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Chapter One

Brunch

Faith

The curling wand lives in the second drawer with the cord still wrapped around the barrel the way I wound it up after Steph's wedding, which was two Novembers ago, and every morning I move it aside to get at the hair ties underneath. There used to be a whole thing I did. Sections, clips, the wand, a half hour of standing at this mirror in my underwear with the radio on, and I liked it, I liked being a person who did that.

Now it's wet hair and a claw clip and I'm out the door.

The clothes went the same way, only slower, so I never caught it happening. Everything in my closet is soft and forgiving and bought in eleven minutes at Target between the pharmacy and the pickup line. Leggings. That gray cardigan. A drawer of Luke's old t-shirts I've absorbed one by one until they're just mine. None of it is ugly. It's all fine. It fits the way a bath towel fits.

The strange part is I'm the same size I was at twenty two. Two more kids after Aiden and I came out the other side more or less intact. I run the neighborhood loop four mornings a week because it's the only forty minutes nobody talks to me, and there's a woman on YouTube I do pilates with in the living room whenever there's a gap between the school run and my shift, which is not as often as I'd like. That's it. That's the whole system.

And there is not one item in that closet that would tell you.

Downstairs, Ben has taken a position on crust and Nora has taken a position on Ben, and Aiden is standing in the open refrigerator in basketball shorts eating cold rotini out of the container with a serving spoon.

"Bowl," I say.

"It's the last of it."

"There's a bowl right there."

He shuts the fridge with his hip and takes the container with him and I let it go, the way I let most of it go now, because in nine weeks he'll be four hours away in a dorm and I'll have this kitchen and no reason to say the word bowl to anyone. The dorm checklist has been on the counter since May with the same three things unchecked. Twin XL sheets. Shower caddy. Something called a mattress topper that costs more than my first car did.

Luke comes through with his laptop bag already on his shoulder, kisses the top of Nora's head, then the top of mine, same kiss, same order, the way you'd tap two things on a list.

"You've got Thursday," he says.

"You've got Thursday. I've got Friday."

"Did I say Thursday?"

"You said Thursday."

He's already looking at his phone. "Okay. Friday."

He is a good man. Luke was nineteen when I told him I was pregnant, and he did not blink, and he took the job at his uncle's and he has gone to that job every day since for eighteen years and never once made me feel like I cost him anything.

At the clinic I run scheduling and billing three days a week, and the work is mostly a phone and a screen and the same handful of sentences said to people who are in too much pain to hear them. There's a moment I've started to notice on the days I open. Patients come through the door and their eyes go across me the way your eyes go across a parked car. Not rudeness. There's nothing to be rude about. I'm the desk.

Home by four, dinner by six, Ben in the bath by seven thirty while Nora reads at the top of the stairs so she can pretend she's not listening to us. Aiden's car pulls out around eight and doesn't come back till after we're down. Luke falls asleep on the couch during the second half of whatever we've put on, one hand heavy on my knee, and I sit there under it and let the room go quiet.

My phone lights up on the arm of the couch.

I'm in town Saturday. Danny has a thing and I'm not sitting in a hotel. Brunch. I refuse to be told no.

Maria. Seven years since she moved. Seven years of Christmas texts and liking each other's pictures, which is not the same as anything.

I type yes three times and delete it twice before I send one.

* * *

She's on the patio already when I get there, standing up out of her chair with both arms out, and the first thing I think is not generous.

The top is black and it is cut very low and there is a great deal of her in it. She has her sunglasses pushed up in her hair and she is thirty six years old with a fourth grader and she is dressed for brunch at eleven in the morning like the patio is a rooftop bar in a city we don't know people in. My eyes go to her chest before I can stop them and then away too fast, and while she's hugging me I'm thinking, well, all right, Maria.

And I can't stop looking at her. My eyes keep going back mid-sentence, while she's talking about her sister, down and then up again, and I put them on the menu, the parking lot, my own hands, and a minute later they've gone right back to her. I’m thankful that I’m wearing sunglasses. Her boobs move when she laughs. She's got that top cut so low there's a shadow between them and the sun keeps finding it. I've known this woman since we were teenagers. I don't want anything from her. But I've looked at her boobs more in the last hour than I've looked at my own in a year, and if it's doing that to me, over eggs, then it's doing it to anyone that sees her.

We order and she gets a mimosa and tells me to get one.

"It's eleven."

"That's the entire point of a mimosa," she says.

I get one.

Then it's the fast part, the part where you talk over each other, her house, her sister, Danny's promotion, the woman we both worked with at the restaurant who married a man with a boat and got strange about it. Nora's swim lessons. Ben's ear thing. Aiden's graduation, and Maria puts her hand flat on the table when I say it.

"Stop."

"I know."

"Aiden. Aiden is going to college." She sits back. "I held that baby in the hospital, Faith. I was eighteen and I was terrified of him."

"You cried."

"I did not cry."

"You cried in the hallway and told me I was going to be so good at it."

Maria looks at me for a second longer than she needs to, and then she picks up her glass. "You were," she says. "You were, though."

The waiter comes back to the table twice more than he needs to. She doesn't seem to clock it. I clock it for both of us, and I keep clocking it, and I can't work out why it bothers me.

Somewhere in the second drink we get to husbands, because you always do.

"Danny's fine. Danny alphabetized the garage last month like it was a hobby." She tears a corner off her toast and doesn't eat it. "We're good, though. We're stupidly good. Twelve years and he's like a teenager about me, it's actually a problem, I have to schedule him around Mateo's practices."

I laugh and it comes out crooked and she catches it. Maria has always caught everything.

"What?" she asks.

"Nothing."

"Faith."

"We're fine." I turn my fork over on the napkin. "Everybody's fine."

She waits. Twenty years of friendship and she knows that quiet works on me and she's never been above using it.

"When was the last time you and Danny went somewhere?" I ask. "Just the two of you, gone. Overnight."

"You're answering a question with a question."

"I'm asking."

"Six weeks ago, Louisville, and don't think I didn't notice what you just did." She sets down her glass. "Now you."

I do arithmetic I already know the answer to. "Steph's wedding."

"Which was?"

"Two years ago. November."

"And in between?"

"In between is two kids and a work schedule and a senior with a car." My voice comes out flatter than I intend and I hear it. "It's not a crisis. Nobody's unhappy. We're tired, that's all, everybody our age is tired."

What I don't tell her is that it isn't the tired. It's that when we do, it's a Saturday, and it's dark, and it takes about as long as unloading the dishwasher, and afterward he says something kind and rolls over and I lie there staring at the ceiling fan with my heart going for no reason I can name. Two years since either of us said a word about it out loud. Maybe longer. It's the only subject in eighteen years we've both agreed to leave alone.

Maria doesn't push. She turns her glass by the stem and nods slowly, like I've handed her something she's held before.

"I had that," she says.

"You did not."

"Three years ago. Bad." She flattens her hand and tips it. "We weren't fighting. That was the worst part, there was nothing to point at. We were two people running a household like we were roommates" She looks up. "You know what got me? It wasn't him. I'd go through an entire day, grocery store, school pickup, the gym, and not one person's eyes stopped on me. Not one. I was furniture. I felt invisible."

The word goes through me like cold water.

Eighteen years and I have never had a word for it, and she just set it on the table between the bread and the check like it's nothing, like it's a thing anyone might say on a patio at noon while the couple behind us argues about parking.

"Yeah," I say, and my voice doesn't come out right, and she hears that too and lets it go by.

"So what fixed it?"

"Nashville." She shrugs, and the shrug is what does it, how small she makes it. "We dumped Mateo at Danny's mother's and went for a weekend to reset. And Danny bought me a top. Which was insane on multiple levels, he doesn't know my size, he doesn't know anything, but he'd been thinking about it apparently for a while."

"And you wore it?"

"I wore it out on Broadway on a Friday night and I nearly threw up in the elevator going down." She laughs. "The first hour was miserable. I stood with my arms crossed like a nun. And then at some point I stopped, I don't know why, and people looked, and it went straight through me. All the way through. Like something coming back on after a power cut." She turns her glass again. "I hadn't been looked at in ten years, Faith. I forgot what it does to your body."

"And Danny?"

"Danny lost his mind. He spent the whole night watching other men look at me and by midnight he could barely talk." She grins into her drink. "We did not behave ourselves in that elevator. You asked."

"I did ask."

"It stuck, is the thing." She isn't being funny now. "The weekend was a weekend. What changed is after. I threw out half my closet. I dress like this now and I did not dress like this before, and my husband cannot keep his hands off me, and I like the woman I see in the mirror for the first time since my twenties." She glances down at herself, then back at me, perfectly matter of fact. "I sent him a picture from the car before I came in here. Just, this is what I'm wearing to brunch. He's in a conference room right now trying to concentrate and he can't, and I know he can't, and I've got another three hours of that before I see him. It's the best part of my week and I'm sitting here having a mimosa."

"What did he say back?"

Maria pulls her phone out. "He isn't typing full sentences at this point."

She turns the screen toward me for about a second before she takes it back, and it isn't a text. It's a photo of my friend's husband taken from above, sitting at a desk in gray work pants, and there's no mistaking what I'm looking at. One word under it. Fuck.

"You asked,” Maria says, looking genuinely pleased with herself.

“You are a menace,” I say laughing.

I get my water and drink some of it. I'm thinking about my husband. The idea of Luke at his desk, in the middle of his day, in that condition, over me. I can't remember the last time I did anything to him at all. I put my glass down because my hand isn't quite steady and I don't want her to see it.

The waiter comes and Maria has the card on the tray before I’ve got my bag off the back of the chair.

“It’s fun," Maria says as she signs the bill. “And it’s done more for us than the four sessions with the therapist, and those were two hundred a pop."

She stands and pulls her sunglasses down and looks at me over the top of them. "You've had the body for it forever and you've never once used it," she says. "Get your keys. We're going to the mall."


Chapter Two

The Mall

Faith

I say no in the parking lot and I say it again at the light on Manchester, and both times it comes out of me sounding like a formality.

"I have to get the kids at five."

"It's one o'clock."

The truth is that Luke's mother has both of them until five, that Aiden is at the pool where he works until close, and that my Saturday is a wide open stretch of nothing I was going to spend at Kroger. Maria knows all of that because I told her at the table.

She's already got her blinker on for the mall exit.

* * *

The store is the kind I haven't been inside in years, all white racks and a playlist and a girl at the counter who is barely out of high school and greets us with real enthusiasm.

Maria goes through it like she's shopping for someone else. She doesn't browse. She pulls things off the racks in a straight line down the wall and hangs them over her forearm, and every so often she holds one up against me without asking and puts it back or keeps it.

"No."

"You haven't looked at it."

"I've looked at it. That's a bra, Maria."

"It's a bodysuit."

"Practically a bra."

She adds it to the pile.

I get put in a stall at the end with a curtain that doesn't quite reach the wall, and she takes the one next to me, and I stand there for a while holding six hangers and not doing anything at all.

The first one is a cream halter with buttons down the front, and it isn't even the worst thing she picked. I have it on before I look up. Then I look up.

I don't own anything that does this. My shoulders are bare and there's a line of skin down the middle of me all the way to the bottom of my ribs, and the halter holds my boobs up and together into something I have not seen on my own body in a very long time. I turn a little. I turn back. My stomach is flat, my arms are tone, and I'm looking at a woman I knew a long time ago.

"Out," Maria says through the wall.

"No."

"Faith."

"I'm not walking out there."

"Then take a picture."

"Of what?"

"Of you." A pause. "Send it to Luke."

I laugh at that, and the laugh sounds wrong, high and thin, and it doesn't come back at me from her side.

"I'm serious," she says.

"He's at work."

"So is Danny."

I stand there with my phone in my hand for a long moment. Then the curtain goes back and Maria's arm comes through, palm up, and I've handed her the phone before I've finished deciding to.

She steps in. She doesn't say anything about how I look, which somehow makes it worse. She backs me toward the mirror with a hand on my shoulder and takes two, one from a little above and one straight on, and then she gives the phone back and pulls the curtain shut behind her.

The second photo is not a photo of a woman in a shirt. My chin is down and my hair is over one shoulder and the light in here does something to the shadow between my breasts, and I look at it much longer than I want to admit and I can feel my own breathing.

I send it before I can think about it. Then I put the phone face down on the bench and sit next to it with my hands in my lap like a woman waiting on test results.

It buzzes almost immediately.

Luke: Where are you right now

That's all it says. No punctuation. I know exactly what that means, because I've been married to this man since we were nineteen and Luke punctuates grocery lists.

Faith: The mall. With Maria.

Luke: Is that new

Faith: She made me try it on

The dots come and go twice before anything arrives.

Luke: Babe you look unbelievable. I can’t even focus here.

I sit on that bench and read it again, and something opens up under my sternum and spreads out warm through my whole chest, because I have rattled him. I have been putting the same woman in front of this man every night for eighteen years, and I just took him apart with a picture from a fitting room.

Faith: Sorry lol

Luke: haha never be sorry for that

* * *

The second round I pick myself.

I don't announce it, even to me. I go through what's left on the hook, and I skip the two safe ones, and I take the black bodysuit with the neckline that goes down past where a neckline should go.

Getting into it is a project. When I've got it on I stand there and my nipples are perfectly visible through it, the shape of them, everything, and my first reaction is a hard flat no. My second is to reach for my phone.

Maria's phone is going constantly on the other side of the wall. I can hear the little sound of it over and over, and her laughing once, low, at something I can't see.

"How's Danny?" I call.

"Danny is suffering," she says. "Danny is having the worst and best day of his month."

Then my phone buzzes and it's her, and it's a photo, and I open it standing there in that bodysuit with my heart going.

It's Maria in the next stall in something red with almost nothing to it. She's got one hand down flat against her stomach with her fingers under the waistband, her head tipped back against the wall, lips parted, looking into the camera through her lashes like she's already halfway somewhere. It is not a picture of an outfit. It's a picture of a woman doing something for her husband on purpose from across town.

Like that, she's written. Stop taking pictures of the shirt.

I look at it again. I'm aware of doing it, and I'm aware of the patio this morning and my sunglasses, and I put the phone down and pick it back up and I take the picture the way she took it. Chin down. One shoulder turned. My hand flat on my own stomach, not quite where hers is. Not smiling.

Luke's reply comes back in seconds now. He isn't putting the phone in his pocket anymore. He's holding it.

Luke: Jesus christ

Luke: Faith

Luke: Are you in a fitting room right now

Faith: Yes

Luke: Take another one

* * *

"Come out," Maria says. "Once. That's all I'm asking. I can't tell you anything about it through a curtain."

That's the argument that gets me, because it's practical, and because I want to know.

I put the cream halter back on and I come out with my arms half crossed, and I stand on the little raised platform in front of the three way mirror, and I hate the first part of it entirely.

"Drop your arms."

I drop them.

"Faith." She's got a hand over her mouth. "Oh, that's not fair. That's actually not fair. You look like you're twenty six."

"Stop it."

"I'm not being nice to you. I'm annoyed with you." She circles around behind me and hooks two fingers into the neckline of the halter, pulls it out and down a little and settles it, and her knuckles brush the inside of my boobs doing it, and I hold very still for longer than I need to. "There. That's how it's supposed to sit."

And that's when I see them in the mirror.

Two of them, out on the bench where boyfriends and husbands sit with bags between their feet, waiting on somebody. College age. Phones out. The one on the left has his head down and the other one has his eyes on me.

He isn't glancing. He's staring at my tits, openly, from the bench, and I stand there and let him.

I look away. Then I look back in the mirror to check, and he hasn't moved, he's still on me, and I look away again and my face is burning, and then I look back a third time and it's the same. He's not embarrassed. He's not going to stop. He says something out of the side of his mouth to his friend without taking his eyes off me and his friend looks up.

And I don't move. I stand on a lit box in front of a wall of mirrors in a shirt that shows most of my tits and let a college kid barely older than Aiden stare at my body, and the whole time my face is on fire and my feet stay exactly where they are.

Maria says something about the fit. I don't hear it.

Then I'm off the platform and back through the curtain with it pulled shut in my fist before I've decided to do any of it.

* * *

I sit down on the bench in the stall with my back against the wall.

My heart is going hard enough that I put my hand flat on my chest. My face is hot. There's a heavy pulling ache low in me that I have not had in the middle of a Saturday afternoon in years, and my hands aren't steady.

He was staring at my tits and I just stood there.

The phone buzzes against my thigh.

Luke: Tell me what you have on now

Faith: The first one. The cream one.

Luke: Are you alone

Faith: Yes

Luke: Is anyone else in there

Faith: Maria. Next stall.

The dots go for a while.

Luke: I want to see your tits

I read it four times. Luke doesn't talk like this. Luke has never once talked like this, not in the dark, not on an anniversary, not ever, and here it is on my screen in the middle of a Saturday afternoon.

Faith: Luke

Luke: Do it

And I do it.

I stand up and face the mirror and unhook the halter on one side and let it fall away from my breast, and my nipple is hard enough to hurt, and I take the picture with my hand still in the frame holding the fabric back. I send it and sit straight back down like the bench is the only thing holding me up.

Luke: Fuck baby. I can't go anywhere. The intern is here. I'm sitting at my desk

Faith: Then don't look at it

Luke: I'm looking at it

Faith: What's it doing to you?

I have never typed a sentence like that in my life.

Luke: What do you think it's doing to me? Im so hard I can't stand up. I've been like this since your first pic

Faith: All because of me?

Luke: Of course because of you. You have no idea what you're doing to me right now

And I don't decide to do the next thing. My hand is already there, under the waistband of my jeans, and when I get to myself I make a sound out loud, because I'm soaked. More than I can remember being. It doesn't make any sense to me. Nothing has happened. I put on a shirt, and a kid on a bench stared at me, and my husband is hard at his desk across town, and I'm sitting in a fitting room with my hand down my pants and my head tipped back against a wall.

Two fingers. Slow at first and then not slow at all. My mouth is open and I'm being quiet, which is its own kind of unbearable, and everything narrows down to the sound of my own breathing and the ache building faster than it has any right to and the picture in my head of that kid's eyes finding me and not leaving.

"How are we doing in there?" A voice, right outside the curtain. The girl from the counter. "Do you need a different size in anything?"

Everything in me stops at once.

"I'm good," I say, and my voice comes out wrong, and I clear my throat. "Thank you. I'm good."

"Okay. Just holler."

Her footsteps go away. I sit with my hand still where it is and my whole body ringing like a struck glass, right up against the edge of it and completely unable to get back there now, and after a while I take my hand out and hold it in the other one and just breathe.

The phone buzzes twice more on the bench. I don't pick it up yet.

* * *

Maria will not let me leave the cream halter and the black bodysuit on the return rack.

"I'm not going to wear them."

"I know."

"So why would I buy them?"

"Because you'll wear them for him at home," she says, lifting them off my arm, "and you'll take pictures in them when he's at work, and you're going to be a very happy woman about it." She's already walking to the register. "And because those two were the hottest things on you and I'm not letting you leave them in a store."

She pays for both of them before I can get my card out, and when I start to argue she doesn't turn around.

"You should go somewhere," she says. "Somewhere nobody knows you. That's all it takes, Faith, it isn't complicated. Out of town, one weekend, and you wear that halter out of the hotel room."

Out in the lot the heat comes up off the asphalt in waves. She puts her sunglasses on and looks at me over the top of them for a second longer than she needs to.

"You've got the look," she says.

"What look?"

"The one I had." She puts the bag in my hand. "It doesn't go away when you get home. Fair warning."


Chapter Three

Home Early

Faith

I'm at the light on Manchester going the other way when the phone lights up in the cup holder.

Luke: I'm leaving

Faith: Its 3:30

Luke: I know what time it is. Are you headed home?

Faith: Yes

Luke: Don't get the kids yet. I'll meet you at home

I put the phone back in the cup holder and drive the rest of the way with both hands on the wheel and the air conditioning up too high, and I can feel my pulse in my throat.

The house is empty and quiet. I stand in the kitchen with the bag from the mall still hanging off my wrist.

Then I go upstairs.

I don't debate it. My t-shirt comes off in the hallway and I've got the tags off the halter before I've talked myself into anything, and I put it on and get it sitting the way Maria set it, and I look at myself in the closet mirror in that top and my jeans and bare feet, and my hands are shaking and I like that they are.

I go back down and stand in the kitchen because I don't know what else to do with myself. I put a glass in the dishwasher. I take it back out.

His truck comes up the driveway too fast.

* * *

He comes through the door from the garage and stops with his keys still in his hand.

I have watched this man walk into this kitchen thousands of times. He does not stop. He talks before he's through the door, about traffic, about the game, about whatever he's carrying in, and he sets his keys in the bowl and goes to the fridge.

He stands there and doesn't say a single word, and his eyes come down my body and back up, and I have never in eighteen years been looked at like that in my own house.

"Hi," I say.

He drops the keys on the counter and misses the bowl entirely.

We don't make it upstairs. He has me against the counter with his mouth on mine and one hand already up under the halter, and I get his belt open with more coordination than I expect, and when I get my hand around his cock he makes a sound into my mouth like it hurts. He's so hard it's alarming. He's been like this all afternoon in a chair.

"Not here," I say against his jaw. "Windows."

He gets a hand under my thigh and I get the rest of the way up on him, and he carries me out of the kitchen and up the stairs, and neither of us says anything the whole way.

* * *

He puts me down on the bed and reaches for the halter and I catch his wrist.

"Leave it on."

Luke stops. His hand stays where I left it, and he looks at me, and something moves across his face that I don't have a name for yet.

"Yeah," he says. "Okay."

He gets my jeans off. When he puts his hand between my legs he stops again, and I watch it hit him, and he swears very quietly.

"You've been like this all day?"

"Yes."

"Since when?"

"Since the first one." My voice comes out low and unsteady. "Since before that."

He gets his mouth on my breast over the top of the halter, pushing the fabric aside with his chin, and I'm already coming up off the bed, and when he pushes his cock into me I hear myself make a noise I have not made in this house in years.

He goes slow for a few strokes and then he can't. Neither can I. I've got a fistful of the back of his shirt and my heels dug into the back of his legs and I'm saying his name into his shoulder like I'm asking him for something.

"Faith." He's talking against my neck, and he's fighting for it, and his voice is a mess. "Can I say something?"

"Say it."

"I don't know how to say it."

"Say it anyway."

He puts his forehead against mine and slows all the way down. I open my eyes and his are closed.

"The pictures," he says. "The pictures today. I need you to know it wasn't just, I mean it wasn't only that you looked incredible in them, you did, that's not." He stops. "I'm doing this badly."

"Keep going."

"It was where you were." He says it fast, like he's getting rid of it. "You were in a store. Out. There were people right on the other side of a curtain and you had that on and you sent it to me anyway, and I couldn't think about anything else. Not one other thing. All afternoon."

Heat rolls through me and I press up into him.

"And Marcus came in to ask me about a shipping form." His face is in my hair now, and I can hear how much he doesn't want to say this. "My phone was face up on the desk. He saw it, Faith. The first one. He saw it before I got it turned over."

I go still under him.

"The intern?"

"Yeah."

"He saw me?"

"He saw you." Luke's whole body has stopped. "And I felt sick about it. I did. For about a minute I felt sick, because it's you, and it's some college kid, and I never should have had it out." He swallows. "And then I was sitting there and I was still hard, and that was worse. It was so much worse after."

"Worse how?"

"Faith."

"Worse how, Luke?"

"I liked it," he says.

He says it into the pillow beside my head, barely out loud, and then he doesn't move at all, and I understand that he's waiting to find out what my reaction is going to be.

I get my hand around the back of his neck and I hold on.

"Yeah?" I say.

He lifts his head. He looks at me like he's checking whether he heard that right.

"Yeah," he says.

"Maria said we should go somewhere." My heart is going so hard I can barely hear myself. "Out of town. Somewhere nobody knows us. She said Nashville."

Luke starts moving again. Slowly, at first.

"Would you wear that out?" he says.

"Luke."

"There. Out on the street." He's picking up speed and his hand is fisted in the sheet next to my head. "That's what I'm asking you. Would you go out in that?"

"I don't know."

"Faith."

"I couldn't." It comes out of me thin and my hips are lifting into him and my body is calling me a liar with every single stroke. "I could never actually do that."

"But you'd want to."

"I didn’t say that."

"Picture it," he says. "Just imagine it. Walking down Broadway in this top. People everywhere. Eyes on you. Staring at your tits and you can feel it and they don't stop."

They already did. This afternoon, on a bench outside a store, and I stood there and let them.

I moan. I don't intend to and it doesn't matter, it's out of me, loud, and he hears it and his whole rhythm changes.

"We’re in a bar," he says, and he's grunting it now between breaths. "Standing there with a drink and in a room full of guys looking at my wife’s body, and I'm right there watching them do it."

"Oh God."

"Say you want it."

I can't get anything out. My hands are up over my head and I'm pushing back against the headboard and everything in me is winding up tight and fast.

"Say it." His mouth is at my ear. "Admit it. Tell me it turns you on to think about all those eyes on your body."

"Luke…fuck"

"Fuck…say it baby."

"Oh, fuck." It breaks out of me and I'm gone before I've finished saying it, clenching around him so hard it takes my voice. "Yes. Fuck…yes."

He drives into me twice more and buries himself and holds there, shaking, saying something into my shoulder that isn't words.

* * *

Afterward he's heavy on me and neither of us moves for a long time.

The room is orange from the window. Out on the street somewhere a lawn mower starts.

"We have to get the kids," he says into my collarbone.

"I know."

He still doesn't move. Then, after a while, in a completely ordinary voice, like he's talking about a repair estimate:

"We should book it."

"Book what?"

"Nashville. Let's actually do it."

I laugh. It comes out of me easy, and I put my hands in his hair and tip his head back so I can see his face.

"That was fantasy talk, baby."

"Was it?"

"Yes." I'm still smiling. "You know I'd never actually wear that out. Not in front of people. That was just for right now."

Luke looks at me a second longer than he needs to. Then he kisses me, once, and goes to find his jeans.

"Grab milk while you're out," I say.

After the truck backs down the driveway I take the halter off in the closet. There's a bin on the top shelf where things go when I'm done with them.

I hang it on the rod at the front instead.


Chapter Four

What Am I Doing

Faith

He tells me on Monday night while I'm loading the dishwasher.

"So I booked it."

I stop with a plate in my hand. "Booked what?"

"Nashville. Friday to Sunday." He's at the table with his laptop and he doesn't look up, which is how I know he's been sitting on it all day. "Hotel's right downtown. My mom can take Nora and Ben."

"Luke."

"It's a hotel room and a tank of gas." Now he looks up. "And I can cancel it. Faith, I mean that. I'll cancel it tonight and we never talk about it again, I'm not going to be weird about it."

He's got his hand flat on the table next to the laptop. He's nervous. My husband, who I have watched negotiate with a man about a transmission, is nervous in his own kitchen.

"It's just a weekend away," he says.

"It's just a weekend away," I agree.

Neither of us says anything else about it. He goes back to his laptop and I finish the dishwasher, and the whole time my heart is going like I've done something.

* * *

Wednesday I'm home before the kids and I don't plan any of it. I come up to change and the halter is right there on the rod at the front where I put it, and I take it off the hanger.

Nobody talks me into anything this time. Nobody hands me the camera. I take my time about it. The first one is just chin down and hair over my shoulder, the way Maria posed me. In the second I've got my hand up under my breast, pushing it higher in the fabric. In the third the halter is pulled to the side and my thumb is moving over my nipple and my mouth is open, and I look at that one for a long moment before I send all three.

Luke: fuck baby

Luke: You're going to kill me

Luke: I'm in a meeting and hard as fuck now

I sit down on the end of our bed with my knees together and my face burning, so pleased with myself I can hardly breathe.

He walks in at six thirty and doesn't kiss Nora on the head first, which he has done every single day since she could stand up. After the kids go down he takes the stairs behind me two at a time.

* * *

Thursday I text Maria, because this was her idea and she's going to lose her mind.

Faith: We're going to Nashville. Tomorrow.

Maria: SHUT UP

Maria: Was it him or you?

Faith: I floated the idea but then he booked it without asking.

Maria: Good man. You're bringing both tops

Faith: No

Maria: Faith

Faith: haha I'm not wearing those out

Maria: Then bring them for the room

Maria: Seriously. Put one on for him in that hotel with the door shut and nobody in the world seeing you but your husband. That's all I'm asking. Pack them for that.

Faith: ...maybe

Maria: Ok one more thing and then I’ll stop

Maria: You're going to put it on and be certain you can't wear it out. That feeling isn't a warning. It's just the last thing in the way. Ignore that feeling and it will be the best weekend ever for your marriage. Trust me

Faith: You don't understand, I actually can’t

Maria: One time. If you hate it you never do it again and I never bring it up as long as I live. I gotta run. Have the best weekend of your life

I read that sitting in the pickup line at the pool with Ben's wet towel in a heap on the seat beside me.

* * *

I pack Friday morning while Luke is out loading the cooler into the truck.

The sensible bag takes no time at all. Shorts, the blue sundress, sandals, my running things because I always bring them and never use them, the good jeans, two shirts I've had for years and the tight gray one I picked out myself while Maria was busy in the next aisle. I zip it and carry it as far as the top of the stairs.

Then I put it down and go back.

I stand in the closet with my hand on the halter and my keys still in the other one, and I think, what am I doing?

I'm thirty six years old. My oldest graduated in May. And I'm standing in my closet on a Friday morning packing a shirt so that strangers can look at my tits.

The thought is so clear and so unkind that it stops me where I stand.

Then I put it in the bag anyway, and I move the good jeans on top of it, hiding a shirt in my own suitcase from myself, like an idiot.

It's for the room, I tell myself, zipping it up. It's a bedroom thing. He can have it in the room and that's the end of it.

* * *

We drop Nora and Ben at Luke's parents' a little after nine and his mother tries to feed us and we get out of there anyway.

Aiden's still asleep when we leave. I write the list on the back of an envelope and put it under his phone charger. No people over past midnight. Text me tonight. There's money on the counter for food and it's for food.

It's the first time we've ever left him with the house.

* * *

Luke drives. We get out past the exchange and the traffic thins and he puts his hand on my knee the way he has since we were young and dating in my mother's Corolla.

The first couple of hours go easy. Ben's ear thing, whether it needs a specialist. Whether Aiden will actually text. He puts on the playlist he made years ago and neither of us changes a single song.

Then, somewhere past the river, it goes quiet.

Not a bad quiet. But my bag is in the back seat and both of us know what's in it, and neither of us has said a word about it since Monday, and the silence gets a texture.

He takes his hand off my knee to change lanes and puts it back.

"Can I ask you something?" he says.

"Yeah."

"Never mind."

"Luke."

"No, it's fine." He shakes his head at the road. "Forget it."

We cross into Tennessee in the early afternoon with the sun still high and the fields going by, and I sit with my hand over his and my whole body humming, and I watch the mile markers count down.


Chapter Five

Broadway

Faith

The room is on the ninth floor and there's a window that looks down at the top of a parking garage, which Luke apologizes for twice.

"It's a great room."

"The picture had a view."

"Luke. It's a great room."

He drops the bags and we stand there for a second like two people who have never been alone in a hotel before, and then he laughs at nothing and I laugh at nothing.

We go out and walk. That's all we do for a couple of hours. We get coffee we don't need and we go into a boot store and try on things for fun, and Luke puts a straw hat on my head and takes a picture of me in it that's genuinely terrible, and he sends it to Aiden, who doesn't reply.

Broadway in the daylight is just a street. Wide, hot, sticky underfoot, the bars all propped open with fans blowing out of them and somebody playing to a mostly empty room in every single one.

By the time we come back up to the room I'm in need of a break from the sun and my legs are tired but I'm happy.

* * *

I take both things out of the bag and lay them on the bed.

The halter is right there, on top of the good jeans where I buried it, and I pick it up and hold it for a second and then set it down on the chair by the window. Not away. Just on the chair.

The gray one I put on.

It's tight. That's the whole point of it, it was the point when I pulled it off the rack while Maria was two aisles over sorting through things that were mostly straps, and I remember thinking at the time that this was the version of it I could actually live with. Full coverage. It comes up to my collarbone.

It also fits me like a coat of paint.

I stand in front of the mirror in the little hallway by the bathroom and turn one way and then the other. You can see everything about my shape in it. Not skin. Just me, all of me, the line of my waist and my ribs and the whole front of me, and I look better in it than I have any right to at thirty six.

But it's a t-shirt. That's what I tell myself, and it happens to be true. It's a gray t-shirt and jeans and I can wear this to a bar in Nashville.

The bra is the only problem. Anything with a wire under it shows through the fabric like a diagram, so it's the seamless one or nothing, and nothing is not on the table, so it's the seamless one.

Luke comes out of the bathroom with his shirt half buttoned and stops.

"Wow."

"You like?"

"I love." He's still looking. "Faith. You look incredible."

He doesn't say anything about the halter on the chair by the window and neither do I.

* * *

At night the street is a completely different animal.

The heat is still coming up off the pavement but there's no sun in it anymore, and the neon is on, and every open door is throwing a different song out onto the sidewalk so that the music changes every twenty feet you walk. Bachelorette parties in matching sashes. A guy in a full rhinestone suit taking pictures for tips. It's loud and it smells like beer and fried food and the crowd moves like water.

Nobody here knows me.

Not one person on this street has any idea that I do scheduling at a physical therapy clinic, or that I have three kids, or that I taught Sunday school for two years when Nora was small. I could be anyone. I'm a woman in a gray shirt walking down Broadway with a man's hand on the small of her back.

And they look. I clock it about a block in, and then I can't stop clocking it. Not everyone, and not for long, but men's eyes come to me as we pass and drop and come back up, and it happens enough times that it stops being a coincidence.

I keep my chin up and I keep walking and my face is warm, and Luke's hand stays where it is.

* * *

We end up upstairs at a place we pick for stupid reasons. Luke hears the band from the sidewalk and stops walking, and the guy at the door says they've got a kitchen and a balcony, and Luke looks at me and I shrug, and that's the whole decision.

The food is fine and the beer is cold and the band is a four piece with a woman singing who is better than the room deserves. We get a table against the rail where we can see down onto the street.

And it's fun. It's actually fun.

Luke is funny. I forget that, at home, because at home he's tired and I'm tired and being funny takes energy neither of us has after eight o'clock. Here he's doing a running commentary on the bachelorette party at the next table over, deadpan, barely moving his mouth, and I'm laughing so hard I have to put my beer down.

The band plays something from the year we got married. I know every word. So does he, and he sings it directly at me across the table without a single ounce of shame and completely off key, and I put my hands over my face.

I tell him to come dance with me.

"No."

"One song." I've got hold of his wrist and I'm pulling. "Luke. One."

"You knew this about me." He isn't budging. He's laughing but he's got the same face he's had about this since we were nineteen, and his other hand comes up flat. "You knew before you married me. This is not a surprise development."

"You danced at our wedding."

"I moved side to side at our wedding. There's video. It's not dancing."

So I dance by myself next to the table for about thirty seconds like an idiot, and he watches me do it with his chin in his hand and this look on his face, and when I sit back down he pulls my chair over closer to his with me still in it and puts his hand on the back of my neck.

"You're having a good time," he says.

"I'm having a really good time."

"Good." He's quiet for a second. "We should do this more."

* * *

We move on down the street around eleven and end up in a place with a smaller bar and a better band, and it's crowded enough that we stand.

I've had three beers over a lot of hours and I'm nowhere near drunk. I'm loose. That's a different thing and I haven't been it in years, and it's the loose that makes me lean into Luke's shoulder and shout things in his ear that aren't worth shouting.

There's a mirror running the whole length of the wall behind the bottles.

I catch myself in it while I'm waiting for the bartender, and it takes me a second to work out what I'm looking at, and then I do.

The air conditioning in here is arctic. I've been standing under a vent. And in the mirror over all those bottles I can see the front of my gray shirt, and my nipples are hard and completely obvious through it, two little points, and I have absolutely no idea how long I've been standing in this bar like that.

I fold my arms. Then I understand that folding my arms is a thing people notice, so I unfold them and pick up my beer and hold it in front of me at an angle that does nothing at all.

There is no fixing this. That's what gets me. I can't put on a jacket I don't have and I can't go stand somewhere warmer without making a production out of it. I'm just going to be a woman in a bar with her nipples showing through her shirt for as long as we're in here.

My face is burning. And under that, way down under it, something else has started up that I don't want to look at directly.

Luke leans in. "I'm going to the bathroom."

"Okay."

"You good here?"

"I'm good."

He goes, and I turn around and put my back against the bar and watch the band.

* * *

"Okay, I have to ask." A guy comes up on my left with a beer in his hand. Late thirties, nice hair, and a kind of quiet confidence about him. "Is this band worth staying for or should I cut my losses?"

"They're good."

"Everybody says they're good."

"No, these ones are actually good." I turn a little toward him. "The girl on the fiddle knows what she's doing."

"I'll take your word for it." He puts his hand out. "Ryan."

"Faith."

"Faith." He nods like it's a reasonable answer. "You from here?"

"Missouri."

"Ohio. Here for a work thing that ended at four, so now I'm just a guy in a bar by himself on a Friday, which is exactly as fun as it sounds."

I laugh, and he grins at that, and he's easy about all of it. He's not standing too close. He's not doing anything with his eyes except looking at my face, mostly, which I notice specifically because of what my shirt is doing.

And it's nice.

That's the whole shameful truth of it. It is so nice. A man walked across a crowded bar because he wanted an excuse to talk to me. Not because I'm the desk. Not because he needs the schedule changed. He looked across a room at a woman and decided she was worth crossing the floor for, and the woman was me, and something inside my chest that has been folded up small for a very long time comes open all the way.

We talk for a minute about nothing. Ohio. The heat. Whether the pedal taverns should be legal.

"Can I buy you one of those?" he says, when my beer gets low.

"Oh." I put my hand up. "That's really nice of you. My husband's just in the bathroom, he'll be back in a second."

I say it without any drama and without apologizing, because it's true and because it's how I've always done this, and because Luke is going to walk out of that hallway any minute.

Ryan takes it beautifully. He doesn't deflate and he doesn't get weird.

"Well, there it is." He steps back half a step and lifts the beer. "Have a good weekend, Faith from Missouri."

"You too."

He goes back toward his friends. My face is hot and I'm smiling into my beer like a teenager, and I turn around toward the bar to get myself under control before Luke gets back.

* * *

Luke’s over by the corner of the bar where the hallway comes out, standing still, with people going around him. I don't know how long he's been there.

He sees me see him and he comes the rest of the way over, and he takes his spot next to me and puts his hand on my hip.

"Everything good?" I say.

"Yeah." He's looking at the band. "Yeah, everything's great."

But he isn't right. Something about him has gone quiet and tight, and when I lean into him he doesn't lean back the same way, and when I look up at his face he's got his jaw set and his eyes on the stage. Shit. He saw. He came out of that hallway and I was standing here laughing with some guy and my shirt doing what it's doing, and he saw the whole thing and now the night is ruined.


Chapter Six

The Ask

Faith

I make it through one more song.

"Can we go outside?"

He nods and puts his beer on the ledge and follows me out through the crowd, and the second we're on the sidewalk in that wall of heat I turn around and get out in front of it.

"He just came up to me."

"I know."

"I was standing there by myself and he asked about the band and I talked to him for a minute, and I told him about you the first chance I got. He offered to buy me a drink and I said my husband's in the bathroom." My arms are crossed and I can hear how I sound. "So if that's what this is, Luke."

"If that’s what what is?"

"You've been standing there like a statue for twenty minutes."

He opens his mouth and shuts it again.

That's the part that does it. If he'd said no right away I'd have believed him and we'd have gone back in and had another beer. Instead my husband stands on Broadway with his hands at his sides and doesn't say anything at all, and everything in me drops.

"Oh my God," I say. "You are mad."

"I'm not mad."

"Then say something."

"I'm trying to figure out how to say it."

"Just say it."

He looks off down the street. There's a guy on the corner playing a beat up guitar with the case open and a crowd of girls in sashes going by screaming about something, and Luke waits for all of it to pass.

We walk. Not toward anything. Down past the last of the open doors to where the neon runs out and the sidewalk gets dark and there's just parked cars and a closed sandwich place, and he stops there and puts his hands in his pockets.

"When I came out of the hallway," he says, "you were laughing."

"Luke."

"Let me get through it." He takes a breath. "You were laughing at something that guy said and you had your head tipped like this, and you were doing a thing with your voice. And I stood there and the first thing I felt was exactly what you'd expect. It went through me like a knife. I wanted to walk over there and put myself between you."

"So you were jealous."

"For about four seconds."

I wait.

"And then it turned into something else," he says. "And I don't know what to call it and I've been standing in that bar for the last half hour trying to figure out what's wrong with me."

Somewhere behind us the band we left starts up again, muffled through a wall. I’ve got my arms crossed again without noticing.

"What kind of something else?"

"You were lit up." He says it fast. "Faith, you were lit up. I could see it from across the room. And I stood there and I watched a total stranger look at my wife the way I looked at you when we were nineteen, and the thing I couldn't get past is that I could see you again. Like I was seeing you from outside. Like I was some guy at the bar who just noticed you."

My arms come uncrossed. I don't decide to do it.

"I've been married to you my whole adult life," he says. "And somewhere in there I stopped looking at you. Not on purpose. You just get used to somebody. You see them a thousand times a day and you stop seeing them."

He shakes his head.

"And then that guy walked up to you and you switched on. And I'm standing in the back of the room going, I know her. That's who she was. I haven't seen her since we were dating."

Neither of us says anything.

"So no," he says. "I'm not mad."

I am so relieved I could sit down on this curb. It comes up through me all at once and takes my shoulders down with it, and I put my hand flat on his chest and I'm about to say something ordinary and warm and let the whole thing go.

"Would you do something?" he says.

"Do what?"

"Never mind."

"Luke."

"No, it's a stupid idea, I shouldn't have. Let's go back in."

"You don't get to do that." I've got a fistful of his shirt now. "You do not get to walk me all the way down a dark street and then say never mind. What?"

He rubs the back of his neck. He looks at the sandwich place. He is thirty seven years old and he has the exact face he had at seventeen when he asked me to homecoming in a school parking lot.

"Would you go into the next place without me?" he says.

I don't say anything.

"Just walk in. On your own." It's coming out of him in pieces now, and fast, like if he stops he won't start again. "And I'd come in after, and I'd sit somewhere else, and I'd just. Be in the room. And you'd be there by yourself."

"By myself."

"Yeah."

"Why?"

"Because I want to see it again," he says.

I take my hand off his shirt.

I feel the whole night reorganize itself behind me. The walk down Broadway with his hand on my back. The way he wouldn't stop looking at me in the hotel room. The truck, and the question he never finished asking.

"So you want me to pretend I'm not married to you?" I say.

"No."

"That's what you're asking."

"That's not what I'm asking." He puts both hands up. "Keep the ring on. Faith, I mean that, I don't want it off, I'm not asking you to lie about me to anybody. Somebody comes up to you, you tell them whatever you want. You told that guy tonight."

"Then what am I pretending?"

"That I'm not across the room watching. That you are out alone."

My throat goes tight.

"That's all it is," he says. "You just don't say I’m there."

I stand there on that sidewalk in a gray shirt with my arms at my sides and I make myself ask the question underneath all of it, because if I don't ask it now I'll be asking it at three in the morning in a hotel bed.

"Am I not enough for you anymore?" My voice does something in the middle of it. "Is that what this is?"

"What?"

"Because I know how this goes, Luke. This is how it starts. You get me doing this and then in six months it's fair is fair, and you're the one at a bar somewhere."

Luke's face comes apart.

"That's not," he says. "Faith. No. God, no."

"Then explain it to me."

"I got hard watching you." It comes out of him flat and fast, like he's dropping something heavy. "That's the answer. I stood in the back of that bar and watched you flirt with some guy and I got hard, and I wanted you so bad I couldn't think straight. That's what this is. There's no other woman in it. There's never been another woman in it."

We don't say anything for a while.

Then he takes my hand and we start walking back toward the noise, and that would have been the end of it. He'd have let it go. I know him and he'd have never brought it up again, and we'd have gone back in and had a beer and gone up to the room and had a very good night and driven home Sunday.

We get about a block.

"Okay," I say.

He stops walking.

"What?"

"I said okay." My heart is going so hard I can feel it in my ears. "One place. One drink. That's it. And you have to be where I can see you." I turn and point at him with my finger actually in his chest. "I don't care about the rest of it, I don't care if I'm not supposed to look, I need to know where you are. If I can't find you I'm walking out."

"You'll be able to find me."

"And if I want to leave, we leave. I don't have to explain it and you don't get to be disappointed."

"Deal."

"Say it."

"If you want to leave, we leave," he says. "I swear to God."

I stand there and look up at my husband on a sidewalk in Nashville and my hands are shaking and my whole body has gone light, and I have no idea whether I've just done something wonderful or something I'm going to be paying for.

"Okay," I say again, mostly to myself.

He kisses me. Right there in the middle of the sidewalk with people going around us both ways, and he does it like he means to leave a mark on the night, and when he lets go of me I have to put a hand on his arm to get my balance.

"There's a place two doors up," he says.


Chapter Seven

Alone

Luke

She goes in first. I stand across the street outside a boot shop and count to sixty like an idiot, and then I go in after her.

The place is two rooms deep with a band on a little stage at the back and a horseshoe bar in the middle. She's found a spot at the far corner of it with her back mostly to me. I get a beer I don't want and take a high top along the wall where the room opens up, and from there I can see three quarters of her. Her profile. Her hands. The whole front of her when she turns to look at the stage.

She's got her phone out already.

Faith: I feel so dumb

Faith: I look like someone's mom who got left behind by her group

Faith: Everyone in here is 25

Luke: You look incredible

Faith: Nobody is going to approach me. That guy earlier was a fluke. He was bored and I was the closest person with a pulse.

Faith: 20 minutes and then we’re leaving and you owe me

I put the phone face down and drink my beer and watch my wife not understand what's happening in this room.

Because it's already started. She has no idea. There's a guy at the service end who has looked over four times since I sat down. There are two by the stage doing that thing where you angle your body toward something and pretend you're talking to your friend. A man walks the length of the bar to get to a bathroom that's on the other side of the building.

She's standing there with her elbow on the bar in that gray shirt, chin up, working very hard at looking like a person who wants to be alone, and the entire room has noticed her.

* * *

The kid takes ten minutes.

He's down at the far end with two friends, all three of them young enough that I check for wristbands. Skinny, tall, hair he's done something to. He clocks her about a minute after she gets her drink and then spends the next stretch of his life trying to solve the problem.

He gets off his stool once. Gets about four feet. Turns around and goes to the bathroom instead.

I actually laugh into my beer.

His friends are killing him. I can't hear a word of it and I don't have to, it's all in the mannerisms. One of them keeps pointing at her with the whole hand, like a man indicating a vehicle he'd like to purchase. The kid keeps shaking his head.

He gets up again. Sits back down.

And somewhere in there I stop being a guy watching a stranger and start being a guy who has a horse in this race, because I have been exactly where he is. I was seventeen and it was a parking lot and it took me two months, and I would not trade the rest of my life for anything.

Go, I'm thinking. Go now, she's not doing anything, she's looking at her phone, go.

He goes.

He comes up on her left and says something and I watch my wife turn around and give this kid the full attention of her face, and I see the exact moment he realizes he's still alive.

It goes on longer than I expect. She's laughing at some point. She says something that makes him laugh, and he does that hand-through-the-hair thing, and then his friends are watching and he's clearly aware his friends are watching and it's making everything worse.

Then she says something with her ring hand up and he nods a lot, and he backs off, and he walks the entire length of that bar back to his friends with the posture of a man who has done a hard thing and survived.

The phone goes off in my hand.

Faith: LUKE

Faith: He asked what I was drinking and then couldn't hear my answer and just said "same" to the bartender

Faith: He is 22. He told me. Unprompted. 22!

Luke: Haha. I saw you show him the wedding ring. Poor guy.

Faith: Yeah. He said "oh word" and asked if you were cool. I said very haha

Faith: Oh my god I want to buy him a sandwich

I'm sitting at a high top by myself grinning like a lunatic.

Faith: Ok that's my one drink and my one guy. Come get me.

Luke: Coming

I'm off the stool and then see another guy that is approaching her.

He just entered with two other guys, and he's most of the way to the bar before he changes course, and he does the whole thing in about four seconds flat. No lap of the room. No working up to it.

I sit back down.

He's young. Probably the same age as that other kid but built like somebody who does something with his body for a living or for fun, forearms, shoulders, a backwards cap and a jaw, and I'm not a man who evaluates other men but there's no work involved here. He's the best looking guy in this building by a distance and he knows it in the completely confident way that only happens at that age.

Faith turns around.

And I watch her face do the thing.

It's small. Nobody in this room would catch it but me, and I've been looking at that face since it was seventeen years old. Her chin comes up. Her eyebrows go, just barely. She has a look she gets when something has landed and she's decided not to show it, and she is wearing it right now at a bar in Nashville while a kid closer to my son’s age than to mine leans on the rail beside her.

She doesn't tell him about me.

I'm watching for it. She showed the first kid her ring and she told that other guy at the last bar, and now she's four or five minutes into this and her mouth hasn't made the shape of the word husband once.

I text her.

Luke: Still want to head out?

I watch her notice it. The phone's face up on the bar next to her drink and it lights the whole thing up, and she glances down at it without moving her head much, and she reads it.

Then she puts her hand flat on top of it and turns back to him.

Something goes through my chest and I don't have a name for it. It's that drop you get on a rollercoaster, the one in your stomach, except it's higher up and it doesn't stop.

And my cock is fully hard in my jeans and there’s nothing I can do about it. Watching her ignore my text while she flirts with a guy I could never compete with.

He says something to the bartender without breaking eye contact with her. She puts her hand up, no, no, and he says something else and she laughs and stops arguing, and the bartender takes her empty and makes her another one.

She asked me to come get her 10 minutes ago. Now she’s got a fresh drink in her hand that she let him buy her.

After that I stop being able to look away for even a second.

They talk for a long time. I don't hear a syllable of it. What I get is a silent film of my wife at a bar with a young man, and it turns out you can read absolutely everything from across a room if you know the woman.

She laughs at something with her whole face and puts her hand on his forearm. It stays there for a second longer than it needs to. She takes it back and does the thing with her hair.

He leans on his elbow so his head is level with hers and she doesn't move back.

She's talking with her hands, which she does when she's happy. She's tucking her hair. At one point she looks down at the bar and smiles at it, and I know that one too, that's the one she does when somebody's told her something about herself that she likes and doesn't believe.

And then, at some point, she shifts and turns and I get the front of her.

Her nipples are hard. Right through that shirt, both of them, and there's no air conditioning vent over that end of the bar.

Some part of me wants up off this stool and to walk over there. It's a small part and it's losing badly. What I want is for him to keep going. I want to know how far she'll let this go, and I want to be sitting right here when she does it, and my hands aren't steady on the bottle.

He says something and she puts her head back and laughs at the ceiling.

* * *

He picks up her phone.

He does it without asking. Just reaches over, takes it off the bar, and holds it out toward her face to unlock it, casual as anything, saying something the whole time with a grin on him.

And she lets him.

She's got her hand half up. It comes back down. She's saying something, and she's shaking her head a little, and she's smiling, and she doesn't take her phone back. He's typing with both thumbs. Then he taps once more, and I know exactly what that was, because his own phone goes off in his pocket a second later and he checks it and smiles.

He's got her number and now she's got his.

She takes the phone back.

And her eyes come up and across the room and find me.

She hasn't looked at me once, not since he walked through that door, and now she's looking straight at me over her shoulder with her phone in her hand and this kid still talking to her.

She's embarrassed. There's color all the way up her neck and into her face.

Underneath that, and I would know it anywhere, and it takes the floor out from under me, she is turned on out of her mind.

She holds it a second longer than she should. Then she turns back to him, and I watch her tell him about me.

My husband.

Carter straightens up off the bar. He nods a few times. He's completely graceful about it, no shift in him at all, and he says something that makes her laugh one more time, and then he lifts his beer and goes back to his friends without so much as a glance around the room.

He never looks in my direction. She didn’t mention I was in the bar.

My phone goes off in my hand and I nearly drop it.

Faith: I'm going to head outside. Meet me out there.

Luke: Will do

I give it a minute. Then I put money on the bar and go out through the crowd and the doorman says something to me that I don't hear.

She's about thirty feet up the sidewalk with her arms crossed, standing under a sign, and the street is a wall of noise and light and people and she is completely still in the middle of it.

She sees me and doesn't move.

I get to her and neither of us says anything. She unfolds her arms and takes my hand, and we walk back to the hotel like that. Four blocks. Not a word out of either of us, and I'm hard the entire way, and I know without asking that she's wet. Whatever happens when we get in that room is already decided and we're both just walking toward it.


Chapter Eight

Twenty One

Faith

The elevator is mirrored on three sides and I don't look at any of them.

Luke has my hand. He hasn't said a word since the sidewalk and neither have I, and the numbers go up and my ears are ringing and I can feel my own pulse in the palm he's holding.

I get about two steps after he opens the door.

It's not a nice kiss. He's got one hand behind my head and he isn't being careful with me at all, and I get a fistful of his shirt and pull him into me, and he makes a sound against my mouth that I feel in my stomach.

He breaks off and puts his lips against my ear.

"How old was he?"

"Luke."

"Tell me."

"Why?"

"Faith." His hand is flat on my throat and his breathing is wrecked. "How old?"

"Twenty one," I say.

He groans. Out loud, right in my ear, and his whole body pushes me back into the door.

"He told you that?"

"It came up." My face is on fire. I can hardly get it out. "He's in college. He plays hockey."

"Jesus Christ."

"Luke."

"Say the rest of it."

"There's no rest of it."

"There is." His hand slides down and gets under my shirt. "You looked at him all night. Tell me what you were looking at."

And I hear myself say it, in a voice I don't recognize, with my head back against a hotel room door.

"He's built like an athlete," I say. "He's big. His arms, his shoulders, all of it. I could see it through his shirt."

Luke gets his hand into my jeans and into my underwear and when his fingers find me he stops kissing me entirely. He goes still with his forehead against my temple.

"You're dripping," he says.

I've been like this since the second time that boy leaned in and said something to me at that bar. I have walked down a very public street like this.

"Bed," he commands.

He gets my jeans off and I get his shirt over his head and we are not graceful about any of it.

I'm down to the gray top and my underwear and Luke is over me and I'm pulling at the waistband of his boxers, and I don't want any buildup, I want him inside me right now, and I'm saying so out loud without any of my usual embarrassment about saying things out loud.

That's when the phone goes off on the nightstand.

Both of us stop.

It's mine. The screen throws light up onto the ceiling and neither of us moves, and then Luke reaches over me and picks it up.

"Luke."

He's reading. He shifts back onto his heels between my legs with my phone in his hand, and then he turns it around and holds it out so I can see.

Carter: hey, carter from the bar. still owe you that second drink whenever your husband lets you out again

I put my hands over my face.

"Oh my God."

"He's got some nerve," Luke says. He doesn't sound angry. He doesn't sound like anything I recognize.

"Delete it."

"No."

"Luke, delete it. Please." I'm laughing and it isn't really laughing. "I don't know what I was thinking. I shouldn't have let him take my phone."

"You didn't stop him."

"I know I didn't stop him."

"Why not?"

I don't have an answer. I'm lying in a hotel bed in my underwear with my legs still open around my husband's hips and I do not have one single answer to that.

Luke starts typing.

"What are you doing?," I ask.

"Answering him."

"You cannot answer him."

He turns the phone around again. There's a message in the box under Carter's, unsent.

Faith: I don't think he'd mind ;)

I stare at it. Then I look up at my husband, and he's watching my face with an expression I have never seen on him before.

"A winky face, Luke?"

"What?"

"You did a winky face."

"That's what people do."

"Nobody has done a winky face this decade."

"You want me to take it out?" He's fighting a smile now and so am I, and the whole thing is ridiculous, the two of us half naked in a hotel room arguing about punctuation. Then he says, "I’m going to send it."

And the laughing stops.

Because he's asking me. Thumb over the button, waiting, and the room has gone very quiet, and my heart is going hard enough that I can feel it in the mattress.

"Okay," I say.

He sends it.

The reply comes fast enough that I make a small noise.

Carter: is that so

Luke holds the phone out to me.

"Answer him."

"No."

"Take it."

"Luke, no." I've got my hands up. "I'm not doing that, that's completely different, that's me actually."

"That's the point."

"I wouldn't know what to say."

"Yes you would."

And he puts the phone in my hand and closes my fingers around it, and then he reaches up under the back of my shirt and unhooks my bra with one hand, and pulls the straps down my arms and drags the whole thing out from under my top and drops it off the side of the bed.

The gray shirt stays on.

"Luke."

"Answer him," he says, and his hands come up under the front of the shirt and find my nipples, both of them, and he rolls them between his fingers and everything in me goes tight at once.

"That's not fair."

"Type."

I type. My hands are not working correctly and I do it anyway, and I do it before I can talk myself out of it.

Faith: What would you do if it was?

I hit send and drop the phone on my chest face down and put my arm over my eyes.

"Faith."

"Don't talk to me. I can't believe I just did that."

He hasn't stopped what he's doing under my shirt. The phone buzzes against my sternum. Then it buzzes again.

I take my arm off my face and turn it over.

Carter: you should find out

And under it, a photograph.

He's taken it lying down, looking along his own body, and I actually stop breathing.

He's enormous. Chest filling the whole top of the frame, heavy and cut across the middle, and his stomach is a flat stack of ridges going down in the low light with a line of muscle running diagonally on each side into the waistband of black boxer briefs.

And there's no possible way to look at that picture and not see exactly how hard he is.

I make a sound I don't authorize.

"Oh my God."

"Send him something," Luke says.

And I do it myself. I don't even argue about it this time.

Faith: You're a naughty boy

I hit send and put my hand over my eyes and Luke laughs, low, somewhere above me.

The reply is almost instant.

Carter: like what you see?

I go to put the phone face down. I get it turned over onto my chest and Luke catches my wrist and turns it back.

"Answer him." he says.

"Luke, I'm not answering that."

"Look at him." His voice has dropped into something low and flat I have never heard out of him. "You looked at him all night. Look at him now."

And he takes my other hand, the one that isn't holding the phone, and puts it on my stomach and slides it down under the waistband of my underwear and presses it there with his own until my fingers are exactly where they need to be.

Then he lets go.

"Keep looking," he says.

I do.

My eyes are on that picture and my hand is between my legs and I'm so wet my fingers slide without any effort at all, and the first circle I make around my clit pushes my hips up into my own hand.

Luke is up on his knees between my legs and pushes his boxers down and takes himself in his hand, and he isn't touching me at all now. He's just watching. He's kneeling over his wife in a dark hotel room stroking his cock while she gets herself off staring at a photograph of a twenty one year old hockey player.

"Don't look away from it."

"Luke."

"Look at that young body." He's breathing hard. "Look at his stomach. Look at what he's got going on in those shorts, Faith. He's lying in a bed somewhere close like that because of you. Because of what you did to him tonight. He wants you in that bed with him."

I'm moaning. It's out of my control and it's getting louder and I can't do anything about that either.

"You know what he'd do to you." His hand is going faster. "A body like that on top of you. He wouldn't be gentle and he wouldn't get tired and he wouldn't stop when you asked."

"Fuck…Luke…stop…fuck."

"Do you want me to stop?"

I can't answer him. My hips are grinding hard into my own hand and my eyes are locked on that photograph and it's building at the base of my spine.

"That's what I thought," he says.

I hear his phone going off beside me. He's taking pictures. I know he is and I don't stop him and I don't stop what I'm doing either.

"Send him one," he says.

"No."

"Yes."

"No, Luke, absolutely not." My voice comes out in pieces and my hand doesn't slow down for a second while I say it. "I'm not doing that."

"Okay."

He doesn't push. He just keeps talking, and now his mouth is right at my ear, and it's worse than pushing.

"He's got his hand on himself right now thinking about you," he says. "Thinking about your tits in this gray shirt. He's been thinking about them since the second he saw how hard your nipples were for him."

"Oh God..." I whimper.

"Imagine that's his hand on your pussy right now. This kid you just met, half your age, and you've got your legs spread for him and he can feel how wet you are for him.”

I'm at the edge. Hanging on it, seconds out, everything drawn up tight.

Luke grabs my wrist and pulls my hand out of my underwear.

"Luke!"

"Not yet."

"Luke, please. I need to cum right now."

My phone buzzes in my hand. It's from Luke. It's a photograph of me from about a minute ago, and he's already cropped it, and it starts at my mouth and goes down. My lips open. My throat. My breasts in that gray shirt with nothing under it and my nipples right there through the fabric. My hand in my underwear, wrist bent, and absolutely no question about what it's doing.

There is nothing of my face in it. Nothing anyone on earth could identify.

"Send it to him," Luke says. "He can't see your face. Send it and answer his question."

And then he puts both hands on my thighs and shoves them apart and puts his mouth on me.

I come up off the bed. My underwear is gone, off one ankle, and I don't know when that happened, and his tongue is flat and slow against my clit and I have one hand in his hair and the phone shaking in the other.

Carter's question is still there on the screen.

Carter: like what you see?

I type one word.

Faith: Yes

I attach the picture. My thumb hovers, and Luke does something with his tongue, and I send it.

And then it takes me.

It comes up through my whole body at once, so hard that my thighs clamp around his head and I can't get any sound out at all, nothing, just my mouth open and my back arched off the bed and my hand fisted in his hair while it goes through me in waves that keep coming. The phone hits the mattress somewhere. I'm shaking all the way down my legs and he doesn't stop and I can't take it and I still don't push him off.

He comes up over me and pushes into me while I'm still going and he lasts almost no time at all.

Four strokes, maybe five, and then he's buried and shuddering and coming inside me, and I get both arms and both legs around him and hold on while it happens.

For a while neither of us moves.

The air conditioning cycles on. There's a strip of orange coming in through the gap in the curtains from the lights over the parking garage.

"Faith."

"Mm."

"That was the hottest thing that has ever happened to me in my life." He says it into my shoulder. Then he lifts his head and finds my face in the dark and puts his hand along my jaw. "I love you. So fucking much."

"I love you too."

"No, listen to me." His thumb moves over my cheekbone. "Tonight. Walking down that street with you. Watching you in that bar. I have never been that proud of anything. I loved every second of you dressed like that out there, and I want you to know that when you were standing in that room by yourself, I wasn't over there feeling sorry for myself. I was the luckiest man in that building."

I turn my face into his palm and don't say anything, because if I say anything I'm going to cry.

Eventually he rolls onto his back with his forearm over his eyes.

My phone is somewhere in the bed. I find it under my hip.

Carter: fuck

Carter: what are you doing tomorrow night?

I read it twice.

Then I turn the screen off and put it face down on the nightstand and roll into my husband, and neither of us says one word about any of it, and I lie there in the dark with my head on his chest and my eyes wide open for a long time.


Chapter Nine

The Halter

Faith

I wake up before Luke with my phone already in my hand.

Carter: what are you doing tomorrow night?

In the daylight it's a different message. Last night it was part of something. This morning it's a text from a twenty one year old sitting in my phone while my husband sleeps next to me with his mouth open and one arm off the side of the bed.

I look at it for a long time. My thumb goes to the keyboard once and hovers there.

Then I lock the screen and put the phone face down on the nightstand.

Luke stirs about a minute later. He rolls over and puts his hand on my hip and says something into the pillow about coffee, and I say something back, and neither of us says one word about last night or about the phone or about what either of us is going to do with today.

We didn't talk about it on the walk back to the hotel either.

I don't know which one of us is the coward.

* * *

We spend the whole day out and it's the best day we've had in years.

We eat too much breakfast and then walk it off through a neighborhood Luke read about somewhere, and he spends most of an hour in a record store flipping through everything and buys nothing at all.

Lunch is hot chicken, because he read about that too. There's a line down the sidewalk in full sun and the kid at the register asks him what heat level, and I watch my husband, who puts sour cream on taco night, decide in real time that he is not going to be a man who says mild in front of his wife.

He asks for hot. The kid asks if he's sure. He says he's sure.

He is not sure. He's red to the ears by his third bite and he keeps going, and every time I look at him he tells me he's fine in a voice that is not his voice. He drinks both of our waters. At one point he stops chewing entirely and just sits there breathing through his nose with his eyes closed like a man waiting out a contraction.

He finishes it. Of course he finishes it. Then he carries the tray to the trash with the care of somebody handling a casket, and I laugh at him on a public sidewalk until I have to sit down.

After that we do nothing in particular for hours and it's the nicest part. We get stopped by a bachelorette party who want us in a picture for reasons that are never explained. We buy a hat he'll never wear. Around two I text Aiden to ask how he’s doing and if the house is still standing and get back a single word, yes, which I read out to Luke and which he says is the most Aiden has ever communicated at once.

He holds my hand for most of the afternoon. He hasn't done that in years, and I don't think he notices he's doing it.

By five my legs ache and we walk back to the hotel to change, and the whole way there I can feel it coming.

* * *

The halter is still on the chair by the window.

It's been there since Friday afternoon. Neither of us has moved it and neither of us has said a word about it, and when we get into the room I pick it up off the chair and take it into the bathroom without asking him anything.

There's no bra that works with it. There was never going to be.

I get it on and get the buttons where they go and I turn around to the mirror, and I have to hold onto the counter.

My shoulders are bare. The neckline goes down past my sternum, almost to the bottom of my ribs, and it's cut so wide and so deep that both breasts are exposed all the way down the inside, so far that you can see where they curve underneath.

You can see the sides of my breasts when I turn. If I lean forward at all you can see a good deal more than that.

And I look incredible. That's the part I'm not ready for. I'm standing in a hotel bathroom at thirty six and I look better than I did at twenty five, and I have never once let another human being on this earth find that out.

Then it comes down on me all at once, exactly the way I knew it would.

I cannot go outside in this. I actually cannot. It isn't a shirt, it's a costume, and every person on that street is going to look at me and know precisely what I'm doing, that I'm somebody's mother who bought a top and drove four hours and is trying to be something she stopped being a long time ago. I put both hands flat on the counter and stare at the drain and Maria’s words come back to me.

You're going to put it on and be certain you can't wear it out. That feeling isn't a warning. It's just the last thing in the way. Ignore that feeling and it will be the best weekend ever for your marriage. Trust me

I make myself count to ten.

Then I get my earrings in with hands that won't hold still, and I open the bathroom door.

Luke is sitting on the end of the bed with one shoe on.

He doesn't say anything. He stands up, slowly, and I watch my husband look at me the way strangers looked at me last night, and I go warm from the collarbone down.

"Don't," I say. "Don't say anything or I'll change."

"I wasn't going to say anything."

"You were absolutely going to say something."

"I was going to say a lot of things." He smiles, picking up his other shoe.

* * *

The elevator is the worst part.

It stops on six and a couple gets in, and the man says excuse me and puts his eyes on the doors and does not look at me one time, which is somehow louder than looking. His wife glances at me sideways twice. I stand there with my arms at my sides because crossing them would make it a thing, and count floors.

The lobby. Then the doors. Then Broadway.

And it's exactly what Maria said it would be. The first stretch of sidewalk is unbearable, every step of it, the air on my chest and my shoulders and the absolute certainty that everyone can see my heart going. Luke has his hand on my lower back. I don't say a word for a block.

Then it starts to turn.

A man coming the other way looks at me and keeps looking after he's gone past, and I feel it on the back of my neck. Two guys outside a bar go quiet. A woman gives me the look women give each other, the one that means she noticed and has opinions, and even that lands somewhere warm.

By the second block I've stopped counting them. By the third I've got my shoulders back and I'm letting them look.

I don't know what my face is doing. My skin is buzzing everywhere and there's a heavy pull between my legs that started at the bathroom mirror and hasn't let up, and I'm walking down the middle of a crowded street with my chest out and my husband's hand on my back, and there is nothing in my life I can compare this to.

"God, you are so fucking hot," Luke says.

"I thought I said not to say anything.” I'm smiling so hard my face hurts.

* * *

We eat, and then we end up in a place with a long bar and a band setting up in the corner, and Luke gets us drinks and finds a table near the wall.

He puts my glass down in front of me and doesn't sit.

"I have to tell you something."

I know before he says it. I couldn't tell you how.

"I texted Carter."

The band is doing a sound check. Somebody drops something behind the bar and swears.

"You what?"

"About an hour ago. I told him where we'd be." He sits down. He makes himself look at me the whole time. "I didn't ask you and I should have."

"Luke, why would you do that?"

"Because you were never going to be the one who did it." He isn't defending it. That's what makes it hard to fight. He's just putting it out on the table. "You'd have gone all night wanting to and gone home and been fine about it and never said a word to me. And I know why. You're not a woman who asks for that, and I love that about you, I've always loved that about you." He turns his glass around once. "So I asked for you. That's all I did. You didn't have to want it out loud. And I want you to have it. I want that for you more than I've wanted anything in a long time."

"Don't tell me what I want." It comes out weaker than I mean it to and we both hear it. "And what exactly is it that you want here, Luke? Say it. Out loud. What is it you're picturing?"

"I want to watch you with him. That's what I want. I don't know what that means exactly and I'm not going to pretend I've got it all worked out. I was just thinking that I want you to have fun and we just go with the flow.”

He takes his phone out and sets it on the table between us.

"He doesn't know anything," Luke says. "He thinks we both asked him. Say the word and I'll text him right now and tell him something came up, and he won't think twice about it, and you and I will have a nice night by ourselves. That's it. It's yours."

The phone sits there.

I look at it for a long time. I think about last night, and the picture, and the word I typed, and the entire day I've spent telling myself all of that was a thing that happened once.

I put my hand on his phone and push it back across the table to him.

"Don't ever do something like that without asking me again," I say. "I mean it. Not ever."

"I won't."

He puts his hand on my leg under the table and I let him, and I don't look at him, and after a second I put my hand on top of his.

The band starts up. I take a long drink and I put my shoulders back and I sit in a bar in Nashville with my chest half out of a shirt I couldn't wear out of a bathroom an hour ago, and I try to work out what I have just agreed to.

He comes in ten minutes later.

I don't see him until he's most of the way across the room, because I'm turned toward the stage, and it's Luke's face that tells me first. Then I turn around.

Carter is taller than I remembered. Navy polo, backwards cap, and he's smiling at both of us like this is the most ordinary thing in the world. I have had a thing for backwards caps since I was nineteen years old and I have never once admitted it to a living soul.

"There she is," he says.


Chapter Ten

Date Night

Luke

He pulls out the chair across from Faith and sits down like he's been invited to a barbecue, and for about ten seconds none of us has any idea what to do.

"So," I say.

That's it. That's all I've got. My wife looks at the stage. Carter looks at me and waits with a completely open face, and the band is between songs, and the silence goes on about four seconds too long.

"Good band," I say. Loudly. To nobody.

"They're all right," Carter says.

"Yeah." I drink. "Yeah, they're all right."

Faith reaches out and turns her glass in a circle on the table and doesn't say one word. I've known this woman forever and I have never once seen her not know where to look.

Then Carter leans back and says, "Okay, I have to get one thing out of the way or I'm going to be weird all night."

Faith closes her eyes.

"That picture last night," he says. "You didn't take that."

"Oh my God," she says into her hand.

"You didn't. The angle's wrong." He's talking to her but he flicks a look at me, quick, checking. "Unless you've got a third arm."

Faith is shaking her head in her hands.

"Third arm," he says. "Not a third leg. That'd be a whole other thing. There was definitely no third leg in that picture. I'd have noticed."

And my wife takes her hand down off her face and she's gone bright red and she starts laughing, really laughing, the ugly one that gets her nose involved, and Carter starts laughing, and something in my chest comes loose all at once.

"It was a good picture," he says.

"Stop," Faith says.

"I'm just saying. Whoever took it."

"Carter."

"Solid composition."

"You're going to have to stop talking," Faith says, and she's still laughing, and she reaches over and shoves his shoulder, and that's the first time she touches him.

After that it's easy. I don't know how else to describe it. It's just easy.

He's a hockey player, which I already knew, and he's in town for the summer working at a rink teaching eight year olds to skate, which he talks about the way people talk about a dog they love.

"They're so bad," he says. "You have no idea. There's a kid named Bryson who cannot stop falling. Not on the ice. Off it. In the lobby. On carpet."

"How long has he been skating?"

"Three years."

Faith puts her face in her hands again.

"He's got heart," Carter says.

I find myself telling him about coaching Aiden's team when he was nine, and about the parent who kept a spreadsheet, and he wants details on the spreadsheet, and I give him details on the spreadsheet, and he laughs so hard he has to put his beer down. Faith is watching the two of us with an expression I can't quite read.

"So what do you do?" he asks me.

"Equipment leasing."

"Is that interesting?"

"No, not really."

"Okay. Fair." He nods slowly. "I respect that."

We end up in a long argument about whether a hot dog is a sandwich, which is not a thing I have thought about in my life, and Carter has an actual position on it with reasoning attached, and I take the opposite position purely because he's holding his so confidently, and Faith says both of us are idiots and refuses to weigh in and then weighs in at length.

At some point I look up and realize we've been talking for an hour.

Aiden comes up somehow, and Carter says, "Wait, how old's your son?"

"Eighteen."

He stops with the beer halfway up. "Eighteen. So you had him at, what?" He squints at her. "Six?"

"Oh my God." Faith's laughing and her hand is over her mouth and she's gone red all the way down her chest. "Eighteen. I was eighteen. Stop looking at me like that."

"I'm not looking at you like anything."

"You're doing math."

"I'm doing a little math," he’s grinning at her over the beer.

The band starts something with a fiddle in it and half the room gets up.

Carter drains his beer and pushes back from the table and puts his hand out to Faith without saying anything at all.

She looks at it.

"He doesn't dance," she says, meaning me.

"It’d be a little weird if I was asking him to." He keeps his hand out. "No offense."

"None taken,” I say.

"You’re next if she won’t, though.”

And she looks at me.

She doesn't ask out loud and she doesn't hesitate long enough for it to be a scene. She just turns her head and finds my face, and I don't know what mine is doing, but whatever it does is enough, because she puts her hand in his and stands up.

"One song," she says.

"Sure," Carter says.

He takes her out into it and I sit there by myself with three empty glasses and watch my wife walk away from our table holding a stranger's hand, and I am so hard in my jeans that I have to sit forward and put my elbows on the table.

The first song is ridiculous.

Neither of them can dance. Carter is a big kid with no rhythm at all and he knows it and doesn't care, and Faith hasn't done this since a wedding two years ago, and the two of them are out there in the middle of a packed floor doing something that isn't a two step and isn't anything else either. He spins her. She goes the wrong way. He spins her back.

She laughs so hard at one point she has to stop and put her hands on her knees.

I go to the bar while they're out there and bring three drinks back to the table, and by the time I sit down the band has gone straight into the next one without a break, and it's slower, and the floor shifts.

He's got her closer now.

Not indecent. Nobody in here would look twice. His hand is flat on the small of her back and her arms are up around his neck, and she's saying something to him with her chin tipped up while he ducks his head to hear it, and they're moving in a slow circle that has very little to do with the song.

I can see her face over his shoulder.

She isn't laughing anymore.

I drink my beer faster than I mean to.

* * *

They come back flushed and she picks up her glass with both hands and drinks half of it standing up.

"Okay," she says. "Okay."

"She's a terrible dancer," Carter says.

"I'm aware."

"Stop it." Faith slaps his arm. "You're worse. You fell into a woman!"

"She was in the way,” Carter says with his palms up in defense.

Faith bumps him with her hip and grins at him, and it's a grin I haven't been on the receiving end of in a long time.

I'm empty. I get up and tell them I'm getting another, and neither of them says anything about it, and I walk over to the bar and order one and then I sit down on the stool.

I don't go back.

It takes her about a minute and a half to notice.

I watch it happen. She looks up and around and there's a second where her face does something close to panic before she finds me, and then she just looks. At me, at the stool, at the beer in my hand.

I lift it and give her a nod and see her reach for her phone.

Faith: why are you sitting over there?

Faith: are you okay?

Faith: we can go if you want. just say it and we'll go

Luke: I definitely don’t want to go

Luke: I'm over here because I've been hard since he asked you to dance and I want to watch you enjoy this.

Luke: Have fun with him. I’m loving this. Honest.

The dots come and go twice. Then nothing.

She reads it a second time. She puts the phone against her chest for a moment and looks straight across the room at me, and even in this light I can see her breathing.

She doesn't smile. She doesn't do anything with her face at all.

Then she puts the phone in her back pocket and turns around to him, and she doesn't look at me again for a long time.

* * *

They talk for the better part of an hour.

She's leaning in. She's doing the thing with her hair. Every so often she laughs at something and puts her hand on his forearm and takes it back, and every time she takes it back it stays a little longer first.

At one point he says something and she puts her head back and laughs at the ceiling, and I feel that one somewhere under my ribs.

I order another beer I don't drink. I pretend to watch the game on the TV above the bar and I don't take my eyes off my wife for more than about ten seconds at a time.

Faith: He wants to go to another bar. Aldean’s

Faith: Do you want to go or should we stay here?

I look across the room at my wife, standing at a high top in a top I have been thinking about since Friday afternoon, with her chin down and her phone in her hand, giving me an out I know for a fact she does not want me to take.

Luke: Go ahead. I'll settle up and meet you there.

Luke: Have fun ;)

Luke: And Faith, I mean it. Have fun with him. I want this for you. Don’t sit there waiting on your husband. Go.

She reads it. Then she looks up at me and shakes her head slowly, and I can see her mouth make the word.

Winky face.

I raise the beer again.

They're moving before I've got the bartender's attention, out through the crowd toward the door, and the last thing I see is Carter's hand going to the small of her back to steer her through, and she doesn't move it off.

* * *

It takes me awhile to find them.

Her location says she's in this building. I've got the little blue circle sitting there on my screen and it doesn't move, and I go up to the second floor and along the whole rail and back down again, and I check the bar on the ground floor twice, and both times I come up empty and stand there like an idiot looking at a dot on a phone.

That's a specific kind of thing to feel. I can see exactly where my wife is and I cannot find her.

The place is packed shoulder to shoulder. There's a band on the main stage and a DJ somewhere above and a bachelorette party coming down the stairs, and I get pushed sideways twice and spilled on once, and I put the phone in my pocket and start toward the back stairs.

And then I'm standing next to them.

No warning. No spotting her from across a room. A few feet away in a crowd, close enough to touch her, and I stop dead with people going around me on both sides.

They're kissing.

Not a first kiss. Not a testing-it-out kiss. She's got both hands on the sides of his neck and her head tipped back and his mouth is on hers and it has clearly been going on for some time. I can see their tongues, that's how far into it they are. Her mouth is wide open under his. His hands are low on her waist, thumbs on her hips, and he's got her pulled flush against him.

Her body in that top.

I'm looking at my wife in a bar full of strangers, and the halter has ridden up so there's a strip of skin above her skirt, and the whole line of her is against him, and her breasts are pushed up into the front of that thing where he's got her held. The denim is short. There's more of her legs out than I've seen in public in fifteen years.

Somebody walks past between us. Doesn't look. Doesn't even slow down.

Nobody in this building knows that this is the most extraordinary thing that has ever happened to me.

* * *

He turns her around.

He does it mid-song without asking, one hand on her hip, and she goes, and now her back is against his chest and his hands are on her and she's moving.

I have never seen my wife move like that. Not once. Not at a wedding, not in our bedroom, not in eighteen years. She's got her hips going against him and her head back on his shoulder and her eyes are closed, and he's got both hands flat on her stomach, and then they slide up.

Up over her ribs. Over the front of that halter. Both hands full of her tits in the middle of a crowded bar, and she reaches back and gets her hand around the back of his neck and lifts her chin and arches into it.

She's grinding on him. That's the word for it and I'm not going to pretend it's anything else. She's got her ass working against him and he's hard, I can see it in the way he's holding her, and she knows exactly what she's doing to him. She's not being subtle. She rolls her hips and pushes back into it and finds it and stays there.

His hands don't stay anywhere. They come down off her tits and drag over her ribs and her stomach, and back up under the halter where it's ridden loose, and down again along the outside of her thighs to where the skirt ends and back up under the front of it a few inches before he takes them away. Every place he puts them she moves into.

Then both hands settle on her hips and grip, and he pulls her back hard against him and holds her there, and she reaches behind her and grabs the back of his thigh to keep him where he is.

Her mouth is open. Her eyes are shut. There's a look on my wife's face that I have seen maybe four times in eighteen years and never once within a hundred feet of another human being, and a twenty one year old is getting it in the middle of a bar on a Saturday night.

She isn't checking the room. She isn't even pretending this is dancing anymore.

I'm so hard it's painful and I can’t do anything about it. I just stand there in a crowd and watch.

She hasn't looked for me once.

That's the thing that gets me. On Friday night on that sidewalk she stood there with her finger in my chest and told me she needed to know where I was, that if she couldn't find me she was walking out. And tonight she has not looked around this room one time.

Then she opens her eyes.

She's facing my way and she isn't looking for anything, she's just surfacing, and her eyes come open and go across the room and land on me.

And she doesn't stop.

She doesn't jump or straighten up or put a foot of air between them. She holds it. She looks at me from wherever she is right now, and it's a long way away, and her eyes are heavy and half shut and she keeps moving against him the whole time. His hands are still on her. She lets me see it.

I don't know how long we look at each other. Long enough that it stops being a moment and turns into something else.

Then, still watching me, she reaches up behind her and gets her hand around the back of his neck.

She doesn't look away. She pulls his head down over her shoulder and turns her face up to him and opens her mouth before he's even got there, and her eyes stay on mine the whole way, right up until his tongue is in her mouth and she has to close them.

She moans into it. I don't hear it, I watch it happen in her throat.

His hand comes up and takes hold of her jaw and turns her further into him and she goes with it, and the last thing I see before the crowd shifts is my wife kissing a twenty one year old with her hand fisted in his hair and her hips still going against him.

* * *

The song ends eventually. I don't move.

They come off the floor together and she's got his hand in hers, fingers laced, and she is flushed all the way down her chest and there's hair stuck to her temple and she looks like she's been swimming.

"Hey," she says.

"Hey."

Nobody says anything for a second. Carter's got his other hand in his pocket and he's looking somewhere over my shoulder, giving us the room, which I notice and appreciate more than I expect to.

"He wants to go to a place in that alley," Faith says. "The one with all the signs."

"Okay."

"You ready?"

"I’m ready."

She nods. She doesn't let go of his hand.

Then the two of them turn and start toward the door and I follow along behind, and that's how we go out onto Broadway, the two of them in front with their hands together and me three steps back with my cock straining against my jeans, and I watch people move out of the way for them the whole length of the block.

Somewhere in the last two hours my wife went out on a date and I came along.


Chapter Eleven

Printers Alley

Luke

The alley is narrower than I expect and the signs hang out over it on both sides, half of them not lit anymore, and the whole thing smells like a dumpster in August.

Carter takes us down a set of stairs to a door with no name on it and a guy on a stool who looks at Faith and then waves all three of us through.

It's a basement. Low ceiling, concrete, black walls, and a DJ in the corner behind a laptop playing something with a bass line that comes up through the floor and into my knees. There's a bar along one side and everything else is dance floor. No tables. No band. Nobody in a cowboy hat anywhere in the building.

"This is a hip hop club," I say.

"Yeah," Carter says.

"We’re in Nashville."

"They've got hip hop in Nashville."

Faith is already laughing. She takes Carter's hand and pulls him out onto the floor before I've got my wallet out.

I get in line at the bar and it's four deep and slow.

By the time I've got three bottles in my hands they've been out there ten minutes, and there is nowhere to put a drink in this place, no ledge, no shelf, nothing, so I carry all three of them out into the crowd and end up beside them holding two by the necks in one hand and the third in the other, waiting for somebody to want one.

Nobody takes one. Nobody notices me at all.

It's different down here. There's no space between people and the music is too loud for talking, and everybody in this room is doing some version of what they're doing. A couple to their left is worse. A girl by the DJ booth has her leg hooked around somebody.

Faith has her back against his chest.

I'm off to their side and a little in front, close enough to reach out and touch her arm, and from here I've got the whole front of her and both their faces in profile. His chin is down beside her ear. Her eyes are shut and her head is back on his shoulder and her hips have not stopped moving since she walked out here.

His hands are on her tits. Over the top of the halter, both of them, and she's got one arm up and back around his neck and she's letting the whole room watch it happen.

I stand there four feet away with three beers, so hard it hurts, and nobody in this basement knows I'm anything to her.

His right hand comes down off her.

Over her stomach, down the front of the skirt, and then it's gone underneath it from the bottom.

She goes up on her toes.

I see it happen because of exactly where I'm standing. Her whole body jolts and her free hand comes back and grabs his hip, and there's a second where the hem lifts and I can see pale blue and the back of his wrist, and then he's already moving her.

He turns her in one motion. Walks her around by the hips until her front is to the wall in the corner and her back is to the room, and now anybody in this place who looks over sees a big kid standing behind a woman with his arm around her middle.

Except me.

I'm on the outside of the turn. I'm the only person in this building at the right angle, and I can see her face and her chest and every single thing his hand is doing under that skirt.

There's a gap on their left where the crowd thins toward the bar, and a guy is standing in it waiting on a drink with his eyes wandering, and I take a half step and put my shoulder into the space and close it off.

That's what I do. My wife is in the corner of a basement with a twenty one year old's hand under her skirt and I stand at the edge of it holding three beers and make sure they have privacy.

The guy's eyes go across me and away. He never sees a thing.

I'm close enough now that I catch pieces of what Carter's saying to her under the music. One word in five. Nothing that makes a sentence.

Then two words together.

Naughty mommy.

That's all I get. I have no idea what came before it and I never will, and I stand there and watch what it does to her. Her head goes back. Her mouth comes open. The hand on his hip lets go and reaches up behind her for the back of his neck instead, and she pulls, and her feet move apart on the floor.

She has stopped being careful with her face.

Carter looks up.

Straight at me over her shoulder, and his hand doesn't stop. There's nothing on his face at all. He isn't asking me anything and he isn't gloating and he isn't checking whether I'm all right.

He just looks at me for a second while he's doing it. I look back.

Then he puts his mouth down on her neck.

* * *

It happens about a minute later.

I know before it starts. I have watched that happen to her more times than I could count and I know every stage of it, and here it comes in a public room full of strangers while I stand a few feet away.

Her palm goes flat on the wall. Her back arches off him, her mouth opens all the way, and whatever sound she makes doesn't get past the music.

Then her whole body goes.

Her knees give partway through and his arm comes across her chest and holds her up against him and he doesn't stop, and she rides it out with her face turned into his shoulder and one hand locked around his forearm through the front of the skirt. It takes a long time.

Not one person in that room is watching any of it.

I stand there with my heart going in my throat and I have never been this hard in my life and I am completely certain that whatever is happening to my marriage right now is not a bad thing.

Then it's over and it goes strange.

He takes his hand out and pulls her skirt straight, and she holds onto his arm for a second, and then she turns around and pushes the hair back off her face.

I hand each of them a beer. Carter takes his and says thanks. Faith takes hers with both hands.

"Thank you," she says.

And then the three of us stand in a circle and drink them. Carter asks about the drive down and I tell him about the construction outside Paducah. He tells us about a road trip to a tournament in Michigan where the bus broke down twice. Faith stands between us with the bottle in both hands, flushed from her hairline down to the top of that halter, saying almost nothing and smiling at the floor.

Every so often she shifts her weight and closes her eyes for a second and then opens them again.

Nobody mentions anything.

* * *

She turns her head and looks at me properly for the first time since Aldean's and she doesn't look away, and neither do I, and we stand in a basement in Printers Alley with a twenty one year old and look at each other for a long time.

Then she leans down and sets her bottle on the floor against the wall and takes my hand.

"Come here," she says.

"Faith."

"You're dancing."

"I don't dance."

"You're dancing," she says.

She backs into the middle of it and pulls me with her, and then she reaches out and gets Carter by the shirt and pulls him too, and there's a second where the three of us are standing there in a crowd with no idea how this is supposed to work.

She solves it. She turns her back into Carter's chest and takes hold of my hips and brings me around in front of her.

And then we're all moving.

I've got my hands on her waist and her arms come up around my neck and she's between us, front and back. Carter's hands are back on her tits over the halter. Her mouth finds mine and she kisses me the way she has not kissed me in years, open and greedy and completely unembarrassed, and behind her he's got his face down in the side of her neck.

She's grinding back into him and holding onto me.

I can feel him through her. That's the part I'm not ready for. Every time she rolls back into him it pushes her forward into me, and I'm hard against her and she can feel exactly how hard, and she makes a noise into my mouth about it and does it again.

And again.

She kisses me. Then she turns her head and kisses him, and then she comes back to me, and the second time she comes back she's smiling.

The song changes into something else and nobody stops.

I've got my hand on her jaw and her tongue is in my mouth and there are two hard cocks against my wife in the middle of a public dance floor. His against her ass and mine right up against her pussy, because I've got my knees bent to put it there, and she's got a rhythm going between us. Back into him. Forward onto me. Back into him. Around and around without a break in it, working us both with the same movement, and every pass she makes gets a noise out of one of us.

The skirt's riding up. Every pass she makes drags it higher and neither of us fixes it, and after a while there's no denim between us at all, just her panties and my jeans and the fact that we're doing this in a room full of people.

She feels it happen. She doesn't pull it down.

Faith breaks off first.

She's breathing hard and her lips are parted. She looks up at me from about three inches away, and then over her shoulder at him, and then back at me.

"Okay," she says. "Do you two want to get out of here?"

Carter doesn't say anything. He's waiting on me, and I know he's waiting on me, and so does she.

"Yeah," I say.


Chapter Twelve

Room 812

Luke

Nobody says a word in the elevator.

Three of us and a mirrored wall and the numbers going up, and Faith is standing between us with her hair a mess and her chest still flushed, and Carter has his hands in his pockets, and I'm holding the key card like it's going to get away from me.

On four somebody laughs out in the hallway and all three of us jump.

"This is the longest elevator in America," Carter says.

Faith puts her hand over her mouth. It comes out anyway, a snort, and then she's got her forehead against my arm laughing and Carter's laughing and I'm laughing, and the whole thing breaks for a few seconds.

Then the doors open on eight and it stops being funny.

* * *

I get the door open on the second try and we go in and it shuts behind us, and the room is dark and cold and completely silent.

Nobody moves.

This is the part nobody plans for. No music up here, no crowd, nothing to hide behind. A hotel room with two beds and a chair and a lamp somebody left on, and three people standing inside the door with their hands at their sides.

I can hear my wife breathing.

She turns around to me first.

That's the thing I'm going to keep. Whatever happens in this room tonight, the first thing Faith does after that door closes is put her hand flat on my chest and look up at me.

"Hi," she says.

"Hi."

"Are you okay?"

"Faith."

"No. Say it out loud." She's got a fistful of my shirt now and her voice is very low, and Carter is somewhere behind her being extremely still. "Right now. Because in about a minute I'm not going to be able to ask you."

"I want this," I say. "I want you to have it. I've never been more sure of anything in my life."

She goes up on her toes and kisses me.

It isn't a hungry kiss. It's slow and warm and it's got eighteen years in it, and when she comes down off it she puts her forehead against mine and shuts her eyes for a second.

"Okay," she says.

Then she turns around.

* * *

He's on her before she's finished turning.

Both hands come up around her jaw and he kisses her hard and I hear the sound she makes into it, and then he starts walking her backward toward the bed and she goes, still kissing him, hands on his chest, letting herself be moved.

His hands go everywhere at once. Her waist, her ass, up her spine. She gets both of hers under his shirt and then it's off over his head and on the floor, and the sight of my wife in that halter with her hands flat on a body like that does something to me I don't have language for.

She goes for his belt.

He catches her wrists. Both of them. Takes them off him and puts them down at her sides, and then he takes hold of the front of that halter instead.

The buttons.

He does them one at a time from the top and she stands there and lets him, breathing hard, chin up, watching his face the whole way down. That top has been sitting on a chair in this room since Friday afternoon. It's been the only thing in my head for two days. She wore it out onto Broadway, through three bars and down into a basement, she came in it with his hand up her skirt, and now I'm standing inside the door of a hotel room watching a twenty one year old undo it button by button.

It falls open. He pushes it back off her shoulders and it drops on the carpet.

Her tits are out. She's got her hands at her sides and her chin up and she's letting him look at her, and her nipples are so hard, and he takes one breast in his whole hand and squeezes it and then bends down and gets his mouth on it. She makes a noise at the ceiling.

The skirt goes next. He unzips it at the side and pushes it down over her hips and she steps out of it, and there's nothing left on her but that pale blue underwear.

He gets a hand down the front of them.

I watch my wife's mouth come open and her knees go loose, and she grabs his forearm with both hands and hangs off it while he works her, and she is so wet I can hear it in this room from where I'm standing.

* * *

I make it to the chair.

I don't remember sitting down. I'm in the chair by the window with my legs apart and my hand pressed against myself through my jeans, and my wife is naked in the middle of a hotel room getting fingered by a kid half her age.

He gets his own jeans off.

Faith actually stops. She looks down at his cock and she stops moving entirely, and there's a second where I watch it register on her, because he is enormous, and she looks at it the way a woman looks at something she'd been told about and didn't believe.

Then she gets down on her knees on the floor in front of him.

She gets down on her knees on the floor in front of him and then shifts, turning herself until she's in profile to me, until I've got the whole thing from the side. Deliberately. Her on her knees at his feet with her back arched and her ass on her heels, and then she looks over at me in the chair and holds it while she reaches up and takes hold of his cock.

She can't get her hand all the way around it.

She strokes him twice, watching my face, and then she turns her head and opens her mouth and takes the head of him in.

I get my belt open.

I have my jeans down around my thighs and my cock out and my hand around it before she's even got him properly in her mouth, and she sees me do it, and something changes in her the second she does. She sinks down further. She takes him deep enough that her throat works and her eyes water and she has to come off him to get any air, and there's spit down her chin when she does, and she goes straight back down.

She's noisy about it. That's the part I'm not ready for. My wife has never once made a sound doing this, not with me, not ever, and she's moaning around his cock with her hand pumping the base of it and her other hand between her own legs.

Carter's got a fistful of her hair. He's not forcing her. He's just holding on, and every so often he says something down at her, low, and I can't hear a word of it and I watch her respond to every one.

She looks at me the entire time she can. She takes a twenty one year old's cock down her throat in the middle of a hotel room and keeps her eyes on her husband's face while she does it, and I sit in a chair and stroke myself and let her see exactly what it's doing to me.

Then she comes off him with a gasp and wipes her mouth on the back of her wrist and says, "I need to lay down."

* * *

He gets her up onto the bed on her back and gets between her legs and he doesn't build up to anything.

His mouth goes straight onto her pussy and Faith's hips come up off the mattress and her hand goes into his hair, and I can see everything from where I'm sitting. Her thighs shaking. Her knees falling open. His tongue working flat and slow and not stopping.

Her head turns on the pillow toward me.

"Luke," she says. "Come here."

I'm across the room before she's finished saying it.

I get on the bed beside her and she grabs a fistful of my shirt and drags me down and kisses me, and I have never been kissed like that in my life. Open, and wet, and completely without shame, moaning into my mouth while another man eats her.

I get my hand on her tit and take her nipple between my fingers and roll it, and she bites my bottom lip.

"Look at me," I say.

Her eyes won't stay open.

"Faith. Look at me."

She looks at me. My wife's face is right here, flushed and open and completely undone, and I brush the hair off her forehead with my thumb.

"I love you," I say.

And I watch it start.

I know this face. I have watched this face come apart so many times, and it's the same and it's completely different, and I can see her fighting it. She's fighting it because I'm here. Because I can see it.

It comes up through her in one long slow drag, and she breaks apart into my mouth and stays there, kissing me the whole way through it, moaning into me with her fist locked in his hair holding his face against her. Her thighs clamp shut around his head. Her whole body goes rigid and then shakes and then goes rigid again, and I kiss my wife through every second of a stranger making her come.

When it lets go she can't get any air at all.

Carter comes up and wipes his mouth on his forearm and looks down at her like he's deciding something.

He kneels up between her legs and takes himself in his hand and starts running the head of it through her.

Faith is looking down her own body at him. Her chest is going. She's got one hand flat on my chest and I put mine on her stomach.

He doesn't reach for anything. There's nothing on the nightstand and he doesn't ask and neither does she, and I watch a twenty one year old put his bare cock against my wife’s pussy and nobody in this room says a word about it.

And then he pushes into her.

I'm lying beside my wife with my face inches from hers and I watch it happen. I watch her mouth come open and stay open. I watch her eyebrows go and her chin come up and her whole throat move, and the sound she makes is one I've never heard out of her, high and cracked and helpless, and her hand comes off my chest and grabs my forearm and squeezes down hard enough to hurt.

Bare. There is nothing between them at all and every one of us in this room knows it.

He goes slow. He feeds it into her by degrees, watching her face the entire time, and I can see her taking it. I can see where he's going into her. I can see her pussy stretched around his cock.

"Fuck," Carter says, watching her take it. "You're so fucking hot. I've been thinking about this since last night."

Her nails are in my arm.

I get my hand up onto her tit and start working her nipple slow between two fingers, and I put my mouth down beside her ear.

"Look at him," I say. "Look at that fucking body on top of you."

He starts to fuck her properly then.

Long strokes, nearly all the way out and all the way back into her, and I'm close enough to watch his cock disappear into my wife every single time. His whole body works when he does it. Shoulders, back, everything above her going tight and then loose and then tight again, and his stomach flexing every time he drives forward. There's sweat coming up on him already.

He's built like something out of a magazine and he's using all of it on her.

I lie beside my wife and watch every stroke land on her face. Her eyes are locked on his. Her mouth is open and she isn't even trying to close it. Her tits move with it, every time, and I can hear how wet she is from here.

"You're so fucking sexy right now," I tell her.

She turns her head and looks at me and she can't speak.

* * *

He flips her over.

He gets a hand under her hip and turns her and hauls her up onto her knees, and she goes, and he's back inside her before her elbows are under her.

And then it isn't slow anymore.

He fucks her hard. He gets a fist in her hair and a hand on her hip and he drives into her, and the whole bed goes with it, and the sound in this room is my wife getting fucked and moaning into a mattress in a hotel with the lamp still on.

I move up in front of her.

I don't ask her. I get up on my knees where she can reach me and she looks up at me with her mouth already open, and she wraps her lips around my cock.

She hasn't got any control of her own body at all. Every stroke he puts into her from behind shoves her mouth down onto my cock, and she's just holding on and taking both of us, and the two of us find a rhythm without one word passing between us.

She's rocking between us. That's all she's doing. Back onto his cock and forward onto mine, over and over.

And then somewhere in there she stops just taking it. She starts driving it herself, pushing back onto him and burying me in her throat on the way forward, working both of us with the same movement.

I'm not going to last. That's the thing nobody in this room knows yet. My wife has got her mouth full of me and her ass in another man's hands and I can feel it coming up on me fast, and I put my hand flat on the top of her head to slow her down and she doesn't slow down at all.

"Faith."

She doesn't stop.

"Faith, I'm going to..."

She comes off me to breathe and there's spit everywhere and she can't make words. Only sounds.

My cock is right there in front of her face, twitching, wet from her mouth, and there's precum leaking out of the end of it onto her bottom lip and she doesn't wipe it off.

Carter's hand comes down hard on her ass and she pushes back into it.

"Harder," she says. "Please. God, harder."

He gives it to her harder.

And she goes. There's nothing graceful about any of it. Her elbows go out from under her and her face ends up sideways in the mattress and she screams into it, actually screams, and I watch her whole body seize up and start to shake, and her knees slide out on the sheet until he's holding her up off the bed by the hips and fucking her straight through the middle of it.

She's gone for a long time.

When she comes back I've got my hand on the back of her neck and I'm saying things to her that she can't hear.

* * *

He pulls out and turns her over onto her back and comes down over her, and she puts both arms up around his neck like he belongs to her.

He's close. I can see it on him. His jaw's tight and there's sweat down his chest and he's breathing through his teeth.

He's deep in her and slow now, her legs up around him and her heels locked at the small of his back, and I'm on my side beside them watching my wife's face.

Then he says it into the side of her neck.

"Where do you want it?"

And there's a second where he lifts his head and looks at me.

He's asking me. That's what that is. He's got his cock buried in my wife and he's a stroke or two from finishing and he's looking over at her husband.

I don't get the chance to answer him.

"Inside me," Faith says.

Both of us look at her.

"Inside me." She says it again, louder, and her heels lock harder at the small of his back and pull him in. "Don't you dare pull out of me."

Carter groans into her neck and buries himself.

And she goes with him. It's nothing like the others. There's no noise in it at all. She locks up around him with her mouth wide open and no sound coming out of it and her nails dragging down his back, and I watch my wife come while a twenty one year old empties himself into her, and I'm right there, my face beside hers, close enough to feel her breath stop.

I watch it happen in her face. Every one of them. She reacts to each pulse and I know exactly when it happens because I can see it go through her.

And then, while she's still shaking, she gets a hand up into the back of his hair and pulls his face off her neck and kisses him.

Not a peck. She kisses him the way she kissed me at that door an hour ago, slow and deep and open, holding onto his head with both hands while he's still inside her and still emptying into her, and she isn't hurrying about it at all.

I lie there beside my wife and watch her make out with the man who just came in her.

She's still shaking when I hear her say it into his mouth.

"Thank you."

* * *

He pulls out of her and rolls off and the room goes quiet.

A few seconds. That's all I've got in me.

Then I'm on her.

I get between my wife's legs and I'm inside her before she's taken a breath and I am not careful with her at all. I push her knees up and pin both her wrists over her head, and she's so wet and so used and so full of another man's cum that I go into her like nothing, and she cries out underneath me.

"Oh God. Luke."

"Mine." It comes out of me in pieces. "Say it."

"Yours."

"Say it again."

"I'm yours." She gets both hands on my face and holds it there so I have to look at her. "I'm yours, baby. I've always been yours."

I've got my forehead on hers and I'm fucking her into the mattress, and off to the side of the bed I can hear Carter breathing, and I don't care. I don't care about a single thing in this world. Faith gets her legs around me and pulls me into her as hard as she can.

"I love you," I tell her. "God, Faith, I love you so much."

She comes one more time.

There's nothing left in her for it and it happens anyway. It gets wrung out of her, sore and shaking and sobbing into my mouth with both arms locked around my neck, and I go a stroke behind her and empty myself into my wife on top of what's already in her and hold on like a man going under.

* * *

For a long time nobody says anything.

I'm on top of her with my face in her hair and all of my weight on her and she won't let go of me. Off to the right, Carter is flat on his back with his forearm over his eyes.

The air conditioning cycles on.

"Okay," Carter says, to the ceiling.

And for some reason that's the funniest thing anybody has said all weekend. All three of us start laughing, and I'm laughing into my wife's neck, and I can feel it going through her whole body.


Chapter Thirteen

Three in the Morning

Luke

Nobody decides that he's staying.

That's the thing about it. There's a stretch after the laughing where all three of us are just lying there in the dark not saying much, and Carter says something about getting out of our hair, and he actually sits up on the edge of the bed and looks around the floor for his jeans.

"It's after two" Faith says.

That's all she says. She doesn't invite him. She points vaguely at the other bed, which neither of us has touched since Friday, and says something about it being right there.

And Carter sits on the edge of the mattress with his hands on his knees looking at his own jeans on the carpet, and for the first time since I met him he has no idea what he's supposed to do.

"Yeah," he says. "Okay."

Faith gets up and goes into the bathroom, and when she comes out I go in and brush my teeth, and by the time I come back she's already lying down in the middle of the bed on her side with Carter behind her. I turn the lamp off and get in.

Nobody has said one word about any of it.

I get in facing my wife.

She reaches over in the dark and puts her hand flat on my chest and leaves it there, and that's how I go to sleep.

* * *

I wake up to the sound of my wife being kissed.

I don't move. My eyes are still shut and I'm surfacing out of something and it takes me a while to work out what I'm listening to, and then I have it.

Kissing. Right there. The wet sound of it and the small noises she makes into it, and it has clearly been going on for some time.

I keep my eyes closed.

I don't know why I do that. There's no reason for it. But I lie there in the dark on my side of a hotel bed with my back to nothing and my face toward my wife and I keep my eyes shut and I listen to a twenty one year old kiss her.

It goes on and on.

They're being quiet about it. They think I'm asleep, or they've decided to act like they think it, and everything they're doing is happening under a blanket in the dark at the volume of something you'd do in a house with children in it. She breathes out through her nose. Something moves. She makes a sound low in her throat that she cuts off halfway.

I'm already hard. I've been hard since about the third second of this.

Then the mattress shifts.

It's a small thing, a redistribution, somebody's leg going somewhere. Then Faith's breath catches and stops and comes back different, and something touches my shin, and the bed starts to move.

Slowly. A push and a settle. A push and a settle.

He's inside her.

* * *

I open my eyes.

It takes a while for the dark to give me anything, and then it does, and my wife's face is right there in front of mine on the pillow.

She's on her side facing me. Her eyes are shut and her mouth is open and her hair is everywhere, and behind her in the dark I can just make out the shape of him along her back with his arm over her waist. He's not fucking her so much as rocking into her. Long, slow, nowhere to be.

Her whole body moves with it every time. Forward and back. The mattress goes under both of us.

I don't say anything and I don't touch her. I lie there and watch my wife get fucked from a few inches away in the dark and listen to her breathe.

Then her eyes open.

She's looking straight at me. I can't see her expression well enough to read it and I don't need to, because her hand comes off the pillow between us and goes down under the sheet and finds my cock and closes around it.

I make a noise. I can't help it.

She strokes me. Slow, in time with him, her whole arm moving with the rhythm he's set, and she doesn't take her eyes off my face while she does it.

* * *

I get my hand down between us.

Over her hip and down the front of her, and she opens her legs for me without a word, and I find her clit with two fingers and she goes absolutely rigid for a second and then melts.

She's soaked. She's more than soaked. She's slick everywhere and swollen and there's still cum in her from two men and she's so hot to the touch it doesn't seem possible.

I start working her.

She whimpers into the space between our faces and her hand tightens around me, and behind her he doesn't change anything. He just keeps rocking, slow and deep, and now every time he pushes into her she pushes forward onto my fingers.

That's when it happens the first time.

His cock brushes against my fingers.

It's nothing. It's a fraction of an inch of contact on the tips of my fingers, just the mechanics of where everything is, and it's gone as fast as it comes.

I could move my hand. It would take nothing at all to shift it up half an inch and stay clear of him for the rest of this.

I don't move my hand.

He pushes into her again and I feel it again, the shaft of him sliding past the edge of my hand on the way in, and I keep my fingers exactly where they are and keep working my wife's clit, and I lie there in the dark with another man's cock going against my fingers into her and my whole body goes tight with something I could not name at gunpoint.

* * *

She starts to come.

I feel it before I hear it. Everything under my hand changes, gets harder and slicker and starts to pulse, and her forehead comes down against my collarbone.

"Luke," she says.

Not his name. Mine. Right into my chest.

And then her thighs snap shut.

She clamps down on my hand and traps it. Her legs come together around my wrist and lock, and my hand gets driven deeper and pinned, and I can't get it out and I don't try, and now there is no fraction of an inch about it. My palm is flat against her clit and my fingers are back where he is. He's still going. He's fucking my wife through her orgasm and every stroke of his cock drags along my fingers and I feel all of it.

I feel her coming around him. I feel her whole pussy working on him with my hand on both of them.

She's shaking against me. Her hand has stopped moving on my cock entirely, forgotten, just gripping.

And then he goes.

I feel that too. I feel it before he makes a sound, the shaft of him swelling against my fingers and then the first hard pulse going up through it, and then another, and then another.

Carter says something into the back of her neck that I don't catch.

Faith is still going. She makes a noise like she's been hurt.

And I come.

Her hand is around it and hasn't moved in the better part of a minute, and it doesn't matter, it comes up out of nowhere and takes me completely and I shoot all over my own stomach and chest and all over her hand, still holding me, and I bite down on the sound and it gets out anyway.

* * *

It takes a long time for anybody to move.

Eventually her legs come loose and I get my hand back. Behind her Carter pulls out and there's a shift and a rustle and then he's flat on his back with his forearm over his face, and Faith stays exactly where she is with her forehead on my chest, breathing.

"Sorry," she whispers, eventually.

"For what?"

"Your hand. I didn't know I was doing that," she says, and I can hear that she's smiling, and then she reaches down and wipes her palm on the sheet in the most unglamorous possible way and takes hold of me again and doesn't let go.

She's got her face against my chest and her knees drawn up against my thighs, and behind her Carter has rolled back in and put his arm over her waist, and my wife is packed in tight between the two of us with nowhere to go and no interest in going anywhere.

Somewhere back there his breathing goes long and even.

She's out a minute later.

I lie there with my wife's face on my chest and her hand still on me and I don't remember falling asleep, but I must, because the next thing is daylight.


Chapter Fourteen

Sunday

Faith

I wake up first and for a few seconds I have no idea where I am.

Then I do.

There's a man's arm across my waist and it isn't my husband's, because my husband is in front of me with his face in the pillow and his hand still on my hip. Sunlight is coming through the gap in the curtains in a hard white stripe across the bed. My mouth tastes like a bar. Everything below my waist aches in a way I have not ached in eighteen years.

I lie there very still and let it all come back.

The whole thing arrives at once. The bar. The alley. The two of them. What I said. What I asked for, out loud, in this bed, with my husband's face beside mine.

And I wait for the horror.

It's what I've been braced for since Friday, the moment it stops being a weekend and turns into a thing I have to live with, and I lie in a hotel bed between two men in the middle of a Sunday morning and wait for it to land on me.

It doesn't come.

What I feel instead, when I finally let myself feel anything at all, is that I'm hungry, and that my legs hurt, and that I am naked in a hotel bed pressed between two naked men who are both still touching me in their sleep.

A thirty six year old mother of three. Sore everywhere. Held from both sides.

I am so unbelievably happy that I have to press my face into the pillow so I don't make a sound.

* * *

Carter is the first one up and he's very quiet about it.

I lie there with my eyes shut and listen to him find his jeans. Luke wakes up somewhere in the middle of it and says something about a shower and gets in it, and then it's me sitting up in the sheet and Carter putting his shoes on at the end of the other bed.

"Hey," he says.

"Hi."

"I'm going to head out. I've got the rink at eleven." He looks at his phone and then at me. "Which is going to be a rough one."

I laugh. "Bryson."

"Bryson," he says grimly.

Luke comes out with a towel around him and his hair wet and stops, and the three of us are in a hotel room in daylight and nobody has any idea what the protocol is.

Carter sticks his hand out.

And my husband shakes it. They shake hands, both of them completely serious about it, and I have to look at the carpet.

"That was a great weekend," Carter says.

"It was," Luke says.

"You guys are cool. Like, genuinely."

"Thanks."

Then Carter looks at me and something goes across his face that's younger than the rest of him.

"Faith," he says.

"Carter."

"You were incredible," he says. "Take care."

And then he's got his cap on backward and he's out the door and it swings shut behind him with that heavy hotel thump, and Luke and I stand in the wreckage of that room and look at each other.

"Well," he says.

I put my hands over my face and laugh.

* * *

We're on the road by eleven.

For the first hour neither of us says anything about it. We talk about whether we should stop for real food. We talk about whether Aiden fed the cat. Luke has one hand on the wheel and the other on my knee and I sit in the passenger seat with my feet up on the dash like I'm nineteen years old.

Somewhere past the state line he says, "You okay?"

"Yeah."

"You'd tell me."

"Luke." I turn my head and look at him. "I would tell you."

He nods at the road.

"That was the best weekend of my life," I say.

He doesn't answer that for a while. When I look over his jaw is doing something and his eyes are on the highway.

"Yeah," he says. "Mine too."

And that's all we say about it. He picks my hand up off my lap and holds it on the console and we drive.

* * *

Maria texts me somewhere in Kentucky.

Maria: Well???

Faith: We had a really nice time

Maria: A NICE TIME

Maria: Faith

Maria: Faith Elizabeth

Maria: Absolutely not. Try again

I'm grinning at my phone like a teenager. Luke glances over and I turn the screen away from him, which is ridiculous, because he was there for all of it.

Faith: I wore the halter

Maria: AND

Faith: And you were right

Maria: That's it? That's all I get?

Faith: That's all you get :)

Maria: You're not going to tell me and that's exactly how I know it was good ;)

I laugh out loud in the car. Luke looks over and I wave him off.

Faith: It was. Thank you, Maria. For all of it

Maria: Of course. Anytime. But I am getting the details out of you sometime haha

* * *

It's my phone that starts it, an hour later.

"Oh my God," I say.

"What?"

"Look at this." I turn the screen toward him, which he can't see, because he's driving. "Every single thing on here is a country music ad now. Boots. Somebody's tour. There's a woman selling hats."

"You were in Nashville for two days."

"I was in Nashville for two days and now my phone thinks I'm a completely different person."

He laughs.

I scroll. And I keep scrolling, honestly, because half of them are festivals, and there are more of them than I would have guessed. Iowa. Michigan. One in Tennessee in October with a lineup I've actually heard of.

"I liked it," Luke says, out of nowhere.

"Liked what?"

"The music. All of it, the bars, the whole thing." He waves a hand at the windshield. "I didn't think I would. I thought it'd be a bunch of guys doing Wagon Wheel."

"There were a lot of guys doing Wagon Wheel."

"There were. And I liked it anyway."

"I liked it too," I say.

And then I stop talking, because there's one the first weekend of August, and it's a long drive but it's a Friday to Sunday, and Aiden doesn't leave until the twenty-second.

I look at it for a long time.

"There's a festival in August," I say.

"Yeah?"

"Wisconsin. Three days." I'm still scrolling.

"Huh."

I go into the accommodations tab because I want to know what a person does with three days at one of these, and I read the whole page before I say anything at all.

"They have glamping tents," I say.

"What's a glamping tent?"

"They're already set up when you get there. Full power. A queen bed. They've even got air conditioning."

Luke doesn't say anything.

I don't look over. I keep my eyes on my phone and I feel him shift in the driver's seat, and then adjust himself, and it takes everything I have not to smile.

"That could be fun," he says. His voice isn't quite right. "You'd never have to leave the grounds."

"Mm," I say.

Neither of us says another word about it.

* * *

The mile markers go by and the corn goes by and the sun comes around into my side of the truck.

At some point I put my phone face down in my lap and look over at my husband, at his hands on the wheel and his sunburned forearm and his thumb keeping time on the steering wheel to something on the radio, and I think about the first time I sat in a car next to him.

Luke feels me looking and glances over.

"What?"

"Nothing," I say, and I put my hand on the back of his neck and run my fingers through his hair.

We drive home.
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