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Our Neighbor’s Secret




Audrey was on the couch, scrolling through something on her phone with her reading glasses low on her nose. She'd changed out of her work clothes an hour ago and was wearing one of my old T-shirts, the hem riding up just enough that I could see the curve of her thigh against the cushion.

I was in the kitchen finishing the dishes, half watching her from behind the counter. We'd eaten late, some stir fry I'd thrown together from whatever was left in the fridge, and the pan was still soaking in the sink.

I dried my hands on the dish towel and came around the counter.

She didn't look up. Her thumb kept moving across the screen, pausing every few seconds on whatever had her attention. I stood behind the couch and rested my hands on her shoulders, kneading gently, feeling the warmth of her skin through the thin cotton.

"That feels good," she said without turning around.

I leaned down and kissed the side of her neck, just below her ear, where her skin was still damp and warm from her shower. She tilted her head to give me more room. I slid my hands down from her shoulders, over her collarbones, fingertips brushing just above the neckline of the shirt.

"You smell incredible," I said against her throat.

"I smell like CVS shampoo."

"Well, it’s working for you." I kissed the spot again, slower this time, and she made a small sound that wasn't quite a word. My hands moved lower, palms flat against her chest, and I felt her breath catch.

She set the phone face-down on the cushion beside her.

That was the signal. Not a dramatic one — just the phone going down, her hand finding my forearm, her body shifting slightly toward me. After five years together, I could read her like a book. The tilt of her chin. The way her fingers tightened on my wrist when she wanted me to keep going.

I came around the side of the couch and sat beside her. She turned toward me, her knee pressing into my thigh, and I pulled her in by the waist. She kissed me first, her mouth soft and already a little open, tasting like the wine she'd had with dinner. Her hand slid up the back of my neck and into my hair.

We made out like that for a while, her body slowly leaning into mine until she was practically in my lap. I ran my hand up the outside of her thigh, pushing the hem of the T-shirt higher, and she rocked forward against me. She wasn't wearing anything underneath it. I groaned into her mouth.

"Hi," she whispered, smiling against my lips.

"Hi, yourself."

She shifted her weight and straddled me, her knees sinking into the cushion on either side of my hips. The shirt bunched up around her waist, and I gripped her bare thighs, pulling her down against me. She could feel my erection through my sweatpants and she pressed into it, a slow roll of her hips that made my fingers dig into her skin.

"You're already hard," she said.

"You're not wearing underwear. I'm a simple man."

She laughed — that low, throaty laugh she only had when she was turned on — and kissed me again, deeper, her tongue sliding against mine. I slid one hand between us, my thumb brushing the crease of her inner thigh, and her breath stuttered. She was warm. Slick when I touched her pussy. She exhaled through her nose and bit my lower lip.

"I was thinking about something today," she murmured, her forehead resting against mine.

I knew that tone. It was the voice she used in the dark, late at night, when we were tangled together and her guard was all the way down. The voice that came with confessions she'd spend the next morning pretending she hadn't made.

"Yeah?" I kept my hand where it was, moving slowly. "Tell me."

"You know what I was thinking about."

I did. Or at least I was pretty sure I did. It was the thing she circled back to every few months, always when she was wound up and half out of her mind, always framed as hypothetical. What if. Wouldn't it be hot if. I'd want to watch.

The first time she'd said it, we'd been in bed after a party where some friend of a friend had been flirting with me all night. Audrey had practically dragged me home, fucked me like she had something to prove, and then afterward, lying on my chest with her hair fanned out across my skin, she'd said it quietly. Almost to herself.

I think I'd like to watch you with someone.

I'd thought she was kidding. Or drunk. Or both. But it had come up again. And again. Always in that same breathy, half-embarrassed voice, always when she was right on the edge or just past it. She'd describe it — another woman in our bed, me touching her while Audrey watched from the corner of the room or from right beside us. The details got more specific each time. She wanted to see my face. She wanted to see what I looked like when someone else made me feel good.

I never knew what to do with the information. Part of me thought it was just fantasy fuel, the kind of thing that sounds electric in the moment and ridiculous in daylight. Part of me wondered if she meant it. And a smaller, quieter part of me wanted it too.

We'd never acted on it. Never even come close. It lived in the space between us like a dare that neither of us was ready to take, and that was fine. It was ours. Just words in the dark.

"Tell me," I said again, my voice lower now, my thumb still circling slowly.

She rolled her hips into my hand and closed her eyes. "I was thinking about you with⁠—"

Our reverie was broken by three sharp knocks on the front door.

We both froze. Audrey's eyes snapped open. My hand went still against her.

"Are you expecting someone?" I asked.

"It's ten o'clock on a Wednesday," she said, which was a no.

The knocks came again, lighter this time, almost apologetic. Audrey climbed off me, tugging the T-shirt back down over her thighs. I adjusted myself in my sweatpants, which didn't do much, and stood up.

"I'll get it," I said.

Audrey grabbed a throw pillow and held it across her lap like a shield, pushing her glasses up with her other hand. Her cheeks were still flushed but her jaw was set. She looked annoyed.

I crossed the living room and checked the peephole. A young girl stood outside.

I opened the door and there she was.

She couldn't have been more than eighteen or nineteen, with dark hair cut sharp at her jaw and warm brown skin that glowed under the hallway's bad fluorescent lighting. She was barefoot, wearing a thin ribbed tank top and a pair of drawstring shorts that sat low on her hips.

She had her arms folded across her chest like she was trying to shrink into herself.

"Hi, I'm really sorry to bother you," she said. "I'm Sam. I live in 4F." She gestured vaguely down the hall. "I locked myself out like an idiot and my super's not answering and the locksmith said thirty to forty-five minutes, so." She let out a breath that blew her bangs off her forehead. "I tried everyone else. You’re the first person to answer."

"Come in," Audrey said from behind me before I could respond. She'd wrapped herself in the throw blanket from the couch, her legs tucked underneath her in the armchair now. "You're not going to stand in that hallway for forty-five minutes."

Sam smiled, grateful and a little embarrassed, and stepped inside. I backed up to give her room and that's when I caught it — the full picture of her, now that she wasn't half hidden behind the doorframe. She was small, maybe five-three, but she had a body that didn't match the word small at all. The tank top clung to her chest and left a strip of flat brown stomach exposed above the waistband of her shorts. Her ass was round and full, the kind that made the cotton pull tight across the back of her thighs.

I looked at her face instead. Then I looked at the kitchen. I told myself I was still turned on from my wife, and that otherwise this girl wouldn’t have affected me. But that was a thinly veiled lie.

"Can I get you something?" I said, already moving toward the counter. "Water, or we've got tea."

"Just water would be amazing."

I took my time filling the glass. Behind me, Audrey was asking where she'd moved from, how long she'd been in the building, whether she liked the neighborhood. Sam answered easily, her voice warm, like she was used to talking to strangers and didn't mind it. She told us she'd been here since August. She was taking classes at the community college and working at a bakery a few blocks over.

I brought her the water and she took it with both hands. Her nails were short and painted a dark mossy green. A couple of them were chipped at the edges. She looked up at me when she said thank you and held my gaze long enough to make it weird.

"I love your apartment," she said, glancing around. "It actually looks like adults live here. Ours is still all IKEA and milk crates."

"Oh, that’s mostly Chris," Audrey said. “He has a real eye for design.”

"Oh, wow." Sam looked at me again. She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear and I caught a tiny tattoo there, something small and dark. She touched my wrist and said, "Your wife's lucky. Most guys I know couldn't even pick out a lamp."

She'd done it casually, with a half-smile that could've passed for friendly. But her tone wasn’t friendly at all. It was almost…flirtatious.

I didn't know if she was doing it on purpose. She was young enough that it might've just been how she was. But my neck felt warm and I suddenly didn't know what to do with my hands.

"Audrey is giving me too much credit," I said, leaning against the counter.

I glanced across the room to check Audrey's face. I expected the look a normal woman got when someone was too friendly with her husband — this quick territorial flash, subtle enough that only I'd notice.

But that wasn't what was there. She was watching me with her chin propped on her knee, her lips pressed together in the shape of a smile. She looked entertained. She looked like she was taking notes.

I looked at the floor.

Sam stayed for maybe twenty more minutes. She sat on the edge of the couch with her knees pressed together, her ankles crossed.

She talked with her hands in a way that kept drawing my attention back to the bare strip of her stomach and the way her body moved beneath the thin fabric when she shifted positions. I kept my eyes on safe landmarks — the coffee table, the window, my own hands — and I answered her questions about the neighborhood, the laundry situation, and whether the guy in 3A always played music that loud.

Her phone buzzed and she checked it. "That's the locksmith. He's downstairs." She stood and set the water glass on the counter carefully, like she didn't want to leave a mess. "You guys are the best. Seriously. I'm going to bake you something. I'm not even asking, it's happening."

"You don't have to do that," I said.

"Already decided." She pointed at me with mock authority, then smiled at Audrey, then slipped out the door. The latch clicked and the apartment went still.

I started wiping down a counter that didn't need wiping.

"She was cute," Audrey said.

"Was she? I didn't notice."

"You didn't notice." Audrey's voice was dry as chalk. "You stared at the faucet for thirty seconds while she was talking to you. That's the opposite of not noticing."

"I was being polite."

"She liked you," Audrey said. "Your wife's lucky." She repeated it in Sam's cadence, almost perfectly. "That's not small talk."

I tossed the sponge into the sink. "I'm going to shower." Audrey's smile was still there when I left the room.

In the shower, I tried my best not to jack off to the thought of Sam, but I failed miserably.

[image: ]


Two days later, there was another knock.

I was closer to the door this time, so I got there first. Sam stood in the hallway holding a foil-covered plate with both hands, grinning like she'd won something.

"I told you I was going to bake for you," she said. "Brownies. From scratch. Don't even try to say no."

She was wearing cutoff denim shorts and a cropped white top with thin straps that left most of her shoulders bare. Her hair was down, tucked behind one ear, and she had a thin gold chain around her neck that caught the light when she moved. I kept my eyes on the plate.

"You really didn't have to do this," I said, taking it from her.

"I really did." She stepped inside without waiting to be invited, which shouldn't have felt as natural as it did. She smelled like cocoa butter and something warm underneath it, vanilla or brown sugar.

Audrey looked up from her laptop at the kitchen table. "Sam, hey."

"I brought a bribe so you'll still be nice to me next time I get locked out," Sam said, sliding onto one of the barstools at the counter. She crossed her legs and the denim rode up on her thighs. I set the plate down and peeled back the foil without looking at her.

"These look amazing," I said, because they did and because I needed something to say.

"They're my grandma's recipe. The secret is browned butter." She leaned forward on her elbows, which pressed her arms together against her chest in a way I was absolutely not going to acknowledge. "Try one."

I broke a corner off and ate it. It was dense and fudgy with a crackled top, legitimately good. "These are incredible," I said.

"Right?" She beamed. Her whole face changed when she smiled like that — her eyes narrowed and her nose scrunched and she looked about too young, which made me feel immediately guilty for every other thought I'd had since she walked in.

Then she uncrossed her legs and recrossed them the other way and the guilt dissolved into something less noble.

She stayed for almost an hour. That was the thing about Sam — she didn't seem to have a clock running. She talked to Audrey about the bakery where she worked and about her classes and about a documentary she'd watched on fermentation.

She was genuinely interesting in a way that wasn't performative. She asked questions and actually listened to the answers. She remembered that Audrey had mentioned working in marketing and asked a follow-up about it.

But her body was aimed at me.

I noticed she'd be mid-sentence with Audrey, and her knees would be pointed in my direction. She'd laugh at something I said and her hand would go to the back of her neck, gathering her hair and lifting it off her skin for a second, exposing the long line of her throat before letting it drop again. She leaned on the counter close enough that I could see the faint shadow between her breasts where the cropped top gaped forward.

I busied myself with dishes. I refilled everyone's water. I reorganized the spice rack, which Audrey would later tell me was the most suspicious thing I'd ever done in our kitchen.

At one point Sam asked what I did for work and I told her about the firm, keeping it brief because nobody actually wants to hear about structural engineering. She tilted her head and her eyes drifted down my arms, then my chest, then back up. "Yeah," she said. "I could see that." The words were about the job. The look wasn't.

"Do you work out?" she asked. "Sorry, is that weird to ask?"

"It's not weird," Audrey said from the table. Her voice was perfectly neutral.

"I run," I said. "And there's a gym in the basement."

"I've been meaning to check that out." Sam bit her lower lip and nodded like she was filing the information away. "Maybe I'll see you down there sometime."

She left a few minutes later, squeezing Audrey's arm on the way out and giving me a little wave. The brownies sat on the counter, still half eaten.

Audrey shut her laptop then looked at me. "She was flirting with you," she said.

"She was being friendly."

"She asked if you work out."

"People ask that."

"Yeah, people who are flirting." Audrey stood and carried her mug to the sink, brushing past me close enough that I caught her scent.

I didn't have a good answer, so I broke off another piece of brownie and put it in my mouth.

Audrey hummed signaling she was done with the conversation but not done thinking about it. She rinsed her mug, set it in the rack, and walked down the hall toward the bedroom without looking back.

I stood in the kitchen eating a brownie that a beautiful eighteen-year-old had baked for me. I thought about the way she'd looked at my chest, and I thought about the way my wife had watched her look at my chest, and I didn't know what to do with any of it.

So, I covered the plate and went upstairs.

Eventually, we were lying in bed with the lights off. Audrey was on her side facing me, her head on my shoulder, one leg draped across mine.

"Can I ask you something?" she said.

"You're going to anyway."

She smiled against my shoulder. "Would you ever actually do it?"

I didn't ask what it was. I knew. The air in the room shifted the way it always did when we got close to this subject, like the walls moved in half an inch.

"Do what?" I asked, playing dumb because I needed the extra second.

"With someone like her." Audrey's voice was low and unhurried. "With Sam."

"Audrey, she's too young. She brought us brownies."

"She's eighteen. She's an adult." Her finger traced a slow line down the center of my chest. "And she didn't bring us brownies. She brought you brownies. I was just there."

I stared at the ceiling. The streetlight outside our window threw a pale stripe across the plaster, and I followed it with my eyes like it was going to help me out of this conversation.

"I'm serious," Audrey said. "I'm not testing you. I'm not going to get mad." She propped herself up on her elbow so she could look at me. In the dark, her eyes caught just enough light to look black. "I saw the way you were trying not to look at her. You were rearranging the spice rack."

"The spice rack needed rearranging."

"It didn't." She leaned down and kissed the hinge of my jaw. "I'm telling you she likes you. I could see it. The way she was sitting, the way she kept finding reasons to face you." Another kiss, lower, on the side of my neck. "And I wouldn't hate watching."

My body responded before my brain gave it permission. I felt myself getting hard under the sheet and I knew she could feel it too, because her thigh pressed right against it.

"You don't mean that," I said, but my voice had dropped and we both heard it.

"I've been meaning it for two years." She kissed my throat, then the hollow beneath it. Her hand slid down my stomach, fingers trailing just above the waistband of my boxers. "I just didn't have a face to put to it before."

I pulled her on top of me. She came easily, her knees bracketing my hips, and I kissed her hard enough that neither of us could keep talking. Her mouth opened against mine and she rocked forward, the thin cotton of her underwear the only thing between us. I gripped her hips and pulled her down against me, and she made that sound — that broken little exhale that meant she was already wet.

I rolled us over and settled between her legs. She hooked one ankle behind my calf and tilted her hips up, pressing herself against the length of me through the fabric. I pushed her shirt up and kissed her sternum, the underside of her breast, took her nipple into my mouth and felt her fingers tighten in my hair.

"I think about it," she whispered. "I think about what your face would look like if you fucked another woman."

I pulled her underwear to the side and pushed into her slowly. She gasped and arched off the mattress, her nails digging into my shoulders. She was slick and tight and impossibly warm, and when I bottomed out she wrapped both legs around me and held me there.

I started to move. Slow at first, then harder when she pulled me closer with her heels. Her breath came in short, ragged bursts against my ear, and I buried my face in her neck and tried to think about anything other than what she'd just said.

"Imagine her watching us," Audrey breathed. "Imagine her in the doorway."

My hips stuttered. I felt it hit me low in the gut, a hot jolt of something that was equal parts arousal and guilt.

"Imagine going to her after," she whispered, her lips brushing my ear. "Imagine what she'd feel like."

I came so hard my vision went white at the edges. It rolled through me in waves, my whole body locking up, and Audrey held on with her legs tight around my waist and her hands flat on my back. I could feel her pulse hammering against my chest, or maybe that was mine. I couldn't tell.

I stayed inside her for a long time after, my forehead pressed to the pillow beside her head, both of us breathing hard in the dark. She ran her fingers through the damp hair at the back of my neck and didn't say anything.

I didn't say anything either.

There was a conversation we probably should've been having. Something about boundaries, or what this meant, or whether we were actually considering turning a two-year-old piece of pillow talk into something real. But the words felt too heavy to lift.

She fell asleep first. I felt her breathing slow beneath me, her body going soft, her fingers going still in my hair.

I rolled onto my back and thought about the girl down the hall in 4F. I thought about what Audrey had said. I thought about how hard I had come when she said it.

I didn't sleep for a long time.
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Sam came again on Saturday bringing cookies.

She knocked around five with a Tupperware container and a smile. "Snickerdoodles," she said, holding them out. "I made way too many and my roommate's gone for the weekend, so."

She was wearing a sundress. That's the detail that stuck — not the cookies, not what she said, but the dress. It was pale yellow with thin straps, fitted through the waist and loose at the hem, and it moved when her hips moved.

Her legs were bare. She'd painted her toenails the same dark green as her fingernails, and I should not have been noticing any of it.

"Stay for dinner," Audrey said from behind me. "We're making pasta. There's always too much."

I looked at Audrey. She looked right back at me, calm and pleasant and completely aware of what she was doing.

Sam stayed for dinner.

She sat at the counter while I cooked, her bare feet hooked on the rung of the stool. Sam asked questions while I chopped garlic and heated oil in the pan.

"How long have you two been together?" she asked.

"Five years married," Audrey said. "Seven total."

"God." Sam said it like seven years was a geological era. "Do you ever get bored?"

Audrey laughed. "Of each other?"

"Of anything. Like, the routine." Sam shifted her hips on the stool, and the dress slid higher on her thighs. "I can barely commit to a shampoo brand. I can't imagine finding one person and just knowing."

"It's not like that," I said, draining the pasta. "You don't just know. You decide, and then you keep deciding."

Sam looked at me with an expression that made me feel like I'd said something more important than I meant to. "That's actually really beautiful," she said.

We ate at the table. It was easy in a way that surprised me. Sam was funny and curious. She asked Audrey about her job and seemed genuinely interested. She told us about a cake she'd ruined at the bakery that morning and laughed at herself in a way that made both of us laugh too.

After dinner we moved to the couch. Sam sat in the middle, close enough to me that her knee grazed mine when she shifted. She smelled like cinnamon and something floral underneath. Every time she turned to talk to me her hair swung forward and I caught a glimpse of the little moon tattoo behind her ear.

"Can I be honest about something?" she said, looking down into her glass.

"Always," Audrey said.

Sam bit her lip. "I haven't had a lot of experience with guys. Like, almost none." She said it quickly. "And I watch you two together and it's like — I'd kill to have someone look at me the way he looks at you."

The room got very still. I felt Audrey go motionless beside me.

Sam seemed to realize what she'd said and her eyes went wide. "That sounded weird. I didn't mean⁠—"

"It didn't sound weird," Audrey said quietly.

Sam looked at her, then at me, and something crossed her face that I couldn't decipher. It was too open to be calculation and too aware to be innocent. She tucked her hair behind both ears and stood up.

"I should go," she said. "It's late and I've already stolen your whole evening." She gathered the Tupperware and hugged Audrey, pressing her cheek briefly against hers. Then she turned to me and put her hand on my arm, just above the elbow, and squeezed. Her fingers were warm and small. She left them there for one second longer than necessary.

"Thanks for dinner," she said. "Really."

Then she was gone. The door was closed, and the apartment was full of her absence.

I started clearing the table. Audrey stood in the kitchen doorway with her arms crossed. When I glanced at her I saw that her cheeks were flushed. Not embarrassed. Not angry. Flushed the way she got after an orgasm.

"I want you to do something about that," she said.

I laughed because I didn't know what else to do. "About what?"

"About her. About Sam." Audrey's voice was steady but her color was high and her eyes were bright. "She basically told you she wants you."

"She told us she doesn't have experience with guys. That's not the same thing."

"She said she wants someone to look at her the way you look at me." Audrey uncrossed her arms. "That's exactly the same thing."

"Audrey."

"I'm serious." She said it without blinking. No smile, no playful lilt, none of the soft edges she usually wrapped this fantasy in. It was just a flat, clear statement from a woman who'd made up her mind. "I've been thinking about this for two years and now there's a girl who's interested and I'm telling you — I'm serious."

I put the plates in the sink and ran the water and didn't say anything.

Audrey watched me for a long moment, then turned and walked to the bedroom.

The faucet kept running. I stood there with my hands in the warm water and tried to figure out when this had stopped being a game.
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The next evening things got worse.

Audrey left for the pharmacy around seven. She kissed me on the cheek on her way out and said she'd be back in twenty minutes.

Sam knocked twelve minutes in.

I almost didn't answer. I stood in the hallway and looked at the door. I thought about pretending I wasn't home, which was ridiculous because she could probably hear the TV. So reluctantly, I opened it.

She was in leggings and an oversized off-the-shoulder sweater that hung loose on one side, exposing the strap of whatever she was wearing underneath. Her hair was pulled up in a messy knot and she had a smudge of flour on her jaw, like she'd come straight from baking.

"Hey," she said. "Is Audrey around?"

"She ran out for a bit. She'll be back soon."

Sam hesitated for half a second, then stepped inside like the invitation was implied. Maybe it was. She'd been over enough times now that the threshold between our apartments had worn thin, and I didn't have a good reason to leave her standing in the hall.

"I can wait," she said, settling onto the barstool that was already becoming hers. "Unless that's weird."

"It's not weird," I said, even though my pulse said otherwise.

I poured her a glass of water because that's what I did now. It was my role — Sam shows up, I pour water, I lean against the counter, and try to look at anything that isn't her. The routine had its own gravity at this point.

But tonight was different. Tonight, Audrey and I were here alone. I was aware of how close the counter was to Sam's stool, how I could see the line of her neck where the sweater slipped off her shoulder.

"Can I ask you something personal?" she said.

"Depends on how personal."

She smiled, but it was nervous. She rotated the water glass between her palms and didn't look at me. "You and Audrey. Are you guys, like — I mean obviously you're happy, but are you traditional? Like, strictly monogamous, don't-even-look-at-anyone-else traditional?"

My mouth went dry. "Why are you asking?"

"Because I think about you." She said it fast, almost tripping over the words, and then her eyes went wide like she'd heard herself say it out loud for the first time. "God. Sorry. I have no filter. I literally have zero filter and it's going to be a problem my whole life."

She pressed her palms flat against the counter and stared at them. The flour smudge on her jaw caught the light. I wanted to reach over and brush it off.

"Sam," I said.

"You don't have to say anything. I know it's weird. You're married and I'm your neighbor and I keep showing up at your door with baked goods like some kind of unhinged Welcome Wagon."

She laughed, but it was shaky. "I just — I've never met anyone like you. Like both of you, but especially you. You're kind and you actually listen when people talk and you have these hands that—" She stopped herself. Her cheeks darkened. "I'm going to stop talking now."

I didn't know what to do with my body. I was leaning against the counter with my arms crossed and every part of me was too aware of every part of her. My skin felt like it was running a low-grade fever.

I could smell her from here — that cocoa butter scent mixed with the flour on her skin.

"You don't have to apologize," I said. My voice came out lower than I intended.

"I do, though." She slid off the stool and stood, tugging the sweater back up onto her shoulder where it immediately started slipping again. "I'm going to go before I say something else I can't take back."

I walked her to the door, eager to see her leave and yet already missing her. She stepped into the hallway and turned around. We were standing closer than I'd realized — close enough that I could see the gold flecks in her brown eyes, close enough that if I leaned forward six inches, my lips would be touching hers.

She looked up at me and something settled in her face. The nervousness left and what replaced it was steady and clear and older than eighteen.

"If you two ever wanted company," she said, "I wouldn't say no."

Then she turned and walked down the hall. She didn't look back.

I stood in the doorway with my hand on the frame and the hallway went quiet around me. The fluorescent light at the end of the corridor buzzed and flickered. I could still smell cocoa butter.

Audrey came home ten minutes later with a pharmacy bag and a bottle of Malbec. She set both on the counter and looked at my face.

"What happened?" she said.

"Nothing."

She studied me the way she'd been studying me for a week, like I was some kind of puzzle. I didn’t come clean to her until we were in bed for the night.

We’d brushed our teeth and changed and went through the whole routine first. I kept thinking I'd let it go, that I'd just let Sam's words dissolve into the background noise of a strange week. But Audrey was lying next to me in the dark, and I could feel her waiting. She hadn't asked again since she came home, but she knew something was up.

"Sam said something tonight," I said. "While you were out."

Audrey didn't move, but the quality of her stillness changed. She went from relaxed to alert without shifting a muscle, the way an animal does when it hears something in the brush.

"She said if we ever wanted company, she wouldn't say no."

Silence. Three seconds. Five. Then Audrey sat up. She reached over and turned on the bedside lamp. The room was washed in gold, and she looked down at me with an expression I'd never seen on her face before.

"She said that?"

"Those were her exact words."

"And what did you say?"

"Nothing. She left."

Audrey pulled her knees up to her chest and pressed her lips together. Her eyes were bright and her breathing had changed. It was shallow and quick, and I realized with a strange lurch in my stomach that she was turned on.

Not processing, not weighing the implications, not doing the careful calibration I expected. She was aroused.

"This is the thing," she said. "This is what I've been talking about."

"Audrey."

"I know how it sounds." She held up a hand. "I know. But I've been thinking about this for two years and it's not going away, and now there's a girl who's attracted to you and she's basically offering, and I—" She stopped and pressed her palms against her eyes for a second. Then lowered them. "I want this. I actually want this."

I sat up against the headboard. The lamp threw shadows across the sheets and Audrey's face was half lit, her eyes dark and serious. She looked beautiful and slightly unhinged and completely certain.

"It's one thing in theory," I said. "You know that. Talking about it while we're—" I gestured vaguely at the bed. "That's different from actually doing it. She's our neighbor. She’s young. If it goes sideways⁠—"

"It won’t go sideways," she said.

"It could go very sideways. She's eighteen, Audrey. She has a crush and we'd be — what, inviting her into our bed? What does that make us?"

"It makes us two adults who are interested in a third adult who's interested back." She said it plainly. "She knows what she wants. I'm telling you what I want. The only person who hasn't said what he wants is you."

My eyes widened. She was right, of course.

"I'm not saying tonight," she said, softer now. She put her hand on my thigh over the sheet. "I'm not saying we text her right now and invite her over. I'm saying we stop pretending this isn't happening. I'm saying we talk about it like adults and figure out what it looks like."

"And if I said I wasn't comfortable?"

"Then we don't do it." No hesitation. "This doesn't work unless we both want it. That's the whole point."

I looked at her hand on my leg. Her wedding ring caught the lamplight, the thin gold band I'd slid onto her finger in a courthouse five years ago. I thought about what that ring meant and whether what we were discussing was a betrayal of it or an extension of it. I didn't have an answer.

"I don't know what I want," I said, which was the most honest thing I'd said all week.

Audrey studied me for a long time. Then she leaned over and kissed my forehead, finally turning off the lamp.

"You don't have to know tonight," she said in the dark. Her hand found mine under the sheet and her fingers laced through mine. "But it’s your decision now. You know that, right? Because everyone else has already said ‘yes.’"

"Yeah," I said. "I know."

Audrey squeezed my hand once, then rolled onto her side and pulled my arm across her waist. I held her close, her back against my chest, and listened to her breathing.

[image: ]


I agreed to let Audrey invite her over on a Thursday. Audrey texted her and Sam replied in under a minute with a string of exclamation points that made Audrey laugh.

I cooked. Audrey set the table with the nice plates, the ones we usually saved for when her parents visited, and she lit a candle in the center that she'd never lit before. I didn't comment on any of it. We both knew what this was. We just hadn't said it out loud.

Sam showed up in a black top with a low neckline and jeans that sat tight on her hips. She'd done something with her eyes — liner, maybe, or shadow — that made them look darker and wider than usual. She brought a bottle of wine which made me question how she’d paid for it. When she handed it to me, her fingers lingered on mine.

She smiled like she knew exactly why she was here.

Dinner was electric. Every sentence had a second meaning humming underneath it. Audrey sat close to Sam and kept touching her — her wrist, her shoulder, the small of her back when she got up to refill their glasses.

She steered the conversation toward relationships, toward what people wanted, toward honesty. Sam responded to all of it, leaning in, matching Audrey's energy, but her eyes kept drifting to me across the table.

After we cleared the dishes, we moved to the couch. Audrey sat on one end, Sam in the middle, me on the other. The space between us was maybe six inches on either side.

Audrey put her hand on Sam's knee. Sam looked at her, then at me, and I saw her breath catch. I put my arm along the back of the sofa behind her. She made a small sound that traveled straight through me.

Sam leaned toward me. Her eyes dropped to my mouth. I could feel the heat coming off her body. I could smell that she’d added perfume, something she'd put on for this. Audrey's hand moved higher on Sam's thigh.

Sam's lips parted and the whole room contracted to the three of us on that couch. Then Sam pulled back.

It was sudden, like a rubber band snapping. She sat up straight and put her hands in her lap and her whole body changed. The confidence drained out of her posture and what replaced it was fear. Not shyness, not coyness. Real fear.

"Wait," she said. Her voice was smaller than I'd ever heard it. "I need to tell you something before this goes any further."

The room went still. Audrey's hand stayed on Sam's leg. I pulled my arm back to give her space.

Sam stared at her own hands. She was twisting the ring on her index finger, a thin silver band, turning it around and around. When she finally spoke, her voice was steady, but I could see her throat working.

"I'm…um…trans," she said. "I've been on hormones for three years. Everything you see—" She gestured at herself with a quick, almost dismissive motion. "This is me. This is how I live. But I haven't had bottom surgery." She swallowed. "I don't know if I will. And I need you to know that before anything happens, because I've been in situations where I didn't say anything and it—" Her voice cracked. "It went badly."

The silence that followed was the loudest thing I'd ever heard.

Audrey moved first. She took Sam's hand, gently untwisting her fingers from the ring, and held it between both of hers.

"Thank you for telling us," she said. Her voice was calm and warm and carried no hesitation. "That doesn't change anything for me."

Sam looked at her with wet eyes. "You mean that?"

"I mean it."

Sam's gaze shifted to me. She searched my face and I watched her read my silence, watched the hope in her expression start to dim as the seconds stretched out. I saw her jaw tighten, the beginning of a wall going up, the defense she'd probably built and rebuilt a hundred times.

"It's okay," she said quietly, already starting to pull her hand from Audrey's. "I get it. I should've said something sooner. I'm sorry, I⁠—"

"Don't apologize," I said. My voice came out rough. "I'm not — this isn't—" I stopped because I didn't have the sentence. I didn't have any sentence. I was still attracted to her. That was the thing I couldn't get around. "I need a minute," I said. "That's all. I just need a minute."

Sam nodded. Her chin trembled and she pressed her lips together to stop it.

Sam left quietly. No lingering at the door, no parting line, just a quick hug for Audrey and a glance at me that I couldn't decode. The apartment felt like the air had been let out of it. Completely deflated.

We cleaned up without talking. I washed the plates while Audrey blew out the candle and wiped down the table. We moved around each other the way we always did in the kitchen, but I felt the tension both of us were carrying.

We got into bed and Audrey turned off the lamp and lay on her back, staring at the ceiling. I could tell she was waiting for me to go first.

"I don't know what I'm feeling," I said.

"Okay." She said it simply, without judgment. "What parts don't you know?"

I tried to organize it. Everything from the last hour was jumbled together — Sam's face when she told us, the way her voice cracked, the fear in her eyes when she looked at me and I didn't say the right thing fast enough. The warmth of her skin under my hand thirty seconds before the world tilted.

"I'm not upset," I said, because that felt important to establish. "I want to be clear about that. Whatever I'm feeling, it's not that."

"I know it's not."

"I just—" I rubbed my face with both hands. "I don't know how to fit it together."

Audrey kissed my shoulder. "You don't have to figure this out tonight."

"I know."

"I mean it. There's no clock on this."

She settled against me, her head on my chest, and her breathing started to slow the way it always did — steady, deepening, gone within minutes. She could fall asleep anywhere, under any circumstances. I'd always envied that about her.

I stared at the ceiling.

The thing that kept circling back wasn't the reveal itself. It was the fact that I was still turned on. I didn’t know the first thing about sleeping with a trans woman, but I still wanted Sam.

And I didn't know what that made me. I didn't know if it needed to make me anything. I didn't know if the question itself was the wrong question, the kind of thing that only mattered if you insisted on putting a label on the answer.

I thought about Sam walking down the hallway to her apartment, alone, probably convinced she'd ruined everything. I thought about how brave it was to say what she'd said, knowing what she knew about how people react. I thought about the tremble in her chin that she'd tried to stop.

I thought about the fact that even now, I wanted to touch her again.

[image: ]


She knocked on our door the next day. Sam was standing in the hallway in a denim skirt and a cropped top. Everything about her posture was different.

Her shoulders were drawn in. Her arms were crossed low over her stomach. She looked like someone who'd spent the last twenty-four hours convincing herself to walk thirty feet down a hallway and was already regretting it.

"Hi," she said. "Is this — I wasn't sure if I should come over. I can go."

Audrey appeared behind me before I could answer, reaching past me to take Sam's wrist. "Get in here," she said, pulling her gently through the doorway. "I was about to text you."

Sam let herself be pulled. She stood in our living room with her hands clasped in front of her. She looked scared.

"I'm sorry about last night," she said. "I should've told you sooner. Before things got⁠—"

"Stop," Audrey said. She guided Sam to the couch and sat beside her. "You told us when you were ready. That's when you're supposed to tell people."

Sam looked at me. I was leaning against the counter, the same spot I always stood in. The spot where I poured water and reorganized spices and pretended I wasn't watching her. Her eyes searched mine for something — permission, maybe, or rejection, or whatever she'd conditioned herself to expect from men who found out.

"We're good," I said. It came out simply because it was simple. Whatever I'd spent the night wrestling with, whatever questions I still didn't have answers to, this much I knew. "You didn't ruin anything."

Her shoulders dropped. Not all the way, but enough. She exhaled and some of the color came back into her face.

I put on music. We talked. Not about the reveal, not about what had almost happened on the couch, just normal things.

Sam told us about a woman at the bakery who'd ordered a cake shaped like her ex-husband's car so she could smash it at her divorce party.

Audrey told a story about a client who'd replied-all with a complaint about his boss. I talked about a bridge I was working on that kept failing its load simulations and Sam asked three follow-up questions that made me realize she'd actually been listening every time I'd mentioned my work.

The ease came back. Sam uncrossed her legs. Her laugh loosened. She leaned into the couch cushions and her knee drifted sideways until it rested against mine. I didn’t move away.

At some point the music shifted to something slower and the candle Audrey had lit on the coffee table caught the angles of Sam's face in a way that made my chest tighten. She was telling Audrey something about a recipe and her hands were moving the way they always did, quick and expressive. But I was watching the line of her throat and the bare strip of her stomach above the waistband of the skirt.

She caught me looking.

Audrey saw it happen, too. She'd been watching both of us with hope all night. I felt her gaze shift between Sam and me.

"You should kiss her," Audrey said.

Sam's lips parted and her eyes went wide. She turned to me, wondering what I’d do next.

I leaned in. I could feel my heartbeat in my throat, in my wrists, in the hand I brought up to the side of Sam's neck. Her skin was warm and impossibly soft. She didn't move toward me. She waited, trembling slightly, giving me every chance to stop.

I kissed her.

Her mouth was softer than I'd expected. She tasted so sweet it was almost excruciating knowing I’d waited so long.

For a second she didn't move at all. She just let it happen, frozen, like she couldn't believe it was real. Then her hand came up and gripped the front of my shirt, her fingers twisting in the fabric as she kissed me back.

Her lips moved against mine slowly, carefully, like she was afraid of wanting too much. Then I cupped the back of her neck and pulled her closer, and something broke open. She made a sound against my mouth — a half gasp and half whimper — and I felt it vibrate through my entire body.

When I pulled back, her eyes were still closed. Her hand was still fisted in my shirt. Her breath came in short, shallow waves. Her lips were parted and flushed.

I looked at Audrey.

Her cheeks were flushed. Her eyes were dark and fixed on us with an intensity that I recognized from the bedroom, from the moments when she told me exactly what she wanted.

She smiled then stood. She set her glass on the coffee table and held her hand out to Sam, who took it without hesitation. I followed them down the hallway to the bedroom.

The room was warm and golden and the sheets were pulled back. I stood just inside the doorway while Audrey led Sam to the edge of the bed.

They faced each other. Audrey was taller by a few inches, and she looked down at Sam with an expression I recognized but had never seen directed at anyone else. Tender and hungry at the same time. She tucked Sam's hair behind her ear, the one with the crescent moon tattoo, and Sam's breath shuddered visibly.

Then Audrey kissed her.

Audrey cupped Sam's face in both hands and kissed her slowly, deeply. Sam's hands came up to Audrey's waist and gripped the fabric of her shirt.

They looked beautiful together. Two women kissing in the soft light of my bedroom lamp, and I was watching. It was a dream come true.

But my mind was still a little frazzled, because I knew what was under Sam's skirt. I was watching two women kiss, and I was watching my wife kiss someone who had a cock. Both of those things were true at the same time, and I couldn't make them cancel each other out.

Sam made a soft moan against Audrey's mouth, and I saw it then. The denim skirt was short and fitted, and there was no hiding it — Sam was hard. The fabric tented at the front, pulled taut across a shape that was unmistakable. My stomach dropped, my pulse surged and I couldn't look away.

She was big. Even through the skirt I could tell she was big, the outline pressing against the denim in a way that seemed almost impossible on her small frame. This girl who barely came up to my chin, with her narrow waist and her soft breasts visible through the cropped top, had an erection that rivaled mine. Maybe exceeded it.

I didn't know what to do with that. My body had no such confusion. I was hard, achingly hard, and the sight of Sam's arousal pressing against her skirt wasn't diminishing that. If anything it was making it worse.

Audrey pulled back from the kiss and looked at Sam, then down. She saw it too. Her eyes widened slightly and her lips parted, and she looked at me over Sam's shoulder with an expression that was pure unfiltered want.

She started undressing Sam. Slowly, like she was unwrapping something precious. She slid the straps of the cropped top off Sam's shoulders and pulled it over her head. Sam's breasts were small and round and perfect, dark nipples already tight in the cool air. Audrey ran her thumb across one and Sam gasped, her eyes fluttering shut.

Sam reached for Audrey in return, her fingers finding the buttons on Audrey's blouse. She undid them one at a time, parting the fabric, and Audrey let the shirt fall behind her.

Sam unhooked Audrey's bra and it dropped to the floor. By comparison, Audrey's breasts were fuller and heavier, the ones I'd memorized over five years of marriage. Seeing Sam's hands on them sent a jolt through me.

Then Audrey unzipped the skirt.

The denim slid down Sam's hips and pooled at her feet. She was wearing a pair of thin black underwear, bikini cut. Her cock strained against them, the head visible above the waistband, flushed dark and slick at the tip.

The rest of her was all girl. It was like looking at two different truths occupying the same body, and neither one was a lie.

Sam's hands were trembling as she pushed Audrey's jeans down. Audrey stepped out of them and stood in just her underwear, dark cotton, already visibly damp. She hooked her thumbs into the waistband and slid them off.

She was bare and flushed and wet in a way that I could see from across the room. The lips of her pussy were swollen and glistening.

I stood in the doorway and looked at both of them. My wife, naked and dripping, her chest rising and falling with shallow breaths. Sam, half naked and hard, her cock thick against her stomach, her breasts rising with the same unsteady rhythm. Both of them turned to me at the same time, and the contrast hit me— Audrey's soft wetness and Sam's rigid length, both of them wanting, both of them waiting.

"Come here," Audrey said.

My feet moved before my brain gave the order.

"I want you to go down on her," Audrey said.

Three words. No room for negotiation. She was standing behind Sam with her chin on Sam's shoulder, her hands resting lightly on Sam's bare hips, and she was looking at me like she was handing me a key.

I stepped forward. The distance between the doorway and where Sam stood was maybe eight feet, but it felt like crossing into a country I didn't have a passport for. Sam watched me come toward her, her chest rising and falling in quick shallow breaths, her cock still hard and straining against the waistband of her underwear.

Audrey moved to my side. Her hands found the hem of my shirt and she pulled it over my head. Then her fingers went to my waistband, unbuttoning my jeans, and sliding the zipper down. She pushed them off my hips and I stepped out of them, and she hooked her thumbs into my boxers and pulled those down too.

I was fully hard. There was no hiding it and no point in trying.

Sam's eyes dropped to my cock and her lips parted. Her hand twitched at her side like she wanted to reach for me and was holding herself back.

"Oh my god," she said softly.

I stepped into her. I cupped her face and kissed her. This time there was no hesitation. Her mouth opened under mine and she kissed me back with a hunger that vibrated through her whole body.

Her hands flattened against my chest, her fingers spreading across my skin. I pulled her closer by the waist and our bodies pressed together, and I felt it — her cock against mine, hard and hot and undeniable, separated by nothing but the thin fabric of her underwear.

My brain short-circuited. The sensation was foreign in a way — another cock pressed against my own, rigid and thick, pulsing with the same blood-warm heat. I waited for the recoil, for some deep-wired part of me to flinch. It didn't come. What came instead was a surge of arousal so sharp it bordered on vertigo.

Audrey slid Sam's underwear down, freeing her. I felt Sam's cock spring up against my stomach, bare now, the skin impossibly smooth and hot. Sam whimpered into my mouth and her hips rocked forward involuntarily, dragging herself against me.

I dropped to my knees.

I was eye level with Sam's cock, and up close it was even bigger than I'd registered — thick, flushed dark, curving slightly upward, the head swollen and wet. It didn't look like mine. It looked like it belonged exactly where it was, on this body, framed by the smooth skin of her thighs and the soft curve of her hips.

I'd never done this. I'd never wanted to do this. I'd never, in thirty-one years of living, considered the possibility that I would be on my knees in front of another person's cock. But Sam was trembling above me, her fingers threading shakily into my hair. Audrey had moved behind her and was cupping Sam's breasts, her thumbs circling Sam's nipples.

The sound Sam made when Audrey's mouth found the side of her neck was so purely desperate that my hesitation burned away.

I leaned forward and took her into my mouth.

The taste was salt and skin and something sweet. She was thick enough that my jaw stretched to accommodate her, and I felt the weight of her on my tongue, heavy and solid and real. Sam's whole body jerked and she gasped, a broken sound that filled the room, and her fingers tightened in my hair hard enough to sting.

I didn't know what I was doing. I moved on instinct, on the memory of what felt good when it was done to me — slow at first, my lips tight around the shaft, my tongue working the underside.

I took her deeper and she moaned, high and ragged, her hips twitching forward. I could hear Audrey murmuring against Sam's skin, could hear the wet sounds of Audrey's mouth on Sam's breasts.

The combination of those sounds and the taste filling my mouth and the ache in my own untouched cock was overwhelming.

Sam's breathing went staccato. Her thighs tensed against my hands and her grip in my hair turned desperate. "I'm going to—" she started, her voice cracking. "I can't — I'm⁠—"

I didn't pull back. I don't know why. I don't know if it was instinct or intention or just the simple refusal to stop something that felt, against every expectation I'd ever held about myself, right.

I took her deeper and she came with a sound that was almost a sob. Her cock pulsed against my tongue, hot and thick and flooding my mouth.

I swallowed. It was bitter and salty. It slid down my throat and I swallowed again. Sam shuddered above me, her fingers loosening in my hair. Her whole body went slack. Audrey held her upright from behind, arms wrapped around her waist, chin on her shoulder, eyes locked on me.

I stayed on my knees, breathing hard, my hands on Sam's trembling thighs. My cock was so hard it hurt.

"On the bed," Audrey said. Her voice had dropped into a register I only heard when she was past the point of thinking, running on pure instinct. "Hands and knees."

Sam climbed onto the bed. She moved like someone in a trance, her body loose and liquid from the orgasm, her skin flushed dark across her chest and stomach.

She settled on all fours in the center of the mattress, her back arched, her knees apart. Her cock hung heavy and spent between her thighs, still thick, starting to stiffen again already.

Audrey opened the drawer of the bedside table and pulled out a bottle of lube. She pressed it into my hand without a word, her fingers closing over mine for a second, her eyes holding mine. She didn't need to explain. The weight of the bottle in my palm told me everything about what she wanted.

Then she moved to the bed. She lay back against the pillows and slid her hips forward, positioning herself underneath Sam. Her legs opened, her knees bent on either side of Sam's shoulders. Sam looked down at her.

Audrey reached up and tucked Sam's hair behind her ears. "Lick me," Audrey said.

Sam lowered her mouth and Audrey's eyes fluttered shut. A moan rolled out of her, low and broken, and her hand went to the back of Sam's head. Sam's tongue moved in slow, flat strokes. Audrey's hips lifted off the mattress and her fingers twisted in Sam's hair.

I uncapped the lube.

My hands were steady, which surprised me. Something had shifted in the last ten minutes, some internal argument that I'd been having with myself for days had finally gone quiet. I slicked my cock thoroughly, the lube cool against the heat of my skin.

I climbed onto the bed behind Sam.

She was open and exposed and impossibly beautiful. The narrow taper of her waist. The dark cleft between her cheeks. I put one hand on her lower back and she arched deeper, pressing back toward me, and a moan escaped her mouth against Audrey's body.

I positioned the tip of my cock against her puckered hole and pushed forward.

The resistance was immediate — tighter than anything I'd felt before, a hot ring of pressure that gripped the head of my cock and held it. Sam gasped and her whole body went rigid, her fingers clawing at the sheets on either side of Audrey's hips.

I stopped and waited, my hand stroking her back. She breathed out slowly, and I felt her body soften, opening around me in increments.

I pushed deeper. Inch by inch, feeling her stretch to take me, her breath coming in sharp little hitches that vibrated against Audrey's skin.

When I was fully inside her, the heat was overwhelming — tight, slick, clenching around me in rhythmic pulses. I held still and let her adjust, my thumbs tracing circles on her hips.

"Keep going," Sam whispered, her mouth still pressed against Audrey. "Please."

I pulled back slowly and pushed in again. Sam moaned into Audrey's pussy, and Audrey's back arched off the pillow.

The chain reaction was intoxicating. Every thrust I made drove Sam's mouth harder against Audrey, and every sound Audrey made sent Sam pressing back against me.

The three of us locked into a rhythm that felt less like something we'd decided and more like something that was happening to us.

I fucked her slowly at first. I wanted to feel everything — the clench and release of her body around my cock, the way her hips rocked back to meet me, the tremble in her thighs when I hit something deep inside her that made her cry out.

She was getting hard again, her cock swaying between her legs with each thrust, untouched and thickening. The sight of it — this girl on her hands and knees, taking me inside her while she ate my wife's pussy, her own cock heavy and dripping below her — was so far beyond anything I'd ever imagined wanting. It was so much better.

I went harder. Sam took it, pushing back, her moans muffled against Audrey. Audrey was loud now, louder than she ever was with me, her hips grinding against Sam's mouth, her hand fisted in Sam's hair. She looked past Sam's body and found my eyes. The expression on her face was wrecked — flushed, open, her lips swollen from biting them, tears still drying on her cheeks.

"Don't stop," she said.

Audrey came first. Her body seized, her thighs clamping around Sam's head, a sound tearing out of her.

Sam came next, her cock pulsing untouched, spilling onto the sheets beneath her. Her ass clenched around me so hard I saw stars. She moaned against Audrey's thigh.

I followed. The orgasm hit me from the base of my spine and pulled me under, and I buried myself inside Sam and held her hips and came in long, wrenching pulses that emptied me completely. My vision went dark at the edges. My arms gave out and I folded forward over Sam's back, my forehead pressed between her shoulder blades, my breath hot against her skin.

I pulled back and watched as Sam collapsed beside Audrey. Audrey slid to the side, creating space for me to lay between them.

Audrey was curled against my left side with her hand on my chest, her breathing slow and even, and Sam was on my right with her head on my shoulder, her fingers resting lightly on my stomach.

After a few minutes of silence, Sam shifted. She sat up carefully, pulling away from me like she was trying not to wake anyone, and swung her legs off the side of the bed. I watched her reach for her underwear on the floor, her bare back narrow and beautiful in the low light, the knobs of her spine casting tiny shadows.

"Where are you going?" Audrey said.

Sam looked over her shoulder. "I figured I should—" She paused, one hand holding the underwear, the other braced against the mattress. "I didn't want to overstay."

There was something in her voice I recognized from the night she'd told us. That preemptive retreat, the instinct to leave before being asked to leave.

"Stay," Audrey said.

Sam looked at me. She always looked at me when it mattered, like I was the variable she couldn't predict. Audrey was warmth and certainty. I was the question she kept checking.

I reached over and took the underwear out of her hand and dropped it on the floor.

"Stay," I said.

She let out a breath. Then she lay back down, settling into the space between us this time, her back against my chest, her head fitting neatly below my chin. Audrey shifted closer on the other side and draped an arm across Sam's waist, her fingers brushing my hip.

Sam was quiet for a long time. I could feel her heartbeat against my chest, still faster than resting, still coming down. Audrey traced slow circles on Sam's arm, her fingertip following the same path over and over, and Sam's breathing gradually matched the rhythm.

"I've never felt this normal after telling someone," Sam said. Her voice was small and clear in the dark room. "Usually, I leave and I feel like I've given something away that I can't get back. Like I'm less, somehow." She paused. "I don't feel less right now."

Audrey's arm tightened around her. She pressed a kiss to Sam's shoulder, then another, then rested her lips there.

"You're not less," Audrey said against her skin. "You're not less of anything."

I didn't say anything. I pressed my mouth to the top of Sam's head and breathed in — cocoa butter and sweat and the lingering trace of the perfume she'd put on. She tilted her head back slightly, pressing into the contact, and I felt her body relax one more degree.

Audrey reached up and turned off the lamp.

I didn't know what this meant for who I was, for the neat categories I'd always assumed I fit inside, for the story I'd been telling myself about what I wanted and who I wanted it with.

But I knew what I felt, lying in that bed with both of them. I felt full.

Sam's breathing deepened. Her body went heavy against mine, the way people go heavy when they truly let go, and I knew she was asleep. Audrey's thumb stroked the back of my hand once, twice, and then stilled.

I held on and then fell asleep.
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When she isn’t writing, she is (clumsily) attempting yoga and chatting with friends in her home, Vermont.
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