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The Number

Four and a half inches.

The shower runs hot. I tilt the water down my chest, down my stomach, and I look. I always look. Twenty-two years of looking. The hand goes through the motion of soaping without input from the brain because the brain is already running its routine: stretch, pinch the base, measure with the spread of fingers, judge the length against the width of my own palm. Three fingers and most of a fourth. I knew that before I checked. I always know.

I was fourteen the first time I measured. A ruler from my desk, lifted from the algebra homework I was supposed to be doing, taken into the bathroom with the door locked. I’d been hearing the locker room math for a year by then. The eight-inch claims. The I had to break her in claims. The whispered numbers in the boys’ showers. I wanted the number for myself. The way you want any number when you’re fourteen: you think the number is going to tell you who you are.

It did. Four and a half.

I sat on the tile of my parents’ bathroom and tried the math three different ways. Soft. Hard. With my back straight. With my hips angled forward the way the diagram in an old boys’ magazine showed. The number didn’t move. I checked again the next morning. I checked again at fifteen. At sixteen. At nineteen, after my first girlfriend went silent in a way I didn’t have the vocabulary to read. At twenty-three. At twenty-eight, the year I met Natalie.

Four and a half. The number is a fact. It’s the only fact about my body that has never, in twenty-two years, surprised me.

The water beats down. I let my hand fall away from myself. I tilt my face up into the spray and try the breathing trick the article said to try. Confidence is the largest organ in the bedroom. I read that line in a men’s magazine in a dentist’s office when I was thirty-one and laughed because it was so transparently a thing written by someone trying to sell something. Then I went home and tried to live by it. I have tried to live by it for five years.

The bathroom door is cracked. From the shower I can see the slice of bedroom on the other side: the corner of the bed, the foot of the mirror, the angle of light through the bay window. Natalie moves through that slice. She is choosing earrings. She tilts her head, considers, swaps one for the other. She is in bra and panties and one stocking, the other one still bunched in her hand. The line of her neck is the line that made me fall in love with her at the bar where we met. Long. Exposed. Decisive. She turns and the light catches the small of her back.

She is beautiful. She has always been beautiful. She chose me.

That is the sentence I have used for eight years to hold myself together. She chose me. Of all the men in the world she could have had, she chose the accountant with the soft middle and the small body. She chose the man who remembers anniversaries and pays for things and listens when she is tired. She did not choose a body. She chose a husband. That has always been the trade I told myself she was making, and that I was making with her, and that we had both agreed was a fair one because we never agreed to it out loud.

She bends to pull the second stocking up her thigh and I feel the involuntary thing happen against the tile. My body lifts toward her without my permission. Even now. Eight years in. The wanting hasn’t dulled. If anything it has sharpened. It’s the wanting of a man who knows the wanting will not be returned at the same volume.

I turn the water hotter and I close my eyes.

When I come out of the shower she is fully dressed. Black slacks, cream blouse, hair pinned up. She has made coffee. She is on her phone in the kitchen, scrolling, and she glances up at me with the soft small smile she has been giving me for eight years.

“You hungry?”

“Toast is fine.”

She slides the plate toward me. I sit. The kitchen is quiet. Domestic. Comfortable. The radio playing something low. I am thinking about the number. The number is in the room with me. The number is always in the room.

“Oh,” she says, casually. “I ran into someone at the store yesterday. You’ll laugh.”

“Who.”

“Jake.”

The toast stops in my hand halfway to my mouth.

“Jake,” I say.

“Jake Hennessy. From college. I told you about him.” She looks at me over the rim of her mug. Her face is open. She is not watching me for a reaction. She is genuinely just telling me about her day.

“I remember Jake,” I say.

“He’s still in Portland. Doing construction now. Foreman somewhere out by Sellwood. He looked good. We hugged. He asked about you, actually.” She is smiling a little, amused by the small reminder of a former life. “He said we should grab a drink sometime. I told him we’d see.”

I nod. I take a bite of toast I cannot taste. I chew it in a mouth that has gone completely dry.

“How nice,” I say.

She kisses the top of my head on her way out the door. The lipstick print is faint. I don’t move for a long time after the front door closes. The toast goes cold in my hand. The number is louder than it has been in years.



I remember Jake.

I have never met Jake. I have never seen Jake. I have never had a single conversation with the man. But I remember Jake. His name has been in this house for eight years even though I have never said it out loud.

Natalie was twenty-six the year I met her. She had been single, by her own count, for almost two years. The way she said it, when I asked, had the cadence of a healed thing. A date with a scar over it. I had asked once, on our third date, who she had been with before. She named two men. One was a college boyfriend who lasted a semester. The other was Jake. Three years. Fun, but he wasn’t really the marrying kind.

That was all she ever told me. Three years was a long time. Fun was a strange word to use about a three-year relationship. Wasn’t really the marrying kind was the kind of phrase women said about men they had been talked out of, not the kind of phrase they said about men they had grown out of. I noticed it then. I noticed and I let it go. Probing the splinter was going to hurt more than the splinter was hurting.

I have not let it go.

For eight years, in the quiet hours, in the gym, in traffic, in the long silence between Natalie’s that was great and the ceiling at three a.m., I have been letting myself imagine Jake. The Jake I have built in my head is the Jake of every small man’s anxiety. Tall. Broad. Comfortable in his body. I have never been comfortable in mine. Construction now. Of course construction now. The Jake of my head was always going to end up in a body that gets used.

I do not know what he looks like. I have never seen a photograph.

That is a lie.

I have not let myself look at a photograph. There is a difference.

I think about this all day at the office. I sit at my desk in the quiet bullpen above the river and I cannot make my mind hold a single column of numbers. I keep losing the totals. I keep recalculating the same line. By four o’clock I have given up pretending and I am just staring at the screen with my hand resting on the mouse and my brain running the same loop it has been running since the toast went cold.

He looked good.

I drive home through rain. Portland in late June has the kind of rain that does not commit to being weather. A low grey wetness that beads on the windshield and refuses to fall. The wipers go on the slowest setting. I sit at the light at Burnside and watch a woman in a yellow raincoat cross the street with her dog and I think: was he bigger.

I have been thinking that sentence for eight years. I have never let it land all the way. It has always been a question I held three inches above the bottom of my own mind. The brick has been there a long time. Tonight, in the car, with her voice from the morning still in the air, he looked good, the brick slips. The question lands.

Was he bigger.

Something rises in me at the light. I do not understand why. I have never understood why. The question is supposed to hurt. It does hurt. It is supposed to hurt and only hurt. The wrong part of me does not have my permission to do anything else.



She is not home when I get in. Wednesday yoga.

I tell myself I am going upstairs to change clothes. I do change clothes. Then I tell myself I am going to the spare bedroom to look for a book. I do not look for a book. I open the closet of the spare bedroom and I crouch down to the bottom shelf where the photo albums live and I tell myself, with the half-honesty I have been allowing myself all day, that I am cleaning. I will straighten the photo albums. The photo albums have been needing it. I have been meaning to.

There are six of them. The lower three are mine. Childhood. College. The year my mother died. The upper three are hers, from before me. I have looked at the upper three exactly once, on the second weekend we moved in together. She walked me through them in fifteen minutes, smiling in the soft way she smiles at her own past, and then she put them back on the shelf and I have not touched them since. I have known where they are. I have walked past this closet door a thousand times without opening it. I have been not-opening it for eight years.

I take down the middle one. Her early twenties.

I sit on the floor with the album in my lap. The room is dim. The rain ticks at the spare bedroom window. I open it.

She is twenty-two on the first page. She is twenty-three by the second. She is in cutoffs and a tank top. Her hair is longer than it is now. She is sitting on the hood of a truck. Beer in her hand. Head thrown back laughing at someone behind the camera. The someone behind the camera is in the next photo. He is shirtless. He is in cargo shorts and bare feet on what looks like a beach somewhere. He has his arm slung around her. His forearm is across her chest. His hand. Even in the photograph I can see this. Even from the small distance of an old print. Even with the bad lighting of someone’s disposable camera in 2008. His hand is wrapped around her upper arm and his hand goes most of the way around it. His fingers nearly meet his thumb on the far side of her bicep.

I stop breathing.

He is everything I am not. He is tall. Even seated I can see he is tall. His shoulders are at the level of her ear and she is not a short woman. He is built. Not gym-built. The other kind. The thick neck, the broad collarbones, the chest made by lifting things and not by curling them. His skin is sun-darkened the uneven dark of a body that works outside. He has stubble I can see from the photo. He is smiling. His smile is unconsidered. He has never had to consider it.

The photo is of the two of them. They are not posed. Whoever took the picture caught them mid-laugh, mid-conversation, mid-something. Natalie is looking up at him. Her face is doing a thing her face has not done at me in eight years. It is the face of a woman who is amused by being held, who is letting herself be held, whose body has gone soft against another body and has not bothered to hide it.

I sit on the floor of the spare bedroom and I look at the photo. I look at it for a long time.

My hand goes to my lap.

I stop it. I put my hand back on the album. I make myself look only at his shoulders, only at her face, only at the parts of the photograph that do not let me ask the question. The question is right there. The photo is the question. The photo is a body and that body is laughing on a beach in 2008 with my wife and the photo is the question and the question is was he bigger.

I think it. I let it land. The brick is on my foot now and it has been on my foot for eight years and I have only just noticed.

I close the album. I put it back on the shelf. I do not put it back exactly the way I found it. I leave it slightly forward. I leave it like a man who wants himself to come back and find it again. I go downstairs.

Natalie comes home twenty minutes later. She is pink from yoga, smelling of clean sweat and the lavender of her gym towel. She kisses me on the cheek. She tells me about the woman who set up her mat too close and breathed loudly through her nose for an hour. She asks what I want for dinner.

I make pasta. We eat at the small table in the dining nook. The lamp throws warm yellow over her face. She is telling me about a client whose kitchen she is finally allowed to gut. Soapstone counters, walnut cabinets, an island the husband does not want and the wife does. She is animated. She is happy.

I wait until she has poured herself a second glass of wine. I keep my voice in the register of a man making mild small talk. I have been rehearsing this register since the car at the Burnside light.

“You know,” I say, casually. “We should have Jake over sometime. He was always nice.”

She blinks.

It is one blink. Just one. Her glass is at her mouth and she pauses with it there for a half-second longer than a person pauses to drink wine. Then she lowers the glass. She looks at me. Her face does not move. Her eyes are doing something I cannot read.

“Jake,” she says.

“You said he wanted to grab a drink. We could have him over for dinner. Easier than going out.”

“Yes,” she says. “Okay. If you want.”

“It would be nice.”

“It would be nice.”

She takes a sip of her wine. She watches me for one more beat across the rim of the glass. Then she sets the glass down and turns the conversation, smoothly, back to the soapstone counters. She has decided not to have a conversation.

I eat my pasta. I drink my wine. My hand is steady. My voice is steady. Inside my body, low down, the part that has no business being interested is interested. It has been interested since the album. It has been interested since the toast.

I will tell myself, later, months later, after everything, that I did not know what I was doing at that table. That the sentence about Jake was an accident. That I was just being a good husband, trying to make my wife happy, trying to welcome an old friend. I will tell myself this so many times that I will almost believe it.

I will not believe it. I am thirty-six years old and I have never been able to lie to myself about the things that get me hard. I knew exactly what I was doing at that table. I just did not know yet that I was doing it.

In bed that night Natalie reads for twenty minutes and then turns off the lamp and rolls onto her side away from me. I lie on my back. My hand is on my chest. I can hear her breathing settle. The streetlight outside the bay window throws a long bar of pale across the ceiling.

I think about the photograph. I think about his hand around her bicep. I think about the way her face was tilted up at him. I think about the question I have not yet asked her, the question I have spent eight years not asking her, the only question.

Four and a half.

I check, in the dark, again. I do not know why I check. I have checked every year of my adult life and the answer has never moved. The answer does not move tonight. The answer is exactly what it has always been. The answer is the only thing in my body that has ever been honest with me.

I lay my hand flat on my stomach. I listen to my wife sleep. The bar of pale on the ceiling does not move. The rain has stopped.

Somewhere in the city, a man whose hand I have already seen in a photograph is asleep in a bed he owns. I have laid the first brick. I do not yet know it is a brick. I think it is a sentence about dinner.

I will think that for a long time.


The Dinner Party

He texts the day before. Natalie reads the message at the kitchen island and laughs once, soft, more breath than sound. She tilts the phone toward me without thinking.

on my way home — should I bring anything

“What does he like to drink?” I ask. I have rehearsed this question. I have rehearsed sounding like a man who has not been awake half the night thinking about whether his wife’s ex-boyfriend prefers IPA or pilsner.

“Beer,” she says. “He’ll bring his own anyway. He always does.”

She says it without thinking. Then she catches herself. She puts the phone face-down on the marble and goes back to the carrots she is dicing for the rub. He always does. Present tense for a man she has not, by her account, seen in nine years. She has had a hundred conversations about Jake in her head that I have not been part of. She has had a hundred conversations about Jake with herself this week alone. I can see them now in the small calibration in her face every time his name comes up.

The doorbell rings at six-fifteen. He is fifteen minutes early. Natalie wipes her hands on a towel and looks at me for one beat too long before she goes to the door, and in that beat I understand that the look is permission. You started this. I am going to answer it.

She opens the door. The doorway fills.

I am standing in the kitchen, eight feet behind her, holding a wine opener I do not remember picking up. The first thing I register about Jake is that he has to dip his head slightly to come through our doorframe. Our doorframe is standard. Our doorframe has accommodated every man who has ever entered this house. He dips automatically, without knowing he is dipping, and he straightens up inside our entryway and his head clears the lintel by maybe two inches.

“There she is,” he says.

His voice is low and easy. There is space in his chest for it. He is in jeans and a soft grey henley with the sleeves pushed up to the elbow. The forearms are exactly what I had built in my head from the photograph and I did not build enough. They are tanned and roped and his right forearm has a faded scar running along the inside of it the length of my thumb. He is holding a six-pack of something dark.

He hugs my wife. He does not kiss her. He hugs her with one arm because his other hand has the six-pack in it. The hug is brief and brotherly. It is absolutely not brief enough. Her face goes into his chest. His chin clears the top of her head. His hand is a flat broad thing across her shoulder blade and I watch it cover most of her back. When he releases her she takes a small step backward and there is a small new color along her collarbone.

“Hey, Nat.”

“Jake.”

He looks past her. Sees me. Comes toward me with his hand out and a grin already arriving.

“Hey, buddy. Good to finally meet the guy who stole my girl.”

He says it laughing. He says it without a single flicker of irony. The word stole lands flat. It is the noun he picked because it was the noun that arrived first. He is the kind of man who does not consider his sentences before he speaks them because he has never had to. He has not understood that the sentence is a knife. The sentence is a knife.

I take his hand.

His hand swallows mine. Not metaphorically. Physically. My hand is not small. I have a man’s hand. I shake hands with clients and partners and the bank manager and I have never, in thirty-six years, thought of my hand as anything other than a hand. His palm comes against mine. The heel of his hand extends half an inch past the heel of mine. His fingers wrap around the side of my hand and meet themselves on the underside. I feel the calluses along the base of his fingers. Hard, ridged calluses, the kind that come from holding a hammer for ten thousand hours. I feel the heat of his palm, which is warmer than my palm has ever been. I feel the strength of him not being used. That is the worst part. The grip is gentle and the gentleness is the demonstration.

“Nathan,” I say. My voice is fine. My voice is normal.

“Good to meet you, man. Heard a lot.”

He claps my shoulder with his free hand. His palm covers from the round of my shoulder almost to my collarbone. The clap is two friendly pats and the pats land with the soft weight of a man who has spent his life lifting things heavier than my body. He is grinning at me. He is genuinely happy to be in my kitchen. He is going to be in my kitchen for the next three hours.

“Beer?” he says, and lifts the six-pack.

“I’ll take one,” I say.

“Yeah you will.” He laughs and hands me the carton. The carton is a brand I do not stock. It is from a brewery in St. Johns. The cans are heavier than the cans I drink. I take it and set it on the counter and my hand is shaking very slightly and I turn so neither of them can see.



He is easy at dinner.

That is the part I did not expect. I expected. I think I expected. That he would be cocky. That he would be the kind of man who fills a room because he needs the room filled. He doesn’t. He fills the room because he is in it, and then he is just a man having dinner, talking with his hands.

He tells one story while Natalie is plating. A beam, he says. A beam on a job in Lents last summer, and the kid he had on the saw misread the cut, and the beam came down out of true and pinned a guy’s leg against a sawhorse and they had thirty seconds to lift it off him before it crushed the kneecap. Jake demonstrates with his hands. He cups one palm around an imaginary beam and the imaginary beam is bigger than the loaf of bread on our table. He shows where he braced his shoulder. He shows the angle of the lift. He shows how he had to come up under it with one knee on the concrete because the boy had panicked and there was no one else, and he describes lifting the end of a beam that two men should have lifted with his shoulder and one arm because that is what the kid’s knee was worth. He laughs telling it. He is not proud. The laugh is the laugh of a man who is genuinely amused that he has the kind of life where this is a Wednesday.

Natalie is watching him while he tells it. I am watching her watch him.

Her face does a thing.

It is a small thing. Anyone else at this table would call it nothing. It is a slow softening through the line of her jaw. A fractional opening of her lips. A settling of her shoulders. Her body has decided, somewhere underneath, that it is safe. She has not done that with her body in my kitchen in a long time. I do not remember the last time she did it. The last time she did it might have been in 2007 on a beach with a disposable camera. I am sitting four feet from her and I am watching her body remember a posture I have never given it.

The wine bottle is between us. She reaches for it. So does Jake. Her hand gets there first. She picks it up and turns to fill his glass and then she holds it out across the table for him to take.

He takes it.

His hand closes around the bottle and the bottle disappears. That is the only accurate way to put it. Her hand had been wrapped around the bottle and her hand had looked, as it always looks, like a hand around a wine bottle. His hand closes around it from the side, and the bottle is gone. I can see the dark glass at the very neck and the very base. The middle of the bottle is inside his fist. His thumb meets his middle finger and overlaps it slightly. He pours himself another half-glass and sets the bottle back down on the table without thinking about what his hand has just done.

He has not thought about what his hand has just done.

It is the most unbearable part of the gesture. He has not been showing me. He has been pouring wine. He is genuinely, brotherly, present-at-dinner pouring wine, and his body has performed the demonstration that no living man could have performed on purpose without it being insulting, and I sit four feet away and watch his hand swallow a bottle of cabernet I bought specifically for tonight and my body lights up everywhere at once in a way I do not understand and cannot reach in and turn off.

My body answers at my own dinner table.

I take a long sip of my own wine. The body is still answering. My wife’s ex-boyfriend has just taken a wine bottle out of my wife’s hand in my dining room and the wrong part of me has responded. He poured wine. That is all that happened.

“This is good,” Jake says. “What is it?”

“It’s a cab from the place on Mississippi,” Natalie says.

“It’s good,” he says.

He looks at me. He smiles, a kind, easy smile.

“You picked it?”

“Yeah.”

“Good pick, man.”

He is being friendly. He is being kind. His kindness has nothing to do with what his body is doing in my dining room. The two are running separately. Neither one knows about the other. The disconnect is what I will think about at three a.m.



He excuses himself to the bathroom.

I get up to clear plates. I am moving on autopilot. I scrape my untouched roast into the green bin under the sink. Natalie stands up to help me. Her face, when she turns to me at the counter with her hands full of glasses, is flushed. Not from wine. From whatever has been happening in her body for the last forty-five minutes. The flush is in her chest and high on her cheekbones. She is smiling, almost privately. A small smile for something that has happened to her and not to anyone else.

She sets the glasses down. She looks at the hallway. She looks back at me.

“He looks good, doesn’t he.”

It is not a question. The intonation does not turn up at the end. The sentence has been pressing against the inside of her teeth for a while and she has let it out. Her voice is quiet. Her eyes are on mine.

“Yeah,” I say.

“I forgot how good he looks.” She laughs, a small embarrassed laugh, and then she looks away. “Sorry. That was a weird thing to say.”

“No.”

“He’s just a friend.”

“I know.”

I am loading the dishwasher. My back is to her. The wrong part of me is rigid in the front of my trousers. I am rinsing a plate under hot water. I am listening to my wife say the words he looks good, doesn’t he in the voice she uses when she is not protecting me anymore. The cotton in front of my boxers is damp from a body that does not have my permission. I am loading the dishwasher in my own kitchen with the calmest face I can put on. I am understanding for the first time that some part of me has been waiting to hear her say those exact words in that exact voice for eight years.

The toilet flushes. Jake comes back down the hall. He fills the kitchen doorway the same way he filled the front doorway. Natalie steps to the side without thinking to let him through. She steps to the side for a body that needs the room. Not for a guest. He passes between us. He smells faintly of soap and outdoor air and clean sweat, and the soap smell is the soap from our bathroom, our soap, and the fact that our soap is now on his hands does something to my chest that I cannot identify.

He stays another half hour. He has another beer. He tells one more story, shorter. He gets up to leave at nine and Natalie walks him to the door and he hugs her again, longer this time but still nothing improper, and he shakes my hand again in the entryway and he says we should do this again, man, really and he means it, and then he is gone, and the door closes, and the house is suddenly the size of the house again instead of the size it had been with him in it.



Natalie kisses me on the mouth before we go upstairs.

It is not a usual kiss. It is harder than her usual kiss. It happens at the foot of the stairs with the porch light still on and her hand on the back of my neck, and she presses against me and I feel the small hard points of her nipples through the cotton of her dress and I feel that she is wet through the fabric of my trousers because she leans her hips into mine. She is breathing through her nose.

I do not say anything. I take her up the stairs.

I am desperate. The whole evening is desperate. I am still hard and I have been hard for nearly three hours and I am thirty-six years old and my body has not been this hard for this long since I was twenty-two. I undress her in the bedroom and she lets me but she is doing some of the work. She is reaching back for the zipper. She is shrugging out of the dress before I am ready. She is on the bed in her bra and panties and she is watching me with her eyes still glossy from the wine and from whatever else.

I get inside her quickly. There is no foreplay. There has not been foreplay between us for years, and tonight she does not want foreplay because she is already so wet that I slide in with no resistance at all. The wetness is not normal wetness. The wetness is so much that I feel it on my thighs and I feel it making a small obscene noise against my pelvic bone when I move, and the noise is louder than the noise our sex usually makes, and I understand without needing to understand that the wetness in my wife is not for me.

She has her eyes closed.

I am inside her and she has her eyes closed and her mouth is slightly open and her head is turned to one side and she is breathing through her nose and I can see the small flutter of her eyelashes that means she is somewhere inside her own head, and I am moving, and I am trying to last, and I am imagining Jake’s hand on the wine bottle, and I do not last.

I last about ninety seconds.

I come hard. I come harder than I have come in months. I come into my wife with my face pressed against her neck and a sound coming out of my mouth I do not recognize, and when I open my eyes her eyes are open and she is looking at the ceiling and she is breathing fast but evenly and her hand is on my back and she is saying, softly, good, sweetheart, that was good.

I roll off her. The condom is wet inside and the wetness is mostly hers.

“I love you,” I say. My voice is wrecked.

“I love you too.”

She kisses the side of my face. She turns onto her side facing away. She is asleep in five minutes.

I lie on my back with the ceiling fan turning slowly above me. My cock is half-hard again already. Inside ten minutes it is fully hard again. I have not been able to manage a second erection in the same night since I was twenty-eight years old. I lie there with it pointing at the ceiling under the sheet, and I do not touch it. I listen to my wife breathe. I listen to the rain start up again outside the window. I think about a wine bottle and a hand. I think about the soap in our bathroom on his hands. I think about the slow softening of her jaw at the dinner table and the way her body had remembered a posture I had never given it.

I do not sleep. I lie there with my body screaming and I do not sleep and somewhere around two a.m. I make a decision I do not name to myself as a decision. I just make it.



The gym is a converted warehouse in Industrial, two blocks from a project site I confirmed on the construction company’s website at one thirty in the morning. It costs forty-nine dollars a month. There is a five-thirty class on Wednesdays that, according to the company’s social media photos, the foreman of the Industrial site attends.

I sign up online from the office at lunch on Tuesday. The intake clerk emails me a welcome packet. I read it three times because I cannot make my eyes process the words. I drive past the gym after work to look at it from the outside. I do not go in.

Wednesday at five-fifteen I am in the parking lot. The class he supposedly takes does not start for another fifteen minutes. I am here this early because I could not make myself sit at my desk a minute longer. I sit in the car for ten minutes with my hands on the wheel. My heart is moving in my chest fast and high. I have not had this pulse since my last job interview. I am thirty-six years old. I am about to walk into a gym to look at another man’s body.

I go in.

The lobby smells like rubber and bleach. I check in. I do not lift. I tell the desk clerk I am here for a tour and the desk clerk is twenty-two and bored and points me at the back. I walk through. I do not see Jake on the floor. I find the locker room.

The locker room is large and old and tiled in mustard yellow from the seventies. The lockers are wooden. The benches are wooden. The showers are along the back wall, six stalls, no doors. The stalls are tiled and open, and the men who use them dry themselves in front of them on the open tile, the way men have dried themselves in old athletic clubs for generations.

I take a locker on the back wall. I open it. I make a small show of looking for something I have not brought. I am wearing gym shorts and a t-shirt. I have not lifted anything. I am here because I am here.

He comes in at five-fifty-eight.

I hear him before I see him. He is laughing at something someone said in the hall. He comes around the corner with two other men in work boots, and the three of them are dusty and sweat-stained and one of them has plaster on his forearms, and they peel off their shirts on the way to the lockers because they have come straight from the site, and Jake’s shirt comes off six feet from where I am standing with my hand inside a locker pretending to look for a sock.

He does not see me. I am turned slightly. I have the bill of a cap pulled low. The two other men go to their own lockers and Jake comes to one nearby, and he opens it and he sits on the bench and he leans down to unlace his boots, and his shoulders fill the line of his back the way the doorway filled the line of his shoulders, and he undresses slowly, without an audience he has noticed.

The pants come off.

The boxers come off.

He is six feet from me. He is six feet from me and naked and he does not know I am here, and I am standing with my hand inside an empty locker holding a sock I did not bring and I am looking at the side of him at six feet of distance.

I see it.

Soft, against his thigh, in the unbothered slack of a body that has just come out of work pants, his cock hangs against the inside of his leg, and it hangs heavy, and it hangs long, and it hangs thick, and it hangs past anything I have ever produced fully erect at any point in my life. It is uncircumcised. The head of it is hooded. There is a vein running up the underside of it I can see from six feet away in fluorescent light. The set of it against his thigh. The weight of it sitting against his leg. That is the answer to a question I have been carrying since I was fourteen. The answer is more devastating than I had prepared for.

He stands. He turns toward the showers. He does not see me. He walks the length of the locker room with a towel slung over his shoulder. I watch him from behind. I watch the way his cock moves against his thigh when he walks. I watch the way his back sweeps down into the heavy round of his ass and the heavy round of his thighs. He is six foot two of working body and the body has the casual disinterest in itself of a body that has never had a reason to be interested in itself, because the body has never been a problem for him in a single day of his life.

He turns into the shower stall. The water comes on.

I close the locker. I do not bother locking it. I walk out of the locker room with my pulse in my ears and I walk through the gym floor and I walk through the lobby and I walk into the parking lot and I get into my car and I sit there.

I sit there for twenty-three minutes. I time it. I check the clock when I sit down and I check the clock when I finally move. Twenty-three minutes of staring through the windshield at a fence beyond the parking lot. My hands are shaking enough that I cannot get the key into the ignition for the first three minutes. My breath is coming shallow and high in my chest. I have to roll the window down. I am nauseous. The room is going thin at the edges. I am the hardest I have been in my adult life, and I keep replaying the visual every time I close my eyes, and every time I replay it I get sicker, and every time I get sicker I get harder, and I do not understand the loop and I do not need to understand the loop because the loop has decided that understanding is not its job.

Soft. Soft, he was longer and thicker than I have ever been hard.

I say it out loud in the car. Just to make sure I am not lying to myself about what I saw.

I drive home. I get home at seven. Natalie is at the dining room table with her laptop and a glass of wine and a tile sample she is moving across a page. Her yoga mat is rolled in the corner where it does not usually live; she did not go tonight. She looks up and smiles.

“How was your day?”

“Good.”

“You ate?”

“I’ll grab something.”

I cannot look at her. I am incapable of looking at her face. I make a sandwich I do not eat. I move around the kitchen with my back to her. I tell her I have to finish a quarterly thing for work, and I take my laptop upstairs to the guest bathroom. Not the office. Not the study. The guest bathroom. I lock the door. I sit on the closed lid of the toilet. I do not open the laptop.

I take myself out of my pants.

I am thirty-six years old and I am sitting on the closed lid of the toilet in the guest bathroom of my own house and I have my cock in my hand and the only image my mind will let me hold is a heavy, long, uncircumcised thing hanging against another man’s thigh in fluorescent light. I stroke. I am wet at the tip immediately. I do not need lube. I am wet enough at the tip that the slide of my own hand makes a soft sound, and the sound is humiliating, and I come in under ten seconds. I come into a wad of toilet paper on my own lap. I come more than I have come in years. My whole body convulses with it.

I sit there shaking. The toilet paper is heavy and warm in my hand.

I am breathing through my mouth. I am not crying. I should be crying. I am not crying.

After a minute I drop the toilet paper into the toilet and I flush it and I lock the door again and I sit back down and I take myself in my hand and I do it again. I do not need a refractory. There is no refractory. I am thirty-six years old and I am hard already, and the second time takes a little longer because I am ringing from the first, but the second time I let it run. I think about the image. I let myself name it. I let myself say it inside my head the way I had said it out loud in the car.

Soft, he was longer than I have ever been hard.

I come for the second time in fifteen minutes. The second one is harder than the first. I have to put my fist into my mouth not to make a sound.

I sit in the guest bathroom for a long time afterward. My pants are still around my ankles. My cock is small and red and slack against my thigh and shining wet. The fluorescent light over the sink is humming. The tile under my feet is cold.

I can hear Natalie downstairs. She is on the phone with someone. Her voice is the low, easy register of a woman talking to a friend. She laughs once. I do not catch the words.

I do not get up for another ten minutes. I sit in the guest bathroom in the wreckage of my own body, looking at the cock in my lap and thinking about another man’s cock six feet away in fluorescent light, and I understand, with a clarity I will spend a long time trying to refuse, that something has just happened to me that I am not going to be able to undo.

The shame is enormous. The shame is bigger than the bathroom.

Underneath the shame, like a second heartbeat I have only now learned to feel, is the other thing. The thing that does not yet have a name. The thing that has been hard with me for three hours tonight and that comes when I picture him and that has just done what it has done twice in fifteen minutes in my own guest bathroom.

I do not have a word for it yet.

I will have one soon.


The Question

Three days pass.

Three days of doing my job badly. Three days of opening a spreadsheet and watching the cells slide out of focus because the body in fluorescent light keeps laying itself over the screen. Three days of getting dressed in the closet with the door half-closed so that I do not have to look at myself in the long mirror on the inside of the closet door. Except I always look. I always look. I stand in the half-light and I lift the front of my boxers and I look down at what I have and I do the math my body has been doing since I was fourteen, and the math is exactly what it has always been. The math has only changed in one regard. The math now has a comparison.

I buy a ruler. A plastic twelve-inch from the school-supply aisle of the drugstore on the way home from work. I do not need a ruler. I lock the bathroom door I have never locked in this house. I sit on the closed lid of the toilet and I set the cold edge of the plastic against my body the way I set it against my body when I was fourteen. Four and a half. I put the ruler in the back of the bathroom drawer behind the spare toothpaste. The number is the number.

I am at the bathroom sink. Brushing my teeth. I see Natalie reflected in the mirror behind me, walking past the door in her bra, hair in a towel. My own body is in the mirror in front of her. Both of us framed in the same glass at the same time. She is thirty-four and beautiful. I am thirty-six and a stranger who has been wearing my face for too long.

I am at the kitchen counter. Slicing tomatoes. The knife sticks. I look down and there is blood on the cutting board. I have cut myself across the pad of my thumb and I have not noticed. I run it under the water and I watch the red thin out into the drain, and I think about a hand around a wine bottle, and the cut throbs in time with my pulse, and my pulse is in my cock, and I am at the kitchen sink with blood on my thumb getting hard over the memory of another man’s hand.

I am in our bed. Saturday night. We have just had sex.

She came. I think she came. She made the sound she makes when she comes, and her body did the small tense thing it does, and I came right after her with my face pressed against the back of her shoulder because we did it from behind because she suggested it from behind and I did not ask why. I lasted four minutes. Four minutes is not a record. Four minutes is what I usually manage. I rolled off and I cleaned up and now I am lying on my back in the dark and she is lying on her side facing me and her hand is on my chest and the room is the kind of dark you only get in our bedroom because the blackout curtains are heavy and there is no streetlight outside the bay window.

I cannot see her face.

I can hear her breathing. It has the slow even quality of someone who is not yet asleep but is heading there. The sheet is across her hips. Her hand is on my chest, palm flat, the small warm weight of it just above my sternum.

I open my mouth.

I close my mouth.

I open it again.

“Natalie.”

“Mm.”

“Can I ask you something.”

A pause. Her hand on my chest does not move.

“Yeah.”

I take a long time. Long enough that she shifts very slightly under the sheet, the small movement of a body that has noticed a pause and is waiting for the pause to end. I have rehearsed this sentence so many times in three days that I have worn the meaning off it. I have rehearsed it in the car. I have rehearsed it at my desk. I have rehearsed it in the shower with the water running so I could hear the words out loud and not be heard. The sentence is six words long and I have said it inside my head approximately a thousand times and I have never said it out loud where she could hear it.

I say it now. I say it quietly. I say it into the dark above us where the words can move out into the room without having to pass through any light.

“Was Jake bigger than me.”

The silence that comes after the question is the silence I have been carrying since 2017.

It lasts. It lasts longer than a normal silence. It lasts long enough that I count two of my own heartbeats, and then a third, and then a fourth, and by the fifth heartbeat I have understood that the silence is the answer. I have asked the question with eight years of buildup behind it and her answer is not going to be a word, the answer is going to be the length of time it takes her to find a word that is not the truth.

The hand on my chest is no longer flat. The fingers have curled slightly. The pads of her fingers are pressing into me. She has tensed and she does not know she has tensed.

“Nathan,” she says.

“Yeah.”

“That doesn’t matter.”

The word doesn’t does the work in the sentence. Doesn’t is the door she has been holding closed for eight years. Doesn’t is the load-bearing word of our entire marriage. She sets the sentence down carefully. The carefulness is the second answer underneath the first.

I am hard.

I noticed it about three sentences ago. I am hard under the sheet and I am hard the way I have been hard for three days, the new hard, the hard that does not feel like wanting and that does not feel like arousal exactly, the hard that feels like a true thing being said inside my body for the first time. I am hard and my hand is at my side and I do not move it. I do not let myself move it. I am thirty-six years old and I am lying in the dark next to my wife getting harder by the second as she refuses to answer a question I just asked her, and underneath the hard there is a strange clean cold feeling in my chest, the feeling of a door I have been leaning against for eight years finally giving way.

“Please,” I say.

“Nathan.”

“Tell me. I need. I need to hear it.”

“Why.”

“I just do. Please. I’m asking you.”

“Nathan, sweetheart.”

“Please.”

She is quiet again. The new quiet is a different quiet. The new quiet is the quiet of a person who is making a decision. I can feel her making the decision through her hand on my chest. The hand has gone soft again. The fingers have uncurled. She has decided to stop holding something.

When she speaks she speaks into my shoulder. Her mouth is two inches from my collarbone and her voice is low and even and I can feel the warm breath of the words against the side of my neck before I hear the words themselves.

“Yes,” she says. “He was bigger.”

The room tilts.

I do not understand how a room tilts in the dark when there is nothing to see for the room to tilt against, but the room tilts. The ceiling I cannot see goes off true. My body in the bed goes off true. The mattress underneath me feels lower on one side than the other, and the side that is lower is the side she is lying on, and I am tilted toward her by something that is not gravity.

My cock throbs once, hard, against the sheet.

It throbs the way it throbs when a hand closes around it. There is no hand on it. The throb is a body-throb, a pulse without a stimulus, a single hard beat that I feel in my groin and in my stomach and behind my eyes. I make a small sound in my throat I did not plan to make. I do not know what the sound is. It is not a sob. It is not a moan. It is the sound a body makes when it has been told a true thing for the first time in a long time.

“Nathan?”

“I’m here.”

“Are you —”

“I’m here. I’m okay.”

I am not okay. I do not know what I am. I am the hardest I have been in this bed in eight years and I am lying very still and I am trying to keep my breathing even, and the breath I am trying to keep even is not interested in being even, the breath is shallow and high and I am breathing through my mouth so she cannot hear it.

“How much bigger,” I hear myself say.

“Nathan.”

“How much bigger.”

I do not want the answer. I want the answer. I do not want her to give me the answer because I want her to give me the answer. I want her to refuse so that I can ask again. I want the asking. I want to ask her the question I have not asked for eight years and to ask it again and to ask it again, and I want her to give me the truth one word at a time, and I want my body to do what it is doing in the dark while she gives it to me.

She does not answer.

She lifts her hand off my chest. For one second I think she is leaving. That she is going to roll away from me. That I have broken something. Then her hand moves down. Down the line of my sternum. Down past my navel. Down under the sheet. Down to my cock, which is hard and is throbbing and is wet at the tip in a way I cannot remember being wet at the tip without being touched. She finds it. Her small hand closes around it. The way it has closed around it ten thousand times. The way I know.

She is quiet for a long beat with her hand around me.

“Nathan,” she says, very softly, into my neck. “Are you sure you want to ask me this tonight.”

I do not answer for a long time. Her hand stays where it is. She is not moving it. She is holding me. She is holding me the way she has held me for eight years, the way she has held the only cock she has held in this bed in eight years, and her hand is barely a hand around it because her hand is the size of a hand and my cock is the size of my cock and the comparison she has been carrying privately is right there in her own palm.

“Tomorrow,” I say. My voice is wrecked.

“Okay.”

“Tomorrow at the table. I want to ask you everything.”

“Okay.”

“I want you to tell me all of it.”

She does not say okay this time. She does not say anything. She lies in the dark with her hand around her husband’s small hard cock and she breathes against his neck and she does not pretend she does not know what he just asked her or what he is going to ask her in the morning. She breathes against my neck for a long time. Eventually she takes her hand away. She wipes her palm against the sheet, almost absently, the small unconscious motion of a person who has not realized her hand is wet.

She rolls onto her back. She is quiet.

“Goodnight, Nathan.”

“Goodnight.”

I lie awake until almost four. The hard does not go down for hours. I do not touch it. I lie on my back with my hands at my sides and I let the throb of it pulse against the sheet at every heartbeat, and at every heartbeat I hear her say yes, he was bigger into the warm half-inch of air between her mouth and my neck.

The room is still tilted when I finally sleep.

It is the only honest room I have ever slept in.


The First Truth

I wake up at seven and the room is yellow.

Early summer light through the blackout curtains where they don’t quite meet at the seam. The bed beside me is empty. I can hear the radio downstairs. The low public-radio voice she likes in the morning, the one that talks about Portland traffic in a tone that suggests Portland traffic is a moral question. Underneath it the sound of a pan. The small clatter of a spoon against ceramic. The tap of a mug being set down.

She has made breakfast.

I lie there for a minute. The sheet across my hips is creased where my hand was on it half the night. My cock is soft now and small against my thigh. Last night is still in the room. The sentence she said into my neck is still in the room. Yes. He was bigger. The room is still tilted very slightly, the same way it tilted when she said it.

I get up. I put on the boxers from the floor and the t-shirt from the chair. I do not shower. I go downstairs the way I am.

She is at the stove. She has her hair up in the loose knot she only wears in the house, and she is in the cream silk robe and bare feet, and she is moving an egg around a pan with a wooden spoon. She does not turn when I come in. She knows I am there.

“Coffee’s on the counter,” she says.

“Thanks.”

She slides the egg onto a piece of toast. She slides the plate across the island toward the stool I am sitting on. I watch her face while she does it. She is not looking at me. She is being careful with the plate. The plate is not a delicate thing. The plate is a piece of stoneware she has owned since before me. She is being careful with the plate because she does not know what else to be careful with. Her face has the quality of small decisions made in the dark over several hours.

She pours her own coffee. She sits across from me at the island.

“Did you sleep?” she says.

“Some.”

“Me too.”

We eat. We do not talk. The eggs are very good. They are always very good. She knows how I like them. The radio talks about a bridge. I drink the coffee, which is hot, and I watch her drink hers, which is hot, and I do not say any of the things I rehearsed in the dark at three a.m.

She finishes her toast. She wipes her mouth with the corner of the napkin. She sets the napkin down. She puts both her hands around her coffee mug and she looks at me for the first time since I came into the kitchen, and her face is the face she puts on when she is about to be honest about a difficult thing with a client. Calm. Open. Bracing.

“Ask me,” she says.

I take a breath.

“I want,” I say. “I want to do it at the table.”

She gets up. She brings her mug. She follows me to the dining room and she sits on the long side of the table and I sit on the short side at the head, and the morning light comes in through the bay window across the floorboards and across her face and across the cup in her hands. It is a clean even ordinary domestic light. I have asked my wife to come to the dining room table at seven-thirty on a Sunday so that I can ask her how much bigger another man was inside her than I am, and the light coming through the window is the light that comes through the window on every other morning, and the light does not know anything is happening.

“Three questions,” I say. “I want to ask three questions and I want you to answer all of them. Not because I am punishing you. Because I am tired of not knowing. I have been tired of not knowing for a long time. I do not want to be careful with you about this anymore. I do not want you to be careful with me about this anymore.”

“Okay.”

“How much bigger.”

She looks at her coffee. She turns the mug a quarter turn.

“You really want a number.”

“Yes.”

“Okay.” She is quiet for a beat. “When we were together, I measured him once. On a dare. It was at his apartment. I had a tape measure in my purse for some reason I don’t remember. I had had a lot of wine.”

“Natalie.”

“Eight and a quarter.”

The number is in the room.

I do not say anything. I cannot say anything for a second. The number is sitting on the table between the salt cellar and the napkin holder and it is glowing very faintly. Eight and a quarter. I do the math. I do the math three different ways. Every way I do the math the math is the same. He is almost twice me.

I am hard. I have been hard since she said Yes in bed last night and I am hard again now and the boxers I am wearing under the table are doing nothing to disguise it.

I keep my hands on top of the table.

“Did it feel different,” I say. “Inside you.”

“Nathan.”

“Did it feel different.”

She does not look at me. She turns her mug another quarter turn. The radio in the kitchen is on a low murmur down the hall. I can hear my own breathing. I can hear hers.

“Yes,” she says.

“How.”

“Nathan.”

“How. Please.”

She takes a long slow breath. Her eyes are on the wall behind my left shoulder. The wall behind my left shoulder is a wall she has looked at every morning for eight years. There is a small framed print of a tide chart on it that we bought on our honeymoon. She has not looked at me yet. She is still doing this with her gaze on the wall.

“It felt fuller,” she says.

The word lands.

“I could feel him everywhere. He was inside me and there wasn’t any space anywhere. There was no room. It is different when someone fills you completely.”

My hand goes to my lap.

I do not tell my hand to do this. My hand moves before I notice it has moved. My hand goes under the table and lays itself across my own erection through the boxers, just the weight of my palm holding it down, and I am holding my own cock in my own lap under my own dining table while my wife describes another man’s cock being inside her, and I am breathing through my mouth, and I do not look down at what my hand is doing because if I look down I will have to know what my hand is doing.

She sees it.

I do not know how she sees it because her gaze is still on the tide chart, but she sees it. The second she sees it her face changes.

Her face changes.

For eight years she has been measuring my reactions, weighing my fragility, dressing the truth down to a size I could carry. She looks at my hand under the table. She looks at the line of fabric over my lap. She looks at my face, finally, with the wall-eyed careful look gone, and her face has a new thing in it. A surprised thing. A reaccommodating thing. A thing I have not seen on her face in this room before.

“Oh,” she says.

It is a very quiet oh.

She looks at my lap again. She looks back at my face. The careful Natalie is going somewhere else. A different Natalie is arriving in her chair across the table. The new Natalie has the small private soft look she had at the dinner with Jake when she said he looks good, doesn’t he. It is the look of a woman who has just been given permission for something she did not know she had been waiting for permission for.

“You’re hard,” she says.

It is not a question. It is an observation. She says it flatly. With mild interest. A small fact she is registering about the morning.

“Yes,” I say.

“You got hard while I was telling you that.”

“Yes.”

“Nathan.”

“Could you tell the difference.”

“What.”

“Inside you. While he was inside you. Could you tell.”

She is quiet for a beat. She looks at me for a long time.

I do not know what is happening to her face. I do not know what is happening to mine. The light through the bay window has moved a quarter-inch since we sat down. The mug in her hands is now cool enough that the steam has stopped. The radio in the kitchen has gone to a song that has a piano in it.

“He came inside me,” she says. “I did not let him every time, but I let him most of the time. There was a lot of it. There was a lot more of it than there is with you. It used to run down the inside of my thigh in his bed for an hour afterward. I would lie on his bed on a towel because we had learned that I had to lie on a towel. I have not had to lie on a towel in eight years.”

I make a sound. It is a small sound. I do not plan it.

My hand under the table presses down harder onto my own cock. I am not stroking. I am holding. I am holding myself still. To keep my own body where it is.

She is looking at my face. She is no longer looking at the wall.

“Nathan,” she says. “Is this helping.”

“Yes.”

“Are you sure.”

“Yes.”

She is very quiet.

Then she pushes her mug to the side. She reaches across the table. Her arm is long enough to cross the table because the table is small. Her hand comes across the surface of the table over the place where the salt cellar is, and she leans forward in her chair, and her hand goes under the lip of the table on my side, and she puts her hand on top of mine.

She does not move my hand. She just lays her hand on top of mine. Her palm against the back of my hand. Through the back of my hand she can feel exactly what my hand is holding under the boxers. She is quiet. She is very quiet. She does not say anything.

She presses down.

She presses my own hand down against my own cock through the fabric.

She holds it there for a long moment. Her eyes are on my face. My eyes are on her face. The light through the window is on both of us. The radio is playing the song with the piano in it. We do not say anything. She does not move her hand. She does not stroke me. She does not even adjust her fingers. She just presses down, the small steady weight of her hand on top of mine on top of my cock, and she watches my face while she does it.

After a long time she lifts her hand off mine. She sits back in her chair. She picks up her cool coffee. She takes a sip.

“Okay,” she says. “Okay, Nathan.”

She does not say anything else.

She gets up. She takes the plates. She walks them back to the kitchen, and I hear the water come on in the sink, and I sit at the dining table with my hand still in my own lap and the tide chart still on the wall over my left shoulder, and the room is not tilted anymore.

The room is level.

The room has been level for the first time in eight years.

I sit at the table in the level room and I do not move for a long time. I can hear her at the sink. She is washing the dishes. She is humming, very quietly, the song from the radio. The morning goes on.


The Comparison

It is August.

The Saturday morning he comes to install the upper cabinets, the temperature in the house climbs three degrees inside an hour because the back door is open to the garage where his truck is and the truck has the table saw running and the air conditioner cannot keep up. Natalie has put her hair on top of her head. She is in a thin white tank and cutoff shorts and she is barefoot in the kitchen, and she is moving around the perimeter of the room because the center of the room is Jake.

He suggested the renovation. That is not true. He did not suggest it. I suggested it, at the dinner table two weeks after the morning at the table, with the casualness I have learned to wear like a second jacket. Your kitchen guy fell through, didn’t he. Why not have Jake do it. He does this for a living. Natalie looked at me across the soapstone counters and said yes the way she said yes to Jake-for-dinner. One blink. The same blink. I had laid the second brick and I had told myself, again, that I was laying a kitchen.

He has been here every Saturday for six weeks. The kitchen is half-done. The lower cabinets are in. The new island is in. The walnut top is sitting in the garage waiting. Today is the upper cabinets, which means today is the day his shirt comes off, because the upper cabinets in August in Portland without enough A/C are not a shirt-on job.

The shirt comes off at ten-fifteen in the morning. I am at the dining nook table, pretending to read the paint chip fan-deck. I am holding the fan-deck the way you hold something you have forgotten the use for. I see the shirt come off in my peripheral vision and I do not look. I do not let myself look. Then I let myself look.

His chest is the chest of a man who has not lifted weights in his life. Thick across the pectorals where the work has gone in. A small soft place under the lowest ribs the gym would have erased. Hair down the center of his sternum, then a flat line of it down past his navel into the waistband of his sweats. The sweats are old. The sweats sit low on his hips. The outline in the front of them is the outline I have been thinking about for six weeks.

He picks up the first upper cabinet from the stack on the floor. Twenty pounds at least, more if you count the awkwardness, more than I tried to lift one-armed last Saturday and could not manage even with two. He lifts it with one hand under the bottom panel. He turns to the wall. He raises the cabinet to the line of pencil marks he made an hour ago. He holds it there. He holds it there with his left arm fully extended, eye-level, while he reaches with his right hand for the cordless driver on the counter. He picks up the driver. He places a screw against the top rail of the cabinet, against the pencil dot in the stud, and he drives the screw through wood and into stud while his left arm keeps holding the cabinet in place against gravity. The cabinet does not tremble. His left arm does not tremble. His shoulder is hard and round under the skin and a single bead of sweat runs from the back of his neck down the center groove of his spine.

The driver makes its high spinning whine. The cabinet seats. He drives a second screw. He sets the driver down. He lowers his left arm. He shakes it out at his side for one second. He picks up the next cabinet.

I am hard in the dining nook. I have been hard since the shirt. I am holding a paint fan-deck and I am hard and I am thirty-six years old and I am watching my wife’s ex-boyfriend hang the cabinets in the kitchen I tried to hang myself last weekend and could not.

Natalie comes back into the room with a glass.

She has been at the freezer for ice. The glass is the tall one from the open shelf, the heavy-bottomed pint glass she bought in Hood River the year before me. There is lemonade in it. There are two cubes of ice. There is a paper-thin slice of lemon along the rim. She has not made me lemonade today. She is making him lemonade because the back of his neck has been wet for an hour.

She crosses the kitchen with the glass in her right hand. Her hand is small around the glass. Her fingers wrap most of the way around it. Her thumb meets her middle finger on the far side with a fingernail’s distance to spare. This is what her hand around a glass looks like. This is what her hand around a glass has always looked like.

She hands the glass to Jake.

He takes it.

His hand closes around the glass and the glass disappears.

I am sitting eight feet away and I see it. I see it the way I saw the wine bottle disappear into his hand at the dinner six weeks ago. The pint glass goes from being a pint glass in my wife’s hand to being a small column of liquid inside his fist. His thumb meets the back of his middle finger and overlaps it past the first knuckle. The glass is gone. There is only his hand and the small dark line of lemonade visible at the very top of his grip and the wet circle at the very bottom where the condensation reaches his palm.

He drinks it in one pull. His throat works. Three swallows. He hands the empty glass back to her.

Her hand closes around the glass.

The glass reappears.

She turns and walks the empty glass back to the sink and her hand around the glass is a hand around a glass again and the glass is the glass it has always been. Nothing has happened. He drank lemonade. That is all that happened. The whole thing took twelve seconds.

I am leaking into my boxers. I can feel it. A wet circle on the cotton. My hand has gone to the paint fan-deck and is squeezing it hard enough to dent the cardboard along the edge. I do not look down at my own lap because if I look down I will see what my body has done while I sat at the dining nook table watching a glass of lemonade move from one hand to another hand, and I do not need the confirmation.

Natalie walks back across the kitchen toward Jake. She does not walk past me. She walks to him. She stops three inches from his elbow and she leans her hip against the new island. The island is the island we picked out together at the showroom in March, and the island has Jake’s pencil marks on it from the morning he laid out the cabinet runs, and Natalie’s hip is against it. Her hand goes up and rests on Jake’s forearm at the place where his bicep meets his elbow. Her hand stays there.

She does not know her hand is there.

It is on his arm the way her hand has rested on my arm in our own kitchen a thousand times. Light. Absent. Domestic. Her fingers are small against the rope of his forearm. Her wedding ring is the brightest thing in the room.

Her eyes flick down once, fast, to the heavy shape against his thigh in the sweats. Half a second. Less. She does not let her gaze rest there. She lets it touch and lift away. It is the small habitual flick of a body that has been doing this for six Saturdays without permission. I see it from the dining nook. I am sitting eight feet away with a paint fan-deck in my lap and I see what her eyes do. I do not think she knows her eyes have done it. She has been doing it long enough that her eyes do not need her anymore.

He says something to her. I cannot hear it. He says it low. She laughs, and her laugh is not her usual laugh. Her usual laugh is up in her throat. This one comes out of the soft place at the bottom of her chest. It is the laugh of a body that has just been spoken to privately by another body it remembers. She does not move her hand off his arm.

He picks up the next cabinet with his free arm, the one her hand is not on. The cabinet goes up. The driver spins. He drives a screw with his right hand while her left hand stays on his left forearm. He is hanging upper cabinets one-armed while my wife touches his other arm and she is not aware of either thing.

When he needs the second driver bit he leans across the island past her shoulder and picks it up from the far counter. His arm passes over her at the height of her collarbones. He could have stepped around the island. His reach is too long for the kitchen and he does not bother to be polite about it. Natalie does not duck. She does not move her hand off his arm. She lets his arm cross her body and lift away again, and when it has lifted away her shoulders are an inch closer to his ribs than they were before he reached.

I am the only person in the room paying attention to what is happening in the room. I am the only person who has noticed that her hand has been on his forearm for more than a minute. I am the only person who has noticed the empty glass in the sink. I am the only person who has noticed his shirt on the floor by the door to the garage. I am holding a paint fan-deck and I am hard and I am the only audience for a performance neither of them knows they are giving.

When she finally moves her hand it is because he has stepped back to look at the level of the second cabinet against the first. She moves with him. She steps backward with him. Her hip leaves the island. She does not turn to me. She does not look at me. She does not remember I am in the room.

I have been in the room.

He works for another hour. Three more cabinets. Two more glasses of water from her hand to his hand and back. Each time the glass disappears. Each time her hand looks small handing it over. Each time her wedding ring catches the light in his fist. She has stopped pretending the glasses are about thirst. The glasses are about the small repeating walk across the kitchen and the small repeating handoff and the small repeating brush of her wrist against his wrist when she lets go.

Once during the hour he steps through the doorway to the garage for the next stack of cabinet doors. His shoulders fill the line of the doorway with no inches to spare. He ducks slightly. He does not seem to notice that he ducks. The doorway is the same doorway that took me through this morning with room on either side of my body. The house was built for a body of my dimensions. He fits anyway.

Twice she walks behind him to get to the fridge and her body has to pass close to his back. The first time she goes wide around him. The second time she does not. The second time she slides past him and her chest brushes the cooled-down sweat of his lower back and she does not say excuse me. She does not pause. She does not look at him. She passes through the close air between his back and the island and she does not pretend it did not happen because she has stopped pretending.

He hands me the new sheet of renovation drawings on his way out at four.

It is a roll of paper as wide as my arm and as long as the kitchen table. The pencil work is his. The handwriting is his. The dimensions are his. The work I tried to do at this same table in February with graph paper and a calculator and a YouTube tutorial is on top of the fridge in a folder I have not opened in five months. His drawing has things on it I did not know cabinets had. He hands it to me and he claps my shoulder with his free hand. His palm covers my shoulder again. The clap is two friendly pats. See you Saturday, buddy. He says it the way he has said it every Saturday for six weeks. He means it.

He pulls his shirt back on at the door. He waves at Natalie. He gets in his truck. The truck pulls out of the driveway.

The house goes quiet.



We do not talk about the kitchen at dinner. Natalie orders Thai because she has not started a real dinner and it is too late for one. We eat on the new island. She has put her hair down. We talk about her client whose powder room is over budget. We talk about the dog next door that has started barking through the night. We do not talk about the back of Jake’s neck or the glass that disappeared in his hand. We do not have to. The kitchen is between us, half-finished, the new cabinets in their pencil-marked stations on the wall, and the kitchen says it on its own.

There is a small mark on the side of her neck I do not point out. It is a thumbprint of pale eggshell paint, the trim color Jake has been cutting in at the top line of the cabinets. The print is the size of the pad of a man’s thumb. It sits in the soft place at the base of her jaw on the side of her throat, where his hand was on her face at some moment in the kitchen today when neither of them was thinking about what his hand was doing. She has not noticed it. She has not washed it off. The paint has dried into her skin. She is eating Thai noodles across the new island from me with a man’s thumbprint on her neck in his own paint, and she does not know it is there, and I do, and I do not say.

She goes to bed at ten. I sit downstairs for another half hour with a book I am not reading. When I come up she is in a thin sleep shirt and nothing else and she is reading on her phone and the bedside lamp is on. She puts the phone face-down on the nightstand when I come in. She watches me undress.

I get into the bed.

She turns to me. She does not say anything. She puts her hand on my chest. Her hand is small against my chest the same way her hand was small against the lemonade glass and small inside Jake’s palm and small on Jake’s forearm. I am the only object she has touched today that her hand looks the size of a hand against.

I am hard before she has finished moving her hand down my stomach. I have been hard most of the afternoon. The hard has not gone down since the lemonade glass. She gets her hand on my cock and her hand closes around it and she sighs once into the pillow and there is something in the sigh I do not let myself parse.

I get on top of her. She lets me. She opens her legs and she lets me. There is no foreplay because I cannot wait through foreplay. She is wet but not the way she was wet the night of the dinner party. That wet was a body that had been turned on for hours by the man it was thinking about. This wet is a body that has decided to be kind to its husband. The wet is sympathy wet. I notice the difference and I notice that I notice the difference and I do not stop.

I push inside her.

She is warm. She is soft. She is open. She is also not making the small involuntary catch she usually makes when I first go in, because there is no resistance to make her catch. I have known this body for eight years. The body opens to me without bracing. It has been opened by larger things today in its own imagination and it has nothing left to brace against.

I move inside her. I am frantic. I am not pretending to be careful. I am running the kitchen on a loop behind my eyes. Her small hand on his forearm. Her chest brushing his lower back at the fridge. The half-second eyes-down at the outline in his sweats. My hips are moving on their own and I am hearing the small wet sound of myself inside my wife and the sound is the sound of something insufficient working harder than it should have to.

She is patient with me. Her hand is on my back. The hand is flat. The hand is moving in slow gentle circles between my shoulder blades. The circles are the circles you draw on a child’s back. Not the circles you draw on a lover’s.

I come in under two minutes.

I come into the condom inside my wife with my face buried in her neck and the kitchen still playing behind my eyes and a sound coming out of my throat I do not recognize. My hips give two more pulses and then go still. I am inside her and I am soft inside her almost immediately because I have already come.

She kisses my temple.

“That was good, sweetheart.”

The line lands the way a line lands when it has been polished for years. She is not lying. She is not exactly telling the truth either. She is using the line because the old line is what carries her across from the woman she has been with me to the woman she is becoming. She has not figured out a new line yet. The old line still works.

I roll off her. I take the condom off. The condom is mostly empty. There is so little in it that I have to look twice to confirm there is anything. I knot it and I drop it into the small wastebasket by the bed because that is what I have done for eight years. She wipes between her legs with the corner of the sheet, the small absent gesture of a woman cleaning herself off after something that did not require much cleaning.

She kisses the side of my face. She rolls onto her side facing away from me. She is asleep in five minutes.

I do not ask her any questions.

I think them. I think them in order. Did you mean to leave your hand on his arm? Did you know I was watching? Did you let your chest brush his back the second time on purpose? Are you going to fuck him? When? Where? Here? The questions stack inside my head the same way they have been stacking since the lemonade glass disappeared in his hand. I do not let a single one come out of my mouth. Something in me has decided that the chapter of asking is over. I have been asking for eight years. The asking has gotten me here. Whatever is next is not in the questions.

I do not sleep. I lie next to her in the dark and I look at the ceiling and I let my mind go back into the kitchen. I let myself watch it again. The glass disappearing. The forearm under her hand. Her chest against his back. The drawing as wide as the table. I let it play. I let myself be hard for it.

I am hard again inside ten minutes. I do not touch myself. I lie still next to my sleeping wife and I am hard from the silent replay of a kitchen renovation and I am understanding what I am understanding.

I want him back tomorrow.

I want him back next Saturday.

I want him in this kitchen every Saturday until the kitchen is done, and when the kitchen is done I want a reason for him to come back.

The wanting is the cleanest thing in my body. It is cleaner than the shame. It is cleaner than the love. It is the only sentence I have ever finished without lying.


The Phone

The phone is face-up on the kitchen island.

It is Wednesday. The kitchen is half-finished and the new island is the new island and Natalie has left her phone on the walnut top while she is upstairs in the shower. The phone is face-up because she does not turn her phone face-down anymore in her own house, because the men in her house are the husband she has had for eight years and no one else, and there is nothing on her phone she has decided to hide from me. She has not decided to hide it. She has also not decided to show it. The phone is face-up because she has stopped thinking about whether the phone is face-up.

I am at the island for the coffee maker. The coffee maker is on the new island because the old counter is still ripped out. The phone is two feet from the coffee maker. The phone is two feet from my hand.

The screen lights up.

It lights up the way phones light up when a message lands. The lock screen does not show the message. The lock screen shows only the sender. The sender is Jake.

I do not pick up the phone. I do not need to pick up the phone. The notification expands by itself the way notifications do when the phone is unlocked and only the screen has gone to sleep. Natalie has not locked her phone. Natalie has stopped locking her phone in her own kitchen. The preview shows two lines.

Great seeing you Saturday. You looked amazing.

The notification fades.

Before the screen goes fully dark, I see the line underneath it. The thread is open. Her last reply to him is still visible at the bottom of the thread in the small pale grey of a sent message. The reply is one character. A small yellow smiley face. The smiley is the reply a wife sends an old friend who has paid her a compliment in the soft register of an old friend. The smiley is the safe reply. The smiley is the reply you can send without later deleting.

I stand at the coffee maker with my hand on the carafe and I do not move. The carafe is full. I have already poured. I do not remember pouring. The countertop where the old coffee station used to live is gone, the cabinet I tried to hang last weekend is in a stack on the floor, and on Jake’s new island my wife’s phone has just told me what Jake said to her about Saturday.

She has not been with Jake on Saturday. Not the way the word been with means in the part of me that is reading the notification. Saturday was the upper cabinets. Saturday was the lemonade glass. Saturday was the shirt off at ten-fifteen in the morning. Saturday is what You looked amazing refers to. He looked at my wife in cutoff shorts and a thin tank in our kitchen and the sentence that came out of his head three days later, sober, on a Wednesday, was You looked amazing. He has thought about it for three days. He is still thinking about it. He is thinking about it enough to type it.

I look at the screen of the phone. The screen has gone dark.

I do not unlock the phone. I do not need to unlock the phone. I have already seen the line that matters. I am not going to scroll back through the thread, even though I would like to, even though my body is leaning slightly forward against the island like a body that is leaning toward something, even though I am holding my breath the way a body holds its breath at the top of a stair before going down. The instinct to scroll is not the instinct I am following. The instinct I am following is older than the phone.

The shower stops upstairs.

I turn the screen down. I do it slowly. I do it the way you would lay something delicate face-down on a table. The phone makes the small dry sound a phone makes when its screen meets walnut. The walnut Jake picked out. The walnut Jake routed the edge on himself in our garage last Saturday with a tool I do not own and could not use.

I take my coffee to the dining nook. I sit. I drink. The mug is hot. The coffee is bitter because I have left the grounds in too long. I drink it anyway because the bitterness is something I can feel, and the rest of what I am feeling is happening in a part of my body that has no taste.



Natalie comes downstairs in a robe. Her hair is wet. She does not look at the phone. She crosses the kitchen and pours herself coffee. She kisses the back of my neck on her way to the table and her mouth is warm from the shower and she sits across from me with her own mug. The robe falls open at the collarbones. The skin between her collarbones is pink from the heat of the water.

“You’re up early,” she says.

“Couldn’t sleep.”

“Kitchen on the brain?”

“Something like that.”

She smiles. She drinks. The phone stays face-down on the island. I do not look at it. I look at her. She is looking at the new island the way you look at a piece of furniture you have started to love. Her eyes go over the walnut edge and the rounded corner and the place where the seam meets the cabinet line. She is admiring the work. She is admiring it the way you admire something a man you trust has made for your house.

She does not check her phone.

For an entire breakfast, my wife does not check her phone. The phone is face-down on the island. The phone has a message on it from Jake that says You looked amazing. And she does not check the phone, because she does not need to, because she already knows what the phone says, because the conversation has been ongoing in some form for six Saturdays now and a text message on a Wednesday morning is not new information.

I drink my bitter coffee. I do not ask her what is on the phone. I do not ask her if she has texted him this week. I do not ask her what she said back, or whether she has said anything back, or whether she sent something and then deleted it before it could land in his inbox. I think the question about deletion. I think it sharply. I think it for a long time. The thought sits in my mouth like a stone and I drink coffee around it.

When she gets up to refill, she takes the phone with her. Casually. The way you pick up your keys. She slips it into the pocket of her robe and she pours her second cup and she comes back to the table and she does not look at the screen. Not once.

She has not had to look at the screen. She knows the screen.



I do not ask her at breakfast. I do not ask her at lunch. I do not ask her at dinner. I let the day pass. I work from the home office with the door open. I hear the dishwasher run. I hear her on a client call about a half-bath in Sellwood. I hear the small domestic sounds of my wife’s Wednesday and I hold the question inside my mouth and I do not let it out.

I let it out in bed.

The lights are off. We have brushed our teeth. We have done the small choreography of a married couple at eleven p.m.: water glass, lotion, lamp click, the small adjustment of the duvet. Natalie is on her back with her phone above her face, scrolling something. The phone screen lights the underside of her chin and the curve of her throat and the small hollow at the base of it. I am on my side facing her. I have been looking at the hollow at the base of her throat for nearly a minute.

Her thumb has stopped scrolling. The small white light has changed to the long pale white of the messages app. She is on a thread. She types. Her thumb works fast, the small soft tap of nails on glass. She holds the phone still. She reads what she has typed. Then she backspaces. The backspace is long. The backspace is the long backspace of a whole sentence being taken down to nothing. She holds the phone still for another beat. Then she closes the app, and the white light goes back to the broad scroll of something else, and she does not turn the phone toward me, and I do not ask her what she had typed.

I say it without preamble.

“Are you still attracted to Jake.”

It is not a question. There is no question mark at the end of it inside my chest. It is a sentence I am putting on the bed between us because I cannot carry it any further.

She stops scrolling.

She does not lower the phone immediately. She lets it stay above her face for a second longer than she needs to, the screen still lit, her eyes still on it. Then she clicks the screen black and lowers the phone to her chest. She turns her head on the pillow. She looks at me.

“Yes.”

The single word. No softening. No qualifier. She has had eight years to find the qualifier. She has stopped looking for the qualifier.

There is a pause. The pause is hers. She is letting the yes sit on the bed by itself for one full beat before she puts the second sentence next to it. The beat is the kindness. The kindness is also the wound. She is being honest with me on purpose, with timing, the way you put down a heavy thing carefully so the thing does not break the floor.

“But I married you.”

The second sentence lands. It is true. It is also a sentence she has been holding next to the first sentence for a long time, the way a woman holds two facts that do not cancel each other. The marriage is one fact. The attraction is the other. She is not choosing between them tonight. She has not been choosing between them in her own body for years. She has been holding them both. The robe at breakfast. The phone in her pocket. The hand on his forearm. The marriage on her left hand. Both true. Both not asking permission from the other to keep being true.

My cock thickens against the inside of my pajama pants.

It is not a decision. It is a body answering a sentence. My body has answered every honest sentence she has said to me since the morning at the table six weeks ago. The body has stopped pretending to need an interval between truth and arousal. The interval is gone. The body has merged them.

I do not move. I do not touch her. I lie on my side and I let the hard sit there in the dark between us. She does not look at it. She does not have to. She knows.



I open my mouth.

The sentence that comes out is not the sentence I have been planning. I have not been planning a sentence. I have been planning to ask her a question. I have been planning to ask her something careful and respectful and bounded. The sentence that comes out of my mouth is not careful and not respectful and not bounded.

“What if you saw him again.”

She does not move.

“Like you used to.”

There it is. The sentence is out of my mouth and on the bed next to her yes and her but I married you and it is sitting there in the dark, four small words. My ribs go tight around the beat underneath them.

She turns her head fully to me now. The phone is still on her chest. The screen is still black. Her eyes are wide in the dark and her face is unreadable.

“Are you serious.”

I do not know if I am serious. I know my cock is serious. My cock is harder than it has been in a marriage that has not seen this kind of hard with the lights off in a long time. My cock has been certain about this since the lemonade glass on Saturday. My cock has possibly been certain about this since the first photograph of the beach.

“I think so.”

“Nathan.”

“I think I need this.”

“Need what.”

The sentence stalls inside my throat. I do not have the noun yet. I have a verb without an object. I have a need that has been a shape inside me for a month and I do not have words for the shape. I lie in the dark trying to put the shape into a noun and the noun keeps coming out wrong. Need to know. Need to see. Need it to be real. Each version is closer. None of them is the word.

“I need it to be real.”

She is silent.

“I need to stop wondering. I need to stop running the comparison inside my head while I’m inside you. I need the comparison to be something that happened. I need to know what your face looks like when someone fits.”

The words are leaving my mouth in a register I have never used inside this bedroom. They are leaving in the register of a man saying a true sentence for the first time. The register has no varnish on it. It does not sound like a husband. It sounds like a body finally saying what its hard has been saying for six weeks.

Natalie is breathing carefully. Her hand on her chest is rising and falling with the careful breath of a woman trying not to break the air in the room. She is not saying yes. She is not saying no. She is letting the sentence sit on the bed the way she let her yes sit on the bed five minutes ago.

I keep going. I do not stop. I have not been able to stop since the first word came out.

“I’m not asking you to leave me. I’m not asking you to choose. I’m asking you to —” I cannot finish. “I’m asking you to be honest with your body and let me be in the room with the honesty.”

There is no rule-setting. There is no negotiation of safe words or schedules or condom protocols or which bed or whose house. There is no list. There are no terms. There are two people in a marriage of eight years lying in the dark in their bedroom and a sentence one of them has just said to the other for the first time, and the sentence has changed the temperature of the air, and neither of them is going to be able to take it back even if they wanted to.

She finds my hand under the duvet.

She holds it.

She does not say yes.

She holds my hand the way she holds it when the marriage is larger than the room we are in. Her hand on my hand. Her wedding ring against my palm. The weight of her hand is the weight of a yes she has not made out loud yet.

“Let me think about it,” she says.

But her hand on my hand is already saying the other thing.

I lie in the dark next to my wife and I am harder than I have been in years and her hand is around mine and my cock is leaking quietly into my pajama pants and somewhere on her nightstand her phone is dark and on the phone there is a message from Jake that says You looked amazing.

I do not let go of her hand.

She does not let go of mine.

The phone does not light up again.

It does not have to.


The First Night

Two nights later, she says yes.

Not in bed. Not in the dark. In the kitchen, with the new island between us and the cabinet doors still stacked against the wall. She has her phone in one hand and her coffee mug in the other, and she says it without looking up from the walnut edge Jake routed himself.

“I texted him.”

I do not ask who. There is no who left in the house.

“Saturday,” she says.

The word sits on the island between us. Saturday. The day he has been coming here for two months. The day his truck has been in our driveway and his boots have been by the back door and his hands have been on the cabinets of our house. Saturday has had his body in it for weeks. Now Saturday is going to have the rest of him.

I nod. She watches the nod happen. She watches my face and then the front of my pants and then my face again, and something in her expression changes when she sees that I am already hard.

She does not say anything else.

Saturday comes.

She showers for an hour.

I sit on the foot of the bed in the bedroom and I listen to the water run. The water runs the way water runs in our house: the small hiss at the pipe behind the wall, the steady sustained sound through the tile, the occasional change of pressure when she shifts. I have heard this shower a thousand times. I have heard it through the alarm in the morning and through the news on the kitchen radio and through the small noises of an ordinary Tuesday. I have never heard it the way I hear it now.

Now the shower is a sound that belongs to another man.

She is showering for him. She is washing for him. She is shaving the parts of her body that she has not shaved this carefully for me in a long time, and she is doing it not out of cruelty but out of a body’s automatic response to being wanted by the right man. Her body has gone into a register I have not heard it in. The shower runs for an hour. I sit on the foot of the bed and I count the minutes by the changes in the water’s pitch and I do not move.

When she comes out of the bathroom she is wrapped in the white towel. Her hair is up. The skin on her chest and her shoulders is pink from the heat. She does not look at me at first. She walks past me to the closet and she opens the lingerie drawer.

She opens the drawer all the way to the back.

The lingerie at the front of the drawer is the lingerie she wears for me. Soft cotton. Beige. Wireless. Things that are comfortable to sleep in. The lingerie at the back of the drawer is older. It is the lingerie of a woman in her late twenties who was not yet thinking about comfort. It is black. It is lace. It is from a store I have not been inside.

She takes out the bra and the panties. She holds them up in the lamp light. The cups of the bra are smaller than the cups she wears now. She has not worn them since before me, possibly. She turns to the mirror in the closet door and she holds the bra up to her chest and she looks at her own body in the mirror and she breathes the long careful breath of a woman remembering a body she used to live inside.

She drops the towel.

I am still on the foot of the bed. I am six feet behind her. She does not turn around. She steps into the panties first, slowly, the lace sliding up her thighs, light and deliberate, careful at the hips because lace catches. She fits the bra around her ribs and reaches behind her back to fasten it. The fastening takes two tries. She has not fastened a bra like this in a long time. The cups lift her in a way the beige cotton has not lifted her in years. Her breasts are higher. The line of her chest is the line of a woman in her twenties. I am watching my wife put on the body she was in before she was mine.

She does not turn to me. She walks to the dressing table.

The perfume is also new. The perfume is in a small dark bottle I have not seen before. She has bought it sometime in the last six weeks and she has not put it on her skin in front of me. She sprays once at the inside of her left wrist. Once at the inside of her right wrist. She rubs them together. She lifts her wrists to the soft place behind each ear and presses the perfume there. She lifts her hair and presses the wrists to the back of her neck. She drops her hair. She lifts her chin and sprays a third time, fast and light, into the air above her collarbones, and she walks through the cloud as it falls.

Then she takes the bottle and tilts a single small drop between her breasts.

She does this last. She does it with the small bottle held above the lace and her chin tucked down to watch the drop go where it goes. She does it the way you anoint something. The drop slides into the seam of cleavage above the lace and disappears, and the perfume from the drop will be released for the next eight hours by the heat of her own skin, and the heat of her own skin will be released by the man she is dressing for, and the perfume will mark the places his face goes.

She has never put a drop of perfume between her breasts for me.

I notice this. I do not say it. I sit on the foot of the bed and I notice it and I am hard inside my pants and I am quietly devastated and I am also more clearly inside my body than I have been in years, because the body is finally seeing what the body has always known.

She picks the dress.

The dress is the one that ties at the side. The dress is wrap silk in a deep wine color. The dress is what she wore on our second anniversary and has not worn since. I had thought, the last time I saw it in the closet, that she had stopped wearing it because it was too dressy for the kind of dinners we go to. I had thought that. Tonight she puts the dress on and ties it at the side with a small careful pull and the silk falls along her body the way silk falls and the dress is not too dressy for anything. The dress was never the problem. The body in the dress was never the problem either. The problem was that the dress was wasted on the man it was being worn for, and her body had stopped wearing it because her body had stopped pretending the dress mattered for him.

She turns to me.

She is finished. She is in the lace, in the perfume, in the dress, in the heels she has carried in from the closet. She is in the body of a woman who has dressed for a man who can see her. Her hair is down now, brushed long the way she used to brush it, falling forward over one shoulder.

She looks at me.

She does not say anything. Her eyes are wide and a little bright and a little afraid. The expression on her face is the expression of a woman asking a question with her body that she cannot ask with her mouth. The question is: Do I look the way I think I look. The question is: Am I still her. The question is: Is this still allowed. I have not seen this expression on my wife’s face in years. The expression is not for me. The expression is rehearsing for him. I am the mirror she is checking the rehearsal in.

I make my throat work.

“You look beautiful.”

It comes out hoarse. It is the truest sentence I have said in a week. She is beautiful. She is more beautiful than she has been in our bedroom in eight years, because she is finally beautiful for the right reason. Someone is going to see her. She crosses the room to me. She bends. She kisses me on the forehead. The kiss is the small kind kiss a wife gives a husband she is leaving the room for. The perfume is at the soft place between her breasts six inches from my mouth and I do not lift my face to it because the perfume is not for me.

She goes downstairs.

I hear the heels on the stairs.



The doorbell does not ring. Jake does not ring the doorbell of the house he has been renovating for two months. Jake knocks. The knock is the small two-knuckle knock of a man who is comfortable in the house. The door opens. I am at the top of the stairs in my socks. I have not decided to be at the top of the stairs. My body has gone there on its own.

Jake fills the doorway.

He fills it the way he fills all our doorways. His shoulders span the line of it. His head ducks slightly under the lintel. He is in a clean dark shirt I have not seen him in. The shirt is unbuttoned at the collar. He has shaved. He smells like clean soap and a cologne I do not know. He has a six-pack of his beer brand in his hand. The other hand is empty.

He sees Natalie.

His face does the thing.

I see it from the top of the stairs and I see exactly the thing. His eyes go slowly down her body and then back up to her face. There is no flinch. There is no startle. There is no joke. There is a long quiet moment when his eyes are on her face and the rest of him is taking in the rest of her, and the moment ends with him saying the sentence very quietly, without performance, the way a man says a thing he has just confirmed.

“You look beautiful, Nat.”

The Nat is the cut.

It is the small short name. It is the name from before me. It is the name in a register I have never heard from his mouth because Jake has always said Natalie in front of me. Tonight he says Nat in the doorway of my house and her whole body answers it. I see her shoulders drop. I see the careful breath she has been holding for the last hour come out of her in one piece. I see her face soften into something that is not the face she has been wearing for eight years for me. The face she has been wearing for eight years for me is a face. The face she puts on for Nat is her. The difference is so obvious from the top of the stairs that I have to put my hand on the banister.

Jake looks up.

He sees me on the stairs. He nods. The nod is the small kind nod of a man who has noticed the husband in the house. He hands the six-pack to Natalie without looking away from me. She takes it. She walks to the kitchen. The heels go across the floor.

Jake comes up the stairs.

He comes up three at a time, easily, the way he comes up our stairs when he is moving materials. He stops two steps below me. We are eye level. He puts out his hand. I put out mine. His hand engulfs mine the way it always engulfs mine, and tonight the engulfing is harder to bear because of what the hand is about to do. He shakes my hand. He holds the shake.

“You sure about this, buddy.”

His voice is low. It is private. The kindness in it is not performance. He is asking me. He is looking me in the eye the way you look a man in the eye when you are about to ask him to make a decision he cannot take back. He is asking the question on the staircase because he is not going to ask it once Natalie is back in the room.

I make myself answer.

“I’m sure.”

He looks at me for one more second. Then he claps my shoulder. His palm covers most of my shoulder the way it always does, and tonight the clap is two pats, and the second pat lingers a fraction longer than the first the way a hand lingers when it is saying okay, I heard you. He nods once. He goes down the stairs past me. His shoulder brushes mine in passing. The brush is the small physical confirmation that his body is wider than mine in the space of our own staircase. He has to angle slightly because we do not both fit on the same step.

He goes downstairs to my wife.



I sit in the living room.

I sit in the armchair by the window. The armchair is the chair I read in. The window faces the side yard. The lamp by the chair is on. The book on the side table is open to a page I have read four times. The bedroom is at the end of the upstairs hall. The bedroom is directly above the living room. The ceiling above my chair is the floor of our bed.

The voices in the kitchen are quiet. They are not whispering. They are the voices of two people who do not have to perform around me anymore. I hear the small clink of two beer bottles. I hear her laugh, the laugh that comes from low in her chest, the laugh from the kitchen six weeks ago. I hear his voice say something I cannot make out. I hear her say come on. The come on is the small impatient pleased come on of a woman who has decided.

I hear the heels on the stairs.

I hear his work boots on the stairs.

The boots are on the staircase of my house. They are going up. They are going up to the bedroom of my house. They are going up to the bedroom where my wife is.

The bedroom door closes.

The latch makes the small dry sound a latch makes when a door is closed by a hand that is not in a hurry. The door is not slammed. The door is closed carefully, with attention. The door is closed by someone who is going to be in the room for several hours and does not need to announce the start.



It begins quietly.

It begins with the bed. The bed in our room is a queen on a wooden frame and the wooden frame has been in the house for four years and the frame makes a small sound when weight goes onto it. The small sound goes once. He has sat on the bed, or she has. The next sound is two layers of fabric, the dress and his shirt, moving against each other. Then the bed makes the second small sound, and the floor above me makes the small sound a floor makes when two bodies have moved together onto a bed.

There is a pause.

It is a long pause. The pause is what I have not been expecting. I have been expecting noise. I have been expecting the bed to go. The pause is several minutes long and I sit in the chair with my book open and I listen to the long pause, and inside the long pause I hear the small sounds of cloth being moved slowly. A zipper. A small wet sound that is a mouth on skin somewhere I cannot place. The small click of a clasp at her back. The slow careful undressing of a woman by a man who is not in a hurry.

Then I hear her.

It is a small sound. A single broken breath. The breath is not the breath she has made for me. The breath is the involuntary breath a body makes when something is being done to it that the body has not had done to it in a while. The breath catches at the top and breaks into a longer release. I sit in the chair and the breath finds the floor above me and comes through the ceiling and lands on the top of my head.

I open my phone.

I do not know why I open my phone. I open it the way you open your phone when a thing is starting that you are not going to forgive yourself for not measuring. I open the clock. I press the small button that starts the stopwatch. The numbers begin to count. 00:00:01. 00:00:02.

I do this because of the breath.

The breath is the breath of a woman whose thighs are being parted on a bed and whose body is being put against a mouth. I do not need to be in the room to know what it is. I can hear the mouth. I can hear the small wet sustained sound of it through the floor. I can hear his weight on the bed shifting down low. I can hear the way the second breath comes out of her and the way the third one does. The mouth is unhurried. The mouth has time. The mouth is going to be there for a long time.

I sit in the chair with the phone face-up on my thigh and I watch the seconds count.

I unzip.

I take my cock out of my pants. It is small in my own hand the way it has always been small in my own hand. The tip is wet. The tip has been wet since the heels went up the stairs. I close my fist around it. My fingers meet my thumb with room to spare on the far side, the small grip that has been the grip of my own hand on my own cock since I was fourteen. I stroke once. Slow. The slick from my own pre-cum lets the stroke move without sound. I stroke a second time. I stop.

I do not stroke a third time. I hold the base of myself in my own hand and I sit at the edge of what my body can do without coming, and I listen.

She comes the first time at thirteen minutes and forty seconds.

I know because the stopwatch says 00:13:40 when the long broken cry goes through the ceiling. The cry is not a sound my wife has made in our bedroom in years. The cry has a tear in it. The cry has a small voiceless top. The cry ends in a long thigh-slap against the mattress and a series of smaller catches that are her body coming down. The mouth does not stop. I hear the wet sound of his face still on her after the cry. He is still going. He has not lifted his head.

My hand tightens around my cock.

I do not stroke. I hold myself still because the alternative is to come in my own hand in the armchair by the window and I have decided, somewhere I did not decide it consciously, that I am not going to come tonight unless she lets me.

The mouth keeps going.

She comes the second time at nineteen minutes and eleven seconds. The second one is louder. The second one has words in it. I cannot make all of the words out. I can make some of them out. Please. Please. Oh fuck. Don’t stop. Don’t stop. The second one ends in a long shaking sound that is her body trying to climb away from his mouth and his hands holding her hips in place. I hear the small wet sound of him following her with his mouth, the sound of his tongue on her clit, the sound of his face still pressed between her thighs and not lifting. I hear her say oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck in a register I have never heard inside our bedroom.

My hand is on my cock. I am holding it still. I am not stroking. The wet at my tip has run down the side of my cock and onto my fingers and the slick of my own pre-cum is the only sound my hand makes when I shift my grip.

He stops at twenty-three minutes and four seconds.

He stops because he has decided to stop, not because she has asked him to. The stop is the small clear stop of a man lifting his face from between a woman’s thighs because he has decided it is time to do the next thing. I hear the sheet rustle. I hear the wooden frame shift. I hear the bedside table, the lamp on her side, the small click of the base. The soft glow of the upstairs light changes from the harder cold of the overhead to the warmer yellow of the lamp. I see the change through the gap at the bottom of the door at the top of the stairs.

Twenty-three minutes.

I write it down inside my head. I write the number next to the other number. 4.5. 23. The two numbers sit next to each other inside my head and they are the two numbers of my marriage. The first one is the measurement that has been the truth of my body since I was fourteen. The second one is the measurement of the kind of attention my wife’s body has been starved for since she stopped sleeping with the man who is upstairs in our bed.



The fucking starts.

It does not start the way fucking starts in our bedroom. There is no slow careful initial fit. There is one long sound of a woman being entered who has been ready for entrance for an hour, and the sound that comes out of her is a low animal sound that begins in her chest and ends in her throat. The sound is the sound of a pussy being filled. The sound is the sound of a body taking the full length of a cock that the body was waiting for. I hear it through the ceiling and it lands in the small of my back like a slap.

The wooden frame answers. The frame answers with a steady deliberate rhythm. The rhythm is not fast. The rhythm is the rhythm of a man who has time and intends to use all of it. Under the rhythm of the frame, the other sound. The wet sound. The slick steady wet rhythm of his cock sliding into her and pulling out of her, the sound a cock makes inside a pussy that is wet enough to make sound, the sound my own cock has never made inside my wife’s pussy in eight years.

I hear it. I close my eyes in the armchair and I let the sound find me. The wet slap of his hips against the back of her thighs. The slick drag of his cock through her wet. The small open broken sounds she makes at the bottom of each thrust, the small uh, uh, uh that is not the sound she makes for me, that is not a sound she has ever made for me, that is the sound her body makes when it is being fucked all the way through.

I get up out of the armchair.

I tuck my cock back into my pants, still hard, still wet at the tip, the front of my briefs already soaked through and the front of my pants already darkening with a small wet circle that will not dry by morning. I do not decide to get up. My body decides. My body walks me out of the living room and through the kitchen and up the stairs and to the door at the end of the hall. I do not turn on the hall light. I do not knock. I sit down on the floor with my back against the bedroom door and the sound of the rhythm goes from being a sound through a ceiling to being a sound against my spine.

The door is warm against my back.

The rhythm is in the door. The bed is against the far wall, and the bed is hitting the wall, and the wall is the wall behind my head, and the wall is bringing the bed to me through my own body. I feel each thrust in the bones of my back. The thrust is slow. The thrust is heavy. The thrust pauses at the bottom of each one for a fraction of a second. The pause is the bottom of his stroke. The pause is the point where his hips are flush against the back of her thighs and her body is taking the full length of him.

She is making the sounds.

The sounds are not the sounds she makes with me. The sounds are not the sounds she has made with me since the first month. The sounds come out of a register low in her body. The sounds are not the small breath catches she has practiced. The sounds are not the little theatrical yes she has been giving me at the right moments for eight years. The sounds are involuntary. The sounds are the sounds of a body that has stopped editing the sounds it makes.

I press the heel of my hand against the front of my pants and I do not move.

There is a pause.

The rhythm stops. I hear the wood frame go still. I hear the bed shift. I hear his voice, low, soft, very near. “You okay, baby. Water.” The word baby lands in the middle of my chest like a small soft stone. He has not asked her if she is okay. He has told her she is okay and offered her water in the same breath, the way you do when you know a body well enough to know what it needs. I hear the rustle of him getting up. I hear his bare feet on our floor. I hear him cross the room to the bathroom. I hear the small clink of a glass against the faucet. I hear the water run. I hear him come back. I hear the small wet sound of her drinking. I hear him say something I cannot make out and I hear her small low laugh, the chest laugh, the laugh that is for him.

Then I hear him kiss her.

Not on the mouth. On the side of her face. On her hair. On the soft skin at the front of her shoulder. The kisses are slow and small and the small wet sound of each one comes through the door and lands behind my ear like a series of small careful taps. He is not kissing her to start the next round. He is kissing her because the kissing is its own thing. He has not finished her yet, and he is also not in a hurry to finish her, and the kissing is what happens in between because the kissing is what she likes.

I have not kissed my wife’s hair in months.

The thought is small and clean. It opens a place in me that has already stopped fighting. I am sitting on the floor against the door of my own bedroom and I have leaked through my pants onto the cotton of my briefs and I am crying without crying, my face is wet but I have not noticed my face is wet, and the wetness is the wetness of a man who is finally being shown the size of his own failure and is grateful to be shown.

The rhythm starts again.

It starts gentler this time. It starts with her on top. I can tell from the sound of the bed, the small shift of the weight pattern, the new way the frame protests. I hear her low long groan as she takes him from above. I hear the wet sound of her sliding down onto his cock, the slow careful seat of a body taking the full length of something inch by inch. I hear his voice low and clear through the door: “That’s it. Take it. Take all of it, baby. Look at how well you take me.” The words come through the wood and land between my ribs and the rhythm of the bed picks up.

I hear his hands. I cannot see his hands but I hear what his hands are doing because I hear her body answer. I hear the small surprised catch of her breath when his palm finds the small of her back. I hear the deeper sound when his hand goes up to the back of her neck. He knows her body. He has known her body. He is finding the body he used to know and the body has been waiting for him to find it for eight years.

I hear her voice. “Oh god. Oh god. Jake. Jake. Jake.” My name has not come out of her mouth in this register since the first month of us. His name comes out of her mouth in this register the way her body fits his: already, fully, without having to learn it.

I sit against the door.

I sit there for a long time. The rhythm changes. The rhythm slows. The rhythm picks up. The rhythm slows again. She comes a third time at some point I have stopped counting because the stopwatch is back in my pocket and the numbers no longer matter. The third one is the loudest. The third one is a long open sound that does not stop. After it stops, the room above me goes quiet with the quiet of a body that has been finished. Then his voice comes low again. “Good girl, Nat. Good girl.” The good girl lands against the door and I close my eyes.

The fucking goes for a long time after that.

I do not know how long. I sit against the door and I let it go. I do not check the phone. I do not measure. I do not need to. I have measured the only thing I needed to measure, and the number is on the back wall of my head between the other two numbers, and the new number does not have a digit. The new number is the shape of my wife being fucked the way my wife should have been fucked for eight years.

When he finishes, I hear it.

He finishes inside her. He finishes with a low grunt and a long held sound and a slow heavy slowdown of the frame. He finishes the way a man finishes who has not pulled out. There was no rubber. No pause. No second-thought. The volume of what he leaves in her is the volume he leaves in her. I am sitting against the door and I am hearing the small wet exhale of my wife taking the cum of another man, and I am crying without sound, and my own cock has stopped pretending to ask permission.



I make it back downstairs before they come out.

I do not remember the trip down the stairs. I am in the armchair. The lamp is on. The book is on my thigh. The book is open to the page I have read five times.

The bedroom door opens.

His work boots come down the stairs. The boots are unhurried. He has dressed. I hear him talk softly to her at the bottom of the stairs. I hear her low murmur.

Then he steps into the living room.

I do not look up from the book. I cannot look up from the book. The book is open on my thigh and the words on the page are not words. They are marks. His shadow crosses the carpet and stops beside the armchair.

“Hey, buddy.”

I look up.

He is standing over me in the clean dark shirt, buttoned wrong at the second button and damp at the collar from sweat or the sink or her mouth. His hair is wet at the temples. His face is calm. Kind. He checks the room before he leaves it.

He claps my shoulder.

His palm covers most of it. The pressure is friendly. The pressure is unbearable.

“Take care of her, okay.”

I nod.

“Okay,” I say.

He nods back, satisfied by the answer. Then he goes to the front door. The front door opens. Closes. The truck starts in the driveway. The truck pulls out.

Natalie comes into the living room.

She is wearing the robe. She has not tied it. The wine-colored dress is on a hanger over the banister. Her hair is wrecked. There is a small red mark on the side of her neck. Her cheeks are flushed all the way down to the tops of her breasts. She is barefoot. She is walking slowly. Each step is careful. Her thighs do not close all the way.

I see what is on her thigh.

A long slow line of Jake’s cum is sliding out of her pussy and down the inside of her right thigh. It is white against her skin. It is thick. It has already reached the top of her knee. It is the volume he left inside her, more than my body has ever produced in a single coming, more than my body has produced cumulatively in a week. She has not wiped it. She has come downstairs the way she is. The smell on her body reaches me before she reaches me: perfume gone, replaced by clean sweat and his cologne and the heavy musk of his cum, the three smells stacked into the single smell of a woman who has just been fucked thoroughly by a man who came inside her.

She crosses the living room to me.

She does not sit on the chair next to me. She does not sit on the couch. She kneels down in front of the armchair, the robe falling open at the thighs, the line on her inner thigh visible, the perfume between her breasts faint now and mixed with the new smell of him and her together. She puts her hand on my knee.

“Do you want to know.”

It is not a question. Her voice is quiet. Her voice is the voice of a woman who is finished, who has come down from the place she was just in, who has chosen to come into the room I am in and tell me what happened in the room she was in. I nod. I do not trust my voice.

She takes my hand.

She lifts the front of the robe gently. She places my hand flat against her pussy.

The first thing I feel is the heat. Her pussy is hot the way her pussy has never been hot for me, body-heat from the inside, the heat of a woman who has been fucked through three orgasms by a cock that fit her completely. The second thing is the wet. She is soaked. The wet is on the inside of her thighs and on her labia and on my fingers before my fingers have done anything. The third thing is the way she is open. Her pussy is stretched. The muscles around her opening are loose and soft and pulsing slowly in the long aftermath of having been spread by something the size her body was built to take. I have never felt her pussy like this. I have never felt my own wife’s pussy in this state, because my own cock has never put her pussy in this state.

I slide two fingers into her.

There is no resistance. My two fingers go in with no resistance at all, the way they have never gone into her in eight years. She is gaping. Her pussy is gaping open in the long soft pulse of an opening that has not closed back down yet because the thing that opened it was bigger than two of my fingers by a substantial margin. I can feel where the stretch ends. I can feel where Jake’s cock was inside her. I can feel the soft swollen ring of muscle that used to grip me firmly and is currently gripping nothing.

The fourth thing is Jake’s cum.

It is inside her. There is a lot of it. My fingers come up coated. White and warm and slick and thick, the kind of thick my own cum has never been, the kind of volume my own body has never produced. The smell on my fingers when I lift my hand to look at it is the smell of him. Clean sweat. Cologne. Cum. The three smells of another man’s body stacked on my own fingers, and the cum is on my fingers because the cum was inside my wife.

I look at my fingers.

She watches me look.

“That’s what it feels like,” she says. “When someone fills you completely.”

I come in my pants.

I come without warning, without touching, without moving. The cum goes into the cotton of my briefs and I make a small choking sound and Natalie does not change her expression. She does not move my hand. She lets my fingers stay where they are. She watches my face. The look on her face is not pity. The look on her face is recognition. She is watching me become the man I have been trying not to be for eight years, and she is watching me arrive there with relief.

I whisper it.

“I want to be in the room next time.”

She leans forward. She kisses my forehead the way she kissed me before she went downstairs. The same kiss. The kindness of the kiss has the same temperature. The kindness has not changed. The kiss is the kiss of a wife who has just been fucked by another man for the first time and the kiss is the kiss of a wife and the two facts are both true and the two facts do not cancel each other.

“Yes,” she says.

That is the only word she says.

She rests her forehead against mine. The cum is cooling against my thigh inside my pants. Her wetness is still on my fingers. The line of him is still on her inner thigh. Outside, the truck has been gone for ten minutes and the street is quiet and the house is quiet and the kitchen is half-finished and the upstairs bed is wrecked.

We do not talk about it tonight.

We are going to talk about it. Not tonight. Not all at once. The talking is waiting somewhere ahead of us now, close enough that I can feel it, but tonight is not for the talking. Tonight is for the evidence on my fingers and the ruined bed upstairs and the word yes still warm on my forehead.

Tonight the only thing left is the kiss on my forehead.

She stands up. She lets the robe fall closed. She turns and walks slowly back toward the stairs. The line on her inner thigh has reached her ankle by the time she reaches the bottom step. She climbs the stairs. The bedroom door closes.

I sit in the armchair.

The cum is cooling against my thigh.

My fingers are still wet with her and with him.

Four and a half inches. Twenty-three minutes. The third number, which has no digit. Three numbers now. And underneath the three numbers, for the first time in my life, the small clean wanting that does not lie.


In the Room

I am in the corner chair.

The corner chair is the reading chair from downstairs. I moved it this afternoon, before either of them came up. I set it diagonally in the corner so the angle of it faces the bed and the angle of it makes me visible from the bed without my having to perform being visible. The lamp on the side table is on the lowest setting. The blackout curtains are drawn. The light throws a soft warm circle around the chair and around the bed and there is no other light in the room.

Jake is naked at the foot of the bed.

Natalie is naked on the bed in front of him.

I have not seen Jake naked since the gym locker room. The gym locker room was nine weeks ago. The gym locker room was Jake from six feet away, in fluorescent light, soft against his thigh. This is Jake from four feet away, in lamp light, hard, standing in the bedroom I have slept in for four years. The cock is the cock from the locker room and the cock is also not the cock from the locker room. Soft, it was longer than I have ever been hard. Hard, it is bigger than that. It curves up against his stomach. It is heavy at the base and thick along the shaft and the head of it sits an inch and a half above his navel. There is a vein on the underside that runs the length of it. The cock is in our bedroom. It is the only object in the room my eyes will go to. I have tried for the last forty seconds to look at his face. My eyes will not get past his hips.

Natalie sees me trying.

She is up on her knees on the foot of the bed, her body level with his, the small dark line of her body next to the brown bulk of his. She turns her head and she finds me in the chair. She holds my eyes. Her mouth is soft. She does not smile. She has been waiting for me to look at her.

Then she does what she has been planning to do.

She reaches.

Her left hand goes down her own body. Past her own breasts. Past her own stomach. She slides her hand into the front of her own thighs and presses two of her own fingers between her own lips for one half-second. She finds what she already knows is there. She lifts the hand. Her two fingers are shining. She does not wipe them. She offers her hand to Jake.

Jake takes her wrist. He does not lick her fingers. He brings her hand against his own cock and he closes her fist around himself with her own wetness on her own hand, and her hand looks small around his cock the way it has looked small around everything of his since the first dinner. Her fingers do not meet on the far side. Her thumb does not reach her own middle finger. The slick of her own wet is on his cock now, on his hand, between them. She strokes him once, slow, the long full length of him, with her own hand wet from her own body.

She looks at me again.

“Come here,” she says.

I do not move for a beat.

“Nathan.”

I get up out of the chair.

I walk to the foot of the bed with my shoulders pulled in and my hands loose at my sides. I stop at the corner of the mattress. Natalie is on her knees in front of me now, level with my own hips even though the bed is high, because Jake is six-foot-two and she has been kneeling to be level with him. She reaches with her free hand. Her free hand goes to the front of my pajama pants. She finds the elastic. She pulls the elastic down past my hips. My cock comes out of the pants into the lamp light at the foot of our bed in front of the man who is about to fuck my wife, and the cock is what it has always been.

Four and a half inches.

It is hard. It is the hardest it has been in years. The tip is wet. The wet has been running down the side of it for an hour. Natalie’s right hand closes around it. Her right hand encloses me completely. Her fingers wrap all the way around me and her thumb meets her middle finger past the base of my cock with the soft pad of her thumb continuing on past the meeting and resting against the inside of her own palm. There is room. There is so much room.

Her left hand is still wrapped around Jake’s cock and the fingers do not meet.

She is holding both of us.

She lifts her hands very slightly so that we are at the same height. She is on her knees on the foot of our bed and she is holding her husband’s small wet cock in her right hand and her ex-boyfriend’s substantial hard cock in her left hand and she has lifted them both into the lamp light at the same height and she does not say anything because she does not have to.

She looks at me.

I look at the visual.

The visual is the visual that ends every argument I have had with myself since I was fourteen. My cock disappears inside her small hand with so much room left over that her hand around me looks like a hand making a fist around the air. Jake’s cock does not disappear. Jake’s cock fills her hand and continues past her hand on both ends. The tip of his cock clears the top of her thumb-and-forefinger ring by inches. The base of his cock clears the bottom of her grip by inches. I am looking at the same woman’s two hands and one of them looks the size of a hand around a hand-sized thing and the other one looks the size of a hand around something her body should not be able to take.

Her body has been remembering it for nine weeks.

She closes her left hand into a soft fist around Jake’s cock and she squeezes once, gentle, and Jake exhales through his nose above her. She closes her right hand into a soft fist around mine and she squeezes once. A thin sound catches in my throat. I do not plan it. I cannot pull it back.

“Look at the difference,” Natalie says.

It is not for me. It is for me and Jake both. Jake looks. Jake is the one who has not had to look until now, because Jake’s body has not needed to. He looks down at her two hands. His mouth parts a fraction. The truth registers before he can make his face polite again.

“Yeah,” he says, low. “Damn.”

He says it kindly. He says it the way he says everything. The kindness is what makes it land.

Natalie holds the two of us for another long beat.

Then she lets me go.

She does not let Jake go.

I stand at the foot of our bed with my pajama pants around my thighs and my small wet cock pointing up at nothing while my wife keeps her hand wrapped around my replacement, and I am hard enough that my own pulse is in the head of my cock the way a pulse is in a wound. Natalie does not look at me again. She turns. She turns on her knees on the bed and she lies down on her back along the long axis of the mattress and she opens her legs slowly, in front of me, in front of Jake, with the lamp on her body. She is wet between her thighs. I can see the wet from where I am standing.

She does not have to tell Jake what to do.



He goes down between her thighs.

He lowers himself on the mattress with a slow careful weight, his shoulders going below the line of her hips first, his hands going to the back of her knees, his palms pushing her thighs open with a strength that does not have to assert itself because the thighs go where the palms tell them to. His shoulders are wider than the spread of her legs. They push her open further than the angle her body has been pushed into in years. His head goes between her thighs and he stops.

He does not start.

He stops with his face two inches from her pussy and he looks at it. His breath moves against her. Then his palm comes up and his thumb opens her. He opens her with one hand, slow and practiced, and his other hand spreads her thigh wider against the mattress. He looks. He looks again. Then he lowers his mouth.

The first lick is slow.

The first lick is from the very bottom of her opening up to the small swollen ridge of her clit, and he draws it out, and at the end of it his tongue presses flat against her clit for one full second before lifting away. Natalie’s body jolts. The jolt is small. The jolt is the small involuntary jolt of a body that has been touched on the spot it has been waiting to be touched on for a week. She makes a small open sound. Her thighs try to close on the sides of his head and his palms hold them open against the mattress.

He licks her again.

He licks her again and again and again. The licks are slow. The licks are deliberate. He is not in a hurry. He has done this for twenty-three minutes the first night and he is going to do it again now in front of me. The wet sound of his mouth on her pussy is the loudest sound in our bedroom. Patient. Hungry. Exact.

I sit back down in the chair.

I sit because my legs have decided to. My pants are still around my thighs. My cock is still pointing at the ceiling. I do not touch it. I sit with my hands on my own knees and I watch Jake’s mouth on my wife’s pussy in our bedroom, and I watch my wife’s body respond to a tongue that has not been on her in nine years and that is doing what my tongue has not done for her in five.

She comes against his mouth inside three minutes because he has stayed there, because he has not rushed, because his tongue has found the rhythm her body needed. Her back arches off the bed. Her hands go to his hair. Her thighs lock around his ears. She comes with a long broken sound that comes from the bottom of her chest and ends in a half-word that is not a word. Jake does not stop.

He follows her.

He follows her through the orgasm. He follows her with his mouth still locked against her pussy. He licks her through the contractions of her body, through the small shaking aftermath, through the long dazed pause that follows. When her body stops shaking, he keeps going. The first orgasm has only cleared the way.

She comes a second time before he lifts his face.

The second one is bigger. The first one cleared the way for it. The second one is a long sustained convulsion of her hips against his mouth and a flow of wet from her body onto his chin that I can see from the chair. Her hands in his hair are not pulling him away. Her hands in his hair are pulling him in. She comes saying Jake, Jake, Jake, and her hips are still rolling against his face when the sound stops.

He lifts his face only then.

His face is wet from the corners of his mouth to the line of his jaw to the bottom of his throat. He wipes his chin with the back of his wrist, slowly, without hurry. He looks up at her along the line of her body. He looks at her face.

“You okay, baby.”

It is not a question. It is a check. It is the kind of check a man does when he is going to keep going and he wants to know the body is still with him. Natalie nods. Her eyes are wet. Her mouth is open. Her chest is heaving. She nods.

“You want me inside you now.”

“Yes.” She breathes it. “Yes. Please.”

“You ask me, baby.”

“Please, Jake.”

He moves up her body.

He moves up her body without speed. He kneels between her thighs and he positions himself at her opening and he does not push in. He sits there with the head of his cock at the entrance of her pussy and he looks at her face and he waits the small extra second that lets her body open the rest of the way before he goes. Then he goes.

He goes all the way in on the first stroke.

She is wet enough. She is open enough. Her body has been ready for him for an hour. He pushes the full length of his cock into her in one slow continuous stroke and her body takes the full length of him without resistance, and the sound that comes out of her is the sound from through the wall last week, the long animal sound from the chest, the sound of a body being filled completely, and the sound this week is louder because there is no wall.

I press my fist against my mouth.



He starts fucking her.

The rhythm is the rhythm from through the wall. The rhythm is slow. The rhythm is deliberate. Jake has time, and he uses it. He fucks her with long slow full strokes, his body unhurried because the cock is doing enough by itself. Her hips rise to meet his hips on every down-stroke. The wet sound of him sliding through her wet is louder than the bed.

His body covers hers.

He is on top of her now and his torso covers her torso completely. The breadth of his shoulders eclipses the line of her ribs on either side. His thigh between her thighs is wider than her thigh. His hand braced beside her head on the pillow is bigger than her face. When he leans down to kiss her forehead his back hides her body underneath him from where I am sitting and I can see only his back and the back of his ass moving slowly between her legs and her two small hands gripping the round of his shoulders from underneath.

Then she turns her head.

She turns her head on the pillow, mid-thrust, and she finds me in the chair. Her face is half-buried under Jake’s bicep and her eyes find me across the room.

“Nathan.”

Jake does not stop.

“Are you watching, Nathan.”

“Yes.”

“Look at me.”

I look.

“He’s so deep.”

She says it on the down-stroke of one of Jake’s thrusts. Her face moves with the thrust. Her body moves with the thrust. The words come out small and broken at the bottom of his cock going all the way into her.

“He reaches places you’ve never touched.”

Jake does not say anything. Jake keeps fucking her. The rhythm does not change. Jake is not in this conversation. Natalie’s eyes are on mine and Natalie’s body is being fucked by another man and Natalie is telling me, in the small breathless register of a woman being filled completely, that the place I have been entering her for eight years is not the place that matters, because the place that matters has been a few inches farther in this whole time, and I have never reached it. Her face is on the pillow. Her mouth is open. Her eyes do not leave mine.

I am crying.

I do not know when I started. My face is wet and my mouth is open and my cock is harder than my cock has been in my life, and my hand has not moved off my knee.

“You like watching, don’t you.”

It is not a question. The intonation does not turn up.

“Yes.”

“Say it.”

“I like watching.”

“You like watching him fuck me.”

“Yes.”

“Better than you fuck me.”

The pause inside me is two seconds long. The pause is the small last gate. The pause is the small last thing inside me that has not yet broken. Natalie watches my face through the pause.

“Yes,” I say.

She closes her eyes.

She closes her eyes and she comes.

She comes saying my name. She comes saying Nathan, Nathan, Nathan, and her body is convulsing around Jake’s cock and her hands are gripping Jake’s shoulders and her name on my mouth at three a.m. in our bed in eight years has not gotten her body to do what my name on her mouth is doing to her body right now. It is a long orgasm. Jake fucks her through it. Jake fucks her past it. Jake fucks her into the next one without giving her time to come down between them.

His face turns toward me, casual, friendly, mid-thrust.

“She ever sound like this for you, buddy.”

He says it the way he says everything. There is no edge in it. The kindness is the cut. He has paused his rhythm for half a second to ask the question, his hips holding still inside her, his eyes on mine, his face slightly out of breath but not winded. He is having a conversation. He is having a conversation while he is buried inside my wife.

“No,” I whisper.

“Yeah.” He nods once, the small confirming nod he gives to measurements and straight lines. “Thought so.”

He goes back to fucking her.

He fucks her through three more orgasms. I count them. I count them because counting is what I do now. He fucks her through them slowly, then faster, then slowly again, and her body comes for him in a way her body has never come for me in eight years. She comes against his mouth on her ear. She comes when he pushes her knee up to her chest and his cock changes angle inside her. She comes the third time silently, almost surprised, the small expression of a body that has stopped knowing how many times it can do this.

Then he changes the angle.

He lifts her.

He lifts her by the hips with one hand under her ass and he flips her over. He picks her up with one hand and turns her in the air and lays her down on her stomach and pulls her hips up so that she is on her knees, and her face is in the pillow and her ass is up, and he positions himself behind her and he pushes back into her and her body takes him without complaint. The lift took one second. The lift was one-armed. I have known her body for eight years and I have to brace my legs and lift with my back to move her in her sleep.

He fucks her from behind.

He fucks her with one hand on her hip and one hand wound into her hair, his fist closing into a soft handful of her hair at the base of her skull, pulling her head back gently. Her face is turned to the side on the pillow. Her eyes are on me again. Her mouth is open and the sound coming out of her mouth is the long sustained low uh, uh, uh of a body being fucked at a pace that is past words. Her wedding ring catches the lamp light on her left hand spread against the sheet. Her left hand is the hand that held my cock and Jake’s cock side by side at the foot of this bed twenty minutes ago.

He holds her hair.

He pulls her head back gently.

He keeps fucking her.

His tenderness keeps appearing under the fucking. Mid-thrust he loosens his hand in her hair, lowers his face to the back of her neck, kisses the soft skin where her hairline meets the top of her spine. Mid-thrust he says that’s it, baby. Take it. You take it so well. Mid-thrust he reaches around her body and his hand finds her clit underneath her and he works it with his thumb in a slow even circle while he keeps fucking her. Mid-thrust he asks her, you good, baby. Tell me what you want.

She says, don’t stop.

He does not stop.

When he comes, he comes inside her.

He comes with a low long grunt that is the same low long grunt I heard through the wall last Saturday. He comes with his hips flush against her ass and his cock buried all the way inside her and his head bowed low between her shoulder blades, and he stays inside her through the pulses of his finishing, and her body takes the cum from him through the soft pulsing aftermath of her own coming, and I sit in the chair with my hands on my knees and my own cock untouched and I come without warning into my pajama pants for the second time in eight days.

The cum spreads warm against the inside of my thigh.

I do not look down.



He does not roll off her right away.

He stays inside her. He stays inside her for almost a minute, slowly softening, his weight gentle against her back, his mouth at the back of her neck. He kisses the top of her spine. He kisses the spot just behind her ear. He whispers good girl, Nat into her hair. She is making small contented sounds underneath him, the small contented sounds of a body that has been completed.

When he finally pulls out, it is slowly.

He pulls out slowly and a long heavy line of his cum follows his cock out of her pussy and runs down the inside of her thigh onto the sheet. The sheet is wet underneath her in a wide dark circle that goes from the small of her back to the back of her knees. The wet on the sheet is hers and his together. The volume of it is more than my body has produced in the last six months.

He gets off the bed.

He walks naked across our bedroom into our bathroom. His body fills the doorway on the way through. I hear the tap run. He comes back with a folded warm washcloth in his hand. He sits beside Natalie on the edge of the bed and he gently turns her onto her side and he opens her thighs and he wipes her clean with slow careful strokes of the warm cloth, between her thighs, along her inner labia, the small back-and-forth of practiced care. Natalie watches him do it with her eyes half-closed and a soft small smile on her face.

He folds the cloth. He sets it on the side table. He pulls the sheet up over her hips.

He kisses her forehead.

Then he looks at me.

“Hey, buddy.”

I look back at him.

“You okay there.”

I nod. I cannot speak.

“You did good, man.” He says it gently. The words land with the same calm weight as his hand on my shoulder. He gets up off the bed. He walks across the bedroom to where his clothes are folded on the dresser. He puts them on, slowly, without ceremony, already comfortable in the room. He pulls his shirt over his head. He buttons his jeans. He picks up his keys.

He stops at the door. He turns.

“Take care of her, okay.”

“Okay.”

He nods. He leaves.

The front door closes downstairs. The truck starts. The truck pulls out.



Natalie sits up.

She sits up slowly. The sheet falls off her chest. She is naked. She is wrecked. Her hair is a mess. There is a small red mark on her collarbone and a darker mark high on the inside of her left thigh. The wet line on her thigh has not dried. The smell of him is everywhere on her. The smell of him is everywhere in the room.

She looks at me.

“Come here.”

I get up. My pants are around my thighs. The cum in my pants has cooled. I cross the bedroom. I sit on the edge of the bed beside her. She does not cover herself. She wraps her arm around my shoulders. She is warm. Her skin is hot from being fucked. She smells like Jake. She smells like clean sweat and his cologne and the heavy musk of his cum and her own wet, and the smell of the four of those together is a single smell I have never smelled on her in eight years.

“I want to tell you everything,” she says. “All of it. Right now. In one sitting. Will you let me.”

I nod. I cannot speak.

She begins.

She begins with the number of orgasms she has faked. More than half. Probably closer to two-thirds. She has faked them since the first month. She faked them because she did not want to hurt me and because she had not yet decided whether the truth would change anything. She has been faking them for so long that she stopped knowing when she was faking and when she was not.

She tells me when she started imagining other men inside her during sex with me. Year three. Year three, after a vacation we took to her cousin’s wedding, where she danced with a groomsman she did not sleep with but had thought about for two months afterward. The next time we had sex she let herself think about him for one full minute mid-act. She came that time. It was the first time she had not faked it in months. She kept doing it after. She did not stop.

She tells me the specific men. Mostly Jake. Almost always Jake. Sometimes a face she did not recognize. But mostly Jake.

She tells me the exact measurement of Jake. Eight and a quarter. The number I already know. She tells me it again because she wants me to hear her say it in her own voice while his cum is drying inside her on our sheets.

She tells me my exact measurement. Four and a half. She has known it since the first month. She has known it since our second time together when she measured me with the span of her own hand against my body, casually, while we were lying in bed, while I was sleeping. She measured the man she was about to commit her life to. She wanted to know. The number was a number she added to a list inside her head and the list inside her head has not gotten longer because that was the only measurement she ever needed to take of me. Four and a half. She has carried the number for eight years.

She tells me the girth difference. Her hand around mine. Her hand around his. I have just seen it. She does not need to say more about the girth.

She tells me the stamina difference. Jake fucks for hours. I fuck for minutes. She has timed Jake at forty-five minutes of sustained fucking once, in his apartment in 2009, on the kitchen counter, without a break, without slowing down. She has timed me. She has timed me a thousand times. She does not have to count anymore. My limit is already in her body before I reach it.

She tells me the sounds. The sounds she fakes. The small theatrical yes I have heard for eight years is a sound she practiced. The small breath catch. The arching she does on cue. The small I’m coming whisper. All of them rehearsed. All of them performances.

She tells me the sounds she cannot fake with Jake. None of them. None of them are rehearsed. None of them are performances. The sounds I have just heard her make are her actual sounds. The sounds I have been hearing in our bed for eight years were not her actual sounds. The actual sounds are different. The actual sounds I have just heard for the first time.

She tells me about her body. Her body opens for Jake before he is even touching her. Her body has been closing against me for years, slowly, without her permission. The closing has been involuntary. The opening has been involuntary. She has not done either of them on purpose.

She tells me she has loved me the entire time.

She is crying now. The crying is quiet. Her face is wet and her voice is even.

“I love you, Nathan. The same body that can barely feel you inside it loves you. I do not know how to make those two facts make sense. I have stopped trying. They are both true.”

I am hard.

I am hard and leaking and crying and I have not moved my hands from my lap, and I am the smallest I have ever been in my own life, and I am also lighter than I have been since I was fourteen and I started to count.

“Thank you,” I whisper.

She looks at me. She does not understand.

“Thank you,” I say again. “Thank you for telling me. Thank you for not lying anymore. Thank you for letting me see. Thank you for letting me hear you for the first time.”

She pulls me down to her. She lies back on the wet sheets. She pulls me down so that my head is on her chest, my face against the soft skin between her breasts where his mouth has been an hour ago. She wraps her arms around my head. She holds me. She is naked and wet with another man’s cum and her arms are around her husband and she is holding her husband while he cries with a hard cock in his pajama pants against the side of her thigh.

She kisses the top of my head.

“I love you,” she says.

“I love you,” I say.

We lie there for a long time in the wet bed in the warm circle of the lamp.

Four and a half. Eight and a quarter. Twenty-three minutes. Forty-five minutes. Two-thirds. Year three. The numbers stack inside my head in order. The numbers do not hurt the way they have hurt before. The numbers are the truth and the truth has happened in the room and the truth is on the sheets underneath me and the truth is in my wife’s arms around my head, and for the first time in my life the numbers are the floor I am lying on and not the ceiling I cannot reach.


The New Routine

Saturdays are his now.

I do not say that out loud. I do not need to. By the third Saturday after the one in the room, I have stopped pretending Saturdays belong to anyone else. The week starts pointing toward Saturday on Tuesday. By Thursday the house has begun to lean toward it. By Friday night Natalie is reorganizing the back of her lingerie drawer at the dressing table without trying to hide that she is doing it, and I sit on the bed and watch her fold and refold and choose, and I do not pretend I am reading.

I prepare too.

Not the house. The house is already clean. I prepare myself. I shower on Saturday afternoon. I shave. I trim my nails. I put on the clean white t-shirt and the soft cotton pants she has come to expect me in for Saturdays, the ones that are easy to take off because Saturdays end with my pants around my thighs in the corner chair, and I have stopped pretending the pants are not chosen for that reason. I open the bedside table drawer on her side and I make sure there is a clean folded washcloth in it. I put a glass of water on her nightstand. I fold a soft blanket over the foot of the bed in case she gets cold afterward. I do these things quietly. I do these things without being asked. The first Saturday I did them, Natalie noticed and did not comment. The second Saturday she kissed me on the temple and said thank you, sweetheart. The third Saturday she said nothing because the doing of them was no longer remarkable, it was the thing I do on Saturday now.

Jake comes at six.

His truck pulls into the driveway at six on the dot every Saturday. The truck idles for fifteen seconds before he kills the engine, the small window of him collecting himself, the small window I have learned to sit through in the kitchen with my coffee mug pretending I do not hear the truck. He gets out. He walks up the path. He does not knock anymore. He has had a key for two weeks. He lets himself in.

He fills the doorway every time.

He fills the entryway every time. The house adjusts its dimensions around him every time. He has not gotten smaller and the house has not gotten bigger and the adjustment happens in my chest, not in the geometry. He sets his keys in the small bowl by the door, the bowl that used to be only for my keys, and now the bowl is for two sets of keys, and the second set is heavier and his keychain has a small metal bottle opener on it and a key for a truck I do not own.

He walks into the living room.

He looks at Natalie.

He looks at her standing in the kitchen doorway in the silk wrap she has come to put on for the six o’clock hour, her hair still wet from the late shower, her face soft, her body already lifted toward him from across the room, and he says the only thing he says at the door every Saturday.

“There she is.”

It is three words. It is the same three words. The first Saturday he said it I was at the foot of the stairs and I almost did not catch the words because they were too small. By the fourth Saturday I have learned the words. The words are the words. Natalie’s whole body answers to them. Her shoulders drop. Her breath comes out of her in one piece. Her face does the slow soft opening I watched it do at the dinner the first time he came over, the slow soft opening of a body that has been seen the way it wants to be seen. The opening is not for me. The opening was never for me. The opening has been waiting for the three words and the three words come from Jake’s mouth on Saturday at six and the opening happens.

It is, I have come to understand, the most arousing thing I have ever watched.



The first Saturday in the room was missionary on the bed. The second Saturday is the wall.

After the hand-comparison, he picks her up off the bed at the start of the session, before she has even fully come out of the wrap, before he has fully taken off his own shirt, and he carries her three steps to the bedroom wall and he pins her against the drywall with his hips and he holds her there with one forearm under her ass and the other forearm braced against the wall above her head. Her legs lock around his waist. Her arms lock around his neck. He is naked from the waist down. She is naked from the waist down. He pushes into her standing.

He fucks her against the wall for what I time later as forty-one minutes.

He does not put her down. He does not lean her on anything. The only support her body has the entire time is his body. His one forearm under her ass takes the entire weight of her. His other forearm is braced against the wall beside her head and she clings to his neck and his shoulders and her legs cannot reach the floor and her body is suspended in the air at the angle of his cock and her body has nowhere to go and his hips drive up into her and her body takes it because the air is the only thing under her.

I am at the foot of the bed.

I am at the foot of the bed because Natalie said come closer before they started and I went where she said. I am kneeling on the carpet at the foot of the bed in clear sightline. My pants are around my thighs. My cock is in my own hand. I am watching a man hold my wife’s weight in the air with one arm for the duration of fucking her, and I am thinking about the time I tried to lift her off the kitchen counter in a moment of attempted spontaneity in our third year of marriage, and I had to put her back down because my back hurt, and I covered the moment with a joke, and Natalie laughed too kindly, and I never tried it again.

He is not breathing hard. He is fucking my wife in mid-air for forty-one minutes and he is not breathing hard.

She comes against him four times before he sets her down on the bed to finish. The first orgasm comes against the wall with her face pressed into his shoulder and her mouth open against the skin of his neck. The second one comes with her head thrown back against the drywall and her wedding ring catching the lamp light on his neck because both of her hands have wound into his hair. The third one comes when he tilts her hips at a new angle and her body shouts because the new angle is the angle that her body has not had since she was twenty-six. The fourth one comes silent, almost surprised, her body just convulsing around him without sound, and Jake holds her through it and kisses the side of her face and says that’s it, baby. Look at you.

He sets her down on the bed only when he is ready to finish. He lays her on her back on the edge of the mattress. He stands between her thighs at the foot of the bed. He pulls her hips up to him by the back of her knees. He looks down at her face. He says you ready for me, baby. She says yes. He drives the last twelve strokes into her standing at the foot of our bed, in front of me, his cock buried to the hilt on each one, the wet slap of his hips against the back of her thighs the only sound in the bedroom, and he comes inside her with his hands gripping her thighs and his face tilted up to the ceiling and the long low grunt I have come to know as the grunt of him emptying into my wife.

He stays inside her until he is soft.

He pulls out slowly.

I see the cum.

It is the second Saturday I have seen the cum and the cum is more this time than it was last time and the cum is more than I have ever produced and the cum follows his cock out of her in a long thick continuous line that lands on the sheet between her thighs and then keeps coming, more of it, the soft pulsing aftermath of his finishing forcing more out of her even after he has stepped back. Natalie is still on her back. Her legs are still open. The wet pool of him on the sheet between her thighs spreads. I watch it spread.

I have not touched myself in the last twenty minutes.

I do not come tonight in the corner. Natalie has decided I do not come tonight. She told me earlier this week, casually, at dinner, that she has been thinking about it, that she would like me to start saving it. She would like me to learn to last. She would like Saturdays to be his and the rest of the week to be mine if I can earn it. She said it the way she might suggest a new restaurant. She watched my face while she said it. My cock was hard in my pants under the table within seconds. She saw it. She did not smile. She just nodded.

I do not come.



The fourth Saturday is the wrists.

After the hand-comparison, he fucks her on her back on the bed and at some point he gathers both of her wrists in one of his hands, gathers them as a man gathers a small thing he is going to keep in one hand, and he pins them above her head against the pillow. His fist closes around both of her wrists with room. His thumb meets his finger on the far side of her two crossed wrists. He pins her there with one hand and he keeps fucking her with the other one free. He uses the free hand to push her hair off her forehead. He uses it to thumb her clit. He uses it to hold the back of her thigh up to his hip. He uses the free hand for everything because the one hand is enough to hold both of her wrists.

I have never had a hand large enough to pin both of my wife’s wrists.

I have tried. I tried twice, years ago, when she asked me to, when she wanted me to try, when she was helping me find a way to be more. My hand could not close around both wrists. I had to use both of my hands. The use of both of my hands made the pinning into a small physical effort rather than a small physical assertion, and we both noticed at the time and moved past it without speaking, and we never tried again. I am at the foot of the bed in the corner chair watching Jake hold both of my wife’s wrists with one hand the way you hold a wineglass.

The fifth Saturday is the kitchen.

He bends her over the island.

The walnut top is the walnut top Jake routed himself, the island we picked out together that is also the island he installed alone while I held the paint fan-deck. She is naked. She is bent forward at the waist over the long axis of the island. Her cheek is against the wood. Her arms are stretched along the wood toward the far edge. Her breasts are flat against the cool walnut. Her legs are spread and her feet are on the tile floor. Jake is behind her in jeans only, his shirt off, his belt undone. He has not taken his pants off all the way. He has only pulled himself out of his fly. He is fucking her from behind over the kitchen island in our kitchen, his hips driving into her ass, his hands wrapped around her hips for leverage. The faucet drips into the sink behind him. There is half a bottle of red wine on the counter. The morning’s coffee mugs are still in the drying rack.

I am standing in the doorway between the kitchen and the dining room.

I am holding a glass of water.

The water is for Natalie. She asked me earlier to bring her water at half past eight. It is half past eight. I am at the doorway with the glass of water in my hand and I have been at the doorway for forty seconds and I have not gone in. The kitchen is bright. The pendant lights over the island are on. The kitchen is bright and my wife is naked on the kitchen island that another man built and her face is pressed against the walnut and her ass is up and Jake is behind her in the kitchen we cook breakfast in and I am at the doorway with a glass of water.

He sees me.

He nods at me, mid-thrust. The nod is friendly. The nod says come in.

I come in.

I set the glass of water on the counter beside Natalie’s head. She does not lift her face. She turns it slightly toward the glass. Her lipstick is on the walnut. She is smiling.

“Thank you, sweetheart,” she says, breathless, mid-thrust.

I stand at the counter for a second.

“Stay, baby,” she says.

I stay.

I stand at the counter in our kitchen with one hand on the soapstone next to the glass of water I just brought her, and I watch my wife get fucked over the island another man built, and I do not move, and the only sound in the room is the wet sound of his cock sliding through her wet and the small uh, uh, uh of her mouth against the walnut and the small drip of the faucet I have been meaning to fix for two months.

He fucks her on the island for half an hour.

When he comes, he comes inside her there, his hips flush against her ass, her face still against the wood, his hands wrapped around the front of her hips and pulling her back hard onto the last few strokes. His cum runs down the inside of her thigh and onto the tile floor of our kitchen. There is a long white pool of it on the tile in front of the island when he steps back. The pool spreads. Natalie does not move. Her cheek is still on the walnut. Her breath is heavy. Her wedding ring is on the wood by her left hand.

Jake catches my eye.

“You want to clean that up, buddy.”

It is not a command. It is the small friendly offer of a man making a domestic suggestion. He says it the way he would say you want the last beer.

I get the paper towels.

I get the paper towels from under the sink and I kneel on the tile of our kitchen in front of the island where my wife is still bent over and where another man’s cum is pooling on the floor and I wipe it up, slowly, carefully, the long wet line of it from where it has dripped off her foot to where it has spread under the lip of the island. I use four paper towels. The cum is thicker than what I produce. The cum has a slight smell I do not produce. I throw the paper towels in the small kitchen bin and I do not look up at either of them while I do it.

When I stand up, Natalie has lifted her face from the walnut. She is looking at me. Her expression is soft. She does not say thank you again.

She does not have to.



The hand-comparison ritual is now a ritual.

It happens at the foot of the bed at the start of every Saturday session. Natalie kneels on the foot of the bed. I stand at the foot. Jake stands at the foot beside me. Pants off. Cocks out. Natalie’s left hand goes around Jake. Natalie’s right hand goes around me. She holds us both at the same height. She looks at the visual. She looks at me. She does not say look at the difference anymore because the looking is the ritual and the ritual does not need narration after the first one. The looking is the looking. The hand around me is the hand around me. The hand around Jake is the hand around Jake. The visual is the same visual every Saturday and every Saturday the visual unmakes me on a deeper level than the Saturday before.

The fifth Saturday she adds the inspection, before the kitchen.

She finishes the hand-comparison and then she lets me go and she still has Jake in her left hand and she says, soft, not looking at me, Jake.

Jake reaches across her.

He reaches across her body and his hand comes to me at the foot of the bed and his thumb and his forefinger close around the head of my small wet cock and he lifts.

He lifts my cock with two fingers.

He lifts it the way you lift a small piece of hardware off a workbench to look at it. His thumb and his forefinger have closed around the head of me and the head of me is between his thumb and his forefinger and he lifts the entire weight of my erect cock with two fingers because the entire weight of my erect cock is the weight of two fingers can lift without effort. He looks at me. He does not say anything. He turns the head of my cock slightly to the right with the small rotation of his finger and his thumb, the way you turn a screw to look at the threads, and then he turns it slightly to the left, and the wet at my tip catches the lamp light, and Jake nods once, the small confirming nod he gives to measurements, and he lets me go.

He does not insult me. He does not laugh. He does not say a word. He has inspected the part and the part is the part, and the inspection itself is the thing.

I make a sound I cannot get back.

Natalie watches it.

She does not smile. Her face does the small soft serious thing it has been doing on Saturdays for a month now. She lets the inspection sit between us for a long second.

Then she lifts her own hands.

She puts both of her hands around Jake.

She wraps both of her small hands around his cock, one above the other, the way you wrap two hands around a thick handle. Her hands stack from the base of him almost to the head. Her fingers do not meet on the far side of him in either hand. The top of his cock clears her top hand by inches. The base of him is below her bottom hand. She is holding him with both of her hands at full extension and there is still cock visible outside her grip.

She looks at me.

“Look how big he is.”

It is the gentlest sentence she has ever said to me. The kindness is total. The kindness is the cut.

“Now look at how small you are.”

I look down at myself.

“Yes,” I say.

I say it before she asks the question. I say it because the question is already in the air and there is no point waiting. The room is the room and I am the man in the room and the man in the room is small and the man my wife wants is big and I have known this since I was fourteen and I am thirty-six now and the knowing has finally stopped being a wound and started being a fact, and the fact does not hurt the way the wound used to hurt, the fact just is.

Natalie nods, small. She approves.

Then she adds the next part of the ritual.

“Say the number, Nathan.”

“Four and a half.”

“Again.”

“Four and a half.”

“And his.”

“Eight and a quarter.”

“Both.”

“Four and a half. Eight and a quarter.”

She lifts both of our cocks in her hands one more time and holds us at the same height while the numbers stay in the room above us. The numbers are the numbers. The numbers do not move. I have said them out loud in my own bedroom in front of the man whose number is the bigger one, and the man whose number is the bigger one has heard the smaller one in my own voice, and Jake does not say anything because Jake does not have to.

Then she pulls Jake onto the bed and the session begins.



The aftercare keeps happening.

After every session, before anything else, Jake takes care of her. He stays inside her until he is soft. He pulls out slowly. He wipes her with the warm washcloth from her nightstand drawer, the cloth I put there on Saturday afternoons. He kisses the small of her back. He brings her water from the glass I have put on her nightstand. He pulls the blanket I have folded at the foot of the bed up over her shoulders if she is cold. He gets up and goes naked to the bathroom and cleans himself up. He comes back out of the bathroom with damp hair and an easy face and he sits beside her on the edge of the bed and he brushes the hair off her forehead and he asks her quietly if she is okay, and she nods, and he kisses her temple, and he sits with her until she has come down all the way.

He has come into our house every Saturday and turned his post-coital tenderness into a craft.

I have not provided the tenderness either.

I have watched it the way you watch a man do a job you should have been doing, and I have learned, slowly, that the part of my marriage that has been starving the longest was not the size of what was inside her at any given hour. The part that has been starving was the slow careful attention afterward, the warm cloth, the brush of her hair off her forehead, the small kiss on the spot just behind her ear, the you good, baby. Tell me what you want. I did not provide it. I did not know to provide it. Jake provides it without being asked because Jake’s body knows what bodies need afterward.

I sit at the foot of the bed at the end of the sixth Saturday and I watch Jake brush the hair off Natalie’s forehead and kiss her temple and pull the blanket up to her chin, and I am crying, quietly, with my hands on my knees, and Jake notices.

He looks over at me.

“You okay there, buddy.”

“Yes.”

“You sure.”

“Yes.”

He nods. He does not push. He does not move from Natalie. He stays where he is taking care of her. The tenderness is not for me and the tenderness is not interrupted by me. He takes care of the woman he just finished fucking. I sit at the foot of the bed.



By the seventh Saturday this has stopped being temporary.

I have stopped pretending this is a phase. I have stopped pretending we are going to fold the routine back into normal sex at some point. I have stopped looking at Saturday as the exception. I sit at the foot of the bed in clean cotton pants with a folded washcloth in the drawer and a glass of water on the nightstand and a blanket on the bench, and I watch my wife be fucked the way she should be fucked, and the watching is the thing I do now. Watching is my sex life. The two hours on Saturday from six to eight are my sex life. I have made my peace with it.

The peace surprises me.



We still have sex.

I have learned to earn it.

We have sex three or four times a week. It is not penetrative for me anymore, not really, but it is sex, and the sex has gotten honest. The honest sex is better. I do not say it is better. I think it. She knows I think it.

On the Wednesday after the seventh Saturday she is on top of me in the dark and she has been moving slowly on me for a minute, easily, the way she moves on me now, with the small care of a woman riding a cock that is not the size of the cock her body has been built around. I am hard inside her. I can barely feel the walls of her around me. She can barely feel me inside her. This is the standard condition of our sex now and the standard condition is the truth and the truth has stopped hurting either of us.

She leans down.

She kisses me on the mouth. Her hand finds the side of my face. She is rocking on me slowly. Her mouth is at my ear.

“You feel so small inside me after Jake.”

I make a sound.

“I can barely feel you.”

I am hard. I am leaking. My hands are on her hips.

“You know you’re not enough, don’t you.”

“Yes.”

“Say it.”

“I’m not enough.”

“Not what kind of enough.”

“Not enough to satisfy you.”

“Not enough sexually.”

“Not enough sexually.”

“Who satisfies me sexually.”

“Jake.”

“Yes.”

“Jake does.”

“Yes. Jake does. Jake does, sweetheart.”

She kisses my forehead. She rocks once more on my cock and that is enough. I come inside her in two strokes, three at most, the small warm pulse of a load that is the size of the load my body produces, and Natalie keeps moving on me through it because the keeping moving is the kindness and the kindness is also part of the SPH and she has stopped pretending the kindness and the SPH are separate things.

I have come in under a minute.

She does not need to time it. She knows.

She lifts off me. She lies down beside me. She puts her hand on my chest the way she has been putting her hand on my chest in this bed for eight years. Her hand is warm. Her wedding ring is against my sternum. She is not a cruel woman. She has never been cruel. She has only stopped lying.

“Thank you,” I say.

“For what.”

“For finally telling me.”

She kisses the side of my face. She does not say anything for a long time.

Then she says, casually, the way she once said we should have Jake over for dinner sometime, the way she once said I texted him, the way she has said every sentence that has remade my life for me since June:

“I was thinking. What if Jake stayed over sometimes. Just on Saturdays. The bed is big enough.”

My stomach drops.

My cock twitches.

“Okay.”

“Yeah.”

“Yes,” I say. “Yes.”

She kisses the top of my head. She turns onto her side away from me. She is asleep in five minutes.

I lie in the dark and look at the ceiling. The bar of streetlight is on the ceiling. The bar has not moved in eight years. Outside, somewhere across the city, a man is asleep in a bed I have never seen, with a key to my house on his keychain, and on Saturday he is going to stay in the bed I am lying in and he is going to fall asleep next to my wife on the side opposite me, and the bed is going to hold all three of us, and the bed is going to be enough.

The numbers stack inside my head in order.

Four and a half. Eight and a quarter. Twenty-three minutes. Forty-five minutes. Forty-one minutes. Two fingers. Two-thirds. Year three. Six o’clock. Saturday.

The numbers are the floor.

I sleep.


Overnight

Saturday comes.

This Saturday is the Saturday Jake stays. The bag has been by the door since lunchtime. Jake dropped it off and went back to his place to shower before coming back for six. The bag is a small canvas overnight bag with a leather handle and a clean shirt folded inside and a toothbrush in a small zippered pocket. Jake has brought an overnight bag into our house. The bag is on the floor of our entryway next to my work shoes. I have walked past it three times before six o’clock and every time the bag has been a small concrete fact that has not gone away.

The session is the session.

The hand-comparison happens at the foot of the bed. The inspection happens. The two-hand grip happens. Her fingers do not meet on the far side of him in either hand. The sight goes through me harder than the Saturday before because the sight now also means he is not leaving.

He fucks her on her back on the bed. Long. Slow. His body covering hers. The rhythm I know now the way I know the small drip of the faucet in the kitchen. I sit at the foot of the bed in the chair I have come to sit in and I do not touch myself and the not touching is the thing I do.

He comes inside her at seven forty-three.

He stays inside her until he is soft. The aftercare happens. The washcloth from the drawer I stocked. The water from the glass I poured. The blanket from the bench at the foot of the bed.

Then he does not get up.

This is the new beat. He does not get up. He lies down beside her on the side of the bed I do not lie on. He pulls her into his shoulder. Her cheek goes against his chest. Her arm goes across his ribs. Her wedding ring catches the lamp light on his sternum.

He looks at me across her hair.

“You good, buddy.”

“Yes.”

“You want to come up here.”

I do not move.

“Come on,” he says. “Bed’s plenty big.”

I come up.

I cross the bedroom in my soft cotton pants and my clean white t-shirt and I get under the duvet on Natalie’s right and the bed is the bed I have slept in for four years and the bed has Jake in it and the bed has my wife in it and the bed has me in it and the bed holds all three of us because the bed is plenty big.

Natalie turns her head on Jake’s chest.

She finds me with her free hand.

Her right hand comes out from under the duvet and reaches across the small space between us and her fingers close around mine. The hand is warm. The hand is the hand that wrapped around me at the foot of the bed an hour ago. The hand is the hand that is right now holding mine while her cheek rests on Jake’s chest.

She squeezes my hand once.

“Goodnight, sweetheart.”

“Goodnight.”

Jake reaches across her with his free hand and his palm finds the top of my head and he ruffles my hair once, slow and friendly. His hand is warm too. Everything on Natalie’s side of the bed is warm.

“Night, buddy.”

“Goodnight, Jake.”

The lamp on Jake’s side goes off. The lamp on Natalie’s side goes off. The lamp on my side stays on for a second longer because I am the one closest to it. I turn it off. The room goes dark. The bar of streetlight comes back on the ceiling the way it has been there for eight years.

Natalie’s hand stays in mine.

She does not let go. Her thumb strokes the back of my knuckle, the small slow stroke she does at the end of a Sunday afternoon when we are reading on the couch. The same stroke. The man on her left has changed. The hand on my hand is the same.

I lie on my back in the dark and I listen to my wife fall asleep on another man’s chest. The strangeness fills the room until it stops pressing on me. I am asleep inside thirty minutes.



Two in the morning.

The clock on the nightstand says two-oh-four. I do not know what woke me up. I lie still. I feel for Natalie’s hand in mine. Her hand is not in mine.

Her hand is over there.

The duvet is moving on her side. The small slow lift and fall of it. The small slow rhythm of it. The small soft sound of her breath against Jake’s shoulder. The small wet sound of him sliding into her under the duvet at two in the morning in the bed I am lying in.

They have started.

She did not ask if I was awake. She knows I am awake. She has known I am awake since the first shift of her hips against his. She has decided this is the new thing now. No check.

I do not move.

I lie on my back and I look at the bar of streetlight on the ceiling and I listen.

The rhythm is the rhythm. The rhythm is the slow rhythm from through the wall the first night. The rhythm is the slow rhythm against the drywall on the second Saturday. The rhythm is slow because Jake has the time and the cock to keep it slow. He is not in a hurry. He is fucking her at two in the morning in a bed I am sharing with them and he is not in a hurry.

The mattress moves under the rhythm.

The mattress is the mattress we picked out together in our second year. The mattress moves the way it has never moved before, slow, deep, the long pulse of a body taking another body all the way in. The heat under the duvet is the heat of two bodies. The smell under the duvet is the smell of sex and clean sweat and his cologne, and the smell has reached my side of the mattress. The smell is the inside of what came through the wall the first night, and the smell now has nowhere to go but along the mattress between us.

The wet sound thickens.

The wet sound at the start was the small first slick of him finding her already wet. The wet sound now is the deeper sustained slide of her opening around him, the slow even pulse of a pussy that has been built to take him. Her hips lift to meet his between strokes. The small lift I cannot see but can feel through the mattress under me. The lift answers every down-stroke. She is fucking him back at two in the morning in our bed, and the mattress carries the proof to my side.

Her breath cuts short.

The small catch is six inches from my ear. Her wedding ring slides against the sheet between us with the small dry hush of metal on cotton.

She comes against him.

She comes against him quiet, the small low moan she makes when she is trying not to wake the house, except this time the house she is trying not to wake is me. The thoughtfulness lands in my chest. The thoughtfulness is the cut.

Then her hand finds mine again.

She reaches across the small space in the dark and her fingers close around mine, mid-fuck, mid-rhythm, the small wedding-ring fingers of her right hand wrapped around the small fingers of my right hand, and she holds my hand while Jake fucks her, and the holding is the holding and the fucking is the fucking and the two things happen at the same time inside the same six feet of mattress.

Jake comes inside her at two twenty-eight.

I know because the clock is on my side and my head is turned half toward it and the long low grunt is the long low grunt and the grunt is the grunt of him emptying into my wife in our bed at two twenty-eight on a Sunday morning.

Her hand squeezes mine through it.

I am hard in my pants. I do not move. I do not touch myself. My cock is leaking against my thigh inside the cotton and the small warm wet circle is spreading and I do not move. The not moving is what I have been learning to do for nine weeks.

Jake softens inside her slowly.

She does not let go of my hand.

She falls asleep with one hand on Jake’s ribs and one hand in mine, the small ring catching the bar of streetlight on the ceiling, her breath evening out after the second time he has fucked her in nine hours in a bed her husband is also asleep in.

I do not sleep again for a long time.

I lie on my back. The wet on my thigh cools. The wet does not dry. The bar of streetlight does not move. Her hand stays in mine. Her hand stays warm.



The kitchen at eight in the morning.

I come down the stairs in my soft cotton pants and a clean t-shirt and the smell hits me at the landing. Coffee. Bacon. Butter. The small frying sounds from my kitchen, already familiar with his hands.

I stop at the kitchen doorway.

From the doorway I can see across the room to the back door. Jake’s work boots are on the mat. Two of them in a row. Oiled brown leather, steel-toed, heavy, used. They sit next to my old canvas slip-ons, the ones I wear in the yard. The toe of one of his boots reaches almost the length of the heel of one of mine. The pair of his boots takes up most of the mat. My slip-ons look like a boy’s shoes next to a man’s boots. The mat used to hold my slip-ons and Natalie’s gardening clogs. The mat now holds my slip-ons and Jake’s boots, and the boots are heavier and larger and used in the way labor uses a thing.

I do not go in for a second.

He is at the stove. He is shirtless. His jeans are slung low at his hips. His belt is on. His back is broad and bare and the long line of his spine catches the morning light through the kitchen window. He is at our stove with our cast iron in his hand and the cast iron is sizzling with the bacon I bought on Thursday, and he moves the bacon with a quick practiced flick of his wrist.

He is using my pans.

He is using my pans because the pans are the pans in the cabinet and the cabinet is the cabinet he installed himself and he knows where the pans are because he installed the cabinet. The pans are mine because they are in my kitchen. They are also his because he is using them. The pans hold both meanings at the same time.

Natalie is at the island.

She is on the stool I bought in March. She is in his t-shirt. The t-shirt comes down to the middle of her thighs and the sleeves come down past her elbows and she is barefoot and her hair is in a small low knot and the t-shirt smells like him from where I am standing in the doorway six feet away. She is holding her coffee mug. The mug is full and the foam on the surface has a small heart drawn in it.

Jake made her the heart.

I stand in the doorway and watch him fit into my kitchen better than I do.

I have known this since the first Saturday he came to install the cabinets. I knew it before I had words for it. His shoulders belong under the cabinet line. My hands have always looked better holding a paint fan-deck.

He looks over his shoulder.

“Morning, buddy.”

“Morning.”

“Coffee’s on. You want eggs?”

“Yes please.”

“How you take ’em.”

“Over easy.”

“Coming up.”

I cross the kitchen and I sit at the island next to Natalie.

She reaches over and her hand finds the back of my neck and her fingers slide up into my hair and she pulls my head gently toward her and she kisses the side of my face slow and warm. Her mouth has him on it under the coffee.

“Hi, sweetheart.”

“Hi.”

“Did you sleep.”

“Yes.”

She looks at me. Her eyes are soft. She has been fucked twice in nine hours and her eyes are softer than I have seen them in eight years.

“Thank you for letting him stay.”

“You’re welcome.”

She kisses me again, on the mouth this time, the small warm Sunday morning kiss that has been our Sunday morning kiss for eight years. The kiss is the same kiss. The mouth that does the kiss has been kissed all night by another man. The two things sit inside the kiss at the same time.

Jake slides the plate in front of me.

Two eggs over easy. Three strips of bacon. A small handful of greens he has wilted in the bacon fat with a clove of garlic I did not know we had. The garlic was in the back of the drawer.

“Eat up, man.”

I eat.

Jake plates his own. He comes around the island and stands beside Natalie on her left, the side he slept on. He does not sit. He eats standing, leaning his hip against the walnut, his bare ribs against the cap of Natalie’s shoulder. She does not move away. She rests her head briefly against the side of his arm.

The kitchen is bright.

The faucet drips into the sink. He looks at it.

“You got a wrench.”

“In the garage.”

“After breakfast I’ll take a look.”

“Okay.”

He drinks his coffee. Natalie’s hand finds mine on the walnut. Her fingers lace through mine. Her thumb does the small slow stroke. Her wedding ring catches the morning light.

Outside, somewhere in the neighborhood, a lawn mower starts. Inside, in the bright kitchen, a shirtless man finishes his coffee and goes to the garage to find my wrench, and a woman in his t-shirt sits at the walnut island with her hand in mine, and the sun moves an inch across the wood, and nothing in the room is mine the way I used to think it was mine, and nothing in the room is mine less.

The bed is plenty big.

The kitchen is plenty big too.


The Mirror

The mirror is the full-length mirror that has been in our bedroom for four years.

It is the mirror Natalie uses to check the line of a dress before she leaves for work. It is the mirror I use to knot a tie on the rare occasion I wear one. The mirror has lived in the corner near the closet for the entire length of our marriage. The mirror has known my body. The mirror has known my body better than I have, because the mirror does not lie and I have spent forty seconds at it on any given morning, and the mirror has spent every other second of those four years quietly holding a picture of me I have not stopped to look at.

Tonight I look.

It is a Sunday in late October. Jake is gone. He left at noon after breakfast. The bed is fresh, the sheets in the laundry, the house quiet, and Natalie is in the bedroom doorway watching me, and I am standing in front of the mirror with no clothes on, because she asked me to.

She did not ask cruelly.

She said, after the late lunch, would you do something for me, sweetheart. Would you stand in front of the mirror. I said yes the way I have said yes to everything since June. I came upstairs. I took off my clothes and folded them on the bed because folding them is what I do. I walked to the mirror. I stood in front of it the way she asked me to.

She came in.

She crossed the bedroom in her silk robe and she stood behind me, the way she has stood behind me at the bathroom mirror a thousand mornings while she puts on an earring or adjusts the back of her hair. Her hands rest on my shoulders. Her chin is near my ear. Her body is close enough that I can feel the heat of her through the robe. The smell of her is the smell of after-shower clean skin and the faint clean trace of Jake that has stayed on her since last night.

She does not say anything for a while.

I look at the mirror.

I am thirty-six years old and I am five foot ten and I weigh one hundred and sixty-two pounds and I have soft shoulders and a small stomach that is not flat and is not large but is the small ordinary stomach I have earned by walking and not working out. My chest has never carried lumber or stone or another body for a living. My arms have never held a woman’s full weight in the air for forty-one minutes. My hands hang at my sides and the hands are the hands that cannot close around two of my wife’s wrists at the same time.

My cock is what it has always been.

It is soft and it is small. Soft, it is two inches. Hard, it is four and a half. There is nothing on the body in the mirror that is large. There is nothing on the body in the mirror that is the body I have been pretending might be enough.

Natalie’s eyes meet mine in the mirror.

“You’re looking,” she says.

“Yes.”

“Tell me what you see.”

I tell her.

I tell her about the small chest. I tell her about the soft shoulders. I tell her about the way my hands hang at my sides. I tell her about the soft cock. I tell her about the body that has tried for thirty-six years to be more than the body it is and has not succeeded. I tell her about the body that has not stopped being the body it is, no matter how many push-ups I did in the year I tried to do push-ups, no matter how many shirts I bought in sizes meant for a chest I did not have, no matter how many small careful covers I have arranged for the body in every room of every house I have lived in.

I tell her.

She listens.

When I finish she does not say anything for a long time. Her hands are still on my shoulders. The robe is loose. Her wedding ring catches the light from the lamp on the dresser.

Then she looks at the chair.

The chair is the reading chair in the bedroom, the one I dragged into the corner the night of the room and that has stayed there since because moving it back felt like a lie. The chair faces the bed. Over the back of the chair, Jake has left his belt.

The belt has been there since last night.

Jake took the belt off in our bedroom at six fifteen last night when he came up after the kitchen wine. He took it off and looped it over the back of the chair the way you put a belt down at the end of a day in your own house. He did not pick it up this morning. He left it. He drove home in jeans without a belt because his belt was at our house and he did not need a belt for the drive home and he will get the belt next Saturday or he will not, because the belt is at his house already, the way his keys are in the bowl already and his toothbrush is in the bathroom already.

The belt is heavy leather. Forty inches of it. Tooled at the edges. The buckle is a plain square brushed steel. The belt has worn into the shape of his body over years. The belt has his waist in it.

Natalie speaks.

“That’s his belt.”

“I know.”

“Look at it in the mirror.”

I look.

The belt hangs in the lower corner of the frame, behind me, the long curve of it visible against the chair, the buckle catching the light. The belt is in the same picture as my body. The belt belongs to Jake’s body, not mine. The belt is forty inches and my body is the body it is and the two things sit in the mirror together and the mirror does not lie.

“Now look at yourself,” she says.

I look.

“Useful,” she says, soft. “You are useful.”

“Yes.”

“Loving.”

“Yes.”

“And not enough.”

The word lands. Not as a wound. As a fact arriving at the place a fact arrives at when there is no longer a body left to protect from it.

“Yes.”

“Say all three.”

“I am useful. I am loving. I am not enough.”

“All three are true.”

“All three are true.”

“All three at the same time.”

“All three at the same time.”

She is still behind me. Her hands have not left my shoulders. Her voice names something neither of us can unname. I am hard. The body in the mirror is hard. The cock in the mirror is four and a half and it is straining and the body around it is what it is, and the body is hard for being seen accurately for the first time in its life.

She looks down at me in the mirror.

“Look at you.”

“Yes.”

“Look at what you are.”

“Yes.”

She does not touch me. She lets me hold what she has said in front of the mirror without softening it. The kindness is not in touching. The kindness is in saying it cleanly. The kindness is the cut and the cut is the kindness and I have stopped pretending the two are separate.

I stand there for a long time.

Eventually she steps away.

She kisses the back of my neck and she goes downstairs without saying anything else, and I hear her start the kettle in the kitchen, and I am alone in the bedroom with the body and the belt and the mirror.

I do not move for a while.

Then I take a small slow step closer to the mirror and I look at the body the way I have not let myself look at the body since I was fourteen, and I look at it long enough that the looking stops feeling like punishment and starts feeling like attention, and the attention is the new thing, and I do not know what to do with the new thing yet.

I get dressed.

I pick up the belt off the back of the chair. I loop it through my belt-loops and I close the buckle at the last hole the belt has, the hole closest to the buckle, the hole the belt has not been closed at since Jake bought it. The leather is loose at the tightest setting. The tail runs past my hip and the end of it almost reaches the small of my back. I count the holes between the worn mark of the hole Jake uses and the hole I am using. Four. Four sizes.

I take the belt off and I loop it back over the chair the way Jake left it.

I leave the belt where Jake left it.



Three in the morning.

The house is asleep. Natalie is asleep. The blanket has slipped off her shoulder and I have pulled it back up before I came downstairs. The bar of streetlight is on the ceiling above her. I have left her in the warm circle of the lamp I turned off, and I have come down to my study with a glass of water and the small notebook I keep for tax receipts and home repair lists, and I have closed the door.

I sit at the desk.

I open the notebook to a blank page.

I take the pen out of the cup. The pen is a black ballpoint with the logo of an accounting conference I attended in 2019. The pen has a small dent on the cap from where I have chewed it without thinking through the last four years of small careful adult decisions.

I do not begin for a while.

I have been refusing this audit for months. I have known that I was refusing it. I have known that the refusing was the thing keeping the audit from happening, and I have known that the audit would happen eventually, because the audit is the audit and it is built into the bricks the way a fact is built into a wall. Tonight the wall is high enough to block the light.

The wall has reached that height tonight.

I begin.

I write at the top of the page, Audit.

Then I write the first question.

Who suggested the dinner party.

I sit with the question for a long second.

Then I write the answer.

I did.

I write the next question.

Who told Natalie at dinner that we should invite Jake.

I did.

Who said yes when she said yes.

I did.

The pen moves on its own now. The pen has been waiting to move. I am no longer the one writing. The wall is writing through my hand and the questions are coming up one by one and the answer is the same answer every time and the answer is the same answer.

Who joined the gym near Jake’s job site the week after.

I did.

Who went to the gym at the hour Jake went.

I did.

Who looked at Jake in the locker room.

I did.

Who measured the difference and brought the number home with him.

I did.

Who pulled the old photo album out of the closet that evening and left it slightly forward on the shelf so he would find it again.

I did.

Who said yes when she said the kitchen contractor fell through.

I did.

Who said the words “your kitchen guy fell through, didn’t he. Why not have Jake do it. He does this for a living.”

I did.

Who watched the cabinets go in on a Saturday morning in August and went upstairs after and was hard in the dining nook for a body he could not look away from.

I did.

Who asked Natalie the bedroom question in the dark three nights later.

I did.

Who watched Jake’s truck pull into the driveway every Saturday for six weeks and called it a renovation.

I did.

Who watched the body language at the dinner and went to bed knowing what was about to happen.

I did.

Who suggested the first night.

I did.

Who said the words “I want to hear it.”

I did.

Who asked to be in the room.

I did.

Who set the chair in the corner before either of them came up.

I did.

Who moved closer to the foot of the bed when Natalie said come closer.

I did.

Who said yes when Natalie asked if Jake could stay over sometimes.

I did.

Who said yes when Jake said come up here.

I did.

I put the pen down.

I look at the page.

The list is twenty-one questions long. The answer is the same answer twenty-one times. The list audits the foundation of a house, and the foundation is the foundation, and the foundation is the work of the same hand every line, and the hand is mine.

The reframe lands all at once.

The reframe drops from the top of my head into the small space behind my sternum, where my pulse has been keeping the books for me without telling me what the books said. The books are read out loud in my own voice for the first time.

Natalie did not return to Jake.

I brought Jake back.

The cuckold did not happen to me.

The cuckold is what I built.

I built it one careful brick at a time. Each brick laid on a Wednesday or a Sunday or at a dinner table over wine, each brick set in the soft mortar of a decision I told myself was an accident. The brick about the gym. The brick about the photo album. The brick about the kitchen renovation. The brick about the bedroom question. The brick about the first night. The brick about the room. The brick about the bed. The bricks have a pattern. The bricks form a wall and the wall has a shape and the shape is the shape of a house, and the house is the house my wife and Jake are sleeping in tonight.

The hunger was hers.

The architecture was mine.

I have not been the victim of my marriage.

I have been its quiet, devastating architect.

I sit with that for a long time.

I am crying. The crying is not pain. It is the body hearing the truth about itself from itself after thirty-six years of silence. It is the pressure inside my ribs finally getting a word, and the word is my own name spoken in my own voice.

My cock is hard in my pajama pants.

I do not touch it.

I sit at the desk and I let the shape sit in my chest until the shape stops being a shape and starts being part of the architecture of who I am.

The shame does not disappear.

The shame transforms.

The shame has been the shame of not being enough for my wife. The shame is now the shame of knowing this and still building the house that brings her what she needs. The first shame was a deficit. The second shame is an honesty.

The second shame I can carry.

The second shame I have been built to carry.

I close the notebook.

I put the pen back in the cup.

I sit for a while in the dark at the desk with my hands on the desk and my breath going in and going out, and the bar of streetlight on the bedroom ceiling above me is the same bar of streetlight that was on the ceiling above Natalie and Jake the night Jake slept over, and the bar of streetlight has not moved in eight years, and I have spent eight years lying under it telling myself I did not know what I knew.

I knew.

I have known.

I am the architect.

I get up from the desk and I go upstairs and I get back into bed beside my wife and I lie on my back and I look at the ceiling, and I sleep for the first time in years without the small ache in the bottom of my chest that has been there since I was fourteen.

The ache has gone.

The ache has gone because the ache was the ache of a wound, and the wound was the wound of not knowing, and I know now, and the knowing is the floor, and the floor is enough.

I sleep.


The New Marriage

Jake calls on a Saturday.

It is the Saturday after the night of the audit, and the audit is still sitting in my chest like a finished book I keep carrying because I am not ready to put it on a shelf. The phone rings. The screen says Jake the way it has said Jake on Natalie’s phone for nine years and on my phone for two months, and I pick up.

“Hey, buddy.”

“Hey.”

“You busy.”

“No.”

“Got a custom countertop coming in at the warehouse on Foster. Two-man lift. Was hoping you could ride with me, give me a hand getting it on the truck. Take an hour.”

I do not even think.

“Sure.”

“Pick you up in fifteen.”

He hangs up.

Natalie looks up from her book in the living room.

“Was that Jake.”

“Yes.”

“What did he want.”

“A hand with a countertop.”

She watches me for a half-second. Then she smiles, small and soft, unsurprised.

“Have fun, sweetheart.”

I put on my work shoes.



The truck pulls into the driveway sixteen minutes later. The truck is the truck I have heard idling outside our house at six on the dot every Saturday for two months. The truck is a beat-up long-bed with a tonneau cover and a roof rack and a faded sticker for a lumber yard in Vancouver that closed in 2014. The truck is the truck Jake bought used in 2008 when he was building decks. The truck has been his truck for as long as Natalie has known him.

I open the passenger door.

The smell hits me first.

The cab smells like sawdust and clean sweat and the faint trace of a cologne I now know by smell. The seat is the seat Jake’s body has worn into. The seat is set far back to make room for legs that are not my legs. My feet do not reach the floor at the angle Jake has the seat at, and I do not adjust the seat, because adjusting the seat would be the small loud thing I have stopped doing.

I climb in.

I sit.

My feet barely touch the floor. My elbow goes onto the door rest. The center console runs the length of the cab between us. Jake’s arm is on the console. Jake’s forearm takes up most of the width of it. There is a small empty space at the end of the console near my hip where I could put my hand if I wanted to put my hand somewhere, and I do not put my hand there. I keep my hand on my thigh.

Jake puts the truck in reverse.

“All set.”

“Yeah.”

“Buckle up, buddy.”

I buckle up.

He backs out of the driveway. The truck eases into the street the way the truck eases into our driveway every Saturday at six. The reverse beep is the reverse beep I have heard from the kitchen window for two months. The shifter under his hand goes into drive and the hand on the shifter is the hand that has held the back of my wife’s neck and the back of my own neck and the head of my own cock between two fingers, and the hand on the shifter knows the small clean shift after sixteen years in this truck.

The radio is low.

The radio is country. Something slow. A man singing about a road and a woman and the way the two of them get crossed up in his head sometimes. The song is the kind of song you do not turn up and do not turn off, because turning it either way would make it the song. The song stays at the level of background.

Jake does not say anything for the first six minutes.

Jake never says anything in the first six minutes of anything. I have learned this about him. Jake takes the small first window to settle his body inside the next thing he is about to do. He took the small first window in the truck idling in our driveway every Saturday. He takes it now.

I watch his hands on the wheel.

The hands are the hands. The right hand rests at five o’clock. The left hand at ten. The fingers are loose. The thumb of the right hand taps the leather once, slow, on every fourth beat of the song. The hands are at home on the wheel the way the hands are at home on my wife’s hips and at home on a cordless driver and at home around a coffee mug. The hands are the hands.

We are on the Ross Island bridge when he speaks.

“Listen, buddy.”

“Yeah.”

“I gotta ask you something.”

He does not look at me. He looks at the road. The river is below us, brown in the October sun. The bridge clicks under the tires.

“You okay with all this.”

The question is the question. The question is the question I have been waiting to hear him ask for two months and that I did not know I was waiting to hear him ask. He is checking the foundation of the house he has been living in without checking it.

I try to answer.

I open my mouth and I try to assemble the answer. The kink. The shame. The audit at three in the morning. The reframe. The body in the mirror. The belt on the chair. The bricks. The wall. The house. The hunger that was hers and the architecture that was mine. The fact that the wound has gone because the wound was the wound of not knowing.

The words come out in the wrong order.

I trail off after the third sentence.

I sit and I look at my hands on my thighs and the truck eases off the bridge into the south side and I say, quietly,

“It sounds insane when I say it out loud.”

Jake does not look at me.

He drives for a while.

He drives for what is maybe half a mile, the river behind us now, the small light industrial streets on the other side of the bridge sliding past, his thumb still tapping leather on the fourth beat of every measure.

Then he speaks.

“I don’t really get it, man.”

“Yeah.”

“But you and Nat seem better than I’ve ever seen you.”

“Yeah.”

“So I figure it ain’t my job to get it. It’s just my job to be useful here. And I’m glad I get to be useful.”

He says it without irony.

He says it the way he says everything. The kindness lands. The kindness is the cut. The kindness has been the cut every time he has opened his mouth in our house for two months and I have not gotten used to it and I do not think I am going to.

My eyes burn.

The burn is not pain. It is the heat of being seen accurately by Jake, who does not need to understand what he is seeing in order to honor it.

Jake glances over.

He does not comment.

He drives.

We are at the warehouse on Foster six minutes later. The countertop is a single slab of soapstone seven feet by four feet on a wooden pallet inside the loading bay. Jake hands me one end. He takes the other. He counts down, one, two, three, and we lift it. My end is heavy. His end is heavier and he handles it like it is the smaller end. We walk it to the truck. He sets his side on the bed first, waits for me to catch up, then ratchets the strap down and closes the tonneau.

He fist-bumps me at the back of the truck.

“Thanks, man.”

“Anytime.”

We get back in.

We drive back across the river. The sun is lower now. The light is the October light I have known in Portland for fourteen years and that I have not really looked at in five. The light is on Jake’s forearm on the console. The light is on the back of his hand on the wheel.

He speaks once more.

“For what it’s worth.”

“Yeah.”

“You’re a good husband.”

I do not answer.

“Don’t think I haven’t noticed. Not many guys could do what you do.”

He pats my shoulder once. His hand covers my whole shoulder cap. The pat is the pat of a man closing a small subject.

The song on the radio changes.

The new song is slower and quieter than the last one. Neither of us says anything else.

He drops me at the curb.

I stand in the driveway in the October light for a long time after the truck pulls away. The truck turns at the corner. The sound of it goes down the street and around the bend and disappears into the small sustained hum of the neighborhood at five PM.

The architect has been seen by the man he hired.

The architect has been forgiven by the man he hired.

The seeing and the forgiving have happened inside a work truck on a Saturday afternoon across the Ross Island bridge, between the lift of a countertop and the drop at the curb, with the radio low, and the architect did not have to explain himself.

I go inside.

Natalie is in the kitchen at the island. She is in jeans and one of my old t-shirts. She is reading on her phone with a glass of wine. She looks up when I come in.

“How was Jake.”

“Good.”

She watches me. She watches me the way she watches Jake at six on a Saturday, with small attention from across the room.

“You look different.”

“Do I.”

“Yeah.”

I cross the kitchen to her. I put my forehead against hers. Her wedding ring is on her left hand on the walnut. I do not say anything. She does not say anything. The kitchen is the kitchen and we are the people we are in it and the people we are have been quietly different since June.

She kisses my forehead.

“Come help me cook.”

I help her cook.



The arrangement settles.

The autumn comes. The rain comes. The kitchen finishes finally and the renovation is over and the renovation closes the way Jake closes everything, with a clean small handshake and the dust swept up and a folded invoice on the counter. The invoice is what we paid for the kitchen. The invoice is not what we paid for what came with the kitchen. What came with the kitchen does not have a price.

Jake is a permanent fixture.

He does not live with us. He has not asked to. We have not offered. Living with us would be the small loud thing that would change the shape of the thing, and the thing is the shape it is. He has a drawer in our bedroom for the t-shirts he sleeps in. He has a toothbrush in our bathroom. He has the key in his pocket. He has the bowl by the door. He has the side of the bed.

He stays over every Saturday now.

He stays over some Wednesdays. He does not stay over Sundays because Sundays are the day Natalie and I spend on the couch with the paper and the dog we are talking about getting and the slow morning that has gone on for eight years. Sundays Jake leaves. Saturdays Jake stays.

The rest of the week is mine.

The rest of the week is mine if I earn it, and I have learned to earn it without asking what earning it means, the way you learn to find the light switch in your own house in the dark.

Natalie blooms.

I do not have a better word for it.

She walks differently. She sleeps differently. She laughs from the bottom of her chest now where she used to laugh from her throat. She wears the colors she stopped wearing in our fourth year. She buys lipstick again. She buys lingerie that is not for Jake and is not for me and is for her. She holds my hand at the grocery store with her wedding ring against my knuckle. She kisses me at red lights. She tells me she loves me without managing me. She has been allowed to be the whole of what she is, and the whole of what she is includes loving me, and the loving me is bigger and more whole now than it has been since the year I met her.

The paradox holds.

Having a bull has made her love her husband more.

Not less.

Differently.

I do not try to have sex with her the way I used to try to have sex with her. I do not have penetrative sex with her at all most weeks. I have stopped trying because the trying was a performance and the performance was over the day I sat at the desk at three in the morning with the pen in my hand.

What I do instead is serve.

I cook her breakfast on the mornings she gets up early. I rub her feet when she comes home from a long day on a job site. I run her bath. I bring the warm cloth to her thighs on the mornings after Saturday and I clean her gently before she gets out of bed because Jake is still asleep beside her and I am the husband and the cleaning is the husband’s work and the husband’s work belongs to me. I go down on her in the middle of the afternoon while she reads, the way Jake goes down on her at six on a Saturday, except slower, and longer, and with no expectation of being inside her after, because the inside-her is not my role and the not-being-inside-her does not hurt anymore.

She tastes like Jake on Tuesdays. She tastes like Jake and like herself together, the way she has tasted on most weekdays since the first overnight, and I do not stop for it. I lick her the way I have learned to lick her, slow, attentive, the small careful rhythm of a tongue that has been given the part it can do well. She comes quiet against my mouth with one hand in my hair, her thighs softening around my ears, and I lift my face and I wipe my mouth on the inside of her thigh and I get up and I bring her her tea.

When I come, I come in the corner.

I come in the corner chair with my hand on my own small cock on Saturdays while Jake fucks her on the bed. The orgasms are small because my cock has been allowed to be the cock it is. They are not borrowed from another body. They are mine. I have stopped comparing the orgasms. I have stopped comparing in general. The comparing was a way of saying I was the same kind of thing as Jake and I was not, and the not being the same kind of thing is the truth, and the truth has stopped costing me anything to know.

I am at peace.

I did not see the peace coming.

I did not know peace could come in this shape.



Saturday in October.

Jake comes at six. He fills the doorway. He sets his keys in the bowl. He looks at Natalie in the kitchen doorway in the silk wrap she has come to put on for the six o’clock hour, her hair still wet from the late shower, her face soft, and he says the three words.

“There she is.”

Natalie’s whole body answers them.

He walks to her. He kisses her. He takes her by the hand and walks her past me at the foot of the stairs and up the stairs to the bedroom where the chair is waiting in the corner and the lamp is on the lowest setting and the bed is fresh and the washcloth is in the drawer and the water is on the nightstand and the blanket is at the foot of the bed because I have prepared all of these things for her and for him because the preparing is what I do now.

I follow them up.

I sit in the chair.

The session begins.

The hand-comparison happens at the foot of the bed at the start of the session the way it has happened at the start of every session for two months. Natalie kneels on the foot of the bed. I stand at the foot. Jake stands at the foot beside me. Pants off. Cocks out.

Natalie’s left hand goes around Jake.

Natalie’s right hand goes around me.

She holds us both at the same height.

She looks at the visual.

The visual is the visual that has been the visual since the first dinner. The visual is the wine bottle in late June and the lemonade glass in August and the first hand at the foot of the bed in the room and the two hands and the inspection. The visual is the same visual every time and the visual is the visual that has come to be my sexuality the way a fingerprint comes to be a thumb.

My cock is in her right hand and her hand encloses me with room.

Jake’s cock is in her left hand and her fingers do not meet.

She holds us there.

She looks at me.

She does not say look at the difference anymore. She does not need to say it. The visual is the visual and the visual has stopped needing language because the visual is the language. She just holds us.

Then she does the new thing.

She squeezes my cock once, soft, a small kind squeeze around a small kind thing in her right hand.

Then she lets me go.

She does not let Jake go.

She turns and she lies down on her back on the bed and she opens her legs in front of him and her left hand stays wrapped around his cock and she guides him to her with her own hand and she watches my face while she does it.

Jake pushes into her.

She makes the sound she makes.

He starts fucking her.

He fucks her with the long slow full strokes her body has come to take from him without resistance. The wet sound of his cock sliding through her is louder than it used to be because she is wetter than she used to be. Her hips lift to meet his on every down-stroke. Her wedding ring catches the lamp light on the sheet where her left hand is spread.

The rhythm is the rhythm. The rhythm is the slow rhythm from the first night through the wall and the slow rhythm against the drywall on the second Saturday and the slow rhythm in our bed at two in the morning on the first overnight. The rhythm is the rhythm. The rhythm is the only rhythm now, and the rhythm has stopped surprising me.

I sit in the chair.

I am hard in my pants. I have the small slow stroke of my own hand on my own cock through the cotton. I do not need to come tonight. I will come if I come and I will not if I do not. The coming has stopped being the point of the watching. The watching is the point of the watching.

Then Natalie reaches across the bed toward the chair.

She reaches with her free hand.

The hand that was wrapped around Jake at the foot of the bed an hour ago is now reaching toward me across the wet sheet, palm up, fingers open. The hand is asking for my hand.

I get up out of the chair.

I cross the three steps to the bed.

I take her hand.

Her wedding ring is in my palm.

I hold her hand through every thrust of the man I hired to fill her. The wet slap of his hips against the back of her thighs is the only sound besides her breath. Her hand squeezes mine on every fourth thrust, soft, the small slow stroke of her thumb on the back of my knuckle on every down-stroke. Jake does not look up. Jake does not need to. Jake is the body doing the work that the body does. I am the hand. I am the hand on her hand.

She comes against him with her eyes on mine.

She comes a second time with her eyes still on mine.

When Jake comes inside her she squeezes my hand once, hard, and then her body softens, and her hand stays in mine, and Jake softens slowly inside her, and the room is quiet, and I am holding the hand of my wife while the cum of the man she loves and I love spreads inside her in our bed in our house in the small warm circle of the lamp I turned on for her.

He pulls out slowly when he is fully soft. The cum follows him out in the long thick line I have come to know, the line that lands on the sheet between her thighs and keeps coming after he has stepped back, the small slow aftermath of his finishing forcing more of him out of her body. The pool spreads on the sheet under her wedding ring. Her hand stays in mine through all of it.

She looks at me.

Her face does the thing it does now.

The thing is not a smile and is not a word. It is the small soft attention of Natalie looking at the man she chose, twice, the first time at twenty-eight and the second time eight years later in a bedroom with two men in it, one of them inside her and one of them holding her hand. The thing says: thank you for being brave enough to be small. Thank you for being the husband who built this. Thank you for the house.

I do not say anything.

She does not say anything.

Jake brushes the hair off her forehead and kisses her temple and the aftercare begins.

I stay where I am.

I hold her hand through the warm cloth and the water and the blanket and the slow long quiet that is the small still center of a Saturday night that has finally become the shape it has been trying to become for nine years.

I hold her hand for a long time.



Later, in bed, with Jake on one side and me on the other and Natalie between us asleep with one hand on Jake’s ribs and one in mine, I think about the number.

Four and a half inches.

I measured at fourteen.

I have checked every year since.

But I stopped counting the day I understood I was never the man being cuckolded.

I was the man holding the door open.

The measurement that mattered was never length.

It was the size of the house I had been quietly building for both of them this whole time.

And for the first time in my life, I measure up.
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