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The cab had a cracked dashboard and a rosary hanging from the mirror that swayed every time we hit a red light. Chicago slid past the window, the South Side at night, corner stores lit up yellow, the same streets I had been looking at my whole life. I unlocked my phone and opened the group chat, still named The Gang, and typed: "I'm there in five minutes. Buy me a beer!"

I hit send. Grinned before I put the phone down.

The bar looked exactly the same. Of course it did. Places like this don't change; they just absorb more years. The jukebox by the door was playing "Ramblin' Man," loud enough that the guy two stools down was mouthing the words without knowing he was doing it. The floor was sticky under my heels, the lights were low and amber, and every surface had the soft wreckage of a place that had been a living room to too many people for too long.

Marcus saw me before I got three steps inside.

"Oh, damn." He was already off his stool. "Elena. Come on."

He crossed the bar in about four steps and picked me up, both arms around me, spinning me once before he set me down. I laughed into his shoulder. He held me out at arm's length and looked me over the way he always has, like he was checking something off a list.

"You look incredible," he said. "How is that fair. That is genuinely not fair."

"You look the same," I said.

"I look distinguished."

"You look the same."

Ricky was still on his stool. He turned when Marcus put me down and looked at me for a second without saying anything, and then he smiled. That slow, unhurried smile. I walked over and he stood up and I got my arms around him properly, and he held on, both hands flat on my back, solid and warm. It lasted a beat longer than Marcus's had. Nothing to comment on.

"Hey," he said, when we stepped back.

"Hey yourself."

A beer was waiting on the bar. Cold glass, already sweating.

"That's from me," Marcus said immediately, dropping back onto his stool.

Ricky said nothing. He picked up his own glass and took a drink.

I sat between them and took a long pull of the beer and felt something settle in my chest, the specific ease of people who have known you since the first day of school, two little kids on a sidewalk who had never had to explain themselves to each other since. The bar noise folded around us. The jukebox rolled into "Brown Eyed Girl."

We talked the way we always talk: fast, interrupting, all three threads running at once. Marcus had a story about his boss, a man named Gerald, who had sent a company-wide email last Tuesday with the subject line Action Required and the body text reading "nevermind." Just that. One word, no capital, no explanation, and then nothing. Radio silence for three days. Marcus had spent the week trying to figure out what Gerald had almost actioned, building increasingly elaborate theories, and he kept interrupting himself to add new details so the story took four attempts to reach the punch line, which was that Gerald had sent a follow-up this morning that said "see previous email."

Ricky looked at the bar for a long moment and then said: "He sounds like my uncle."

I laughed until my eyes watered.

We made sure we were all up to speed on the latest rumours about our old classmates — who had moved, who had split up, who had apparently lost their mind at a school reunion two years ago and was still being talked about. I mentioned Jake, the seven-year-old, and his current obsession with dinosaurs, and his very firm conviction that a triceratops would destroy a T-Rex in a straight fight. Marcus stopped mid-sip, set his glass down, and announced that Jake was completely correct, and that this was actually a hill he was prepared to die on, and then he was off.

The first round disappeared fast.

Marcus caught the bartender's eye and held up three fingers without breaking stride. The bartender, a man with the expression of someone who had seen everything and was tired of most of it, nodded and started lining up shot glasses.

"Oh no," I said.

"Oh yes," Marcus said.

"It's been twenty minutes."

"Which is why we're behind."

The shots arrived. Whiskey, cheap and warm. Marcus picked his up and cleared his throat and Ricky and I both groaned before he opened his mouth, because we knew exactly what was coming. He held the glass up.

"To the three of us," he said. "To the South Side. To this bar, which has never once let us down." He paused. "To being thirty-six and not looking it." Another pause. "To Elena's students, who are one hundred percent in love with her."

"Marcus."

"Almost there. To old friends." He looked at both of us. "The real kind."

We drank. The whiskey burned clean.

Ricky set his glass down and looked at Marcus.

"That was six toasts," he said. "You just cost us five reasons to toast each other. Amateur."

Marcus opened his mouth and closed it again.

I was already laughing.

The jukebox changed tracks and I heard the opening bars of "Twist and Shout" and that was all the permission I needed.

"No," Marcus said, before I even moved.

I grabbed his wrist and Ricky's in the same motion and pulled them both off their stools. Marcus went immediately while continuing to protest, which was exactly what he always did. Ricky came without a word, picked up his drink, finished it on the way.

The dancefloor was half full, a Friday crowd, nobody too drunk yet and nobody too sober. We found a spot near the jukebox and I turned to face them both and started moving and Marcus threw his arms up like he'd just scored a touchdown.

"There it is," he said. "There she is."

"Stop narrating," I said.

"I'm appreciating. It's different."

My hair was down and it swung when I moved, heavy and loose against my shoulders. The music was loud enough to feel in the chest and I let it, rolling my hips, my full breasts moving under my top with every beat. Marcus was watching me with that big open grin of his. Ricky was watching me the way Ricky watches everything, steady and quiet, and then he started moving too, and whatever Ricky lacks in volume he makes up for in the way he occupies space.

Marcus got behind me without being invited, which was standard. His big hands landed on my hips and he found the rhythm immediately, easy and loose, the way the three of us have always danced together since we were teenagers with no business being in bars. Nothing ceremonial about it. Just hands and hips and twenty-something years of muscle memory.

I leaned back into him and kept dancing.

"See," he said, over my shoulder, at Ricky. "This is what I come back for."

"You live here," Ricky said.

"Spiritually I come back for this."

Ricky shook his head slowly and I laughed and reached back and put my hand over Marcus's on my hip for a second, just to feel it, the solid warmth of him, and then I spun out and faced them both again and the song hit its bridge and got louder and the three of us stopped talking and just danced.

The song rolled into another and then another. At some point a second round appeared at the edge of the dancefloor; I had no idea who ordered it but the glasses were cold and the beer went down fast between songs and then we were back in it. My top was damp at the collar. My hair stuck to the back of my neck. I didn't care at all.

Ricky spun me. It came out of nowhere — one second he was beside me, the next his hand was in mine and he sent me out in a full turn, quick and clean, and I came back into him hard, both hands catching his shoulders, my breasts pressing flat against his chest for a second before I bounced back. He caught me by the waist and held me steady, and we were both laughing, my forehead nearly against his jaw.

"When did you learn to do that?" I said.

"I've always been able to do that."

"You have never done that."

"I've been waiting for the right moment."

I pointed at him. He raised his eyebrows, completely straight-faced.

Marcus appeared beside us. "What did I miss?"

"Ricky has hidden depths," I said.

"Ricky has one hidden depth and he's been saving it since 1999."

Ricky picked up his beer. "Worth the wait."

I danced between them again, back to Marcus this time, and he picked up where he left off without missing a beat, hands easy on my hips, chin tilting toward Ricky in the middle of some story he was already telling. I felt the bass from the jukebox in my sternum. My hips rolled back into Marcus and he adjusted without comment, just moved with me, and I rolled my shoulders and felt my heavy breasts sway and move under the fabric and let the song take up the whole room.

Ricky watched. He had one hand loose around his glass and his weight on one foot and he watched me dance with the same expression he'd had at the bar, the one that didn't give much away and didn't try to.

The song changed to something slower for exactly thirty seconds and Marcus made a loud noise of complaint at the jukebox. I used the gap to get to my drink. He was already digging in his pocket for quarters.

"Don't you dare put on anything sad," I said.

"I'm putting on 'September.'"

"That's not sad."

"It's not sad, it's transcendent, there's a difference." He fed the quarters in, stabbed at the buttons, and turned back with his arms wide open. "You're welcome, Chicago."

Earth Wind and Fire filled the bar from the floor up and the dancefloor doubled in size inside ten seconds. A woman near the back wall actually cheered. Marcus took a theatrical bow. Ricky looked at the ceiling briefly with the expression of a man thanking God for small mercies.

I grabbed them both by the hand and pulled them back in.

My hair was a wreck and I knew it and did nothing about it. The three of us moved together, loose and loud and completely at home, the way we had been every time in every bar since we were kids who thought thirty-six sounded impossibly old. Marcus sang along to the chorus at a volume that suggested he believed himself to be performing. Ricky did not sing but he moved better than either of us when he thought no one was grading him, his body finding the beat in that quiet, unhurried way he does everything.

I danced between them and my top rode up slightly and I tugged it down without stopping and Marcus pointed at me and yelled something over the music that I couldn't hear but that made me laugh anyway.

Three songs in a row. Then four.

The drinks kept appearing.

We fell into the booth like the night had knocked us sideways, which it had. Marcus went in first, sprawling wide, and I slid in next to him and Ricky took the other side and the table was small and our knees were all touching and nobody reorganised. The booth was ours now. It had always been ours within about forty minutes of arriving anywhere.

"Water," Ricky said.

"Absolutely not," Marcus said, and flagged the bartender.

Three whiskeys arrived. We didn't toast. Marcus had learned his lesson. We just drank.

My hair was a disaster and I had given up on it completely, pushed it back off my face with both hands and left it where it landed. My cheeks were hot. The kind of hot that meant the night was working. I could feel it in my fingers, that first loosening, the one where everything your friends say is slightly funnier than it actually is and you don't mind at all.

The whiskeys disappeared fast. Marcus held up three fingers at the bartender without looking.

"Marcus," I said.

"Mm."

"It's a Wednesday."

He turned to look at me with genuine confusion. "It's a Friday."

I thought about it. "It's a Friday."

"It's absolutely a Friday."

Ricky said: "It is a Friday."

Three more whiskeys arrived. This time Marcus did raise his glass, briefly, and we all drank without ceremony. The whiskey was going down easier now, which meant one of two things and both of them were fine with me.

Back in the booth. Tequila now, which Marcus produced from nowhere like a man who had been planning this since before he left the house.

"Where did you get tequila?" I said.

"I talked to the bartender."

"When."

"Earlier. I laid the groundwork."

Ricky looked at the shot glass in front of him. "There's no lime."

"Real men don't use lime," Marcus said.

"That's not a thing."

"It's absolutely a thing."

We did the tequila without lime. It was bad. It was very bad. Marcus slammed his glass down and made a noise that was mostly vowels. Ricky set his down quietly and blinked once, slowly, like a man recalibrating. I felt it go all the way down and spread out and I put both hands flat on the table and breathed out through my nose.

"Good?" Marcus said.

"Terrible," I said.

"Another round?"

"Yes."

The second was worse. The third was fine, which meant we were well past the point of reliable judgment and all three of us knew it and not one of us was going to be the one to say so.

I ended up with my legs across Ricky's lap because the booth was small and always had been and he put one hand on my ankle without thinking about it, the way you do with people you have known since you were nine years old. More whiskey. I had lost count. The jukebox was playing "Don't Stop Me Now" and a table of women near the dancefloor were singing every word at the top of their lungs and Marcus turned around to watch them with deep admiration.

"Are we doing another round?" I said.

"We are doing another round," Marcus said.

"I want that on record," Ricky said. "That this was both of you."

"Noted," I said.

"Recorded," Marcus said, and held up three fingers at the bartender for what was probably the fifth time that evening.

The glasses arrived. Ricky was looking at the table. I was looking at both of them, my two oldest friends, under the low amber lights of a bar we had been coming to since we were too young to be here, and I felt it the way you feel it when you are drunk and happy, that warm animal certainty that this is exactly where you are supposed to be.

I picked up my glass.

"To the gang," I said.

It was short. It was perfect. Marcus looked slightly wounded that I had gotten there first.

We drank.

My legs were still across Ricky's lap. He had one hand resting on my shin, loose and warm, the way you sit with people when the night has gone soft at the edges and nobody needs to perform anymore. The booth felt smaller than it had an hour ago. The bar was louder, or we were quieter, or both.

Marcus was on his third attempt at explaining how he had, six months ago, confidently and publicly told his entire team that the Cubs had won the World Series in 1994.

"I was very sure," he said.

"You sent an email," Ricky said.

"I sent an enthusiastic email."

"To forty people."

"It was a large team. The point is —"

"You cited sources," I said. "You told us you cited sources."

Marcus paused. "I cited a source."

"What was the source?"

A longer pause. "Danny Kowalski."

The booth went sideways. I folded forward, both arms on the table, completely gone. Ricky made no sound at all but his shoulders were shaking and that was always worse, Ricky laughing silently was the funniest thing in the world, had been since we were ten years old. Marcus sat back with the dignity of a man who had made peace with being the story.

"Danny Kowalski," I said, when I could speak.

"He seemed confident."

"Marcus. Danny Kowalski once told us that sharks could smell fear."

"And they can, actually —"

"He meant it literally. He thought the sharks could smell the feeling."

"He's done well for himself," Marcus said, which made no sense and made me laugh all over again.

Another round arrived. I had no memory of anyone ordering it and had fully stopped caring about that. The whiskey glass was cold and I wrapped both hands around it and leaned back into the corner of the booth and looked at both of them, Marcus still wearing his wounded dignity, Ricky settling back into stillness with his hand back on my shin. The jukebox was playing "Mr. Brightside" and half the bar had turned into a choir.

"I love you guys," Marcus said.

He said it the way he always said it, loud and without preamble, dropping it into the middle of nothing like it had been waiting there and he'd just noticed it. He was looking at both of us, that big open face of his, completely unguarded the way only drunk and happy people get.

"I love you too," I said.

"Love you both," Ricky said. He was looking at the table when he said it, or maybe at me, it was hard to tell in the amber light. It landed the way it always landed, quiet and solid, like something that had been true for a long time and didn't need to make a fuss about it.

The three of us sat there for a second with the music going and nothing to add and nothing that needed adding. Twenty-seven years since the first day of school. Two little kids on a sidewalk and then a third one on the corner who didn't say much. All the years between then and now, all the ordinary things, all the Friday nights in bars exactly like this one. It was a lot when you looked straight at it and it was easy and warm when you didn't and I wasn't doing the looking, I was just sitting in the booth with my legs across Ricky's lap and my drink in both hands and Marcus already flagging the bartender with his arm in the air.

"One more round," he announced, to the table, to the bar, to anyone within range.

"That's what you said last time," I said.

"And I was right last time."

Ricky said: "You're going to keep saying it until it stops being true."

"That's the plan," Marcus said. "Solid plan. Proven strategy." He turned to the bartender, who was already on his way over with the expression of a man who had accepted his evening. "Three more. Whatever you think. Surprise us."

The bartender did not look like a man who wanted to surprise anyone. He turned back to the bar without comment. Marcus took this as enthusiasm.

"See," he said. "He's excited."

The drinks arrived. The jukebox rolled from one song into the next without stopping and the bar was full and warm and loud and I picked up my glass and felt the night settle around all three of us like it had no plans to go anywhere.

Neither did we.
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Marcus had his arm in the air before the drinks were even down.

"Dancefloor," he said. "Now. Both of you."

"We just sat down," I said.

"You sat down. I rested. There's a difference. Come on."

Ricky looked at his glass. He picked it up, finished half of it, and set it back on the table with the expression of a man accepting his fate one sip at a time.

Marcus grabbed my hand and I let him pull me out of the booth and I grabbed Ricky's wrist on the way past and the three of us spilled back onto the dancefloor like the night had tipped us there. The jukebox was on something loud and Northern Soul and the bass hit the floor and came up through my heels and that was all I needed.

My hair was already a wreck. I stopped caring about that two hours ago.

Marcus got behind me immediately, hands on my hips, no preamble. His grip was warm and easy and he moved well, always had, that big body finding the beat without any effort and settling there like it belonged. My hips rolled back into him and he matched it and I felt the full length of him against my back and the whiskey in my blood and the bass in my chest and I thought: yeah, this is fine. This is exactly fine.

Ricky danced in front of me. Not close, not yet, but closer than he had been an hour ago. He moved the way he always moves, quiet and unhurried, like the music was something he was having a private conversation with. He was watching me. He'd been watching me all night in that same flat, patient way and I'd been watching him watch me and neither of us had said anything about it and the dancefloor was loud enough that we didn't have to.

Three songs. Maybe four. I lost count the way you lose count when your blood is warm and the room is full and your oldest friends are pressed up against you and the night still has hours in it.

Marcus pulled me into a full group hug mid-song, both arms around me, one hand reaching past me to grab Ricky by the shoulder and haul him in. Ricky let it happen. My face ended up in the curve of Marcus's neck, laughing, his jaw scratchy against my temple, and Ricky's arm came around both of us from the other side and for a second all three of us were just standing there on the dancefloor in a heap, not dancing, not doing anything except holding on.

"This," Marcus announced to the room, loudly, "is what thirty-six looks like. Take notes."

"Nobody is taking notes," Ricky said, into the top of my hair.

I lifted my face to say something and Marcus turned his head at the exact same moment to say something to me and his mouth came down on the corner of mine. Not a kiss. Not nothing either. A half-second of contact, warm and accidental, and then both of us pulled back and I laughed first and he laughed second and Ricky, still close, said absolutely nothing.

"Sorry," Marcus said, grinning, not sorry at all.

"Watch where you're pointing that thing," I said.

"It went where it wanted. I have no control over it."

"That tracks," Ricky said.

Marcus pointed at him. "That is a deeply unfair thing to say."

I was still laughing. My heavy breasts shook with it against Marcus's chest and he noticed and his grin went slightly sideways and I clocked it and said nothing. The song changed. We started dancing again. The moment folded back into the noise and the movement, clean and quick, the way accidents do when everyone agrees not to look at them directly.

Ricky moved closer.

It was gradual, the way everything Ricky does is gradual, so that by the time I noticed he was right there, close enough that I could feel the warmth off him, it had already been happening for a while. His hand found my waist from the front, light and unhurried, and I turned toward him and we danced like that, him in front and Marcus behind and the jukebox going and the bar full and loud around us.

Marcus leaned down, mouth close to my ear.

"You look incredible," he said. "Like, genuinely. I need you to know that."

"You've told me."

"I'm going to keep telling you."

"Marcus."

"I'm just saying what everyone in this building is thinking."

His lips grazed my ear when he pulled back and I felt it go straight down my spine and I kept my face forward and kept dancing and Ricky was looking at me with those dark, steady eyes and his hand was warm on my waist and I thought: the three of us have been doing this dance, the actual one and the other one, since we were teenagers on this same dancefloor. Twenty-seven years of almost.

The song ended. The next one started slower and Marcus made a loud noise of complaint at the jukebox and used it as an excuse to steer us back toward the booth, one hand at the small of my back, fingers brushing the two dimples there through the fabric of my top, which he absolutely knew about and absolutely did on purpose.

I let him.

Ricky picked up his glass from the edge of the dancefloor where he'd left it. He took a drink and watched me over the rim of it and I watched him back and Marcus was already flagging the bartender with his arm up like he was hailing a cab in a rainstorm.

"Another round?" he said.

"When have I ever said no to that," I said.

"Never," Ricky said. "She has never once said no to that."

"See," Marcus said, to no one. "This is why I love her."

Three more whiskeys arrived. The booth received us. I slid in between them, same as always, thighs against both of theirs, and the table was small and the night was loud and nobody needed to make a toast about it.

Marcus had his elbow on the table and his shoulder against mine and Ricky had one arm stretched along the back of the booth behind me, not touching, just there, the way Ricky is always just there. My legs were still across his lap from before. Neither of us had mentioned it.

The bar noise settled into a lower register around us, the way it does late on a Friday when the first wave of people have gone home and the ones who are staying have stopped trying to perform and are just drinking. Ricky's hand was on my shin, moving slowly up and down, just a few inches each way, easy and unhurried, like he wasn't fully aware he was doing it and we'd both agreed not to mention it. Marcus's thigh was solid against mine and his arm had moved from the table to the back of the booth, same as Ricky's, so both of them were bracketing me without quite touching and I was sitting in the middle of that and the whiskey was doing what whiskey does and I was not in the habit of pretending things weren't happening.

Something was happening.

Marcus's hand came down on mine on the table, heavy and warm, not moving. I didn't move mine either. A few seconds passed. Ricky glanced down at it and then back up at me and I squeezed Marcus's hand once, deliberate, and then reached under the table and found Ricky's where it rested on my shin and squeezed that too.

Neither of them moved.

I looked at Marcus. He looked back with that open face of his, the grin slightly gone, something steadier underneath it. I looked at Ricky. He was already looking at me, had been looking at me, and he didn't look away and I didn't either and the bar was loud and warm and none of us said anything for long enough that it meant something.

Marcus broke it. Of course he did.

"So," he said.

"So," I said.

"Interesting night."

"It's been an interesting night."

Ricky said nothing. His hand kept moving against my shin, slow and deliberate, a little higher each pass, like he'd been doing it for years and was only just letting me notice.

Marcus leaned in slightly. "What do you want to do with the rest of it?"

It wasn't quite a joke. It wasn't quite not one either. That was Marcus, always giving you the exit if you needed it, always leaving the door open both ways. I looked at him for a second. Then I looked at Ricky.

"I want to see where the night goes," I said.

Marcus sat back. The grin came back, slower this time and warmer.

"That," he said, "is the best thing anyone has said all evening."

Nobody suggested going home.

The booth had gotten smaller. Or we had gotten closer. Either way Marcus's thigh was pressed hard into mine and Ricky's hand had worked its way from my shin to just below my knee and nobody was talking about any of it and the bar was loud enough that we didn't have to.

Marcus leaned in, his mouth close to my ear, voice dropping to something that wasn't quite a whisper but wasn't meant for the room.

"Can I tell you something?"

"You tell me everything," I said.

"I've been thinking about you all night."

"You've been looking at me all night."

"That's what I mean."

I turned my head and his face was right there, closer than I expected, and for a second neither of us moved. His eyes went to my mouth. I felt Ricky's hand tighten on my leg, just below the knee, one slow squeeze, and I thought: okay. All right. Here we are.

"Marcus," I said.

"Yeah."

"You're doing the thing again."

"What thing."

"The thing where you say something and then look at my mouth."

He smiled. Slow and wide and completely unrepentant. "Is it working?"

Ricky said nothing. His hand moved another inch up my thigh under the table, unhurried, like he had all night and knew it.

"We need to get out of this bar," I said.

Marcus sat back. "Where do you want to go."

I thought about it for exactly one second. There was a club six blocks over, the kind of place with a basement dancefloor and no windows and music loud enough to make thinking difficult. We'd been going there since we were twenty-two. We had no business still going there. We went every time.

"Delancey's," I said.

Marcus's face opened up. "Delancey's is still open?"

"Delancey's is always open."

Ricky's hand was warm and still on my thigh. He hadn't moved it back. I put my hand over his under the table and felt him go very still for a moment, and then his fingers turned and laced through mine, deliberate and slow, and I squeezed once and he squeezed back and I stood up before any of us could think too hard about what was happening under that table.

"Let's go," I said.

Marcus was already out of the booth. He dropped cash on the table without counting it and grabbed his jacket and held his arm out to me with a grin that had gone from warm to something sharper, something that knew exactly where the night was pointed.

I took his arm.

Ricky came up on my other side as we pushed through the bar toward the door, and his hand found the small of my back, low, fingers spread, and I felt each one of them separately through the fabric of my top. My heavy breasts were moving with every step and Marcus was watching them and not pretending he wasn't and the night air hit us as we came through the door, warm and thick, Chicago in summer, the street loud and lit up yellow.

Marcus pulled me into his side and kissed me on the cheek, going for it clean this time, no mistake about it, his lips warm and firm against my cheekbone. I turned my face just enough. Just a fraction. His mouth caught the corner of mine and stayed there, both of us very still on the sidewalk, Ricky a step behind us.

Marcus pulled back half an inch. His breath was warm on my lips.

"You did that on purpose," he said.

"Prove it," I said.

He laughed, low in his chest, and his arm tightened around my shoulders and we started walking and Ricky fell into step on my other side and his hand was back at the small of my back, fingers spread, warm and steady, and six blocks had never felt so short.
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The night air was warm and thick and smelled like Chicago in summer, exhaust and cut grass and someone's open window three floors up playing something with a lot of bass. Marcus had his arm around my shoulders and Ricky had his hand at the small of my back and six blocks had never felt like something to be in a hurry about.

"So," Marcus said. "Your students."

"No," I said.

"I'm just saying."

"You haven't said anything yet."

"I'm building to it." He pulled me slightly closer into his side, my heavy breasts pressing against his ribs through my top. "I'm saying that those kids, those seventeen-year-old kids sitting in your classroom every day, looking at you —"

"Marcus."

"I'm sure every single one of them wants to fuck you."

I stopped walking. Ricky did not stop walking. He took two more steps and turned around and looked at us both with the expression of a man watching something arrive that he had been expecting for some time.

"That is a terrible thing to say," I said.

"It's a true thing to say."

"It is terrible and true and you should not have said it out loud on a public street."

"Chicago has heard worse." Marcus waved a hand at the city in general. "I'm just being honest. You stand up there every day in front of a room full of teenage boys and you look like that —" he gestured at me, up and down, the full inventory "— those tits, that ass, that face — and not one of them is thinking about English literature."

"Absolutely not," Ricky said.

"Thank you."

"I was seventeen once," Ricky said. He said it the way he says everything, flat and precise, like a fact he was entering into evidence. "If you had been my teacher I would not have learned one word."

I smacked him on the arm. "You are both disgusting."

"We're honest," Marcus said. "There's a difference."

"You wanted to do me when you were seventeen?"

Marcus did not even hesitate. "Elena. I wanted to do you when I was eleven."

"Oh my God." I smacked his chest this time, open palm, and he caught my hand and held it there for a second, his big warm hand over mine, both of us laughing on the sidewalk. "You are a terrible person."

"I am a very honest person. There's a —"

"If you say there's a difference one more time."

He grinned and let go of my hand and I shook my head and kept walking and the two of them fell back into step beside me, Marcus still grinning and Ricky with that small contained almost-smile that meant he was several jokes ahead of everyone and choosing not to spend them yet.

"You know what the worst part is," Marcus said.

"Don't."

"Those boys are sitting there right now, tonight, at home, thinking about you."

"It's midnight."

"Teenage boys don't sleep. They think about their hot English teacher." He paused. "Like I did."

"Like we did," Ricky said, quietly.

I looked at him. He looked back, steady and unbothered, like he had just agreed that the sky was blue.

Marcus looked between us. Something settled on his face, a decision arriving and being accepted all at once.

"I'll tell you what those boys are thinking," he said. "They're thinking about those tits. Specifically. In detail. They go home and they lie there in the dark and they think about exactly what they look like under that top and what they'd do if they ever got their hands on them." He said it the way he says everything true — directly, without apology, watching my face. "Same as I've been doing all night, if I'm being honest."

The sidewalk went quiet for a second. Just the city around us, indifferent and ongoing.

"Marcus," I said.

"Yeah."

"That is the least subtle thing you have ever said."

"I'm a changed man. Subtlety is done." He spread his free hand wide. "Life is short. Tits are great. I stand by the statement."

Ricky said, without looking up: "He's not wrong."

I opened my mouth. Closed it. Looked at Ricky, who was examining the middle distance with elaborate calm, and at Marcus, who was watching me with that warm, completely unrepentant grin, and I thought: twenty-seven years and it took until midnight on a Friday. Then I put my arms around both of them, one on each side, pulling them into me hard, my face turning into Marcus's shoulder.

"I love you idiots," I said. "I love how fun it is to be with you. You know that?"

Marcus's arm came all the way around me, tight, his face dropping into my hair.

"We love you too," he said, into the top of my head.

Ricky's arm came around from the other side and his hand pressed flat between my shoulder blades and he pulled me closer, both of them holding me at once on the empty sidewalk, warm and solid and mine in the specific way that only twenty-seven years makes possible. I felt him lower his face to the side of my neck. Just resting there for a second, his lips grazing the skin below my ear, breathing me in.

Then his mouth pressed down. Not accidental. A real kiss, slow and warm, right at the curve where my neck meets my shoulder.

It went through me like something electric, a clean bright line from his mouth straight down through my chest, my stomach, all the way down to the heat between my legs. My whole body registered it before my brain had time to have an opinion.

I straightened up. Cleared my throat. Gave Ricky a look that I intended to be reproachful and that probably wasn't.

They're your friends, I told myself. These are your oldest friends. That's all this is.

But God, that felt good.

"Okay," I said. My voice came out steady, which was more than I deserved. "Delancey's."

"Delancey's," Marcus confirmed.

We started walking. Ricky's hand settled back at the small of my back and his palm slid down, easy and unhurried, and rested on my ass like it had always lived there.

"Front and back," he said, to Marcus, over my head.

Marcus nodded seriously. "Everything those boys ever dreamed of."

I giggled. My ass wiggled back into Ricky's hand and I did not even pretend that was an accident.

"Documented phenomenon," Marcus said. He looked deeply satisfied. "I'm calling it the Elena Effect."

The bass hit us before we saw the door. Delancey's was exactly what it had always been: a black-painted front, a bouncer the size of a refrigerator, a staircase going down into something loud and warm and dark. Marcus talked us past the line in under a minute, same as always. The stairs took us down and the music came up through the floor and into my heels and my knees and the base of my spine.

Marcus hit the bar first. Three fingers in the air before the bartender looked up.

"Last round," he announced.

"You said that at Kelleher's," I said.

"That was a different last round. This is the actual last round."

The drinks arrived. Cold glass, both hands, the bass in my sternum and the warmth of both men close on either side.

Ricky picked up his drink.

"Back in a minute," he said, and tipped his head toward the back of the room.

He went. The crowd folded closed behind him.

Marcus turned and looked at me.

Marcus looked at me the way he had been looking at me all night, except now there was no crowd noise to blame it on and no Ricky to break the line of it. Just the two of us at the bar, the bass going, the dark basement full of strangers.

"Hi," he said.

"Hi yourself."

He reached up and pushed my hair back from my face, fingers slow along my jaw, tucking it behind my ear. I let him. My heavy breasts rose slightly with the breath I took and didn't quite finish.

"You know what I keep thinking about," he said.

"I have a feeling you're going to tell me."

"That thing you said. Back at the booth." His hand stayed at my jaw, thumb resting just below my cheekbone. "About seeing where the night goes."

"I remember saying that."

"You meant it."

It wasn't a question. I looked at him for a second, at that open, warm, completely familiar face that I had known since I was nine years old, and I thought about saying something funny and I didn't.

"Yeah," I said. "I meant it."

Something shifted in his face. The grin didn't disappear exactly, it just stopped being the thing in front and became the thing underneath, and what was in front now was something steadier and warmer and considerably more direct.

His hand slid from my jaw to the back of my neck. He stepped in close, his broad chest against my full breasts, his thigh pressing between mine, and he tipped my face up and kissed me.

It was fast and electric and tasted like whiskey and I made a small involuntary sound against his mouth that I was not going to think about. His hand tightened at the back of my neck. My fingers closed around the front of his shirt.

We pulled back half an inch. Both of us breathing.

"Okay," I said.

"Yeah," he said.

I kissed him again. Longer this time, my hand pulling at his shirt, his other hand finding my waist and gripping it hard, fingers digging into the curve above my hip. My breasts were flat against his chest and I pushed into him and felt him exhale through his nose and tighten his hold.

When we broke apart the second time his forehead dropped to mine.

"Been thinking about that for a while," he said.

"How long is a while."

"Since Kelleher's. Since the dancefloor. Since roughly 1999, if I'm being completely honest."

I laughed, short and low. His mouth curved against mine.

He took my wrist. Not rough, not asking either. Just took it, turned from the bar, and walked me toward the back of the room where the crowd thinned and the light went dark and a fire door stood propped open on a narrow doorway that was half inside and half out, the street noise bleeding in from the alley beyond it.

He walked me through it.

The alley was dark and narrow and smelled like the city at midnight, dumpsters and warm concrete and the faint ghost of someone's cigarette. The music came through the wall in pulses. The kick drum. The bass. One bare bulb above the door threw just enough light to see by and not enough to matter.

Marcus turned and looked at me.

That was all it took.

His mouth came down hard and my back hit the brick and my hands were in his hair before I had made any decision about that, pulling him in, and the kiss was nothing like the one inside, nothing careful about it, just heat and urgency and twenty-seven years of not doing this finally tipping over all at once. The whiskey was loud in my blood and his body was warm and solid and everything had that soft drunk glow that makes bad decisions feel like the only honest ones.

His hands went everywhere. My waist, my ribs, up under my top, palms dragging hot across my skin. He got both hands on my breasts and squeezed, full handfuls, his thumbs dragging across my nipples through the thin fabric of my bra, and I gasped into his mouth and he swallowed it and pressed harder into me, his whole body pinning me against the wall, his thigh pushing between mine.

"Marcus —"

He groaned. Just that. His face dropped to my neck and his mouth opened against my throat and his hips ground into me and I could feel how hard he was, thick and urgent against my hip, and my head went back against the brick and I stopped thinking entirely. There was nothing to think about. There was only the wall at my back and his mouth on my neck and the bass thumping through the brick and all the whiskey in my blood telling me this was exactly right.

He got his hands under my top and shoved my bra up and my breasts fell heavy and bare into his palms and he pulled back to look at them in the thin yellow light, breathing hard, and the way he looked at them did something to me that I felt between my legs.

He got his mouth on my left nipple. Hot and wet, tongue working the fat bud of it, lips pulling, and I grabbed the back of his head and held him there and my other hand found the drainpipe on the wall behind me and gripped it because my knees were already making their objections known.

"Nngh —"

He moved to the right one. Same treatment. Slower this time, drawing it out, his tongue circling, and I pushed my chest into his face and felt him groan against my skin, the vibration of it going straight through me.

His hand went up my skirt.

Fast, no hesitation, straight up the inside of my thigh, pushing my underwear aside, and then his fingers were there and I was soaking wet and he made a sound that was barely human, low and desperate, the sound of a man finding something he had been wanting for a very long time.

My nails went into his shoulder. My hips lurched forward.

He worked two fingers in and my mouth fell open against the top of his head and I breathed through my nose in short ragged pulls, my whole lower body rolling against his hand, chasing it. His thumb found my clit and started moving and the thing built fast, embarrassingly fast, the whiskey and the heat and the months of ordinary life that had come before this Friday all stacking up behind it.

"Elena —" His voice was wrecked. Barely recognisable.

I couldn't answer. I was busy. My hips moved and his hand moved and the bass kept going and the city kept going twenty feet away and none of that was relevant.

His fingers curled deep and his thumb pressed down and I came with my face mashed against his hair, a hard clenching wave that buckled my knees and would have put me on the ground if the drainpipe and his forearm weren't between me and that outcome. I shook through the whole thing and he worked me through every second of it and when I finally grabbed his wrist he slowed but didn't stop, easing off in long slow strokes while I got my breath back.

"More," I said, when I could say anything.

He looked up at me. Dark eyes, blown wide, breathing like he'd been running.

I reached down and got his belt open. He helped with the zip. His cock came out into my hand, thick and heavy and very hard, and I stroked him once just to feel him twitch against my palm and watch his head drop back.

He got his hands under my ass and lifted. My legs wrapped around his hips. He pushed my underwear aside again and I felt the head of him pressing against me and I reached down and guided him in and he drove forward and we both went completely still for one suspended second.

Then he pulled back and drove in again and that was the end of stillness.

He fucked me hard against the brick, both hands gripping my full ass, fingers digging in, using the grip to pull me down onto every thrust. The wall scraped at my back through my top and his hips were relentless and the wet slapping sound of it was loud under the music and I did not care, I cared about nothing except the thick driving weight of him and the way he filled me up on every stroke and the low desperate sounds he made against my neck.

My arms were locked around his shoulders. My face was pressed into the side of his head. Every thrust pushed the breath out of me in a short broken exhale and I could hear myself making sounds that had no words in them, just air and sensation, and his breathing was ragged and close in my ear and his hands on my ass were bruising and I wanted more of all of it.

"Hnnh — God —"

His pace went rougher. Deeper. His grip shifted, one hand staying on my ass and the other coming up to the wall beside my head, bracing, giving him leverage, and the new angle drove him into me at a tilt that made my eyes close and my mouth open and a sound come out of me that was too loud for an alley and I buried it in his shoulder.

"Mmh — Marcus — don't stop —"

A groan against my neck. Both hands back on my ass, hauling me into him.

The pace was frantic now, urgent and graceless and completely out of control, two people who had waited too long and had maybe two minutes before the world caught back up with them. The bass thumped through the wall and the brick was rough at my back and his cock drove into me hard and deep and relentless and I held on and took it and rolled my hips to meet every thrust.

The second orgasm built differently, slower and deeper, rising from somewhere further down, and I ground myself against him on the upstroke trying to get there and he felt it and adjusted without being told, the angle shifting again, his pubic bone grinding against my clit on every drive, and that was it, that was the thing, my whole body went rigid and I came in a long rolling clench that wracked through me from my thighs to my shoulders, my nails raking down his back through his shirt, my teeth finding the curve of his shoulder to keep from being loud about it.

He made a strangled sound into my hair. His hips drove in deep and stuttered and stilled and he shuddered, a long full-body shudder, both hands crushing my ass hard enough to leave marks, his face buried in my neck, the groan he kept mostly to himself vibrating against my skin.

We stayed like that. Brick at my back. His weight against me. Both of us breathing like we'd run the six blocks instead of walked them.

The bass kept going. The city kept going.

His forehead dropped to the wall beside my head. A long exhale, warm against my neck.

I unclenched my hands from his back. He let my legs down slowly, steadying me when my feet hit the ground, his hands moving from my ass to my hips to my waist, the grip softening by degrees into something that was almost careful. I fixed my bra and shook my skirt down and he sorted his belt, the two of us doing the ordinary business of reassembly in companionable silence, the sounds of the city filling in around us.

My hair was beyond any help I could offer it. I pushed it back and left it.

He looked at me. That grin, back to full strength, warm and slightly stunned around the edges, the grin of a man who had just done something he had been thinking about for twenty-seven years and found it worth the wait.

I straightened his collar. Patted it flat.

He laughed, just a breath, low in his chest.

We went back through the fire door. The music swallowed us whole. The basement was exactly as we'd left it, packed and dark and indifferent, and there was Ricky at the bar with a fresh drink in his hand, turning as we came through the crowd.

His eyes went to me. Then to Marcus. Then back to me.

He took a slow sip and said nothing.

That was enough.
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Chapter 4

[image: ]


Ricky came back from the bathroom like a man who had solved something. Big grin, fresh drink already in his hand. He dropped back onto his stool and looked at both of us and said nothing for a second, just nodded slowly the way drunk people do when they are very pleased with how their evening is going.

"Okay," he said. "I'm back. What did I miss."

"Nothing," Marcus said immediately.

"Nothing," I said.

Ricky looked at Marcus. Looked at me. Picked up his drink.

"You both said that at the same time."

"We're in sync," Marcus said. "Twenty-seven years. We finish each other's sentences. It's beautiful."

"It's something," Ricky said, and took a long pull of his beer, and that was the end of that.

I laughed and reached for my own glass and felt the whiskey warm and easy in my blood and the bar loud around us and thought: fine. We're fine. Look how fine we are.

Marcus caught my eye over Ricky's shoulder for exactly half a second. That grin of his, the one that had gone sideways earlier and hadn't come back. I looked away and drank.

"Another round," Marcus announced, arm up before anyone could argue.

"We just got drinks," Ricky said.

"Those are the current drinks. I'm ordering the next drinks. Forward planning. This is why I'm in logistics."

Three more whiskeys arrived and lined up on the bar. The jukebox rolled into "Sharp Dressed Man" and the dancefloor behind us picked up immediately, the Friday crowd finding its second wind.

Ricky leaned his elbows on the bar and turned to look at me. His eyes were soft at the edges, that particular drunk warmth he gets when he stops being careful.

"You look really good tonight," he said. No preamble, no joke wrapped around it.

"You've had a lot of whiskey," I said.

"I've had a lot of whiskey and you look really good tonight. Both things are true."

Marcus leaned in from my other side. "I said that three hours ago and got grief for it."

"You said it differently," I said.

"I said it with enthusiasm. There's a difference."

"Remember," Ricky said, "when you told Lisa Hartmann she had a great ass in front of her entire family at Danny Kowalski's Fourth of July."

Marcus pointed at him. "That was a compliment."

"Her grandmother was there, Marcus."

"Her grandmother agreed with me. We had a whole conversation about it."

I put my head down on the bar and laughed. Marcus pulled me back upright with one arm, his hand warm on my waist, and kept going.

"I was seventeen. I had no filter."

"You're thirty-six," I said. "You still have no filter."

"I've refined my targets."

Ricky said, "Is that what you call it," and drank.

The whiskey was going down easy now, which meant we were well past the point of reliable judgment and all three of us knew it. The bar was warm and loud and I was pressed between my two oldest friends and the night had already done one thing it wasn't supposed to do and was quietly lining itself up to do several more.

"Remember," I said, "when Ricky got caught with Angela Reyes in the equipment room at the community centre."

Ricky closed his eyes briefly.

"The look on Coach Brannigan's face," Marcus said, with deep reverence.

"He never recovered," I said.

"Neither did the equipment room," Marcus said.

"It was one time," Ricky said.

"It was four times," I said. "Angela told me."

Ricky looked at his glass. "Angela talked too much."

"Angela was very proud of you," I said. "As she should have been."

Marcus made a sound that was half laugh, half something else, and his knee pressed harder against mine under the bar. I felt the warmth of it spread up my thigh and kept my face completely straight.

"What about you," Ricky said, turning to look at me. That slow, steady look. "You were not innocent."

"I was extremely innocent."

"You and Jake Polowski," Marcus said immediately. "Behind the bleachers. Homecoming, junior year."

"That was one kiss."

"That was not a kiss," Marcus said. "I saw it. I was traumatised."

"You watched," I said. "That says more about you than me."

"I was fifteen and you were beautiful. I couldn't look away." He said it like it was the most reasonable thing in the world, completely easy about it, and I felt it land somewhere low and warm. "Still can't, for the record."

Ricky looked at him. Looked at me. Looked at my heavy breasts where they pressed against the bar and back up at my face, unhurried, and I let him do all of that.

"To getting older," Ricky said, lifting his glass. "And not behaving any better."

We drank. The jukebox rolled straight into "Play That Funky Music" without pausing and Marcus was off his stool before the first bar finished.

"Dancefloor," he said. "Both of you. Now."

Ricky was already moving. I picked up my drink, finished it, and followed them both in.

The dancefloor was packed and loud and smelled like beer and sweat and Marcus was already in the middle of it with his arms up before Ricky and I had even pushed through the edge of the crowd. "Play That Funky Music" was doing exactly what it was built to do and the whole room was moving with it.

I found the beat immediately. My hair was down and loose and swung when I moved, heavy against my shoulders, and I rolled my hips and let the bass come up through the floor and do the rest. Marcus appeared behind me like he'd been waiting there, both hands landing on my hips, warm and sure, and he pulled me back into him. We found the rhythm together and it was different from every other time we'd done this on every other dancefloor, because fifteen minutes ago he had fucked me in a dark doorway with my dress around my waist and now his hands were on me like he knew exactly what he'd done and fully intended to do it again. His grip said: we're not finished. And the honest truth, the one I wasn't going to say out loud to anyone including myself, was that I was not entirely sure he was wrong.

The filthy secret of it buzzed through me like a second drink. Ricky was right there, three feet away, completely happy, and Marcus's thumbs were pressing into my hip bones and I felt wild and warm and so pleased with myself I could barely stand it.

Ricky came in front. Close. His hands settled on my waist and his eyes were on my face and he moved well, always had, that quiet unhurried way he has where his body just finds the music and sits inside it. The three of us locked in and the song was loud enough that nobody had to say anything and the dancefloor was full enough that nobody was looking at us specifically and I thought: good. Good.

Marcus's mouth dropped to my neck.

Just his lips, warm and dry, pressed to the side of my neck below my ear, and then gone. I kept dancing. His hands tightened on my hips and pulled me back harder into him and I felt how much he was enjoying himself pressed right against my ass and I rolled back into it once, slow and deliberate, and heard him exhale against my neck.

Ricky watched my face when I did that.

He didn't say anything. His hands slid from my waist to my hips and he stepped in closer, close enough that I could feel the heat off him, and we danced like that, the three of us, my hips rolling back into Marcus and forward into Ricky, my heavy breasts moving with every beat, the fabric of my top doing very little to help anyone concentrate.

"Don't Stop Me Now" came on. The room erupted. Marcus threw both arms up and shouted something at the ceiling that got lost in the noise and Ricky actually smiled, a real one, wide and warm, and I grabbed them both by the hand and we gave ourselves completely over to it. Three songs at least. Maybe four. The drinks were somewhere at the edge of the dancefloor and nobody went to get them.

Marcus spun me out and pulled me back and I came in hard against his chest, my breasts flat against him, both his arms around me, his mouth at my ear.

"You were incredible," he said.

Heat shot straight to my face. I turned my head just enough that my mouth was close to his jaw.

"So were you," I muttered.

His hands slid to the small of my back, fingers finding the two dimples there through my top, pressing in, and my breath caught hard and my eyes went heavy and my whole lower body rolled toward him without my permission. Those two spots have always been wired directly to everything south of them and he could feel exactly what they did to me, my sharp inhale, the way my hips pushed forward, the way my eyelids dropped. He grinned against my cheek, slow and wolfish, the grin of a man filing information away for later.

I turned in his arms and faced Ricky instead before I did something stupid on a crowded dancefloor, and Ricky put both hands on my hips without missing a beat and Marcus stayed right where he was, pressed against my back, the three of us moving together. I was aware of every point of contact at once, Marcus hard and warm behind me, Ricky's hands firm on my hips, my body humming between them.

Ricky leaned in close. His mouth came to my ear, his jaw rough against my cheek.

"You've been doing this to us all night," he said.

"Doing what," I said.

He pulled back and looked at me and said nothing. Just looked. His hands slid around to the small of my back and spread flat there and pressed me toward him and I went, my hips meeting his, and I felt him too now, hard against me through his jeans, and my whole body registered it like a key in a lock.

Marcus pressed in from behind at the same moment, both hands dropping to my hips, and for a few seconds I was just grinding between them, the music loud and the room full and both of them wanting me and not hiding it anymore. My heavy breasts swayed and bounced with every movement and Ricky's eyes dropped to them and came back up and I felt his grip tighten.

The song changed to something slower and Marcus used it as an excuse to steer us toward the bar, one hand flat at the small of my back, steering.

"Drinks," he said, into my hair.

"Drinks," Ricky agreed, right behind us.

I walked between them with my pulse running fast and the dancefloor noise fading behind us and thought: right. Drinks. Completely normal. We're doing great.

The bartender lined up three whiskeys without being asked. I was starting to like him.

Marcus grabbed his glass and turned to lean his back against the bar, surveying the room with the satisfaction of a man who had already had a very good evening and knew it was nowhere near over. Ricky stepped in on my left. I was between them again, same as always, except the bar was pressing into my back and Ricky was very close and Marcus was grinning at nothing with that wolfish look he'd had since the doorway.

"To surviving the dancefloor," Marcus said, raising his glass.

"To Elena's hips," Ricky said, and drank before anyone could respond.

I turned to look at him. He looked back, completely straight-faced, and took another sip.

"Twenty-seven years," I said. "And you're getting worse."

"I'm getting honest," he said. "There's a difference."

Marcus pointed at him. "I respect that. That's growth."

"That's whiskey," I said.

"Same thing at this point," Marcus said.

The jukebox rolled into "Super Freak" and the bar got louder around us and Ricky set his glass down and shifted behind me, both hands landing on my hips from behind, easy and natural, like it was the most obvious place for them to be. I leaned back against the bar and felt him press in close, his chest warm against my back, his mouth dropping to my ear.

"I need to tell you something," he said.

"That sounds dangerous," I said.

"It's a compliment."

"Those are the most dangerous kind."

His hands slid down from my hips and closed over my ass, both of them, cupping and squeezing with a firmness that made my breath snag. My full, round ass filled his hands completely and he took his time about it, fingers pressing in, working the flesh, and I gripped the bar in front of me and kept my face pointing forward.

"I have thought," he said, into my ear, low and deliberate, "for a very long time, that you have the best ass I have ever seen in my life."

Heat flooded up my neck.

"Ricky."

"I'm serious." His hands squeezed again, harder this time, possessive and slow. "I used to watch you walk away in high school and just stand there."

"You never said anything."

"I'm saying it now."

Marcus appeared at my side, looked at Ricky's hands, looked at my face, and raised his eyebrows with an expression of pure delight.

"Is he telling you about the ass thing?" he said.

I turned to stare at him. "You knew?"

"Elena. We all knew. It was a whole thing." He picked up his drink. "Personally I'm a tits man. Always have been. No offence to the ass — the ass is a masterpiece — but those" — he gestured at my chest with his glass, completely unashamed — "have been living rent free in my head since eleventh grade."

"You cannot say that."

"I just said it."

"Marcus."

"Elena. Come on." He looked at my heavy breasts with the focused attention of a man doing serious evaluation. My large nipples were hard under my top, had been since the dancefloor, and the fabric was doing absolutely nothing to hide that fact. His eyes went straight to them and stayed there. "They're hard," he said, like a simple observation about the weather.

"Stop noting."

"I can't stop noting. They're right there." He looked up at my face and grinned. "Danny Kowalski claimed he saw them at Lisa Hartmann's pool party sophomore year. Made a whole speech about it at lunch."

"He told people that?"

"He told everyone. I wanted to fight him."

"Because he was lying," I said, "or because he was telling the truth."

A pause.

"Both," Marcus said. "Mostly the second one."

"He was not accurate," I said.

"How would we know," Ricky said, from my ear. His hands squeezed my ass again, deep and slow. "We hadn't seen them."

"You still haven't."

"It's been a long night," Marcus said. "Give it time."

I laughed and felt my heavy breasts shake with it and Marcus watched them move with that look still on his face, dark and wanting, and then he reached out and very lightly, very briefly, ran one thumb across the left nipple through the fabric. Just once. Just a graze.

My whole body jolted.

"Marcus," I said, low.

"Sorry," he said, not sorry at all, eyes bright.

Ricky's mouth pressed to the side of my neck and I felt his cock solid against my ass and his hands full of me and Marcus still looking at my chest like he was planning something and the whiskey was singing in my blood and I was so turned on I could feel my pulse everywhere.

"Remember," Marcus said, "when Ricky dropped an entire tray of drinks at Danny Kowalski's graduation party because you walked out in that red bikini."

"I didn't drop them," Ricky said, from my neck. His hands gave my ass one more firm squeeze. "I set them down."

"On the ground," Marcus said. "While staring."

"I was being careful."

"It was the red bikini," I said.

"It wasn't the bikini," Ricky said.

I felt him smile against my neck when he said it and something about that, the quietness of it, the twenty years behind it, hit me somewhere deeper than the whiskey and the grinding and Marcus's thumb on my nipple. I reached back and put my hand on Ricky's hip and felt him press closer and thought: we are so far past the point of no return that I cannot even see it from here.

"Another round?" Marcus said.

"Obviously," I said.

Marcus drained his glass and set it on the bar and looked at the dancefloor.

"Now," he said.

I drank up. Ricky was already moving.

The dancefloor had thinned slightly, the Friday crowd finding its later-night rhythm, and the jukebox was on "Le Freak" which was exactly right for what the three of us were apparently doing now. Marcus pulled me in immediately, chest to chest, both hands squarely on my ass, and I went with it and put my arms up around his neck and we moved together, close and slow and not pretending it was anything other than what it was.

Ricky came in behind me.

Marcus felt him arrive and moved his hands to my hips and Ricky filled the space immediately, chest against my back, hands sliding straight down to my ass and taking hold, and he ground his cock into me from behind, slow and hard, and I pushed back into it and forward into Marcus at the same time and the three of us found a rhythm that had nothing innocent about it.

My heavy breasts were pressed flat against Marcus's chest and I could feel my stiff nipples against him through the fabric and he shifted against them deliberately, back and forth, a slow graze that made my breath go ragged.

Ricky's mouth found my neck. Open and wet, lips and tongue working up behind my ear, and his hands gripped my ass harder, fingers pressing deep, and the music was loud and the lights were low and I was so wet I could feel it and I thought: I am going to need this floor to hold me up.

Marcus leaned down, mouth at my ear.

"You have no idea how long I've wanted to do that," he said.

"Do it again," I said.

He shifted his chest against my nipples again, harder, and I made a sound that got swallowed by the music and grabbed the front of his shirt with both hands and then I just kissed him. Full and open, right there on the dancefloor, my mouth on his, and he kissed me back immediately, one hand coming up to cup my jaw, deep and unhurried, tasting of whiskey, and Ricky's hands went still on my ass for one beat while he registered what was happening against his chest.

Marcus pulled back slowly. His thumb dragged across my lower lip.

"Hi," he said.

"Hi," I said.

Ricky's hands started moving again, slower this time, more deliberate. His mouth came back to my neck and I felt his breath there, warm and uneven, and I turned my head the other way, toward him, offering my mouth over my shoulder, because it seemed only fair, because the whiskey said so, because I wanted to.

He took it without hesitating.

His kiss was different. Slower, more careful, his lips firm and precise, one hand coming up from my ass to turn my jaw toward him properly, and Marcus watched from two inches away with dark eyes and said nothing and I kissed Ricky until my knees were unreliable and my heavy breasts were heaving against Marcus's chest and someone on the dancefloor bumped into us and nobody cared.

Ricky pulled back and looked at me. That quiet, unhurried look with twenty years behind it.

Marcus's hands came up and covered my breasts from the front, both of them, full and firm through my top, thumbs finding my hard nipples and pressing in.

My head went back against Ricky's shoulder.

"Marcus," I breathed.

"Right here," he said.

He squeezed, slow and deliberate, his big hands full of me, and Ricky's cock was grinding into me from behind and both of them were hard against me and my whole body was one long pulse of want.

The song rolled into "Good Times" without a break and Marcus lifted his head and pulled out his phone and looked at the screen and his face did something brief and complicated.

"I have to call Diane," he said. "Tell her I'm going to be late."

"Now," I said.

"Two minutes." He was already backing toward the edge of the dancefloor, phone to his ear, pointing at me with one finger. "Don't move."

He turned and pushed through the crowd and was gone, and I stood there with my hair wrecked and my nipples hard and my pulse going, and then Ricky's hands slid up slowly from my hips, underneath my top from behind, and closed over my full heavy breasts, both hands, warm and firm, fingers finding my hard nipples and squeezing.

I exhaled like I'd been punched.

His mouth came to my ear.

"Hi," he said.
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His hands were warm and full of me, both of them, fingers working my hard nipples through the thin fabric, and his mouth was at my ear and the music was loud and Marcus was somewhere in the crowd behind us and none of that was the thing I was thinking about.

"Hi," he said again, lower this time.

"Hi yourself," I said.

His hands squeezed, slow and deliberate, and I let my head fall back against his shoulder. The bass was in my chest and his cock was pressed hard into my lower back and his fingers knew exactly what my nipples were doing and I thought: Ricky has been saving this up since the equipment room with Danny Kowalski and I am about to find out what twenty years of patience does to a man.

He turned me around. Not asking, just a firm pressure at my hips, steering, and I let him do it. My heavy breasts moved with the turn and his eyes went to them immediately and when they came back up to my face there was nothing patient about what was in them.

"Come here," he said.

He walked me backward. Slow, both hands on my waist, into the corner where the jukebox met the wall and the lights went dark and the crowd thinned to nothing. My back met the wall and his hands stayed on my waist and he stood there looking at me for a moment and I thought about making a joke and didn't.

He put one hand flat against the wall beside my head and leaned in.

His mouth came down on mine slowly. No urgency, no rush, just a warm firm press of his lips that moved with complete certainty about what it was doing. I had been kissed by Marcus twenty minutes ago against a brick wall in an alley and it had been electric and urgent and Marcus-shaped, all heat and momentum. This was not that. This was Ricky, which meant it was thorough and precise and it went somewhere.

My hands found the front of his shirt.

His free hand moved up from my waist to my ribs, splayed wide, thumb grazing the underside of my left breast through my top, and I pushed into his mouth and he let me in and deepened the kiss slowly, still in no hurry, taking his time the way he takes his time with everything. His tongue was careful and knowing and it made my toes curl inside my heels.

He pulled back half an inch. His thumb pressed up into the weight of my breast.

"You've been driving us insane all night," he said.

"Have I."

"You know you have."

He said it without any edge, just a fact he was putting into evidence. His thumb kept moving, slow arcs along the underside of my breast, and my nipple was already stiff and aching and pressing against the fabric wanting to be touched and he knew it and didn't go there yet.

"Ricky," I said.

"Mm."

"You're doing the thing."

"What thing."

"The thing where you look like you have a plan."

"I do have a plan," he said.

"What's the plan."

He kissed me again instead of answering. Deeper this time, his hand moving up to cup my breast fully, and I made a sound against his mouth that I wasn't proud of and his grip firmed in response. His other hand left the wall and came to my other breast and he stood there in the dark corner and held both of them, heavy and full in his palms, thumbs finally finding my nipples and pressing in, and my knees held a brief conference about their continued participation.

"That's the plan," he said, into my mouth.

"That's a good plan," I said.

He worked my nipples through the fabric, both of them, slow and firm and methodical, reading every small sound I made and using it. Marcus does everything loud and headfirst. Ricky listens first. He has always listened first. He pressed harder on the left one and my hips bucked forward and he filed that away and kept going.

I reached up and got my hand around the back of his neck and pulled him down and kissed him hard, nothing careful about it, because twenty years of careful was apparently my limit and we were past it. He made a low sound in his throat and both hands slid back down to my waist and gripped hard and he pushed me into the wall with his whole body, his hips pinning mine, and I felt him hard against me and rolled my hips once, slow and obvious, just to make sure we were on the same page.

We were on the same page.

"Back corridor," he said, quiet and flat, like it wasn't a question.

I looked at him. Dark eyes, even breathing, completely sure of himself. His hands were still on my waist and his cock was pressed against my hip and the jukebox was going and somewhere in the crowd Marcus was on the phone to his wife.

"Yeah," I said.

He took my hand and we went.

The corridor was narrow and dim, a bare bulb above a fire door at the far end throwing yellow light down the length of it. Crates of empties stacked along one wall, a mop in a bucket, the smell of spilled beer and concrete. The bass from the dancefloor came through the wall in a steady pulse, close enough to feel in the sternum. Nobody back here. No reason for anybody to be.

Ricky let the door close behind us and turned to look at me in the yellow light and I looked back at him and neither of us said anything for a moment.

Then he stepped in and kissed me again. Both hands on my face this time, thumbs at my jaw, tilting me up, and he kissed me slowly and thoroughly until my hands were fisted in the front of his shirt and my back was against the wall of stacked crates and I couldn't have told you what day it was.

His mouth moved to my jaw. Then my neck. He took his time with my neck, lips and tongue tracing down the side of it, and I tipped my head back and let him and made a sound I hadn't planned on making. His hands slid down from my face to my shoulders to my waist and he pushed my top up slowly, palms flat and warm against my bare sides.

I reached down and pulled the cups of my bra up over my breasts the way you do when you're in a hurry and there's no time for clasps. The way Danny Kowalski had apparently done to half the girls in our grade. Both heavy breasts spilled out over the underwire and Ricky looked at them for a moment in the yellow light with an expression that was very controlled and very not controlled at the same time.

His hands came up and filled with them. Bare skin, warm and full and heavy in his palms, and the sound that came out of me was immediate and undignified.

He squeezed. Slow and deliberate, learning the weight of them, thumbs brushing my nipples on each pass but not landing, not yet, and I pushed into his hands and tried to steer them where I needed them and he resisted without effort.

"Ricky."

"Mm."

"Stop teasing."

"I'm not teasing," he said. "I'm taking my time."

His thumbs finally pressed in. Both nipples at once, firm rolling pressure, and my knees registered their objection. He worked them in slow circles and I grabbed the back of his neck with both hands and held on. My nipples were hard and aching and his touch was exactly the right kind of maddening, enough to feel everything and not quite enough of it.

He leaned down and took the left one in his mouth.

The sound I made was not quiet. His lips closed around it and his tongue pressed flat and I shoved my fingers into his hair and held his face against me and he sucked, slow and pulling, and the feeling went in a direct line from his mouth to somewhere deep in my lower belly. His right hand kept working the other breast, thumb and forefinger on my nipple, rolling, and his left hand left my ribs and moved to my thigh and pushed my skirt up.

His fingers found the inside of my thigh and stroked upward, unhurried, and I shifted my feet apart without being asked.

He bit my nipple. Gently, just the edge of his teeth, and I made a sound that had no dignity in it whatsoever and my hips rocked forward. He did it again, a little harder, and then soothed it with his tongue and I pulled his hair.

"Yes," I said. "Do that again."

He did it again. And again. Teeth and tongue, alternating, while his hand crept higher up my inner thigh and his other hand kept both breasts occupied and I stood against those crates with the bass thumping through the wall and just let him take me apart piece by piece.

His fingers reached my underwear.

He pressed in through the fabric, one slow firm stroke along the center of me, and I exhaled in a rush. He did it again. The fabric was damp and he could feel exactly what he was doing to me and he pressed harder and moved his fingers in a slow circle and kept his mouth on my nipple and I tightened my grip in his hair and stopped trying to stay quiet.

"Fuck, Ricky—"

He pulled the underwear aside.

Two fingers, bare skin, and I stopped forming words entirely. He worked me slow and thorough, reading every shift of my hips, every change in my breathing, and he found what he was looking for inside about thirty seconds and pressed in and I grabbed the crate behind me with my free hand and held on.

His mouth moved to my right nipple. Sucked it in deep, tongue working, and his fingers kept their pace below, and the combination was genuinely unfair. He added his thumb on my clit and I made a noise that probably carried through the fire door and I could not care less. He worked all of it at once, mouth and hand and fingers, patient and deliberate and completely merciless, and I felt it building from somewhere enormous.

"Ricky, I'm going to—"

"I know," he said, into my breast.

He pressed deeper with his fingers and sucked hard on my nipple and I came against his hand with my skirt around my waist in a corridor full of empty beer crates, shaking, saying his name twice and then something else that wasn't a word. It rolled through me in a long wave and he worked me through every second of it, gentling only when I was done, fingers slowing, mouth softening.

I got my breath back. Looked down at him.

He was looking up at me. Still crouched slightly, mouth wet, eyes dark, his fingers still inside me, and he looked like a man who had filed away every sound I'd made and intended to keep them.

"Hi," he said.

"Hi yourself," I said. "Your turn."

I got my hand to his fly. Belt, button, zip, and his cock was hot and hard in my hand and his breath went short for the first time all night, which was satisfying in ways I was not going to examine. I stroked once. His jaw tightened. I stroked again and his hand gripped my hip.

I went down onto my haunches in front of him. My top was still pushed up, both heavy breasts still out over the bra, hair falling forward, and I looked up at him once before I took him in my mouth. He looked down at me with an expression that had been living behind his eyes for a very long time and had finally found its way out.

I took him in slow. One hand wrapped around the base, the other braced on his thigh, and I worked him with my mouth and my hand together, finding the pace. His hand settled in my hair, fingers spread, not gripping yet. His hips moved with it. I went deeper and he made a sound low in his chest that he didn't fully suppress.

"Elena," he said.

I kept going.

"Elena." Tighter grip in my hair now.

I looked up at him with his cock in my mouth and he looked back down and his hips pushed forward and I let him and the composed, unhurried Ricky was mostly gone now, replaced by something considerably more urgent. I worked him until his thighs were tense under my hand and his breathing was ragged and the grip in my hair had moved from resting to genuine.

I pulled off. Stood up. Wiped my mouth and looked at him.

"Now," I said.

He turned me around before I finished the word.

Hands on my hips, my skirt shoved up, my palms finding the crates, and he pushed into me from behind and I felt all of him and made a noise that bounced off the concrete walls. He held my hips and pressed all the way in and stayed there while I adjusted and I pushed back against him to tell him I was done adjusting.

He started to move. Slow and deep, that controlled Ricky pace, long strokes that hit everything on the way in and everything on the way out. I could feel exactly how deliberate it was and exactly what it was doing and he knew it and kept going.

"Ricky."

"Mm."

"Harder."

"Not yet," he said.

He reached around and found my breast and gripped it and used it to pull me back onto him and I gasped at the ceiling. His other hand slid down to my clit, two fingers, that same patient precision, and he worked me while he fucked me and I grabbed the crate with both hands and felt everything building again from somewhere deep.

Then something shifted.

The controlled pace cracked. His hips snapped forward hard and I lurched into the crates and he did it again, harder, a real thrust that knocked the breath out of me and I said yes before I knew I was going to. His hands left my breast and gripped my hips and the slow thoroughness was gone, replaced by something urgent and uncontrolled, and the sounds in that corridor changed register completely.

He grabbed a fistful of my hair and pulled my head back. Not asking.

"I have thought about this," he said, through his teeth, "since I was a very young teen."

"Yeah?" I managed.

"That ass." He thrust. "Every day on that block." Another. "Every single day, Elena."

"Ricky —"

"Twenty years," he said. "Twenty fucking years."

He let go of my hair and got both hands back on my hips and fucked me hard and I pushed back into every stroke and the dirty talk started pouring out of me with no filter left to stop it.

"Don't stop," I said. "Don't you dare stop."

"Not stopping," he said, low and tight.

"Harder— fuck —just like that—"

"You feel incredible." His grip tightened. "You have no idea."

"I want all of it," I said. "Give me all of it."

He drove in deep and held it and I groaned from somewhere in my chest and he pulled back and did it again and I said yes and there and his name and things that were not words, just sounds, just heat. His hand came around and found my clit again and I bucked back against him.

"You going to come again?" he said, into the back of my neck.

"Yes —"

"Say it."

"I'm going to come," I said. "I'm going to come all over your cock, Ricky, don't you dare—"

He pressed in on my clit and thrust hard and I came with my forehead against the crates, clenching around him, shaking, loud enough that I genuinely did not care who heard. He drove through it without slowing and I came a second time almost immediately on the back of the first, the two of them rolling together into one long shuddering wave, and he said my name once, rough and uneven, and then:

"Christ, Elena—I'm—"

"Yes," I said. "Yes, come on —"

He did. Both hands gripping my hips, his whole body pressed hard into mine, a long exhale through his teeth against my shoulder as he finished. The crates scraped the wall. The bare bulb flickered once and held.

Silence. The bass in the wall.

He pressed his lips to the back of my neck. Soft and brief and deliberate.

I straightened up. Turned around. My bra was still shoved up over my breasts and my skirt was still around my waist and my hair was a catastrophe and he looked at me with those dark eyes and the ghost of that slow smile and I laughed, a real one, straight from the chest.

"What," he said.

"Nothing," I said. "Twenty years."

He reached over and pulled my bra back down over my breasts with two fingers, matter-of-fact, like he was tidying something. Then he smoothed my skirt down.

"Worth the wait," he said.

I pointed at him. He raised his eyebrows, completely straight-faced. Same face he'd made on the dancefloor two hours ago when I'd said exactly that to him.

"Come on," I said. "Marcus is going to think we fell in a drain."

He fixed his belt. Ran a hand through his hair. Took one look at me and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear with the same unhurried precision he'd applied to everything else tonight.

"Ready," he said.

We went back through the door.

The bar received us like nothing had happened. Loud, warm, sticky floors, jukebox going, crowd thick enough that two people could walk out of a back corridor looking like they'd been through something and nobody was going to write a report about it.

Marcus was at the bar.

Of course he was at the bar. He had a fresh drink in front of him and his phone face-down on the counter and he was talking to the bartender, who had the expression of a man tolerating a conversation he had not chosen. Marcus turned when we came through the crowd and looked at us both and the talking stopped.

He looked at me. He looked at Ricky. He looked at me again.

The grin started slow and got wide.

"There they are," he said.

"Here we are," I said.

"How was the bathroom?"

"Fine," Ricky said.

"Both of you. At the same time."

"Long queue," I said.

Marcus picked up his drink and took a long, considered sip, eyes moving between us over the rim of the glass. My hair was a disaster and my cheeks were still hot and Ricky's shirt had a crease in it from my fist that was not going anywhere. Marcus set his glass down and pointed at Ricky's collar.

"You've got a—" he said.

Ricky straightened his collar without expression.

"And you," Marcus said, turning to me, "have got absolutely nothing going on and everything is completely normal and I am not going to say one word about it."

"Good," I said.

"Not one word."

"Marcus."

"I'm just saying." He raised both hands. "What happens at Delancey's." He paused. "In the back corridor of Delancey's." Another pause. "Specifically in the back corridor, behind the crates, for what sounded from the outside like a significant amount of time—"

"You were listening," Ricky said.

"I was standing near a wall," Marcus said. "I am not responsible for what walls transmit." He looked at Ricky with an expression of complete sincerity. "I want you to know that I am genuinely proud of you."

"Thank you," Ricky said.

"That's not a thing people say," I said.

"It absolutely is a thing people say. My boy." Marcus clapped him on the shoulder. "My quiet, patient, twenty-years-in-the-making boy."

"Marcus," I said.

"Elena." He turned to me with the same sincerity. "You sound incredible, by the way."

My mouth fell open. Ricky looked at the bar.

"I mean that as a compliment," Marcus said. "A genuine, heartfelt—"

"I will leave," I said. "I will get a cab right now."

"You will not."

"Try me."

He slid a fresh glass along the bar toward me. Whiskey, already poured, ice clinking. I looked at it. Looked at him. His face was open and warm and entirely unrepentant and he was watching me with that big easy grin of his and I thought: this is Marcus. This has always been Marcus. He is not remotely bothered. He is, in fact, delighted.

I picked up the glass.

"Thank you," I said.

"You're very welcome." He flagged the bartender for a third. "To be clear," he said, settling back onto his stool and looking at both of us with the satisfaction of a man who had watched a long-running plan come to fruition, "I left because I wanted to. I made a phone call I did not need to make. I took a very long time making it." He picked up his drink. "You're welcome."

Ricky looked at him for a moment. "You set that up."

"I created conditions," Marcus said. "There's a difference."

I laughed before I could stop it, the real kind, the one that starts in the chest and goes everywhere. Marcus's grin went wider. Ricky shook his head slowly with the expression of a man who had made his peace with Marcus a long time ago and was renewing that peace now under new terms.

"To old friends," Marcus said, raising his glass.

"You're going to need a new toast eventually," Ricky said.

"Never," Marcus said. "It covers everything. Watch." He looked at both of us, me with my wrecked hair and Ricky with his straightened collar, the three of us in this bar we'd been coming to since we were too young for it, the night still going, the jukebox still loud, everything shifted and nothing broken. "To old friends."

We drank.

The whiskey was warm and the bar was loud and Marcus put his arm around my shoulder and pulled me into his side and I leaned into him, my heavy breasts pressed against his ribs, and Ricky settled on my other side with his hand at the small of my back, and the three of us stood at the bar like that while the jukebox rolled from one song into the next.

"So," Marcus said, after a moment.

"So," I said.

"It's not even one in the morning."

"It's not even one in the morning," Ricky confirmed.

Marcus looked at each of us. That big warm face, that grin, the eyes that were sharper than he ever let on.

"The park's three blocks from here," he said.

I looked at him. Looked at Ricky. Ricky's hand pressed slightly firmer at the small of my back and I felt it go up my spine and settle somewhere useful.

"Like when we were young," I said.

"Exactly like that," Marcus said. "Except better."

"How is it better," Ricky said.

Marcus gestured at the three of us, the full sweep of it, the whole evening.

"Experience," he said.

I finished my whiskey. Set the glass on the bar. My hair was a wreck and my legs were still not fully reliable and both of my oldest friends were pressed against my sides in a bar at midnight on a Friday and the night had three blocks left in it at minimum.

"Come on then," I said.

Marcus was off his stool before I finished the sentence.
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[image: ]


The bar pushed us out at two in the morning like it had decided it was done with us. The door swung shut behind and the noise cut off and the three of us stood on the sidewalk in the thick summer air, blinking, slightly unsteady, grinning at nothing.

"Right," Marcus said. "Now what."

"Home," Ricky said.

"Wrong."

"Cab," I said.

"Also wrong." Marcus turned and pointed down the block, arm fully extended, like he was flagging a ship. "The park."

I looked where he was pointing. Three blocks south, the little city park we had been going to since we were teenagers with nowhere better to be. Broken benches and lamplight and the kind of quiet that only happens in a city after midnight when most people have made sensible decisions.

"We're thirty-six," I said.

"We're thirty-six and we look incredible," Marcus said. "The park. Come on."

Ricky looked at me. I looked at him. He picked up the half-bottle of whiskey he had somehow carried out of the bar, which I had not noticed until this moment, and started walking.

We followed him. Of course we did. We have always followed Ricky when he moves without saying anything, because it has never once been the wrong call.

Marcus fell into step on my right and got his arm around my shoulders immediately, pulling me into his side, my heavy breasts pressing warm against his ribs. His hand was not on my shoulder. It was on the top of my breast, just resting there, heavy and familiar, and when I looked up at him he looked back with that big open grin and absolutely no apology.

"So," he said.

"So," I said.

"You want to talk about it."

"I don't know what you're referring to."

"Yes you do."

Ricky's hand found the small of my back from the left side. Low, fingers spread, palm flat and warm through the fabric. He didn't say anything. He didn't need to.

"Both of us," Marcus said, to no one in particular, with deep satisfaction. "In the same night. In the same bar." He shook his head slowly. "Elena."

"Marcus."

"I'm not judging. I'm in awe. There's a difference."

"You did not just say that."

"I absolutely just said that." His hand slid from the top of my breast down the side of it, a slow easy drag, like he was just resting it there and it happened to land exactly where it landed. "I'm saying it with respect."

"You have no respect."

"I have a tremendous amount of respect. I have so much respect right now."

Ricky said, without looking at either of us: "Did you know?"

I looked at him. The lamplight from the street caught the side of his face, dark eyes forward, completely unhurried.

"Did I know what," I said.

"About both of us. Tonight." A pause. "Did you plan it."

The question sat in the warm air for a second. My heavy breasts rose with the breath I took. Ricky's hand stayed flat and steady at the small of my back and Marcus had gone quiet beside me, which was notable, because Marcus does not go quiet.

"No," I said.

Another pause.

"But I didn't stop it either," I said.

Marcus made a noise beside me that was mostly breath. "God," he said. "Okay. That's. Yeah."

"Eloquent," Ricky said.

"I'm having a moment, give me a second."

His hand came all the way around my side and his fingers found the underside of my breast through my top, full and heavy in his palm, and he squeezed once, slow and deliberate, right there on the sidewalk on a public street at two in the morning.

"Marcus," I said.

"Mm."

"We're outside."

"Chicago has seen worse," he said. He squeezed again, his fingers pressing up into the weight of it. "So you knew. All night. Both of us."

"I didn't know anything."

"But you suspected."

My nipple had gone hard under his hand and he could feel it through the fabric and he knew it and I knew he knew it. "Maybe," I said.

"And?"

"And I had a very good time," I said.

He laughed, loud and sudden, the real one, head back. Ricky's hand moved up from the small of my back and his palm slid up my spine, slow and deliberate, all the way to the back of my neck, fingers spreading into my hair.

"Better with me or better with him," Marcus said.

"I'm not answering that."

"On a scale of one to ten."

"Absolutely not."

"Ricky, back me up."

"No," Ricky said.

"Come on. Objectively. Scientifically."

"Those are not the same thing," Ricky said.

The park was ahead of us, the lamplight low and orange through the trees, the benches empty, the city quiet around it the way it gets when the night has thinned out and only the bad decisions are still walking around. We pushed through the low gate and found the bench under the biggest light, the one we had always used, and I sat down between them the same way I had been sitting between them all night, thighs touching both, and Ricky cracked the whiskey and passed it without ceremony.

I took a long pull. Passed it to Marcus. He took a longer one.

"Better with me," he said, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. "I can see it on your face."

"You cannot."

"I absolutely can." He turned to look at me, close in the lamplight, that wide warm face with the grin that had been doing damage since he was seventeen. "You've got the Marcus look."

"There is no Marcus look."

"There is one hundred percent a Marcus look." He looked at Ricky. "Back me up."

Ricky took the bottle. Drank. Looked at me in the lamplight with those dark, patient eyes.

"There is a look," he said.

"Thank you," Marcus said.

"It's not the one you think it is," Ricky said.

Marcus opened his mouth and closed it. I laughed, my heavy breasts shaking with it, and his eyes went straight there and stayed.

"Okay," he said. "Fair." His hand found my knee, warm and wide, thumb already moving. "But for the record. The doorway. That was good, right."

"It was good," I said.

"It was better than good."

"It was better than good," I said.

The grin came back, full and easy. "See." He looked at Ricky. "Better than good."

"I heard," Ricky said.

"And the corridor?"

A beat. Ricky's hand settled on my other knee, mirroring Marcus without looking at him, thumb tracing the same slow circle on the inside of my thigh.

"She didn't complain," he said.

"That's not a rating."

"It's the only one I'm giving."

Marcus looked at me. "Did you complain?"

"No," I said.

"Was it better than good?"

Ricky's thumb moved higher, slow and unhurried, pushing the hem of my skirt up a fraction. "Yes," I said.

"How much better," Marcus said. His hand was moving too now, both of them working up the inside of my thighs from either side in the same easy rhythm, like they had coordinated it without speaking. The whiskey was warm in my chest and the lamplight was low and the city was quiet and I had both their hands between my legs on a park bench and I was not going to pretend I wasn't exactly where I wanted to be.

"Enough," I said.

"Enough is not a number," Marcus said.

"No," I said. "I mean enough talking."

Marcus looked at Ricky. Ricky looked at Marcus. Something passed between them, quick and wordless, the specific communication of two men who have known each other since they were nine and have just figured out they want the same thing.

"Okay," Marcus said. He slid his hand all the way up my inner thigh and pressed his palm flat against me through my underwear, warm and deliberate and completely sure of himself. "No more talking."

The bottle was on the bench beside us and nobody was reaching for it.

Marcus's palm was pressed flat against me and I was wet through my underwear and he could feel that and his breath came out slow through his nose like a man exercising restraint he wasn't sure he had. Ricky's hand was on my inner thigh, high up, fingers spread, not moving, just there, the way Ricky is always just there until he isn't.

"Christ," Marcus said quietly. Not to anyone. Just to the night.

His fingers moved, one slow drag along the fabric, and my hips pushed forward without consulting me. Ricky watched. His hand tightened on my thigh.

"I've been thinking about this," Marcus said. His voice had dropped, the performance gone out of it, something more direct underneath. "Not just tonight. I mean, tonight too. Definitely tonight. But also." He paused. "A long time."

"How long," I said.

"Long," he said. "Embarrassingly long. Like, bring-it-up-in-therapy long."

"You don't go to therapy," Ricky said.

"I would have if I'd known this was going to happen." His fingers moved again, firmer, finding the shape of me through the thin fabric. I bit the inside of my cheek. "I thought about it every time we hung out. Every time you walked into a bar. Every time you hugged me goodbye and those tits pressed up against my chest." He looked at me sideways, the grin back but softer, more honest underneath it. "You knew."

"I didn't know anything," I said. My voice came out lower than I intended.

"You knew," he said again, no heat in it. Just a fact.

I looked at him in the lamplight. His big warm face, patient for once, waiting.

"Maybe," I said.

He pressed harder against me and I made a sound that disappeared into the warm night air. His mouth found my ear.

"Say it properly," he said. Low and close, lips brushing the shell of my ear. "You knew I wanted to fuck you."

"Yes," I said.

"For how long."

"Long," I said. "Since before I should have."

He made a sound in his throat and kissed my ear, my jaw, the corner of my mouth. Slow and deliberate, working his way there. His fingers kept moving against me, lazy and rhythmic, learning what made my hips shift. I turned my face and caught his mouth properly and he kissed me the way he'd been kissing me in the bar corridor, deep and unhurried now, one hand still between my legs and the other coming up to cup my breast, full and heavy in his palm, thumb finding my nipple through the fabric and pressing in.

Ricky's hand moved up my thigh another inch.

I pulled back from Marcus and turned to look at Ricky. He was watching me with those dark eyes, the ones that don't give much away and don't try to. His thumb was tracing a slow circle on the inside of my thigh, very high up, not quite where I needed it.

"You're quiet," I said.

"I'm watching," he said.

"What are you watching."

"You." His eyes moved over my face, unhurried. "The way you look when he touches you."

"And?"

"And I've been thinking about that look for twenty years," he said.

It landed the way things Ricky says always land, flat and precise and with the weight of something that has been true for a long time and is only now being said out loud. My chest did something involuntary.

"Ricky," I said.

"I know," he said.

"That's."

"I know," he said again. He reached up and pushed my hair back from my face, fingers slow along my jaw, the same way Marcus had done on the sidewalk outside the bar hours ago, except where Marcus did it with a grin Ricky did it like he was memorising something. "I'm not making it weird."

"It's a little weird," Marcus said.

"It's not weird," I said.

"It's hot," Marcus said. "I meant hot. Those are similar words."

I turned back to Ricky and kissed him. His hand came up to my face, both of them, thumbs at my jaw, tilting me up, and he kissed me slowly and thoroughly the same way he had in the back corridor, like he had nowhere else to be and nothing else to do and all the time in the world to take me apart. Marcus's hand was still on my breast. His thumb kept moving. His mouth dropped to the side of my neck and I felt teeth, gentle, just a graze, and I made a sound into Ricky's mouth that I felt him register in the way he kissed me back, deeper, one hand sliding down from my face to my throat, fingers spreading warm around the front of it, not pressing, just holding.

I pulled back, breathing. The park was empty, the lamplight steady above us, the city a low hum in every direction. Ricky's hand was at my throat and Marcus's mouth was on my neck and both their hands were on me and none of us had made a sensible decision in several hours and I was not about to start now.

"Both of you," I said.

"Both of us," Marcus confirmed, into my neck.

"Right now."

"That has been the plan," Ricky said, "for a while."

"The whole night," Marcus said. He lifted his head and looked at Ricky over me, that quick wordless thing between them again, and then he looked back at me with that grin that had gone from warm to something that knew exactly what it wanted. "You okay with that."

I reached over and got my hand around the back of Ricky's neck and pulled him back in. With my other hand I found Marcus's and pressed it back between my legs, harder this time, no ambiguity about it.

"Does that answer the question," I said, against Ricky's mouth.

"Yeah," Marcus said. His fingers pushed the fabric of my underwear to the side and found me bare and wet and his whole hand went still for a second, just feeling it, and then he exhaled slow through his nose. "Yeah, that answers the question."

Ricky pulled back from the kiss just far enough to look at my face. His hand was still warm at my throat, thumb resting at my pulse point, and he watched me while Marcus's fingers started moving and my mouth fell open and the city sat quiet all around us like it was minding its own business.

"Good," Ricky said. And kissed me again.

Marcus knew what he was doing with his hand. He had always struck me as a man who would, and he was proving it methodically, two fingers working slow circles while his thumb pressed in from above, and my hips were rolling against his hand on the park bench like I had completely lost interest in dignity, which I had.

Ricky had his mouth on my neck. His teeth dragged along the tendon and his hand pushed my top up from the hem, palm flat on my bare stomach, sliding up.

I reached back and unclipped my bra through my top and pulled the straps down and off and dropped it on the bench and pulled my top up to my collarbone and both their heads turned.

Neither of them said anything for a second.

"There they are," Marcus said finally.

"Stop narrating," I said.

Both their hands came up at the same time. Marcus took the left, Ricky the right, and my heavy breasts filled their palms and they squeezed and I arched forward into it and forgot what I was going to say next. Marcus dipped his head and got his mouth around my nipple, lips closing warm and tight, tongue pressing flat, and I made a sound that was not quiet. Ricky watched him do it and then bent and did the same to the other one, slower, no rush, drawing it in deep and sucking until my back curved and both my hands went into their hair.

I held both their heads against my breasts and looked up at the lamplight above us and thought: twenty-seven years. Twenty-seven years and this is what we were always going to do.

Marcus lifted his head. His lips were wet. "You have no idea," he said, "how long I have wanted to do that."

"You mentioned," I said.

"I'm going to mention it again." He kissed across to my other breast and nosed Ricky out of the way and Ricky let him, sitting back, watching, his dark eyes moving between my face and Marcus's mouth on my nipple with an expression that was very controlled and not controlled at all.

I reached down and found them through their trousers. One each. Marcus thick and hard and already straining against the fabric, a groan vibrating against my breast when my fingers wrapped around him. Ricky hard and still, the only movement a single slow exhale through his nose.

I worked their zippers down, one hand each, no ceremony, and got both of them out into the warm night air and wrapped a hand around each of them and felt two men go completely still on either side of me at the same moment.

"Legs," I said.

They looked at me.

"Outside leg out," I said. "I want mine over both of you."

Marcus moved first. Ricky moved his right. I swung my legs up so my left thigh lay across Marcus's lap and my right across Ricky's and I was open between them, skirt pushed up to my hips, and Ricky slid his fingers back inside me without being asked and Marcus's thumb found my clit and I started moving my hands.

"Oh—oh, fuck," Marcus said, on the first full stroke, his hips rolling up. 

"Elena. Jesus. Don't stop." 

His hand gripped my breast and squeezed and his other hand fisted in the bench slats beside him. His cock was thick and hot and getting harder with every pass, the head slick against my palm, and he kept talking in that low wrecked voice, "fuck, yeah, just like that, just like—fuck—Elena, God, your hands," the words dissolving into a groan and then reforming into words again like he couldn't decide which one he needed more. "Nngh—yeah. Yeah. Don't you dare stop." 

His hips stuttered up. "Fuck, that's—oh, that's good, that's so—shit—Elena—"

Ricky breathed. That was it. Shorter and shallower with every stroke, his jaw set, his eyes fixed on my face with that dark concentrated look, his cock pulsing rhythmically in my fist. 

When I twisted my grip at the top of the stroke he made a sound low in his throat, "hh—fuck," barely voiced, the most sound he had made all night, and his hips rose half an inch off the bench. 

The second time I did it he exhaled hard through his nose and said, very quietly, "don't stop," and that was all, but the way he said it, flat and certain and slightly destroyed, was better than everything Marcus had said put together.

I worked them both faster. Marcus's groans got louder and less formed, just sound, just breath and heat and his hand squeezing my breast hard enough to leave marks. Ricky's pulse was rapid against my palm now, urgent, his whole body drawn tight, and his fingers inside me had found a ruthless steady rhythm that was winding me up in exact proportion to how wound up he was himself.

Both their mouths on my breasts. Both their hands on me. My hands full of both of them in the warm dark of a park I had been coming to since I was a teenager and the city quiet all around us like it had the decency to look away.

The orgasm built slow and then fast. Ricky felt it, the way I clenched around his fingers, and pressed his thumb in harder from outside and Marcus chose that exact moment to suck my nipple hard between his teeth and I came with a sharp cry that went up into the dark above us, my thighs locking across their laps, both hands squeezing tight.

I kept my hands moving. My thighs were shaking and I kept moving.

Marcus went first. His hips jerked up and he grabbed my wrist, not to stop me but to hold on, and he came hard over my fist with a groan that he muffled into my neck, hot and thick, pulsing against my fingers. "Fuck—fuck, Elena—nngh—" His whole body shuddered and went heavy against me.

"God," he said, into my neck. "God, Elena."

Ricky was close. I could feel it in the way his breathing had changed, shorter and less controlled, the way his fingers had stilled inside me because he couldn't concentrate on both things at once anymore. I turned to look at him directly, holding eye contact, and worked him in a slow firm stroke and watched his jaw tighten and his eyes go dark and then he came quietly, the way Ricky does everything, just that one low sound through his nose, "hh—shit—" barely a whisper, spilling hot over my fingers and his own thigh, his eyes staying on my face the entire time.

I looked at my hands. Both of them. Warm and wet, one from each of them, the lamplight catching it.

I brought my right hand to my mouth and licked across my knuckles, slow, keeping my eyes up.

"Oh my God," Marcus said. He had lifted his head from my neck and was staring. "Are you."

I brought my left hand up and did the same.

"She's tasting it," Marcus said, to Ricky, as though Ricky did not have eyes.

"I can see that," Ricky said. His voice was wrecked, just slightly, the only time all night it had slipped.

"You are a filthy woman," Marcus said, with enormous admiration. "You are an absolute cumslut and I mean that as the highest possible compliment."

"Thank you," I said.

Ricky looked at me in the lamplight with those dark eyes and something in them that was close to undone. "Yeah," he said quietly. "What he said."

I smiled at both of them. Pulled my top down. Reached for the bottle. Marcus slumped back against the bench like all his bones had been removed. Ricky sat back beside me, head tipping against the wood, chest still rising and falling faster than usual. The park was quiet. The city hummed. The lamplight held steady above all three of us and the whiskey went around and nobody said anything and nobody needed to.

The whiskey went around twice more without anyone speaking.

Marcus had his head tipped back against the bench, eyes closed, trousers still undone, making no move to fix either situation. Ricky sat with his elbows on his knees, turning the bottle in his hands. My top was down and my bra was somewhere on the bench beside me and the warm night sat on my skin and I was loose and heavy and very, very drunk.

"I can't go home like this," Marcus said, to the sky.

"No," I said.

"I mean physically. I don't think I can get in a cab and form sentences right now."

"No," Ricky said.

"We could just." Marcus waved a hand vaguely. "Sleep it off somewhere. Responsible thing to do really. Be fresh in the morning. Go home like normal people."

"Sensible," I said.

"Very sensible," Ricky said. His mouth was doing the almost-smile.

"The Fairfield is right there," Marcus said, nodding toward the lights through the trees. "Been there since we were kids. Can't be more than two minutes."

"Share a room," I said. "Save money."

"Exactly," Marcus said. "Economical."

"Practical," Ricky said.

"We're being practical," Marcus agreed. He opened one eye and looked at me and the grin was there, slow and warm. "Nothing to do with anything else."

"Nothing whatsoever," I said.

Ricky stood. Offered me his hand. I took it and he pulled me up and I found my feet after a moment and Marcus hauled himself upright off the bench and the three of us stood in the lamplight, slightly wrecked, grinning at nothing.

"Right," Marcus said. "Bed."

"Bed," I agreed.

My bra was still on the bench. I left it there.
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Chapter 7
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The revolving door spat us into the lobby like it was done with us. Marcus went through first and came out facing the wrong way and nearly walked back into it, and I grabbed his arm and steered him and he said thank you with enormous dignity while Ricky came through behind us still laughing at something from two blocks back, the three of us arriving into the air-conditioned hush of the Fairfield Inn like a small natural disaster.

The lobby was beige and quiet. A plant in a pot. Two armchairs nobody was using. The kind of carpet that absorbs sound and personality in equal measure. Behind the front desk a young man in a burgundy vest looked up from his monitor with the expression of someone paid to be pleasant and mostly managing it.

Marcus straightened his jacket. Smoothed himself down. Walked to the desk with the bearing of a man checking into the Four Seasons.

"One room," he said. "One night."

The receptionist typed something. "How many guests?"

Marcus gestured behind him without turning around. "Three."

A pause. The receptionist looked at Marcus. Then at me, hair wrecked, top slightly twisted, dimples going because I could not stop smiling. Then at Ricky, who was standing with his hands in his pockets looking at the plant with complete serenity.

The eyebrow went up. Just one, just briefly. The receptionist brought it back down like a professional.

"One room with two queens," he said. "That work?"

"That works great," Marcus said.

More typing. I turned to Ricky and pressed my lips together. He looked at me sideways, slow and steady, the corner of his mouth moving once.

"ID and a card for incidentals," the receptionist said.

Marcus produced both. The receptionist processed them with the focused neutrality of a man who had decided this was not his business and was committed to that decision. I watched him slide the key cards into the little paper sleeve, write the room number on the outside, and push them across the desk.

"Room 412," he said. "Lift is on your left. Checkout is eleven."

"Thank you," Marcus said. He picked up the cards and turned back to us with the expression of a man who had just closed a very satisfying deal. He held the sleeve up between two fingers.

"Room 412," he said.

"You are so embarrassing," I said.

"That man respects me."

"That man is writing something in a log right now."

Ricky looked at the receptionist, who was indeed looking at his monitor with great concentration. "He's not writing anything," Ricky said. "He's pretending we've already left."

"Smart man," I said.

Marcus put his hand at the small of my back and steered me toward the lift. Ricky fell into step on my other side, his arm brushing mine, and the lift doors opened like they had been waiting and the three of us stepped in and the doors closed behind us and the lobby disappeared.

The lift was small and mirrored and the silence in it lasted exactly two seconds.

Marcus looked at me in the mirror.

I looked back.

The lift moved.

The doors had barely closed before Marcus turned and kissed me.

Not the sidewalk version, not the careful almost-accident versions from earlier in the night. This was the real one, both hands cupping my face, his mouth warm and certain and tasting like whiskey and something that had been waiting all evening to happen. I kissed him back hard and my fingers went to the front of his shirt and the lift hummed around us going up.

Ricky's hand came to my ass from behind. Firm and possessive, fingers spreading across my full round cheek through my skirt and squeezing once like he'd been thinking about doing exactly that for hours. His mouth dropped to the back of my neck, lips warm and deliberate on the skin there, unhurried the way everything Ricky does is unhurried. I pushed back into him and forward into Marcus at the same time and Marcus broke the kiss to look at me and his eyes were dark and his grin was gone and something steadier had taken its place.

"Four," the lift said.

The doors opened onto an empty corridor.

We didn't move for one full second. Then Ricky's hand tightened on my ass and Marcus took my hand and pulled me out and the three of us went down the corridor fast, his hand in mine, Ricky close behind, the carpet silent under our feet and every door identical until 412.

Marcus got the key card on the second try. The lock clicked green.

The room was exactly what it was. Beige walls, thin curtains, two queen beds sitting side by side with a narrow gap between them, a desk nobody would use, a television nobody was going to turn on. The city came through the gap in the curtains in a thin line of orange light.

Ricky looked at the two beds. He looked at Marcus. "Push that one over."

Marcus grabbed the far bed by the frame and shoved. Ricky pushed from his side and the two mattresses came together with a soft thud, flush and solid.

Ricky stood back and looked at it.

"More friendly like that," he said.

Marcus pointed at him. "This man."

I laughed, my hand over my mouth, and the last of whatever tension was left in the room dissolved completely. They both turned to look at me standing there in the orange light, hair wrecked, and the laughter faded on its own.

Marcus came to me first. His hands went to the hem of my top and pulled it over my head slowly, and my heavy breasts swung free and full in the warm air, my large areolas dark in the low light, fat nipples already stiff. He exhaled through his nose. Behind me Ricky found the zip of my skirt and drew it down, his fingers brushing the dimples at the base of my spine, and the skirt dropped to the floor. Two hands closed over my bare ass immediately, both cheeks, Ricky squeezing slow and deliberate.

"God damn," he said, quietly.

"Been waiting a while for that?" I said.

"Twenty years," he said, without a pause.

His thumbs traced the curves of my ass, unhurried, like a man taking his time with something he had earned. "Better than I thought," he said. "And I thought about it a lot."

Marcus looked at my breasts with the focused attention of a man taking inventory of something he had thought about for a very long time. He reached for them and I stepped back out of his reach.

"Your turn," I said. I pointed at both of them. "Both of you. Off."

I turned and crawled onto the joined beds and lay back against the pillows and looked at them.

They stripped. Marcus fast and unselfconscious, pulling his shirt over his head, belt buckle rattling, his thick heavy cock swinging free and already hard, flushed and enormous. Ricky methodical and unhurried, lean and dark, his cock hard against his stomach. I looked at both of them standing there and ran my eyes from one to the other and the differences were not small. Marcus broad and warm and solid, built like something dependable. Ricky lean and precise, watching me with those dark steady eyes.

"Well," I said.

"Well," Marcus said.

"Come here then."

They came. Ricky on my left, Marcus on my right, the mattress dipping on both sides, and the warmth of two bodies closed in around me and I felt it everywhere at once. Marcus's big hand came to my breast immediately, weighing it, his thumb dragging slow circles around my nipple until it stiffened further and I arched into his palm. Ricky's mouth went to my neck, kissing down to my collarbone, his hand sliding flat down my stomach toward my thighs.

"Marcus," I said.

"Yeah."

"Your mouth. Down there. Now."

He lifted his head and looked at me. That slow grin came back. "You're going to say please."

"I am absolutely not."

He moved down anyway, kissing between my breasts, down my stomach, spreading my thighs wide with both big hands, easy and unhurried like he owned the space between them. He looked for one second. Just one. Then his mouth came down on my pussy and I grabbed the back of his head.

"Oh, fuck. Yes."

His tongue moved in long slow strokes, warm and focused, slick, slick, slick against me, circling my clit and pulling back and circling again. My hips rolled up into his face.

"Ricky," I said. My voice had gone rough already. "Come up here. Bring that cock up here."

He moved up onto his knees beside my head, one hand braced on the headboard, and I turned and took him in my mouth. Mmph. He was smooth and hard and tasted like skin and salt and I took him deep and pulled back slow, slurp, tongue working the underside, and his breath came out in a long controlled hiss.

His free hand came down to my breast. He took the full weight of it in his palm, squeezed slowly, then found my nipple between two fingers and pinched. Hard. Then harder. Then twisted once, deliberate and slow.

I moaned around his cock. Mmmph. A long wet vibration that travelled the length of him and his hips pushed forward half an inch, involuntary, the first involuntary thing I had seen Ricky do all night.

"Do that again," he said, to Marcus.

Marcus did something with his tongue that made me moan again, louder, mmmph, and Ricky kept his fingers on my nipple, rolling and pulling, and the combination of his hand on my breast and Marcus's mouth between my legs had me working Ricky faster, wetter, slurp, slurp, hollowing my cheeks on the pull.

"Christ," Ricky said. Quiet and precise, like a verdict.

His hand kept working my nipple, never letting up, twisting it again until I gasped around him, mmph-nngh, and he looked down at me with those dark steady eyes and I could see in his face that he had been thinking about exactly this for a very long time and was not going to waste a second of it.

"You have no idea," he said, low, almost to himself, watching his cock disappear into my mouth, "how many times I thought about this exact thing."

Marcus ate me with relentless focused purpose. Slick, slick, slick. No performance, no pausing to check in, just his tongue working me exactly right like he had been studying for this. My thighs tightened around his head and he pushed them back open with both hands and kept going.

The build came fast and enormous. My toes curled. My stomach tightened. I pulled off Ricky with a pop and grabbed his wrist instead because I needed both hands to grip something.

"Oh shit. Oh shit. Oh God, Marcus, yes, right there —"

Ngh. The orgasm came up through me like a wave and broke hard and I shook through it, both thighs clamped around Marcus's head, his tongue still moving through every second of it, not easing off until I pushed him away.

He came up from between my legs and looked at me with an expression of complete satisfaction. "You're welcome," he said. His chin was wet.

"Don't gloat."

"I'm not gloating. I'm appreciating."

"There's a difference?" Ricky said.

"Yes, there's a —" Marcus stopped. Pointed at him. "That was a trap."

I pulled Marcus up by the jaw and kissed him, tasting myself on his mouth, and reached down and wrapped my hand around his cock. He was thick and heavy and hot in my fist and I stroked him once and he groaned into my lips.

"Come on then," I said.

He pushed inside me in one long steady stroke and we both went still. He was big and I felt every bit of it and I breathed out slow, adjusting, and then I said okay and he started to move. Deep, rolling thrusts, his big body covering mine, his hands braced either side of my head.

"Christ, Elena." His voice was wrecked already. "Your pussy. I've been thinking about this since I was fifteen years old. You have no idea."

"I have some idea," I said.

"It's better than the idea."

Ricky fed his cock back into my mouth. I took him without being asked, lips tight around him, hand at the base, and we found our rhythm. Marcus driving into me deep and steady, his hips meeting mine with a low smack, smack, smack. My head moving over Ricky, wet, slurp, wet, taking him as deep as the angle allowed.

"Look at her," Marcus said, mostly to himself.

Ricky's hand went back to my breast. He squeezed it full and heavy in his palm, then found the nipple again and pulled it, slow and firm, and I moaned around him, mmmph, long and wet, and he kept his eyes on my face while he did it.

"I know," he said.

"She's got my cock in her pussy and yours in her mouth and she looks completely in charge of the situation," Marcus said.

"She is completely in charge of the situation," Ricky said.

He wasn't wrong.

Marcus fucked me harder. His hands moved to my hips, lifting me slightly, changing the angle, and the new depth made me moan around Ricky's cock again, a deep vibrating mmmph that made Ricky's jaw tighten.

"You have any idea," Marcus said, breathless, hips working, "how many times I jerked off thinking about you in high school? College? Last Tuesday?"

"Last Tuesday?" I pulled off Ricky just long enough to say it.

"Diane was at her sister's."

"Marcus."

"What. You're gorgeous. You've always been gorgeous. These tits, this pussy, that ass —" He punctuated each word with a thrust and I grabbed the sheets. "— I'm only human, Elena."

I came again, sudden and clenching, and Marcus felt it and swore loudly and drove in harder and I arched clean off the mattress, Ricky's cock slipping from my mouth as I went, and I said oh fuck oh fuck oh fuck into the ceiling.

"There she is," Marcus said, not stopping.

"You can narrate," I said, barely breathing.

He laughed and slowed and I pushed him off me and got up onto my hands and knees and looked back over my shoulder.

"Ricky."

He was already moving. His hands came to my full ass with both palms, spreading and weighing, one thumb tracing the cleft slowly. He lined himself up and pushed in and I dropped my head and breathed out long and ragged.

"Oh. God. Yes. That's it. That's exactly it."

He set his pace deep and measured, his hips rolling forward in long controlled strokes, his hands gripping my waist, my ass meeting him with a low rhythmic slap, slap, slap that filled the room. Marcus stretched out against the headboard, hands behind his head, cock hard, watching with a grin that occupied his entire face.

"I'm very comfortable," he announced.

"You look very comfortable," I said, between strokes.

"I'm a generous man. I'm giving Ricky room to work."

I leaned forward and took Marcus's cock in my mouth, and the grin disappeared instantly, replaced by something considerably more sincere.

"Oh," he said. "Okay. Hi."

Slurp. I worked him slow and thorough, tongue circling the head, lips dragging down the shaft, and his hand came to my hair immediately.

Ricky fucked me steady and deep from behind, one hand moving to the small of my back, thumb pressing right into the dimples there, the other gripping my ass. He didn't alter his pace regardless of how loudly I moaned around Marcus's cock, didn't speed up, didn't respond to begging, just kept that deep rolling rhythm like a man who had waited twenty years for this and was going to do it exactly right.

Slap, slap, slap.

Slurp, wet, slurp.

"You feel," Ricky said, low and controlled, both hands on my ass, "even better than I thought. And I thought about it a lot."

I pulled off Marcus. "How often?"

A pause. His hips kept moving.

"Often," he said.

"Since when?"

"Since you wore that red dress to Danny Kowalski's party in tenth grade."

Marcus pointed at the ceiling. "Tenth grade. I said eleventh. He beats me by a year."

"Nobody is competing," Ricky said.

"I'm competing a little."

Ricky's hand came down on my ass, a clean hard smack, and Marcus shut up and I gasped and pushed back hard onto Ricky and he gripped me tighter and went deeper and I forgot what any of us had been saying.

I came the third time with my face in Marcus's lap and Ricky buried to the hilt, both hands locked on my hips holding me exactly where he wanted me. It rolled through me long and deep and I groaned against Marcus's thigh and grabbed his knee with both hands.

Ricky came shortly after. Two hard final strokes, a sharp controlled exhale, his hands gripping my ass hard enough to leave something behind, and then stillness. He stayed there for a moment, both hands firm on my hips, not pulling back, just holding, and I felt his breathing against my spine, slow and deliberate, like a man making sure he remembered every detail.

Marcus finished with his hand, watching the two of us, and came on his own stomach with a low satisfied nngh and said "there it is" to the ceiling like he was commenting on a sunset.

The three of us went flat on the joined beds. The ceiling was white and still. The room was warm and wrecked and smelled like whiskey and sweat and sex.

"Okay," Marcus said.

"Yeah," I said.

Ricky put his hand on my thigh and left it there.

Nobody moved for a while.
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Chapter 8
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The ceiling was white and the orange light from the curtains lay across the bed in a thin stripe and the room smelled like whiskey and sweat and sex and all three of us were flat on our backs breathing. Marcus had one arm thrown over his eyes. Ricky was on his side facing away, one hand still resting on my thigh where he'd put it, like even now he wasn't quite ready to ound us going mound us goings ound us going. My whole body felt wrung out and ound us goingemely satisfied with itself.

Marcus moved first. He sat up, reached over the ound us goinged, and picked up his jacket from the floor. He fished around in the inside pocket and produced a bottle of Jameson, about two thirds full, ound us goingup to the orange light like a man checking the quality of a diamond.

"You had that the whole time," I said.

"I'm a planner."

"You've been planound us goingp in a hotel room tonight?"

He thought about it. "I've been planning to end up in a hotel room with you since approximately 1998." He cracked the seal and took a pull and handed it to me. "The specifics ound us going later."

I sat up and took the bottle. The whiskey was warm and hit the back of my throat clean and I handed it across to Ricky, whoound us goingnto his back and was looking at the ceiling with the composed expression of a man quietly reviewing the evening's events and finding them satisfactory.

He took a ound us goingnded it back.

Marcus's hand moved to my breast. Not urgently. Just resting there, warm and heavy, his thumb moving slow across my nipple. I felt iound us going down. His cock stirred against my thigh.

"Again?" I said.

"I've got time," he said.

I looked at Ricky. He was already looking at me, his hand on mound us goingg slow and deliberate upward, stopping just short of where I wanted it and staying there.

"Ricky."

"Mm."

"Move your hand."

"Where."

I took his hand and put it between my legs myound us goingpread his fingers against me and I was still slick and swollen and tender from before and he felt all of it at once. His breath came out slow through his nose.

"ound us goingd. Quiet. Not his usual word. "You're soaked."

"Yes," I said. "Do something about it."

He did. Two fingers pushing in slow, slick, curling forward, and my hips rolled ound us going and I grabbed Marcus's wrist where it rested on my breast.

"Christ," I breathed.

Marcus watched Ricky's hand work between my thighs and reached down and found his own cock hardening fast and stroked it twice, slow, his eyes moving between my face and ound us goings doing to me.

"I want to be on top," I said. "Marcus. On your back."

He lay back without a word. I swung a leg over him and reached down and lined him up aound us goinghis cock in one long slow drop and we both went still. The fullness of him hit me deep and I breathed through it, palms flat on his chest, my heavy breound us goingforward over his face.

He took them in both hands immediately. Squeezed them hard, thumbs dragging across my fat nipples, and I started to move.

"Fucking hell," he said, watching myound us goingce with every stroke. "Twenty-seven years, Elena. I have been thinking about these tits for twenty-seven years and they are better than every single thing I ever imagined. You have no idea."

"I have some idea," I said, breathless, rolling my hips. "You were not suound us goings extremely subtle."

"You stared at my chest through most of ninth grade."

"I was paying attention. That's different." He thrust up hard to make his point and I gasped anound us goingnt into his chest. "Your pussy feels unbelievable. You know that? Every time I've jerked off thinking about you I had no idea. No idea."

Slap, slap, slap. My ass meeting his thighs on every downstroke, his cock buried to the hilt each time.

Ricky mound us goinge. His hands came to my ass, both palms spreading wide across my full round cheeks, squeezing and pulling apart, his thumbs tracing the cleft slow. His mouth came to the back of my neckound us goingown my spine one vertebra at a time and I arched into it and rode Marcus harder.

"Ricky," I said.

"Yeah."

"I want you in my ass."

The room went very quiet for approximately one second.

Marcus's hands froze on my breasts. Then: "Oh my God."

"Go slow," I said to Ricky.

His hands tightened on myound us goingsed against me, slow and deliberate, working in by degrees, and I breathed out long and kept my hips still and let him, and the stretch of it made me drop my forehead to Marcus's chest and say oh fuck oh fuck in a voice I didn't recognise.

"Okay?" Ricky sound us goingy ear.

"Yes. Don't stop. Nobody fucking stop."

They found the rhythm together without talking about it, Marcus deep in my pussy, Ricky filling my ass, and the fullness of both of them at once went through me like something structural, like it was reorganiound us goingrom the inside out.

Slap, slap, slap. Ricky's hips meeting my ass, deep and steady.

Slick, slick. Marcus working up into my pussy on every stroke.

"Oh God," I said, into Marcus's neck. "Oh fuck. Oh fuck, that's — oh."

"Yeah," Marcus said. His voice was wrecked. "Yeah, that's it. Take it. Take both of us."

"You feel that?" he said to Riound us goingshoulder. "You feel how wet she is?"

"Yeah," Ricky said, through his teeth. A pause, his hips still working. "Been thinking about being inside you for twenty years, Elena. Thought I had a good idea what it would feel like." Another stroke, deep and deliberound us goingt."

"She's been wanting this all night," Marcus said. "Haven't you. Tell him."

"Yes," I said. "God, yes. Both of you. I've wanted both of you —"

"Since when," Marcus said.

"Since — ngh — since the park. Since the bar. Since —"

"Since longer than that," Ricky sound us goingy ear, and drove in deep and I lost the sentence entirely.

Slap. Slap. Slap.

"Your pussy," Marcus said, staring up at me, at my breasts bouncing heavy ound us going, at my wrecked expression. "Elena. Your fucking pussy. I have jerked off thinking about this pussy since I was sixteen years old and it is so much better. It is so much — Christ —"

"Tell me," I said. My hips were moving on their own now, working between ound us going taking everything. "Tell me what you thought about."

"This," he said. "Exactly this. You on top of me, these tits in my face, your pussy gripping my cock —" His hound us goingand grabbed both my breasts, squeezing hard, thumbs twisting my nipples. ound us goingabout these every time. Every single time."

Mmmph. My head dropped forward.

"Ricky," I said. "Tell me."

His hips kept moving, steady and relentless. His mound us goingmy ear and he thought about it for one full stroke before he sound us going Ricky thinks about everything.

"The red dress," he said. "Tenth grade. Danny Kowalski's party." His hand came around my hip and found my clit and pressed. "I went ound us goingght about you for two hours. Thought about your ass. Thought about getting my hands on it." His fingers worked slow circles. "Thought about being exactly where I am right now."

"Oh ound us goingh the wait," he said. "Every year of it."

"You're in my ass right now," I sound us goingoherent.

"I know," he said. The closest thing to a smile in his voice I had ever heard. "Worth the wait."

Marcus laughed, broken and breathless, and thrust up hard aound us goingnd grabbed his wrists.

"The filthiest woman," Marcus said, with complete reverence, watching my face. "My God. Look at you. You're taking both of us and you want ound us goingou."

"Yes," I said. "Yes. Harder. Both of you. Come on."

They went harder. The headboard hit the wall once, twice. My breasts slapped against Maound us going Ricky's hand gripped my hip so hard I knew I'd feel it tomorrow and I pushed back into him wanting more of it.

"Oh God oh God oh fuck —"

"Say it," Marcus said.

ound us going — Marcus, I'm going to —"

"Say it."

"I'm coming," I said. "I'm coming, don't you dare — oh fuck oh fuck —"

It hit me like a wall, long and shaking and enoround us going up from where both of them were buried inside me and breaking through my whole body at once, and I said oh oh oh oh into Marcus's neck over and over until I ran out of breath and just shook.

Maound us goingd, both hands crushing my ass, nngh, driving up into me twice more and holding there. Ricky came quiet and thorough a minute later, his forehead againstound us goingmy neck, shaking slightly, his cock buried deep.

Nobody moved for a long time after that.

Then I laughed. It started in my chest and came out before I could stop it, and Maound us goingand went first, and Ricky did the silent shaking thing against my hair ound us going was completely gone.

"What," Marcus said, laughing without knowing why.

"Nothing," I said. "Everything."

"Yeah," he said. "Same."

The whiskey bottle made another round. Straight from the neck, passed hand to hand. I sat between them against the headboard, my heavy breasts loose against my chest, the sheet pulled up to approximately nobody's waist, and the city outside went on doing its thing.

"I ound us goingomething," Marcus said.

"Oh no," I said.

"It's not bad."

"Marcus."

"I love you," he said. "In the regular way and in about five other ways that I don't have words foound us goingt on record."

"It's on record," I said.

"Ricky."

Ricky looked at the ceilound us goinghe said.

"Same," Marcus repeated. "Twenty-seven years and that's what you've got."

"It covers it," Ricky said, and looked at me, and whatever was in his face covered considerably more than the word did.

I took the whiskey and held it up. "To old friends," I said.

Marcus groaned. "That's my toast."

"I'm honoring your toast."

"It's theft. It's afound us goingeft but it's theft." He sat up and raised an invisible glass with enormous dignity. "To old friends. The real kind. And to Elena, who is —"

"Don't."

"— everything those boys in her classroom think she is, and then some."

"I'm going to pour this on you."

"Pour it on me. I've had worse things on me tonight."

Ricky lost it. Completely and silently, shoulders shaking, one hand over his face. I had heard Ricky ound us goinggh maybe four times in my entire life and this was one of them and it was worth every single thing that had happened tonight just for that.

Marcus looked at him with pure delight. "There he is."

"Shut up," Ricky said, still shaking.

"Thirty years I've been trying to get that out of you."

"It took Elena naked wiound us goingbottle."

"Filed away," Marcus said. "Useful data."

The laughter faded intoound us going and something easy and quiet settled in its place. My thigh against Marcus's, my shoulder against Ricky's. The city outside going about its Friday. Nobody reacound us goingone.

The whiskey ran out somewhere around three in the mornound us goingheld the bottle upside down over his open mouth, got nothing, and set it on the nightstand beound us goingr one with the careful precision of a man who had lost some motor funcound us goingined his principles.

"Gone," he said.

"Mm," Ricky said.

"We shouldound us going"

"The bar is closed," I said.

"There's a vending machine."

"That is not ound us goingmachines have in them."

"This hotel should really rethink that." He stared at the ceiling. "I'm going to write a letter."

"Write it in the morning," I said.

"I'll forget in the morning."

"I know," I said.

He was quiet for a moment. The city outside had gone down to its lowest register, just the occasional car, a distant siren that faded before it arrived anywhere. The room was dark except for the thin orange line thround us goingains and the faint glow of someone's phone face-down on the carpet that nobodyound us going pick up.

Marcus's hand found my breast in the dark and rested there,ound us goingywhere, just warm and heavy. His breathing started to slow.

Ricky's thumb moved once against my hip. Then stilled.

I lay between them and looked at the ceiling and felt the whiskey and the dark and the specific gravity of two people you have known your whole life sleeping on either side of you, their warmth against your skin, the whole long night settling around all three of us likound us going now, like it had gotten what it came for.

My thighs ached pleasantly. My breasts felt heavy and handled and thoroughly appreciated. Somewhere in the city Tom was asleep in our bed with Jake down the hall and none of that had arrived yet, none of it was in this room, and I was not going toound us goingnight.

Marcus made a sound that was half a word and trailed into nothing.

"ound us going.

Nothing. He was already gone.

I turned my head. Ricky's eyes were closed, his face slack and younger-looking in the dark, his hand still loose on my hip. I watched him for a moment the way you watch people when they can't watch you back, taking the ound us goingd look I hadn't let myself take all night.

Twenty-seven years. Two little ound us goingewalk and a third one on the corner who never said much.

I reached over and turned Marcus's phone face-down on the nightstand so the notifications would stop. Then I lay back and closed my eyes and the dark came up warm and easy and pulled me under mid-thought, somewhere between one breath and the next, the two empty bottles standing on the nightstand ound us going somewhere to be in the morning and had decided to wait.
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Chapter 9
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Something warm and wet pulled me out of sleep.

My right nipple, a mouth closing over it slow and sure, lips drawing it in, tongue working the stiff bud in a long unhurried circle. My heavy breast sat full in someone's hand, fingers spread wide, thumb pressed into the soft weight of it. My whole body had been awake for several seconds before my brain caught up.

I lay still. Ricky's arm crossed my waist from behind, heavy and motionless, his breathing long and even against my shoulder. His chest rose and fell. He was completely gone.

The mouth on my breast kept going.

I opened my eyes.

Marcus. His face was pressed into my chest, lips working, and I could feel from the way he moved that he'd been at this for a while, patient and deliberate, in no hurry at all. His thumb dragged up slowly and pressed into the underside of my breast, lifting it slightly, and his mouth pulled harder and I felt that straight down to the heat between my legs.

My hand found the back of his head.

He lifted his face. His eyes were already on me, open, waiting. He'd been awake a long time. I could see it, that settled quality, the look of a man who'd been lying in the dark thinking and had arrived somewhere he wanted to be.

"Hey," he said. Barely a sound.

"Hey." Barely anything.

His thumb moved again, slow across my nipple, and my breath snagged in my throat. His mouth curved. He knew exactly what that did and he was going to keep doing it.

I reached for him.

His hand was warm and his mouth came back down and I let my eyes close for a moment just to feel it, his lips pulling at my nipple, his thumb working slow circles into the full weight of my breast. My large areola was wet from his mouth and the cool air of the room hit it when he pulled back and I shivered.

Ricky's arm was still across my waist. Still nowhere near conscious.

Marcus pressed his mouth to my jaw, my cheek, the corner of my lips. His hand slid from my breast down my stomach, no hurry in it, just warmth moving south with a clear sense of destination.

"How long have you been awake," I said.

"A while."

"Watching me sleep is creepy."

"I wasn't watching you sleep," he said, into my neck. His hand kept moving. "I was watching you breathe."

"That's worse."

"You have a lot of opinions for someone who just woke up."

His fingers reached the inside of my thigh and I stopped having opinions.

His touch was light there, just fingertips, tracing slow. I was already wet and he found that out immediately and made a low sound against my throat, something quiet and satisfied, the sound of a man whose patience has just been rewarded.

"Elena."

"Don't say anything," I said.

"I was going to say you feel incredible."

"Then you can say that."

His fingers moved and I bit the inside of my cheek and my hips rolled toward him and Ricky's arm shifted slightly across my waist. I went completely still. Ricky exhaled, long and slow, resettled his face against the pillow, and kept sleeping.

Marcus hadn't stopped moving.

My head went back. His fingers worked steady and quiet and my whole lower body was chasing them and I kept my breathing even through sheer force of will, short and shallow, nothing that would carry. The challenge of it was its own thing, the dark room and the sleeping man and Marcus's hand between my legs knowing exactly what it was doing.

I grabbed his wrist. Not to stop him.

"Come here," I said.

I got my leg over him and pushed him onto his back and his hands found my hips immediately, warm and firm, steadying me as I settled on top of him. My heavy breasts hung forward in the dark. His cock was hard against me, thick and insistent, pressing up into the wet heat of me, and I reached down and got hold of him and positioned him and sank down slow.

We both went still.

His grip on my hips tightened. My thighs were spread wide across him and I could feel every inch and I sat there for a moment just breathing, letting my body adjust, my full weight pressing him deep.

Ricky was eighteen inches away.

I started to move.

Slow at first, just a roll of my hips, forward and back, finding the angle. Marcus's jaw was set, his eyes on my face, and he let me take my time about it. His thumbs pressed into the crease where my hips met my thighs and his cock filled me up on every forward push and I kept the rhythm easy and unhurried and quiet.

The quiet was the thing. That was the whole thing.

Every sound I wanted to make I swallowed. Every breath I kept short. My heavy breasts swayed with the movement and Marcus's eyes dropped to them and his hands slid up my sides and covered them both, palms full of me, thumbs finding my nipples and pressing in, and I bit the inside of my lip and kept moving.

His mouth came to my ear.

"Been lying here watching you sleep for an hour," he said, barely breath. "Watching your tits move every time you breathed."

I kept rolling my hips.

"Should've done this years ago," he said.

"Should've," I said.

"Why didn't we."

"No idea." I pushed down harder and felt him exhale against my neck. "Complete failure of planning on both our parts."

His hands gripped my ass and helped me down onto the next stroke and I bit the inside of my cheek.

"You feel unbelievable," he said. "You know that? The way you feel around me right now."

"You're not so bad yourself," I said.

A pause. His hips lifted slowly to meet mine.

"Yeah?"

"Marcus." I pulled back just enough to look at him in the dark. "You have the fattest cock I have ever had in my life."

Something happened to his face. Pure, uncomplicated male satisfaction, the look of a man receiving exactly the news he wanted at exactly the right moment.

"Yeah," he said again, different this time.

"If I had known," I said, "I would have done this a very long time ago."

"How long ago."

I rolled my hips, slow and full. "Junior year," I said. "At least."

He groaned into my neck, quiet and wrecked. His hands crushed my ass and pulled me down hard and I went with it and for a while neither of us said anything, just moved, the wet slide of it steady and deep and the mattress shifting and Ricky breathing his long even breaths eighteen inches away.

Then Marcus said, into my ear, "Can I tell you something."

"Right now?"

"Right now."

"Go ahead."

His hips kept their rhythm, slow and grinding. His mouth was warm at my jaw.

"I used to think about you," he said. "When Diane and I first got together. When we were in bed." A beat. "Still do sometimes."

I stopped moving.

He kept going, his hands on my ass working me slow, his cock driving up steady.

"Marcus."

"You asked."

"I didn't ask."

"You were going to."

I laughed, silent, my forehead dropping to his. His cock was buried inside me and his hands were full of my ass and he had just told me the most outrageous thing and his face was completely open about it, no apology, no shame, just Marcus being Marcus at three in the morning with no filter left.

"How long," I said.

"Honestly?"

"Honestly."

He looked at me. "My first ever," he said. "I was fourteen. In my bedroom. Thinking about you in that green top you used to wear." He paused. "It took about forty-five seconds."

I buried my face in his neck and shook. Silent, helpless laughter, both of us vibrating with it, his cock still deep inside me, his hands stroking up and down my back.

"Fourteen," I said.

"You were very distracting."

"Forty-five seconds."

"I was fourteen," he said, with dignity. "It gets better."

"Does it."

His hands slid back to my hips and gripped hard and he drove up into me, one long deep stroke, and I gasped against his shoulder.

"Does it," he said.

I started moving again. Properly this time, my thighs working, my hips rolling, chasing it. His hands stayed on my hips, guiding, not rushing, just there, warm and sure.

"You know what we are," he said.

"Don't."

"We're cheating on our spouses," he said, "in a hotel room."

"Marcus."

"I'm just noting."

"Stop noting."

"We are absolutely terrible people," he said, and his cock drove up into me on the last word and I made a sound that had nothing righteous in it.

"The worst," I breathed.

"Genuinely awful."

"Deeply." I rolled my hips and felt him twitch inside me. "No redeeming qualities."

His hands slid up my back and pulled me down against his chest and his mouth came to my ear. "I don't care even a little bit," he said. "Tell me you don't either."

I didn't answer. Because I didn't.

"As long as it's us," he said. "The three of us. That's the only way this makes any sense to me."

"Yeah," I said. Into his neck. Meaning it.

"Have you ever cheated on Tom," he said. "Before tonight."

A pause. The rhythm kept going, his cock deep and steady.

"Have you," he said again, quieter.

My face went warm in the dark and I said nothing and he felt the silence and pulled back to look at me and I looked somewhere past his left ear and he watched my face for a long moment.

"Elena."

"We're not talking about that," I said.

Something shifted in his expression. Not judgment. Amusement. The grin coming back, slow and delighted, and I felt my cheeks burn and said nothing.

"Okay," he said. Easy. Letting it go. "Okay."

"Have you," I said. "Ever. Before tonight."

"No," he said, immediately. No hesitation, no pause. "You were never around for me to do that."

Something about the simplicity of it landed warm and strange and I didn't know what to do with it so I kissed him instead, full and open, and he kissed me back hard and his hips drove up and I stopped thinking about anything except the thick driving weight of him and the way my body felt wrapped around it.

I straightened up and rode him harder. My thighs worked and my full ass bounced on every downstroke and his hands gripped it hard, fingers pressing deep, and his thumb found my clit and started moving in tight circles and I grabbed the headboard.

"Hnnh—-"

His thumb kept moving. My hips kept rolling. The wet slap of it filled the quiet room, loud and getting louder, and Ricky's breathing stayed long and even and I had stopped caring about that, there was nothing left to care about except Marcus's cock filling me up on every stroke and his thumb working steady and the thing building fast and deep and inevitable.

"Look at me," Marcus said.

I looked at him.

"Good," he said. His thumb pressed harder. "Stay there."

My thighs shook. My heavy breasts swayed and bounced and he got one hand up and grabbed the left one, squeezing hard, thumb dragging across my fat nipple, and I came apart, a long rolling clench that started deep in my hips and wrecked everything on the way up, my nails raking down his chest, my face dropping to his neck to swallow the sound of it.

He felt it. Both hands crushed my ass and his hips drove up hard, three times, four, short and urgent and deep, and then he went rigid underneath me and shuddered from his shoulders to his thighs, the groan buried completely in the pillow, his hands shaking against my skin.

We stayed like that. Both breathing. Neither moving.

His hand came up and pushed my hair back from my face, slow, and his thumb grazed my cheekbone.

"Hi," he said.

I laughed, silent, my whole body still shaking against his chest.

"Forty-five seconds," I said.

"We don't need to keep coming back to that."

I rolled off him and landed on my back between them, my heavy breasts settling, the ceiling grey and still above me. My whole body was warm and loose and pleasantly wrecked.

I reached for the whiskey bottle.

Empty. I tipped it anyway, got nothing, set it back on the nightstand with a small click.

Marcus turned his face toward me. I could feel him grinning in the dark.

"Gone," I said.

"Tragic."

"Both of them."

"We were thorough," he said. "Nothing to be ashamed of."

Ricky made a sound in his sleep. A small shift, an exhale, and then his arm came back across my waist and his face pressed into my shoulder and he resettled without waking, completely unconscious, entirely unbothered, sleeping the deep righteous sleep of a man with no idea whatsoever.

Marcus watched this happen.

His shoulders started shaking.

I pressed both hands over my mouth. He turned his face into the pillow. Both of us completely silent and absolutely gone, Ricky's arm warm and heavy across my stomach while Marcus and I fell apart two inches away from him. It took longer to stop than it should have.

"He has no idea," Marcus whispered, when he could.

"None," I said.

"Slept through the whole thing."

"Every second of it."

"I'm a little offended on your behalf," he said. "You were not quiet."

I smacked his chest. He caught my hand and held it there, still grinning, and I left it where it was because it was three in the morning and I didn't have a better place for it.

The room settled. The city outside was doing its quiet 3am thing, the occasional car, a siren somewhere far away, nothing that had anything to do with us.

"Go to sleep," Marcus said.

"I am asleep," I said.

"You're talking."

"I talk in my sleep."

"You do not talk in your sleep."

"You don't know that," I said. "You've never slept next to me before."

A pause.

"Fair point," he said.

Ricky's arm tightened slightly across my waist without him waking. His breathing was deep and even and his face was warm against my shoulder and Marcus's hand was loose around mine on top of the covers and the room smelled like whiskey and sweat and all three of us and I lay there in the middle of it and felt something I wasn't going to name because naming it at 3am in a hotel room was nobody's good idea.

"Marcus," I said.

"Yeah."

"The green top."

A long pause.

"Go to sleep, Elena," he said.

His thumb moved once across my knuckles and went still and I closed my eyes and sleep came back fast, pulling me down warm and easy, and my last thought was about forty-five seconds, and I was already gone before I finished it.
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Chapter 10
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Something warm was moving between my legs.

Not a dream. Too specific for a dream, too deliberate, too patient. A mouth, working me slow and thorough in the dark, tongue flat and steady against the exact right place, like whoever was down there had been studying for this and had all the time in the world.

My hips rolled forward. My hands found the sheets.

I wasn't fully awake. I was somewhere in between, that warm underwater place where sensation comes in at twice the normal size, and the mouth kept moving, unhurried, no change in rhythm, no acknowledgment that I was surfacing. One hand was flat on my hip, holding me easy and still. The other moved up the inside of my thigh by slow degrees.

Ricky.

I knew it the way you know things before you're fully conscious. The patience. The precision. The complete absence of any need to announce himself.

My thighs tightened around his head. My back came off the bed. The orgasm rolled through me before I had formed a single coherent word, enormous and slow, my hips grinding against his face, a long low sound going out of me into the dark room that I was only half aware of making.

Marcus was breathing deep and even beside me. Two feet away. The proximity of him sat in my chest like a lit match.

Ricky kept his mouth on me through all of it. Easy and unhurried, drinking every second of it, his hand firm on my hip. When he finally lifted his head I was completely awake, both hands in his hair, no memory of putting them there.

He looked up at me in the dark. That flat, patient face. His mouth was wet. I could still feel him everywhere.

"Morning," he said.

"Is it."

"Close enough."

I laughed, low and careful, one eye on Marcus. Ricky's mouth curved at the corner, the almost-smile, and his thumb traced one slow circle on the inside of my thigh like punctuation.

I sat up. The sheet fell off my shoulders and my heavy breasts swung free in the dark and his eyes dropped to them without any apology and came back up to my face. I pulled him up by the back of his neck and kissed him slow and tasted myself on his mouth and felt him hard against my hip.

"I've been thinking about doing that since tenth grade," he said, into my jaw.

"Only tenth grade?"

A pause. His mouth moved down my throat. "Eighth," he said. "I was being conservative."

His hand came up and cupped my breast, the full weight of it in his palm, thumb pressing into the fat nipple, and I bit down on a sound and felt him smile against my collarbone. He took his time. That was Ricky, always, everything deliberate and unhurried, his mouth working down over my breasts, my stomach, like he had planned this out and wasn't going to be rushed through any of it.

Marcus was still breathing slow and even. The room smelled like whiskey and all three of us. The empty bottle on the nightstand caught the faint grey beginning at the curtains.

Ricky lifted his head from my stomach and looked up at me.

"Turn over," he said.

I flipped onto my stomach and he was on me before I'd finished the move, his hands sliding up the backs of my thighs, over the full curve of my ass, gripping both cheeks hard for a moment like he was taking inventory. I pushed back into his hands. He made a low sound and squeezed harder.

Then his mouth was on the back of my thigh. Then higher. Then he was eating me from behind, face buried between my thighs, tongue working me in long slow strokes from this new angle, and I dropped my forehead onto my crossed arms and said something into the pillow that wasn't a word.

"Mmm."

He did it again. Same stroke, same angle, completely deliberate.

"Ricky —"

"Mm."

"If you don't—" I pushed back against his face. "If you don't actually fuck me in the next thirty seconds I am going to—"

I didn't finish the sentence because I grabbed him by the shoulder and pulled him up and pushed him flat onto his back. He let me. He lay there and watched me swing my leg over and turn myself around and lower my face to his cock while I planted my knees on either side of his head.

His hands came up over my ass and pulled me down onto his mouth the moment I was close enough.

I took him in and he buried himself in me at the same time and both of us found the rhythm at once, his tongue working me from below, mine working him from above, my heavy breasts swaying against his stomach with every movement. I worked him with both hands and my mouth, thorough and unhurried, and he matched it from below, that precise patient tongue finding its angle and holding it, and the pressure built fast this time, no slow climb, just a steep and direct route. I moaned around him. He made a low sound into me that I felt more than heard.

"Hhh —fuck—"

I tightened my thighs around his head. My hips were moving and I couldn't stop them. He didn't try to stop them. He rode it, adjusted, kept his mouth exactly where it was, and I came a second time with his cock down my throat, a full-body shudder that went on long enough that I lost my rhythm and had to find it again.

I lifted off him and turned around and he was already sitting up, hands hooking under my hips, flipping me onto my stomach in one move. I was still catching my breath when his knee pressed my thighs apart from behind.

He pushed in slow.

All the way, steady and deep, no pause, no checking in, just Ricky deciding it was time and it being time. I exhaled hard into the pillow. He was buried to the hilt and holding there, both his hands spreading across my hips, thumbs pressing into the dimples at the base of my spine.

"Oh—"

He pulled back. Pushed in again. The same pace, relentless and exact.

His hands moved up over the full flare of my hips, my waist, and back down, and he started to move properly, deep rolling strokes that had no hurry in them at all, like he had decided on a pace and was going to keep it regardless of what my hips had to say about it. My hips had a lot to say about it. I pushed back hard and he pressed me down into the mattress with one hand flat between my shoulder blades, not rough, just firm, and kept going at exactly the pace he'd chosen.

"Ricky—"

"Yeah."

"Harder —"

"No."

I made a noise of frustration into the pillow and he leaned down and put his mouth against my ear.

"Not yet," he said.

His hands found my heavy breasts where they were pressed into the mattress and he cupped them from below, both of them, the full weight of them in his palms, thumbs working the nipples as he kept moving, and I stopped arguing about pace and just held on.

The orgasm built the way water boils. Slow, slow, slow, and then all at once. His hips never changed. His hands never stopped. I came with my face in the pillow, biting down, a long muffled unnnngh that shook through me from the base of my spine outward, my whole body clenching around him.

He kept moving through it. Every last second of it. I was still shaking when he finally stopped, buried deep, and pressed his forehead between my shoulder blades and breathed.

A long quiet moment. The city outside the curtains had gone from black to the first flat grey of early morning. Marcus shifted in his sleep.

Ricky pulled back slowly, and then he flipped me onto my back and looked down at me, that dark patient face, and I looked back up at him and my chest was heaving and I had nothing intelligent to say.

He reached across me for the whiskey bottle on the nightstand. Tipped it. Empty.

"Hm," he said.

"Tragic," I said.

The corner of his mouth moved. He set the bottle back down.

That was when Marcus laughed.

Low and warm, from somewhere just behind me, the specific laugh of a man who has woken up to something better than he expected. I turned my head. He was lying on his side, cheek on his hand, watching us with that big open face of his, completely at ease, like he'd been awake for a while and had been enjoying the show.

"Morning," he said.

"How long have you been awake," I said.

"Long enough." His eyes moved over me, unhurried, taking in my heavy breasts and flushed chest and the general state of me. "Long enough to have opinions."

Ricky didn't stop. His cock was still moving in me, slow and deep, that same relentless pace, his hands gripping my hips like he had no intention of acknowledging the interruption. I felt every stroke. I felt my eyes lose focus.

"Ricky," Marcus said.

"Mm," Ricky said. He didn't change a thing.

Marcus watched for a moment with an expression that was mostly admiration. Then he looked at me.

"So," he said.

"So," I managed.

"You want me to just sit here."

"If I move I'll lose contact with this absolutely incredible cock," I said, "so you're going to have to come to me."

Marcus's mouth curved. He scooted across the wrecked sheets until he was right in front of me, close enough to touch, and his hand came up and closed over my breast, the full heavy weight of it, thumb pressing into the nipple. I made a sound and Ricky's grip tightened on my hips.

I looked at Marcus. I looked back over my shoulder at Ricky, who was still moving, still unhurried, those deep measured strokes that had been taking me apart for the last twenty minutes. I had a very clear idea of what I wanted and no interest in softening it.

"I want both your cocks in my pussy at the same time," I said. "Can you guys handle that?"

Silence.

Marcus stared at me. Ricky went very still.

Then Marcus said, to Ricky, in a completely level voice: "You heard the lady."

"I heard the lady," Ricky said.

Ricky pulled out slowly and I felt the absence of him immediately, sharp and wrong. I untangled myself, and swung my leg over Marcus, lowering myself onto him, taking him in slow, his thick heavy cock filling me up from below. His hands locked around my hips and his head dropped back and a long ragged breath came out of him.

"Fuuuck —"

I sat there for a moment, both hands on his chest. Ricky moved in behind me, close, his hands spreading over my ass, and then he pushed in alongside Marcus, slow and careful, both of them entering me at once, and the fullness was immediate and total and almost too much. No wall between them. Nothing between them at all except me, both cocks pressed directly against each other inside me, and I was stretched beyond anything I had ever felt, stuffed completely full, every nerve ending firing.

"Oh God —oh fuck—oh fuck —"

"You good," Marcus said. His voice had gone completely wrecked.

"Don't you dare stop," I said.

Ricky moved first. Long slow stroke, pulling almost all the way out and pushing back in alongside Marcus, and I felt them shift and rub directly against each other inside me, no separation, nothing, just the two of them grinding together through me, and the sound that came out of me wasn't dignified.

"Hhhhh —"

"Shit," Ricky said, low and tight.

Marcus started to move too, finding the counter-rhythm, short hard rolls of his hips driving up while Ricky pulled back, and the three of us locked into it together, that overlapping push and pull, their bare cocks rubbing directly against each other with every stroke, filling me in waves that kept cresting before the last one had finished.

"That's it," Marcus said, into my hair. "That's it, you filthy girl, take it."

"Both of it," Ricky said, from behind, which was the filthiest thing I had ever heard him say and I clenched hard around them both.

"Yes —fuck— yes —"

"Look at her," Marcus said, to Ricky, over my shoulder. His hands slid up my waist and cupped my heavy swaying breasts, both of them, squeezing hard. "Taking both of us like a good little slut."

"Marcus —"

"Am I wrong."

"No —"

"Say it."

"I'm your slut," I said, into his neck, "I'm both your fucking sluts, now move—"

He moved. Both of them moved. The rhythm broke open and went harder, Ricky driving into me from behind with real force now, those careful controlled strokes gone, his hips snapping against my ass, and Marcus matching him from below, the bed shaking, the headboard finding the wall. My clit ground against Marcus's pelvis with every thrust, that hard bone catching it at exactly the right angle, and the friction built fast and merciless, no way to escape it, no reason to want to.

The first orgasm hit me without warning, a sharp cresting wave that clamped me tight around both of them and dragged a scream out of me that I muffled against Marcus's shoulder.

"There she is," Marcus said.

They didn't stop. Neither of them stopped.

"Fuck her through it," Marcus said, to Ricky.

Ricky fucked me through it. Deep and hard and relentless, his hands gripping the full curve of my ass, spreading me wide, and I was still shaking from the first when the second one rolled in behind it, slower and bigger, building from somewhere low in my spine. My clit kept dragging against Marcus's pelvis, catching and grinding with every thrust, and I was going out of my mind with it.

"I can't —I can't again— fuck —"

"Yes you can," Marcus said. His hands gripped my hips and drove me down harder onto him, grinding my clit into him deliberately now, knowing exactly what he was doing. "Give it to us. Give it to us, you gorgeous dirty whore."

Ricky was breathing in low ragged gasps behind me, his chest against my back, his mouth on the back of my neck, and I felt him twitch and swell inside me, close, barely holding on.

"She's so fucking tight," he said, through his teeth. "Marcus —"

"I know," Marcus said. "I know —"

The second orgasm didn't crest so much as collapse through me, a full-body rolling implosion, and I squirted, hard and sudden, completely unprepared for it, soaking Marcus's lap and my own thighs and both of them and the sheet under us, and I made a sound that was barely human.

That was what finished them.

Marcus went first, his hips slamming up hard, a guttural fuuuuuck tearing out of him, hands crushing my hips. Ricky a beat behind, buried to the hilt and shuddering, his forehead dropped hard between my shoulder blades, a long low broken sound going out of him that I had never heard before and that I would be hearing in my memory for a long time.

Nobody moved.

The grey light at the curtains had gone a shade warmer. Outside, somewhere on the street below, a car started and pulled away. The three of us lay tangled together in the wreckage of the bed, breathing.

Marcus spoke first.

"Okay," he said, to the ceiling.

"Yeah," I said.

A pause.

"Ricky," Marcus said.

"Mm," Ricky said.

"You good?"

A longer pause.

"I'm good," Ricky said.

Nobody moved for a long time.

The grey light at the curtains had gone from pale to something warmer, the specific yellow-grey of a Chicago morning coming in through cheap hotel curtains. Somewhere outside a bus changed gears. A door closed two floors up. The city was waking up without asking any of us if we were ready.

Ricky pulled out first, slow and careful, and I made a small involuntary sound and Marcus laughed, breathless and wrecked, still flat on his back with me collapsed on his chest. I could feel his heart going hard under my cheek. My heavy breasts were spread warm against his ribs. Between my legs I felt both of them start to leak out of me, slow and warm, running down over Marcus's cock and onto his thigh, and I thought: well. That happened.

"Nobody talk for a minute," I said.

"Agreed," Marcus said.

Ricky said nothing, which meant he also agreed.

The three of us lay there in the destroyed bed and breathed. My thighs were shaking in a way that felt structural, like something load-bearing had been compromised. The sheets were a write-off. I was a write-off. I felt absolutely spectacular.

Marcus's hand moved up my back, slow and absent. Up my spine, back down. His heartbeat was slowing under my cheek.

"So," he said, eventually.

"Don't," I said.

"I wasn't going to say anything."

"You were going to say something."

A pause. "I was going to say that was the best night of my life."

"Marcus."

"I stand by it."

Ricky, flat on his back beside us, staring at the ceiling, said: "He's not wrong."

I lifted my head and looked at them both, Marcus with that open wrecked face of his, Ricky with his eyes still on the ceiling, and something moved in my chest, warm and uncomplicated, the specific feeling of being exactly where you are supposed to be with exactly the right people.

"Hold me," I said. "Both of you."

Neither of them said anything. Marcus pulled me further into his side, his arm coming around my shoulders, solid and warm. Ricky rolled toward me from behind, his chest against my back, one arm draping over my waist, his face dropping into the back of my neck.

The three of us settled into each other, slow and natural, like we'd been sleeping this way for years.

The room smelled like all three of us and the night we'd had, warm and close and completely ours. The curtains went a shade brighter and held. Outside the bus changed gears again, further away this time.

Sleep came for Ricky first. His breathing went deep and even against the back of my neck, his arm heavy and still across my waist. Marcus followed a few minutes later, his whole body softening around me, his breath going slow and low.

His hand, as he went under, slid down from my shoulder and closed over my breast. The full weight of it in his palm, fingers curled, thumb resting against the nipple. Not a gesture. Not a reach. Just his hand finding it in the dark and staying there, easy and certain, like it belonged to him.

Maybe it did. For tonight, maybe it did.

I closed my eyes and let the morning come in through the curtains and lay there held between them, Marcus's hand warm and heavy on my breast, Ricky's breath slow against my neck, both of them still leaking out of me into the wrecked sheets, and the whole long beautiful night pressing down on me like something I would carry for a very long time.

Sleep took me before I could decide how I felt about that.



	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]










Chapter 11
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The light came through the curtains grey and flat and indifferent, the way Sunday morning light always does when it has no interest in how your night went.

I was awake before I had decided to be. That's how it works when you've been drinking — you don't sleep through, you just go under for a while and then surface hard, all at once, body already counting its debts. My head announced itself immediately. Dry mouth, pulse behind my eyes, the specific heavy ache in my legs that meant the dancing had been real and the rest of it had also been real.

The room smelled like whiskey and sweat and sex. Not faintly. Completely.

I was on my back, naked, the sheet pulled to my waist, and both of them were still out. Marcus on my left, one arm thrown wide, mouth slightly open, breathing slow and deep the way he does everything — loudly and with full commitment. Ricky on my right, on his side, facing away, dark hair pushed up on one side where he'd slept on it. Two men I had known since I was nine years old. In a hotel room that smelled like what we had done to each other.

I sat up carefully. The sheet fell to my lap and the cool air of the room touched my bare breasts and I sat there for a moment on the edge of the bed, feet on the carpet, long blonde hair tangled down my back, and I looked at the room.

Two empty whiskey bottles on the nightstand. My dress on the floor in a way that suggested it had not been removed thoughtfully. One shoe near the bathroom door. The other one I couldn't see. Three phones on the carpet in a loose cluster near the foot of the bed, face-down, like they'd been placed there deliberately, or dropped there and nobody had felt like dealing with them.

I did not reach for mine.

The curtains were thin and the grey light came through them steady and even and the city outside was doing its Sunday morning thing, going about its business, completely unbothered by what had happened in room 412. I could hear a car somewhere below. A door in the corridor. Somewhere on the floor above us, footsteps crossing a room.

Ordinary sounds. Ordinary Sunday. Hotel room that smelled like the end of a twenty-seven-year question.

I looked at Marcus. His big chest rising and falling. The arm thrown wide, the slack easy weight of him, that face that had been making me laugh since the fourth grade. I looked at Ricky. The clean line of his back, the dark hair, the stillness of him even in sleep.

What did we do.

Not a question I was going to answer right now. Just the fact of it sitting in the room with me the same way the smell was sitting in the room with me. Present. Undeniable. Not going anywhere.

My head throbbed once, deliberate and pointed, as if to underline the situation.

I pressed two fingers to the bridge of my nose and held them there. Thirty-six years old. High school English teacher. Mother to a seven-year-old who was at home right now with his father, who had no idea, who was probably making pancakes.

My phone was on the floor.

I kept not reaching for it.

Marcus made a sound. A low, unguarded groan, the kind that means consciousness is arriving uninvited. His arm moved. His head turned. One eye opened, then both, and he looked at the ceiling for a second, completely blank, and then he turned his head and found me sitting there on the edge of the bed, naked, looking at him.

He looked at me for a long moment.

He opened his mouth.

Closed it.

Looked at the ceiling again.

"Morning," he said finally, to no one in particular.

"Morning," I said.

A pause. The curtains moved slightly in a draft from somewhere. Marcus pressed the heel of his hand to his forehead and exhaled slow through his nose, and on my other side Ricky's breathing changed, that small shift from sleep to waking, and I felt him move behind me.

Here we go, I thought.

Ricky sat up slowly. No groan, no announcement, just the quiet fact of him becoming vertical. He pushed the hair back from his face with one hand and sat there for a moment, elbows on his knees, looking at the middle distance the way Ricky looks at things he is working out.

The three of us were awake in a hotel room at — I looked at the curtains, the quality of the light — probably nine in the morning. Maybe ten. The room smelled the way it smelled. Nobody was talking.

Marcus broke first, because Marcus always breaks first.

"So," he said.

"So," I said.

A pause.

"Good night," he said.

Ricky looked at him.

"That's what you've got," Ricky said.

"I'm easing in," Marcus said. "Give me a second."

He sat up fully, rubbed both hands over his face, and looked around the room with the expression of a man doing a careful damage assessment. His eyes landed on the two empty bottles. Then on my dress on the floor. Then on the single shoe near the bathroom door. His mouth opened and closed again.

"The other shoe is under the bed," Ricky said, without looking.

"How do you know that," I said.

"I watched it land there."

A beat. Marcus looked at Ricky. Something moved across his face that was almost a grin and didn't quite make it.

"Okay," Marcus said. "Okay."

That was it. That was all any of us had for a moment. The curtains let in their grey light and the city went about its morning and the three of us sat in the wreckage of the night like people waiting for someone else to speak first.

My head hurt. My mouth tasted like the inside of a whiskey bottle. The backs of my thighs ached in a way that was specific and explicable and I was not going to think about that right now.

"How's everyone's head," Marcus said.

"Bad," I said.

"Same," Ricky said.

"Good," Marcus said. "That's good. That means we're all on the same level. Democratically hungover."

"Marcus," I said.

"I know," he said. "I know, I know."

He looked at me. The grin was completely gone now, the full performance of him dialled back to something quieter and more honest underneath. I had seen that face maybe twice in thirty years, at his mother's funeral and the night Diane had the miscarriage they never talked about. Marcus without the volume on. It didn't suit him and it meant something.

"We okay?" he said.

The question sat in the room. Simple and enormous at the same time.

Ricky looked at me. Not pushing, not filling the silence, just present the way he always is, waiting for whatever happens next with that complete unhurried stillness.

"I don't know yet," I said.

Honest. The most honest thing I had said since I woke up.

Marcus nodded slowly, like that was the right answer, like he'd half-expected it. He reached down and picked up his phone from the floor. Looked at the screen. His face did a thing, brief and complicated, the same thing it had done in the bar hours ago when Diane called. He turned the phone over and put it face-down on his knee without unlocking it.

Ricky picked his up. Read something. Set it back down.

Mine was still on the floor. I left it there another ten seconds. Fifteen. Then I picked it up.

Three missed calls from Tom. One text, sent at 2 a.m.: You ok? Jake's asking for you. And then another one, an hour later, just: Call me when you can x

The x landed like a small flat stone.

I put the phone face-down on my bare thigh and did not look at it again.

"Right," Marcus said, to the room.

"Right," I said.

Ricky said nothing, which meant he agreed.

The silence stretched and this time it wasn't the comfortable kind, the kind the three of us had always been able to sit in together without it needing to mean anything. This one had edges. Not sharp enough to cut, but there, present, the specific silence of three people who have known each other their whole lives and are now trying to work out if they still know each other the same way.

"We're still us," Ricky said.

He said it the way he says everything — flat, precise, no performance, just a fact being put into the room because the room needed it.

Marcus looked at him. Then at me. Something in his shoulders dropped half an inch.

"Yeah?" he said.

"Yes," I said.

And I meant it. The phones were real and Tom's x was real and all of it was sitting there demanding to be dealt with. The friendship was also real. Thirty years of it, and it had survived worse than a Friday night, probably.

"I need a shower," I said.

Both of them looked at me.

"Separately," I said.

Marcus pressed his lips together. "Yeah," he said. "Yeah, that's —"

"One at a time," Ricky said.

"One at a time," I confirmed.

Marcus looked between us with an expression that on any other morning would have become a joke and today didn't.

I went first. Nobody argued about it.

The bathroom was small and bright and brutally lit, the kind of hotel bathroom that has no interest in being kind to you the morning after anything. I looked at myself in the mirror for exactly as long as I needed to and not a second longer. Blonde hair wrecked, mascara done, the faint marks of last night on my neck and my breasts and the tops of my thighs. I looked like what I was.

I turned the shower on hot and got in and stood under it and let the water do what it could.

The smell went slowly. Whiskey and sweat and the specific smell of two men I had known since childhood. It went down the drain with the mascara and the last of last night and I stood there until the water started cooling and then I got out.

I dressed in yesterday's clothes, which was its own particular experience. The dress knew what it had been through. I left the bathroom without looking in the mirror again.

Marcus went next. He took his clothes in with him and closed the door and the shower ran for a long time. Ricky and I sat on the edge of the bed in the grey light and didn't talk for a moment, and the not-talking was almost the old kind, almost comfortable, almost us.

"Tom called three times," I said.

"Sandra called twice," Ricky said.

A pause.

"She'll know something's off," I said.

"Maybe," Ricky said. "Maybe not."

"You're a bad liar."

"I'm an excellent liar," he said, without heat. "When it's necessary."

I looked at him. Dark eyes, unhurried, the same face that had been looking at me across kitchen tables and bar counters and school corridors for thirty years. The same face that had been pressed against my breasts six hours ago. Both of those things were true at the same time and I was going to have to get used to that.

"Are we going to be weird," I said.

He thought about it. Actually considered it, the way Ricky considers things, properly, before he speaks.

"For a while," he said. "Then no."

"How long is a while."

"Not long," he said. "We're not built for weird. The three of us."

That was true. It was probably the truest thing anyone had said all morning.

The shower stopped. We heard Marcus moving around in there, the fan running, the specific sounds of a man trying to make himself presentable in a hotel bathroom with no products and yesterday's clothes and the evidence of a very significant night to account for.

He came out looking like Marcus, which was remarkable. Slightly damp, shirt untucked, the grin attempting a comeback. It was maybe sixty percent of the usual grin. It was trying.

"Your turn," he said to Ricky.

Ricky took his clothes and went in without a word. The door clicked shut and the shower came on and Marcus sat down on the bed where Ricky had been and looked at his hands.

"Elena," he said.

"Marcus."

"I need to say something and then I'm not going to say it again."

"Okay," I said.

He looked up. The sixty-percent grin was gone. Just Marcus, the real one under all the noise, the one I had seen twice before.

"Last night was the best night of my life," he said. "I mean that. And I know exactly what it cost and I know we can't go back there and I'm not asking to." He paused. "I just needed you to know that."

The room was very quiet.

"I know," I said.

"Good." He nodded once. "Good."

He picked up his phone and looked at it and put it back down and the grin made it to about seventy-five percent. Progress.

When Ricky came out we were ready, all three of us, dressed and phones in pockets and bags collected from wherever they'd ended up, and we stood in the middle of the room for a moment in the thin grey light looking at each other. The two bottles on the nightstand. The bed. The single shoe that had come out from under it.

"Once in a lifetime," Marcus said.

Not a question.

"Once in a lifetime," Ricky said.

They both looked at me.

The room smelled like shower gel now and stale whiskey and the faint ghost of everything else underneath, and my phone was in my pocket with Tom's three missed calls and his small x, and these were my two oldest friends in the world standing in front of me in yesterday's clothes looking like men who had just agreed to carry something heavy for the rest of their lives without complaint.

"Once in a lifetime," I said. "Remembered. Never spoken of."

Marcus raised an imaginary glass. Ricky almost smiled. I picked up my bag.

We went to the door and Marcus held it open and we walked out into the corridor and the door swung shut behind us with the soft, definitive click of a hotel latch, and the three of us stood in the hallway under the fluorescent light blinking like people who had just been asked to re-enter the world on very short notice.

The lift was mirrored.

All three of us looked at ourselves and then looked at the floor with the synchronised instinct of people who had decided, wordlessly and collectively, that this was not the moment for that.

The lobby was everything a hotel lobby is at ten on a Sunday morning. Bright. Clean. A family with two small children near the entrance, the kids already arguing about something, the parents not listening. A businessman with a rollercase. A woman behind the front desk with a pleasant, professional expression that had processed a great many checkouts and intended to process many more.

We crossed the lobby in a loose cluster, yesterday's clothes, damp hair, the specific energy of people trying to look like they were just people.

Marcus put his keycard on the desk. "Checking out," he said. "Room 412."

"How was your stay?" the woman said.

A pause.

"Great," Marcus said. "Really great. Excellent room. Very comfortable. Highly recommend."

Ricky looked at the middle distance. I looked at the pot plant to my left. The woman typed something and printed something and slid a receipt across the counter and Marcus took it and folded it in half without looking at it and put it in his pocket.

"Have a lovely Sunday," she said.

"You too," Marcus said. "You absolutely too."

We walked to the revolving door.

Outside, the city was grey and mild and completely indifferent. Sunday morning Chicago, going about its business. A couple walking a dog. A guy on a bike. A food delivery driver leaning against his car eating something from a paper bag. The ordinary world, right where we'd left it.

We stood on the pavement in front of the hotel and the air was cool and smelled like coffee from somewhere nearby and nothing about it matched the inside of room 412.

Nobody said anything for a moment. Then Marcus put his arm around me and pulled me into his side, brief and tight, and I leaned into the solid warmth of him for exactly three seconds, my face against his chest, his chin on the top of my head.

"Elena," he said, into my hair.

"Marcus," I said, into his shirt.

He let go. Stepped back. The seventy-five percent grin held steady and his eyes were doing something else entirely and he looked at me for one long moment and then looked away, up the street, hands in his pockets.

Ricky stepped in. His hands came up to my face the same way they had in the bar corridor, the park, the room, both thumbs at my jaw, and he looked at me for a second with those dark patient eyes and then pressed his lips to my cheek. Warm and brief and nothing like last night. A goodbye. A full stop.

"Go home," he said quietly.

"You too," I said.

He stepped back. Picked up his jacket. He and Marcus looked at each other for a moment, the two of them, something long and wordless passing between them, the shorthand of men who had grown up on the same block and were now standing outside a hotel on a Sunday morning having done what they had done. Marcus clapped him once on the shoulder. Ricky nodded.

My cab was already at the kerb. I hadn't called one yet, but the city provides, and this one was there with its light on and I took it as the sign it was.

I opened the door and got in and the driver pulled away from the kerb without asking where I was going because I hadn't told him yet.

"Sorry," I said. "South Side. I'll give you the address."

I gave him the address. He nodded, said nothing, turned onto the street.

I sat back against the seat and the city moved past the windows and my phone was in my pocket and my dress knew what it had been through and somewhere behind me two men were standing on a pavement in yesterday's clothes, and I did not look back.

Three blocks from my house I pressed my forehead against the cool glass of the window and looked at the sky.

Once in a lifetime.

The cab turned onto my street. My front door came into view, green paint, the pot of dead geraniums Tom kept meaning to sort out, Jake's bike lying on its side on the front path. Ordinary. Mine.

I paid the driver and got out and stood on the pavement for a moment with my bag on my shoulder in the grey morning light.

Then I walked up the path, stepped over the bike, and opened the door.
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I was at the kitchen sink when Tom told me. Next weekend, he'd take our son to his parents. Give me some time to myself. I deserved it, he said, and kissed me on the cheek.

I looked out over the yard and thought: thank goodness I didn't get pregnant. Then: stupidity, all of it. Absolute stupidity. We were lucky no one found out.

I dried my hands. Picked up my phone. Unlocked it. Put it back in my pocket.

Pulled it out again.

I opened the group chat — still named The Gang. The last message was mine, three months ago: “I'm there in five minutes. Buy me a beer!”

They had bought me a lot of beers...

I typed: “Hey guys. Want to hang out next Friday?”

I read it back. Looked out the window at my husband spinning our son in circles on the grass, the boy shrieking with laughter.

I pressed send.
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