"I confided in you," Luana had continued, her voice growing sharper with every word. "I opened my world to you, and now you want to take advantage of it. For what, exactly? You want to ruin a relationship for a few minutes of pleasure. Is that what you want? Tell me, I want to hear it from your own lips."

"It wasn't my intention to ruin anything," Mike had tried to say, his voice growing more uncertain.

"Then what did you mean?" Luana had crossed her arms, waiting for an answer he couldn't quite form.

"Sorry, maybe..." Mike had tried to retreat, feeling the conversation slip out of his hands.

"Sorry what? You haven't even finished the sentence, Mike. Go on."

"No, Mike. You need to speak plainly. Do you want intimacy with me? Do you want to ruin everything between us?" She'd shaken her head, with a bitter smile. "I get it, you know. Go on then, if that's what you want: pull down your pants, take it out. I really want to see how far you're willing to go."

Mike had regretted it immediately, realizing he'd completely misread the situation. "I'm sorry, I don't know what came over me. Forgive me."

"No, Mike. You've offended me, and now I want to teach you a lesson." Luana's tone allowed no argument. "Pull those pants down. Show me what you really want."

"Luana, please..."

"No please. Do it."

Mike hadn't known what else to do. Uncomfortable, almost automatically, he'd undone his belt, pulling down his pants and underwear under Luana's stern gaze.

The silence that followed was the longest and most embarrassing he'd ever lived through in that house. Luana had looked him over from head to toe with a clinical attention, devoid of any warmth, as if she were assessing an object rather than a person.

"You make me laugh, Mike." Luana had watched him with a mix of contempt and amusement. "Look at you. What am I supposed to do now? You're not even a man. Look how limp it is. You don't even really turn me on. Be ashamed." She'd paused, as if about to land the final blow. "You only get excited when you see other men with me. Maybe it's really them who turn you on. Get dressed, and don't you dare ask me for something like this again."

"Okay," Mike had managed to say, his voice almost inaudible, eyes down as he pulled himself together.

Luana hadn't added anything else. She'd turned back to the closet, going back to sorting clothes as if nothing had happened, while Mike, behind her, felt his pride shatter piece by piece. He hadn't dared say a word, afraid that anything he said would only make an already humiliating situation worse.

Mike had pulled his pants up quickly and fled to his room, shutting himself in for the rest of the day. He hadn't touched a book. He'd kept turning Luana's words over in his mind, wondering if she was right, if it really was only the presence of other men that excited him, and not her herself.

He'd looked at himself in the mirror more than once, searching in that reflection for some trace of the man Luana had denied him being. He hadn't found answers, only a confused image of himself he didn't fully recognize. The boy staring back at him from the mirror felt like a stranger, someone who'd agreed to be humiliated rather than lose a privilege that by now felt as indispensable as it was shameful.

He'd sat on the edge of the bed for hours, replaying every single word Luana had said, every look of contempt, searching in vain for a way to piece back together the image of himself that scene had shattered. He'd never been looked at like that before, with that clinical coldness devoid of any compassion.

In the afternoon, he'd heard the doorbell ring. A man's voice, never heard before, had mixed with Luana's laughter as they climbed the stairs together toward the bedroom. Mike hadn't found the courage to come out, not that time. He'd stayed shut in his room, listening to the sounds through the wall: the now-familiar creaking, the moans, and finally the final cries, maybe more theatrical than usual, as if Luana were performing a part rather than truly living it.

Every sound filtering through the wall felt like a targeted punishment, as if Luana had wanted to make sure he heard every single detail without the comfort of being able to see it with his own eyes. The absence of sight made everything crueler, his imagination filling in the gaps with increasingly painful scenarios. He'd pressed the pillow against his chest, trying to muffle those sounds, but there'd been no way to ignore them completely.

Luana was doing it again, and he wasn't in his usual spot.

He'd felt betrayed, excluded, in a way he hadn't anticipated. He'd understood, with a painful clarity, that he'd made a mistake that morning, that he'd risked losing the complicity they'd built together with such patience.

Later, he'd heard the man's footsteps go down the stairs, Luana's voice saying goodbye to him with her usual ease, and then the sound of the front door closing. The house had gone quiet again, but Mike hadn't found the courage to come out even then. He'd waited for her to knock, to come looking for him, but the minutes had passed with nothing happening, and that prolonged silence had made him realize just how fragile the position he thought he'd won in that house really was.

He'd also thought back to Luana's words, to that sharp accusation that it was other men who truly excited him. He no longer knew how to tell what was true and what wasn't, whether his own desire was directed at her or at the spectacle she orchestrated with such care. It was a question he'd never dared ask himself with this much clarity, and now that he had, he wasn't sure he really wanted to know the answer.

He'd promised himself, regardless, to find the right way to make it up to her soon, maybe with some concrete gesture, a favor, something that could show Luana how reliable he still was despite the morning's slip-up.

Toward evening, while he was still shut in his room brooding, his phone had buzzed. It was his mother. He'd opened the message almost mechanically, his mind still occupied with his own humiliation, and found himself looking at a sequence of photographs: a dark-haired woman, inside a car, kissing an enormous Black man. In other images the woman's head was tipped lower, and only the man's face was clearly visible.

Mike had recognized him immediately. It was the same face glimpsed through the gap in the closet just days before, the same man who'd made him feel so small by comparison, whose presence had stirred up in him an arousal he still hadn't fully managed to explain to himself. Seeing that face now, in a photograph taken by a stranger on his mother's behalf, gave him a strange feeling, as if two worlds he'd always kept strictly separate had suddenly collided.

He'd stared at the screen for a long time, his heart pounding for a reason different from every other time. His first instinct had been to protect Luana, as always, but beneath that automatic instinct something new stirred: a cold, almost calculating thought, about what to do with that now-undeniable proof.

Then, without adding anything else, he'd typed a single line in response.

"That's not her."

He'd pressed send with a trembling finger, and right afterward wondered if he'd done the right thing, if that final lie wasn't in fact just one more piece of a betrayal against the one person who had never stopped truly believing in him. He'd turned off the screen and let himself fall onto the bed, the weight of that day pressing on his chest from every direction: the morning's humiliation, the afternoon's betrayal, and now this final lie he'd chosen to hand his mother without even a moment's real hesitation.

He'd fallen asleep late, his mind still torn between the desire to be forgiven by Luana and the growing guilt toward Donna, unable to find peace in either direction. The next day, he knew, he'd have to face both women in his life with a version of himself he was finding harder and harder to recognize.
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A Strange Lie 

That morning it was already hot, an unusual heat for the season, and when Mike came down for breakfast he'd found Luana already in the kitchen, sitting at the table with a cup of coffee between her hands. The windows were cracked open, and a thread of warm air stirred the light curtains ever so slightly.

She was wearing only a light robe, made of an open-weave mesh that hid practically nothing. No bra, no underwear beneath it. Mike had stood breathless on the threshold, his eyes unable to pull away from that barely veiled body: her heavy breasts swaying freely with every small movement, and lower down, sharp through the wide weave of the fabric, the thick dark triangle that left nothing to the imagination.

Luana had kept sipping her coffee as if nothing were happening, pretending not to notice the disturbance she'd caused. But Mike had caught, in a quick sideways glance, that she knew perfectly well the effect she was producing, and that calculated coldness was itself part of the lesson she meant to teach him.

"Morning," she'd said, without looking up from her cup.

"Morning," Mike had answered, his voice cracking halfway through the word.

Beyond that brief exchange, Luana hadn't added anything. She was waiting, with that icy patience she knew was more effective than any scolding, for him to make the first move.

Mike had dropped to his knees at her feet, his voice already broken with tears.

"Forgive me, Luana. I don't know what came over me yesterday. Please, forget what I said."

She'd smiled, but it wasn't a sincere smile. Something crueler hid behind those parted lips.

"Are you really sorry? Are you sure?"

"I swear it, Luana. It won't happen again, really. I didn't sleep a wink last night."

"I want to believe you. I want to give you a chance." She'd set the cup down on the table, with a slow gesture. "But on one condition."

"Any condition, please. Everything like before. Let's go back to how it was." The words were coming out of him now with no control at all. "Yesterday was hard. Those sounds, not being there. Please, Luana, never again."

"Have you thought about what I told you?"

"Yes, I've thought about everything, and I'm sorry, for everything, please."

"That's not what I mean." Luana's tone had sharpened. "My question. What you really get excited by."

Mike had been caught off guard. "What do you mean?"

"Do I excite you, or do the men who make love to me excite you?"

"You, I think. Why?"

"Mike. Don't lie to me. I want the truth."

Mike had no doubts, really. He was aroused by her, by her heavy breasts, by her raven-dark intimacy, by her full lips, by her scent and by the more intimate smells that had by now become familiar to him. Maybe also by the illicit situations themselves, by the transgression of the moment, but not by the men. Those were only background, the perversion of the scene. He wasn't aroused by them, of that he was absolutely certain.

"You excite me, Luana."

"You're a liar." Luana's voice had hardened. "And seeing as I'm your stepmother, the fact that I excite you is something sick, immoral, unless..."

"I don't understand, Luana. Unless what?"

"Unless you admit that the men who are with me excite you. Then everything would be different. We could keep playing our game, and maybe even go further."

Mike had felt his ears ring. He'd understood, in one instant of painful clarity, that he had to lie, say something he didn't think at all, just to keep from losing her, just to keep that strange complicity going that by now held up every single day of his life.

He'd found the strength to speak. "Yes."

"Yes what, Mike? Speak clearly."

"Them."

"Them what, Mike? They excite you? You like naked men? Their private parts?"

"Yes." He'd said it in a thin voice, with a new, artificial conviction, born of a psychological humiliation so extreme it paradoxically bordered on an arousal of its own.

"Good boy, Mike." Luana's smile had finally softened. "Come up now, don't stay down there on the floor. Hold me, higher up."

Mike had lifted himself, staying on his knees in front of her. Luana had taken his hands, guiding them onto her hips, and with her other hand had stroked his hair before pressing his face against her lower belly.

Through the mesh of the robe, Mike could feel the warmth of her body and an intense scent, different from her usual vanilla and amber perfume. Luana washed often, every day, but that morning she hadn't done anything yet: since her last encounter the previous afternoon she hadn't even rinsed off, as if she'd planned, or maybe deliberately sought out, a moment just like this one.

Mike had breathed in deeply, trying to capture as long as possible that mixed scent, of woman and man together. Sex, pure scent of sex left there for hours. He'd felt his own body respond, the arousal building with none of the male presences he'd just talked about playing any part in that reaction. It was her. It had always been her, and those games she built around herself, the verbal disguises, the small psychological cruelties that seemed to excite him almost as much as the act itself.

He'd stayed like that, motionless, breathing her in, while Luana's hands kept moving slowly through his hair, an almost maternal gesture. He hadn't wanted to break that moment with the truth he should have told her. He didn't want her to find out. He'd keep pretending feelings he didn't have, rather than lose what he now considered, despite everything, the most important thing in his life.

The doorbell had rung at that exact moment, abruptly shattering the intimacy of the scene. Luana had stiffened, pushing Mike away from her with a quick, almost brusque gesture, as if that intimacy they'd just shared had never existed.

"Who could that be, at this hour?" she'd murmured, pulling up her robe with a nervous motion.

Mike had gotten up quickly, his heart still pounding hard for reasons he could no longer tell apart from one another. He'd peeked through the kitchen window, and the blood had frozen in his veins.

"It's my mother," he'd said, his voice suddenly tense. "And she's got photos in her hand."

Luana had gone pale for a moment, but quickly composed herself, her face returning to an almost unnatural calm. "Go let her in. I'll get dressed and come right down."

Donna had walked in without much ceremony, an envelope clutched under her arm, her eyes seeking out Mike's immediately as if for one last confirmation before the battle. She was wearing the same dress from the day of their first confrontation, as if she hadn't had the time or the will to change before rushing over.

"Where is she?" she'd asked, without sitting down.

"I'm coming," Luana had answered, coming down the stairs now dressed in a simple outfit, the mask of the composed lady of the house perfectly back in place. "Donna, what a surprise. Would you like some coffee?"

"I'm not here for coffee." Donna had pulled the printed photographs out of the envelope, setting them on the table with a sharp motion. "I want an explanation. Now."

Luana had studied the images with an expression of studied puzzlement, picking one up between her fingers as if she needed to examine it closely.

"That's not me, Donna."

"Don't play games with me. It's clearly you."

"I have a cousin who looks strikingly like me, if that's what this is about. She lives in Trenton, comes to visit now and then." Luana had shaken her head, with a tone of patient resignation. "I understand your concern, Donna, I really do. But I can't answer for every blurry photo taken by some stranger."

"I've never heard of this cousin," Donna had shot back, suspicious.

"I don't have any reason to tell you about my family every time we see each other, Donna. We're not that close, are we?" Luana's tone had stayed perfectly polite, but the jab had landed all the same.

"It's not blurry."

"It's taken from far away, with a phone, while moving." Luana had sighed, as if she were the wronged party in this conversation. "I understand you want to find something wrong in this family, Donna. But I can't let your fears turn into accusations against me."

Donna had clenched her fists, her face red with frustration. "I know what I saw."

"You saw a photo," Luana had answered, with an exasperating calm. "You didn't see me."

The confrontation had gone on for several minutes, Donna insisting, Luana batting away every accusation with the same impenetrable coldness, until Mike's mother, exhausted, had let herself drop into a chair, less certain than when she'd walked in. Her hands trembled slightly around the now-empty photo envelope, as if the certainty that had brought her there had suddenly cracked under the weight of Luana's calm.

"Mike," she'd finally said, turning toward him with one last hope in her eyes. "What do you say? Is that her in the photo?"

Mike had felt Luana's gaze land on him like a blade.

"I don't know, Mom," he'd said, his voice trembling faintly. "Really, I can't say for certain."

The silence that followed was loaded with a disappointment Mike had felt physically, like a weight on his chest. Donna had looked at him for a moment as if she no longer fully recognized him.

Donna had gathered up the photographs with trembling hands, putting them back in the envelope without looking at either of them anymore. "Fine," she'd said, standing up. "But this isn't over."

"However you like, Donna," Luana had answered, walking her to the door with a courtesy that seemed almost genuine. "My door is always open for you, you know. Even if you keep suspecting me for no reason."

She'd left without saying goodbye, the door closing behind her with a dull thud.

Left alone, Luana had turned to Mike with a satisfied smile.

"You did wonderfully," she'd told him, stepping closer. "Your silence, in that moment, was more precious than you can imagine."

"I lied to my mother," Mike had said, his voice loaded with a weight he could no longer shake off.

"I know." Luana had stroked his cheek. "And for that, sweetheart, you really do deserve another reward."

"I don't want rewards right now," Mike had said, surprising even himself with that answer. "I just want to know if I did the right thing."

Luana had looked at him with an expression that, for an instant, had seemed almost tender. "You did the only thing you could, Mike. Sometimes protecting someone means lying to them too. One day you'll understand that better."

Mike hadn't been entirely sure he believed her, but he'd nodded anyway, unable to come up with arguments better than his own doubts. The memory of his mother's disappointed face had stayed with him for the rest of the day, mixed with the far more recent memory of the intense, forbidden scent he'd just tasted in the kitchen.

Outside, the unusual heat of that morning kept making itself felt, but inside the house the air seemed to have grown suddenly heavier, charged with everything that had just happened between the three of them: Mike's lie, Luana's coldness, Donna's silent defeat. Mike wondered, for the first time with real fear, how much longer he'd be able to sustain that double game before something, inevitably, broke. And as much as that question terrified him, he still couldn't find the strength to walk away from any of it.

The day went on amid silences heavy with meaning and small everyday gestures, as if nothing had changed, even though in reality everything now seemed just a little different than before. Mike had stopped asking himself whether this was a good thing or a bad one: he'd only learned to live with it, day by day, a little at a time. And it was exactly that capacity for adaptation, more than anything else, that truly frightened him.
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The Heat of the Evening 

The phone had rung in the early afternoon, while Mike straightened up the kitchen. It was Luis, his voice different from usual, more tense.

"I talked to your mother yesterday," he'd said, without much preamble. "She had a strange tone. Mike, is there something you're not telling me?"

Mike had felt his heart race. "No, Dad. Everything's normal here."

"Are you sure? Because Donna sounded upset, and when I asked her why, she changed the subject."

"I don't know what to tell you. Maybe she just had a rough day."

"Donna's never been the type to get worked up over nothing," Luis had insisted. "Not even when we were married. If she says little, it's usually because something big is on her mind."

"I wouldn't know, Dad. I don't talk to her all that often."

Luis had stayed silent for a few seconds, a silence that struck Mike as loaded with doubts not fully formed. "All right," he'd finally said. "If there's something, you know you can tell me. Whatever it is."

"I know, Dad."

After hanging up, Mike had stayed a long time with the phone in his hand, the feeling of lying to both his parents at once closing around him like a vise. The web of lies he'd built week after week now felt too big to be kept under control by one person alone.

He'd wondered, for an instant, what would happen if he simply told his father the truth right then, on the phone, without having to hold anyone's gaze. But the mere thought of saying those words out loud had closed his throat, and the moment had passed along with the rest of the call.

That afternoon, Luana had gone out for hours, leaving him alone in the house. Mike had straightened up every room with an almost obsessive care, as if cleaning could somehow make up for the weight of everything else, and toward evening had set about making dinner: fried fish, the recipe he knew she liked best.

He'd set the table carefully, even arranging a small vase of flowers picked from the garden, a gesture no one had ever asked for but that felt right to him, almost necessary, after the tension of the phone call.

It was still hot when she got home, her hair mussed, without having stopped to shower. She'd only changed into a long, sheer tank top, nothing underneath.

"You made a delicious dinner, Mike." She'd sat down at the table with a satisfied smile. "Let's watch TV on the couch, after."

"Where'd you end up today?" Mike had asked, trying to keep his tone light.

"Around," she'd answered, evasive, bringing another bite to her mouth. "My own business, sweetheart. Don't ask too many questions tonight, I'm tired."

"Sorry. I didn't mean to pry."

"You're not prying." Luana had smiled at him, a softer smile than usual. "You're just curious. That's normal, at your age."

They'd kept eating in a pleasant silence, different from the tension of recent days, almost as if for one evening both of them had decided to set aside the games and the manipulations to simply enjoy a carefully prepared dinner.

There was nothing interesting on the channels, and soon Luana had suggested, with her usual ease, a porno. Mike hadn't dared say no.

It was again the story of a woman alone at home, her husband away for work. A sink breaking, two plumbers showing up, the scene lingering at length on the initial pleasantries, the coffee offered, the glances stretching past due courtesy, before the plot slid quickly toward what they both knew was coming. The woman ended up used by both men at once, sandwiched between them, their two bodies moving in perfect sync.

"These threesome scenes drive me crazy," Luana had whispered, her eyes fixed on the screen. "Don't they you?"

Mike had managed a timid yes.

"You don't sound very convinced," she'd observed, turning toward him with a curious smile.

"I am," Mike had insisted, his voice betraying more agitation than he wanted to show.

"How I'd love..." She hadn't finished the sentence. She'd pulled up her tank top, left completely bare from the waist down. "Do you mind if I touch myself? I can't help it."

Mike had only been able to nod.

Luana's hand had started teasing the thick black tuft between her thighs. One finger had disappeared inside her, then another.

"Come closer, Mike. Look up close, isn't it lovely."

Mike had leaned in, resting his cheek against her thighs. From so close he could see every detail: the seed someone had left there that afternoon slowly trickling down, Luana's now-soaked fingers sliding in and out with an increasingly insistent rhythm. An intense scent of sex had reached his nose, nearly sending him over the edge, a mix of her and that unknown man who'd left his trace only hours before.

"Touch yourself, Mike. Now. Touch yourself, I'm allowing it."

With shame, he'd undone his pants, pulling down his underwear. He was fully hard. His hand had started moving up and down, uncertain at first, then steadily more sure.

"Good boy, Mike. Keep going. Maybe someday..." Luana hadn't managed to finish the sentence. Three fingers had disappeared inside her all at once, and she'd cried out, a sudden gush spilling onto the floor and partly onto Mike's hair.

He hadn't been able to hold back. He'd tensed, coming on his stomach, breath ragged.

Luana had looked at him, smiling. "What do you say, Mike. We were bad today, weren't we? It shouldn't happen again, right?"

Mike had felt hollowed out. He'd thought about the giant, about the thirty-plus minutes during which he'd turned Luana every which way like a doll. He, on the other hand, had barely touched himself five or six times, ten seconds, maybe less. The comparison had wounded him more than he would have liked to admit, as if even in that small moment finally granted to him, he'd still somehow ended up losing.

Luana had understood, of course. She'd handed him a tissue.

"Clean yourself up. You made a mess."

She'd gotten up and headed to the bedroom. Mike had heard drawers opening and then closing again. He knew perfectly well what they held: he'd snooped once, when she was out, one afternoon when curiosity had gotten the better of good sense. Gifts from Luis, toys for her, so she wouldn't get bored while her husband was away for work. And Luana wasn't the type to get bored.

He still remembered the surprise he'd felt that day, the discovery that even Luis, in his own way, was unknowingly taking part in that secret world, contributing with those innocent gifts to a pleasure he himself would never have imagined fueling in that way.

He'd stayed sitting on the couch a few more minutes, the tissue clutched in his hand, listening to the small sounds filtering down from upstairs, unable to decide whether to go up and join her or stay there, in that kind of limbo he knew all too well by now.

He'd heard her cry out again during the night, at least a couple of times, before sleep overtook him, worn down by an exhaustion he no longer had the strength to fight.

He'd dreamed, that night, a confused dream in which Luis came home unexpectedly and found everything exactly as it really was: the closet, the drawers, the lies piled up week after week. In the dream, his father didn't yell, didn't get angry: he only looked at him with an expression of disappointment so deep that Mike had woken up with the pillow soaked in sweat, his heart pounding hard as if the scene had been real.

He'd woken up several times, falling back asleep each time with the same suspended sense of alarm, never fully settled.

The next day, while Mike ironed in the kitchen, the phone had rung again. It was Luis, once more.

"I've decided," he'd said, without preamble. "I'm coming home early. In two days, maybe three."

Mike had felt a cold shiver run through him. "Why, Dad? Did something happen at work?"

"No, nothing to do with work." Luis's voice had dropped lower, almost confidential. "It's just that I feel like I need to come home. I can't explain it any better than that. I feel like I need to be there."

"What about the project you were working on?"

"I'll finish it remotely, if I have to. I already talked to my manager." Luis had paused. "Mike, is everything really okay there? Tell me honestly."

"Everything's fine, Dad," Mike had answered, his voice coming out steadier than he felt inside.

"Then I'll see you soon," Luis had concluded, but something in his tone, a barely perceptible uncertainty, had stayed hanging in the air long after the call ended.

Mike had stood frozen in the kitchen, the iron still on, as the meaning of that news slowly made its way through his mind. Luis was coming back early. Not for work, not for any concrete reason he could explain, but for an instinct that struck Mike as dangerously close to the truth.

He'd rushed up to Luana's room, finding her stretched out on the bed reading a magazine.

"Dad's coming back in two or three days," he'd told her, breathless.

Luana had looked up, and for an instant, before composing her usual expression, Mike had caught a flash of genuine worry cross her face.

"Did he say why?" she'd asked, her voice suddenly more alert.

"He says he feels like he needs to come home. Nothing specific."

Luana had stayed silent, her eyes fixed on some indefinite point in the room, as if she were rapidly recalculating every single detail of her life in that house, every trace left behind, every lie told, to make sure everything would still hold up long enough.

"Should I get rid of something?" Mike had asked, without specifying what he meant, but they'd both understood perfectly.

"Leave it to me," Luana had answered, her voice having found a semblance of control again. "I always know how to handle these things."

"All right," she'd finally said, with a calm that struck Mike as more fragile than usual. "We have a couple of days to be careful. Very careful."

Mike had nodded, but inside he knew that carefulness might no longer be enough. Too many things had already happened, too many traces left behind, too many lies told to too many different people. Luis's return wasn't just news to be handled carefully: it was the first real sign that time, for the two of them, was running out.

He'd stayed awake a long time that night, going back over every single detail of the past few days, trying to spot the weakest points in their web of lies, the ones that might give way first under the pressure of a father finally present in the house. The tin box, Luana's drawers, the closet itself: every corner of the house now held a secret that a single attentive glance could expose.

Two days. Maybe three. It wasn't much time to prepare for whatever was coming, but it was still more than they'd had until then. The thought of his father, finally home after weeks away, should have been a simple, ordinary joy. Instead, for Mike, it had become just another source of anguish to manage, another lie to prepare, another test to get through without letting his eyes give him away.

He fell asleep at last, that thought still burning, uncertain what really awaited him when his father returned. Those two days, in a way he still couldn't imagine, would turn out to be among the most intense ever lived in that house.
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The Plumbers 

The next day, over breakfast, Luana had brought up the previous night's movie again with an insistence that struck Mike as odd from the very first words. He'd thought, for an instant, that Luis's imminent return had made her more cautious, less inclined toward certain games. He'd been badly mistaken.

"That movie last night was fantastic, don't you think, Mike?"

He, surprised by the question, had answered distractedly. "Nothing special. A generic plot."

"But that woman, so sandwiched between those two... how to put it, she seemed happy."

"Happy? I don't think that's the right word. And it was a movie anyway, all fake."

"And what if it happened for real?" Luana's eyes had lit up with an excitement she wasn't trying to hide. "A situation like that, I mean. Two plumbers, a woman alone. It would be fantastic."

Mike had immediately understood what she was picturing, and a mix of arousal and apprehension had gripped his stomach.

"Help me, Mike, please. I can't get those scenes out of my head." She'd stepped closer, her voice dropped to a whisper loaded with promises. "I swear, if you help me, I'll do something for you that you won't forget."

"What are you talking about? What kind of help?"

"Don't we have some broken faucet? Something worth fixing, enough to call two plumbers?"

"I don't know. Dad fixes everything, whenever something breaks."

"But he's not here. What if there were an urgent problem?"

"What kind of problem?"

"A drain. A clogged drain, would that be enough to call two plumbers?"

"Why two? Usually only one comes."

"Mike, you're really not getting it!" Luana had almost laughed, exasperated by his slowness. "Two. Like in the movie."

Mike had thought about it a moment, then an idea had flashed into his head. "We could throw some hair down the sink drain. Do you have a used hairbrush?"

"Yes, but I always pull the hair out and throw it in the trash, so it doesn't clog the sink."

"Then comb it out now. We'll take the hair and clog the bathroom sink downstairs."

"Great idea, Mike!"

They'd done exactly as planned. Mike had pulled all the black, raven hair caught in the brush's bristles, and pushed it carefully down the sink drain, packing it tight until it formed a dense, sturdy clog.

Then they'd started calling plumbing companies in the area.

The first three hadn't given good news: they sent only one technician, no exceptions. The fourth had done the same. Luana, sitting at the kitchen table with the phone in hand, was starting to show signs of impatience, her robe already slipping off one shoulder as she went from one number to the next.

"Why is it so hard to find one that sends two?" she'd huffed, after yet another refusal. "In the movies it always looks so easy."

"Maybe you should say it's a complicated job," Mike had suggested. "Maybe then they'll really send two."

On the fifth call, finally, a man's voice had confirmed that for an urgent job they'd send two technicians, given the potential complexity of the work. Luana had given the address, her voice trembling slightly with excitement.

"They're coming right away," she'd said, ending the call with a triumphant smile.

She'd rushed to her room, coming back shortly after wearing only the mesh robe, nothing underneath, the same light fabric Mike knew all too well by now.

"You hide," she'd told him, a new urgency in her voice. "You mustn't be heard, no matter what."

Mike had squeezed into the hallway closet, a cramped space full of brooms and cleaning supplies, from which, however, he had a perfect view of the living room through the half-open door.

The doorbell had rung a few minutes later. Two men in work coveralls, both young, had shown up each with a toolbox. One was tall with a short beard, the other shorter and stocky, hair shaved at the sides.

"They told us it's an emergency," the first had said.

"Yes, the bathroom sink," Luana had answered, leading them toward the hallway with a studied walk, her hips moving under the robe in a way that left no doubt about her intentions.

The two men had exchanged a knowing glance, clearly no strangers to situations like this one.

They'd gone into the bathroom, and Mike had heard the clink of tools, a few muffled curses as they tried to clear the drain. After a few minutes, one of them had come out of the bathroom with something between his fingers: a tangle of black, raven hair, still damp.

"Here's the problem," he'd said, laughing. "All this hair. Looks like it's hers, ma'am."

The other plumber had laughed too, coming out behind his colleague. "With hair like that, she ought to get a spanking."

Luana had smiled, mischievous, and wiggled her hips slightly, a brief, provocative movement. "I'm truly mortified," she'd said, not looking sorry in the least. "I'm so grateful to you both. I was worried my husband would come home and get angry, worried the whole drain would need redoing."

"With us there's nothing to worry about, ma'am," the shorter one had said, his eyes sliding over her body with no shame at all.

The two men had exchanged another knowing look, the same as before but heavier.

"No problem at all, ma'am," the taller one had said, stepping closer.

Luana had knelt in front of them without adding anything else. The two men had understood immediately, sliding out of their coveralls with quick, almost practiced motions.

She'd started with her mouth, alternating between the two, while they caressed her heavy breasts, freed now from the robe that had slipped to the floor. After a few minutes, one of them had knelt behind her, while she stayed occupied with her mouth on the other. Mike had seen her body stiffen slightly when the man entered her from behind, his hands holding her by the hips as he set a slow rhythm, then steadily more forceful.

After a while, Luana had paused, looking up at the man in front of her.

"Feel like lying down? On the rug."

He hadn't needed to be asked twice. He'd lain down on his back, and Luana, having the one behind her pause for a moment, had climbed astride him, her face turned to his, her heavy breasts swaying right above his face as she let herself slide down onto him, a satisfied moan escaping her lips with every inch gained.

Then she'd wet her fingers with her own saliva, bringing them back, moistening herself carefully. With her hands she'd spread her cheeks apart, a clear invitation to the second man, still kneeling behind her. He'd understood, lifting himself slightly, and slowly entered her from behind.

Luana had gasped, a deep sound that quickly turned into a continuous moan. The two men had found an alternating rhythm, one moving while the other slowed, then switching, a quarter hour of building moans while Mike, from the closet, watched every single detail of that scene, his heart pounding as hard as the three intertwined bodies in front of him.

Every so often, Luana turned her face straight toward the half-open closet door, and let out a louder moan than usual, a smile crossing her lips before closing her eyes again.

As they neared their climax, they'd exchanged a few quick lines, as if used to coordinating in situations like this one.

"I'm there. You?"

"Just a second..."

Then, finally: "Now!"

The rhythm had turned incredibly fast. Luana seemed overwhelmed by one of the most intense orgasms of her life.

"Yesss! Inside, please! All the way inside, fill me up!"

The final thrusts had been almost brutal, intense enough to seem like they might split her in two. When the two men pulled out, the fluids ran down her thighs, while she stayed motionless, still breathing hard.

They'd gotten dressed quickly, putting their coveralls back on, exchanging a few more low words about the job they'd just finished.

It was at that exact moment that the front door opened.

It was Luis.

He'd stood frozen on the threshold, his eyes shifting in surprise from the two plumbers, already dressed and toolboxes in hand, ready to leave, to Luana, disheveled, hair a mess, the robe barely covering her. For an instant, time seemed to stop completely, Mike in the closet holding his breath, certain this was the end of everything.

"What happened here?" he'd asked, his voice loaded with alarm.

"Nothing, a clogged drain," one of the two had answered, in a perfectly professional tone. "We fixed it."

"That's two hundred dollars," the other had added. "Is she paying?"

"Two hundred dollars for a clogged drain?" Luis had seemed genuinely outraged. "Are you out of your minds?"

"There's two of us, as you can see," the plumber had explained, unfazed. "A hundred each. That's the rate."

"In my day that kind of job cost a lot less," Luis had muttered, pulling out his wallet with a resigned sigh.

"Times change, sir," the other had answered, with a smile that struck Mike, from the closet, as loaded with an undertone only he could fully catch.

Luana, taking advantage of the general distraction, had rushed to the bathroom for a shower. Luis, too busy counting out the bills, hadn't noticed the fluids running down her thighs as she disappeared down the hallway.

He'd walked the two plumbers to the door, closing it behind them, and only then turned around, finding Mike in front of him.

"Mike, son. Where were you?"

"Right here, Dad. I was keeping an eye on the repair."

"Strange, I didn't see you." Luis had run a hand over his face, still shaken. "I only saw Luana, half naked, and I thought the worst. Good thing you were here. I feel calmer now."

"Yeah, Dad, you don't need to worry. I checked everything, just like you asked me to."

"You're really a good kid, Mike." Luis had squeezed his shoulder, an affectionate gesture loaded with a trust that weighed on Mike like lead. "You know, it puts my mind at ease knowing you watch over this house when I'm not here."

"I do what I can, Dad," Mike had answered, unable to meet his eyes any longer than necessary.

A few minutes later, Luana had come out of the bathroom wrapped in a robe, her hair still damp, her makeup hastily redone, every trace erased with the same efficiency with which she'd orchestrated the whole episode. She'd walked over to Luis, hugging him with an ardor that seemed perfectly genuine.

"I missed you," she'd whispered, her face buried against his chest.

Over his shoulder, as she hugged her husband, her eyes had met Mike's for an instant. She'd winked at him, a quick, knowing gesture, before going back to holding Luis close as if nothing in that house had ever been out of place.

Mike had stayed off to the side, his heart still racing from the fright he'd just lived through, wondering how much longer they'd manage to get away with it before their luck, inevitably, ran out.

Luis, oblivious to it all, simply seemed happy to be home a day early, to find his family together and seemingly at peace. He'd come within a hair of the truth, with nothing in his calm expression giving away just how close he'd come to disaster.
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Like a Mother 

That night, the first with Luis back home, Mike had heard unusual creaking coming from his parents' room, and shortly after, Luana's cries, more intense than usual. He'd stayed awake, his heart in his throat, wondering if after the afternoon's scare she truly needed that intensity to feel safe, or if it was just another one of her ways of releasing built-up tension.

He'd tried reading something to distract himself, but the words slid past his eyes without leaving a trace, his mind entirely occupied with what was happening two doors down.

About half an hour after the sounds had stopped, someone had knocked softly at his door. Mike had gone rigid, his heart starting to pound again for a different reason than the one that had kept him awake until then.

"It's me, Luana. Let me in."

Mike had turned the key, letting her in. She'd moved with silent steps, closing the door behind her with the same caution.

"Today was fantastic," she'd whispered, coming closer to the bed. "You were an angel. You saved me. I promised you a gift."

"You don't have to, Luana," Mike had tried, his voice still thick with interrupted sleep. "Dad's right there. If he heard us..."

"He won't hear us. He's out cold, after tonight." Luana had smiled, a shadow of satisfaction crossing her face. "I made sure he'd sleep deeply."

"I did it for Dad," Mike had answered, his voice still uncertain. "So he wouldn't suffer. I feared the worst."

"It doesn't matter why. You helped me with everything: the drain, setting up the call, your father's unexpected arrival." She'd taken a step even closer. "I promised you a gift."

She'd let the robe fall to the floor, left completely naked.

"Sit on the bed." She'd pushed him gently toward the mattress. Mike had sat down, and she'd knelt in front of him, sliding off his pajamas and underwear in one motion.

He was already aroused, and Luana's hand had started stroking him gently. She'd swept her black hair to one side of her face, leaning down.

"You don't have to, please, no," Mike had murmured, but she'd continued, her warm mouth enveloping him completely, a slow up-and-down motion that left him breathless. Every resistance he might have wanted to put up had melted away within seconds, replaced by a pleasure he could no longer control.

Luana had taken one of his hands, placing it behind her own neck. Just like the giant did, Mike had thought. Just like his father did. But instead of pressing, instead of guiding, he'd simply stroked her hair, a tender, almost affectionate gesture, so different from what he'd always expected he'd have to do in that position.

She'd looked up for an instant, surprised by that unexpected tenderness, before closing her eyes again and continuing with renewed intensity.

Mike had felt his arousal build further, and Luana, sensing it, had picked up the pace. He'd tensed four, five times, maybe more, but she hadn't shown any sign of stopping. She'd swallowed, staying a moment longer with her lips closed around him, before placing a delicate kiss on the tip.

Mike had looked at her, still in disbelief over what had just happened. She'd brought her face close to his, and this time he, as he'd promised himself weeks before, hadn't pulled back. Their lips had brushed, just barely, a light contact that left Mike overwhelmed by a scent that filled his nostrils, intense, forbidden, the taste of himself mixed with hers in a way he never would have imagined wanting.

"I..." he'd whispered, without finding the courage to finish the sentence.

The silence that followed was loaded with everything neither of them dared say out loud.

Luana had rested a finger on his lips, as if to tell him there was no need to add anything else. She'd winked at him, picked the robe up off the floor, and left the room silently, leaving him there, alone with his thoughts and a whirl of emotions he no longer knew how to name.

He'd stayed awake a long time after she left, thinking back over that tender caress he'd given her without meaning to, so different from everything he'd seen the other men do. He'd wondered if she'd noticed the difference, if that small gesture had meant as much to her as it had to him.

Mike had dreamed, that night, a restless sleep full of cries and fear. Several times, half asleep, he'd called out Luana's name aloud, as if she could truly save him from whatever nightmare was tormenting him.

The next morning he'd woken up late. Coming down to the kitchen, he'd found Luis and Luana sitting at the table, deep in a low, intimate, almost conspiratorial conversation.

"Sleepyhead," Luis had said, looking up with a smile. "Shouldn't you be studying?"

"Leave him be," Luana had said, smiling at Mike with a perfectly calibrated sweetness. "He's young, he's entitled to sleep in now and then."

Luana had winked at him, a quick gesture Luis couldn't have seen.

"Sorry, Dad. A strange night. I had some absurd dreams."

"I know, nightmares, I'd guess. You were screaming pretty loud." Luis had shaken his head, almost amused. "And you know what? You didn't call for me, in the nightmares. Not for your mother either. You called for Luana, to save you." He'd smiled, real affection in his eyes. "I'm honestly glad you two get along so well. More than a mother, by now. I'm happy."

"What exactly was I screaming?" Mike had asked, trying to keep his tone curious rather than alarmed.

"I don't remember the words. Just her name, repeated a few times." Luis had shrugged, not giving it much weight. "Dreams are strange, you know how it is."

"Yeah, Dad," Mike had answered, his voice betraying more than a little hesitation. "Like a mother."

In the background, Luana was smiling, clearly amused by that description.

They'd had breakfast all together, then headed out like a genuinely happy family, off to the mall. Luis had insisted on buying Mike a new pair of shoes, and Luana had spent half an hour trying on clothes in a store, stepping out of the fitting room each time to ask both their opinions, laughing at Luis's teasing about which one was his favorite.

"This one looks great on you," Luis had said, admiring a red dress Luana wore with ease.

"Mike, what do you think?" she'd asked, turning toward him with an innocent smile that hid far more.

"It looks good on you," Mike had answered, unable to add anything more under both their gazes.

They'd had lunch at a fast food place, laughing over nothing in particular, Luis telling stories from his business trip, Luana laughing at his jokes with a warmth that seemed perfectly natural.

Mike had watched the scene with a mix of ease and unease he couldn't reconcile. From outside, anyone looking at them would have seen a normal, happy family, no shadows at all. Only he knew how constructed that normalcy was, how every one of Luana's smiles hid a calculation, how every word of hers was weighed to maintain the balance they'd built together.

And yet, watching his father laugh heartily at some joke or other, Mike had caught himself wishing that scene could be true all the way through, that there were no secret eating away at it from the inside.

When they got home, in the early afternoon, Donna was waiting for them in the driveway, impatient, an envelope clutched in her hands.

"I needed to talk to you," she'd said, addressing Luis, ignoring Luana completely. "I have photos. You need to see them."

Luis had frowned, caught off guard by the ambush. "Donna, what's going on? We haven't seen each other in weeks and now you show up like this?"

"It's important, Luis. Trust me."

"Look," she'd insisted, holding out the printed photographs. "Look closely at who's in that car."

Luis had studied the images for a long moment, his face betraying no readable emotion. Then he'd handed them back to his ex-wife with a slow, almost patient gesture.

"Donna," he'd said, his voice calm but firm. "We've already talked about this. Luana explained everything to me, the story about the cousin. I understand you need to find something wrong with this family, but this has to stop."

"Luis, please, look closely..."

"I looked closely." Luis had run a hand over his face, tired. "And all I see is a blurry photo, taken from far away, of a woman who looks like her, a cousin, according to what Luana told me. I don't see proof, Donna. I see only your obsession."

"It's not obsession! It's concern, for you, for Mike!"

"Donna, it's over between us. Permanently. You need to accept that, once and for all."

"This isn't about us!"

"It's always about us, one way or another." Luis's voice had hardened. "My life now is with Luana. She's a one-of-a-kind woman, loving, faithful. I won't let you keep ruining the peace I've finally found."

Donna had stood motionless, the photos still clutched in her hand, her eyes glistening with a disappointment that seemed to have overtaken any possible anger.

"Go, Donna," Luis had added, more gently. "Please. I don't want to fight, but I can't let you keep destabilizing this family."

Donna had looked at Mike, searching for one last foothold, one last confirmation. He'd looked away, unable to bear that silent plea.

Without adding anything else, Donna had gotten back in her car and driven off, the envelope with the photographs left behind on the passenger seat.

Mike, off to the side, had watched the entire scene without saying a word, while Luana, beside Luis, kept up an expression of composed sadness, perfectly calibrated to look like the wronged party in the whole affair.

Only later, when they were alone in the kitchen, had Luana smiled at him, a smile of pure satisfaction.

"You see?" she'd said, quietly. "There's nothing that can touch us now. Nothing and no one."

"I felt bad for her," Mike had admitted, thinking of his mother's devastated face as she got back in the car.

"I know, sweetheart. But some battles are won, others are lost. She lost this one." Luana had stroked his cheek, with a tenderness that struck Mike, in that moment, as almost genuine.

Mike had nodded, but inside, for the first time, he'd wondered whether that victory was really something to celebrate, or whether he'd just watched the final destruction of something that would never go back to how it was before.
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A Surprise for Luis 

After a few days, Luis had left again for a new business trip, and the house had gone back to the rhythm Mike knew better than anything else in his life by now. The goodbye in the driveway had been warm as always, a hug, a reminder to "keep an eye on the house," words that by now sounded almost ironic in their innocence.

Luana had immediately picked her afternoon outings back up, more and more frequent, longer and longer. She'd come home rattled, hair a mess, her steps unsteady, fresh from encounters that seemed to leave her with a growing intensity every time, as if each experience had to outdo the last to keep satisfying her.

Sometimes she brought lovers straight into the house, and Mike went right back to his spot in the closet, a silent witness to scenes he knew by heart in every shade by now. The giant had come back more often than the others, almost every week, and every one of his visits left Mike with the same contradictory feeling of inadequacy and desire he'd never fully managed to make sense of.

On days without visits, the house ran on its usual routine of chores and small favors, a balance so well-worn by now it felt entirely natural to Mike, needing no conscious effort at all. He ironed, cleaned, did the shopping, and Luana, in exchange, granted him access to that secret world that had by now become the center of his entire existence, a world made of scents, whispers, small rituals no one else could ever have imagined behind the walls of that seemingly ordinary house.

One afternoon, after Mike had finished washing the floors of the whole house, Luana had called him into the living room. She'd knelt in front of him as she had so many times before, sliding off his pants with her usual ease, and stayed a moment watching him before starting, a thoughtful smile on her lips.

"You were wonderful today," she'd said, running a finger along his thigh. "You deserve something special."

"You don't need to do anything special," Mike had answered, though the tone of his own voice already betrayed his anticipation.

"Let me decide what's needed," she'd shot back, with a knowing smile.

She'd started with her mouth, the usual slow, sure motion, but after a few minutes had stopped, looking up at him with a thoughtful expression Mike had never seen on her before in a moment like this.

"Would you like to do something more, Mike? Something we've never done?"

Mike had been caught off guard by the question, his breath catching in his throat. "You mean it could actually happen? And all that talk about loyalty to my father?"

Luana had laughed softly, almost amused by her own inconsistency. "Right. We believed that talk." She'd shaken her head, a shadow of irony in her eyes. "You're right."

She'd stayed silent for a moment, as if genuinely weighing the question, then shrugged, as if brushing aside every last scruple.

She'd sat on the couch, next to him, her legs slightly parted.

"Would you like to kiss it?" she'd asked, her voice low, almost a whispered invitation. "It doesn't bite, you know."

Mike had felt his heart race in a new way, different from every other time. They'd switched places with an almost awkward movement, both aware of the threshold they were about to cross, and he'd knelt in front of her, his eyes fixed on the thick black tuft he'd watched so many times from a distance, through a gap, and never this close.

He'd leaned in slowly, the intense, intimate scent filling his nostrils even before he touched her, a scent that had nothing to do with the perfume bottles she used every day. Her full thighs, slightly parted, framed that dark, thick spot he was heading toward with a mix of fear and curiosity he'd never felt before in his life. He'd pressed his lips to her with hesitation, then with a growing curiosity that quickly overtook every last trace of fear.

The taste was intense, salty and sweet at once, different from everything he'd imagined. He'd started moving his tongue with uncertain motions, learning from Luana's small gasps, from the moans that escaped her every time he found the right spot. The thick dark hair tickled his face, and the deeper he went into that act, the denser the scent became, almost intoxicating, mixed with a taste that shifted slightly with every movement of his tongue, now sweeter, now more intense, as if every angle hid a different shade to discover. He'd lost all sense of time, entirely focused on that small universe he was exploring for the first time, memorizing every one of her reactions like a secret map.

"Like that, Mike," she'd whispered, one hand resting in his hair, not to guide him forcefully, but to accompany him, almost tenderly. "Just like that."

Mike had kept going, losing himself in that taste that by now felt like something he'd always known, while Luana's moans grew more and more intense, her hips moving slightly against his mouth in a rhythm he himself, without realizing it, had learned to follow. Every so often he'd pause for an instant, looking up at her, and every time he'd find her eyes already fixed on him, an expression he'd never seen her give any other lover.

"Don't stop," Luana had whispered, her voice breaking with every word. "Right there. Don't stop."

Mike had obeyed, the rhythm growing steadier, surer, almost as if his body had found a naturalness his mind still struggled to accept. Luana's hands, laced through his hair, communicated every small shift in pleasure with a precision he'd learned to read within minutes, as if his body spoke a language it had always known without realizing it.

When Luana had reached her climax, she'd thrown her head back with a deep moan, her fingers tightening in his hair, her legs trembling faintly against his shoulders. Mike had stayed there, his face still against her, his heart pounding hard for what had just happened, unable to fully believe it of himself.

"Come here," she'd said, after a moment, pulling him up to sit beside her on the couch. Neither of them said anything else for a long while, both their breaths slowly settling, while outside the afternoon slid toward evening with its usual indifference.

Almost a month had passed since that afternoon, a string of days full of a new, deeper closeness, when at last Luis had come back from another trip, with the promise of staying home for a few days.

In those weeks, the act they'd shared on the couch had repeated itself several times, becoming almost a ritual between them, something neither of them ever named outright but that both seemed to seek out with growing frequency. Mike had stopped asking himself what any of it meant. He simply lived it, day by day, letting every remaining scruple dissolve into habit.

Luis's return, announced with a simple phone call a few days before, had brought with it the usual wave of preparations: the house to straighten up, traces to erase, that mix of anxiety and relief that by now accompanied every one of his father's homecomings like clockwork. Luana had slipped back, for the occasion, into the role of devoted wife with the same ease she'd put on a new dress, with no visible effort at all.

That first evening, dinner had gone by pleasantly, Luis telling stories about his latest trip, Luana laughing at his jokes with a warmth that, as always, seemed perfectly natural. Mike had joined the conversation the bare minimum, his mind occupied with thoughts he found hard to put in order.

"Everything okay, Mike?" Luis had asked, noticing his silence was more pronounced than usual. "You seem lost in thought tonight."

"Just tired, Dad. Heavy day at school."

"You should rest more," Luis had remarked, going right back to his story without pressing further.

"Leave him be," Luana had cut in, smiling at Mike with a perfectly calibrated sweetness. "College exams are demanding, aren't they, sweetheart?"

"Yeah," Mike had confirmed, grateful for that improvised cover.

After dinner, Luana had gotten up from the table with some vague excuse, heading toward the bathroom. She'd exchanged a quick look with Mike before leaving the room, a look he hadn't quite been able to decipher. Luis had stayed seated, sipping his coffee, while Mike cleared the table in silence, the dishes clinking faintly in his hands.

After a few minutes, Luana had come back into the kitchen. She was holding a small white plastic object, one of those modern mercury-free thermometers, at least from a distance it looked like one.

Both of them, father and son, had looked at her, surprised.

Luana had smiled, waving the object slightly between her fingers.

"I'm pregnant," she'd said, her voice loaded with an emotion that seemed perfectly genuine. "Mike's going to have a little brother. I took the test."

Luis had shot to his feet, his face lit up with an immediate, overwhelming joy. He'd hugged her tight, lifting her almost off the ground, laughing, his eyes glistening.

"Are you sure? How long have you known?"

"I found out today," Luana had answered, returning the hug with the same warmth. "I couldn't wait to tell you."

"This is the best gift you could have given me," Luis had said, his voice breaking with emotion, his eyes moving between Luana and Mike as if trying to share that happiness with both of them at once. "I honestly didn't think it would happen anymore. After all these years."

"Neither did I," Luana had said, her voice trembling with an emotion that seemed genuine down to its smallest inflections.

Mike had stood frozen by the sink, a dish still in his hands, unable to move or speak.

Luana, over Luis's shoulder, had caught his eye. She'd smiled, a smile different from any she'd ever given him before, and brought a finger to her lips, a small, almost imperceptible gesture, telling him to keep every secret.

Mike had nodded, mechanically, while inside something seemed to be silently caving in. He'd thought, in that instant, about how many times he himself had helped build that lie, about how much he'd become an active part of a deception that now stretched to include a life not yet born.

Without meaning to, unable to stop the thought, a precise, sharp image had appeared before his eyes, impossible to chase away: the giant on top of Luana, the relentless rhythm of that afternoon long past, the thrusts that seemed like they might split her in two, and her own voice, Luana's voice, crying out in pleasure exactly as she was crying out in joy right now. Instead of the usual cries of pleasure, in his mind she seemed to be screaming something else: "I'm pregnant." A phrase that bounced around in his brain obsessively, while Luis kept hugging his wife, happy, oblivious, in that kitchen that held more secrets than he could ever have imagined.

Mike set the dish down slowly in the sink. His hands trembled faintly, as he thought about all those afternoons without protection, about the giant, about how little it would have taken for all of this to actually be true.
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