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The devil had got into him. It was the only way to explain it.

These things he was thinking, these things he was feeling…? They were things he hadn’t thought of in twenty years. He should be ashamed of himself. He should be but he wasn’t. At least not yet. It was on the horizon, low and ominous.

The thing he’d suggested to Janie…?

And she’d done it!

He was in his office, leaning back in his swivel chair, 2 P.M., phone to his ear, on hold and waiting for René from Dalton Heavy Truck & Diesel to get back to him. He rubbed a thumb knuckle to his brow, eyes closed, feet crossed on his desk. His back was sore, his shoulders ached; his mind was fuzz. Radio fuzz sometimes bursting awake with a sudden jolt from W-S-E-X, Buffalo’s hottest sounds of horndog howling. 

He chuckled and grumbled. Bad as it all was, it felt amazing to have your heart beat with lust like it did when you were sixteen and playing football and chasing girls. God damn—chasing Janie. At sixteen, Janie was all tight smooth skin and long legs and⁠—

The phone clicked and René came on, already talking, torque wrenches and compressors running in the background.

“Not today, John, I’m sorry. If the part comes in before five, I’ll have it for you end of day tomorrow.”

“You said yesterday.”

One of the crews had the newer Mack, named Big Blue, out at the hospital in Rochester, loading out snow, and Blue started billowing black smoke. It had been sluggish under load, but by the afternoon, she wailed out like a siren. The motor derated. Turbocharger blown out on the ten-year-old diesel. Frank was driving it, and he’s a good mechanic. Frank said it was the turbocharger, on the spot, so they towed it out to Dalton Heavy Truck & Diesel in the Kodak Park instead of bringing it back to the depot and going over it themselves. None of his guys at the depot could do the turbocharger job. Too tight a space, too much calibration. René at Dalton said he’d get it done in three days for six grand. Now it was day four and the replacement turbo wasn’t even at René’s shop yet.

“I would a had it for you, too. If they sent me the right part. They’re overnighting it from PA, from the factory. No OEM. It’ll come in before five.”

John looked out at the empty spot where the Mack should’ve been. René told him they’d sent the wrong replacement unit. The one they’d sent wouldn’t fit, the seals weren’t aligned…

“Yeah, I know you would, René. We just need that truck. We got so much snow, and there’s more coming.”

René swore up and down he’d get his guys on it as soon as it came in, and they wouldn’t stop til the son of a bitch was in. “You know we will, John.” John wished him well and hung up.

He sighed. “Mother-effer.”

Cheek in palm, he sat figuring how he’d finance another Mack, and whether it would be worth it, but his eyes stayed awake on the photos on his desk in their foldout brass frames. The family together, dressed up nice. Kids would have been eight and ten. He’d wanted the photo taken  to have on his desk, show off what he and Janie’d built together. Show off to the guys coming around how well it was all turning out for john Holcomb. It hadn’t been easy. There had been so many sacrifices. But look what he had. Janie with her long hair in her twin braids, her flannel shirt. Would have been Janie at thirty-one, hot as she was in high school. God damn, Maceo would have a heart attack if he saw what Janie looked like when she was twenty-one. She’d be out of his league.

He chuckled again. Probably not out of her league at all. It’s just that Janie had a thing for well-built young men who played football and were handy and a gentleman. Not some foreign guy with sultry lips and whispers of hoity-toity artsy-farts shit.

Though maybe a guy like Maceo could have been. Given time.

If he hadn’t knocked Janie up, how far would he and Janie have gone together? Would Janie have gone to college? Art school? He smiled. Yeah, probably. Maybe even Chesborough. She would have met a guy or two like Maceo. The smile shrank. Hm. That would mean no Evan. No Marissa. Janie in some other guy’s arms. No Big John to watch out for her and make sure she’s got everything she needs. That was a real downer to picture. He liked it better thinking of her showing Maceo a little something the other day, posing for him in the studio. Showing Maceo a little of what she had right now at thirty-nine. That got him smiling again, and he laughed and rubbed his face, kicking back from the desk and shaking his head. Sheba jumped up from her dog bed behind his chair and began stretching.

“All right, Sheba,” he muttered, hefting his jangling key ring and putting it back in his coat pocket. He swiped up the wrapped sandwich he’d skipped at lunch and slipped it in his pocket as well. He’d had a touch of heart burn at lunch, and while he ate the first sandwich (Janie always packed two), he was thinking dirty thoughts again about Janie. And then how Janie said he was heavy after they’d finished having sex the other morning, and him rolling off of her. Everybody in the whole Holcomb household would love it if he lost a few pounds.

[image: ]


Janie stood at the sink with her gloved hands in the hot dishwater long after the pot was scrubbed clean. She shifted her weight, and there it was again—that low, dull pull in her belly. Not sharp now. Not like the first day. That had been something else entirely. A tightening that had climbed up her spine and made her breath go shallow, like her body was bracing against something. She’d sat in the truck afterward with both hands folded over her tummy, not wanting to move. As if movement might make it worse.

It hadn’t, exactly. But it hadn’t made it better either. Now it was just always lurking, dull and vague.

She rinsed the pot and set it in the wire drying rack, snapped off the rubber gloves and plopped them over the sink edge.

The sky out the window above the fields was the color of granite. The trees swayed. The wind had picked up, mean and restless, rattling the bare branches of the maples around the porch. It carried the bite of snow—not the soft, lazy snow that swooped down in flurries, but the hard, sideways stuff that stung like wet needles.

She hoped it wouldn’t be bad. More bark than bite. Just enough to dust the roads, maybe, but not enough to bury them. Not enough to keep John out all night with the plow.

Four weeks. That’s all she needed. Four weeks where John wasn’t gone all night long. She turned her back to the window and looked across the kitchen, folding her arms and stretching her neck.

The IUD had erased her slate. It had cleared her mind.

It had squashed the fiery desire that had consumed her.

Three days now since she’d gone to humiliate herself in front of her doctor and good friend. The coil had been inserted, the deed done, and the haze of desire had lifted. She felt level-headed now, rational.

The thing was, in the clearer wake of the visit, she’d told herself she’d gone to see Dr. Bernard to sabotage the lust worming through her veins, slick and hot. To neuter it, to defang it. But was that really why? No. Right?

That wasn’t the truth.

She’d gone to make it safe for Maceo to come inside her.

The thought chilled her. Her mind had been running interference, throwing up screens to obscure the reality. But now, with the copper coil nestled inside her, it was hard to ignore the impetus, if she considered it for longer than a few seconds.

She’d gone to Dr. Bernard’s because she knew she was going to sleep with Maceo.

With their boarding student. A twenty-one-year-old man.

And you didn’t want to get pregnant.

She really was going to do it.

The last three days had been easier. And Maceo kept his distance. Like he sensed the change in her and knew his efforts would be futile. He could read it in her expression, in her posture.

That’s what he would tell her, at least.

He knew how to talk to you. How to read you through your eyes.

But could he ever suspect what she’d done in preparation? That she’d sidelined desire due to the discomfort of installing a preventative measure—one that would benefit him, allow him to bury his beautiful manhood deep inside her and have his release…?

The faint slam of a car door throbbed beneath the wind. Someone had come home early. Her gaze darted to the digital clock glowing green on the oven’s face. 3:12 P.M. Maceo’s last class didn’t finish until four. He shouldn’t be home before five on a Friday.

Her heart gave a traitorous leap, a powerful thud against her ribs that sent a hot rush up her throat. A sudden, frantic pulse hammered in her ears.

Maceo came home early.

The thought was a spark. A wild, foolish excitement coiled low in her gut, the same pull she thought she had banished. She felt it as a physical force, a warmth that spread through her veins and made the tips of her fingers tingle.

Her teeth clamped on the soft lining of her cheek in protest. Her hands had gone to fists and she pushed the knuckles into her stomach just above her belt line.

“Jesus, Janie,” she muttered, and crossed through the dining area to look out the window that showed the driveway. “It could be John.”
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Two of the crews were back at the depot after having been out for a dozen hours. Mick and Ronnie, and Rico, too. Rico had been out on his own in the salter and Mick and Ronnie worked the remaining Mack and the front end loader at the Costco. They were standing just inside the bay, out of the wind, shooting the shit after some long shifts.

He joined them giving them the good news: “Big Blue’s down another day.”

Mick threw his hands up and walked around in an agitated circle.

“Turbo’s not in yet,” he said.

Ronnie made a face. “Jesus. Fucking great.”

“Yeah. Alright. Look, we’re not hauling everything tonight, anyway.”

Mick leaned back against the wall. “What about the hospital?”

“We’ll keep that one moving,” John said. “Loader stays there. Small dump’ll run it,” he continued. “You’ll have to turn it around. More trips.”

“That’s gonna slow us.”

“I know. Stack what you can everywhere else. Push it back, build it up. We’ll haul it when Blue’s back. Dalton promises end of day tomorrow.”

Rico said, “What about the plaza on Ridge?”

“Leave it high,” John said. “Keep lanes open. Bobcat goes with Danny later tonight when he gets in,” he added. “Him and Tony’ll clean the tighter spots, feed the pile we got going. It’s going to take longer, but that’s just how it’s going to be.”

No complaints, just a few distant gazes, the guys thinking through their routes. It meant less time off this week, but they also liked the money. Besides, they were off now and going for a sleep. Any disgruntlement was probably for his benefit, knowing it was him hurt most by Big Blue’s absence and expensive repair.

The guys disbanded and moved through their end-of-shift routines. The wind whined outside the depot and sent skittering waves of snow pellets across the the yard’s icy moonscape. The fans droned from within their metal cabins as the big engines cooled.

Rico, quick and wiry, slammed the door of his pickup shut. He joined the other two, scanning the lot with restless eyes. Eager and already elbow deep in the process of reloading and repairing and refilling. He moved quickly—sometimes too quickly—but he was learning.

John joined in with the work. “Rico, let’s get the sander refilled.”

Rico retreated from looking for a spot to fit in with Ronnie and Mick, who didn’t need his help, and trotted back to John, then veered left, headed for the tractor. John called out to him as he climbed up into the back of Rico’s F-250, telling him they’d do the pickup first. Rico sprinted back from the direction of the tractor and stooped to the task, collecting bags of sand from the stacked pallets they kept inside the depot so no one would steal them when they were all out on jobs.

Rico hefted each fifty-pounder with youthful ease. John stayed in the truck bed, ready to receive them. Rico made casual small talk at each handoff. Starting with football, moving to the coming storm, and by the end, he was huffing and puffing, lingering longer, sometimes taking a break with his hands on his knees while John cut open the bags and dumped them in the hopper.

“How’s, huh, that, uh, whoo, that student guy working out?”

“The Italian kid? You know what?—he’s doing great, Rico. Better than I expected.” You should see the drawing he did of Janie. Ho-lee shit, Rico. “I think we got enough sand.”

Rico peeled off his sandy gloves and batted his work jacket to knock off the sand that had crusted to it. The evening air painted pink onto his cheeks as he stood upright and stretched.

“Warm from that workout,” Rico explained, wiping his forehead with the back of his hand.

“Yeah,” John continued, thinking about the change in his life since Maceo came to stay with them. “He’s really good to have around. Helps with the chores, polite, nice kid. Keeps the truck gassed, he’s tidy… He spends a lot of time with Janie.” Rico’s face twitched and John felt a defensive twinge. “Janie paints. You know that, right?”

Rico shook his head, came to the back of the truck, looking for space to climb up and give a hand opening bags and dumping them. It was a tight squeeze with John on one side but the other side jammed with tools. John gave him space. “Yeah, she’s really good, too. She’s in the local club. They’ve had shows, like, you know, like a gallery show. And for a while there was this café in town, you know the, what was it called, the Sunlight Bean or something?”

Rico pulled himself up, one work boot on the F-250’s bumper, still shaking his head no.

“She sold one once. A little one of a landscape. God, she was thrilled.”

But she’s really good at posing, Rico, my boy. You should see one of her the Italian kid did. You can see the top of her breast. Because she’s showing it, Rico. You hear me? Showing it.

Rico didn’t answer, holding both hands palms-up, a glove in one hand. He patted his work-coat pockets, confused, turned and looked down to the cement.

“Well, Maceo’s been painting with her in some of the afternoons if he doesn’t have class, and I’m telling you, he’s showing Janie so many things. Her new paintings⁠—”

Rico jumped up to look into the sand hopper, spotted what he was looking for. He’d dropped a glove in when he’d pulled himself up.

“He’s awakened something in her.”

Rico turned his back and went up to his toes, shoving his arm down deep into the hopper, stretching to reach it, getting his whole arm into it, the glove down near the auger blades.


STEAM
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John was exuberant, standing in their kitchen and retelling his story with a beer bottle in hand. Fine for a Friday night, but he was going back out on the roads later, after dinner and a nap.

He was behind Roxy at the kitchen counter, Roxy rinsing her tea cup in the sink, frizzy hair loose around her shoulders.

“So Rico’s half in the hopper, and I’m like this—” John set his beer on the counter and reached around Roxy’s waist with both hands, pulling her back from the sink. He let out a large, bellowing sound, gargling and roaring like machinery eating up human flesh and bone.

Roxy jumped and let out a small shriek, water spritzing from her hands. John collapsed to the counter in overwhelming laughter, face red from the cold.

Roxy twisted in his grip, laughing despite herself. “You’re a total maniac.”

He grabbed his beer again, taking a long pull. His cheeks were bright red now, eyes watery from his own amusement. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

“Rico nearly jumped clean out of his boots. You should’ve seen his face. It was crazy. His eyes were like this.” He showed them double OK hand-signs.

Janie sipped her tea. John loved it when he had an audience like this.

“Poor Rico,” Roxy said, drying her hands on the dish towel. “You could give that guy a heart attack.”

John’s eyes squinched. “Roxy, the kid’s like twenty-years-old.”

“I’m not twenty and you just grabbed my sides. You’re not a careful person.” She showed him a comically disdainful look, crossing her arms like a librarian.

John said, “You gonna pull through?”

Roxy batted John’s chest with the back of her hand.

“But look, then I get all serious with him,” John continued, setting his beer down and straightening his face. “Because this isn’t a joke. Rico needs to be thinking about what he’s doing. I tell him about Carl—you remember Carl, Roxy? Big guy, worked the trucks back when I was getting started. Maybe it was before we knew you, Roxy.“

Roxy’s eyebrows pulled together. She glanced at Janie.

“Carl reaches into the hopper one day, cause his beanie fell in, and the unit wasn’t off. It was jammed. Carl gets his beanie and… and the auger just—“ John made a grinding motion with his hands. “Chewed his whole hand clean off. Mangled it. Blood everywhere. Had to drive him to the hospital with his hand in a cooler, but I mean the hand was like lunch meat. No saving it.”

Roxy’s face blanched. “Oh my God.”

“There was never any guy named Carl,” Janie said.

Roxy looked between them, her mouth opening slightly as understanding dawned. “You made that up?”

“Rico’s face was like your face for a minute.”

Roxy shook her head but she was smiling now. Everyone loved John when he was like this. Roxy tucked a strand of wild hair behind her ear and leaned against the counter.

“You’re terrible,” Roxy said, but her voice held affection.

John spread his hands wide, framing the story like he was building something with clawed fingers. “So I tell him all that, deadpan serious, and Rico looks at me and he goes—” John dragged it out, savoring the moment. “He goes, ‘Oh no, did you have to, uh, help him masturbate?’”

John cracked up, wheezing and doubling over. His face went red again, shoulders shaking.

Roxy laughed politely, glancing at Janie with raised eyebrows.

“It was funnier when Rico said it, you know, he was—he said it ruder.” John wiped his eyes and straightened up, trying to compose himself. “Anyway, point is, Rico’s a good kid. He became one of the guys today. He’s gonna work out. I’m happy about him. He’s a hard worker. That’s the point of the story.“

Janie watched Roxy nod and smile. Roxy was being generous. The story wasn’t that funny, kind of unnerving and boys-being-boys, but John was so pleased with himself that it was hard not to play along. This was John in his element—coming home from work with stories, holding court in his own kitchen.

“Rico sounds sweet,” Roxy said.

“Sweet’s not the word I’d use, but yeah. He’s good.”

Roxy chuckled, leaning back against the counter. “Well, you keep that kid in line, John.” Her eyes twinkled, teasing. “But don’t scare him too much with all the severed-hand talk.”

John spread his arms wide, grinning. “He didn’t even fall for it, Roxy, and I was giving him dead-serious.”

Janie rose from the table. “Stay for dinner, Roxy? We’ve got plenty.”

Roxy shook her head. “I’d love to, but Trevor’s home. You know he won’t cook for himself.”

Janie touched her hand to Roxy’s shoulder, a small squeeze. “Call him over. We’d love to have you both.”

With a warm smile, Roxy edged toward the door. “I’ll take you up on that another time. Soon. Promise.”

Janie walked Roxy to the door. They exchanged quiet goodbyes before Janie closed the door. Turning back, she saw John was now over by the stove, heaping a plate high with roast beef, steaming onions, and baked potatoes. He spooned a smaller portion, sliding the plate her way with a content nod and a smile.

She checked her watch, took the plate, joined John at the table. It was dark beyond the windows, but early enough you could still see the horizon and tree lines. Wind still whined under the eaves.

John was already cutting into his roast, fork scraping against the plate. His face had settled into that contented expression he got after a good day—jaw relaxed, eyes soft. He’d shed his jacket and his flannel sleeves were rolled to the elbows.

She picked up her fork. “Shouldn’t we wait for Maceo?”

John shook his head, swallowing. “He texted me. Going out after class. Won’t be home till late.”

“Oh.” She set the fork down, then picked it up again. “Where’s he going?”

“Didn’t say. Just said late.” John stabbed another piece of beef. “It’s Friday night. He’s probably going out with some of the other kids.”

She nodded and cut into her own plate. The meat was tender, falling apart under her knife. She put the first bite in her mouth and made herself chew. “He’s not a kid.”

John shook his head no, chewing, looking at her. Smiling with some kind of mischief. “No, he’s not. We got the place to ourselves.”

“You’re eating and sleeping. Then you’re going to go out.”

John’s eyes narrowed on her, still smiling.

She picked up her napkin, folded it in her lap. “It’s just—why would he text you and not me? I’m the one making dinner.”

John shrugged and went back to eating. “Probably just hit my name first in his contacts.”

She wanted to press. Wanted to ask if Maceo had said anything else, if John had noticed anything different about him today. But John was already moving on, cutting another piece of beef.

She picked up her fork again. Maceo hadn’t texted her because she’d retreated from him and he was trying to draw her closer. Mind games.

Or maybe he thinks you’re mad at him.

The IUD pulled again, a dull reminder.

John said, “It’s nice seeing Roxy here. When did she come by?”

“Late afternoon,” she said. “I thought it was Maceo coming home early.”

“Not me?” John said.

“You never come home early,” she said, and they both chuckled.

“I’m home now,” he said.

“You are. What are you doing home? I thought you’d be out all night.”

“I don’t know. I just got a warm feeling. Like when I was joking around with Rico and he figured me out, and all the guys joined in. It just made me feel homesick for some reason. I guess because the kids are out of the house.”

“Something like that,” Janie said. “It is quiet around here. Roxy dropped in on me out of the blue for a cup of tea.”

“Like the old days,” John said.

He finished his dinner before she did. When he was in the kitchen, she called after him, “How long are you going to be home for?”

“I just wanted to see you,” he said. “Figured I’d come home, get something to eat, maybe catch a couple hours of sleep before I go out again. Or maybe… I don’t know.”

She put her fork down and looked up. “You don’t know?”

He had a funny smile, and she had an inkling of what he meant.

“You’re quite lively tonight,” she said.

“I’m glad you noticed.”

She took her plate, barely touching her dinner, and came into the kitchen to stand with him. They stood close together for a moment, looking into each other’s eyes. She set her plate on the counter and kissed him.

He smelled like gas and sweat, and like clothing that needed to be changed.

She ran her fingers through his beard and said, “Go get in the shower. I’ll take care of the dishes.”
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He stood under the hot water and got clean. The heat felt un-be-lie-vable. He let it run over his shoulders and down his chest, stood there longer than he needed to. He was feeling good. Hopeful. Uplifted.

Horny.

Whatever was happening was good.

They’d gone from a full house to no kids at all. One day noise and chaos and bustle, the next day just the two of them again. After they got married, they’d always had kids around. There wasn’t much time where it was just husband and wife. Only a few months, and Janie’s belly was as round as his was now.

There had been an unspoken expectation that once Evan and Marissa flew the coop, they’d go back to how they were. Throw themselves at each other like they used to. Pick up where they left off. It didn’t work out that way. It hadn’t been bad. Not at all. It had been good. Easy.

He bowed his head to the shower, let it hit his thinning crown and wash down the back of his neck. He squeezed and scrubbed his beard.

Now it was different. Now he felt like a kid again. Like a teenager. There was an edge to him he hadn’t felt in years. He was thinking about her all the time. Wanting her.

All of it had started when Maceo showed up. Like someone lit a fuse in the house.

He looked down at his body through the steam.

It made sense for him to get so excited. All you had to do was look at Janie. That part didn’t need explaining. Janie was gorgeous.

But Janie had him to look at.

He stood there and studied himself a second longer.

The last time they’d had a place to themselves, he hadn’t looked like this. He’d been young. Big. Strong. Barrel chest. Played football. Could run all day. Biggest bench in his class. He was never a guy with abs or anything. Not built like that. But solid. Capable.

Now—

Not the same young man he was.

Movement outside the shower curtain caught his attention. He swiped water from his face and looked. A shape through the plastic. A figure.

Janie. She was getting undressed. His heart rate picked up.

He parted the curtain just enough to see her clearly. Stood there and watched. He knew every bit of her. Twenty-plus years. There wasn’t anything about her he hadn’t seen. She was everything to him.

He watched her step out of her soft, faded jeans, one leg, then the other. Bare skin in the weak bathroom light. He felt something low in his chest. He shouldn’t still have that kind of hunger for his wife. Should he? Could he be that lucky?

Janie turned her head slightly and caught him watching. She smiled. Not shy about being fully naked.

He didn’t look away.

Janie stepped closer, pulled the curtain back, and climbed in with him. The heat shifted around them, water striking both of them now. He reached for her and pulled her in, hands firm on her back.

They kissed. Slow at first. Then not so slow. He broke it just enough to look at her.

“What the heck are you doing in here?”

Her mouth curved again. That same look. “Thought you might need some help,” she said.

His hands moved over her back. Slippery skin. Soap and water everywhere. He traced the line of her spine. Down to the swell of her hips. Held her close. She let her head back and wetted her hair, pulling it back from her beautiful face, then pressed a cheek against his chest. Water sheeted off her shoulders onto his feet.

She felt perfect and always had. Firm muscles under soft curves. His palms cupped her slim sides. Thumbs dug into her waist. He pulled her tighter. his cock fattened and slipping on her stomach while it straightened. She tilted her head up. Water streamed from her hair, eyes locked on his.

“I don’t really… feel up to anything too much. You know, down there.”

His fingers kept moving. Over her ribs now. Up to her shoulders. Squeezed the muscle there. “It’s all right, Janie. We don’t have to do anything. I can hold you. You feel so good.”

She made a small sound, like a giggle, low in her throat. Leaned forward. Lips brushed his chest hair. Wet mouth on wet skin. She lingered. Kissed again. Open-mouthed this time.

Warmth spread low in him. He held still. Let her.

Then she shifted. Slid down. Body gliding against his, breasts trailing over his stomach. Her hands on his hips for balance. Not him pushing. Not dropping her. She chose it.

He loosened his grip. Fingers trailed her arms. Watched her go.

His breath was quick and heavy.

She sank lower. Water hit his face harder without her blocking it. Steam hung thick. Bathroom light glowed yellow through the plastic curtain.

Her knees touched the tub. She bent slowly. Water pooled around her shins. She looked up. Face inches from his throbbing hardness.

He stared down, body rigid. Knew what it looked like. Her there on her knees, water running in rivers over her collarbones and down her chest.

He couldn’t move. Breath caught. “What are you doing?”

Janie looked up at him through the spray, eyes steady. Her hand wrapped his shaft. Loose grip at first. She leaned in, lips parting, and took the head into her mouth.

Cool. Wet. Tongue flat against him.

He braced one hand on the tiled wall. Fingers splayed. Lightheaded rushes washed his temples. Steam thickened around them. Water drummed his shoulders.

Janie hadn’t done this in fifteen years. Maybe more. Not since the early days before the kids. All of a sudden she wanted it again. Both of them on fire these days. That damn drawing Maceo did started everything.

Janie sucked. Slowly pulled back. Then forward. Deeper. Hand twisted at the base. Mouth sealed tight.

He hardened fast. Full length in seconds. Pulse throbbing against her tongue.

His free hand found her hair. Wet strands slipped through fingers. He cupped the back of her head. Guided lightly, thumb tracing her jawline as she worked with hollowed cheeks.

That drawing. Maceo captured her chest. Maceo saw her that way. Sat there sketching every curve. Janie posed for him. Let him look.

She sped up. Head bobbing, water splashing her face. It ran down her neck, and her breasts swayed with the motion.

John’s knees buckled once. He locked them. Palm pressed harder into tile.

Maceo’s eyes on her skin. Pencil strokes over collarbone. Swell of breast. He’d stared. Janie knew it. Posed anyway. Showed Maceo she was sexual.

Her hand pumped and her mouth followed. The suction pulled strong. Her tongue circled the ridge.

“Janie.”

She hummed. Vibration shot through him. She didn’t break the rhythm. He gripped her hair tighter. His other hand slid from the wall to her shoulder. Fingers dug in.

Maceo drew her like that. Close. Intimate. Not as a mother. A woman. Bare skin under fabric. Sexual. Janie’s chest rose with each breath as Maceo drew.

Huge pressure built low. His balls drew up. He thrust shallowly. Once. Twice. He told her he was going to come, his voice tight and husky.

Janie kept going. Her eyes flicked up. Locked on his. She sucked harder.

The first pulse released into Janie’s mouth. She didn’t flinch. A thick rope down her throat. He groaned. Hips jerked. Second spurt. Third. Gargantuan releases that emptied him, legs shaking, vision blurred white. His hand clamped her collar.

Janie slowed. She swallowed. Kept suction. Milked every drop and tongue-pressed the underside till he softened.

He sagged against the wall, chest heaving. She pulled off slow, lips shining. Looked up again.

Hand still in her hair, he stroked it back from her face, thumb-wiping the corner of her mouth.

“Jesus, Janie.”

She stood and brought her body to his. Damp skin met damp skin. Her arms encircled his neck.

He held her waist. Pulled her close. Their foreheads touched.

“Unbelievable,” he whispered. She snuffled a laugh and kissed his chest.

He cupped her ass. Squeezed and lifted her. “It’s been so long.”

“I just wanted to,” she said.

He squeezed her tighter and she went on her toes, arcing into him.


CREAK
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His eyes opened in a slow satisfied sweep. His comfortable bed, Janie’s body next to his, Sheba asleep at his feet. Quiet.

The digital clock’s red glow marked 12:30 AM. Lying there in the warm dark, he felt good. Really good. The good swam through him like an easy current. Nostalgia maybe. Some gratitude, too.

Janie’s body curved next to his, turned away but close. He admired her shape under the bedding. He reached out, skimming the sheet across her waist. She sighed, shifting, her womanly warmth pressing closer to him.

The incredible interplay they’d had in the shower was rare. Rare to the point of extinction. Somehow, getting shower head from his wife at the end of an endless work day had shone a happy light on their life together.

The last three years had changed them, yet they themselves hadn’t changed. They were solvent. They would hit forty as a success. Two kids in college, a thriving business, and a homestead they were on track to owning.

God, back in the old days—the blow job days—he wouldn’t even have enjoyed what had happened after dinner. Poor Janie would slide down his much more desirable body, and he wouldn’t have stopped her. But he would have looked at the ceiling while she did the wonderful things she did and would have worried about the piling bills, the oncoming snow, and a million other things his twenties-year-old self would have been burdened with.

His thumb traced the gentle rise of Janie’s hip. They hadn’t just survived—they’d built something strong, something lasting. There was a deep satisfaction in that. They weren’t young, but not old. They still had years ahead.

The fleeting idea of stirring her dissipated. Sleep was sacred, and he had snow to clear.

Instead, he turned a little, just enough to press his lips softly against her shoulder. A brief touch, a silent farewell before he went to work. Janie’s fingers twitched against his wrist. She murmured something unintelligible in her sleep, and he chuckled.

Sheba shifted from her silent sentry point at the foot of the bed. She stood alert, stretching, her eyes pinned on him for a short moment, bright with expectation.

He eased onto his side, planting one hand on the mattress. His belly, fed with a good home-cooked meal, pushed against his wife’s back. He peered at Janie, her pale hair fanned across the pillow. She still slept undisturbed.

His feet found the cool floor and Sheba leapt down, a line of easy motion as she stretched, tail arched high and quivering. He dressed in clean jeans and a fresh sweatshirt. He touched the door handle without looking back. Stillness reigned, except for Sheba’s soft padding beside him. Janie remained in the tender cradle of sleep.

In the kitchen, he quickly gathered provisions Janie had prepared. A thermos filled with rich coffee, sandwiches, wrapped and waiting in the fridge. He took two—just in case.
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Her eyes tracked John’s movements in the dark. She’d woken after he did—some internal alarm that always went off when he stirred before a shift.

The mattress had shifted as he sat up. Sheba hopped down, her nails clicking softly against the floor. John’s hand found her hip through the sheet. A gentle stroke, almost tentative. She let herself lean back slightly, a small acknowledgment without fully waking. His lips pressed against her shoulder—warm, brief. Then he was up, moving through the room with the quiet practice of someone who’d done it thousands of times.

The shower had been good. Really good. John had been surprised and grateful in his wordless way.

But Maceo’s text needled at her.

Texted John. Not her. John.

It was deliberate. A choice.

Or maybe John had told Maceo to stay away. Wanted the house to himself for the evening.

He’d come home in that good mood, unannounced, happy, joking around with Roxy. What if John had texted Maceo and said he wanted some alone time tonight?

Not likely. Not at all. John didn’t operate that way. He’d just take his chances, roll the dice, hope things fell into place the way he wanted. And he couldn’t keep a secret—especially a guilty one. If he’d done something like that, he would’ve told her sometime after their encounter in the shower.

She rolled onto her back, staring at the ceiling. Thinking of Maceo again.

Out somewhere. At a bar or party, surrounded by college kids. People his own age, laughing too loud, phones out, everyone performing for each other.

There would be girls. Of course there would be girls. Young women with clear skin and flat stomachs, wearing things that showed both. They’d lean in close when he spoke, touch his arm, tilt their heads and smile. And how would Maceo receive their charms?

She rolled onto her back, stared at the ceiling.

It would be all girls, probably. A few guys scattered around the edges, but the girls would orbit him. Women looked. Teenage girls looked. Grown women who should know better looked.

She exhaled through her nose.

Good. Let him have fun. Let him be twenty-one and unattached and free to stay out late without explaining himself to anyone.

The thought settled like a stone in a deep well.

And there was something else, too.

Roxy dropping by unannounced. Yes, like the old days, just as John had said.

But why now? Roxy hadn’t done that in years.

And there’d been a lot of questions from Roxy about Maceo and how he was doing.

This was the sickliest worry she had.

The unexpected drop-in coincided with her visit to see Stacy. Dr. Bernard. To get an IUD. There had been the awkward, uncomfortable moment when Stacy realized what it might mean. She’d asked her if she was safe. She was sure, too, that Stacy had remembered John’s vasectomy.

The implication was awful. It was unbelievable she’d ever had the nerve to go.

Could Stacy have enlisted Roxy to drop in and keep an eye on her? Make sure nothing regretful was going on?

Why had she ever gone to Stacy for the IUD? It was like a cry for help.

Someone please stop me.

Well, now you have eyes on you. Way to go.

Maybe it was for the better.

The front door opened, then closed with deliberate care. No slam, no jingle of keys hitting the hall table. Someone trying not to wake the house.

The clock read 12:47.

Footsteps moved across the hardwood entry, through the living area, paused at the base of the stairs. Light, careful steps. Maceo.

She listened to him climb the stairs. The third step from the top always creaked. He knew that now, stepped over it entirely.

A pause at the landing. Then Evan’s door opened and closed.

She lay still, eyes still on the ceiling. Her heart had picked up speed when she’d heard the front door. Anticipation, maybe. Or something else.

She pictured Maceo undressing in her son’s room. Pulling off his shirt, stepping out of his jeans.

Had he been drinking? She couldn’t tell from his footsteps, but college kids drank. It would be normal. Expected. But not when he was driving. Maceo wasn’t stupid. Wasn’t reckless like that.

You’re the reckless one, Janie.

The house settled back into quiet.

She wondered what he’d done. Who he’d been with. Whether any of those girls had gotten close enough to touch.

And why hadn’t he texted her?

The heat kicked on, the furnace rumbling to life in the basement. She should go back to sleep but she was peeved now. At Maceo, at the whole situation. He’d texted John instead of her. Stayed out until almost one in the morning without a word. Came creeping in like some teenager afraid of getting caught. Like Evan or Marissa might.

She wasn’t his mother, but she wasn’t nobody either. Common courtesy would have been nice.

Well, too late now. He’d gone to bed, and she should go to sleep. If she was even able to now.

Evan’s door opened. Her eyes came open again, up at the ceiling. Ear tuned in like radar.

Bare feet padded across the floor of her sewing room, the space that separated the main hall from the upstairs bathroom. She heard the soft whisper of the bathroom door swinging open, then the quiet click as it closed. A moment later, the low drone of the exhaust fan started. Water ran through the pipes. The toilet flushed.

She slipped out of bed, bare feet silent on the hardwood. Her hand found the bedroom doorframe. She stood there, listening to him brush his teeth, spit into the sink. The medicine cabinet opened and closed.

In a minute he’d come back across the sewing room. Pass right by the top of the stairs. She could step out. Ask how his night went. Be the adult in the house who cared enough to check in.

Listen to yourself, you fool.

She retreated and slid back beneath the sheets. Fine. Let him sleep. The questions could wait for morning, for daylight and coffee and a Saturday morning breakfast. Facing him now, in the middle of the night, felt wrong. Too much emotion, not enough sense. She closed her eyes, the irritation a low hum beneath the quiet.

She stayed perfectly still, listening.

She pushed the covers away for the second time that night, the movement sharp, decisive and she moved through the darkness of her own room until her hand was inches from the doorknob. She stood there in the quiet, listening to the hum of the fan.

The knob was cold and solid in her palm. She turned it. The latch moved without a sound. She eased the door open just enough to slip through, then shut it behind her. She padded into the sewing room, and stood beside the old dress form, its headless torso a patient sentry in the dark. And she waited.

Minutes passed. The drone of the fan cut out. The sudden silence was absolute. It was too late to retreat to her bedroom again. She held her breath. The bathroom doorknob turned, and light sliced into the hall as the door swung open.

Maceo stepped out, wearing only a pair of dark boxer briefs. He was all lean muscle and long bone, his height exaggerated by the low ceiling. The light behind him traced the sharp line of his shoulders, the taper of his waist into the dark band of his boxers. A ridiculous, perfect V. His skin was smooth, pulled taut over his ribs. He was not a man built like John, thick with years of hard work and farmboy genetics. He was a boy built like a statue, all elegant lines and effortless grace.

A slow heat bloomed deep in her belly, coiling and tight. She hated the feeling. It was a stupid, reflexive thing, an animal response to a beautiful animal.

It was nothing. It was biology. It would be stranger, somehow more frightening, if the sight of him had no effect at all. That would mean the woman in her was dead. She was far from dead.

Maceo reached into the bathroom and turned off the light, then closed the door, plunging the hall back into darkness. He stood for a moment, letting his eyes adjust, then started toward his room. He moved with a practiced quiet, a guest mindful of a sleeping house.

He was almost past her when she shifted her weight.

He froze. His head flicked toward the sound, toward the deeper dark of the sewing room where she stood.

A small smile touched Janie’s lips. She watched his shape stiffen, not seeing her. He didn’t move. He stood in the middle of the hallway, caught between the bathroom and the bedroom, a ghost in the dark. She just watched him, the smile gone from her face, her eyes fixed on his beautiful form. The silence stretched. The house settled around them.

The air had stirred as he moved, bringing the smell of mint, clean and sharp from the toothpaste. Underneath it clung another scent. It was not his. Something floral and warm that had settled on his skin and tangled in his hair.

Her arms went across her chest.

She broke the dark, eerie silence. “You smell like perfume.”


TOPWATER POPPER
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Maceo turned his head toward her, smile showing even in the dark. He stood relaxed between the bathroom and Evan’s door, shoulders loose, long body calm and easy. He raised a hand to his chest. A large hand, good-looking, fingers long and sure, touching himself lightly over his heart—the angle of his wrist reminding her of Michelangelo’s David—then slid down an inch, with the silky youthful drag of skin on skin. His chest rose with a breath, beautiful lines cutting across his ribs, down to the boxer briefs hugging his hips.

With a measure of masculine amusement in his voice, he said, “You can smell?”

She never should have come out. She should have stayed in bed where it was warm and safe. What would she gain with a confrontation like this in her sewing room? It was after midnight. Perfume? . . . Her stomach soured. She was like her mother. This was what her mother would do. A harridan. A jealous harridan.

“It’s strong,” she said—the remark of a woman not jealous, just annoyed by the scent of outsiders in her happy home. She’d come out of the bedroom with strong emotion and now here she was, pushing her own confrontation uphill when she’d imagined it should have been rolling downhill by now.

Maceo’s eyes wouldn’t have adjusted to the dark yet. He couldn’t see her face—not like she saw his outline sharp against the stairwell’s faint glow. Still, he watched, movements deliberate, hips shifting weight, unbothered.

She crossed her arms tighter. Heat sat low in her gut. Prickly annoyance whispered on the nape of her neck and between her shoulder blades.

Maceo shrugged a shoulder, hand dropping from his chest. “I go out with friends.”

She uncrossed her arms, let them hang at her sides. “I know. John told me.”

He nodded, slowly, chin dipping, then stepped closer, bare feet silent on the wood floor. Towered over her now, heat rolling off his skin. The perfume sharpened—floral, cheap, mixed with pheromones.

He said, “We go to Rochester. Go to club there.”

“Did you have a good time?”

“Yes.” He paused, teeth flashing white. “Everybody so nice.”

Janie held his gaze. His eyes locked on hers, dark and unblinking in the low light. She smelled toothpaste. His chest still rose and fell, muscles shifting under skin. Smelling of perfume.

The heat low in her belly twisted. She pictured him on a dance floor, hands on some girl’s waist. Bodies pressed close. His large hands gripping hips.

She shifted weight to one foot and crossed her arms again.

There was little direction left to go. She’d walked out here bristling with something—anger, ownership, something—and now it sat exposed between them, small and obvious. Jealous. She was thirty-nine and jealous of a twenty-one-year-old’s night out. The strength drained from her shoulders. God, she was ridiculous.

Maceo stood there, patient, watching her with that easy half-smile. He didn’t owe her explanations. Didn’t owe her his evenings or his attention. The studio was theirs, yes—those afternoons belonged to both of them—but the rest? His time. His life. There was nothing between them. And what heat had been between them should never have ignited.

She exhaled through her nose, shook her head. A laugh bubbled up, quiet and self-mocking. She snuffled, rubbed the bridge of her nose. “I’m glad you had a good time,” she said.

His smile widened. He dipped his head, turned slightly toward Evan’s door. “Buona notte, Janie.”

That was it? Good night?

She said, “Are we going to paint again?”

Maceo opened the door to Evan’s old bedroom and turned. Light from the bedside lamp spilled into the hallway, painting him gold—chest, shoulders, the long line of his torso down to the elastic band riding his hips. Shadow carved the valley of his tight abdomen, highlighted muscle shifting as he gripped the doorframe.

Her heart kicked. So young. Perfect. Beautiful in a way that tightened her throat.

He watched her, head tilted, that easy smile still there, knowing exactly what he looked like standing in that light. “I’m here for another month, Janie. We paint many times.”

The words hung between them. Simple. Reassuring. But underneath—promise. Promise or maybe something else: an assuaging.

She nodded, pulse thick in her ears. Couldn’t trust her voice to not say something stupid.

Maceo’s gaze held hers a beat longer, then he returned into Evan’s room and closed the door with a soft click.

She stood in the sewing room, chest tight, hands loose at her sides. The door between them gleamed dully in the faint light from downstairs.

Days spent curled on the couch with cramps and spotting, excusing herself from the studio while he worked alone. A distance had grown. A gap she’d needed, maybe, but hadn’t wanted.

She pressed fingertips to her sternum, rubbed small circles. The ache sat there, thick and stubborn. Not desire exactly—though that threaded through it—something closer to mourning. She didn’t want him in her bed. Didn’t want his hands on her.

Just wanted him near.

Wanted to sit beside him in the studio with charcoal smudged on her fingers and watch him mix paint before creating something beautiful out of nothing. Wanted his voice filling the room, that heavy accent working out American words he hadn’t conquered. Wanted the ease they’d built over studio sessions, the rhythm of working side by side without needing to fill the space with talk.

She exhaled, turned toward her bedroom. This was the right thing. Pulling back before something irreversible happened.

So why did it feel like she’d lost something?

She crossed the sewing room and went to Evan’s bedroom door. It had only been seconds since they’d disconnected, so she didn’t knock, only opened the door. Maceo stood bedside, table lamp on, the amber light playing on his body in flattering ways. He showed a look of manufactured surprise. But he was not surprised. This was what he wanted. And it pleased her.

She slipped into the room and closed the door behind her. He said nothing, only watched her, arms hanging loosely, comfortable in her presence wearing only black boxer briefs.

She said, “How many friends did you go with?”

He raised his eyebrows, looking aside. “To Rochester? There were six of us. We go in two cars. I no go in yours. I leave it at school.”

She said, “Were you drinking?”

Maceo smiled slyly. “I am age to drink.”

“Were you drinking?”

“No, Janie. I do not like so much.”

“Drugs?”

He smiled and stared. She smiled too.

The truth was, jealous or not, these were the things she should be concerned with. He was her charge for the duration. His own mother would worry. But he was a legal adult. He was not a child. His mother didn’t even have a right to know. A courtesy, maybe.

“What are the clubs like in Rome? Where would students there take Evan?”

“Rome is a big city.”

“Better clubs than Rochester?”

A sigh, a nod. “It’s a big city.”

“Evan’s a good boy,” she said to herself.

“I’m a good boy, too.”

She said, “Are you really?”

Another long moment between them looking each other over. Maceo must have thought of the same things she did because he admitted: “Maybe no.”

“I hope Evan’s doing well,” she said.

Maceo said nothing. The moment went long before it became awkward. Maceo said, “Do you want to sit in bed?”

“With you?”

“It is late.”

“I’ll let you go to bed,” she said, disheartened.

As she turned, he said, “Sorry about perfume.”

She stopped. He wanted her to stay. He wanted to fight. “It’s cheap perfume,” she said.

Maceo hummed in his throat, a mild agreement. “There were girls there. Girls like to touch. You like to touch. You did.”

She turned to face him. His smile kicked up her heart rate again. Devilish, playful. “I did,” she said.

He breathed in and out, enjoying the discomfort, like he knew she wanted him more than he wanted her. But he did want her, didn’t he?

“I have to think of John,” she said.

“John is good man, yes.” He stepped closer, coming nearer to the foot of Evan’s bed while she remained at the bedroom door. “He is not home?”

She shook her head no. “Left a little while ago. He came home for dinner. Came for something else. Slept. Now he’s back at work.”

“And you are…?”

“Here.” In a bedroom with a half-naked young man. “Awake. Bored.”

“What else John come home for?”

She tried to keep her expression calm but couldn’t help smiling. She said, “The picture of me you gave him… It’s… uh, ignited something in him.”

“That is good, yes? I think so.” His voice had dropped to a hypnotizing masculine whisper. He’d stepped closer, eyes going over her neck and collar the way they did when he drew her.

She gathered her hands at her chest and her knees weakened. “We were together in the shower.”

Now he was right up next to her, his eyes looking down on hers, his smile soft and seductive. His skin was warm. He was clean and beautiful and silky tanned skin. And there was something she liked about the slutty smell of some college girl’s perfume. She couldn’t understand that because her first instinct had been revulsion.

He touched her jaw, soft and gentle. Her nipples hardened. “Did you make love standing?”

She shook her head, leaned into his touch, and he cupped her cheek. The pad of his thumb played on her lower lip. When she smiled, his thumb traced the curve.

Maceo sensed some sort of lurid implication from the smile. “What was it you did then?”

“It’s between John and me,” she whispered. “What did you do tonight?”

“That’s between me and the one with the cheap perfume.”

She sucked her lips in between her teeth, riled by the devilishness. She released them. “Did you kiss her?”

Maceo said, “You pleasure him, yes? You pleasure him with your mouth?” His thumb stroked her lower lip again. “Such a beautiful mouth,” he said.

“It had been a long time.”

“Not for me,” he said. An ache formulated from the ether, down low, dull but needy.

She shook her head no again. It hadn’t been a long time since she’d pleasured Maceo. Hadn’t been long since she’d performed difficult oral sex on his oversized organ. The beautiful thing he had between his legs, so large and throbbing, rigid with youthful, masculine lust. Her back touched the bedroom door and she slumped. Maceo guided his thumb between her lips and into her mouth. She accepted it, let it slide on her tongue, salty but smelling of soap. She sucked his thumb and looked into his eyes.

“Maybe I remind you. Remind you how to be a woman?”

She snuffled, her tongue slithering on his thumb, hating the arrogant words yet somehow swept away by them. He was too young to know anything about being a woman. He only knew one way. He knew it well. And those words, they were license. The wrong things they’d done together could have a greater benefit. One for John. And in that way she could avoid thinking how she might break his heart. She brought her lips to a pout and pushed his thumb out. Maceo’s dark eyes still studied her.

He said, “John is a lucky man.”

She sucked her lips a moment, looking up through her lashes at this gorgeous, talented man. “I’m the lucky one.”

“I wouldn’t say you are wrong.”

She straightened her top. “I’m not,” she sighed.

Maceo faced her, expression calm and somber. “I want to lie down. You can lie with me. We can talk. I would like to.”

“You would?”

He nodded, half-turned, stooping, then saying, “Look away.”

She didn’t look away. Maceo pushed his briefs down and stepped out of them. He took them from the floor and tossed them into the laundry basket. His heavy genitals, dark and hanging, swung lazily, his penis wagging stiffly. He was aroused. Not hard, but enlivened. He’d liked the way she’d sucked his thumb.

He smiled at her, letting her see him naked, his flaccid-looking penis hanging almost comically large down his long thighs. “You didn’t look away.”

She said nothing, her eyes moving from his manhood up to his eyes. They regarded each other for a long moment filled with warmth and kindness that was somehow wrapped in too-tight barbed binding. She’d been fixed. If they let loose, he might fuck her tonight in her son’s bed. Fuck her and come deep inside her.

Maceo got into bed and pulled the covers over his body. The light stayed on. He patted edge of the bed and invited her to join him.


DEPTH
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It would have been better to leave but instead she sat. Sat on the edge of her son’s bed, where she’d read him nighttime stories when they were both younger. Only now in Evan’s bed there was a man. An usurper. Some kind of homonculus who bore youth and wore the visage of lustrous beauty and took the mantle of passion and desire. As young as her son, as insinuated in her passions as her husband. Her poor husband, out on the road right now with coffee and sandwiches she’d packed, eyes bleary, shoving snow. And here she was, fixed with an IUD, mad at this beautiful man for ephemeral reasons. And sitting when she should have been leaving.

She crossed one leg over the other, folded her arms and stared at Evan’s dresser. Maceo watched her profile. Naked in bed. She snuffled a small disbelieving laugh.

Maceo said, “Why you laugh?”

“I’m laughing at myself.”

He was quiet a moment, still staring, putting a hand behind his head and propping his chin to his chest. She looked sideways at him. She said, “They’re watching us.”

“Who?”

“My friends.”

Maceo narrowed his eyes. “Why?”

She looked down, regarding him, sighing heavily. His tanned arm up, a biceps showing, the masculine shoulder, the sultry male lips. And those dark and knowing eyes. “They’ve seen you. They know what you might do to a susceptible woman.”

He smirked, cocking his head, though, unsure. “What is that?”

“Susceptible? Naive. Unknowing. Willing.”

“What one is you?”

“Are you. Which one do you think I am? You tell me.”

“It’s you in charge. I’m what you let me be.”

She rolled her eyes. Of all the houseguests, she got a ravishing, well-endowed philosopher.

He chuckled. “You are not naive, Janie.”

“I’m willing,” she said, casting her gaze back to Evan’s dresser.

His fingers found the back of her elbow. Warm, deliberate. She turned her head and met his eyes. They stayed like that. Long enough that her pulse slowed, her breathing evened. Long enough that the absurdity of it all—the two of them here, like this—settled into something real. Then his mouth twitched. Hers did too. They both laughed, quiet and low, shaking their heads.

She looked away first, exhaling through her nose. “This is ridiculous.”

“Yes.”

“I can’t sleep with you.”

“I know.”

She glanced back. He was still watching her, his hand still resting against her arm. She didn’t pull away.

“I just—” She stopped, searched for it. “I do really like this.”

He nodded slowly. “Me too.”

She sat there, leg still crossed, arms still folded. But the tension had bled out of her shoulders. She wasn’t angry anymore. Wasn’t jealous. Just tired. And yet oddly content.

This was what she wanted. Not his body. Not some fantasy. Just this—sitting in the dark with someone who didn’t need her to be anything but herself. He hardly knew her.

She leaned back. Let herself tip until her back pressed against his chest. He shifted beneath her, making space, and she turned her face toward his. His hand came up and took hers. Held it flat against her own chest, his palm covering her knuckles. Her heart thumped beneath their joined hands.

She hated this. Hated how big it felt. How consuming. Like being pulled under by something vast and indifferent—waves that didn’t care if you drowned or surfaced. She couldn’t control it. Couldn’t make it smaller or manageable or safe.

His eyes were close. Dark and unblinking.

She looked at him and felt twenty again. Felt like a version of herself that never existed—the one who packed a backpack and flew to Florence, who slept in hostels and met boys with accents in dim cafés. The girl who had time. Who had choices.

That girl would have known what to do with this.

Or would have already had it and not cared.

She had never been her. Had gone from her parents’ house to John’s and hers to motherhood without pause. No semester abroad. No handsome strangers.

Until now.

She turned her face up. “Did you wait until John left before you came home?”

“How would I know when he come home?”

Which was true, and it felt amazing to be young and to say something dumb, inspired from unstoppable emotion. John came and went at almost any time.

“If I knew you come in with me,” Maceo said, “I would have come home sooner.”

She exhaled through her nose, squeezed his hand where it rested with hers. “You shouldn’t say things like that.”

“Why no?”

“You’re just saying that because it’s what you think I want to hear.”

“That is a good thing, no?”

“If you mean it.”

“Why wouldn’t I mean it? Do you doubt? You shouldn’t.”

His thumb stroked across her knuckles. His chest rose and fell beneath her shoulder blades, steady and warm.

She should go back to her own bed. Sleep off whatever this strange thing was and wake up reasonable again. Instead she closed her eyes and stayed exactly where she was. The worst place possible.

“It’s not doubt, Maceo.” It was was the loss of her former belief in their passion. The time spent nursing the IUD’s discomfort had upended their momentum. And that should have been a good thing. But she’d found her way to the same place again.

“I drew you how I see you,” Maceo said. “And you tell me John is ignite.”

“You know what I mean, right?”

“On fire.”

“That’s what I meant.”

He said, “Then how you think I feel?”

“You’re twenty. A stiff breeze will make you ignite.”

Maceo’s expression showed he had trouble following along with her thinking. And it wasn’t just the language barrier. He was a man. A man and worse: a young one. What would she expect him to understand of her?

Maceo said, “We are the same. John and I. We know what we see.”

Janie shook her head. “No. You’re not the same.”

“No?”

“I know what you mean. You both see something you say I don’t. I know. But… It’s beautiful how John looks at your drawing of me. He just lays there in bed and stares at it. He wants to see more of your work but he would never ask you.”

Maceo’s finger traced the lapel of the thin nightdress she had thrown on over her sleep shirt.“He wants to see more of you the way I see you.” He hooked a finger under the edge, peeling the fabric open wider. Beneath it, the pale grey of her shirt clung to her skin. No bra underneath. The peak of her nipple pressed a hard knot against the material.

Maceo’s thumb found the raised nub. He pressed, circled it.

A current shot straight down her belly, a hot wire pulled taut. Her breath caught in her throat. She watched his hand, his thumb making slow, deliberate circles on the fabric over her skin. He did not look at her chest. His eyes stayed on hers, dark and unreadable.

He whispered, “What if I paint you like this?”

His thumb left her shirt. His fingers followed, slipping under the shirt’s hem. He drew the material up, bunching the soft cotton over her breast, baring it. The robe’s lapel was already pulled aside. Her skin, pale in the dim light, was exposed. The areola had deepened to a blush, the nipple a rigid peak.

“John would die,” Maceo said, his voice a low vibration against her back.

“Don’t say that.” Her words were a breath.

“I mean good. Like he go crazy, see you like this. Some time you don’t realize what you have until another man wants it.”

“John’s never let me down. He’s never not wanted me.”

“No,” Maceo said. His fingers rested just below the curve of her breast, a warm weight on her ribs. “He not let you down. But he never know how deep and dark his love for you go. No?”

“No… That’s not like John.”

“No? Because he never see you like this. He never see you so sexual.”

“We’ve had a good sex life…”

“It’s not like with John when you with me.”

“No,” she whispered. “It’s not.”

His gaze dropped from her eyes to her waist. His fingers left her ribs and found the soft-tied knot of her nightdress’s belt. He worked at it, pulling one end loose. She watched his knuckles, the deliberate way he separated the cotton fabric. She could tell him to stop. All it would take was a word, a shift of her body away from his. But her mouth stayed closed. The heat low in her belly had a weight to it, a magnetic pull.

The nightdress fell open. Her shirt remained pushed up, exposing the pale skin of her stomach. His hand came back, fingers splayed flat against her abdomen. His palm was warm. He traced the shallow dip of her navel with one fingertip, a slow circle that sent a an electric tremor through her.

Her own hand, still pinned under his on her chest, tightened into a fist.

His hand slid lower. Over the rise of her hip bone, his fingers skimmed the elastic waistband of her cotton shorts. He paused there for a beat, his thumb pressing into the hollow of her hip. Then he slipped his hand beneath the fabric. His fingertips brushed against the soft curls of hair, then the bare, damp skin underneath. They traced the folds, parting them. He played there, teasing the wet heat at her center. A low sound escaped her throat. She shifted on the mattress, a small writhe that did nothing to escape the contact. The ache from the doctor’s office was gone, replaced by this. A liquid fire.

Slowly, one finger slid inside her.

Her breath caught. She held it, body rigid. “Be gentle.”

His fingers paused. “You sore?”

“Yes.”

His hand was motionless inside her. “John is big.”

She bit down on her bottom lip, her eyes squeezed shut. A small press of her hips against his rigid finger. She nodded, taken away and rendered dumb by Maceo’s touch. She said, “Not as big as you are.”

His finger inside her stayed still. A warm, motionless pressure. A question.

She raised her right arm, stretching it over her head until her palm landed on the sheet covering his lap. Through the thin cotton, she felt the rigid length of him. Her fingers curled around the shape. Hard. Solid beneath the soft material. He’d grown fully erect lying with her.

A low sound came from his throat. His other hand went to the edge of the sheet, tugging it down, pulling the bedding away from his body.

The sheet slid over his stomach, his hips. He was free of it.

Janie pulled her hand back. For a second, her fingers hovered in the cool air of the room. Then she let her hand lower again, this time onto his skin.

Warm. The flesh was smooth, stretched taut over the bone-hard shaft. It pulsed against her palm, a steady, heavy beat. He was huge. Much bigger than John, perhaps twice as big. Thicker too.  Maybe too big for her. The thought sent a jolt of alarm through the heat in her belly.

She let her weight settle against him, her upper back resting on the solid plane of his sternum. Her hand remained where it was, a still, warm weight.

She turned her head to the left, her cheek brushing the sheet.

There it was, rising from his lap. It was almost architectural, a solid column of flesh. The glans, swollen and dark, gleamed in the dim light from the bedside lamp. At its peak, the urethral slit was a deep, dark opening, a single bead of clear fluid clinging to the lip. It was aimed right at her, big enough to slip the tip of her tongue inside.

Her body moved without a conscious order. She raised her chin, the air warm and smelling of him. Her lips parted. She leaned forward the last inch and pressed a soft, damp kiss directly onto the tip. He tasted clean, like soap and skin and salt. He hadn’t fucked some New York college girl tonight.

His hips gave a slight, involuntary press upward into her mouth. She tongued away the seminal fluid and sucked the glans fully into her mouth, the head so thick it pushed out her cheeks as she sucked.


SNOWY SIMULACRA
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Her tongue swirled around the ridge of his corpulent glans, slow circles that made Maceo’s muscles tense beneath her. Her fingers slipped around the base, thumb pressing into the thick lengthwise ridge that ran along the underside. She held him steady, grip firm but not tight.

Maceo’s hand stayed inside her shorts, fingers moving with deliberate slowness. Two of them slid in and out of her, shallow gliding that matched the rhythm of her mouth. His thumb rested against her clit, not pressing, just present—a warm, constant pressure that had her hips restless against the mattress.

She took more of him into her mouth, lips stretching around the width. The head of his cock touched her throat, and she pulled back just enough to breathe. Her tongue flattened against the side, dragging upward as she withdrew. A low animal sound grumbled in Maceo’s chest.

His fingers inside her curled slightly, pressing against the front wall of her sex. She gasped around his cock, the sound muffled. Her hand on him tightened involuntarily, fingers pressing into the rigid flesh. He groaned again, hips lifting off the bed for a fraction of a second before settling back down.

She released him with a slick sound, lips leaving a slick trail along the shaft. Her breath came in short draws. She lowered her head again, tongue flicking against the sensitive spot just beneath the head. His cock twitched in her hand, a bead of fluid welling at the tip. She swathed it up, her tongue swirling around the slit before taking him back into her mouth.

His fingers resumed their slow, deliberate motion inside her, each thrust sending a jolt of pleasure through her body. She rocked her hips against his hand, her breath coming faster. The ache between her legs was a steady, insistent pulse, matching the rhythm of his fingers. She’d thought she would be too sore, but the heat had eased away much of the discomfort.

Her mouth worked him, her tongue and lips moving in tandem, her hand stroking the base in slow, firm pulls. His free hand came up, fingers tangling in her hair, not guiding, just resting there—a heavy, possessive weight. They pleasured each other this way for a long while, both of them on their backs.

Her hand slowed then, grip loosening just enough to let her fingers drift along the shaft instead of stroking. Her mouth pulled away, her head on his sternum, panting with heavy lust. The air between them felt heavier, the silence louder than the wet sounds of their bodies had been.

She turned her face to his, really looked at him—the way his chest rose and fell. His fingers still rested inside her, unmoving now. His eyes were dark, half-lidded, but there was something sharp in them, something that cut through the haze of lust.

Her stomach twisted.

This wasn’t her. Not the woman who had spent the last twenty years building a life, a home, a marriage. Not the woman who had raised two kids, who had kept everything together while John worked himself into exhaustion. Not the woman who had just, hours ago, knelt in the shower and taken her husband in her mouth and had loved to please him.

She had escaped this. Escaped the reckless, hungry version of herself that had once made bad decisions just because they felt good. Escaped the girl who had let desire override sense.

But now here she was, right back in it.

Maceo’s fingers slid out of her, withdrawing but teasing still, like he was giving her time to stop him. She didn’t. She just lay there, his erect penis in her hand, her thumb tracing idle circles on his skin.

His voice was low, rough. “Are you… okay?”

She swallowed. Nodded.

He didn’t move. Just watched her, gaze steady, waiting.

She had wanted this. Still wanted it.

But wanting wasn’t enough. She released his manhood and her hand slid to his thigh.

Maceo laced his fingers behind his head, elbows flaring wide. His biceps flexed, the muscles shifting under smooth skin. He watched her, gaze steady, unblinking.

She still wanted him. That much was obvious—the way her heart pounded now, pushing disappointment through her system; the way her fingers twitched against his thigh, like she was fighting the urge to reach for him again.

He didn’t look away. Just studied her, eyes tracing the lines of her face, the curve of her neck, the way her robe had fallen open just enough to expose the swell of her breast.

“Maybe I paint you like this,” he said. “I paint you for John this way you look now.”

“Troubled?”

“Is that what it is?”

“I don’t know,” she said, chewing her cheek, studying Maceo’s perfect face. It didn’t seem like the right time to smile, but she did. And Maceo smiled, too.

“Paint me again,” she said. “Paint me. Draw me. I want John to be happy. And horny.” A laugh bubbled up, soft and breathy. “I haven’t seen him like this in the longest time, and I love it for him. I love him.”

Maceo’s nod was slow, knowing. “You don’t want to hurt him.”

She shook her head. “I don’t want to hurt him.”

“You want to turn him on.”

Another laugh, this one sharper, more genuine. She nodded.

“What if… you paint me?” he said. “You draw me. Draw me like this.”

She laughed out loud and covered her mouth. She sat up and looked at him, her eyes scanning over him—over the broad shoulders, the defined chest, the flat stomach. The way his cock lay thick and heavy on his trim middle, the end still glistening from her mouth.

The idea was ridiculous. Absurd.

It also sent a jolt of white heat straight through her.

She swallowed. “I can’t draw you the way you draw me. I don’t have your talent.”

But if she could…

“No,” he said. His voice was firm, certain. “But you have your talent.”

She couldn’t depict Maceo the way she would want. Her work wouldn’t ever show off what she truly saw when she saw this young foreign man all the way from glorious Italy, naked, relaxed, young and sexual.

She stood bedside, fingers curling into the hem of her nightdress, bunching the fabric at her hips. She hesitated for half a second—just long enough to feel the weight of what she was about to do—then hooked her thumbs into the waistband of her shorts and pushed them down. The cotton slid over her thighs, past her knees, pooling at her ankles. She stepped out of them, the fabric whispering against her skin as it fell to the floor.
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He liked the nights best when the snow was coming down in thick flakes. Not a blizzard. Not the dangerous kind of snow that closed roads and buried people in ditches. Just honest snow. Old-fashioned. The kind that softened everything and covered most of the world’s disorder.

The truck rumbled beneath him as he rolled across the Tim Hortons parking lot, amber beacon turning slow across the darkness. The plow hissed against the pavement. Hydraulics whined. Salt rattled in the hopper behind him.

There wasn’t much traffic this late, and just the occasional porch light glowing through the trees or the blue flicker of a television in somebody’s window. The stores and eateries were closed. Most people were asleep. Warm beds. Electric blankets. Coffee makers already set for the morning.

If he and the crews did their jobs right, nobody noticed. Kids got to school. Nurses made it to the hospital. Factory workers punched in on time. Old folks got their prescriptions. Bread trucks rolled. Etcetera. Life kept moving because a handful of folks stayed awake while everyone else slept. He liked that feeling more than he ever admitted out loud. Out here alone in the cab, there was no noise except the engine and the scrape of steel. No phones ringing. No paperwork. No bills. No politics. Just the road ahead in the headlights and the simple certainty of useful work and the radio playing some Pearl Jam.

He rested one hand on the wheel and took a sip of coffee from the thermos cap.

Tomorrow morning people would complain about winter. About slush and cold and salt stains on their boots. They’d grumble while backing out of clean driveways onto open roads. And he’d be heading home to bed by then, tired and somehow satisfied.

Sheba sat alert in the passenger seat, eyes looking out the windshield, ears perked. Pearl Jam blended into R.E.M., the tracks slinking an arm around him like an old school buddy, the lyrics lifting his mind from his own sordid thoughts.

Sordid thoughts hadn’t been an issue for almost twenty years. He smiled way too wide and chuckled to himself.

He swung the truck back around. The lot would be clear enough soon. Perfect timing. Then, over to the other side of the street, get the Monro, the Family Dollar, the AutoZone. Then home to Janie—the source of his sordid and sly-smiling thoughts.

He finished the final push, driving the snow up a hill he’d built in the lot’s back corner. Then into reverse, the plow’s bright beams sweeping across the flat paved lot. Clean. Even. He shifted into park and leaned back, one hand still on the wheel.

That devilish smile returned. Janie in the shower, the water streaming over her shoulders, her mouth on him. Good Lord. He should be home more. Should stop grinding himself down to nothing when there was so much waiting for him.

He rubbed his bushy jaw. Last week flashed through his mind—coming onto the wraparound, seeing Janie at the table with Maceo. The two of them eating dinner. Laughing. Her face lit up in a way he hadn’t seen in ages. Like she was twenty again. His chest had tightened. Not anger. Something worse. Jealousy, plain and simple. He’d stood there on the porch a moment, watching his wife smile at another man. Like they were dating. Like they were almost in love.

He rolled his neck, exhaled slow.

She’d been beautiful like that. Happy. No question about it.

But Janie had always been happy.

They’d worked themselves raw to earn what they had, and Janie had loved every minute of it. She’d thrown herself into raising Evan and Marissa, into making their home something warm and good and frankly amazing. She’d never complained. Not once. Just always did what she had to do.

Did it like that since he knocked her up in high school.

But damn it, that smile she’d had. That gleam in her eye, sitting across from that handsome young man. It was only natural. Maceo was tall, foreign, talented. Mysterious. The accent didn’t hurt either.

He thought harder on it, the focus sharpening in his mind. The way Janie had leaned forward, elbows on the table, chin resting on her hand. That gleam wasn’t just happiness.

It was arousal.

Fucking hell. Yeah, it was.

This young man staying with them, half their age, was turning Janie on. Lighting her fire.

His jaw tightened. His hand gripped the wheel harder.

But Janie’s hardworking husband was the one earning the rewards.

And for some wild reason, here he was at forty getting a little aroused at work in his pickup, like a kid on the bouncy school bus and the hormones were raging.

Not a wild reason though, was it?

The shower. Her mouth on him. The way she’d pulled him close afterward, breathless and smiling. Euphoria bloomed in his chest and the urge to zoom home tugged hard on the steering wheel again.

But he chuckled instead, the sound low and rough in the cab, making Sheebs look his way. “Lucky Italian bastard,” he muttered, shaking his head.

Janie loved her big man, but she looked at him with familiar love, not with those eyes he’d seen on Maceo. The way she’d looked at Maceo. The way she’d reacted. That spark in her eyes—it wasn’t just friendship. He knew his wife. Knew the way she looked when she was turned on. The way her fingers fidgeted when she was trying to accommodate it.

A slow grin spread across his face.

What if she’d been thinking about Maceo too—thinking of Maceo the way he was thinking of her right now? Not just smiling, not just talking with him. What if she’d been imagining?…

His pulse kicked up.

What if she’d touched herself while he was out here, plowing snow like some damn workhorse? What if she’d lain in bed, his poor wife all alone, fingers sliding under the sheets, thinking about that young, talented artist with his stupid accent and his stupid perfect hands?

John shifted in his seat, the denim of his jeans suddenly too tight. His breath came a little faster.

“Holy shit,” he muttered, rubbing a hand over his face. He could picture it too clearly—Janie, flushed, lips parted, her long fingers working between her legs. The way she’d bite her lip when she was close. The way her back would arch.

His grip on the wheel tightened. He closed his thighs and squeezed.

Sheba yawned, tilting her head at him.

John laughed. “Yeah, yeah, I hear you.” He adjusted himself, wincing at the pressure. “We better get back at it, or I’m gonna race home again.”

He put the truck in gear, raising the plow as he pulled out of the lot. The headlights cut through the dark, illuminating the empty road ahead.

Back to work, but his mind was still on Janie.
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Ethan’s bed dipped under her weight as she climbed back on, one knee pressing into the mattress beside Maceo’s hip. She swung her other leg over him, straddling his waist, the heat of his body radiating through her bare inner thighs. His cock lay heavy against his stomach, the head lolling in the tangle of hair that ran a line from above his navel up to his chest. The thick base brushed the underside of her sex as she settled over him, her nightdress cloaking their naked bodies. The contact sent an incredibly erotic wave through her.

“Paint me like this,” she said, her voice low and steady. “Paint me like… like a lover. Show John his wife as a seductive, intimate woman.” The woman she could have been.

Maceo’s hands found her thighs, his fingers dipping into the soft flesh as he stroked upward, slow and deliberate. His cock brushed against her labia; the head was swollen large and shining, slick and insistent.

She rocked her hips forward, her sex dragging over the tight skin of his scrotum. The sensation was electric; her nerves firing in sharp, bright bursts. She imagined it—Maceo’s brush moving across the canvas, capturing the flush of her skin, her body splayed open for him, for anyone who looked at the painting. The idea sent a rush of heat through her.

His hands slid higher, thumbs pressing into the crease where thighs met body. His fingers spread wide, spanning the width of her hips, holding her in place. His eyes locked onto hers, dark and unreadable.

“You want them to see you like this?”

She nodded, her throat tight. “I want them to see what you see.”

His cock pulsed against her. She reached down, fingers curling the base, guiding him just enough to press against her entrance mid-shaft. The contact made her gasp, her hips jerking forward involuntarily.

She didn’t want him inside. Instead, she rocked against him, her sex sliding over the length of his cock’s humped belly, her wetness coating his skin. The friction was maddening; her body aching for so much more, but she held back, savoring the tension.

Her hips rolled, her sex dragging over the thick ridge rising up the middle. The skin was hot, slick with her own wetness, the slow and easy friction shivering through her. She imagined it—the way his brush would move, slow and deliberate, capturing every detail. The way her body would look on canvas, open, flushed with sexual heat. She could see it clearly: a gallery, high ceilings, polished floors. People in sharp clothes, wine glasses in hand, murmuring, moving from one image of her to the next. Each one a different angle—her back arched, her lips parted, her fingers tangled in the sheets. The way Maceo would paint her, not only as an intimate subject, but as something alive, something hungry for so much.

She rocked against him, her clit pressing into the thick base of his cock. The sensation was almost too much; her body tightening, thighs trembling. She imagined the way the gallery-goers would react—men shifting uncomfortably, glare in eyeglasses, women biting their thinner lips, all of them stealing glances at each other, desiring the image’s ecstasy for themselves.

Maceo’s breath came faster, his chest rising and falling beneath her. “You like that?”

She nodded, lips parting.

His cock twitched against her, the head leaving a wet smear on his stomach. She reached down, fingers wrapping around him, guiding him just enough to press against her entrance. The contact made her gasp.

She didn’t push him inside. Instead, she rocked against him, her wetness coating his skin, the friction building between them. The idea of those paintings—of strangers seeing her like this, of John seeing her like this—sent a wild rush of flaring heat through her.

Maceo’s fingers tightened on her hips. “You want them to see you?”

She nodded again, breath coming faster. “I want them to see what you see.”

She lowered, lips pressing his, her mouth opening just enough to let his tongue slide inside. The kiss was slow at first, hesitant, as if they were both teasing. Then his hands came up, cupping her face, fingers threading into her hair. She leaned into him, body shifting forward, her thighs tightening around his hips.

Her hand slipped between them, cradling his cock underhand, thumb and forefinger doing their best to meet. She guided him, angling the head until it pressed against her entrance. She still didn’t push him inside. Wouldn’t. Held him there, the head of his cock nestled against her aperture, the wet heat of her body coating the tip. The sensation was maddening—close, but nowhere near enough. Her hips rocked forward a fraction more, her sex slick-slipping over the smooth-polished skin of his bursting glans.

Maceo groaned against her kiss, hands sliding from her face to her shoulders. His hips lifted enough to press the tip against her, the head of his cock slipping inside her by the barest measurement.

She pulled back, breaking the kiss, eyes locking onto his. His pupils were wide, dark, irises nearly swallowed by black. His breath came fast, chest rising and falling beneath hers.

Her fingers loosened their grip, her hand sliding up to rest against his stomach. The muscles beneath her palm were tight, the skin slick with incipient sweat. She rocked her hips again, enough to feel the head of his cock press deeper, her body stretching around him.

The sensation was too much. Far too good. Incredible.

Like the day in the dark room with John when you couldn’t stop him because you wanted that rugged football boy so damn much…?

Stop him? You didn’t stop him.

You made him finish.

Maceo’s hands tightened on her shoulders. His hips lifted again, the head of his cock pressing deeper, her body beginning to yield to his long, stiff advance. She gasped, back arching, thighs trembling out of control.

But she didn’t let him go further. Held him there, held him at bay, sex stretching around the head of his cock, breath coming fast. The sensation was overwhelming—close, but not enough.

Maceo pulled her forward, his mouth eager against hers, the kiss hungry, almost desperate. His tongue pushed past her lips, claiming her. She gasped into his mouth, her hands sliding up his chest, her fingers tangling in the soft hair at the nape of his neck.

He broke the kiss long enough to growl against her lips, “You’re cruel, teasing me; teasing me like this.” His voice was rough, the words thick with the hottest Italian desire. So young and so masculine, his hands sliding down to her ass, pulling her tighter against him, his cock pressing her stomach, hard and huge and insistent.

His hands moved up her back, pulling her closer. His mouth found hers again, the kiss deeper this time, tongue sliding over hers, slow and deliberate. The slithering was the message; a shoddy construct of the overwhelming intercourse he would provide.

He lifted her, shifting so she straddled him fully, his cock pressed against her sex, the head breaching her entrance again, slick, and desperate for much deeper purchase.

God, how Maceo would claim her. How he would fill her so completely.

She gasped, hips jerking, body aching with unfathomable need.

Maceo’s mouth moved to her neck, teeth grazing her skin, breath hot against her ear. “I lie in bed and I am thinking of you,” he murmured, voice so low and so earnest. “In the other room, you are there. Wanting you so bad my chest ache.”

His hands slid between them now, his gentle fingers finding her sex, finding it slick and ready and hungry for his intrusion. He groaned against her skin, his fingers sliding through her wetness, teasing her, circling her clit, thumbing the end of his length to nestle deeper in her swollen folds. His fingers slid lower, pressing inside her, slow and deliberate, encouraging her to accommodate the large pleasure he would provide. His thumb found her clitoris, circling it, pressing enough to send a hot line of pleasure through her core.

His fingers slid deeper, his thumb pressing harder, his mouth moving to her neck, his teeth grazing her skin. She gasped, her body tightening around him.

His other hand slid up her back, his fingers tangling in her hair, pulling her head back, exposing her neck. His mouth moved lower, his teeth grazing her collarbone, tongue sliding over her skin.

“You feel so good,” he murmured, his voice rough. “So wet. So tight.” His fingers slid deeper, his thumb circling her clit. “I want you to come on my hand as much as my cock. I want you to come at my touch.”

The heat of him filled her palm, the weight of his cock heavy and real. She stroked him slow at first, her hand gliding up and down the slick length. The wetness wasn’t only hers—it coated his shaft, thick and steady, seeping from the tip in a slow, steady stream.

“Like that,” he murmured, his voice rough. “Just like that.”

She leaned forward, her lips brushing against his ear. “I want to feel you come in my hand.”

She pulled him from her sex and stroked him, her hand moving in quick, tight pulls, her thumb pressing into the sensitive underside of his cock. Their mutual wetness coated her fingers, slick and warm, the sound of her strokes so loud in her son’s quiet room.

She matched his pace, her hand moving faster, her thumb circling the head of his cock, spreading the wetness down his shaft.

“I’m close,” he murmured, his voice rough. “But I want you closer.”

She laughed, breathless, her hand moving faster, her thumb circling the head of his cock. “We’re both so wet,” she murmured, her voice soft and breathy.

“You make me like this.”

His cock grew slipperier in her grip as he pulsed more sexual lubricant needed to plunge deep inside her tightness.

“I’m going to come,” he whispered.

She stroked him even faster. He pleasured her overflowing sex, driving down with magical ownership of her clitoris, and they laughed, breathless, their bodies writhing together, their hands working in sync. The tension built between them, their bodies slick with sweat.

“Now,” he murmured, his voice rough. “Come with me.”

She guided him to her opening one more time.


GLACIER GLASS
[image: ]


They were going to come together.

They would come together, and then that would be it. It was something they’d already done, and stopping now would be an impossibility. Stopping now might only bring her back to this place she should never be.

Have her coming back, became she hadn’t got what she needed.

And what was that?

She needed to come. Not just come, but to orgasm at this phenomenal altitude Maceo flew her to.

There was no stopping now. No point in going back.

Her slippery sex rode up and down the wide underbelly ridge of Maceo’s beautiful cock. And, god, the closer to the tip she rode, the more some dark shadow within demanded his entry. The pleasure demon in that dark shadow sang the glorious praise of wild indescribable pleasure that only Maceo could provoke, whispering credible rationalization into her mind’s ear how sliding her sex right to the tip and then easing that plump cock head deeper inside and sitting all the way back on this young stud would be no different than any of her other recent transgressions—like even the the very one she committed presently.

And it would feel incredible.

More incredible than anything she’d ever felt before. It was an easy coercion.

It wasn’t a whispered lie. It was truth. An undeniable truth She knew that truth through every demand screamed through her swollen and teeming sex.

All the pain and discomfort she’d suffered since Stacy snipped her for her own good had dissipated and left her hungry and throbbing with need.

The lust was even stronger than before.

And that meant her mind had recovered.

It had reset.

Because if last week this huge sexual need commandeered her, she would have battened the hatches and bore into Maceo’s storm headlong, consequences be damned.

She hissed through clenched teth. The lust was staggering, but what kept her from impaling herself on her lover was a new centering: she wasn’t a twenty-year-old art student backpacking though Europe; she was a mom and a married woman and she was fucking a boarding student who was half her age.

And that was enough. The truth was ugly but it still bore a darkly sensual beauty.

The way she squatted the hips of her young lover. The way she loomed over him, nightdress open, sleeping tank underneath, the fabric that pooled around them, covering their membranous connection. Naked from the waist down. Naked where see wanted to feel him.

“You feel so amazing,” she said in a whispering pant. Sweat rolled a wandering line from her temple to her cheek.

Maceo just growled a low sound and pushed his hips upward, supporting her weight for a moment. She let out a moan of her own, soft and fragile. The sound of a woman about to lose herself in a walloping thundercloud of an orgasm.

His hips dipped, his pelvis circled downward, bringing the very large round end of him to lunge inside her, deeper than she’d allowed before. And she allowed it now.

They both held their breath and looked deeply into each other’s eyes. His hands stroked her sides under her nightdress. They remained poised on the edge of penetration.

She dropped over him on all fours. Their eyes scanned over one another’s, seeking approval or rejection, both of them oscillating between the two states.

At last, she raked teeth over her lower lip, eased forward and scooted her own pelvis up and rearward, unholstering his huge organ from her interior, the tip of him sliding back, using their abundant lubrication to slide south, scoring over her anus’s tight pucker. And as she pushed back with her hands, the full length of him angled upward, pointing to the ceiling as she sat on his pubic pad, his enormous erection seated between her cheeks. From the sitting position, and arching her back, the head of his cock touched the small of her back. For some unexpected reason, this new revelation of Maceo’s size raised her arousal even higher.

She reached behind and under her nightdress, found the wide belly of his cock and pressed it tight to her body. Lord, if he was inside her, it would be deep in her viscera. She moaned and sighed and began rocking, working her open hand up and down the end of his cock, sliding with amazing wetness from the underside of his glans to mid-shaft, her ass cheeks hugging his girth and keeping it in place.

She requested he come for her, and he said, “We still come together,” and his thumb pressed into the space where their pubic bones ground together, amplifying the delightful pressure on her clitoris.

She gasped at the sudden sensual jolt and began rocking faster, stroking his cock in rhythm, and soon she was panting. She’d thought they’d lost the groove and wouldn’t come together, but now she was sure they would.

Maceo commanded her to look into his eyes, and she did, and as she humped and rocked and he thumbed, the pressure grew huger than could be contained. She blurted out a high cry as the orgasm raced through her at high speed and high load, like a heavy truck with the pedal to the floor and tripling the speed limit.

As her whole body seized and released, and seized and released, pulsing with divine sexual electricity, Maceo’s orgasm seized him as well. His hips thrust upward, his cock swelled, and his semen pattered her naked back and roped into her nightdress. Her stroking hand went slick and his growling and his impressive propulsion recycled her own orgasm, starting it over from the beginning.

When it was done at long last, she collapsed into Maceo’s arms, both of them writhing together and gasping for breath. She was hot and damp, clothing sticking to her. She rolled aside and wrestled her arms out of her sticky nightdress.

Maceo chucked, exhausted, spent, and he put his arm around her and held her close.
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Beyond her son’s bedroom window, the snow fell in fat, lazy flakes. Somewhere on the roads past the farm’s perimeter, her husband worked. It was the middle of the night. It was morning. Maybe 2 A.M. And while all was right elsewhere in the Holcomb machine, here, in the family’s heart, there was an occlusion. A selfish, lusting, greedy thrombus.

Maybe it wasn’t too late. Maybe with a little lifestyle change, she could repair the damage; reverse the decline.

After all, what had she done?

The things she’d done were crimes. There was no argument. But maybe they weren’t felonies.

The criminalizing of her behavior, for mitigating metaphorical reasons, only served to heighten the malevolent dread settling on her now, here in bed with her head in the crook of her lover’s arm, cheek on his warm, lean chest.

But was he a lover?

I mean, they hadn’t made love, had they?

No, but what they’d done could be considered much worse. What they’d done hadn’t been intimacy; it had been pornographic.

Across from the bed, one of Evan’s soccer trophies loomed over her. The golden polyresinous young boy posed in a soccer kick’s peak power looked a veritable stand-in for twelve-year-old Evan, head angled downward, regarding her current complication in the attitude of Jesus’s agonal gaze.

If anyone were to die for her sins, it had better be her.

She whispered to Maceo: “Could you turn out the light?”

Maceo’s chest rose and fell, and he grumbled with sexual contentment. His hand cupped her elbow, embracing her, while the other reached under the parchment shade and tugged the pull, squashing the reflected spark in Evan’s golden eye.

“That’s better,” she said, drumming finger pads on Maceo’s chest.

She pushed off him then, sitting up and running a hand through her hair.

“We can’t do anything like that ever again.”

He stroked his large hand on her back, over top of her nightdress.

“Janie, it was good,” he said, a declaration yet with the inflection of youthful uncertainty.

“It was,” she said, reassuring him, clasping her hands between her knees. “It was very good, Maceo. Incredible. And I want so much more.”

“So do I, Janie.”

His hand continued circling her back. She sighed.

“I don’t think you can understand.”

“Tell me.”

She regarded him over her shoulder, his beauty still apparent in the silvery snow light.

He was just like Evan.

He was somebody’s Evan.

“I want you so badly,” she said and laughed, running a hand through her hair again.

“You have me,” he said, laughing as well.

She touched her fingers to his stomach, admiring him in the dim. The slim hips, the long legs, the dark pubic thatch, his dark, deflating member laying to one side.

“You’re not mine, Maceo. You’re someone else’s.”

“No, it’s no true, Janie,” he said, urgently, sitting up with her, touching her chin.

She didn’t shy away from his touch. She liked it.

“I don’t mean it like that,” she said.

Maceo held the point of her chin between knuckle and thumb, studying her expression in the dark. She didn’t know what to say to him. She’d known him for less than two weeks, but somehow the feelings he provoked were enormous, more enormous than he deserved or asked for.

Somehow, at the apex of her immaturity’s irrationality, she’d never felt more mature. Or older.

“I’m asking too much from you,” she said. “You belong to someone else. I don’t know who that is yet. You don’t either. But we both know who I belong to.”

There was nothing Maceo could say, so she was glad for his silence. They stayed close that way for a while, on their hips, their faces close.

“I can’t ever do anything like this with you again, Maceo.”

“How we do it, then?”

She snuffled a small laugh. “It would be so easy to fall for you.”

“So fall.”

She laid her cheek in the cup of his palm. Maceo would be gone in a month. She wanted John. She wanted the kids, their farm.

“I swore what I just did now would never happen again.”

“So you may fall again. Is easy.”

“You make it easy. I want you to make it hard.”

“Also is easy,” he said and laughed.

“I mean it,” she said, taking his wrist in her grip. “I’m weak. You have to be strong. I want you to remind me who I really am.”

Not who I could have been.

“I make no promise, Janie,” he said. “Not when I want you as much as you want me.”

His lips came to hers and she met them with a soft and gentle kiss. Passion bloomed in mere heartbeats.

She broke the kiss and bit her lower lip, her eyes meeting his.

“Come, Janie,” he whispered, laying back in bed, taking her hand and guiding her to lay with him once more.

She settled into the crook of his arm again, the spot cozy, warm, and masculine. Her cheek went to his chest, her hand to his naked hip.

“Don’t let me fall asleep,” she said.


RESUMPTION
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It was eight in the morning when he returned home, the sunlight sparkling on the fresh snowfall blanketing the fields. The night had been mundane and his tasks routine, but his load of crazy thoughts had taken him on a journey, that was for sure.

The music from his and Janie’s youthful past, the wild adrenaline-spikes this Italian student had injected into their marriage with his surprising talent and artistry… and the unexpected surprise Janie had delivered in the shower after dinner…? The routes he’d plowed tonight had seemed like they’d taken forever, yet, now that he was home, it seemed like the night had zipped past instead. He was always glad to come home.

Loved coming home. When Janie was pregnant. When Evan was a baby. When they had Marissa. When they had a family. Home was everything.

Only, this morning, he wasn’t coming home to breakfast and tales of the school day ahead, not coming home for a peck on the cheek and to pop his nose in the oven to see what was cooking. This morning he was coming home to a woman. Not the mom or homemaker she had been. The beautiful woman in the shower, the beautiful woman who’d lain in bed with him. The woman she could’ve been.

The two of them could have hitched without a pregnancy. They’d both missed out on a certain joie de vivre. Neither of them would trade it for what they’d ended up having, but now they had a second shot.

The idea excited him so much. But the closer he tromped from the truck to the door, the more he wished Janie wasn’t a morning person; that he’d find her still lingering in bed and he could slink in beside her and put his arms around her warm slim body that was soft in all the right places. Not like him, who was soft in all the wrong places.

Sheba had trotted off his heel and wound around through the deeper snow. He whistled for her, and she stopped but stayed where she was, posed almost belly deep by the farm fence. He looked at her and lifted his hands in the pose of incomprehension, wondering what the heck she was doing. She stared back at him like he wasn’t noticing something.

He scanned left and right. In all his wifely focus, he hadn’t noticed the animals were still locked up.

He’d never come home and found the chores not done. He looked up to the bedroom window and saw the curtains still closed. Could it be? Could he be so lucky? Lucky enough to wish for something so unlikely yet have it granted right away?

No. Impossible. She was painting or something. Painting with Maceo. Evan’s Yukon was parked at the top of the drive.

Maceo was home. They both couldn’t have slept in.

He snapped his fingers for Sheba to follow and she bounded out of the snow and trotted to catch up to him as he mounted the steps up to the wraparound porch. He walked to the far side and peered around the corner at the addition. His TV room was on the closest side, but he saw no figures or movement in Janie’s studio.

“Hot damn,” he said to Sheba, returning to the front door.

Any other day he’d go feed and water the chickens, tend to the animals, but if he did that, he’d miss out on this fortuitous bounty. Each second that ticked by brought Janie closer to waking, and to scrambling into frenzied action. A real dread bloomed in his chest, thinking he’d meet Janie rushing down the stairs, ashamed she’d slept in, and all this hope and excitement would be dashed against the rocks. He’d never talk her back into bed. Not with the chores left undone.

But he made it to the stairs without meeting her. When Sheba’s tags jingled, he stopped and shushed her with a finger held up to his lips. Sheba stared back at him, seeing him for the madman he was this morning.

“Mad about my wife,” he whispered to Sheba, stuck behind him on the narrow staircase, trapped, doing his slow and quiet stair climbing, like she was stuck behind an 18-wheeler going uphill and she was late for work. He dropped a hand to his side, fingered her muzzle, and she licked his palm.

“Slow and steady wins the race, Sheba.”

They turned at the landing, avoiding steps that might squeak, sneaking up to the sewing room. Evan’s door was open, and the first thought he had was that the window had better not be open, all that generated heat racing up and out of the house. What did Europeans know about HVAC?—they weren’t even allowed to have air conditioning.

But—you know what? He didn’t even care. He had to get into bed before Janie got out of it. The last thing he’d concern himself with right now was conversation.

Janie was in bed. Waiting for her big man. The chores weren’t done. She wasn’t painting. The house was dark. The kitchen was as it was when he left to go plow, just after midnight.

The final obstacle was getting past Evan’s door and avoiding a noisy interaction with Maceo. But Maceo seemed more the type to sleep in.

He mounted the top step without making much sound and keeping Sheba in check behind him, seeking to slink past Maceo’s temporary room without notice, but as he passed the doorway, there was Maceo in his periphery, standing in the room, wide awake. John stopped to offer a greeting, turning his head—and then completely froze at what he saw like one of those unfortunate trespassers stumbling into Medusa’s personal space.

An enormous overload of unwanted information sliced through him in one awful, terrifying second.

He’d trespassed. He’d snuck up on their lodger and caught him unsuspecting. Caught him completely and totally naked. Shame and indiscretion hijacked him and left him stammering.

He’d only been trying to sneak into his own bed with his wife without disturbing her!

He snapped his head aside, eyes squeezed shut, babbling embarrassed sorries and laughing nervously. He scooted past Maceo’s open door and stopped in Janie’s sewing space, shaking his head with regret, pressing knuckles into the spot where nose met brow.

Sheba stepped past the open door to join him, turning her head to regard Maceo as well, but suffering no explosive chagrin as he had.

Maceo appeared in the door then, pulling a white T-shirt down his lean torso. He’d slipped on some soccer shorts.

“Sorry about that, Maceo,” he said, apologizing again.

Maceo put a hand to his chest. “No, it’s me sorry, John. I thought I was alone. I just wake up.”

“Alright,” John said, chuckling, hands on his hips, nervous for some reason. He crossed his arms instead, conscious of the way his belly stuck out of his work coat. “I was just trying to sneak into the bedroom. I don’t think Janie’s up yet.”

“Si, si,” Maceo said, his voice dropped to a whisper, smiling. “I let you go.”

“Hey, do me a favor?” He was whispering now, too. It was a good idea. “Can you do the chores? Let the chickens out and everything?”

Maceo waved his hand as if the request was nothing; it was a given. “Yes, of course, John. My pleasure. I do the chores.”

“Thanks a million, Maceo. I’d do ’em but… Oh and put on a pot of coffee. Janie will be down soon.”

Maceo said he would, smiling and nodding, retreating into his room to finish dressing, closing the door behind him.

John shook his head, sighed, closing his eyes, then shaking his head harder, trying to shake away the image of naked Maceo burned into his brain now.

The surge of adrenaline that shock sighting had produced began to wane. And in its wake grew disgruntlement and iron dread. He paused, hand on the bedroom door knob, head bowed. He grumbled and muttered obscenities under his breath, shrugging off his work coat and tossing it into a chair. Sheba sat and watched, and yawned.

Damn it. He’d seen Maceo naked.

He put his hand on the door knob again.

It hadn’t been his fault. That had been Maceo’s fault.

He turned the knob and pushed open the door.

Janie was in bed and under the covers, her back to him. Eight in the morning and his matronly dynamo still sleeping. He liked it for her. He’d had her up late last night. She’d got a good night’s sleep.

But that unwanted sight of Maceo’s naked body had soured the innocent lust he’d carried up here on sneaky feet. Now it was all he could think of.

Maceo had a huge handle on him. He hadn’t wanted to know that.

Jason had said it clearly when Maceo had moved in two weeks ago, and he’d disregarded it.

Something like: That’s not a kid moving into your house. That’s a man.

And Maceo was just that. A man. Twenty-one years old, six-five, handsome, artistic, talented. And hung. A huge, hairy monster dangled between his long legs. Maceo was a man. A sexual being. A man gifted with everything to please a woman, right down to a sexy accent that must make the young Buffalo gals gush. He’d gone out last night with friends from school. Stayed out late probably. And he’d sported red claw marks on his chest, drawn there by some cute co-ed. Jesus, no wonder the girl clawed him, the size of that thing he’d put inside her.

He stopped in the alcove before the bed, cheeks ballooned out like a trumpeter’s, letting out a slow exhale. A new feeling was arising now, too. Like an arousal.

Sheba trotted ahead and sprung onto the bed before he could stop her. She walked carefully around Janie, then nuzzled her, getting her snout under Janie’s blonde hair, licking her neck and ear. Janie flinched, came awake, and ruffled Sheba’s neck fur. Then, as if realizing the morning hour by the room’s brightness, she darted to sitting half upright.

He closed the distance to the bed as Janie turned to see him standing there, eyes wide but still not all-the-way alert. She asked him what time it was. He pulled off his clean sweatshirt and flopped onto the bed next to her. Sheba moved to the foot of the bed, circled, and lay down.

“It’s not late,” he said, smiling, lying next to her.

But Janie saw the clock. “It’s eight-thirty?” She couldn’t believe it.

“Maceo’s got the chores,” he said. “And he’s making coffee. Lay with me a minute.”

Janie lay back, rubbing her forehead, running her fingers through her hair. “I can’t believe I slept in,” she said.

“I kept you up late,” he said, winking, going to his side, cheek in his palm, admiring her body’s shape under the bedding.

Her brow lowered, confused. “What are you doing home?”

“I plowed enough,” he said. “I’ll go back out again a little later. I just wanted to come home.”

Her brow stayed in that confused crinkle. “Why?”

“Cute,” he said. “Why wouldn’t I want to be home?”

He watched her familiar face—the one he’d always loved, his constant, the one that launched his thousand snowplows—crease with an unknown expression. It was one perhaps of joy or sadness, some measure of both, and something else he couldn’t name. It wasn’t a mild expression. Its machination, the gears at work, was abundant emotion. It surprised him and it overwhelmed him. Janie’s eyes went pink and shone with tears. Her mouth scrunched, lips trembling. Her pale hand appeared from under the bedding and she stroked his cheek and beard.

Whatever emotion had seized her and provoked that blushing mask released her, and the happiness shone through.

“John, I love you so much,” she said, running her nails through his overgrown beard. “You’re just everything to me.”

He took her hand in his, thumbed her knuckles, feeling some guilt for somehow disturbing her so profoundly—especially when all he was here for was some early morning nookie.

He’d never been good with words, so it didn’t surprise him the words failed him now. But Janie’s expression of her emotion was deep and sincere, as unexpectedly as it came, so he kissed her rather than fumbling for something dumb to say.

Janie was soft and receptive to his kiss. Submissive, yielding to him in a way as unexpected as her loving pronouncement; melting into the bedding at his kiss and at his touch. Helping him get her T-shirt off. Finding her braless, his mouth moving from hers to each nipple. Her kiss had been mint toothpaste, her nipples bitter as lye but smelling of goat’s milk and flowers. She hugged his head and raked fingers through his hair.

He’d come into the room awkward, flustered, and unnerved by what he’d just seen. Unsure how he’d express to his wife the husbandly need he’d returned home with. But leave it to Janie to know. Leave it to Janie to nurture him through the clumsy protocol, embrace his need and desire, and fold it into her own. And when she was naked, and she’d stripped him of his own clothing, and he sought turgid entry, but hesitated, recollecting the sting of her previous complaint he was too heavy on top of her, Janie did something she hadn’t done in a long time: straddled his hips while he lay on his back, mounting him, bringing his hardness to her entry while looking in his eyes.


CONCUPISCENCE
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Janie was on top of him and in total control. It astounded him to see her this way. Not that she had never taken such a dominant role in the bedroom—though it was rare—but that she’d shied away from sex last night, telling him she wasn’t feeling up to it.

Something had changed overnight, and he lay prostrate on the bed, happy to witness it. Maybe Janie had some real agonizing sex dreams while he was out manning the plow.

Because right now Janie was into it.

More than into it; she was lost in it.

The bed frame rapped the drywall in a quiet rhythm while Janie rode him like she was at a gentle trot on horseback. Her slender hands ran fingertips over his belly. She rode him slowly at first, then a little faster. Her breaths grew deeper and lustier as she persevered.

God, his belly was huge, even on his back.

His hands moved onto her hips, loving the feel of her body working under the skin.

Chasing something down. Looking for something. Her own pleasure.

And he’d felt guilty coming in here looking for sex, coming in with horny male urges. Meanwhile, Janie had the exact same desire.

He watched her face, eyes half-lidded, lips parted, chin upturned. She was claiming from him what she wanted. Her thighs tightened around his hips as her back arched. She drew a long breath and held it. Her breasts quivered. He took them in his rough hands. Her skin was like silk under his touch. Janie’s skin rose in gooseflesh, and she let out the breath, laced with a whimpering moan.

She shuddered heavily, then her body seized. Her nails drew lines down his chest.

He was sure she’d just come.

More sure as he watched her ride it out, lips pressing together, then drawing apart, elasticized by extreme lust.

At last, she eased forward, draping over his belly, his throbbing hardness still inside her. Her forehead went into his collar. She murmured sweet and exhausted sounds. Her breath came warm and uneven against his sweaty skin. But soon she began to kiss him there, as if she were returning to him from wherever she’d gone.

His hands slid up her back, fingers spreading over her silky-smooth shoulder blades. Her mouth found his, kisses soft and loving.

Her hips began working again, rocking against his slick intrusion. He held her close while she did, fingertips tracing patterns on her back, just loving being with her.

He had so much. He worked hard for it all, but he had everything he wanted.

Deep in the house’s belly, the furnace kicked on. Sheba slunk off the bed, figuring there was more going on that she didn’t want to be a part of.

He closed his eyes and let Janie please him with her loving body. They fit together perfectly.

He hated to think he might deserve this treatment, but he couldn’t avoid a presence from Janie that was like devotion.

It should embarrass him, the effort of his beautiful wife, giving him so much and with so much passion and love, when the intent of his sneaky morning intrusion had been to sweet-talk her into a climb-aboard quickie.

But now, with his eyes closed and thinking of the stealth employed in getting into his bedroom without waking Janie, the image of Maceo without clothes slipped into his mind’s eye projection, unbidden. Unwelcome.

That hairy thing dangling between his thighs.

God! The unwanted vision angered him, and he squeezed his eyes shut tighter, trying to shove away that ugly image of another man’s beefy manhood. A man in their home. A man just across the hall.

And how easily he’d seen it!

Maybe Maceo wanted him to see it. Like Maceo wanted Janie to see it and mistook his staircase-creeping as light-bodied Janie coming up the steps.

Janie groaned with a sound of renewed desire. Rising up off his belly and supporting her upright riding with her hands.

“Oh, John,” she whispered. “You’re so hard right now. You feel so big.”

He chuckled, admiring her and how sexy she looked grinding on his hips. The pale blonde hair, the unblemished winter-white skin, pure as snow. Thirty-nine, but with the body of a girl in her twenties.

But if she thought he felt big, she should sneak a peek at what their boarder was packing.

Again! Such an awful, unwanted thought.

But as unwanted as the thought might be, it came with a high-powered adrenaline injection that raced his heart and sharpened his focus. And—ugly and inconvenient as it was—aroused his manhood into ringing steel.

But he could never tell Janie that. Tell her the fuel for the reaction she’d noted came from thoughts of her, subjugated to the provocative presentation of pure male sexuality.

Janie planted both warm palms on his round belly, eyes closed, mouth agape, riding his raging hardness with racing vigor. And it aroused him to think of her liking and getting off on his full hardness.

If she liked him as full as he could be, Janie would squeal with delight with Maceo deep inside her.

The thought was so awful, so detestable, he screwed up his face and writhed away from the disgusting image his mind produced. While he fought against it, the image seemed to bring something deep out of him that disregarded the pure and terrifying insult of the image and responded to it in the exact opposite way.

His core tightened. He seized Janie and clutched her to his body, bear-hugging her and pinning her in place as his hips began pounding his hardness into her at a furious pace.

Janie really did squawk.

And his brain played with that sound and showed him some images of how Maceo would get that sound out of her.

The orgasm came fast and hard and huge, swelling to explosive proportion before at last tearing out of him with undeniable force. The bed hammered the wall. Janie cried out. He swore he roared like a lion. He drove up with heels planted in the mattress and lifted poor Janie right up off the bed. He blasted inside her. First one savage, unending torrent, then deep follow-ups. His toes curled in his socks.

Then he collapsed, full of shame, all red-faced and horrified, while Janie panted and gasped and laughed about how wild he was, kissing his neck and teasing him that he was her great big grizzly bear.
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John joined her in the shower, the second time they had shared that space in twelve hours. It might have been twelve years since the time before last night.

It sure seemed like it.

Despite her relentless transgressions, she somehow felt closer to John than she had in years. Not that they’d grown apart or neglected their marriage—not like that at all. They’d always been close friends and teammates, and she sure as hell hadn’t stopped loving him, and she knew he practically worshipped her. But their surprise intimate connection this morning shone a light on the intimacy that had gone missing.

He filled the shower with his bulk, and squashed in with him in the tight space renewed something deep and real inside her. Something that had never gone away but had been folded over and over under her life’s circumstances. It was a small, dense, and sparkling thing. It was love, but that had been immutable. It was a sharper-edged love; an intoxicating one. One like enchantment. Like how she felt when she first fell for him. Handsome, studly jock and fun-guy John, dashing in his Wheatville-Chili team uniform, cleats and all.

He lathered himself up, all smiles, letting her take the shower’s spray, hot water hitting her crown and cascading down her back. She put her fingers into his thick beard and drew them down, untangling as she went.

“I’m going to trim this down next time the snow lets up.”

John said, “As long as I can see out of it I’ll be okay.”

“Don’t you hide that face from the world,” she said, went to her toes and kissed him. John’s arms went around her.

Later, when they were almost done, he took her off guard, saying, “I’m going to make sure I’m home more.”

And in her guilty mind, she interpreted it as suspicion, as John saying he was going to keep an eye on her. She reacted with reflexive indignation, as though he’d insulted her character.

“What? Why? Why would you do that?”

John regarded her, amused but dumbfounded, and in that brief moment she got a glimpse of her guilt’s bottomless depth. John learning of her depraved betrayal wouldn’t be survivable. She’d carved out his heart, and he just didn’t know it yet. An unknown sorrow slithered through her.

“Jeez, Janie, tell me how you really feel.”

She put up her hands and rolled her eyes, acting misunderstood—but heat blazed her cheeks, and she was sure her sins showed clearly in her eyes.

But John chuckled, rubbing his beard, saying, “We’ll have to see, but yeah... Next year, maybe. We’re at the point where I don’t need to be in the truck all the time. The kids are... well, they’re just doing great, aren’t they?”

She insinuated herself into his clutch, wet shoulders slipping under his brawny arms with ease.
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Once Janie was out of the shower, he gave her some time, a head start to get herself clothed without her lecherous husband fighting—and failing—the urge to put his hands on her naughty bits.

That surprise session had been of a magnitude greater than he could’ve anticipated. Even now, alone in the shower, he was laughing to himself about it.

“Whatever floats your boat, Johnny Boy,” he grumbled to himself, shaking his head, grinning, letting himself off the hook for the terrible way he’d pictured Janie.

Yeah, it was a dreadful thing to think, but, hey, tell me what woman wouldn’t fall for that Italian sex machine in Evan’s bedroom?

There was still a little guilt over it, but all it came down to was a little envy; a little of what the Bible warned him; but instead of coveting thy neighbor’s wife, he was coveting thy boarder’s twenty-one-year-old ultra-sexual endowment. What he wouldn’t give to ride around in Maceo’s snow plow for the night. Talk about putting in some work. And he wouldn’t take it out on the highway; he’d keep it here at home. Where it mattered.

He shut off the spray, stood rubbing his twelve-beer-Sundays stomach, looking much rounder than it ever had before. His hand went to his chest, grabbed a handful of newly sagging man-boob. That was a more recent development—though the years were passing fast and furious now.

Janie looked too good for a big, old, hairy lumberjack like him. Now, Maceo...

When he stepped out of the shower, he stopped. His eyes lay heavy on his own reflection in the mirror above the sink. He scrutinized himself, going rigid at what he saw. He moved to the sink and rested his hands on the cluttered counter. Toothbrushes, toothpaste, Listerine, lotions and potions and female bric-à-brac.

When he’d left her in bed at midnight to go plow, she’d worn a tank and a nightdress. She’d changed in the night. He held up the half-rolled toothpaste tube. When he’d kissed her this morning, she’d tasted of Zen Peppermint. No morning breath. He regarded her discarded bedclothes in the laundry hamper. They lay on top of her nightdress and tankie. And underwear.

He regarded himself in the mirror again. Armed away the steamy haze. Stood upright. Crossed arms and drew fingertips down his chest. Tracing the lines already there.

Red lines drawn on his chest. Janie’s nails.

The same lines he’d seen drawn on Maceo’s chest.


AFTERWORD


Sign up for my newsletter on my website to get the latest info, sneak peeks at upcoming stories, and even a free story or two down the road!
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DEVIL IN THE WATERS IS NOW A COMPLETED EPIC STORY

It began as a serial on Patreon and continued for many years. It spans 600,000 words across 15 novels and is collected into five editions also available as paperbacks.

The best way to read this story is reading the episodes on Patreon and following the comments from other readers. For now, the whole series is available to the lowest-tier members of either Ream or Patreon.

The next best (or simplest) way is to purchase the collected editions.

A DEVASTATING AFFAIR

Josh Waters wakes on a groggy morning after his and his wife Kimmy’s high school reunion. There’d been a lakeside rager at the cottage of Dalton High’s most popular girl, and maybe he’d indulged a little too much.

What happened last night, anyway?

His high school bully’s there to answer: “I slept with your wife, Josh. Just like you asked.”

A 600,000-word descent into desire, power, and the mystery behind one night that might have changed everything.

It starts with a simple, awful confession.

Or does it?

At their ten-year high-school reunion, Josh Waters wakes up hungover, ashamed, and missing pieces of the night before. Devlin Stone—his former bully, the man who once made his teenage life hell—leans in with a quiet, devastating truth:

“I slept with your wife last night. Just like you asked.”

That moment becomes the first ripple in a storm that will consume Josh and Kimmy’s marriage, pulling them into an intoxicating spiral of lust, shame, jealousy, and the dangerous gravity of a man who knows exactly how to get under their skin.

Devil in the Waters is a fifteen-book epic—one continuous, slow-burn story that follows a seemingly ordinary couple as they try to navigate the emotional aftermath of a single reckless choice. From lakeside cottages to luxury hotel suites, from workplace pressures to the quiet corners of domestic life, Josh and Kimmy find themselves circling the same irresistible question:

How far would you go to understand the darkest parts of the person you love?

And what happens when those parts answer back?

A Psychological, Erotic, Heart-Wrenching Saga

Readers describe the series as addictive, excruciatingly tense, and shockingly intimate. It’s erotica layered with the emotional richness of a dark domestic drama—carefully paced, character-driven, and unafraid to explore the bruised places where love and desire collide.

Across nearly 600,000 words, the series digs deep into:

• The emotional logic of temptation—why good people make bad decisions.

• The slow destruction and rebuilding of trust as secrets multiply.

• The complicated thrill of humiliation, dominance, and release.

• The gravity of Devlin Stone, a lover, rival, tormentor, and mirror.

• The long shadow of past traumas and how they reshape a marriage.

This isn’t a collection of disconnected encounters. It’s a single, evolving story—one that readers followed for years as a Patreon serial—where choices have consequences, relationships have scars, and no one escapes unchanged.

Why Readers Fall In and Don’t Come Up for Air

Fans return again and again for:

• Characters who feel real, flawed, contradictory, and painfully human.

• Slow-build tension that makes every chapter a pulse-pounding experience.

• Erotic scenes that matter, driving the emotional stakes instead of replacing them.

• Literary craft and psychological depth.

• A sense of epic continuity, where early mistakes echo through every book.

This series has been called “beautifully agonizing,” “mind-consuming,” and “a masterpiece of emotional kink,” and it has the Goodreads and Amazon love to prove it.

One Marriage.

One Man Who Won’t Let Go.

One Descent You Won’t Forget.

Devil in the Waters isn’t just about infidelity—it’s about obsession, identity, desire, punishment, forgiveness, and the uncomfortable truth that love is rarely as simple as we pretend it is.

If you like your stories erotic, introspective, character-driven, and impossible to look away from, dive in.
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