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The Watch

Eva came out of the bathroom with the towel folded over her arm and crossed to the chair at the foot of the bed. Her wet hair left dark smears on her shoulders. She shook out the blouse she had worn all day, folded it twice, and set it on the chair. The skirt went on top of it, the bra beside it. Then she pulled the pale blue slip over her head, and the cotton settled onto her damp skin. Under it she was bare.

Isaac sat on the edge of the mattress in his old t-shirt and gray boxers, one hand loose on his thigh. He watched her fold.

They had eaten soup at the kitchen counter before her shower. He had graded at the table while she washed the bowls, the tap running, a truck changing gears on the street below, and they had talked about the shop, the price of lilies, the leak in the freight elevator. Now the last of the water went down the drain, and the bedroom was the lamp and the bed and the two of them.

Eva sat down beside him, one leg folded under her, the slip riding up her thigh. She put her hand on his wrist.

The picture had been coming to her all week at the shop, between customers: a stranger's hand settling on her knee, and across the room Isaac's face, watching. Around it she cut stems. Bunches got tied, change got made, good afternoons got said, and it stayed. Her hands were steady tonight. The man in it had no face; she had tried to give him one and could not. Isaac's came at once, and it was Isaac's face she wanted.

"Would you do it for me?" she asked.

His eyes went to her face, then down to her hand. "Do what?"

"Sit across a bar some night and watch another man come up to me."

He drew his wrist free, not hard. "No."

She let her hand lie where it fell. "Why not?"

"Why would you want that?"

She turned her head toward the dark window. "I want to be looked at by someone who doesn't know me," she said. "And I want to see your face while it happens."

Isaac didn't answer. His mouth opened a little and closed. In the kitchen the refrigerator cut off, and the quiet afterward was louder than the motor had been.

"You want a stranger to look at you," he said. "That's all."

"That's where it starts." She let it sit. "I want him to come close. I want you to watch it happen."

"And if he follows you out? If he thinks no means yes? You could drink too much. He could be rough." He counted them off on his fingers. One. Two. Three.

"You'd be there. In a public room. I wouldn't drink enough to matter. If he didn't stop, I'd stop him."

He said it to his hands. "You couldn't stop a man like that."

"You could."

He breathed out through his nose. "That's not a reason to want it."

The left strap of the slip slid off her shoulder and settled into the bend of her elbow. She let it lie. He looked at the bare slope of her shoulder, at the edge of her breast behind the cloth, and he kept listing — photographs, her name in somebody's phone, somebody following the cab home — but the list lost its order.

"It's a hotel bar," she said. "Nobody takes pictures in those places. They look at their phones."

"Someone could recognize you."

"It's across town. Nobody we know drinks in a hotel bar on a Saturday."

"And if it isn't once," he said. "If Saturday ends and it wasn't enough for you."

All week she had tried to make the picture smaller at the sink, her hands in the dishwater. It came back with the man's hand higher. Her look went to the folded skirt on the chair and she said nothing.

Isaac waited. The lamp buzzed. When no answer came he pressed his palms down on his knees. "I don't want to see another man's hands on you."

"I know." She looked at him and did not blink. "That's why I asked."

He bent his head to his knees.

"You've been thinking about this," he said.

"Every night this week."

"Why didn't you say so before?"

"I was ashamed of it." Her voice had no shake in it. "Tonight I stopped."

He stood and went to the window. There was nothing to see from it — the fire escape, the brick wall across the alley. He set both hands on the sill. His thumb moved along the sill and stopped. She watched his shoulder blades move under the shirt, and she let him stand.

"Once," he said to the glass.

She waited.

"And I have to be able to end it." His breath made a small fog on the pane. "If I get up and start toward your table, you stop it. Whatever he's doing, whatever he's saying. You stop, and we leave. That's how it has to be."

"If you stand up I'll see you before you're halfway across the room," she said. "It ends. We go home."

He looked at the brick wall a while longer. "I'll try it once," he said to the window. "If it's what you want."

She rose. The slip fell back down her thighs. Her bare feet crossed the floor, and she stood behind him without touching him. Stop, he had said. She hoped Saturday would never make him stand. Under that, quieter, she wanted to learn what it would feel like if he did.

"It is," she said.

He turned. He smelled of toothpaste. "Tell me again what you want."

"I want to sit at a bar where a stranger sees me. I want him to come over and speak to me and put his hand somewhere he shouldn't while you watch from across the room." She did not lower her voice. "I want to see your face when your wife is wanted by somebody else."

Isaac swallowed. He went back to the bed and sat on its edge, hands on his thighs.

Eva lay back against the pillows. She left the hem where it hung and let her knees fall open, and the slip drew taut over the mound of her. She reached one foot to the chair and hooked her toes on the lowest rung. The folded skirt slid off the seat onto the concrete, and she left it there.

"Look at me," she said.

He looked. His face was very still.

She laid her palm over her chest. The cotton was thin enough that the hard point of her nipple showed through into her palm. She pressed. "Here first. Watch them get harder."

Her fingers moved in slow circles, breast to breast, and the cloth made a faint rasp. Her nipples stood into two small points through the blue. She lifted one breast and pressed the nipple flat with two fingers and let it spring back.

"Now lower."

Her hand slid down over her ribs, over her belly, her skin tightening under it. She pressed the heel of her palm over her mound, and the cloth was warm there. Then it clung. When she rubbed, slow circles, the first slickness came through the weave, and the spot spread, darker than the pale around it. Her hips lifted off the mattress once on their own, and she watched Isaac watch them.

"I'm going to put my hand under."

Under the hem her fingers found her slit, the folds slick and parted. She tapped her clit with two fingertips. It pulsed under them, twice, hard, and her hips jumped. Her mouth opened. She kept her eyes on his face.

"Keep your hands flat on the mattress."

His hands were already flat. His knuckles had gone pale. Under the gray cotton his cock thickened, a long ridge lifting from his thigh, and he left it alone. He did not look away from her.

She worked two fingers on either side of her clit, then pressed one inside herself. Her cunt took it, tight. Her heel bore down on the rung and the chair scraped an inch on the concrete. She added a second finger. Her body was loud now, the open wet of her, and her breathing came short through her mouth.

"Say something," she said.

His voice came out rough. "You look different."

"Are you hard?"

"Since you put your foot on the chair."

"Tell me what you see."

"Your fingers." He stopped. Started again. "The slip's wet through. I can see your clit under the cloth."

Six years of closed eyes in this bed. The word in his mouth brought the flush up her throat to her ears. She moved her fingers faster, spreading the slick up over her clit, pressing two inside and curling them. Her free hand fisted in the sheet. The rung pushed back at her foot. The orgasm came up through her cunt and pulled her thighs tight around her wrist, and what came out of her was not a word. Her foot slipped off the rung; the chair scraped again. Through all of it her eyes stayed open and on his face — his mouth open, breath going through it — on his hands, on the ridge of his cock that he did not touch.

She went still. Her chest rose and fell. The slip had twisted at her waist, and her hand stayed where it was, fingers slack against her wet cunt, her knees open. A drop ran off her knuckles onto the sheet.

"Will you really come to the bar on Saturday?" she asked.

"Yes," he said.

Her hand stayed between her legs, warm, the slip dark under her fingers where the wet had come through.


The Bar

The glass of rye sat full on the table in the back booth, sweating a slow circle into the varnish. Beyond it the room ran out in low lamplight: the long bar against the far wall, a brass rail gone dull under years of shoes, mirrors doubling every stool from the ends. Isaac had taken the booth for the sightline. From here he saw the door, both ends of the bar, the whole width of the floor.

His coat hung over the seat back, car keys in the right-hand pocket. He had driven over alone, the car below in the hotel garage, all of it a door he had chosen to leave shut.

The door opened while the room was still half empty, and Eva came in out of the early dark. The black dress moved when she walked, low at the back, her skin bare down the middle to where the cloth began again. She crossed the floor without hurrying, past the good tables, and two men at the bar lifted their heads and paused mid-sip. She took the third stool from the end, put her clutch on the wood, crossed her legs. Her hand lay flat on the bar, the band showing on her finger, and she turned it once with her thumb — the half-circle she made at the shop when a hard order came in. Isaac put his own hand flat on the table.

Her wine came and she was slow with it. The room filled by degrees, coats going over the backs of chairs, voices stacking up under the speakers. A man in a gray suit took the stool two down from her and lasted one beer. Another looked over from the door and kept walking. The ice went to water in Isaac's glass, and he let it.

An hour had gone into that glass before the tall man came through the door. He stood inside it a moment, dark-haired, bearded, coat over one arm, and looked down the room from one end to the other, unhurried. Then he crossed to the bar and took the empty stool on her left, the closest one, and said something to the bartender that carried.

"Two ryes."

He hadn't asked what she wanted. Money went down on the wood before the glasses were poured. Up close he was broader than anyone else in the room, and the hands he folded on the bar were wide and thick-fingered, dark with hair, and Isaac's eyes went to them and stayed a long time.

They talked. Isaac heard none of it; the man's voice ran quiet and even, built for a foot of distance, and it thickened once or twice on a word — an accent she had to lean in for, and Eva's answers were the turn of her head, the lift of her glass. She tasted the rye when it came and made a small face and drank it anyway. Once she laughed, a short sound she caught with her fingers. The man watched her mouth when she spoke and looked away, easy, when she stopped.

It was in the middle of one of his quiet sentences that he put his hand on her knee. He left it there and went on talking. Eva looked down at the hand for a long moment. She kept her legs crossed, his fingers resting on the black cloth, and she lifted her wine, finished it, set the glass down empty. She let the hand stay.

The talk went on. The second ryes arrived and went down to their halves. Then the hand left her knee and moved, and Isaac watched it climb the outside of her thigh and slide under the hem at the side, the cloth denting where the knuckles passed. Eva's chin came up. Her lips parted with no sound in them. Her hand went into the clutch and came out with the phone, and the screen lit her face from below.

Across the room, on the table in the back booth, Isaac's phone lit with her name.

he's touching me

He read it once. Under the table his cock thickened, and went on thickening, slow and heavy, until the corduroys strained at the front. He took both hands off the table and folded the right one over the left in his lap, and sat with that.

His eyes went once to the coat on the seat back. Keys in the pocket, the elevator, the garage, one man standing up — that was the agreement, that his legs could end the night. His hand took the edge of the table. The leather of the booth gave an inch under his weight, then settled, and the coat hung where it was. He looked at the phone.

Her thumbs moved again before her screen went dark. The phone warmed against the wood before the minute was out, lighting up the table edge.

I took my panties off in the cab

He read it. Read it again. The panties were somewhere under a cab seat now, worked down in the dark of the ride and gone into the crack of the vinyl. All the way across town she had ridden with her bare skin on the seat. His cock was a hard, aching weight along the zipper, and he sat in the lamplight with both hands over it.

Down the room a table of six began to sing to one of their own; a waiter came through with a small cake and a sparkler, and the sparkler hissed and died and the room went back to its noise.

At the bar the tall man leaned his head down to her ear. The speakers had gone quiet; a set had ended and the next one hadn't begun. In the gap his voice crossed the floor.

"You here alone?"

The words reached the back booth whole.

Eva turned the band once on her finger, under his hand. Then she turned her head, so that her answer went over his shoulder and out into the room.

"My husband is watching from the back."

The tall man straightened. He took his time finding them, past the tables and the last of the cake talk, all the way to the back booth, and dipped his chin once. Eva's shoulders came down an inch. His hand stayed where it was, high on the inside of her thigh, fingers resting on bare skin.

Isaac picked up his glass and raised it as far as his lips and put it down again, the rye untasted. In his other hand the phone glowed up at him out of the dark of the booth, Eva's message open under his thumb, small and white.


The Confession

"You didn't stand," Eva said.

The taxi ran the long way along the river with the windows cracked, cold air crossing the backs of Isaac's hands. The condition had been his — the one thing he'd asked for — and the booth had kept him anyway. She said it to the window, and there was nothing in her voice that wanted an answer.

"I know," he said.

The bills were counted while they were still a mile from the building. She passed them through the gap in the partition and told the driver to keep what was left, and while the meter ran on she took Isaac's hand off his knee and set his fingertips on a small dent high on her thigh, faint and pink, where a thumb had pressed. His fingers went into it once and she let go. His thumb fit the mark. He left his hand where she put it, and the sodium lights went over his knuckles one by one, and when the cab stopped she was out on the curb before the driver could say good night.

Inside, she stepped out of the heels and left them by the door and walked ahead of him across the cold concrete in her bare feet, the dress hanging low on her back. He hung the wool coat on the hook, the car keys still in its pocket, and followed. In the bedroom she turned on the bedside lamp. It buzzed, the same as it had for six years.

She sat him on the edge of the bed and stood between his knees.

"What did you see."

He looked at her hip, at the hem, at the floor beside her feet. The dent was under the black cloth an inch from his wrist. "My hands shook," he said. "The whole time. From the first drink to the last thing he did."

"What else."

He gave her the facts, because facts were what he had. "He bought you a drink you didn't ask for. He leaned in and asked if you were alone. You told him where I was. He looked at me and nodded, and after that—" He stopped there.

"What else."

His eyes went to the floor. There was a crack in the concrete that ran from the dresser to the bed, and he'd walked over it every morning.

"It was nothing," he said.

"No," she said.

She put two fingers under his chin and raised his face to hers and kept them there. Her other hand turned the wedding band once around her finger and went still. The bed was at his back and her knees were at his, and there was no other direction to look but up.

"From the time he sat down," he said. He gave it flat, the way he gave the date of a treaty. "I was hard before he touched you."

She looked at him for a long moment. Then she let his chin go.

"That's the truth," she said.

She stepped back to arm's length and reached behind her neck. The dress came down over her breasts, over her ribs, past the tops of her thighs, and lay on the floor around her feet. The freckles went all the way down her. Her nipples had drawn tight, and the pink dent sat high on her thigh, and above it she was bare, and he looked until she said, "Isaac," once, and his eyes came back.

She knelt and unzipped him. "Up," she said, and took the corduroys and the boxers down together and off over his feet. His cock was half hard from the bar and it finished under her hand, filling her fist in two slow pulses. She put her palm on his chest and pushed, and he lay back on the coverlet with his shirttails out, and she sat down beside his hip and began.

"He ordered two ryes without asking me," she said. "You remember."

"I remember."

"He put the second one in front of you and you never picked it up."

"It just sat there," he said.

"His hand came down on my knee. The whole hand, and it stayed. Then his forearm came across my lap on top of it, heavier, and he talked about the weather." Her fist drew up him slow and let him back down. "Then his fingers left my knee and walked up the inside of my thigh, and that part you couldn't see from the back of the room."

The booth came back to him: the lamp over the table, his rye sweating its ring into the dark wood, his hands over himself to keep still.

"He reached again," she said. "His hand came to my hip. I took his wrist, put it back on his side, and let go, and my fist never changed speed on you."

"He leaned in to ask if I was alone," she said. "His voice was low. I felt it on my ear more than heard it. And after I told him, he wasn't careful anymore. That's what I keep coming back to. He wasn't careful, and neither was I."

Her thumb drew the wet from the head of his cock down the shaft and spread it, and her hand had gotten loud, the wet of it.

"I was bare," she said. "You knew by the second text. His fingers got to the top of my thigh and I was wet, and he could tell right away, and after that he never asked me a single question. He touched me over the top, just the outside, two fingers, and I made a sound this bed has never heard from me."

Bare. The word put her back in the cab for him, the pink dent under his own fingertip, her skin on the vinyl seat all the way across town. His hips had started without him.

She kept her thumb off the place under the head that undid him, circling near it, not giving it to him.

"Six years you've asked me what I want."

She let that sit. Her fist kept its one speed.

"After his fingers touched me," she said, "I stopped checking whether you'd stood up."

Isaac's hips came up off the mattress.

"What did my face do," she said, "when his hand went up."

"You looked down at it. Then the room. Then me, at the back."

"Good," she said. "Keep being able to do that."

He could have said the rest then. That he had wanted it, that by the second drink he had wanted the hand exactly where it was and everything after. It sat right there under his tongue, and he kept it under his tongue, and she watched him keep it.

"He knew what he wanted," she said, almost gently. "You still wait to be told."

His eyes stung, once. His thighs had begun to shake, and one fist had the sheet in it, twisted. What came for him, at the end, was the bar again: the glass sitting all night in its ring of water on the dark wood, never lifted, and under the table the whole broad hand going up his wife's thigh.

He came hard over her fingers, up her wrist, two long pulses and then smaller ones, and said her name once, low, with his head back into the coverlet.

She watched her hand until he was done.

"That was the truth too," she said.

She wiped the heel of her palm down the front of his shirt, and not all of it went, and she undid his collar button for him and lay down beside him without cleaning the rest. The lamp stayed on. Outside the window over the bed, the black had gone gray at one edge. His breath came back in pieces.

She lay looking at her own fingers, at his cum drying in the lines of her palm.

"Again?" she said.

"Yes." It came out of him before his breath did.

The shame was still there, the same as it had been in the booth. He let it lie where it was, in the lamplight, next to her hand.


The Brunch

The corner booth sat under the steamed windows at the front of the café, and Farah and Nayeli were already in it — Farah's black hair loose to her waist over a green wrap dress, Nayeli still in her leggings and sneakers from the morning class, her bob pushed back behind one ear. Eva had left Isaac asleep with a note propped by the coffee maker — back by four, brunch with the girls — and on her way out she had pulled his sheet up over his shoulder. He had turned into the warmth without waking. The bus went east through the next neighborhood with her knees together and her thumb on the spot inside her knee where Davit's mark had gone from pink to yellow. She let go of it before her stop.

The café smelled of espresso and burned butter. Eva slid in across from them and ordered a coffee, and Farah looked up from a menu she read every week.

"Well," Farah said.

"He bought me a drink without asking what I drink. Rye, and I hate rye. He set them down and sat, and I drank it anyway." The coffee came and Eva wrapped both hands around it, too hot to drink. Farah stirred hers. "I told him my husband was in the back, watching. I looked for Isaac's face for a while. Then I stopped looking for it." The spoon went around. "And I texted him while he touched me. I took my panties off in the cab."

The spoon stopped and rang on the rim.

Nayeli set her cup down and moved the handle to her side, and under the table Eva's knees came together.

"Were you wet," Farah said.

"In the cab. Before he even sat down." Eva's voice had gone low and stayed there.

"His hand," Farah said. "Tell the hand."

"His hand went up my leg where anyone in the room could see. My husband watched him do it. Both Isaac's hands were in his lap the whole time, and the rule was if he stood, it ended, and he stayed where he was." Eva drank, and the coffee burned going down. "It was one night," she said.

Farah said it to her coffee. "You've been starving yourself for six years."

"He stayed. He wasn't jealous."

"Staying isn't the same as wanting you back there."

Eva looked at her hands. At the counter the steamer shrieked and shut off.

"He told me afterward he was hard before Davit touched me. Before. In the booth."

Farah laughed, low. "And since? At home?" Nayeli asked.

"He waits to be asked. About everything."

"He did everything I asked him for," Eva said. "That night and after."

"How long did you have to ask him," Nayeli said.

Eva didn't answer that.

"So what do I do?"

Nayeli put one finger on the tabletop.

"One. A man with good hands."

Then a second finger. "Two. A man who looks at you like he will act."

The third finger folded. "Three. A man who does not need instructions."

Eva's thumb turned the wedding band once, and the turn brought Saturday night back: Isaac's voice on the pillow, flat, asking her what to do, waiting to be told. She put her hand out on the table and left it there.

"Six years I thought I was—" she began.

"You were hungry," Nayeli said. "That's all it was."

"You have the green dress," Farah said. "The one with the whole back."

"A stool at the bar," Nayeli said. "Not a booth. A booth you disappear into."

"Order nothing. Let him order."

"And when a man decides, let him come over." Farah drank at last. "Not the askers, Eva. The ones who put the glass down first. Take the one who watches your mouth while he decides."

"Wear your hair up," Nayeli said. "A man like that will want to take it down. And put Isaac where one turn of your head finds him."

"Same bar," Farah said. "Friday."

"And tell Isaac Wednesday, not Friday at the door. Give him the days to sit in it."

"He'll say yes," Eva said.

"Of course he will." Farah smiled into her coffee.

"One more thing," Nayeli said. "Does Isaac know you talk to us about this?"

"He knows we have brunch."

"Good. Keep some of it yours."

Eva slid out. "I'll be back."

"Take your time," Nayeli said.

The bathroom was white tile, two sinks, one stall at the end. Eva turned the little brass latch and stood with her shoulder blades on the stall wall, and Davit's hand arrived whole: the palm covering her thigh, the thumb pressing in at the soft inside of her knee. The heat sat where the thumb had pressed, in the spot gone yellow. Her thighs pressed together before her hand reached the waistband of the skirt.

The button gave, then the zipper, and the denim dropped its weight and bunched at her hips. Her fingers slid in slick, past the second knuckle. Her other arm braced on the partition, the metal cold through the blouse.

The sound she had made in the bar came back to her, and she made it smaller now and kept it in her teeth. Her fingers came up and found her clit and she circled fast, her hip tipping into her own hand, the picture fixed where it had started: the weight of the palm, the thumb, the man who set the rye down without asking. The outer door handle turned and let go. She kept her fingers exactly where they were until the steps faded, and went on.

She came with her teeth set in her own knuckle, so the room would not hear, and her knee folded until the partition took her weight. A pipe ticked in the wall and went quiet. She stayed until her breath came back, then buttoned the skirt and smoothed it.

In the mirror her cheeks stood high with color and her eyes were too bright for a Sunday. She ran the cold tap and pressed her wet wrists to her neck and waited. The color went down. Somewhere past the tile a hand had turned the outer handle and gone on its way, and whoever it was had walked out knowing nothing. In the glass a woman looked back at her, ordinary, out for brunch with her friends.

The food had come while she was gone. Eggs and thick toast waited at her place, steam still rising off them.

"We ordered for you," Nayeli said. "The eggs are the thing here."

Farah's eyes were on her.

"Your face has changed," Farah said.

Eva sat down. She picked up her fork and set it back on the table, and got up, and went to the sinks and turned the tap to hot.

"Friday," she said to the mirror, and washed her hands, and washed them a second time.


The Dance

The stool stood in the open at the edge of the dance floor, under a pendant light, and Eva stopped Isaac in front of it with two fingers on his chest.

Everyone else at the bar faced the bottles. Isaac faced the room.

The instruction had come Wednesday night, by text, in her reading-aloud voice: Friday. A stool near the floor, where I can turn and find you. He had read it more times than he would admit, answered Yes, and slept badly after. Now she walked him through the crowd like a guest she was seating, and the crowd moved out of the green dress's way. It opened at the back to her waist. Her freckled shoulders came out of it, her hair lay on them, and the heels put her calves in the line he knew from six years of watching her cross rooms. She straightened his collar with both hands. Then she went off toward the bar's far end, and Isaac sat down in the light and laid the phone face-up on the wood.

The whiskey came. He held it and did not drink. The room filled around him, after-work jackets giving way to night clothes, and by eight the bar was three deep at the rail and the music had grown a low end that lived in the chest. Isaac turned his glass a quarter-turn at a time. The phone lay dark. He watched the green go small in the crowd and come back, small and come back, and each time it came back his cock lay heavier down the leg of the slacks.

She had barely touched her drink when Davit came through the door. Tall, bearded, unhurried as before, forearms bare under pushed-up sleeves. He did not scan the room. He came through the bodies straight to her, and a palm went to the bare strip of her back, and Eva turned into it before Isaac's glass touched the wood again. Davit had found her before the drink was wet.

They stood at the bar's end and talked. The music was too loud for the words. Isaac watched her mouth move, watched her laugh once with her chin down, and saw her set her shoulders and stay where she was, letting the man come the rest of the way to her. Then Davit's hand slid from her back to her hip, and he led her onto the floor.

The crowd broke around the two of them and closed. Isaac kept count of her without wanting to: the dark of the room when the bodies knit, then the green of her dress where they parted, then the dark again. Davit set one hand on each of her hips and moved her, and the low lights crossed his arms and her open back. The first time she turned, her eyes came around the room and went on with the dance. A second turn found the bottles. A third found the stool, and Isaac, and stayed a moment before the dance took them again.

She turned under Davit's arm and the hem swung and settled. Her left hand lay along his shoulder, and her ring took the light each time she came around. He moved her in half-circles by the hips, and it seemed to Isaac that every half-circle ended with her angled toward the stool, as if the floor had been arranged for the man sitting at it. Davit's boots were planted wide. He danced the way he had stood at the bar the first night, doing little, meaning all of it.

The hands came lower by degrees. First the hips, over the green, then past it, until Davit's palms rode the curve of her ass and moved her where he wanted her. She bent a little at the back of her waist. The dress moved with the bend.

The glass stood at two inches. Isaac's hands had found the rail without him, both wrapped around the wood, and his cock was hard down his leg, held under the cloth, sore at the tip where the zipper lay. There was nothing to arrange over his lap. His hands were spoken for.

Then Davit bent his head and put his mouth on Eva's neck, in front of the room. Her chin went up. Her eyes closed. Isaac knew what the beard was doing to that skin, what her breath did when a mouth found the place below her ear. One of his hands came off the rail and rose toward the floor.

An inch from his knuckles the screen lit.

Eva: keep your hands on your thighs.

He looked down at his own hands. He moved them off the rail, one and then the other, and laid them flat on his thighs, palms down. The wool was warm under them. Heat sat in his face, and no one had seen the message arrive, and no one saw him obey it. Two stools down, a man argued happily about football and looked straight through him. Isaac's cock pushed at the zipper, and he let it push, and he kept his palms where she had put them from across a loud room.

Davit turned her face with two fingers and kissed her mouth, once, brief, public, and the crowd took it and gave it back.

Then he put his mouth at her neck again and worked it down, unhurried, and his palm covered the whole curve of her again and rolled her slowly on him. Her eyes came open. They went across the floor, over the heads, and found Isaac, and stayed.

Her eyes were open on her husband's face while another man's mouth moved down her neck and his hand was full of her, moving her, and the shine of the lights on her shoulders said the dancing had gone long. Over Davit's shoulder, while it happened, she looked at Isaac. Between turns her hips kept their angle toward the stool.

Keep still, he told himself. This is the part you get.

The thought came once, cold, that she could dance until closing and leave him in the light with his hands flat, and he set it down. His breath went out through his mouth, measured. His thumbs pressed two dents into the wool.

Davit's eyes opened over her shoulder. They found the man in the light with the flat hands and the untouched drink, and rested there, mild, almost kind. Then they closed, and the mouth went on down her neck.

The bottles at the far wall were there to be looked at. Isaac kept his eyes where they were.

The song ran down into the gap between two songs. Eva stepped back out of Davit's arms. She took his bearded face in her ring hand and kissed his mouth once more, slow, in front of everyone, and Davit's hand stayed where it was until she moved, and then let go. She bent to his ear and said something, and then she was coming back.

Off the floor she came loose in the knees, her lipstick gone, her mouth bare, and the crowd made way for her. At the stool she stopped and lifted his glass and drank the last two inches of his whiskey with her eyes on him over the rim. Then she set the glass down on the bar.

"Home," she said.

Isaac's hands were flat on his thighs. The phone lay dark beside the glass. She looked at his hands, then at him, and put her own hand out.

He slid the phone into his pocket, took her hand, and stood.


The Dinner

He did not want them to come. Five plates stood on the table, laid out that morning while light still reached the counter. He kept counting them. Half of it was relief. The other half he did not want to look at directly, so he looked at the plates instead.

His hand did not shake. He had washed it twice in the basin and dried it on the apron. Through the doorway he saw the plates shine. Five. Then the buzzer.

Eva came through the kitchen in the red sweater and set the wine bottle beside the glasses. Her face gave nothing. "They'll come up in five minutes."

He turned back to the cutting board. The knife moved through the parsley, then the mint, and green stuck to the wood in wet ridges.

"Don't hide the mint," Eva said. "Farah likes it."

The buzzer went. Eva walked down the hall. Isaac wiped the knife and laid it flat. Farah stepped in first, silk blouse hanging loose against her, black hair down to her waist. Nayeli followed in a black cropped knit and wide cream trousers, flat shoes, gold hoops at her ears.

"Look at him," Farah said. "The apron."

Nayeli made a kissing sound near his cheek. "It suits you."

Farah did not stop at the sofa or the table. She carried her bag into the kitchen and set it beside the cutting board. She leaned against the counter, her hip on the same edge where he had been working. Oil shone in the pan.

"I should finish the onions," he said.

"So finish them," she said.

He moved around her. The hem of her blouse touched his apron. The onions went in, and the hiss rose.

Nayeli reached into the cabinet for a glass. "Eva says you sat on the stool with your hands flat."

He kept his eyes on the pan. "Yes."

"Good," Nayeli said. "That's the first thing you've done right."

Farah laughed once, low. She reached past him and tore a leaf of mint from the pile. She put it on her tongue. Then she took his collar between two fingers, under the apron's neck loop, and straightened it. He went still. The spoon dripped over the pan.

"There," she said. "Now you look like you chose it."

Eva stood in the kitchen doorway with her arms crossed. She watched the three of them. She did not tell Farah to move back.

Isaac turned to the pan. The onions had gone soft. He added the garlic, then the herbs, then the vinegar, and the sharp smell went up. Farah stayed at his side.

"Did you keep them flat for her?" she asked. "The whole time."

"Yes."

"What did you want to do instead?"

The question sat between them. In the pan the onions snapped. When her text came through, he had wanted to get up from the stool and walk to her, to set his hand between her shoulder blades and turn her away from Davit. There had been other wants too, worse ones, and the wanting had left his breath shallow all afternoon. He did not say any of them.

"I don't know," he said.

"That's a bad lie," Farah said, without edge. "We'll let it stand while the food is hot."

They ate the first course with ordinary talk. The bread was warm and split clean. Farah talked about an open house. Nayeli talked about a student who would not bend his knees. Isaac served and did not speak and watched the wine go down. Eva ate slowly at the head of the table. Her face was the one she wore at the shop, patient, a little absent.

When the plates came empty to the center, Farah pushed hers away and looked at him. She sat to his right. Her knee found his under the table and stayed.

"I want to know what you saw," she said.

Nayeli set her glass down. "What Davit did. What you did."

Isaac picked up his fork. "You already know."

"Tell us in your words," Farah said. "Eva says you remember everything."

At the head of the table, Eva folded her hands. "Tell them."

The fork stayed in his right hand. "I saw his mouth on her throat. I saw his hand move down over her hip." The tines turned. "I saw her let him."

"Let him what?" Nayeli asked. The question came out warm.

"Kiss her under the jaw. Put his hand under the hem of her dress." His own voice had gone flat. He heard it go flat. "I stayed on the stool."

Farah's fingertips landed on his knee. They traced the inside seam of his trousers, one slow inch, then another, while she looked at Eva. He did not shift in the chair. One thought passed through him, once: I could stop this. It had no weight. His body had been answering since the onions, maybe since the fork in his hand.

Her fingers found the ridge of his cock through the cloth and stopped. Then her whole palm closed around it.

The food waited on the table. A rind of lemon lay on the plate by his elbow. Nobody moved.

She weighed him. That was the word. Her palm fit all the way around him, her thumb pressing once along the underside. The cloth between them went thin under her hand, and he bit the inside of his mouth to hold the sound down. He heard his own breathing go shallow and could not slow it. Under her palm his cock twitched, and he watched her feel it.

"Small," she said.

The word came out flat, in her ordinary voice, the one she used for the open house. Nayeli lifted her eyes from the table. Eva sat very still. Nobody reached for bread.

His ears burned. The fork shook in his other hand, and he did not set it down.

Farah kept her hand on him and turned her face to him. "Thank me for noticing."

"Thank you."

It came out steady. While he said it he pressed up into her and stayed there. The fork shook once.

"Again."

Her thumb moved once along the underside, light, and the sound he swallowed came out of him anyway, low, and Farah heard it. He kept his eyes on the cloth of his napkin. The fork tapped against the plate and he was hard under her palm and he wanted it to stay.

"Thank you."

Nayeli laughed softly. "You should be grateful Eva lets you watch at all."

"He is." Farah picked up the wine bottle with her free hand and tipped it over his glass. Her hand did not loosen. The table saw only the bottle and his red face. "Aren't you."

"Yes." The word arrived thin. "Grateful."

She filled the glass to the rim. The wine moved and did not spill. When she set the bottle down, she lifted her hand away, and the damp cloth cooled against him where her palm had been. He laid his napkin over his lap. Everyone watched the napkin. Then Farah picked up her fork and began to eat.

Eva drank. She looked at him over the rim for two seconds, then down the table. He could not tell whether it was permission or nothing.

The rest of the meal passed in their voices. He ate what was in front of him. Each time he straightened to take a plate his cock pressed against the seam of his trousers, and his eyes stayed down. They talked over him about the bar and about Saturday. Farah said eight. Nayeli said she could not do eight. Eva said nothing at all.

"Clear them," Eva said.

He stood, holding the plates in front of him, and crossed to the sink. The water ran over his wrists. Behind him the talk went on. Saturday. Farah said eight. Nayeli said seven. He scrubbed a plate and set it in the rack.

"Isaac," Farah called. "Your glass."

He dried them on the apron and carried the glass to her. She stood beside her chair, the bottle in her hand. Nayeli had turned in her chair to watch. Eva sat at the head of the table with her chin propped on one hand.

Farah tipped the bottle. The wine came out slowly, close to the rim. "What do you say?"

"Thank you."

She poured until the glass was full. One drop ran down the outside and over his thumb. Still she held the bottle tipped, its mouth a breath above the wine. He did not move his hand.

"Look at you." She tipped the bottle back. "You don't spill."

At the head of the table, Eva picked up her own glass. The light caught her wedding ring. She did not stop any of it.


The Chair

The armchair was his to move. It always had been. In six years the small weights of their life had come to him without discussion — the couch hauled up two stairwells, the dressers shifted at two in the morning, the dead bulb over the stove — and tonight he tipped the chair back onto its rear legs and walked it over the concrete to the foot of the bed.

He set it down at the rug's edge and sat. The bed stood an arm and a half away: the duvet they slept under, the dent her pillow left, the lamp on the nightstand already lit, its yellow reaching the rug. He wore jeans and a t-shirt. His hands would not settle in his lap, so he laid them on the arms of the chair.

Eva waited at the front door in the silk robe. Dark red, short, the belt knotted loose, her feet bare on the concrete. She looked at the chair in its new place and then at him sitting in it, and nodded once.

"You remember the rule," she said.

"If I stand, it ends."

"It ends. It works here too."

Two knocks came at the door, even and unhurried. Eva opened it. Davit stood in the doorway in the work jacket with the stairwell's cold behind him, and his eyes went past her to the chair before they came down to her face. "Evening, Isaac." He toed off his boots and set them by the door and hung the jacket on the hook above them. Eva poured two fingers of whiskey into a tumbler; he drank half where he stood, put the glass on the shelf, and paused a moment, running one finger along the row of book spines there, reading them. Then he crossed the room without asking which way and sat on the edge of the bed, and the mattress dipped, and the duvet took his weight.

The silk moved around her calves as she crossed to him. She stood in front of his knees and untied the belt, and the robe came off her shoulders and lay on the concrete. In the lamp's yellow she stood naked in front of another man — the freckles across her collarbones, her breasts, the narrow place at her waist, the small strip of auburn lower down — and she covered nothing and looked at no one but Isaac.

Then she knelt on the rug between Davit's knees. Belt, button, zip — her hands went through them without hurry. He lifted his hips and she drew his trousers and shorts down his thighs. He was already heavy, and she took him in her hand and stroked him once, twice: thick, dark at the head, her fingers not meeting around the base. From the chair Isaac saw all of it. The room was not large.

She kept her eyes on her husband and bent over Davit and took him in. Her lips went down an inch and stopped and came back, her fist working the base the whole time, lips and hand together, slower than the pace she needed — a pace chosen for the room. The sounds crossed the floor to the chair: the wet pull, her breath going out through her nose. The second inch brought a low sound out of her, and the sound crossed the room too. Color had come down her throat onto her chest, and she rocked faintly where she knelt, her hips pressing down onto her heels. Davit's hand settled on the back of her head and lay there light, never asking anything of her.

Isaac sat with his hands on the arms of the chair. Another man sat on the bed he slept in, and his wife knelt on their rug with her mouth full, and the strangeness of it sat beside something older in him. Six years of closed eyes in this bed. He had heard her come more times than he could remember and had never once watched it, never seen her face while it happened — only the dark, only her back turned in sleep afterward, the kettle he made in the morning without being asked. Her face was across the room now, lit, stretched around another man's cock. His eyes stung. He thought about standing. It was one motion. The rule would catch them; she would stop; Davit would take his boots back down from the hook, and the night would end at the door — and after it the old dark would start again where it had left off, the eyes closed, her back in sleep.

His right hand had already taken weight on the arm of the chair, ready to push him up. He looked at it, and uncurled the fingers, and laid them back down flat, and breathed out and stayed.

His gaze had gone to the rug between his feet. Eva came up off Davit, her fist keeping its slow work on him, and said, "Isaac." The name only, in the voice she called him to dinner with. He looked up. Her eyes came back to him and stayed, and she bent over Davit again and let him out of her mouth and ran her tongue down the length of him, slowly, and took him back in deeper than before.

Davit had been watching him too. His attention went from Isaac's hands to what the jeans could not hide: Isaac was hard to the point of ache, and the denim made no secret of it. "You can touch yourself if you want," Davit said. "I don't mind."

Isaac's answer came out level. "I like watching her."

Davit nodded once and put his attention back on her.

She worked him with her lips and fist together and let her saliva run down the shaft, and her fist followed it, and she did all of it with her eyes on the chair. Then she took him deep. Her mouth opened wide around him, her throat took the head of him, and her eyes went wet at the corners and still found Isaac and stayed on him the whole way down. She came up off him to breathe, a thin line running from her lower lip to the head of his cock, and went back down before her breathing had steadied.

Her fist slid down the length of him one last time and left him, and her hand went over her own belly and in between her thighs. She widened her knees on the rug. Her fingers moved, and the wedding band on the third finger caught the lamp each time they did, and a new sound joined the others — the sound of her own hand working the wet it found.

Then she made the sound he knew. Muffled, rising, around the cock in her mouth — the sound that used to reach him through a pillow, through his own closed eyes. He had heard it a hundred nights, and never once seen it made. Her eyes came up to his and stayed there, wide, wet.

"I'm here," he said.

She closed them. Her hips jerked, short, over her own hand, and she came on her fingers, quick and quiet, the sound breaking apart around Davit's cock.

Davit's fingers curled in her hair. His stomach drew tight, his thighs went taut, and his hips pressed up off the mattress in shallow pushes, and a long sound went out of him, low — the first sound he had made all evening. He came. Eva stayed where she was while his hips rose and eased, rose and eased, and Isaac saw her throat move as she swallowed, and move again.

In the chair, Isaac's hands had found the arms again and were gripping them. His cock strained at the zipper, sore, and he had not touched himself, and he did not move.

Eva sat back on her heels. Her mouth came off him slowly, lips swollen from the work, and she wiped her lip with the back of the ring hand. Then she turned her face across the room to her husband and opened her mouth. Tongue, teeth, the wet dark behind them. Empty. She showed it to him.

The lamp went on buzzing. Davit's hand lay open on the duvet, his breathing coming back down, and nobody in the room spoke. Eva's chest slowed. She left her mouth open.


The Mirror

She had him by the wrist before the front door clicked shut. Davit's steps were already on the stair, soft in the late quiet, and the apartment settled around the sound of it. Eva walked backward toward the bedroom, pulling Isaac after her. The armchair stood empty at the foot of the bed. Her bare heels made small sounds on the floorboards.

In the bedroom she released him only when the backs of his knees met the mattress. She put one hand on his chest and pushed. He sat. The bed dipped. Her body was still bare, the lamplight falling across her breasts and the freckles at her collarbones. She knelt between his feet. Her fingers went to his fly and unzipped him without hurry. The sound was short in the room.

She reached in and lifted his cock out. It was already hard, the head slick at the tip. She held it in one hand, not moving, looking at it. Then she looked at his face.

"You put the chair there yourself," she said. "I watched you."

Her hand started at the root and slid up. The grip was firm enough to pull the skin. He heard his own breathing change.

"Davit filled my mouth." She spoke in the same low voice she used for the flower orders. "I couldn't close my lips all the way around him. The weight of him rested on my tongue, and I had to open my jaw until it ached. I liked the ache. It was the first thing I have wanted in years that I could not put down." Her fingers tightened. "The salt came first. A little, from the slit, and then he was all I could taste. I had to breathe through my nose when he pushed deeper."

He kept his hands flat at his sides. His hips lifted, small, into her fist. She let him.

"His hair touched my chin every time I went down. The hair at the base pressed against my lips. I can still feel it there." She pulled her hand up to the head, then back down. The wet sound of it filled the room. "Yours is hard," she said. "But it is not heavy. It strains in my palm. Davit hung thick before I ever touched him. I needed both hands to lift him to my lips."

Across the room the dresser mirror caught the lamp. He saw his own face in it, small under the high ceiling, his mouth open a little. At the frame's lower edge he could not see his cock, only the pale movement of her arm. He turned his face away.

"He was wider than you are," she said. "That is the truth. My jaw ached around him, and I did not stop."

His face was hot. He did not meet her eyes.

"His come was at the back of my throat. I felt each pulse under my tongue. I swallowed once, and then again." Her hand kept its slow rhythm, tighter now. "I showed you my empty mouth afterward. And you stayed hard through all of it. You watched me swallow another man and you did not get up from that chair."

His balls drew up. The heat dropped low, the way it did before release. His hands curled against the duvet, then opened again.

"I showed you," she said. "There was nothing left. I opened my mouth so you could see it pink and clean. And you still had this." She squeezed him once, hard, and a thin line of pre-cum ran down the shaft to her knuckles.

He was close now. The edge pressed up against him. He made a sound, a short grunt he did not mean to make. Half a word started in his throat — pl — and died there before it had a shape. Her thumb came up under the head and pressed. She stopped. The stroke ended at the top, her fist locked around him.

He waited for her hand to move. It did not.

"Not tonight, Isaac." Her voice did not change. "You may not finish."

He lay back against the bed, his hips still lifted a fraction. His cock jumped in her grip, a small involuntary pulse under her thumb. The need did not fade. His balls stayed drawn up tight, and the head of his cock throbbed against her still thumb.

"You will learn to wait," she said. "Your waiting is part of it now. You understand that."

He did not answer. He wanted this. The fact sat in him beside the pain, unsayable, and it did not go away. Her thumb stayed pressed exactly where it was.

"Lie still," she said, though he had not moved.

She loosened her hand. His cock stayed hard, the head dark and wet. A clear bead had gathered at the slit and not fallen. She looked at it for a long moment. Then she lifted him once, just long enough to guide his cock back through the open fly of his jeans. The denim closed around the wet skin. She did not zip him. His hands stayed flat at his sides.

She got up and crossed to the lamp. He watched her move, the long line of her hip, her breasts. She turned off the light. The dark came over the room. He heard the mattress dip as she lay down beside him, not touching.

She gave him nothing to answer. He lay on his back, his cock wet and untouched inside the open fly of his jeans, and his hands had not moved. Would she touch him again before morning, or was the waiting the whole lesson now? She lay beside him in the dark, breathing evenly, and he did not know.


The Lesson

Nayeli's shoes stood by the door, toes to the brick, a matched pair. Her studio duffel hung on the hook above them. She had taken the shoes off without being told and set them straight, an order Isaac knew from the floor of her studio, mats squared to the wall before anyone arrived.

Two days of nothing since Sunday. Eva had kept her hands off him, and he had kept his off himself, and the rule had sat in the apartment with them, enforced by no one. Then Tuesday, and the shoes by the door, and coffee.

There was coffee first. Nayeli sat at the table with her ankles crossed and asked about the shop and the delivery van and listened to the answers. Ten minutes of the ordinary. Then she rinsed her cup, set it in the rack, and said, "Show me the room."

Eva led her down the short hall. Nayeli stood in the doorway and took the bedroom in from top to bottom: the bed, the chair at its foot, the dresser mirror on the far wall, the lamp with its crooked shade. "Covers down," she said. "Pillows on the floor." Then, to Isaac: "Clothes off, please. On your back, middle of the bed."

He took off his shirt and folded it. The jeans next, folded over the footboard, and his hands did the folding anyway, thirty-four years old, sixth period the Missouri Compromise. He stood a moment bare in front of the two of them, and the room held three people and he was the one without clothes. His ears burned. He lay down on the sheet in the middle of the bed.

Nayeli moved his arms out from his sides, palm-up, light at the wrist, and let go. She tucked a pillow beneath his hips and pressed down until his back gave and settled. Eva climbed up to the headboard in the big shirt and pulled her knees up inside it, chin down, watching. Nayeli sat at his right hip on the edge of the mattress with her back tall and rolled her shoulders once, loose.

Her hand closed around him. The strange part was the coffee warmth of her palm. It was Nayeli. Nayeli's fingers, Nayeli's thumb, and he had thought, folding his jeans, that the shame would be the worst of it, and the shame was real, it ran down the back of his neck, and his cock thickened in her grip at once, two days speaking for him.

She talked to Eva across him. "Firm at the root. Not squeezing — holding. Watch the skin; it moves. Let it." The fist began to work, unhurried, a slow twist at the top that pulled a grunt out of him. "Slower than you think. His hurry is his problem. Yours is the pace."

"Two days does this," she said, and told Eva to look. He was hard and straining, already slick at the tip. Her thumb gathered it and spread it down. The head went dark. His hips came up off the sheet after her hand, and she laid her forearm across them and pinned him to the mattress without weight behind it.

In the dresser mirror he could see all three of them at once: Eva small at the headboard, Nayeli bent over him, himself spread open under their hands. He watched it once and put his eyes back on the ceiling.

At the top of the next stroke her fist opened and came off him. It lay on his thigh and stayed. Nothing followed it. His cock stood in the lamplight, wet, jumping, and the room held still around the nothing. He counted without meaning to and lost the number. Nayeli counted under her breath, four in, four out, her fingers tapping it on his leg, and Eva breathed with her, and his heels pressed the mattress and went on pressing.

"Now," she said. "The rule, so we're clear. When it builds, you say so. Out loud. You ask me for it."

The ceiling had a crack in the plaster he had painted over twice.

"Like this?"

"However it comes out."

"Please. Can I come."

"No, sweetheart." She patted his knee, smiling, and it was the class voice, the one that counted a room down into a stretch, kind, and not to be argued with. "Thank you for asking."

She took him up again, faster this run, her grip snug, and it went quick: the drag low, his balls drawing tight. "Watch his thighs first," she told Eva. "When the insides go tight you're close. Then he stops talking. That's your last warning." His hands found the sheet and held it.

"Nayeli—"

"Say it."

"Please. Please let me come."

"No." The class voice again, warm through the middle. She stopped with her grip on him and let the jump spend itself in her loosened hold, over and over, until it faded. He had asked his wife's friend for permission to come, in his own bed, and the asking had been true.

"Again," Eva said from the headboard. "One more time. Show me the stop."

Nayeli smiled and reached over and took Eva's wrist in two fingers and drew it down to him. "Come here. Firm at the root, loose on top — there. Long strokes, root to head, your thumb does the top. If your wrist tires, say so. Pace dies in a tired wrist." She rode the rhythm with her, two fingers on the inside of Eva's wrist, easing it back when it hurried, letting go when it held. "When his balls pull up, you'll feel them go tight under your smallest finger. There. Off. Open hand, away. Count ten with me. Not nine."

Eva copied it exactly. Her palm was damp, her grip slower to find itself, and it was Eva's hand on his cock now, his wife's, after a friend had taught it to her on his body. Her eyes were open and on his face while her hand learned him.

The third build was the worst. His thighs shook under Eva's wrist and Nayeli's flat hand. Sweat slid down the side of his chest. A noise came out of him, low, and Nayeli said, "Good. Let it out. Four in," and the two of them breathed him through it, four and four, his chest rising under their counting.

"Please—"

"Off," Nayeli said, and Eva's hand came away. "Now count fifteen. He'll manage."

The grip returned to his root, slack, and held nothing and meant it. His knees drew up on their own and Nayeli put her palm on one knee and pressed it back down, gentle, and kept it there.

"Please."

"Count," Nayeli said, and put two fingers to the side of his throat.

He turned his face into her hand without deciding to. She counted his pulse with her eyes on the wall, lips moving, and smiled at the number. "Ninety-six," she told Eva. "Right where I want him. Feel." Eva leaned across him and set her fingers where Nayeli's had been, and Nayeli sat back on her heels and watched the proof of him with her head tipped, pleased.

Then she took Eva's hand off him and laid it on the sheet, and wiped her own palm down her thigh, done.

"That's the lesson. You did well, Isaac. Genuinely. You asked every time." She smoothed his hair off his forehead, once, brief and light. "New rule, and it belongs to all of us now. Whenever you're close — her hand, my hand, anyone's — you ask out loud. Every time, out loud. That part is yours."

"Okay," he said.

"And now bed." She stood and stretched her arms overhead and cracked her shoulders, a practice ending. "We're going to sit up and finish the coffee. Sleep on your stomach if you have to."

He stayed where he was, on his back, his cock still hard on his belly, and heard them go out. Nayeli's voice went on down the hall — the wrist, the angle, same time next Tuesday — and Eva's low answers under it.

Eva came back as far as the bedside. She bent and put her mouth to his shoulder, a kiss, dry, quick, over before he could turn his head. Then she reached past him and the lamp went out.

"Goodnight," she said, at the door.

The door drew shut on its hinge and the latch went in with a small click, and the dark came down whole. Out in the apartment the two voices picked up where the coffee had left them, low, easy, laughing once at something. He lay in the dark and put his hands flat on his chest and kept them there.


The Bull

"There's whiskey left," Isaac said, "or beer."

Davit came in out of the stairwell with the night's cold still on him and toed his boots off at the door, leaving them under the work jacket. The black t-shirt sat close on his chest. He had to step around Isaac in the little entryway, and his hand came down once on Isaac's shoulder, heavy, and lifted away.

"Beer, if it's cold," he said.

Isaac fetched it for him and poured whiskey for himself, and Eva came out of the bedroom in the red silk robe, her hair pushed behind her ears, and took down a third glass. They stood a few minutes in the front room. Davit talked a little, his glass low in his hand, about a stair rail he was rebuilding across town and the walnut he was trying to talk the client out of staining. Eva said the shop had sold out of peonies by Thursday. Isaac heard his own answers go back across the space, level, one word and then two, a host in his own home with his heart going hard in his ears.

When Eva set her glass on the brick ledge, Isaac put his down and carried the armchair in from the bedroom wall himself. No one had said anything about the chair. He moved it through the doorway and set it at the foot of the bed and squared it to the mattress, and the gap it left was shorter than any he had left before. He looked at the distance, close enough to reach the bed by leaning, and left it standing.

Eva watched him set it down and said nothing. Davit stood in the doorway with the beer and watched too, and looked at Isaac a moment, and drank, long and slow.

"Come to bed," Eva said.

She walked past Isaac and let the robe slide off her shoulders on the way. It pooled at her feet and she stepped out of it without hurrying and lay back on the spread with her knees bent, her feet flat, open to the room. The lamp on the nightstand was burning. In its light Davit pulled the t-shirt over his head and stood broad and dark-haired, the black hair thick on his chest and running down his belly into his jeans. Isaac sat with his hands on his knees.

Davit knelt on the bed between her feet. He put his hand on her and opened her with two fingers, and the slick of her came up over them at once. He moved them in her unhurried, curling, and found the front wall of her and pressed, and her knees fell wider apart, and the wet noise of her filled the quiet room. Isaac could see her lips swollen and slick around the fingers, her clit stiff, shining. Her hips began to move, small and then plainer. Her hand came up and lay over her eyes, and he worked her like that a while, patient, until she was chasing his fingers.

That's going inside her, Isaac thought, and his own cock thickened in the flannel and lay straining sideways, and he pressed his palms flat to his knees.

She was soaked around his fingers before he reached for his belt. He took them out of her and reached with the same hand, her wet on the leather, and the buckle came open, and he pushed jeans and shorts down off his hips together. His cock came out hard and thick, dark at the head, veined along the shaft. Isaac had seen it in this room before and his memory had it right: wide through the middle, heavy, built. His own throbbed once and he kept his hands where they were.

He did not ask her anything. He ran the head of his cock through her once, coasting in her slick, and put it at her opening and leaned in. The first slow inch went into her and stopped, and Eva's face opened, and out of her came a long low cry, and her heels pressed into the mattress. Her hands came down and took hold of his forearms, gripping. He let her hold on and gave her another inch, and another, until his hips met hers and lay still.

From the chair Isaac could see where they were joined, the lips of her stretched around the thickness of him, dragging and shining when he drew back. The lamplight lay along both of them.

Davit started to move. Long, even strokes that pulled the sheet under them with each drive. The headboard found the wall and took up a steady knock. Somewhere in the middle of it, under his breath, Davit began to sing: two notes, three, a scrap of melody in Georgian that rose and fell with the push of his body. Isaac had never heard that in him. The low voice carried through the room with the pace of the work, steady, taking the weight and setting it down.

Once, deep in a stroke, Davit's eyes came over to the chair and rested on Isaac, mild, and went back down to her.

Eva's eyes opened. She turned her head on the pillow until she had Isaac over Davit's shoulder, and she held him there while her body moved under the other man, and her voice, when it came, was level.

"He fills me in places you never reach," she said. "And he doesn't ask."

The headboard went on knocking and Isaac stopped hearing it. All week he had kept one thought between himself and this evening: whatever she said with another man inside her, she said it to the room. Watching was his part, and his part was enough, and enough was a thing a man could live on.

"He fills me where you never reach, Isaac." Her hips lifted off the mattress into the next stroke, and she said it louder, straight at him, her eyes open on his face. "And he doesn't ask. He has never asked me for anything. Not once."

Said to him. By name. The room held the two of them moving and Isaac in the chair he had carried in himself, and his cock had gone rigid inside the first sentence, and his hand was on himself before he noticed it had moved. Waistband. Heat. His own fist closing around what the flannel had been holding down. Nayeli's rule stood where she had planted it, and his mouth came open around it.

"Can I—"

The word went nowhere. On the bed Eva's eyes dropped to his lap, to what his fist was doing, and she smiled, small and sure, and kept her rhythm, rising to meet the stroke she was given.

Isaac let go of the rule and held on to himself. Twelve days since Sunday. It took two strokes of his own hand. His cum came up hard over his knuckles and down the soaked flannel, and his hips lifted off the chair seat, and he kept his eyes on the bed through all of it, on Davit's body driving hers up the sheets, on the slow meeting of them, on Eva's mouth open now and crying out with each push.

Eva saw it happen. Her eyes stayed on his hand while it slowed, and she smiled at him without breaking the rhythm. Davit took her by the hips and tilted her, deeper, and she cried out at the change and her eyes stayed where they were, soft now, on her husband, on his wet fist, and Davit went on over her, breathing hard, the low singing gone or lost under his own breath.

Isaac left his hand where it was. Cum dried on his knuckles. He looked at it and then at the bed, and he was kept. He had carried the chair in himself, and he would sit in it every Friday of his life if she let him.

On the bed Davit drove her up the sheets again, long, even, unhurried, and Eva's eyes stayed soft on Isaac, and the lamplight lay on his knuckles where the cum was drying.


The Morning

Eva woke him the school-day way, two fingers to his forehead, and said nothing else.

Isaac followed the running water down the hall, the night still dried on him, the pajama pants stiff at the front, his knuckles tight, and stopped in the bathroom doorway. The bulb was off. Gray light came through the high window, the mirror fogged in its lower half, and in it his shape looked like any man's. The low ache behind his balls was where it had been all week, put there by a week of asking and being told no. Eva stood at the tub in the red silk robe, her hair dripping onto her collar. She tested the water with her wrist and then with the flat of her hand.

"I ran it deep," she said. "It's still hot. I made eggs before I woke you. They'll keep."

She didn't turn around. She knew his feet on the boards.

Davit had dressed and gone while Isaac sat half-asleep in the chair. Boots lifted out from under the work jacket. The latch, then the van pulling away below. Eva had lifted two fingers off the sheet in farewell without raising her head from the pillow, and afterward she had drawn Isaac's wet hand out of his lap and led him to bed, and they had slept like ordinary people, her back against his chest.

He got in by degrees and sat down in the heat. It found the backs of his legs, his sides, the places the chair had pressed. His shoulders still had the chair in them. Eva knelt at the tub's edge with her sleeves pushed up, and when she reached past him for the lemon soap her hands smelled of the shop under it, of stems and cold water. She lifted the bar off the shelf, the same one that lived by the kitchen sink, and worked it into his hair until the water around him went white.

"Six years and you've never done this," he said.

"No."

"Why now?"

She tipped a cup of rinse water over the suds, her palm shielding his eyes. "Because you stayed."

Her fingers went over his scalp, thorough, unhurried, and she sang two low notes, three, while she did it, and he knew the notes. Then his shoulders. She pushed the heels of her hands into the muscle where the night had settled and worked down his arms, and turned each of his hands over in the water and washed the dried knuckles until they were only knuckles. Her ring had gone loose with the water; it turned on her finger while she worked. She turned his shoulder with her soapy hand and did his back, and the backs of his knees when he drew each leg up for her, lifting them herself over nothing, patient with the soap. No one had done that since he was a boy. He held still for it and watched the tiles.

"You were perfect last night," she said. Her tone didn't change. It was the voice she used for asking whether he wanted tea.

He looked at the suds.

"You stayed exactly where I put you. The whole night, in that chair. You didn't move until I came and got you."

He reached over the side of the tub and held on to the porcelain.

"I came," he said. "I took it out and I came in my own hand. Nobody said I could."

His ears went hot under the suds. Eva gathered her hair in one fist and wrung it, and the drops fell bright into the tub.

"I know," she said. "You'll ask next time."

He waited for the rest. She washed him lower the way she had washed his shoulders, without ceremony, and he stayed soft under her hand through the whole of it.

"You're not angry," he said.

"I watched you do it. I wanted it." She rinsed him and stood and held out the towel. "You'll ask next time."

She dried him herself, his head first, then down — chest, thighs — and what was left she dried last, brief and practical, like a knee. The hall smelled of butter and eggs. The bedroom had morning in it now, daylight climbing the far wall, the lamp unlit on the nightstand. The sheets lay in the shape of the night. The chair stood two steps from the bed with nobody in it, and in the dresser mirror: his damp shoulders, the wrecked sheets, the chair with nobody in it. He looked for the word for a man who was given this and could not find it.

"Kneel," she said, and pointed at the rug beside the bed.

He knelt on the rug, damp at the shoulders, damp in the hair, and put his hands flat on his thighs, where they had learned to be. Eva sat down on the edge of the bed above him, the robe falling open at her knee, and bent and took him into her mouth soft. The whole weight of him lay on her tongue.

"You'll tell me what he did to me," she said, coming off him. Her lips were shining. "All of it, in the order it happened."

He looked at the top of her head, at her hands folded in her lap. The order of it was whole in him. He began at the beginning.

"He put his fingers in you," Isaac said. His voice came out low and flat, the reading-aloud voice. "On the bed. While I sat in the chair and watched you open around them."

Under her tongue he moved for the first time, a slow roll against her. When it happened, he had watched the muscles of her thighs go tight. Saying it came as easy as stepping off a curb.

"And then?"

The belt. He opened it, pushed his cock into you. Slow, all the way to the root. Your fingers grabbed the duvet and pulled. A noise came out of you that I had never heard before.

He grew on her tongue sentence by sentence, thickening until her lips had to stretch around the base of him. Nobody had heard these sentences, not even him, alone in the dark with them. He kept his voice level and gave them to her one at a time.

"You said, he fills me where you never reach. You said, and he doesn't ask. You said it twice. The second time louder, so I would be sure I'd heard it." A breath. "You put my name in the middle of the sentence. It went in and it stayed."

Against him she made a low sound, and her tongue pressed up under the head and stayed. The heat was in his face now, and his cock ached and neither let up on the other.

"And then I—" The sentence stopped. Her mouth stopped with it and waited. The window let in a draft that touched his bare shin. The stillness went on. He watched a drop of bathwater dry on his shin and made himself go on.

"I took my cock out and I came in my own hand. Without asking. While he was still inside you. You watched me do it and you kept moving, and you smiled."

At that she drew him in deep, and his hips came up off his heels, and her two hands pressed them back down to the rug. She tapped his thigh twice with two fingers, and he went on.

"And near the end," he said, "he put his mouth down by your ear and sang something low. Words I didn't know. You turned your face toward it."

Eva went still for the length of a breath. She came off him just far enough to look up, lips wet, eyes open on his face.

"You'll say that last part again," she said.

"He sang. Low, by your ear, his beard at your skin. You turned your face into it."

This time her hands slid up his sides while he said it. Then she took him in to the root, slow, her throat opening around the head of him, and worked him there until his thighs were tight and jumping. The bed creaked once when she shifted above him.

"I'm close," he said. "Eva. Can I come."

Her answer was her grip on his hips and her throat closing on the last of him.

Kept, he thought, and it went with the motion of her mouth.

He came with his weight going forward, held up by her grip, and it went out of him with the list still in his mouth, in long pulses she swallowed as they came, swallow over swallow. It went on longer than his body should have had in it, and her throat worked twice around the end of it, and she kept her mouth on him until his hips stopped their small pulling. Then there was nothing left and his arms shook where they hung. He had taken his own last night. This was given.

She let him go and wiped her lips with the heel of her hand. He was still damp. She leaned in and pressed her lips to the wet curve of his shoulder and held them there.

She drew back.

"Breakfast is ready," she said.


The Audience

Farah came through the door with a bottle in each hand and walked past the kitchen.

She set them on the low table, shrugged out of her coat, and took the end of the sofa, the seat that faced the bed down the whole length of the room. Blouse open at the throat, good slacks. Nayeli followed in a sweater dress with the good glasses and sat across from her, ankle over knee. Through six years of dinners the two of them had owned the kitchen counter, hips against the edge, elbows in whatever Isaac was chopping. Neither of them looked at it now.

Eva came out of the bedroom in a thin white slip and bare feet, and the women said hi over the corkscrew as if she were in jeans. Isaac stood in the doorway with a bowl of salted almonds he had made to keep his hands busy.

"Almonds," Farah said, taking two. "He hosts."

"He always did," Nayeli said. She turned on the cushion and looked Isaac over, top to bottom, once. "What's under the sweatpants?"

"Boxers."

"Take them off. Leave the sweatpants on. Nothing under them tonight."

He went to the dresser and did it and stood a moment with the drawer open. When he came back the fleece moved on his cock with each step, loose, then close. The women were talking about a wedding order, two hundred white stems in November, and the van from the shop that had died on Thursday. Nobody looked at him. He made the walk back longer than it needed to be, half a step slow past the foot of the bed, and no one marked it.

"Look at you," Farah said to Eva, over the rim of her glass. "Six years, and look at you."

"Drink your wine," Eva said.

The knock came at half past seven.

Davit filled the door, denim jacket, beard cut closer than the last time. He put his hand on Isaac's shoulder, the weight of it familiar by now, and looked past him into the room.

"Your friends came," he said.

"They're on the sofa."

Davit hung the jacket on the hook beside the work jacket, toed off his boots, and said to Eva, "Where do you want me?"

"Bed." She was already moving. "Isaac. The rug, at the foot. Kneel facing me."

She pulled the slip over her head on the way and laid it on the seat of the chair, the chair he'd carried over himself, and the pale fold of it sat on the leather. Davit set his jeans over the chair back beside it and lay down on the bed. He was thick before she touched him, wide through the middle, dark at the head, and she took hold of him and looked at what she was holding, and then swung a knee over his hips and sat back on her heels above him with her back to the room.

She let herself down by inches. The head of him pushed into her and her mouth came open and she stopped, breathing, and took more, and stopped again. From where they sat the two women had all of it: her lifted over him, her body making room an inch at a time, the shine of herself left on him each time she rose.

"Slower," Farah said. She had the first bottle open, a glass at her lip. "We drove across town for this. Let us see it go in."

Eva looked across the room at Nayeli, who lifted her glass an inch. Then Eva laughed, low, and did what she was told. She slowed until there was almost nothing moving in her, just the last inch of him taken and given back, unhurried, and Farah made a small sound of approval into her wine. At the top of one of the long strokes Eva let him slide out of her altogether and sat there above him, open, holding, while the women looked. Davit lay quiet under her with his hands behind his head, watching her hold still for them, and then gave up the pose and set his hands on her thighs. Nayeli filled Farah's glass without a word being said about it.

"Turn a little," Farah said. "Let me see your face when you take it." Eva shifted her hips a few degrees and gave her the profile, and Farah sat back, satisfied.

Isaac knelt where she had put him. This close he could see her face and little else: her mouth open, her forehead shining, the weight of her breasts moving with each stroke down, the nipples dark and pulled tight. He couldn't see where they joined from here. He could hear it. Six years across a pillow and he had never once seen her face like this. With him she lay quiet underneath and made small careful noises and apologized if she had made any at all.

His hands had come up over the front of the sweatpants without his deciding it, the left pressed down over the right.

"Isaac." Nayeli's voice carried across the room, warm and even. "Hands off. On your knees, where we can see them. You cover it, we can't see it."

He moved them. The gray cotton had gone dark at the tip, a wet patch the size of a quarter, and it spread while the women looked. His cock finished thickening with nowhere to go, the fleece drawing tight over him, a thread of damp starting down toward the knee.

"There he is," Farah said, and drank.

He kept his eyes where Eva wanted them and counted what there was to count. The courses of brick over the window. Four glasses on the low table. The rug seam under his shin. His wife riding another man an arm's length above him. The cold came up out of the boards and his cock paid it no attention at all. He thought of the drawer upstairs, boxers folded and stacked, and made himself keep counting.

Farah's phone lit up on the low table and buzzed against the wood. She turned it face down without taking her eyes off the bed. "Later," she said. The buzzing went on under her palm until it quit.

Eva's breath came shorter. The pace Farah had set held longer than he'd have believed, her rising and settling, rising and settling, her voice starting up underneath it, small cries bitten off at the top. The headboard found the wall in a small patient knock, over and over. Then Davit gave up his stillness. His hands moved up her thighs and closed on her hips, and the slowness was over. He pulled her down hard onto him and fucked up into her from below, deep, and her whole body jumped with each stroke, and where the two of them joined it was loud, and she was louder.

"Like that," Farah said, to the room, to no one.

Eva's eyes came down to Isaac and held there, her hips pulled down onto Davit's cock, Davit's knuckles pale with the grip.

"The girls were right about you," she said. Her voice came out level underneath everything. "You're better at this than you ever were at pretending."

Farah laughed, one short bark, delighted with herself. "Told you," she said. Isaac's weight came forward over one knee, toward standing, and he caught it there and set it back down on the rug seam.

Nayeli wasn't watching the bed. Her eyes were on Isaac's face, and she nodded once, the nod she gave a pose when it went past the burn and the body quit arguing and held.

He looked at the pale fold of the slip on the chair and made himself look back at her face.

Davit pulled her down one more time and kept her there, and his breath went out of him rough and long. Isaac watched her feel it, her eyes still on him, her mouth open, and her hips lost their rhythm around him and she cried out, low and cracked, once, twice.

His hands opened on her hips and slid off her. She sat back upright on her knees over his thighs, breathing, her hair stuck to her neck, and stayed there facing the room. Farah tipped the bottle and filled both glasses where they sat. Davit took his off the table and put his free hand flat on Eva's back.

"All right down there?" he said to Isaac. Almost kind.

"Yes," Isaac said.

Nobody told him to get up. The cold of the boards came up through the rug into his knees. He was wet down one thigh of the sweatpants, his cock lying heavy along the cotton, and he put his hands on his knees, palms down, where they could be seen, and stayed where he was, on the floor between the sofa and the bed.


The Hand

His knees had gone numb an hour ago, and he was grateful for the numbness, and the gratitude embarrassed him. On the rug between the sofa and the bed, hands on his knees, he wanted two things at once. He wanted Eva to look over and tell him to come up. He wanted to stay on the floor all night with nobody's eyes on his face. Both wants were whole. Neither one won.

He had learned the room by its small noises. Nayeli's cushion creaked when she crossed her legs. Farah's glass met the low table with the knock of its base, once, then again. The bed was quiet. Down the hall the refrigerator droned on to itself, and that drone had become, over these weeks, the voice the apartment used when it meant nothing and would go on meaning nothing.

The evening had gone on without asking him. Nayeli opened the second bottle and poured two glasses, and the women drank them slow, and nobody sent anyone home. After a while Davit reached up from the bed and took Eva by the hip, and she went to him without looking back at the room, and nobody closed the door between the bed and the sofas.

Farah's hand closed on his wrist. She pulled, and he came up off the rug with his legs late under him, pins firing in both. She walked him backward down the hall, her grip easy on the bone of his wrist, and he looked at the bed as he went. Eva's eyes were shut. Davit's fist was in her hair. Nobody stopped Farah. Nobody called him to stay.

The kitchen was dark. She reached past him and opened the fridge, and its light fell out blue-white across the tiles between their feet. She took the second bottle out of the door rack, set it on the counter, and left the door standing open. Then she stood back and looked at him, her face lit from one side, and put her hand into the front of his sweatpants.

He was half hard already. The evening had kept him that way, on and off, with nobody doing anything about it. She folded the gray cotton down under him and worked him out over the waistband, and the cold moved across the wet tip of him, and he breathed through his nose and looked at the ceiling.

"You're for practice tonight," she said. "A hand needs work or it forgets. Mine's had nothing to do for years but wash dishes."

"Eva—" he said, and it came out as a question.

"Eva has hers." Farah licked her palm, unhurried, and took hold of him again. "This one's mine. She doesn't need the details."

Through the wall then, sudden, Eva's voice broke over the knock of the bed and went high and kept going. He looked past Farah's shoulder at the dark doorway, and the count did not stop for it, and neither did he pull away.

"All right," he said.

Her fist was dry and even. Base to head, head to base, an unhurried count, and she watched his cock while she worked it, not his face. Her thumb crossed the head of him once, the way she'd test a handle in an empty house, and moved on. Her wedding band was cold at the root of him, a small hard circle he felt at the bottom of every stroke.

He thought of another ring. Lamplight, his wife's, catching on another man's shoulder. He put the thought down and held the edge of the counter, and the edge was cold through the cotton of his t-shirt where his back met it.

"It's useful, having you," she said. "Most men are no use for practice. Too eager. You'll stand where I put you and say what's true."

His hand came up to catch her wrist. It lay a moment on the pulse side, light, doing nothing. Then he took it back, and she went on with her count.

Through the wall, the bed had started its slow knock. Eva's voice went up underneath it, one syllable, then again, higher, and Davit's voice ran low under both, half words. Over the whole of it the fridge kept on with its one flat note.

Her voice came through the wall, and he gave himself to it, and the count pulled him back into the kitchen every time. His thighs drew tight. The head of him went heavy and full, and it built by inches with no hurry in it, none of it his to speed.

"I'm close," he said. "Can I—"

"Say it again." Her voice stayed level, and her count went on.

"I'm close."

She let go.

She wiped her palm on the dish towel, one side and then the other, and folded the towel in half and set it back on the counter. Then she stepped out of the fridge light and went, in her sock feet, up the short hall.

"Thanks for the practice," she said from the doorway.

He stood in the kitchen with his cock out, hard, wet at the tip, and nobody in the room. The bottle she'd set down fogged on the counter. His own hand was right there. Once, the night before, his own hand had answered for him, and the morning bath had been the lesson. He left his hand flat on the cool edge.

He put himself away and left the string untied, and swung the fridge door shut on his way past it. Its drone kept on in the dark. The light switch sat under his fingers. He stood a moment longer than the moment needed. Then he took his fingers off the switch, and left the light on.

Down the short hall, Farah had her seat again, her glass back in her fist. Nayeli's eyes went to Farah's right hand, where it curled around the stem. Farah flexed her fingers once, slow, opening and closing. Nayeli looked back at the bed.

He knelt down on the rug where he had been, the numbness in his knees worn down to a slow ache, everything Farah had left in him sitting low and heavy. Eva's voice rose past the wall now, past caring, and Davit's breath went with it. He put his hands on his knees and held still under all of it, his cock full and aching along his thigh, the string of his sweatpants hanging open in the front.

Behind him the kitchen light burned on over the counter and the folded towel. He left it burning.


The Younger Man

Twenty-seven was the first thing Eva had told him about the man coming to dinner.

She'd said it Saturday night, after Farah's text, in her flower-order voice. My student. He shoots my listings. Isaac had read the message twice at the counter and said it was fine, and Eva had watched him say it and let it stand.

Sunday gave him chores. He stripped the bed and remade it with the good sheets, washed the two glasses from Saturday and stood them upside down on the rack, folded the dish towel into thirds and hung it on the oven handle where it lived, and switched off the kitchen light Farah had left burning. By four the apartment had its bones back. He moved through it checking locks that were already locked, and every so often the sentence came back to him: a man was coming to sit where Davit sat, and this one had been picked out for them by a woman who had stroked Isaac in this same kitchen the night before and kept the details for herself.

Eva showered at five and came out with her hair wet, wearing the cropped tank and nothing else. She drank half a glass of water at the counter and looked at Isaac over it.

"What did Farah tell you about him?" he asked.

"That he's hungry. She said he doesn't ask."

Isaac nodded and went and opened two beers and set them on the table, and his hands were steady, and that was its own kind of information.

The buzzer went at seven. Eva pointed at the bedroom door. "Clothes off. Folded on the dresser." He did it in the light from the window, flannel, then the corduroys, then the rest, and laid the stack square while she walked bare-backed down the hall to let him in.

Arlo Vance looked even younger in the doorway than the number. Dirty-blond hair shoved back with one hand, a mole at the jaw, blue eyes that went past Isaac's face before Isaac had finished opening the door. Denim jacket, sneakers, long fingers already reaching for the bottle.

"So you're the husband," Arlo said, and drank, and looked at Eva the whole time he did it.

"Bedroom," Eva said.

Isaac went ahead of them, and at the dresser Eva pointed at the floor beside it. "Knees." He went down on the boards while Arlo was still swallowing, jacket still on, and the cold came up into his shins right away.

Arlo set his bottle next to Isaac's folded clothes. "You keep him folded," he said, delighted, to Eva, not to Isaac. Then he took her by the hips.

She went up onto the bed on her knees and he pushed the tank up over her ribs and tipped her down by the shoulder until her cheek found the duvet. Jeans shoved to his thighs, sneakers planted on the floor, he stood behind her and pushed in with one long press, and her back bowed, and the sound she made was loud and bare in a way the room had learned this month.

Davit had taken her in near silence. This one never stopped talking.

"Oh, she's ready," Arlo said, working his hips. "She's dripping, man. You hear that? That's not for you." He gathered her hair off her neck and wound it once around his fist, and his palm came down on her ass and the crack of it jumped in Isaac's chest. Her whole body rode forward and came back onto him on her own.

Her eyes came up through the dresser glass and found Isaac on the floor.

"Say it," Eva said into the duvet. "He's hungrier than you've ever been."

"He's hungrier than I've ever been."

Arlo laughed, high and pleased, and sped up. "He knows. Look at him, he knows."

"Next. My tongue spent six years asking."

"My tongue spent six years asking." It came out low. Eva's hand flattened on the headboard and the bed quit moving, Arlo stilled inside her, and her eyes stayed on Isaac in the mirror until he said it again with the volume in it. "My tongue spent six years asking."

"Farah was right about you two," Arlo said, grinning down at the floor, at Isaac, hips ticking small despite himself. "She said it'd be exactly like this." Isaac's stomach turned at the name. Farah's hand had had him in the kitchen the night before, and Eva didn't know that part, and there was nowhere to put the knowing from down here.

"Now give him this one," Eva said. "I'm soaked for him."

Isaac's voice split on the last word. Eva waited, eyes on him, Arlo waiting too, buried in her and not moving, and Isaac set the sentence down again whole. "I'm soaked for him."

His cock had gone heavy and full, swinging when his hips shifted, a thin thread of wet already touching the boards. There was nothing to do about that from here.

"Bring him forward," Arlo said. "I want him where I can see his face." Eva lifted two fingers off the headboard and Isaac moved on his knees, one scraping step across the boards, close enough that her reflection filled the glass.

"One more," Eva said. "My hands have never taken anything."

"My hands have never taken anything." He said it looking down at them, flat on his legs, six years of opening jars and folding sheets sitting in them.

"Another," Eva said. "He waits to be told even now."

"He waits to be told even now." It came out level, and the level of it was worse than the split had been.

"He knows what he wants," Isaac said.

The bed went still. Arlo's grin stayed where it was, aimed at the floorboards, at Isaac, waiting.

"Takes," Eva said. "The word is takes."

"He takes what he wants without—"

"Finish it."

"—without asking twice." Isaac heard his own voice give each word back, louder than he'd meant, and the words were still leaving him when her eyes in the glass went bright.

"Look at his hands," Arlo said then, warm, conversational, still not moving in her. "Flat on his legs. Like they've been drilled. Somebody trained you, man." He didn't wait for an answer. His palm cracked down on her ass again and his fist cinched her hair so her throat arched, and he started up hard and fast, the slap of his hips filling the room, and Eva's voice started climbing under it.

Each word Isaac had given back was in that climb somewhere. He could hear them, his own sentences, coming out of her mouth in pieces now — "hungrier," "asking," "soaked" — her hips driving back onto the boy's cock while she shouted into the duvet, and his cock jerked untouched at every one.

Isaac's knees ached on the cold boards. He gave her his eyes through the glass and kept them there while it happened to her — arms folding, the shout muffled to nothing, her whole weight dropping onto her shoulders — coming around Arlo hard, the spasm of it visible even from the floor in the shake that went up her spine and out her gripping hand.

"Fuck." Arlo's fist wrenched tight in her hair and his hips pressed flush and stopped, and his sound was younger than Davit's, lighter, going on longer, his sneaker squeaking once on the boards while he emptied into her.

Then quiet, except the lamp. The window over the fire escape had gone to black sometime in the last hour. Arlo's breathing slowed first. Then Eva's, her cheek turned on the duvet, eyes closed now, and his hand lay in her hair where it had finished, loose.

"Good," Eva said, hardly anything, to the mirror.

Arlo reached over and found his beer without leaving her, drank it down, and set the empty back beside Isaac's folded clothes. Eva's fingers curled into the duvet and let go. Arlo's hand stayed in her hair, and Isaac's mouth was still open on the last word.


The Ride

Isaac was folding his shirt over the back of the chair at the foot of the bed when Nayeli said her goodbye from the front room.

"Ice in the freezer," she called down the hall. "In case."

Her boots crossed the concrete, the front door shut, and the apartment went quiet around the three of them. Eva stood at the head of the bed in the shirt she slept in, bare legs, a glass of water held in both hands. Farah came in behind her and set her wine on the windowsill, where it went on sweating, and looked at Isaac sitting on the edge of the mattress in his boxers.

"Well," she said, and reached for the top button of her blouse.

She worked the buttons with quick fingers and stepped out of her skirt and then her boots. In under a minute she stood bare by the bed, thick-bodied, unhurried, hanging the blouse over the chair rail beside his shirt. He looked at Eva. Farah put her palm on his chest and pushed, and he went back onto the mattress.

"Eva—" he said.

Eva hooked her fingers into the waistband of his boxers and drew them down his legs. She folded them over the chair rail with the shirt.

Then she pulled the pillow from under his head, slid one arm under his hips, lifted, and pushed the pillow beneath, and his cock rose at the new angle.

Farah climbed up and knelt astride him, her belly soft over him, her thighs wide on his hips. She rose up on her knees. Eva set both hands on Farah's hips and brought her down, and the head of his cock met her, and she was soaked, and then he was inside her, and Farah sank to the root with a long breath out.

She set a pace that had nothing to do with him. She rose slow and came down slower, eyes half closed, one hand flat on her own belly, and each time she took him all the way back she made a small sound in her throat that belonged to her alone. His hips came up off the pillow to meet her on the fourth stroke.

Farah stopped, seated to the root, and stayed exactly there.

"There it is," she said. "You moved."

"Sorry."

"I know you are." She stayed full of him and didn't start again, and holding still under that was harder than moving had been. His urge climbed with nothing feeding it. He kept his heels still on the sheet. After a while she began to ride once more, slow as before.

"Stay still," she said. "This part isn't for you. It's for me. You're furniture tonight. Good furniture keeps its shape."

Farah looked over her shoulder at Eva, grinning. Eva nodded.

Eva leaned down from the headboard until her mouth was at his ear. It was the voice she used for the shop's phone. "You're a lucky man tonight. You get to be used. Say thank you while she's on you."

"Thank you," Isaac said.

Farah rode on.

"Thank you." His voice cracked on it the second time, and he said it again anyway.

He looked past Farah's shoulder for his wife. Eva stood at the headboard with one hand on the rail, watching Farah ride him, and her mouth was soft. He held still under her friend and said it again, and the words pulled his hips up under her until he caught them and set them back down.

Somewhere in the middle of it his hands left the mattress and found Farah's hips. She took one wrist, then the other, and set them back down where they had been.

"These stay put."

His hands lay flat on the sheets, and keeping them there while she rode was its own work. Somewhere under the holding was the thought that it had been his wife's fingers in the waistband of his boxers, that she was standing one step away while her friend used him, and that he had never been harder in his life.

The ache built at the base of his cock and kept building. His whole body shook under her now, holding. "I'm close," he said. "I'm— please—"

"Good," Farah said. She slowed to a deep grind, her weight settled onto him. "Stay close. Swollen is how I want it."

"Hold it," Eva said from the headboard.

He held. The grind kept him at the top of it without letting him over, the slick pull of her working the whole length of him in slow circles, and every muscle in his legs stood rigid with the effort of staying exactly where he was.

Farah's breathing went short. Her thighs tightened against his hips and her rhythm broke, two shallow pushes and none, and then her breath stopped altogether. She pressed both hands down on his chest and bore her hips into his, and her wedding band printed a small circle into his skin, and she came around his cock in long pulls he could count, a low sound starting in her throat and going on and on, her head tipped back to the ceiling.

She stayed like that until the last of it had gone through her. Then she lifted off, and his cock came out of her shining, still hard, and she swung her leg over and stood by the bed. She looked down at him, at his cock standing there with her all over it, and patted his thigh twice, flat-palmed, done.

The ask was right there in his mouth, formed and ready. What came out was thank you.

She stepped into her skirt and drew it up. As she stood over him buttoning her blouse, the streak of her wetness printed across his thighs was drying in the lamplight.

Eva came back from the bathroom with the washcloth wrung warm from the tap. She knelt on the bed and cleaned his cock with slow, careful passes, around the head, down the shaft, along his balls, and he stayed hard through all of it.

"Please," Isaac said.

"Not tonight." Eva wrung the cloth out once more and wiped the warm line of him a last time. She folded the cloth and set it on the nightstand, and then she rested her palm on his chest, over the place Farah's ring had marked, and left it there a moment before she took it away.

Farah stood in the doorway pulling her boots back on. "Lend him out again anytime," she said to Eva. "He says the best thank-yous in the city."

Her heels crossed the front room. The door closed, and the apartment went quiet a second time.

Isaac lay on the bed with the pillow still under his hips, his cock hard against his belly. The cloth had taken his own mess. The streaks on his thighs were Farah's, going cool. He lay still between the two of them — the wetness the cloth had taken, the wetness going cool on him — and could not have said which one he would rather have kept.


The Turn

The pillowcase had been changed. White cotton, ironed, two creases folded down the middle. Isaac lay naked on the made bed with his head on it and tried to remember whether the old case had gone into the wash with the towels or into the bin under the sink. He set the thought down. There was no way to ask.

Eva's note had stood upright against the fruit bowl since Wednesday morning — Shower. Bed. Eight. — and he had done what it said and lain down where it pointed, clean, half hard before he meant to be.

At eight there were voices in the front room, Farah's laugh low and sure of itself, the fridge opening and closing. Then Eva came to the bedroom door in the big shirt she slept in, a glass in one hand, and the other two came in behind her. Farah in a black slip, hair loose to her waist, ice in her glass. Nayeli in black leggings and a gray sports bra, arms bare, hair still damp from the studio shower.

Farah sat cross-legged at the foot of the mattress. Eva sat beside her with her knees up, her eyes already on Isaac's face. Nayeli stood at the side of the bed and looked at him the way she looked at a pose she was about to correct.

"Hi," she said.

She rolled the leggings down and stepped out of them. The bra went over her head — small high breasts, dark nipples, the lamp finding the line of her shoulders — and she folded everything, leggings first, on the chair at the foot of the bed.

"Hands on the rail," she said. "Where I can see them."

He reached up and took the rails above his head, one in each hand.

She climbed up, knee by knee, over his chest, and turned, and knelt above him facing his feet. Her shins came down over his upper arms and pinned them there, and the bed held all four of them in one small creak.

"You're good for one thing tonight," Nayeli said. "Prove it."

Her pussy took his whole face, and the room went dark and near. He opened for it, tongue ready, and her weight arrived by degrees while her hands settled on his thighs.

"There," she said, and moved his head a finger's width with her fist in his hair. "Flat. Stay where I put you." He stayed. Her hips drew slow circles over his tongue. "Higher," she said, and moved him again. "Now hold that." Minutes in: "Faster." Then, when he rushed: "No. Slow again. It builds or it doesn't." The tip of his tongue, the broad press of it, the point — she had him map her by inches and report nothing.

He learned the seam of air where her thigh met her hip and pulled what he could through it. When her hips rolled, the breath closed. When she lifted, it came back. Each roll ended with her sitting down full, a woman taking her seat.

From the foot of the bed, ice moved in Farah's glass. "Would you look at his hands," Farah said. "Both where she put them." Eva's knee had come up to rest over Farah's at some point; nobody moved it away. Isaac heard the mattress take Eva's weight as she leaned in to see better. He saw none of it. There was Nayeli's weight, and the dark, and the wood in his fists, and under everything, steady as a floor, the fact of Eva in the room with her knees up, watching another woman ride his mouth.

Once, very low, Eva said, "Higher," and Nayeli said, "He knows," and that was all of that.

"Six years," Farah said, "and that mouth just slept." She drank.

"You see the hands?" Nayeli called down the bed, riding easy. "That's the whole man tonight."

Past the first minutes her rolls grew longer and fuller. She sat down harder with each one, heels tucked, both cheeks down, and he stopped getting anything to breathe but her. Dark came up from underneath. His right hand left the headboard — one knuckle off the wood, the stop one tap away, and she would climb off and it would be kind — and he put it back. Two taps and it stopped. He left the two taps where they were. He turned his face two degrees, found the crease of her thigh, and pulled the little breath that place allowed him, thin and enough. His eyes watered under her. He stayed, and the room came back to its size.

She rose on straight arms and looked down the length of herself at him, at his soaked chin, at his cock standing untouched on his belly with its string of wet.

"That's not part of the lesson," she said, warm. "Hips down."

He flattened his hips to the mattress and she came back down full.

"Slow," she said. "Let it build." One instruction at a time, each waiting for the last to be learned. He found her clit and stayed where her hand put him, and her circles found a measure, and the measure climbed. His tongue had gone thick and clumsy by then, and she waited, swaying, while he found it again.

Her measure broke before he knew it had been one. The circles lost their shape, her fist closed in his hair, and she cried out — one short, loud, unguarded note that carried through the doorway and down the hall, nothing like her class voice — and her weight came down whole. His breath went. She shook above him, hips pressed hard on his mouth, and he held the rails in the dark and took her weight as it came, and Farah's voice from the foot of the bed, low and delighted: "There's the noise. Told you he had it in him."

Nayeli sat up on his chest, his face free, wet to the neck. "Out," she said. "Both of you. I want the quiet."

Farah swung her legs off the mattress. "We're the audience."

"The proof part's done."

At the door Farah turned, glass in hand. "He keeps. Like a jar of something good." Then the hallway took her, and her laugh with it.

Eva came around the bed. Isaac's eyes went to her the moment he could use them — wet, asking — and she pushed his hair back off his forehead with two fingers, once, slower than the first pass needed.

"Do what she says," Eva said.

Farah's voice moved on in the front room. Nayeli crossed to the door, shut it, and stood a moment with her hand on the latch.

The apartment quieted. Water ran somewhere; a glass touched the counter; Farah said something that ended in a laugh. None of it reached the bed as words. The room he lay in was kept.

Nayeli came back unhurried. She knelt over his chest and came down again by inches, taking her time about it, his nose and mouth going under slow.

"The first one was for the room," she said, settling. "This one is mine. Slower now. No one's watching. It doesn't have to look like anything."

Some last part of him wanted to be a husband about it — to ask, to offer, to be wanted back — and her weight closed over the want like a hand over a candle. What was left under her was a mouth and its work.

She taught him again. Her weight rested on him between the lifts, full and unapologetic, a thing he carried because she put it there. "There. Level. Slower than that. Feel for it, don't chase. Breathe when I lift. That's the whole trick." Her hand moved in his hair gentler than before, correcting by finger-widths, and her circles came long and even, and each time she lifted he breathed, and each time she came down he worked. She was easier under his tongue now, slicker; every lift left his chin glazed. There was no hurry anywhere in it. She came down and stayed down longer each time, and the waits between were part of the teaching, and he learned the waits too — how to keep his tongue soft under her while she rested, how to feel her decide.

His right hand left the rail on its own errand, sliding down his ribs, his belly, toward the ache that had gone untouched all night.

"Hand," Nayeli said, without heat, from above.

He put it back.

"I didn't say stop working."

His tongue went back to it. His cock leaked onto his belly and cooled there, hers to name and no one's to touch.

Somewhere in it his fingers began to mark her on the wood. The stop was two still taps; the count moved. Roll, hold, lift: a tap, a tap, rest. He had kept counts his whole life — dates, lists, the order of things done to him — and this one gathered itself without his asking. Roll, hold, lift. Her rhythm changed, three slow and one quick, and his taps followed before he decided anything.

"You're keeping count," Nayeli said.

Her thighs tightened either side of his head. She changed the rhythm again, a hitch in the middle, and waited, rolling, and his taps found the hitch and held it.

"Good," she said. "Keep it." Her hand left his hair and lay along the side of his face, light, and stayed. "Nobody's ever kept my count."

The second one came quiet. She let her breath go in one long thread through the nose. Thighs closed on his ears and the world went down to the dark and his own taps racing. Hips pressed twice, small, her weight going honest all at once, and then still. He tapped until her hand closed over his knuckles, and the count ended there, under her hand.

She stayed on him a while after, small movements easing. Then she rose off him onto her knees and looked down the length of him: his face soaked to the ears, his cock hard and wet-tipped and nobody's.

"You can put your hands down," she said.

He let them come down. His arms carried the print of her shins. She got off the bed and stepped into her leggings and pulled the bra on, and stood over him a moment with her head tipped, the look she gave a class that had done better than she said out loud.

"You learn fast," she said. "That's not nothing."

The door opened and shut on her going. Water ran, far off. Isaac lay where she had left him, his face and jaw shining in the lamplight, his hands flat on the mattress.


The Paco

"You came," Paco said.

He held Eva's hand a moment past greeting. The gallery door swung shut behind the two of them, and the Thursday crowd in its winter coats made a lane without meaning to. The dress was gray, cut low in front, and had no back at all; it went to the floor and offered the whole naked length of her spine, the freckles at her shoulders, and she had worn it into this room on purpose.

"I brought my husband," Eva said.

Paco looked past her shoulder at Isaac and came back. "So I see."

Farah had phoned the opening in on Tuesday, an opening worth the crossing of town, and Isaac had been brought along the way he was brought along now, to see and be seen seeing. He stood at the end of the wine table in his gray sweater with a glass he didn't drink from. The gallery was one long white room, the tall canvases dark as river water, and Paco walked Eva from one to the next with two fingers at the small of her back, talking low, and she leaned in for the words, and once she put her hand flat on the edge of a frame the way she touched flower stems at the shop. People brought Paco questions all evening. He answered them without turning his whole body. For her he turned the whole body. Isaac watched the bare line of her back across the room and his cock moved once in the slacks and lay still.

At the wine table Paco lifted a bottle himself and poured, and set the glass in her hand, and leaned in to say it against the crowd's chatter, "You could have more than a spectator."

Isaac stood an arm away. He heard every word.

Spectator. A month he had lived inside the word — the back booth, the bar rail, the chair carried to the foot of the bed — and Paco said it at a wine table, out loud, no weight on it at all.

Eva turned the stem of the glass with two fingers. She looked at a canvas on the far wall for a long time and said nothing at all.

The coats began to go at half nine. Isaac had Eva's coat over his arm; he always carried her coat. Paco came through the crowd and lifted it out of his hands. "I'll take that." He held it open, and Eva put her arms into the sleeves, and he brought the collar down flat on her neck with both thumbs. To Isaac he gave nothing — no word, no nod — and the three of them went down to the street and took a cab.

Isaac rode up front. Behind him their voices ran low under the traffic. Once Eva laughed, a low unguarded sound he hadn't heard from her in years, and streetlight crossed the windshield in bars, and he kept his hands on his knees and his eyes ahead. The cab stopped below the building at ten.

He unlocked the door and stood back to let them through. Paco crossed the front room slowly, once, end to end — the brick, the kitchen counter, the bed visible through the open bedroom door, the armchair in its place — and looked longest at the bed. Then he hung Eva's coat on the hook by the door himself.

Eva poured two fingers of whiskey into two glasses at the counter. Isaac went into the bathroom without being told and changed into his sleep things, the t-shirt, the pajama pants, and when he came out the front room stood empty, the two glasses sweating on the low table.

The nightstand lamp was lit. The armchair sat two steps from the foot of the bed, and Isaac went past it and took the floor at the dresser, knees to the boards, the cold of the wood coming up through the cotton. Over him the dresser mirror gave him the bed sideways.

Paco unzipped the dress with one pull and the gray fell from her hips and lay where it fell. There was nothing under it. She stepped out and stood bare in the lamplight, the small weight of her breasts lifted on a breath, her nipples tight in the cool of the room, and Paco looked at her the whole length of her without hurrying, and she lay back on the bed for him with her knees open. Past them both, the coat hung on its hook by the door; the dress lay on the boards. One of her things was kept. The other was left where it fell.

His shirt stayed on, the sleeves still rolled. He opened his trousers and knelt over her and went into her a little at a time, then all the way, then back out slow to the head, and set a pace that never changed — long strokes, even, his weight on one arm. The headboard never touched the wall. What the room held was her breath and the wet pull of him going in and out of her.

Isaac's cock strained the pajama cotton now, the tip damp against it. He didn't touch it. His hands lay flat on the boards in front of his knees.

Halfway through, Paco turned his head and found Isaac past Eva's shoulder. His eyes went down to Isaac's lap and came back.

"You've seen enough, Isaac. The front room."

His hand closed on the back of Eva's neck, and the pace held through it, long and even, and he did not look at Isaac again.

Isaac's palm took his weight on the boards. One knee came up under him. He looked at Eva — her cheek turned on the pillow, her eyes open on him, her lips parted around nothing. Paco kept moving, unhurried, wet, breathing steady, holding the same long pace he could hold all night for an answer he had already decided on.

The count he had been keeping since the gallery door — canvases, glasses, blocks of streetlight, strokes — slid off the strokes at the order and would not come back. His thighs shook with the holding of his own weight. In the mirror Eva's body moved under Paco's, her hips lifting to meet the long strokes, and her eyes stayed on Isaac the whole time, open, unreadable, and he looked into them for the word that would send him out of the room and found her giving him none.

He was hard. Being ordered out of his own bedroom had made him harder, and the truth of him sat plain on the cold wood: he wanted to be allowed to stay.

His knee went back down. Both hands settled flat in front of him, where they could be seen. He held Eva's eyes and she held his, and nothing was said by either of them, and he stayed.

Paco never looked at him again. The pace ran long and even to the end of it, and Eva's sound came into the pillow, muffled, building, and it was the low note from the cab, the one he hadn't heard from her in years, and it wasn't for him — and then Paco pressed in deep and kept himself there, and the last of him was the small pulls of his hips, and then the stillness. In the mirror Isaac watched where they joined — Paco's cock dark at the root, her lips spread around him and shining. When Paco drew out, white followed him down her thigh.

Paco got off the bed without hurry. Trousers, the buckle, his shoes done up one at a time. The sleeves stayed rolled. He stood at the bedside over her, the only dressed thing in the room.

"I don't share what matters," he said.

Eva said nothing. He hadn't waited for an answer. He went down the room and past Isaac without a word, his back square in the lamplight, and the hall took him, and the front door closed, and the lock turned, and after that the apartment was still.

Eva lay where Paco had left her. Isaac knelt where he had chosen to stay. His hands lay flat on the floorboards, cold under his palms. The cotton at his lap was still damp where the tip of him pressed it, the ache in him untouched, going nowhere. He was ashamed and he was glad, and the two had stopped being different things.


The Refusal

Eva got up before she had decided to.

Her body came along heavy and used, the ache of the evening sitting low in her, and the bedroom was the same room it had been an hour ago. Same lamp. Same crack over the light switch she had stopped seeing years ago. The apartment had gone back to being an apartment. She went down the hall through the dark, and the front room held only the refrigerator's drone and the two whiskey glasses on the low table where Paco had poured them. His had two fingers left. Hers had gone untouched all night, the ice gone to water in it. Her coat hung on the hook by the door, where he had put it, above where his own had hung.

At the window the street was empty the whole way to the corner. A pipe ticked somewhere in the walls. She thought about the last thing he had said to her and put it away in the place where she was keeping it, and then she went back to the low table and lifted his glass and drank what he'd left. Smoky, warm, a little bitter at the end. The floor was cold under her feet and gooseflesh came up her arms and she drank anyway. The burn sat where he had left it and stayed. She set the glass back down inside its own wet ring.

In the bathroom she ran the tap hot and washed with the lemon soap — her hands, her throat, the insides of her thighs, everything the cloth could reach kindly. The water could have everything on the outside. What was deeper was not for soap, and she stood there with the cloth in her hand and decided who it was for. She rinsed, folded the cloth over the rack, and met her own eyes in the mirror — flushed, one side of her hair pressed flat, the face she would wear tomorrow.

The gray dress lay on the bedroom floor where it had come off her. She stepped over it and stopped in the doorway.

Isaac had not moved. He knelt by the dresser where he had refused to leave, hands open on the boards, the t-shirt hanging to his hips and nothing under it. He had knelt long enough to print his knees into the wood, and beneath him a dark spot on the boards where his cock had leaked all night. The cock itself stood along his stomach, hard, slick at the tip. The nightstand lamp laid its small light over all of it. His eyes came up to her, and his throat moved, and he had been still for so long that the stillness looked chosen.

She crossed the room and stood over him.

"I'm not leaving you."

She said it once, plainly, and let it stand by itself. There was more in her, a whole speech with reasons in it. She swallowed it. His eyes were wet. She left them wet and put her palm on the crown of his head and kept it there until the shaking went out of his shoulders.

Then she got onto the bed, lay back with her heels to the edge, and opened her knees.

"You know what he left in me." Her voice stayed level. "Your tongue gets it out. All of it. Slow."

For a second at the edge of the bed he didn't move, and she gave him the second. Whatever husband was left in him got to look at her opened like this for as long as he needed. Then he rose off his heels and crossed the room, the hard slow swing of him, and she wanted his mouth before he reached it. Six years and he still walked like a guest in his own bedroom. Tonight that was hers too, the walk. He knelt at the edge, close enough to reach, and she gathered his hair in one hand and held it back from his face so she could watch him do it.

His mouth was careful. The first pass of his tongue drew up through her and she felt the whole of it at once — the slickness cooled, the thick of another man's spend coming out of her onto her husband's tongue. He stopped. She felt him swallow, the working of his throat where it pressed her. Then he went back in, and this time he kept going, and in the quiet apartment the sounds of him were loud: the wet pull of him, the catch of his breath through his nose, the boards creaking under his knees.

She was sore and raw and used for the better part of an hour, and her body should have been finished. Her nipple tightened in the cool and she covered it with her own palm, surprised at herself. He's drinking another man out of me, she thought, and his own cock is dripping on the floor for it. The width of what had been there was still with her, and what he took out of her, he took one slow careful stroke at a time, and it was the gentlest thing the night had done to her.

"Slower," she said, once, and he slowed. She was getting wet again, her own body adding to what he'd been sent to remove, and he took that too, without being told twice. His hands had stayed on his thighs, where they had learned to be, and she reached down and moved one to her hip, and the weight of it there was something she kept. She kept his hair back and fed him the gallery while he worked.

"It occurred to me somewhere in there that I never once asked this of you in six years. I wouldn't have known how. It came into the marriage from outside, and the marriage grew around it." She watched the muscles move under his cheek as he worked. She stopped trying to tell them apart. "It was an opening. The room was full, the kind of crowd that stands too close to the paintings and doesn't look at them, and you stood in the middle of it in your good coat like a man at a funeral. I told him I'd brought my husband. He looked at you a long second and said, So I see. Then he took my coat off your hands at the door — you remember that. He didn't ask. And at the wine table he poured for me and leaned in close, close enough I could smell the wine on him, and he said—" She gave it to him in Paco's voice, low and unhurried, exact down to the pause before the last word: "You could have more than a spectator."

She had kept the voice without trying. It was hers now.

"Across the room from me the whole time," she said. "Watching him lean into me. And you never moved. I kept waiting to see whether you'd move."

"You didn't say anything." He said it into her, without lifting his face. "When he told me to go. You didn't say anything."

"No." She let it sit. "I wanted to watch you choose."

His tongue slowed, went still for the space of a breath, then went deeper than before. "I stayed because—" he began, and she took his head in both hands and moved him where she wanted, and whatever the rest of the sentence had been, he gave it to her with his mouth instead. She held his head and looked at the ceiling and let her eyes fall closed.

Her hips began to move, small circles that grew. He went where she put him. The soreness gave way by degrees, and somewhere in the middle of it he found her clit and settled there, patient, unhurried, while the rest of him finished the work he'd been given. Her hand left her breast and went to the back of his neck. She watched the top of his head, and in the dresser mirror the whole bed lay doubled — her open, him kneeling, the lamp burning over both of them, her ring a dark gleam against his neck where her hand rested.

It went through her quietly, in the end. A long low pull that gathered behind her clit and let go; she made a sound then, low, one she would have smothered six years ago, and let it out into the gray room; her heels pressed the mattress, her hand tightened, and then her hips stopped moving and lay still. She breathed with her mouth open. The room came back in pieces — the lamp, the mirror, the building settling on its joists. Little aftershocks of it reached her wherever he touched. She pressed two fingers to his lips and he stilled, and kissed them, and rested his cheek against her, his breath on her skin.

"He said one more thing." Her fingers flexed at the back of his neck. "At the door, when he left." She gave him that one in Paco's voice too — I don't share what matters — and then dropped it, and the room was hers again. "He means you. He's decided you're the thing standing in his way."

"Yes," he said against her hip.

She lifted his face with both hands and made him look at her while she said the rest of it. His eyes were wet again and steady, and she held them. "So here it is, and you'll get it once. I'm keeping his wanting. It's aimed at me and it's the biggest thing that's ever been aimed at me, and I'd be lying to you if I called it nothing. And you're waiting for me to take some of it back. I'm not going to. And I'm keeping you. That part was never on the table. It never will be." She bent to him and pressed her lips to his forehead. "What's new is the walls. The two of them stay apart. He doesn't send you anywhere again, and you don't go to him. Each of them has me and only me — everything asks through me. I'm the only door in either wall. It will cost me, keeping both. I'll pay it."

He nodded after a while. She waited him out for it and felt it, more than saw it, his cheek dragging on her thigh.

His cock stood along his stomach, hard the whole night, everything it had leaked drying on the boards beneath him. She looked at it a long moment and left it exactly where it was. The ache in him was part of what she was keeping too, and it would go with him into the daylight, unrelieved, and that suited her.

The high windows had gone gray at the edges, and dawn was working its way up the brick across the street. Somewhere below, a truck changed gears. She drew him up and opened her knees and put him back where he had been — slower now, nothing left to take, only her and only him — her hand holding his hair out of his face, and the two of them stayed there while the light came up slow, and she said it again, quieter.

"I'm not leaving you."


The Ritual

Eva had put flowers on the table.

Ranunculus, the short-stemmed bunch no customer would ever buy, bunched low in a water glass, orange and cream. Six years of dinners on that table — bills, his grading, two turkeys at Thanksgiving — and never a flower. Isaac carried the glass to the far corner and stood a moment with his hands empty.

At six he had shaved at the kitchen sink, chin lifted to the dark window over the basin, careful along the jaw, while Eva moved behind him in the short black slip she had chosen for the evening. She didn't help him and she didn't go away. Afterward she buckled the cuff on him at the counter, the one Farah had left on Wednesday in a paper bag with no ribbon, and pressed the buckle flat with her thumb, and turned his wrist over once to see it sit right, and then she went to fix her hair.

He worked bare in the kitchen. Four glasses wiped twice and set upside down on the tray. The gin from the freezer. Both bottles of red open on the sideboard, breathing. The high windows had gone black an hour ago, and the refrigerator ticked through its cycle behind him while he laid the towel over his forearm.

The knock came at seven. He answered with the tray level, as he had been told to, the hall light standing behind him and showing him to them whole.

Farah came in first, a bottle of red held by the neck, leather pants under a soft black sweater. She looked him over slowly, face to feet, and let herself in. Nayeli followed in her tank and the wide gray trousers, put her keys in the bowl by the door, and ran her hand once over his cropped hair the way she checked a student's set. Neither of them hurried. They took the length of the hall looking at him, and then they came the rest of the way in and left him to shut his own door.

On the sideboard he poured without asking. Red for Farah. Gin over one cube for Nayeli. Eva's with a splash of water in it.

"He's been studying," Farah said.

Nayeli lifted her glass to the light and examined the single cube. "Since when do you carry our drinks around in your head?"

"A while," Isaac said.

Farah walked around him once, her wine held out from her body, and stopped behind him. Her knuckle went down his spine, slow, one notch at a time. She set the toe of her boot between his bare feet and pressed until his stance widened, and then she came around front and stood looking at what stood up from him.

"We haven't even sat down," she said, "and look at it."

He kept his arms level and looked at the wall over her head.

Nayeli put two fingers under his chin and tipped his face up to the bulb overhead. She turned it left and right. She drew her thumb along the line he had shaved, down near the ear where the skin folds, and studied what she found, and let him go.

"He shaved," she said. "Good. Show me your hands."

He turned them over, palms up, then flat, and she read them the way she had at the studio, and made the same low sound of approval.

"Open."

He opened his mouth. She looked at his teeth, at his tongue, then pressed his lips shut with two fingers under his chin, finished with him.

His heart worked high in his throat through all of it. The tray stayed level.

Eva came out of the bedroom doorway with her hair done and her arms loose at her sides and watched her friends handle her husband without a word. Then she came and took her watered glass off the tray herself and carried it to the table.

Davit came at eight in the henley, sleeves pushed to the elbow. He kissed Eva once, unhurried, one hand at the back of her neck, and she took his wrist and drew him toward the table. Isaac went to the fridge and brought Davit a cold beer without being asked, and Davit took it without looking away from her.

The plates were the flea-market ones from their first year, chipped along one edge. He had stacked them after a thousand dinners, and his hands did it now at no one's order. On the second trip they slowed, his thumb finding the chip in the edge of the top plate, the chip it had found at the start of every dinner for six years, and then they finished and carried the stack out. Knives flat, napkins with them, the whole stack out to the sideboard in two trips. He wiped the middle of the table with the damp towel and hung it on the oven rail.

"Nobody even asked him," Nayeli said, from her chair.

Eva lay back along the cleared wood with the slip rucked to her waist and one strap down her arm. Davit stood at the table's edge with his jeans open, and when he pushed into her she reached past her own head and held the far rim. Her heels found the table's edge and planted. From the floor, at the short side where the two chairs had been pulled close, Isaac saw where Davit spread her, thick and slow, her ring hand flat on the wood. The cold of the concrete came up into his knees while Davit's hips took up their slow work.

Farah unbuttoned the leather pants and lifted her hips to push them to her thighs. She looked across at Eva, waiting, one hand already resting on Isaac's head.

"He serves the table," Eva said. The words came out even, flattened a little under Davit's rhythm.

Farah gathered his hair into her fist and drew him down.

"Get me wet first. Then be thorough."

Her cunt was soft and already opening for him, and he worked her with slow, patient strokes of his tongue while her thigh lay heavy along his ear and the leather of the pants creaked above him. He found the hood of her and settled his mouth over it, the tip of his tongue working small circles, and her talk with Nayeli about a listing in the east twenties, the dead man's millwork nobody would pay for, kept going over his head and away and back, until it wasn't there anymore and her heel was instead, pressing down on his back. She tasted of salt. She used his mouth in small unhurried movements, at her own pace, and the wet sound of him at her filled the corner where the two of them were.

When Farah's fist loosened, Nayeli's fingers replaced it, cool from the glass, tightening at once. She had opened the wide trousers and hooked her knees over the chair arms, long legs, heels crossed at the small of his back. She was counting under her breath, low, and he was counting with her, because he had learned her count without ever being taught it out loud.

"Use the tip," she said. "There. Stay."

He stayed. She held him to it with both hands at the back of his head, setting the depth, and his cock hung hard and untouched below him, dripping onto the concrete. Behind him the table carried its own sounds now, the wood taking Eva's weight, Davit's breath gone deep and even, her voice rising underneath it.

When Nayeli let him lift his head, Farah was holding out her empty glass.

"Make room for the hostess," Farah said.

He crossed the floor on his knees to the sideboard and came back with the second bottle by the neck and filled her glass at the chair, to a finger of the rim, no spill. The cuff had gone warm on his wrist under its strap. Then Nayeli's gin. Then Eva's watered glass at the table's corner, reaching past Davit's forearm without looking at what the forearm was doing, and Eva's eyes found him over the rim while she drank. "Six years," she said to him, over the glass, her voice even through the knock of the table. "And you never once filled me like this." It came out the way she said the milk had gone off. She drank again and handed him the empty glass. Behind him, at the table's edge, Davit's pace had not changed. The tray rode his forearm the whole way, and kneeling, the tray was where his hands belonged.

"He doesn't spill," Davit said, to no one.

Nayeli looked down the length of him while he knelt at her knee with the bottle in his fist.

"Hard all night," she said, "and not one of us has touched it."

"Why would we," Farah said. "It's not the part we use."

"It's patient, though," Nayeli said. "Give it that."

A drop of him had reached the concrete under his knees.

"You're dripping on your floor," Nayeli said.

"It's my floor," Isaac said.

"Mop it after," Farah said, and drank.

Beyond Isaac's shoulder Eva's voice had come all the way up. Davit had both hands at her hips now, the table's legs shifting on the concrete with each stroke, the ranunculus shaking loose a petal or two onto the wood, and the sound she made went all through the big room.

"Six years he had that mouth," Nayeli said, watching her. "And she never made one sound like that."

"We're catching up," Farah said.

The gin went low. The second bottle died in Farah's glass. Isaac hunted the kitchen on his knees — the cabinet, the fridge rack, the shelf above the stove — and came back with what was left, and poured it out to the bottom of it.

"That's the last of it," he said.

"Every bottle in the house," Farah said, and held the glass up a moment, to the room, and drank it down.

Then the two of them had him again. Nayeli directed him from above, two fingers at his chin, a word when a word was needed, and his tongue went where the fingers sent it, through her in slow passes, the count of her picked back up where it had left off. Farah held his hair in a loose fist and moved him an inch at a time, and when the ache set in along his jawline she held him still and finished herself against his mouth in her own time, her thighs closing on his ears, her fist tightening and tightening in his hair, her other hand leaving him altogether for the chair arm. Across the table Davit had quickened, the wood knocking its soft knock on the concrete, Eva's ring clicking once where her hand slid, and at the top of it her voice broke open, and nobody hushed her.

When they let him go he stayed where the space was, between Farah's knee and Nayeli's, hands flat on his thighs, the cuff hanging loose at his wrist. Across the table Eva and Davit were still at it, unhurried again. On the table a glass of wine sweated in a ring, and the ring spread slow through the varnish.


The Words

Kneeling on the rug with her fist around his cock, Isaac could no longer tell which he wanted — her hand stopping, or the list running until morning. The wanting had split in him and both halves fed the same hardness. Above him Eva talked in the level voice she kept for counting change.

The friends had gone at one. Farah first, sweater creased from the chair back, saying "Don't wait up" to the hallway at large. Nayeli last, hand on the jamb, looking down at Isaac where he knelt on the dining floor with her taste still in his mouth. "Tuesday. Both of us want him this time." Eva stood a moment with the slip twisted at her waist. "I'll answer you Wednesday," she said, and lifted Davit's beer out of his hand and set it, mostly full, on the sideboard, and that was the whole goodbye.

The slip came off crossing the hall and landed on the chair at the foot of the bed. Davit's jeans went over the same chair arm. Isaac came after them and knelt where the lamp reached, on the rug seam, hands flat on his thighs where they had learned to be. Eva lay down along the mattress, reached over the edge to him, found his cock, and her fist closed on it. In the dresser mirror his face looked back at him, flushed, still shining where Nayeli had been.

She held herself open for Davit, and he came onto the bed and put himself into her with one long push. Her mouth changed shape around it. Her fist, already closed on Isaac, tightened at the same moment, and the two facts arrived in his body as one fact.

"First one," she said. "Say: Davit's cock is wider than mine."

His mouth opened and nothing came out of it. Davit held still inside her. Eva's thumb lay along the head of him and stayed there, and both of them waited on him, and the waiting was the worst thing in the apartment. He said it because saying it was the only hand on him. "Davit's cock," he managed, and stopped, and put the rest of it into the mattress. "Is wider than mine."

"Good." She began to work him then, slow and sure, his own wetness carried around under her thumb at the top of every pass, and she never once looked away from his face while she did it. Davit set a pace underneath her and she worked a second pace on Isaac, hers alone, and the wet sound of her rose up through the dictation, no quieter for the smaller room. He counted her strokes because counting was what he had. Twelve. Thirteen. She let the edge arrive and took it away at twenty, her hand rising clear of him, and his hips went after it before he caught them. She laid his palm flat on the mattress herself, and it stayed where she had put it.

"Second," Eva said. Her voice had gone low now, and her eyes were half shut, and every line still came out level. "His hands take what they're owed. Mine ask permission."

Davit's breath had gone heavy and even. Isaac got out the first sentence and her grip closed and rode him, and at "Mine ask—" she stopped dead. The rest stood in his throat while his cock jerked in open air. She waited, thumb resting, saying nothing, until his thighs gave up their shake. "For everything," he said.

"Third." Her hips were lifting now, meeting Davit on his way in. "She opens for him before he's halfway in, because he never once had to ask."

He gave it back in pieces. "Opens for him," and her hand. "Before he's halfway in," and her hand. On the last clause his voice cracked down the middle and he broke off. "Because he—"

"Left it there," she said. "Good enough." She let that edge pass too, her grip lifting, and tipped his face up with wet fingers so he could watch Davit's cock go into her, thick, glossed with her, and come back out the same way. "One list."

"Again."

The second pass went faster, and faster cut deeper. She kept him on the wrong side of finishing through the width and the hands and the opening, stopping at each sentence as if a sentence were a place you could fall from. She took him to the top of it once and held him there while she finished the line, his breath going in fours, the head of him dark in her fist, and only when she had the whole sentence did she take the edge away. Somewhere in the middle the numbers quit coming, her strokes going uncounted for the first time since spring. His eyes had gone hot and the muscles along his jawline ached from staying open.

Halfway into the second lap she added a line he had never heard. "Say: I was her practice."

The stop signal from the first week sat behind his teeth. He knew its shape. He knew the room it would make if he used it, and who would have to live in that room afterward. It took a swallow to leave it where it was. He said it back to her, every word, and her fist gave him three strokes for it and then none.

Near the end of the second pass, hips rising higher, she dictated one more, and he carried it whole. "He gets the sounds. I got apologies."

"That one twice. Word for word."

He said it again, slower, and his voice failed on the last word, and she let that be the version she kept.

"From the top," Eva said. "Once more."

On the third pass his voice went. The lines still came out of him, lower each time around, and the tears arrived without noise, one after another into the mattress, and he went on reciting whatever she was on. He had learned quiet from her, six years of it, her apology for every sound in this bed, and he gave all of it back now, face running, hands flat where she had put them, still hard in her fist. She watched him come apart the way she watched a stem take the cut, and did not slow down.

"Breathe," Davit said from somewhere above him, gentle, and kept working her.

"The width," she prompted, mild.

"Wider than mine," he said, and heard how far away his voice had traveled to get back to him. He had one thing left in him and he said it. "Can I—"

"No." She took the list up where she had left it, softer now, and softer was worse, and she kept him right there through the hands and the opening while Davit's rhythm shortened under her.

Davit finished before the third pass was done. His pace broke all at once and went quick and short, and he said one low word in his own language and pressed deep and held there, and Eva's own finish came quietly around him, a tightening Isaac saw in the mirror rather than heard. Then Davit rolled off and lay flat with one arm over his eyes, his chest going down and down.

Her hand opened and left him kneeling in the lamplight with nothing on it at all. His cock jerked at the loss and stayed hard, and there was nowhere to put any of it.

She sat up against the headboard and looked at her hand first, at the shine of him on it, and then at his face. "Don't wipe your face," she said. "Those are the truest thing you've ever given me."

Then she got off the bed and crossed the room unhurried, holding the hand out in front of her so as not to touch anything, and went down the hall, and the faucet came on. Davit lay where he had rolled, breathing long. Isaac knelt where the lamp reached, wet to the chin, the cuff hanging loose at his wrist, and the mirror held his face for him to see. Past the high windows the sky had begun to turn. He squared his knees on the rug seam and put his eyes on the lit doorway she had gone down, and the water went on running.


The Agreement

Eva had never written down what she wanted. Orders for the shop went in the green book, counted by the stem, priced by the bunch. Everything else she had carried in her head, where a thing could still be taken back.

The apartment stayed dark through the afternoon. Isaac slept through it too, face down, one arm flung to the far side of the bed, the salt of Saturday's crying dried along his nose. She looked in on him twice and let him sleep. By the time the light at the high windows thinned to blue and went, she was at the kitchen table with her second coffee.

He came down the hall in boxers and a t-shirt, hair flattened on one side, and stopped in the doorway.

"I was saying them," he said. "In my sleep. The whole list, in order. Out loud, I think."

"Which one woke you?"

"The last one."

She had dictated the last one herself.

He crossed the tile and knelt.

Nobody had told him to. His knees took the cold floor one and then the other, and his hands settled on his thighs, where his hands went now. His eyes were still swollen from the night before. Eva sat back in the chair and pressed her own thighs together under the robe.

"I want it to keep going," he said. "Not as a test. Every time a door closes now, I wait to find out if it was the last night. I'm tired of waiting for it to be over. I want it to be how we live. For a season, to start."

The words came out even, one at a time.

"Say the middle again."

"I want it to be how we live."

Steadier the second time. She looked at him a while, her coffee going cold under her palm.

"What happens in December?"

"We look at it. You decide if it goes on."

She looked at the grain of the table until she was sure of her face.

"Your word," she said. "From the first week. Do you still have it?"

"Yes."

"It works on paper too. Anything on this page stops if you say it. I want that understood before there's a page."

"Yes."

She thought of Saturday — the tears going into the mattress without a sound, the voice reciting straight through them. She looked at his hands, dry and quiet on his thighs, and could not tell which of the two she would be trusting if she wrote it down. The fridge ran on behind her. Then she got up, took the notepad from the drawer under the mugs, and filled a cup of coffee on the way back. She set it on the tile beside his knee.

He looked at the cup, then up at her, and said nothing, and did not touch it. She sat down and squared the pad on the table and wrote the date at the top. An order without a date was not an order. The pen went in hard, and the sheet underneath took the impression. He watched her hand, and she turned the pad a little away from him. The writing was hers until it was read.

She wrote the first line and he was watching her while she did it. The second went down fast. At the third her pen stopped, and she thought of Saturday, and made herself go on. The fourth line took the longest of the four. When it was done she read the page over to herself once, silently. The words sat smaller on paper than they had ever sounded in the bedroom.

Then she put the pen down and read them back to him out loud, once, in the level voice she used to read orders back to florists before she charged their cards.

"He watches when I say." His eyes were on her face already, and had been, and stayed there.

"He obeys the friends as he obeys me." His throat moved. The hands stayed where they were.

"He does not finish without permission." Here he looked at the tile, then up.

"He tells me everything he feels." She read that one the slowest.

She did not hurry any of it. The window over the sink had gone fully dark. When she finished, she laid her palm on the page.

"Through December," she said. "Then we sit down and look at it again."

"Yes," he said.

"That's all of it. The rest we already do."

She stood and put out her hand. He lifted the cup and drank the coffee cold to the bottom, and set it down empty, and took her hand and rose.

In the bedroom she took off the robe and left it on the chair at the foot of the bed. He pulled the t-shirt over his head and stepped out of the boxers and lay back when she pushed him down onto the mattress. She got over him on her knees, still in the shirt, and reached down between her legs and took him. Her fingers slipped. She had been wet since the kitchen floor.

He went into her slow. She took him to the root and stopped, breathing, and the sound she made stayed in the room because she let it stay. Six years she had done this with her eyes closed. She kept them open now and watched his face take her weight.

She set the pace and kept it, his hands allowed on her hips. On each downstroke her clit dragged the base of him, and the third time she shifted an inch to make sure of it. The collar of the shirt pulled across her nipples whenever she leaned, and his eyes had found them, following the pull of the cloth. Her thighs began to burn and she kept the pace anyway, because the pace was hers. She let the burn climb a while before she gave him anything. The sounds came out low and unhidden, and no apology followed any of them.

Mine, she thought, and rode him harder so he would have something to keep.

"You're still mine," she said. "That part doesn't change. It was always for us — the bar, the words, all of it. This part is me keeping you."

His hands tightened on her hips.

He stopped matching her. His belly went tight under her palm, the head of him felt thicker, and his hips had begun to rise off the sheet without his permission.

"Eva." Barely a word. "Can I—"

She leaned down and put her mouth at his ear.

"Now," she said. "Come inside me. I want to feel all of it."

He pulsed inside her, and the pulse reached the place her clit was pinned, and she let go of the pace at last and chased it, three hard strokes, and came with her mouth wide and her whole weight down on him, and did not say sorry.

He stayed thick inside her while his breathing slowed. Then he thinned in her by degrees, and neither of them moved.

Then she got up, bare-legged under the shirt, and crossed the hall. It lay on the kitchen table where she had left it. She folded it in half and pressed the crease with her thumb, opened the same drawer, laid it where it had lived, and shut the drawer. The cup went into the sink, empty.

Back in the bedroom he hadn't moved. She lay down beside him and put her hand flat on his chest. His heart worked under her palm, quick, then slower, then slower. Across the hall the drawer was shut with the folded paper inside it. She left her hand where it was, and neither of them reached for the lamp.


The Two

Isaac carried the armchair out of the bedroom ahead of everyone, the way he had carried it in, and set it down in the middle of the main room with its back to the brick, two steps from the rug, facing it. Eva came out behind him in his flannel and nothing under it, the hem at mid-thigh, and sat, tucking one bare foot up under her. He was lining up the glasses on the low table when the buzzer went.

Nayeli had a bottle of red in one hand. Farah had a coat over a slip, and that was the whole of their greeting. Farah dropped the coat on the sofa arm. Nayeli set the bottle beside the glasses and looked at Isaac standing there in his shirt and trousers.

"Off. All of it," she said. "On the rug, on your back."

He took his shirt off and folded it, then the trousers, then everything else, and lay down with his knees up and his feet flat. He was hard before his head touched the rug. Farah looked at him a long second.

"Ready before the coat came off," she said, and stepped out of her heels.

She pulled the slip up around her hips and knelt over his head and came down, and the lamp went out of his eyes, and she was everywhere his mouth could reach. Her hand found his hair and gathered it and held on. Past her, at his hips, Nayeli pulled the tie of her dress and let it hang open, hitched the cloth to her waist, and took the head of him in, then the rest, down to the root, unhurried. His hips rose off the floor to meet her.

"You're rushing her," Eva said from the chair, in the level voice she kept for the phone at the shop, the one that read orders back to wholesalers. "Slower. You'll bruise her."

Nayeli put her palm flat on his stomach and held him down to the boards, and kept the pace she had chosen, a slow deep ride that went exactly as far as she wanted and no farther. Farah rode his mouth above her hand full of his hair. His jaw was beginning to ache and his tongue slowed in it, and her fist closed and turned his head where she wanted it.

"Nobody said slow," Farah said.

Nayeli rose off him mid-stroke and stepped away. Farah lifted her weight off his face and swung her knee over his ribs, and the two of them crossed above his chest without a word for him. Then Farah was easing down onto his cock, wetter, faster, taking him the way she took a stairwell two at a time, and Nayeli was lowering her pussy onto his mouth. Two, he thought. They had moved him twice and neither had asked.

His hands came up and closed on Farah's waist. He was gripping without deciding to, trying to slow her or steer her, he couldn't have said which.

"Hands," Eva said.

He put them back on the boards. Nayeli got up off his face. He heard her cross the room, and then she was back, and she gathered his wrists and laid his hands on his chest, palm on palm, and ran his own belt through the buckle until they could not come apart.

"There," she said. "Now they can't get lost."

"Better," Eva said.

Nayeli sat back down on his mouth. His tongue went heavy under her, and the ache set in where it hinged, down both sides of his face, and he let the work slacken.

"Your mouth's drifting," Eva said from the chair. "Fix it."

He fixed it. Nayeli made a low sound of approval and adjusted her knees wider over his ears. Farah, on his cock, put her hands beside the belt on his chest and rode through the whole of her finish without stopping, and the sound she made was short, and she didn't soften it. He was swelling toward it now, past holding, and he said it into the dark of Farah's thigh.

"I'm close. Can I—"

Farah stopped dead and sat full down on him, and stayed there, still, until the throb went out of him by degrees.

"You'll live," she said.

Farah got up off him and walked to the chair and took Eva's glass and drank from it standing, looking down the length of him. Nayeli came off his mouth and back onto his cock, and rode him a short unhurried turn, and stopped, and sat there looking down at his face between her knees.

"You're better with your mouth," she said. "Both of us think so. We compared."

Compared. He lay under the word and his cock gave him away against her, one jerk, answer enough. She moved up his body and settled over his mouth and stayed. Behind her, at the chair, Farah and Eva were talking low over the glass. He heard Farah say, "He holds still better than my husband sleeps," and he heard Eva's answer, which was nothing, which was the glass being set back on the arm of the chair.

"Breathe through your nose," Nayeli said, settling her weight.

He worked until his face shook with it, and she stayed past that, past the ache, her hand in his hair not pulling now, only holding, and near the end her pace came apart on him and she pressed down hard and made that short sound again, small against the quiet of the room, and finished with his mouth still under her.

Nayeli slid off him and stood. Farah came back from the chair and took her place over his hips and went down onto him, and rode, and it took less than he had in him to give.

"I'm close," he said. "Can I—"

Farah looked over her shoulder at Nayeli. Nayeli tipped her chin. Farah rose off him at once, and the two of them stepped back from him at the same time, and that was the stop. His cock lay against his stomach, twitching at nothing.

The friends dressed the way people dress after a dinner party. Nayeli retied her wrap and found her boots. Farah pulled the slip straight and stepped back into her heels. Nayeli knelt and worked the belt open and laid it across his chest.

"Thursday," Farah said, hunting for her coat. "The place on Ninth. Nayeli, the eggplant thing."

"Book for three," Nayeli said.

"I'm in," Eva said.

Eva stood out of the chair. At the rug she paused and looked at him lying there, her face doing nothing at all.

"You were almost enough for both of them," she said, and went down the hall.

Farah's heels and Nayeli's boots went to the door, and the door shut, and the apartment was quiet. The glass sweated on the arm of the empty chair. The bottle stood open on the table. He lay where they had left him, hard and untouched, the belt lying across his chest, and went through the whole of it again, piece by piece, and could not find the part he wanted back.


The Lock

The box sat on the dresser beside her jewelry dish, walnut with brass corners, small enough to hold a watch. Isaac came out of the shower with wet hair and found it before he found her. Eva stood at the high window in the red silk robe, her own hair still damp, looking down at the parked cars below.

He had come home at six with a stack of midterms under his arm. Three days since she had let him come. He knew the number before the box was in sight, and the box was in sight now. He dried his hair with the towel and didn't hurry either, and stood there a while, letting it be the only thing in the room.

"Farah sent me the address," she said, crossing to the dresser. "I went Monday, on my lunch."

A tiny lock sat at the box's clasp. She opened it with the little key from the dish and folded the white cotton back. Inside lay a ring of steel, and hinged to it a curved cage of bars no longer than his thumb, and beside them the key, small and plain.

"It's smaller than I pictured," he said.

"You can say no," she said. "Now, and only now. After this the key lives on me."

She waited, her face patient and already sure. He looked at the steel in her open palm, at the little bars that were going to sit over the length of him, and at her face above it. He had imagined this once, early on, before he knew its name, and the thing he had imagined was lighter than this and had no key in it. He looked for the place in himself that would have meant the word no, and couldn't find it, and said okay, and heard how flat it came out. She took his hand and set his fingers on the bars. The steel was colder than the room. He held it a second and gave it back, and she left the box open between them.

She pulled her hair off her neck and tied it with the elastic from her wrist, the same motion she made every morning over the bathroom sink, and sat down on the edge of the bed. She turned him by the hips until he stood at the foot of the bed facing the mirror, and drew his boxers down.

He was half hard already. She didn't hurry him. Her hands were still cool from the shower, and she handled him without ceremony, turning him this way and that, holding the ring against his body twice before she used it.

"The sweet peas came in wilted," she said, working. "I cut the stems under water. By four they'd stood back up."

The cold bit when she drew one, then the other, through the ring. She rolled each side of him through with her thumb, and her knuckles brushed him and her face stayed where it was. The cage came with small black spacers in the cotton. She tried one behind the ring and shook her head and tried the next, exact about it. She had read the paper insert twice. He softened for her by degrees while she talked about Thursday's delivery, the buckets, the wholesaler who shorted her on ranunculus, and when he was small again she gathered him into the cage and folded the bars over the top of him. The whole thing was smaller than her hand. It weighed more than he had thought it would.

She pressed the catch home with her thumb. It resisted once and then went, a soft click. She fitted a fingertip behind the ring to check the fit, found it right, and nodded. Done in under a minute. Six years, and the change took under a minute, and she was already reaching past him for the key.

The blood came anyway. He felt himself press out along the bars and the bars held, and his pulse arrived in the steel, once, twice, a third time, and stayed there. He waited for it to stop. It kept arriving, each push of blood meeting the same answer, a dull full ache with nowhere to go. He thought of the chair, of Saturday, of the litany he could recite start to finish now, and the thought fed it, and the bars fed on his feeding it. He breathed four in and four out, the old count, and his body settled a little. In the mirror he watched her hands leave him and watched himself stand there wearing it, and he counted the panes in the high window. Eight. He had never needed the number before.

"It's happening now," he said. "I'm getting hard in it. I can't stop it."

"I know," she said. She patted his hip and stood.

For a moment he wanted to ask her to take it off. The want sat in his mouth and he swallowed around it, and it passed, and what stayed was the weight.

The key she threaded onto the thin gold chain from her dish. She lifted her hair off her neck, reached behind herself, and the clasp took, and the key dropped and settled at the base of her throat among the freckles.

"Now it's kept where I can find it," she said.

Then she went to the mirror. In the glass he saw the two of them, himself caged and her with the key, and he saw her look at herself, longer than she had ever looked at anything on that dresser. She lifted the key on one fingertip, studied it close, and let it fall back to her chest, the turning gesture she gave her wedding ring when she was thinking. He didn't think she had planned it. She stood there and met her own eyes and didn't look away, and it went on long enough that he stopped being sure which of them she was looking at. Neither of them said anything about it.

She untied the robe and let it slide off her shoulders to the floor. The key lay on her bare chest, rising and falling. She touched his shoulder once and he went down onto the boards, which held the night's cool through the rug. His hands went flat to his thighs, where they had learned to be. She reached down, took his wrists, and set his palms on the backs of her calves, and stepped in close, and his fingers closed on the muscle there without being told.

She was wet already. The first sound came out of her when his tongue found her, low and whole, and she let it. He worked slowly, the salt of her, the soft give, her weight tipping forward onto his mouth. Long, slow strokes of his tongue, then the pointed work, then small circles, and her sounds came one at a time now. One of her hands came to rest on his head, light. When he circled the top of her with the point of his tongue her hand pressed him a little closer, and her wet had run down his chin and he let it stay there.

"Saturday," she said.

He drew his tongue up through her and pressed the point of it against the top of her until her calf tightened in his hands.

"The next time you come, it's in front of them. In the chair, after, if I say you've earned it." Her voice stayed level and slowed once and came back. "If I don't say it, you wait locked. That's all there is now. They'll see it on you, Isaac. All of them will know by the end of the night."

He lost the thread of the room for a while. There was her calf in his hands and the wet on his chin and the ache in the steel, three facts, and he carried all three.

"You don't have to ask anymore," she said. "There's nothing to ask for. It's owed or it isn't, and I say which. And when I say it, you'll say thank you. In front of everyone."

She got quieter as it came on. The words stopped. Her hand was still light in his hair and then it wasn't. He drew his tongue up through her, slow, the whole width of it, and took the top of her between his lips, and this time she said his name, once, and her fingers closed in his hair, slowly and then all at once, and pulled. It hurt and he held on. Her calves were shaking in his palms. She came standing, her hips short and hard against his mouth, the key swinging at her chest and clicking once against the chain at her neck. She made a sound at the top of her range, one loud note, her head tipped back, and she let it be loud.

Her hand opened. The trembling in her legs took its time leaving. She stepped back and crouched in front of him and kissed him, unhurried, taking the taste of herself off his mouth, and stayed a moment with her hand on the side of his face.

She put one fingertip on the cage. It had gone warm from him.

"Does it hurt?"

"It just holds."

"Good," she said.

She turned off the lamp on her way past the nightstand. He stepped into his boxers, the steel settling against the cotton, and lay down behind her. She arranged his arm over herself and settled her back to his chest, her feet cold, her toes finding his calves. The chain had slipped forward over her shoulder in the settling. The key hung an inch from his mouth, turning a slight turn whenever she breathed, and the streetlight through the high window put just enough shine on it to see by. Downstairs the refrigerator ran its cycle and clicked off.

"Eva."

"Mm."

"Does it feel like yours still?" she asked, mostly asleep.

"No."

"Whose is it?"

"Yours." He felt her smile go into the pillow.

After that there was no rest of it left in him. He put his mouth to the back of her neck and left it there. The key hung close enough to lift between two fingers. Instead he listened to her breathing, and her breathing slowed, and went deep.

In the dark, under the gray cotton of his boxers, the cage pressed its shape against the cloth.


The Pair

"The floor tonight," Eva said. "By the bed, on the rug. Not the chair."

She said it from the dresser, already in the short robe, drawing a brush once through her hair. Isaac knelt where the words put him, the rug taking his weight at the headboard's side, the steel shifting under his boxers. Three days of it now, warm from his body, already ordinary.

The buzzer went at nine. He answered the door in his boxers and the two of them came in talking about the stairs, Davit in a work jacket with the cold still on it, Arlo in denim, both of them booted, both looking past Isaac for her. He fetched Davit's beer from where it had waited all afternoon in the fridge and poured wine for Arlo, who drank half standing and set the glass on the low table. The men's coats went on the hooks.

"Both of us in one night," Arlo said to Eva in the bedroom doorway. "Farah owes me dinner if this goes how she said it would."

Eva came to Isaac first and stood over him.

"No hands tonight. Not once, not through anything. The cage works alone."

Then the robe slid off her shoulders and she laid it across the foot chair and got onto the bed. The men undressed without hurry. Boots, jeans, the big dark spread of Davit's chest. Arlo pale and narrow, already thickening.

She lay back with her knees up. Davit knelt between them and worked himself to her until she opened, then pressed in slow, a little more with each breath, his width going in by degrees. One low note came out of her when he was all the way in. Her hand went back along the mattress, found Arlo's cock where he knelt by the pillows, and closed on it, and began to move.

Isaac watched from a yard away. Close enough to see her fist ride the full length of the boy and come back down. His own cock swelled until it met the bars, and the bars ended the swelling, and the ache started there and stayed.

She put her palm flat on Davit's chest and pushed. He rolled off her, easy about it. She came up onto her knees, forearms down, and Arlo was behind her before she finished settling, in her fast, no working up to anything, and she made a sound around a breath. Her other hand reached back and took Davit by the wrist and drew him in until his cock was at her mouth. She took him in.

"Six years of quiet in this bed," Arlo said, moving. "You hear it now?" He had his hands on her waist and his rhythm already built, young and quick, and her body swayed forward with each of his thrusts so that Davit slid over her tongue and back. Davit held her hair off her face with one hand and said, "Easy," low, and let her work.

The ache came back every time she made a sound, and she was making them steadily now, muffled at the front, open at the back. Isaac sat on his heels with his knees apart and the steel gone tight, and watched his wife take two men at once and reach for nothing else.

She lifted her mouth off Davit and turned her head, cheek to the mattress.

"Davit."

He waited.

"My ass. I want you there while Arlo's in my mouth. I want him to see me take both."

"Both of us in her," Arlo said, "and she's still ordering."

"You're sure," Davit said.

"I asked, didn't I."

He got off the bed and crossed the room naked for his jacket, and Isaac watched him go, a man easy in a room that wasn't his, and watched the small tube come out of the inside pocket. He'd carried it from the first knock. The night had been a plan before it was a doorbell.

Eva stayed as she was, chest down, arms forward. The cold at her pucker first, and her breath went short. One finger, then two, twisting slow, lube making the sound of it plain. Her sounds changed key while Arlo waited at her mouth and she took him back in, hungrier now, rocking between the two of them. Davit pressed the head in and stopped. Waited. She made a noise around Arlo's cock and pushed back a half inch, and he went the rest in one long careful stroke and held there, let her body learn it, and then began. Long strokes, unhurried, each one carrying her forward onto Arlo and back again. The chain at her neck swung with the movement, the key flashing small at the bottom of every push.

Isaac was wet through the bars. He felt it gather and let go, one bead, a second, heard it land on the rug. His hand started up toward the boxers and he caught it and set it flat on the floor, where his hands had learned to be. There was a sentence trying to get out of him — the key, unlock it, once — and he kept it behind his teeth.

Arlo looked down the length of her and found Isaac on the floor. He reached out without breaking rhythm and tipped Isaac's chin up with two fingers.

"Eyes up. You'll want this straight when she asks."

The grip had nothing in it, two fingers, a thing done to furniture. Isaac's head stayed where it was put.

Eva's eyes came up then, past Davit's arm, past the place their bodies met, and found her husband. Held. She came loud. No hand near her mouth, nothing smothered, six years gone somewhere out of the room. She was looking at him when it took her, and she let it be loud, and Davit held deep through all of it, careful, palms steady, letting her shake on him until she was done. Then his low note came out of his throat, and he pressed in slow to the end and stayed.

Arlo was loud and quick after that. She took what his ending gave and swallowed, throat working, and lifted her mouth off him when it was over and put her cheek back down on the mattress. Three people breathing hard and one not breathing at all.

The room went practical. Boots, jeans, zippers. Davit laid two fingers on Isaac's shoulder in passing, light, steadying him without stopping. Arlo drained his wine at the low table and carried the glass to the kitchen and said, "Next Saturday. Both of us again. I'm saying it now so it's on record."

Eva walked them out in the robe. At the door Davit said, "Night, Isaac," low, and then the coats came off the hooks and went out with them and the door closed and the apartment was theirs.

She came back and stood over him. The key lay at the base of her throat.

"Remember both of them tonight. Every part. In order. I'll ask before breakfast."

Her eyes went to the rug, to the small dark spot he'd made, and came back to his face.

"Stay where you are."

She went down the hall. Water started.

The hooks by the door stood bare. The lamp reached him where he knelt, the way it had learned to. His cock pressed out along the bars, wet at the tip, and the rug held its spot under him, and down the hall the water ran on.

The wanting had moved. He stayed on his knees in the lamplight, held, and the tip of him shone.


The Cleaning

The water stopped down the hall. A cabinet closed, and the pipes ticked as they cooled. Then her feet on the boards, unhurried, coming back.

Isaac stayed on his knees where she had left him. An hour of kneeling had pressed the rug's weave into his shins, and when he shifted, the marks came with him. His hands had stayed flat on his thighs through the whole of it. Still the lamp burned. Nothing had been picked up, and near his knee the rug held its small dark spot from earlier. The stairwell had taken the men's voices more than an hour before, and the door had been locked behind them. Somewhere below the window a car door shut and the street went back to its quiet.

She came in with her temples damp, a wet strand stuck to her neck, her hands red from hot water and smelling of the lemon soap. The robe was tied and hanging loose. She stood over him a while, looking down at his knees, at the cage.

"I washed my hands," she said. "My face. The rest I kept."

When she pulled the tie, the robe fell. She stepped out of it, bare, and the cold of the room lifted her nipples. Both arms went up, drew the chain off over her head, and she held the key in her open palm, gold, warm from her skin.

She knelt in front of him. The key turned in the little padlock and the lock fell open with a click. She drew the cage off him in both hands, easing it past the ring, and blood returned to his cock in a slow flood. The skin inside the steel had gone soft, thinned by three days of holding, and the steel had left its pale seam around the base of him. Her fingertips on that skin were almost more than he could hold still for. A breath went out of him through his teeth. She passed her thumb over the head once, testing, and his knee slid on the rug. The ring came off last, over his balls, and he was bare, nothing on him for the first time since Wednesday. He had counted the nights. Three. His cock filled in the open, heavy, strange with air moving on it, and out of six years of habit he started to thank her.

"Thank—"

"Later." She stood a moment longer, tilting his chin up with two fingers, turning his face into the lamplight, looking over all of him out in the open. Then she carried the cage to the nightstand and set it beside the lamp, upright, the lock still through it, damp from him. It clicked on the wood and stayed, a steel thing at home in the light, and she turned back to the bed.

Then she sat on the edge of the mattress and took his knee in her hand and drew him sideways, off the rug, onto the bare boards. Cold came up through his knees at once, straight out of the floor, the rug gone from under him. She scooted to the very edge, put her feet down on either side of his knees, and took his head in both hands, one palm at each ear, and folded his mouth down onto her pussy. Her thighs closed over his ears and the room narrowed to skin.

"Both of them," she said. "All of it."

The taste arrived whole, salt going over into bitter, two men taken as one, one salt thin and quick, one darker, the slick and the dried both. She was swollen from the evening, tender, and his first touch of tongue made her flinch. She pulled him in harder. He kept the gentleness in the tip and gave the rest of his mouth to her weight, working up through her folds until her hands tightened in his hair. When he swallowed into her, she pressed down at the swallow.

After that there was no gentleness left to keep. He licked her deep and swallowed. Above him a low sound came out of her and ran whole, and she steered his head where she wanted it, unhurried.

"Don't waste any of it." She reached down and pulled herself open with two fingers. He pushed his tongue inside her, into the heat and the slick of it, as far as the angle gave, and she bore down onto his mouth and held there. Her hand slid from his ear down to his chin and rested there, following the movement of it through his skin.

Her thighs had it too. She drew one leg up and offered the inside of it, where a stripe had dried to a pale crust, and he cleaned it in long passes until the skin was only skin. On that thigh, high near the crease, a thumb-shaped mark had gone pink around the edges, and he licked over it once, lightly, and she held his head still while he did.

"Other side," she said.

He gave the other side the same work, her calf resting on his shoulder, her heel at his back. Her breathing had found a count, four in and four out, and once, when his mouth found the place she kept lowest, the count broke and her hand left his face to grip the duvet. Her hips rose into a rhythm, short and hungry, and then she stopped them herself, and the count came back, and she pushed his face down to the thigh again and made him finish the crust. A siren went by a long way off and faded.

His cock hung heavy under him, swinging with each pass of his tongue, and nobody touched it. Above him her skin gleamed bare at the shoulder. The key sat on the nightstand, clicked through the cage's lock, and the weight of him swung free with every pass. The head leaked while his mouth was deep in her, and a thin thread of it dropped and spotted the floor between his shins, and then another drop, and another, a line of spots he could feel landing without looking. He kept his hands flat where they could be seen. His hips began to move anyway, short pushes into empty air, and he made them stop, and they started again, and the blood kept arriving and arriving.

Heat climbed his face and sat in his ears. He was going to come from this, from the taste of her and the taste of them in her, from three nights of steel gone and only work left in their place. It started at the root, a slow draw upward. The next lick came ragged. The one after missed her entirely, and his open mouth breathed against the soft inside of her thigh. The rule was to say it out loud. Even now he reached for the words, gave them their room, and his body declined to wait.

"Eva. I'm—"

The first pulse took the rest of it. Her heels pressed his back at the first pulse and stayed pressed. His cock jerked under him and he came on the floorboards, cum striking the dark wood white, once, again, a third time, weaker, running down. Each drop landed with its own small tap, and his lips never left her, working, swallowing, keeping their rhythm through all of it. After he was empty his hips went on pushing, small and foolish, and he let them. A sound broke from him into her, long, cracking at the end. When it finished, his mouth was still going, slower, staying on her.

She had come up onto one elbow. Her chin was tucked, and over the rise of her own body she watched the last of it leave him and land beneath him. She let him empty without a word. Her fingers stayed loose in his hair until the shaking in his arms ran itself down and his forehead came to rest on her thigh, and then she reached up and moved a damp strand off his forehead, once, lightly.

Then she set one finger in the mess under him, a white pool already going into the grain, and lifted it where he could see it shine. He looked at the finger, then down at the pool, and swallowed before he let himself look away.

"That too."

He lowered himself the rest of the way and put his mouth to the boards. The wood was cool and tasted of floor wax, and under the wax of him, his own salt this time. He took it a stripe at a time, the tip of his tongue gathering each one, patient, forearms down, and the grain gave up what it held. His knees slid an inch on the wax as he worked lower, and the angle pulled at his neck, and he adjusted around the nearness of her foot and kept at it. In the dresser mirror across the room the bed held her above him and the nightstand held the cage in its ring of light. He looked once and went back to the floor. The night stayed in order behind his teeth, where she had told him to keep it.

Her hand came to his hair and stroked it, crown to neck, over and over.

"Good," she said, low, once.

The mattress shifted and she let one foot down off the edge of the bed and set it flat on the floor, her toes a hand's width from the widest of it. Three stripes left, then two, then the longest one. He worked toward her foot through what was left, counting them down, and her hand never left him, and once her toes curled on the wood near his chin and went flat again. Outside, the street had been quiet a long time.

"Next time," she said, "I'll leave more."


The Weekend

The second bag came down from the top of the closet before she had explained the first.

Isaac lay on the bed with his hands flat on the duvet and his school tie looped over the bedpost where he'd hung it after school. Eva knelt and opened the case on the mattress and folded clothes into it the way she wrapped stems, quick and even, and the first bag stood zipped by the door with its handle up. He counted what there was to count. Two bags. Nobody packed two bags for a night.

"Paco booked the Meridian," she said, to the drawer she was emptying. "The one with the pool on the roof."

"For the weekend."

"Through Sunday. Home Sunday night." A sweater went in, then the flat shoes she wore to dinners where men chose the wine. "Nayeli's coming by at nine with food for you."

He looked at the ceiling. He'd walked past the Meridian in summer. People lay along that roof by the water in very little, and he put Eva at the rail in the evening with Paco's hand at the small of her back, and his cock began filling before he could pick a different picture. The steel took the swelling and stopped it. The ache came up dull through the root, and he kept his hands where they were until it eased.

In the kitchen drawer she found a plain envelope. Off came the chain over her head, unclasped, and she worked the key off the links into her palm, gold, still warm from her. It went into the envelope. When the flap was sealed she wrote Nayeli across it in her careful hand and set it in the bowl by the door, on top of the loose change.

"Why Nayeli?"

"Because you'll ask me by Saturday, and I'll say yes. She won't."

The second bag got zipped and stood beside the first. Then she came to the bed and looked at him a while.

"Don't touch what's locked," she said. "It stays how I left it."

She bent and kissed his forehead. Her hair fell forward and smelled of the shop, stems and cold water. Then she carried the bags down one at a time. The stove clock stood at eight when the door shut the second time, and the lock went home, and after that the apartment had one voice, which was the refrigerator's, running its long note and clicking off.

He sat in the armchair facing the rug and let the room lose its light. He didn't turn on lamps. A bus went by below, then a long gap, then another bus. At some point he stood at the counter and ate a piece of bread over the sink, and washed the plate, and dried it, and set it back in its ring. The cage made itself known whenever he shifted, a small closed pull at the root of him. The refrigerator started again and he sat listening to it run.

Nayeli knocked at nine. Through the peephole she was all hoodie, the tote bag square in her arms. He let her in and she crossed to the counter and set the bag down — greens, lemons, a paper loaf of bread — and left it there.

"Don't get up," she said, though he was already half out of the chair.

She tipped the envelope with one finger and read her own name on it and left it where Eva had set it. "Tomorrow."

Then she stood over him and hooked a thumb in the waistband of his sweatpants and looked in at the steel.

"When did she put it back on?"

"Tuesday. After dinner."

"Is it sitting right?"

He nodded. She took her hand away and took his wrist instead and walked him to the rug and pushed him back with two fingers flat on his chest, and he went down, and the cold came up out of the boards through the weave. She pushed the leggings down and stepped out of them and left the hoodie hanging to mid-thigh.

She came over him on her knees, either side of his head, one hand on the arm of the chair for balance, looking down between her own legs to find his mouth with hers.

The first touch was her wetness on his lips. He opened for her. She was soft and opened easily on his tongue, and her taste filled his mouth, salt going over into a darker, warmer taste that was her and nobody else. He worked his tongue up inside her and she made a low sound and settled all of her, and the world became the space under her — the dark of her thighs over his ears, her pussy riding his mouth in long slow slides. He breathed when she lifted on the strokes, in strips. He had begun keeping count of her rhythm without deciding to, and under her the count went to pieces.

His hips came up off the boards, chasing nothing, and she reached back and set a palm on them until they settled.

"There. Stay there," she said, when his tongue found her clit, and he stayed there, lips closed around it, while she pressed down against the hard little knot of it. Her breath went shorter. She said one other thing, low, that was mostly a vowel.

Her thighs shook before anything else did. Then the shake got into her hips, and her hand left the chair and found his hair, and she bore down and ground through it, taking his mouth with her the whole way, and her knees went soft either side of his ears.

She lifted off and slid back onto his chest, astride his ribs, breathing. His face ached where her weight had pressed it. His chin and mouth were soaked, and under the sweatpants his cock strained at the steel until it ached low and constant, and the gray cotton at his hip had gone dark where he'd been leaking with no one touching him at all.

Nayeli pulled the hem of the hoodie up and wiped his mouth clean with it, twice, patient.

Then she dug her phone from her pocket. "She sent it an hour ago." She turned it around and held it above the two of them.

Paco lay on white hotel sheeting, his stomach flat and hard-shadowed, his cock hard along it — thick through the middle, the head heavy and wet, one vein standing down the shaft. In the corner of the frame lay a hand. Eva's fingers, curled loose above his hip, and on the ring finger the band Isaac had put there six years ago, catching the white of the sheet. The roof, then. She was up there where he had already put her, at the rail with him.

He looked until his eyes stung a little, and then he kept looking. Her taste was still in his mouth and she was still sitting on his chest, and the man in the photograph was between them now the way she was, settled, staying.

"Did she say anything with it?"

"She said the roof was warm." Nayeli tapped the screen dark. "She'll call me after dinner."

"Is she happy?"

"She's happy."

His throat worked once under her weight and gave nothing back.

Nayeli put the phone in her pocket and got off him and stood and pulled the leggings up. At the counter she moved the tote an inch, rearranging nothing. "There's bread in the bag and water in the tap. Use both." At the door she looked back at him on the rug. "Lock it behind me. She'll ask me if you did, and I'll tell her the truth."

The lock went home for the second time that night. He lay where she'd left him a while, the rug holding the shape of him, her taste going faint.

After a while he got up and washed his face at the kitchen sink and stood looking at the tote, the lemons green in the dark, the bread with its paper still folded around it. By the door the envelope lay in its bowl with her name on the flap, and he left it there. In the bedroom her drawer stood open an inch and his tie hung where he'd left it.

His phone lay face up on the nightstand where he'd dropped it after school, dark. He turned it face down.

He got under the covers in his sweatpants. In the kitchen the refrigerator began its long note again, and the lemons sat in the dark by the bread. On the nightstand the phone lay face down, and under his clothes the steel sat where Eva had locked it.


The Visit

For the whole weekend the apartment belonged to him alone, and the cage on him belonged to Eva. He had washed everything that morning — towels, sheets, his good shirts — and stood at the long table folding, squaring each corner and setting it on the pile. The steel hung heavy under the gray sweats. Four nights since Tuesday's dinner. He counted them while his hands worked. Counting was what he had. The apartment was his for the weekend; the cage was hers, and it kept its small closed weight against him while he folded her good shirts.

A key moved in the front-door lock. Eva's keys were a hotel roof away. He set the folded towel down and stood with his hands loose at his sides while the deadbolt turned from the hall.

Farah came in first, wool coat buttoned to her throat, and Nayeli behind her went straight for the bowl. Neither of them said hello.

"Aww." Farah nodded at the laundry pile. "He did chores."

Nayeli lifted the envelope out of the bowl. Her name sat on it in Eva's small hand. She worked a finger under the flap and tore it down the side, and the key dropped into her palm. She held it up between two fingers so the window light caught it.

"Did she say anything," Isaac said. "When she gave it to you. Did she say—"

Nayeli closed her fist around the key. "This is her answer."

Farah unbuttoned the coat and let it fall across the sofa arm. Under it she wore a slip the color of wine. She drew it up over her hips and off, and stood bare in the middle of the room, heavy-bellied, thick-thighed, in no hurry about any of it. "Sofa," she said.

He sat. Nayeli knelt and drew the sweats down over the cage, past his knees, off his feet, and looked a long moment at the steel holding him. Then she fit the key to the little lock and turned it. The lock gave and she drew the cage off and set it on the cushion, and the blood came back into him hot, and he thickened in the open air with a pain like a cramp unclenching. A bead welled at the tip and hung there. Farah crouched to the level of it.

"Four days," she said. "Look at it leak."

They stood him up between them and took the rest, Farah working the t-shirt over his head, Nayeli pulling the sweats clear, and then Farah walked him to the rug and put him down on his back on the wool and set his hands flat on it at his sides, where his hands went.

She straddled him, took him in her hand, set him at herself, and sank down the whole way in one unhurried seat. The heat closed over him wet and close, and four days went up through him in that first pull, and he lay still under her and stared at the ceiling while she began to move.

"Say it when it's close," Farah said. "You remember how."

She rode with her hands planted on his chest, her belly soft on his stomach, finding her pace a stroke at a time. When he said "Close," she rose off him entirely and sat back on her heels and left him out in the room's cool air, twitching at nothing, making a low sound in her throat until the twitching quit. Then she took him back down. The second edge came quicker and she caught it before he'd said the word, reading the swell of him from inside. On the third he got the word out and she stayed seated and clenched around him once, hard, and pulled him back from it by force.

Then Nayeli came across the room pulling her jeans off. She folded them over the sofa back and stepped over his head, crop top still on, and came down to her knees with one knee on either side of his ears, and the room went away.

"Your mouth remembers me," she said, settling her weight.

Her wetness was on his lips before he had opened. He opened. He licked up through her and found her rhythm, and she took a hand in his hair and set it herself anyway, rolling down onto his tongue while Farah went on riding below. The two of them moved on him in different counts and talked across his body about nothing — a restaurant, a listing Farah had lost, Nayeli's Thursday class — while the sun slid off the high windows and the brick across the alley went pink. He held under both of them, hands flat on the wool. From under Nayeli the door sat in his line of sight, the bowl by it empty where Eva's envelope had lain. He counted what there was to count.

Farah's thighs quit first. "There go my legs." She laughed, breathless, and rolled off and sat on the floor with her back to the sofa. "Trade."

Nayeli lifted off his mouth and wiped it once with her wrist, and moved down his body. She took him in hand, and sank onto him all the way, and sat still a moment to feel him fill her. Then she rode, counting her strokes under her breath, four and four, and he lost his own count in hers. Farah knelt over his mouth then, one knee at each ear now, her hand planted flat on his chest.

"Don't be precious," she said, lowering herself. "You've been inside me an hour."

He licked. She was open and soft from the ride and she ground down onto his mouth without pity, using him exactly, and above his body Nayeli picked the pace up until the count in her voice went ragged.

"You know what you are this weekend?" Farah said from above him, between his licks.

He pulled his mouth free just enough. "No."

"You're the gift she lends out." She pressed down and made him go back to work, and said the rest to Nayeli over his head. "We're the borrowing."

"Lends come back," Nayeli said. "Sunday night she takes you home. Two days. Ours to spend."

He got his mouth free. "She said — did she say for how long."

"She said use you." Farah looked down along her own belly at him. "She never put a number on it."

He jumped inside Nayeli when that landed, and Nayeli laughed once, low. "Oh, he liked that."

The word stayed in him. Gift. His hips pressed up into Nayeli once without his choosing it, and she took the push and rode it down slow, letting him have it and making it nothing.

The fourth edge came while she rode, and he choked the word out from under Farah's weight, and Nayeli rose until only the head of him held and balanced there, waiting him down, then seated herself again and finished the count she'd left off. The windows had gone blue by then and someone's lamp burned across the alley. She climbed off him flushed and sat back on the boards. Farah said, "My turn," wrapped her hand around him, slick from Nayeli and from him, and stroked him in long easy pulls, her thumb pressed under the head. He made it halfway up before the word came, and she let go of him entirely and held both hands up where he could see them, empty.

"That's five," she said. "Eva can bill me."

Nayeli, from the floor: "He'll have counted."

He had.

They gave him a minute. The shaking quit and he went half down, and Nayeli fetched the cage off the cushion and sat back on her heels with it and held the steel cupped in both her palms a moment, warming it, before she brought it to him.

"Four in, four out," she said.

He breathed it. She worked the ring back behind his balls, fed him into the tube, and pressed the pin home, patient with him while he softened the last of the way. The lock went through and clicked shut, one small sound, and the steel held him again. The pull settled in low, a closed ache with five edges behind it, and under the steel his cock gave one last swell against the curve of it and quit. That was the shape of the wait now, from the root out, all of Sunday long.

Nayeli put the key back into the torn envelope and ran her tongue along the flap and pressed it flat, and put the envelope in her jeans pocket. "This goes back to her tomorrow."

It was late when they left. The lamps were on and the dishes of the afternoon sat where nobody had bothered with them, and Farah stepped into the wool coat and buttoned it over bare skin. At the door she looked back at the laundry pile.

"Finish those before she's home."

"And eat something," Nayeli said.

They went out laughing, Farah first, and the door shut, and the deadbolt turned from the hall, and their laughter went down the stairwell by floors.

He lay where they had put him. The envelope was gone with them, and the whole of Sunday stood in front of Saturday, all of it his to wait through with the steel on him. It was late, and it was only Saturday. He had the towels left to fold.


The Reunion

Holding was what Isaac was best at.

The envelope had come through the mail slot on Sunday morning, before the first buses, the flap still glazed where Nayeli had licked it shut. He opened it at the kitchen table with a fingernail and put the key in the pocket of his sweatpants. Then he sat down with the eleventh-period essays and graded thirty-one of them, and the key stayed in the pocket, and he stayed in the chair. The high windows gave him the day in pieces — gray, then white, then one amber stripe across the floorboards that crawled toward the bedroom and quit there. The refrigerator clicked off its long note. Towels got folded, one corner at a time. He ate a sandwich over the sink at six and cut the crusts off without deciding to. At one he lay down on the made bed on top of the quilt with his hands folded on his chest and did not sleep. Twice he went out for the paper with his hand in the pocket, the little teeth of it under his fingertips, and both times he stood a minute on the front step looking at the street before he came back in to wait. His phone lay face down on the nightstand where he had left it Friday, and he left it there. The envelope lay open on the kitchen table, Nayeli's name crossed by the tear.

At ten past ten a cab door shut below. Heels on the sidewalk. The lock, and then her.

She came in with the travel coat open over the hotel robe, white, its belt knotted in a hurry, the bag's handle wound twice in her fist. The coat had an airport fold in one sleeve. Her hair was down and smelled of citrus shampoo he didn't know.

He was on his knees in the hallway before the bag came off her shoulder. He took the key out of his pocket and set it on the floorboards at her knee.

She looked at it a moment.

"All day," she said.

"Since morning."

"You didn't use it."

"It isn't mine to use."

She crouched and took his chin in one hand and studied his face, and her thumb crossed his cheek once, a small dry stroke. Then she stood and let the coat slide off onto his arm.

The robe fell open at her thigh. High on the outside of it were four ovals, dark, going yellow at their edges.

"Dinner, the first night," she said. "The second bottle." She moved one foot forward. "First one."

He kissed it. The skin was faintly sore under his mouth, and she went still while he was there, still all the way to her shoulder.

"Nayeli came Saturday," he said against it.

"I know."

"She used my mouth. Afterward she showed me the photo you sent. Your hand was in the corner of it. Your ring."

Her fingers found his hair and closed, then loosened. "Did you look long?"

"Until it stung. You were holding him the way you hold me."

For a moment she was somewhere else entirely — the cab, the lobby, a floor he couldn't follow her to — and then she was back, looking down at him. She touched the next oval, lower, and he moved to it and kissed that one, and worked through them in order, first to last, each one with a day and an hour inside it, and between kisses gave her his own weekend in order under her hand: Saturday afternoon, both of them through the door with the spare key, Nayeli unlocking him while he sat. Farah first. Nayeli after. The trading, twice. Nayeli counting her strokes under her breath.

"Four and four," he said. "She said it under her breath and I kept the count with her."

"Were you good?"

"Nayeli did the cage up before they left. Five times they stopped me." He breathed. "Farah said I was a gift you lend out. She said they were the borrowing."

Eva looked down at him from inside the open robe. "And were you?"

"Yes."

"The last one's from the roof," she said. "Sunday morning. I went up to see the pool and he followed me out in his robe at seven, with coffee." She turned her leg so the lowest oval faced him, and he kissed that one last and longest, and she let him.

She untied the belt. One side slid off her shoulder, and the bite sat high on her breast where a strap would cross, purple at its center, a day old.

"Last night," she said. "He didn't ask about this one either. He does that. Decides things with his teeth."

He leaned in and put his mouth on it and stayed. One breath, three. Her hand tightened in his hair and lifted him off, and that was the end of that one.

Inside the sweatpants the steel sat close, taking him at the root. He knelt back on his heels with his hands flat on the tops of them, where they had learned to be.

"Did you touch what's locked?"

"No." The light lay along the top of her chest where the robe gaped. "It leaked after they left. Saturday night, on the rug. I sat with it until it stopped."

Eva crouched and kissed his forehead, once, and stood, and picked the key up on her way past.

"The bag can stay."

In the bedroom she turned the bedside lamp on and stepped out of the robe, and the robe stayed where it fell. She stood bare in the middle of the floor, the ovals up one leg, the bite above her breast, and pulled his sweatpants down off him herself. She turned the little key and the cage came away in her two hands, warm from his body, and she set it on the nightstand. Blood moved into him so fast his ears rang. His cock filled the whole way, all at once, the first full of it since they had caged him again, and she wrapped her hand around him and held on while it finished, feeling the last of the swelling through her fingers.

She pushed his chest and he went down onto his back. She climbed over him, took him at the base, and set herself on him a little at a time, stopping once to breathe through it, until she had all of him. She was slick enough that nothing else was needed, and the first full stroke made a sound in the room that six years ago she would have buried in his shoulder.

She rode him slow.

"Paco was slow all weekend," she said. Her palms lay on his chest. "He'd stop while he was inside me and drink his water. Stand at the window a while. Then he'd start again like nothing had happened. You'd have begged by then."

Her hair had come forward on both sides of her face. She pushed it back without breaking the stroke.

"He's thick. This morning I had to hold the cab door to sit down." She took a longer stroke. "His hands, too. He'd put both of mine on the headboard and hold them there with one of his, and pour his coffee like that, and drink it."

"Eva." It came out cracked.

"He never asked me one time what I wanted. Nothing about the room, nothing about the lights. He never once asked when I was done talking, and there were small hours." She kept the pace even, full down-strokes, her weight settling at the bottom of each one. "He decided, and then he watched to see whether I'd argue." Her eyes were half open on his face. "I never argued."

She leaned close to his ear. "Turn over," she said, and the voice wasn't hers — it was lower, unhurried, the words set down one at a time. "I'm not finished with you."

His cock jumped inside her hard enough that she felt it. She came up smiling.

"There it is."

"Eva—"

"He said that at four in the morning, so I turned over. The glass was fogged up. I watched the city upside down till he was done with me." She settled back into her pace. "You're hard for his voice. That's all right. It's mine tonight."

She reached back and uncurled his fists and set his hands on the ovals at her thigh. "Here. Where he gripped me."

His thumbs fit into the bruises. They were sore under his fingers, and she was slick and hot around him, and her rhythm shortened and lengthened, and once she stopped moving altogether, sat full on him, and breathed with her eyes shut until it passed.

"You can come when I come," she said, her weight coming down. "Not before."

He counted. Four in, four out, the count Nayeli had left on him Saturday afternoon, and it worked here too, in this bed, under his wife. The brick over the headboard had fourteen courses; he'd painted over the crack above the bed twice, and the count lived there with the crack. The need came up through him in a slow swell and he counted it back down, and it came again bigger, and he counted it down, and once the count broke and he started over at one. A fine steady tremor had started in his legs and wouldn't stop, and she laid her hand on his chest and quieted nothing, and that was fine too.

"I'm holding," he said, because she was watching him.

"I know you are. That's the part I keep." She bent and took his earlobe between her lips and let it go, and came up, and her rhythm broke. Her hips stuttered — a catch, a short double beat — then the long press down and hold, and the sound she made was his name, once, low, and he went with her — hard, from the root up, his hands closing on the marks, his back bowing off the mattress — and she rode out the last of it on him with her mouth open and nothing left in it.

Then neither of them moved. His cum ran back out of her, warm over him, and he lay underneath with his thumbs in the bruises and let it happen. In the dresser mirror the two of them stayed where they were, her back bowed, his hands where she had set them. Down in the street a bus went past and neither of them turned toward it.

They stayed that way while the light burned. He slept a little and woke to her weight still on him and the window edges gone gray.

Near dawn she slid off him and knelt at the nightstand. The cage stood on it where she had left it. He was soft and it went on easy. She worked him down into the steel with both hands, patient, settled the ring at his root, checked it with one finger, and turned the little lock. The key went down on the nightstand.

The click was small.

After it the room made no other sound. She left the lamp on and put her arm across his chest, and he lay under it with the steel warming from his own body and her marks up and down her thighs in the lamplight, and he stayed where he was.


The Threat

Eva was carrying the wine to the low table when the knock came.

The girls had been on the sofa an hour. Farah had the corner cushion and the good glass, and Nayeli sat forward with her elbows on her knees, saying the roof at the studio held its heat into the evening now, you could go up after class and not need a blanket. A Tuesday like their Tuesdays. Isaac had brought out the bowl of almonds, then gone back to the kitchen for nothing in particular, finding work for his hands among the clean glasses, squaring the tablet box, folding the towel in half and setting it back.

The knock was two beats, spaced out, a hand in no hurry.

Isaac went to the door. Eva turned. Paco came in past her husband without a word, dressed for the street, a dark coat over a darker suit, silver showing at his temples under the lamp. He stopped inside the door and took the room in: the wine, the two women on the sofa, Isaac in his sweats, Eva barefoot on the boards. He unbuttoned the coat. Isaac took it off his shoulders before anyone had decided anything, folded it over both arms, and stayed a step into the hall with it, his hands flat on it where hands could be seen.

Paco walked to the middle of the room and stayed on his feet there, his back to the sofa. He waited until Farah's glass was down and still.

"You'll forgive the hour," he said. "I won't be long."

Farah's phone buzzed on the sofa arm. She turned it face down without taking her eyes off him.

"I'm finished sharing you, Eva." His voice stayed flat the whole way through, no weight on one word more than another. "All of it. Saturdays, the contractor, that boy with the camera. Your friends' hands on what's mine. That chair at the foot of your bed. I want you to leave him."

He let it sit there. Nayeli had stopped moving altogether.

Eva set the bottle down next to the glasses. "You knew what this was," she said. "You sat at my table. You ate off it."

"I did." He looked at her the whole time he said it. "And I've had you undivided for a weekend, so I know exactly what I'm asking for. The price went up. I came to tell you the new one."

"This was never a door for you," Eva said. "You walked through it anyway, and now you want the house."

"Now I want the house." A small movement of his shoulders, nothing more. "Don't confuse me with a guest. I took what was shared. The sharing is finished."

"The terms run to December. I set that date myself."

"December was yours from the start. I'm done waiting on your calendar."

Eva's feet were cold on the boards. Under the sweater, Paco's bite sat high on her breast, tender everywhere the wool crossed it. She heard her own voice come out lower. "And if I say no?"

"You won't." No heat in it at all.

Then he looked down the length of the hall. "And look at that. You built him, Eva. Six years of a decent man, and now he stands where you put him, holding my coat, waiting on his wife's answer. It's the finest work I've seen in this city, and I buy work for a living. I'm done renting. I want the woman who made him, and I want her to myself."

He turned back to her. "Say it here, in front of your friends, and we leave together tonight. The offer holds until morning. It isn't made twice."

Farah's thumb had found the stem of her glass and stayed there. Nayeli was watching Isaac, not Paco, and had been for some time.

The thought arrived whole, before Eva could reach for a better one: he is pricing me. Behind it, unasked, the second one. She liked the size of what he was asking. Her face went hot with liking it. The pictures came one after the other, both of them clear — the gallery after hours, Paco's hands sure on her; and the hook by the door, bare. Only one of the pictures had Isaac in it. She stood there holding both.

The key hung at her throat under the wool, a hard little weight on its chain.

"Eva."

Isaac, from the hall. He had come out another step, the coat folded across his arms, and the steel under the sweats clicked once when he moved.

She kept her eyes on him and gave him all of it, because the room had heard it and she would not let it live in the room as a hint. "He's asking me to leave my husband. Tonight. In front of everyone. That's what he came to the door for."

Isaac looked down at the coat. He moved it from one arm to the other, careful with it, smoothing the fold flat.

"Okay," he said. "If it makes the choosing easier. I can go. Tonight, like he said. I can be packed by nine." He stopped. Started again, quieter. "You shouldn't have to lose him because of me. If I'm the reason, then I'm the thing to move." He looked up and found her across the room. "Tell me which. Stay or go, I'll do whichever one you say."

You could let him. The thought came in Paco's flat voice, arrived finished, needing nothing from her. You could stand at this counter and he would go down the four flights with a bag, and by ten the hook would be empty and the bed would cool on one side, and you would never have to explain your husband to anyone again. You could.

Eva crossed the room and took the coat out of Isaac's hands and put it on the chair herself, and then she stood in front of him, between him and the middle of the room.

"No," she said. "You're not going anywhere. Not tonight. Not to make anything easier, not for him, not for me. Pack a bag and I'll unpack it while you stand there and watch."

Isaac let his breath go, all at once. On the sofa, Farah set her glass down without a sound.

Eva turned. "You don't price me in my own house. And you don't move him out of it. He stays. Get out, Paco."

Paco stayed exactly where he was for the length of one breath. Then, "Eva," he said. Her name alone, nothing built around it.

She said nothing.

He crossed to the chair, unhurried, and took the coat, and put it on one arm and then the other, doing the buttons while he looked at her. She watched him take his time with every button. At the door he stopped, his hand on the knob.

"Keep December. I won't wait forever, Eva."

He let himself out. The door shut with a small click, and the click sat in the room and quit.

Nobody spoke. The refrigerator came on and held its low note. Isaac stood in the hall with nothing in his hands now; they ended up flat on his thighs, palms down.

Farah got up and went to the shelf where the whiskey lived and poured four fingers into the heavy glass, the bottle tipping slow, the glass filling past any reasonable line. She brought it to Eva and folded Eva's fingers around it and held them shut a second longer than pouring takes.

"He meant it," Farah said. "Drink."

Nayeli looked at Isaac, then at the chair where the coat had been. "We'll take Wednesday," she said. Quiet, practical, the week already bending in her hands.

Eva carried the glass to the tall window at the end of the room. The street ran below, lamplit, empty except for one cab two blocks down. At the curb in front of the building a dark car sat with its lights off, a thin gray feather of exhaust at the pipe. Her own face hung in the glass over the street, and behind it the room, and the people in it, and Isaac arrived at her shoulder in the reflection, silent, his hands at his sides.

She stood with the whiskey untouched and worked the chain out of her collar and closed her fist around the key.

She waited for the lights to come on. They stayed off.


The Choice

The fourth glass waited at the place where no one sat.

Isaac had watched her stage the room all afternoon. She washed four glasses and dried them on the soft towel and set the bottle of red upright on the low table, and cut three white ranunculus down to fit a water glass and set them where everyone could see them. She had called Paco in the morning, inside his deadline, and given him eight o'clock. After that she bathed a long time and did her hair and put on the black dress with the open back. By the door she laid out his shoes with the toes facing out and put his gray trousers over the chair where he'd see them, and when he asked what she wanted him to do tonight she said, "Nothing. Tonight you stand."

Isaac taught sixth period with the good shirt ironed and hanging on the closet door at home, and all through the Missouri Compromise it hung in his head. He came up the stairs at six and washed and dressed in the room where she could see him do it. She looked him over in the doorway afterward. "Good," she said, and went back to the wine.

Farah arrived at half past in a rust silk blouse and black trousers, heels on, and read the room from the door. "You dressed him," she said. Nayeli came in behind her in a navy wrap dress. "Wednesday," she said, and sat where the kitchen light didn't reach, hands folded in her lap.

The engine under the window quit, and a moment later came the knock. Eva opened the door herself. Paco stood in the hall in charcoal, fresh-shaved, silver at the temples, the hall light making a gold edge on his shoulders until he shut it out himself, closing the door with care. He came in far enough to see how the room was arranged — the friends on the sofa, the wine standing ready, Isaac by the shelf in his good shirt — and stopped at the fourth glass, the empty one at the empty place, set out with the same care as the rest. He looked at it a while. Then he looked at Isaac, one long pass, shirt to shoes, unhurried.

"You set a place for me," he said.

"I did," Eva said.

He turned toward the sofa then, at the two of them sitting where they'd been set, and back at the table and its four poured places. "And a jury."

"Witnesses. This is a marriage."

His gaze went to Isaac. "And he'll take it. That's the part I never understood. He'll take anything you give him and call it standing."

Eva didn't answer that. He took off his jacket and folded it over the back of the low chair and sat, making himself at home in a room he'd been put out of before. She poured. His glass first, to a finger under the rim, then Farah's, then Nayeli's, then her own. She set the bottle down and stayed on her feet. Paco lifted his wine once, wet his lips with it, and put the glass down untouched. Then he sat back and folded his arms and waited. Farah raised an eyebrow at it and left it alone.

Eva crossed to the shelf and put out her hand. Isaac took it and let her walk him out past the table, past the reach of the lamp, to the open floor in front of the window. She stood him there facing the room, the friends to his left, Paco to his right, the whole dark window at his back, and stayed beside him with his hand in hers, her thumb moving once over his knuckles. Paco's eyes went to their hands and stayed a moment.

The room looked different from inside her hand. A season of it had happened to him on his knees on this floor or at this bedroom wall, and most of it had been decided by other people — what he wore, when he knelt, whose hand, whose mouth. Tonight she had set the table herself.

The steel lay heavy under the trousers. Her palm was dry and completely steady, and in front of the friends, in front of Paco, he filled until the steel took him at the root, and there he stayed, aching, while she spoke to the man in the chair.

"Paco." She used the voice she kept for exact change at the register. "You were a visitor here. The marriage is the arrangement and the arrangement is the marriage. Isaac stays in it. That was never in question. You are welcome inside it on its terms, and there are no other terms."

Paco turned his glass a half turn on the wood. He looked at her, then at Isaac, standing where she had put him, hard under the wool and silent.

"You've said everything except the word," he said. "Say a name, Eva. His or mine."

The room went very still. Farah's thumb quit moving on her glass. Nayeli sat with her hands folded, watching Isaac and not Eva. Paco sat on, unhurried, leaving her a door to take it back through, and Isaac waited in his wife's grip with the rest of them.

Eva looked at her husband. The word came quiet enough that it reached him through his ribs before he heard it in the room.

"Isaac."

For a breath nobody moved. On the table a ranunculus let go of a petal, and it rocked once and lay still. Farah let a breath out through her nose. Nayeli's folded hands turned over in her lap.

Paco breathed once through his nose. Then he lifted his glass and drank the wine down in two long swallows, set the empty glass on the low table, and rose with his hands easy at his sides, leaving the jacket folded where it was. No one stood in his path. At the door he said nothing, and the lock gave its small sound behind him. Eva looked at the door a moment, and her shoulders came down an inch. A little later, faint through the brick, the engine at the curb woke and pulled away and faded until the street was quiet.

Eva let go of his hand then, and the loss of her grip went all the way up his arm.

Farah was up before the sound had finished going, taking the bottle by the neck and making the rounds. She filled Eva's glass, then Nayeli's, then her own. Nayeli reached over, took Eva's glass, drank from it herself, and gave it back. Then Farah tipped the last of the red into Paco's abandoned glass and offered it to Isaac by the stem.

"Here. He won't miss it."

The wine had gone room temperature. He drank it down anyway, all of it, his throat working, and Farah watched him swallow the last of it and smiled into her own glass. He set the glass back on the wood where Paco had set it, empty now, a ring of damp already drying under it. Nayeli tipped her chin at him, once, her eyes warm when she did it. Eva watched him the whole time with her glass at her mouth, and when he was done she put hers down and put out her hand again.

This time she led him down the short hall and left the bedroom door standing open behind them.

The bedside lamp made its circle of light. Eva worked the chain up out of her collar and the key came off her chest warm. She unbuttoned the good shirt herself, one button at a time, looking at his face while she did it, and pushed the shirt off his shoulders and down his arms. Then she knelt on the rug and took his shoes, his socks, his trousers, and left only the steel under the gray cotton. She turned the key in its lock. The click crossed the quiet room. She drew the cage off him gently, easing him out of it piece by piece, and set it by the lamp with the key resting in its open lock, and the room's air moved on his bare skin.

He ached as the blood came back. Since Sunday night the steel had held him, and he woke in slow stages — heavy, sore at the root, thickening while her hand stayed light on his thigh — until he stood out full and bare and hers, wet already at the tip. He put a hand back on the dresser to stay upright. Eva leaned in and took him in her mouth. Twice, unhurried, her lips closing around him and her tongue working the underside, just to feel him wake there, and when she let him go he ached to the root, three days of the steel climbing back into him all at once. She kept her hand on him a moment longer, feeling the weight of it, and there was slickness high on her thigh when she rose and pulled the black dress over her head and dropped it on the floor. She had nothing on under it. The lamplight found the freckles across her collarbones.

She put her palm flat on his chest and eased him back onto the bed and climbed over him, one knee and then the other, her breasts swinging free as she moved. She took his cock in her hand and raised it and guided him in. She was wet enough that the first inch went easy, and after that she took her time with the rest, an inch, then a still moment while her breath went out through her nose, a small sound in her throat when he was finally all the way inside, and then her hips came down onto his and stayed. He was deep in his wife, bare, in the lamplight, with the door open.

She rode him slowly. His hands lay open at his sides where they had learned to lie. From below he could see where she took him, dark hair, herself spread and slick around him, shining, and above that her breasts, soft and full, moving with each stroke, her nipples dark in the lamplight. Her hair had come loose on one side. Each time she rose and settled he heard her, wet and close, under the far voices through the door. She lifted almost off him and came back down slow, once, twice, watching what it did to his face, and then bent low and put her forehead to his. Her hair fell around them both and shut out the room.

"Eyes on me."

He put his eyes where she put them and left them there.

"You're the one I keep," she said, riding. Her voice hadn't changed at all. "The rest were visits."

He had spent the season learning what he was to other people's hands — a belt, a key, a name, every week teaching him the reach of other people's claims. The word went into him lower than the steel had sat. Her hips never stopped. He stopped being able to count anything at all.

The friends' voices came thin through the open door — Farah saying something, glasses touching, Nayeli's laugh starting a second laugh. None of it hurried her and none of it slowed her. He was close too fast; three days of the steel had left him ready to finish at the first squeeze of her, and he bore down to last while her fingers found his face and turned it up to her, so he had to look at her while she rode him.

"Eva. Can I—"

"Yes. Now. In me."

It came out of him in long pulls, deep, his fingers gripping the quilt at his sides, more than any one body could hold, and she kept her pace through all of it, riding out every pulse, taking him, gathering the last of it with a slow roll of her hips, taking everything, keeping every pulse, until there was nothing left and his hips settled onto the mattress and he lay under her shaking.

She lay down along him and their breathing evened out together. Later, half asleep, she fitted the steel back on him and turned the key, and he lifted his hips to make it easy, and neither of them said anything about it. Under the talk next door the fridge ticked on through its cycle. Out at the curb there was nothing now where the car had been. His come was still inside her, there where she'd taken it. Her hand came to rest palm-down on the mattress by his ribs. In the far room the low table sat with the lamp's reach ending short of it, Paco's glass standing empty where he'd set it. On the mattress Isaac laid his hand over Eva's and left it there.


The Proposal

"His release is given at her word. It is never taken."

His voice came out too loud for the empty rooms. He read the line a second time, quieter, for the rhythm of it.

He had come home to a dark apartment, Eva's coat gone from its hook, her shop bag gone from the counter. In the kitchen he opened the drawer for the scissors and found rubber bands, folded menus, and under them the notepad, folded in half where it had lain since the night she signed it. He stood looking at the soft square of it. Then he took it out and unfolded it on the counter.

Four rules in her small even hand. She chooses the men. He is present for what she does with them. He serves where he is put. His release is given at her word; it is never taken. Below the rules, the December date, written out whole, and the two signatures, hers over his, the pen's pressure still raised in the paper so his thumb could find them with his eyes shut. He had knelt on this tile to accept every word, weeks ago. Standing alone in the kitchen he read it as a document with an ending, and the ending was the part his eyes went back to.

He folded it closed along its soft crease and carried it to the table. He got up twice to put it back in the drawer, and twice opened the drawer again and took it out. The third time he left the drawer open on its runners and sat down with the folded square in front of him and pushed the flannel's sleeves up his forearms.

In six years of marriage he had never asked her for a thing this large. Agreeing, offering, kneeling, doing what was put in front of him — that was the shape of his whole life with her, and the sentence he went on trying in his head was a different shape from any of those. The date named in it, and the date left out. The word permanent in the middle, and gone. His palms sweated on the folded page and dried and sweated again. The window over the sink let the last of the light go. He sat in the dark without switching anything on.

Keys in the door a little past seven. Eva came in with the shop on her, the apron over a wool dress, a fistful of too-short stems in one hand for the compost bucket. She saw him sitting at the table with no lights on and reached for the switch.

"Leave it," he said.

Her hand came down. She set the stems by the sink and stood there, fingers loose at her sides.

"Two weddings this weekend," she said. "Everybody wants white."

"Eva." His voice stopped after her name and she waited, exactly as if he had finished.

"I read the page. The one in the drawer."

She said nothing.

"All four rules. And the date."

She reached back and undid the apron strings, slowly, one at a time, and hung the apron on the hook by the door. Then she came to the table and sat down across from him with her hands on the wood.

"I've been thinking about December." He stopped. That wasn't the sentence. He started over. "I don't want it to end in December. I want it permanent." He said it with his cock pressing into the steel under the table, and he let it press. "A season was never the point, and neither was a test. I want it to be how we live."

A bus went past below and laid its white moving light across the ceiling and left.

"You're asking," she said.

"Yes." He looked at his hands.

"Not agreeing. Asking," she said.

"Asking." Eva's voice stayed even; her thumbs moved once against the wood.

"Since when."

"Since I read the date," he said.

She looked at him, waiting, and he understood she would sit there all night if he stopped now.

"There's one more thing," he said, before he could take it back. "The cage. I feel it all day. That part's mine. I don't mind that it's mine. But nobody sees it. I want a mark of my place. One I can see."

She sat back. "Say the last part again."

"A mark of my place. One I can see."

It came out flatter the second time, and more sure.

She looked at him while the window over the sink went black. Then she got up and switched on the kitchen light and took her phone off the counter.

She set it between them on the table and turned the speaker on. Two rings.

"It's Thursday," Farah said. No hello.

"Friday evening. Both of you. Here at seven."

A door shut somewhere on Farah's end. "Both of us. For what?"

Eva looked at him while she answered. "He asked. He wants it permanent. He wants a mark of his place."

The line stayed quiet long enough to hiss.

"He asked," Farah said.

"He asked."

"Hold on. I'm pulling over." A blinker ticked on the line, then quit. "And December?"

"Gone."

A long breath came down the line. "Gone. Eva Marsh. Nine weeks of tell-me-where-to-stand, and now this. Put him on."

Isaac leaned toward the phone. "I asked."

"The whole thing?"

"Permanent. And a mark of my place, something I can see."

A laugh came through the speaker, only half a laugh. "What's the mark?"

"Mine to choose," Eva said. "You'll see it when he does."

"Not a hint?"

"Not even."

"Friday, then. I'll bring—"

"Sober," Eva said.

The laugh that came out of the phone then had nothing quiet in it. "Sober. It's real. All right." The line went dead.

While the second call rang, Isaac got up and came back with two glasses of water and set one on either side of the phone. His hands had gone and done it before he decided anything. Eva looked at the glasses standing around her phone and put her fingers over her mouth for a second.

Third ring. "Eva."

"Friday. Seven. Both of you."

"What is Friday."

"He asked for it to be permanent. There will be a ceremony. Vows."

The pause ran long enough for the speaker to hiss again.

"Is he in the room," Nayeli said.

"He's here."

"Good. He should hear it arranged." Papers moved somewhere on her end. "You'll want the vows written out fair. Draft them tonight and send them over. My hand is faster than yours."

"Come at six-thirty."

"Six-thirty. We'll set the room." Her chair scraped once on her end. "Does he know what he's asking."

"He asked twice," Eva said.

"Good. Friday." The line clicked off.

Eva sat for a moment in front of the dead phone. Then she took the pen from the jar on the counter, opened the notepad past the crease to the first clean page, and wrote one line, slow, the nib scratching. She laid the pen across the page.

He read it upside down from his side of the table. A ceremony. This apartment. Witnesses.

"What will it be?" he said. "The mark."

She capped the pen. "Friday."

The asking had gone out of him as a sentence and come back as a date on a page. Nine weeks he had answered yes. Tonight the first word had been his. On the table the notepad lay open, the ink drying at the top of the page, and beside it her phone sat dark, still warm from the calls. Behind him the drawer stood open where he'd left it, and he left it open. He set his fingertip under the last word and kept it there.


The Vow

He had ironed the good shirt twice and the collar still wouldn't lie flat. Since four o'clock he had been putting the apartment in order: the rug beaten and squared to the brick, the armchair carried out of the bedroom and set two steps from the rug's edge with its back to the bed, the lamp angled so its light would reach the place his knees were going to go. Now he stood at the window with his hands at his sides. Under the gray cotton the steel did its slow work. Half of him had been listening for Friday to arrive since it was named, nothing to be done until it did.

At seven the knock came. Farah had a flat box under one arm. Nayeli came in behind her in the long wool coat buttoned to her throat, though the evening was mild. Eva let them in wearing the black slip, her hair still wet, and the friends looked at her, then at Isaac in his ironed shirt, and Farah said, "Look at him. The only one in costume."

Nayeli took off the coat and stood bare in the lamplight, arms loose, and folded the wool over the chair back. Farah opened the box on the table. Inside, on a bed of cotton, lay a leather cuff, wider than the old one, stitched at the edges, lined in sheepskin so the inside was white as fur. Beside it Nayeli laid a card in her own careful hand, every letter finished.

While Nayeli straightened the card and Farah lifted the cuff out and set it on the wood, Isaac crossed the room. No one had said where. He put his knees down on the rug under the lamp, facing the armchair, and the cold of the boards came up through the wool and then let go of him.

Farah laughed once, pleased. "He beat the reading."

Nayeli gave him the studio nod and took her place at his right. Eva sat in the armchair. Farah stood at his left. The three of them made a half circle around where he knelt, and the room went as quiet as the room ever got, the refrigerator off its cycle, the lamp the only sound in it.

"After me," Nayeli said.

"I will obey her."

It went out of him on the first try. The lamp buzzed at the edge of his hearing.

"I will serve her, and serve whoever she gives me to."

He said that too, and his voice stayed level on the second half, which surprised him. He had practiced it lower all day, expecting it to break.

"I will tell her the truth, the whole of it."

That one was easy. Truth was the thing he had left to give.

"Read the fourth one slow," Farah said to Nayeli. "I like watching him carry it."

Nayeli turned the card over. The last line ran longer than the rest.

"My body is hers, and theirs to use."

His mouth made hers fine. On theirs his voice shrank to almost nothing.

"Again," Nayeli said. "The last line. All of it, out loud."

"My body is hers, and theirs to use."

The word theirs went out of him at full voice, in front of them, and his ears burned and his knee started once, and Nayeli's hand came down flat on it and stilled it, and the words stood in the room after he'd said them, doing what words do when nobody takes them back.

Eva rose from the armchair. She took the cuff off the table, came to him, and took his left wrist in her fingers. The leather was warm from the lamp. She buckled it snug, two fingers' room, no more, and the sheepskin lay soft where the old cuff had been bare. Then she set her thumb flat over the buckle and left it there while his pulse knocked under it. The lamplight lay along the stitching. When she lifted her thumb, the print of it stayed a moment in the leather and smoothed out.

Then she reached behind her own neck and worked the clasp of the thin gold chain. The key slid free and lay in her palm, warm from her chest. She held it out to Farah.

"For the night."

"I'll keep it," Farah said, and dropped the chain over her own head, and the key settled between her breasts and caught the lamplight there.

"You'll give it back," Eva said.

Isaac watched it go. Since the night she had locked him, it had hung at the hollow of Eva's throat, the one fixed point above him, and now it swung against another woman's skin when she moved.

Nayeli unbuttoned the good shirt where he knelt and drew it down his arms. Farah pulled his trousers and the gray cotton over his hips and off one foot and the other. Nothing on him was his anymore. The cage sat locked in its curl of steel, his cock swollen hard up into it, the skin drawn tight through the ring.

Farah crouched and laid her palm over the whole of it, warm through the steel, the ring pulling at his root. "Look at this. Locked for days and still trying to grow through it."

She turned the key in the little lock. Nayeli eased the steel down and off, and the blood came back into him in one flood, heat and ache together, every place the rings had pressed waking together and none of it gentle. He thickened fast past the cage's shape, already shining at the tip, past hiding. He swayed on his knees. Nayeli's hand went flat on his chest.

"Four in. Four out."

He counted it. In through the nose, out slow, twice, and the wave crested short of where it had been going. Farah bent and took him into her mouth before his breath was done, the head first, lips tight, then most of him, her tongue working the underside in slow stripes, and the wet noise of her filled the quiet. His hands found his thighs, where they had learned to be. Hers to spill, he thought, over and over, the words keeping time with her mouth. She pulled off with a last drag of her lips and looked at what she'd made of him, glossy and furious.

"Not without her word," Nayeli said.

Farah stood and stepped out of the leather pants, zips at the hip, off in one motion, and straddled him, knees down on either side of his hips. He felt her before he saw her, wet and open, and then she took him in one long seat to the root and sighed, adjusting to the size of the night. "Nay."

Nayeli swung a leg over his head and knelt, knees by his ears, and lowered herself to his mouth. He closed his eyes and opened his tongue. Pointed first, the way she'd taught him that first night, then circling, then inside, and her weight came down and rode him. Above him the two women braced a hand on each other's shoulders to keep the rhythm from tipping him over. She gave him no instruction at all. She had stopped needing to, and some place under her hips he understood that, and his mouth worked harder for it.

Eva sat close in the chair with one foot tucked under her, the slip fallen open at her thigh, two feet away, watching. Once she leaned down and wiped the sweat out of his eye with her thumb, and sat back, and went on watching.

Nayeli lifted off his mouth. Cool on his wet chin. The women changed places over him, laughing once at the tangle of knees, and then Nayeli sank down onto his cock and began to count her strokes under her breath, and Farah settled her full weight onto his face. Her thighs sealed his ears. She was stronger in the taste than Nayeli, and her hand knotted in his hair at once and used his mouth how she wanted it, hips working.

"Through the nose," she said down at him. "You know this part."

Forty-one, forty-two, Nayeli's count went, and he kept it with her inside his head because counting was the thing he had. She rode slow, then hard, then slow, and once she stopped all the way and sat still on him, clenching around him, and laughed low in her throat while he shook under both of them. Sweat ran into his eyes. Her clench around him ate the numbers, and he counted anyway, because the count was the thing he had. His arms trembled and would not be stilled. The need climbed and he kept it down under the count, under Farah's weight on his mouth, because the word belonged to Eva and he would wait for it if it killed the rest of him.

They traded back. Farah onto his cock again, soaked now, riding him slow and deep, and Nayeli's knees came down by his ears and her pussy covered his mouth and he worked her with whatever strength was left in his tongue. His whole body shook. He was going to lose it here at the end, he was going to lose it without the word, and then—

"You're ours now." Eva, from the chair, her shop voice, level and exact. "All of ours. You heard the vows. You said the vows." The room listened to Farah's hips for a moment. "And it only works because you're willing. Nobody makes you. Say it."

Nayeli eased up an inch so his voice could get out.

"I'm willing," he said, into the room, into her.

Nayeli lifted off him entirely and left his face wet with her. Eva said, "Now."

He came apart. It went out of him in long pulls, shouting, no part of it kept quiet, and Farah rode him through it, slower and slower, taking all of it, and Nayeli's hand smoothed his hair back off his forehead, and Eva watched from two feet away with her eyes open the whole time. When it was done Farah stayed seated on him another moment, patted his cheek twice with her palm, and stood. Her thighs shone. His cum ran a bright line down the inside of one and she made nothing of it at all.

He knelt where they had left him, shaking in the arms and shoulders, the cuff dark with sweat where it buckled his wrist. Eva rose. She put out her hand and Farah unclasped the chain and laid the key in it, warm now from the other woman's skin. Eva knelt and drew the cage back over him, careful and thorough over the soreness of him, seated the steel, and turned the key, and the little sound of it closed the night. The chain went back over her own head and the key lay where it had always lain.

Nayeli buttoned the wool coat to her throat over her bare skin and folded the vow card into the pocket. Farah stepped back into the leather and drew the zips. Then the two of them stood over him a last moment, looking down at the steel settled on him and at the cuff gone dark with sweat on his wrist, and Nayeli bent and pressed two fingers once to the buckle. Farah crouched and straightened the cuff like a mother seeing a boy off at a wedding.

"Look at the mark on him," Eva said from above him.

"Congratulations," Farah said.


The Search

A paper sign hung inside the gallery glass, taped at two corners: CLOSED MONDAYS. Past the dark front room, at the back of the building, a thin bar of office light lay across the floor and stopped at the doorframe.

Isaac stood on the sidewalk in the good coat, the scarf at his throat carrying the fold Eva had put in it at noon, and rang the bell. Nothing moved up front. A dog-walker crossed at the far corner, the only other person on the block, and the galleries on either side sat dark with their gates down. He got to eleven before the buzzer sounded and the lock gave.

The weekend between Friday and this had been flat and ordinary on purpose. Saturday he graded a stack of essays on the Missouri Compromise. Sunday they walked to the market and bought stems for the table, through the produce stalls and home again, and the cage went with him through supper and through two nights of sleeping on his side. He cooked Sunday night, because cooking was a thing his hands were still good for. At noon Eva met him at the apartment door with the envelope already sealed. She tucked it into his inside breast pocket herself and folded the flap down over it. "You don't open it," she said. "You tell him Tuesday. The rest is inside. If he makes you say anything twice, say it twice." She looked at him a second longer than the instructions needed. Then she kissed the corner of his mouth and went back in, and he heard the lock go behind her.

The bus ran half empty through the afternoon. He sat with both hands stacked on his knee and rehearsed under his breath while the window rattled: you tell him Tuesday, the rest is inside, you tell him Tuesday. At every stop the steel did its slow work — the bus braked, his weight tipped forward, the cage rolled once at the root of him and settled. Somewhere past the river he decided the rest of it. The knees were going to be his own part of the errand. She had given him the words. He would put the floor under them himself.

Storefronts went by, a laundromat steaming its glass, awnings furled along the gallery blocks. He got off and walked the last stretch with the envelope riding over his heart.

Inside, the front room was cold and smelled of fresh paint. Canvases stood turned to the wall along one side, backs out, papered for the next show. In the dim glass of a display case his reflection went with him toward the back, a man in a good coat crossing an empty room with a sealed envelope.

The office door stood open at the end of the short hall. Paco sat behind the desk with a bound proof catalog open in his hands and finished his page before he looked up. Plates of the coming show fanned across the blotter. A coffee cup sat in a dried brown ring of its own making. Under the window, the radiator gave off its small dry sounds.

"You found us closed," Paco said.

Isaac stepped in and shut the door, and the sound of it was very small in the little room. Then he crossed to the front of the desk and went down on both knees at once, the cold of the boards arriving through the cloth while he was still finding his balance. Paco watched him all the way down and let him settle. Isaac took the envelope out of his breast pocket, laid it across both palms, and offered it up. His palms sweated, and the paper took the damp.

From down there Paco was rolled sleeves and dark trousers, the desk edge cutting him off at the eyes. Isaac watched him set the catalog aside, square it to the blotter, and leave the envelope sitting where it was, on Isaac's open hands.

The radiator clicked and settled. He counted the sounds and lost the count. The envelope weighed less than a letter, and his shoulders learned that quickly, and his knees learned the boards, and the weight of the waiting went down into his thighs. Dust turned in the lamp light. Outside, a bus went past without stopping.

"She sent her husband," Paco said.

"Eva's asking you to come back. Tuesday evening. On her terms. The marriage's terms."

Under the steel, slow and unsought, he began to fill.

Paco stood. He came around the desk without hurry, and the desk lamp threw his shadow clean over Isaac. This close he was cuff links and rolled cotton and the silver at his temples, one big-knuckled hand still at his side. He let Isaac stay down there through the length of another bus passing outside.

"Again," Paco said.

Heat climbed the back of Isaac's neck. The cage took what the filling wanted and gave none of it back. His arms stayed out over his knees, the envelope on his palms, and he kept his eyes on the envelope because it was his. You could have mailed it, he thought. You could have mailed it. The thought went around twice and stopped where everything in him stopped, on the floor, underneath him, chosen.

Then he said it again, slower, each word placed down like the one before it.

"Eva's asking you to come back to us. Tuesday evening. On her terms. The marriage's terms."

The us arrived on its own. He heard it leave his mouth and let it stand.

Paco lifted the envelope off his palms. A slim brass knife came off the desk, the flap parted, and inside was one line in Eva's hand. Paco's eyes went down it. Then they went down it again.

Isaac watched the second reading from the floor and kept his mouth shut for it. One line. There were words she kept from everyone now, him included, and this was one of them. He had carried it across the city unopened and would carry the not-knowing home the same way.

"She wrote it herself," Paco said.

"And you carried it here."

"She sent me," Isaac said.

Paco folded the line back into its envelope and set it under the desk lamp, the catalog laid on top for a weight. "Tuesday, eight. You'll answer the door, Isaac."

The cold in Isaac's knees met the heat in his face and both of them stayed where they were. Eight o'clock. His own hand on the lock of his own door, and Paco stepping past him into the hall.

"Yes," he said, from the floor.

He stayed where he was.

"One more thing," he said. "Not from her."

Paco waited, standing over him.

"I wanted to carry it myself." His hands had come down to rest on his thighs, palms still up, empty, where his hands had learned to be. "It's been—" He stopped. Started again, lower. "Since I went down on this floor. It's been trying. On the bus. In your front room. Here." The pipes knocked once somewhere behind the wall and went quiet. "It doesn't stop. I don't want it to."

Paco looked at him for a long moment. Then he picked the catalog back up, found his page, and began to read.

Isaac got up off the boards. His knees ached where the cold had settled in, and the ache came up with him as he stood, and there was nothing to do about either one but carry it home. He closed the office door behind him and went out through the front room, past the papered backs of the canvases, and the gallery door shut at his back on the cold street.

The bus home was fuller. He stood in the aisle and took the steel rail overhead, and his hands shook on it, fine and constant. The cuff's buckle ticked against the rail with the shake. The breast pocket lay flat and empty, one envelope lighter. A woman with a stroller looked at his knuckles and then out the window. At every stop he braced before the brake came, ready for the tip of his weight, and the cage kept on underneath his clothes, patient, riding home with him. Nothing surprised it anymore, and nothing surprised him. In the window glass his face came and went over the passing shops, pale, ordinary, a teacher's face.

The river came under the bridge, dark and moving. The shake stayed in his hands the whole way home, and he watched it and let it.


The Trial

He had wanted the knock and dreaded it in the same breath all day, and by eight he could no longer have said which was louder in him. The terms were in the envelope, and the envelope was across town in a desk he would never sit at; all week the not-knowing had sat in him like a splinter too small to find. It came at eight exactly, three knuckles on the door, unhurried. Isaac opened it as he had promised the man on the other side that he would, palm flat on the wood before the latch gave.

Eva was at his shoulder, barefoot in the red slip, and Paco's eyes went past Isaac as if the door had opened onto her alone.

"Eva."

"You read it, then."

"Forty times." He said it to her alone; the rest of the room might not have been in it.

While he looked at her, Paco let the charcoal coat slide back off his arm behind him, and Isaac's fingers closed on the wool. That was the whole of his greeting. His eyes crossed Farah and Nayeli on the sofa on the way, a nod's worth of acknowledgment, no more, and Eva turned and led him in. Isaac shut the door on the hall light and hung the coat on its hook.

Farah and Nayeli sat on the sofa where Eva had asked them to be for his return, upright, side by side, lit small by the kitchen glow behind them. Farah had an ankle crossed over her knee. Nayeli's hands were laced in her lap, teacher-still. Nobody said anything, and nobody was owed anything. Eva took Paco past them by the wrist, toward the bed, and Isaac followed.

At the bed she stopped and lifted her chin. Paco took the straps of the slip down off her shoulders, one and then the other, and the red went down over her breasts, her belly, the round of her hips, and lay at her feet on the boards. Her nipples had tightened in the cool of the room. He looked at her the full length of her, and then he turned her by the waist and bent her over the mattress.

Isaac knelt beside the bed, nearer than he had ever knelt to any of it, close enough that the hem of the red slip touched his knee. His flannel was off over his head before he thought about it, trousers and boxers after, and the cage came out into the lamplight with the front of the boxers dark from the days of it. Only the cuff stayed. On the bed Paco's shirt went button by button, and then he was bare, and when he came into her it was slow, the whole wide length of him, and her breath left her in one long thread. The wet sound of her taking him was the loudest thing in the apartment.

Eva's face came around on the pillow to find him. Her voice was the one she used at the shop for item and quantity.

"Isaac. Thank him for taking care of your wife."

His mouth had gone dry in the last minute. He heard his own voice come out level.

"Thank you for taking care of my wife."

Flat and clear, every word where she had put them. Paco, deep in her, slowed to hear the whole of it.

"She is," he said. "Well taken care of."

His own words went through him and the steel took what they made, a fresh bead of heat at the tip of him. He moved his knees wider on the boards and let it be true.

Paco reached back without looking and closed his grip around Isaac's wrists. He set Isaac's palms on Eva's hips, one and then the other, and pressed down until the hold was Isaac's own.

"She climbs when it's good," he said. "I want her under me, where I put her. Hold her steady for me."

The warmth of her came up through Isaac's palms, her pulse ticking in the soft hollows, the bones he had slept beside for six years now the fixed points of another man's work. Each of Paco's strokes came through the frame and into his knees. From the sofa Farah said it to no one in particular.

"Six years married. That grip is the first honest work he's ever done."

Nayeli said nothing. Her nod was the small one from the studio, the one that meant the body had stopped arguing.

Eva tried to rise into the next stroke. Isaac's grip fixed her where she was, and that did it. Her face went into the pillow and her sound came out of it muffled and long, and Paco fucked her through the whole of it at the same depth, at his own pace, the muscles of his forearms corded where they bracketed Isaac's knuckles. When it passed, she lay limp under them, breathing.

Paco spoke without lifting his voice above the room.

"Water. A glass, from the kitchen."

Isaac's legs were strange under him, pins waking where he rose. In the kitchen the tap ran cold and then colder, and he filled the glass to a finger below the rim. You can fill a glass. You can carry it level, four steps, nothing spilled. Anyone can do these things. What the glass is, the room it's carried into decides.

At the doorway the bed was the whole picture from the wrong side: his wife bent and full, the man working in her slow and steady, the two women leaned toward it from the sofa's edge. Isaac crossed and stopped at the corner of the bed. He could have set the glass on the nightstand. No one would have said a word. He let it wait to be taken, arms even, the water barely trembling. His shoulders burned from the holding. He watched the surface quiver with each of Paco's strokes and stopped the quiver by the small work of his wrists, and kept his eyes on the water because looking up meant seeing all of it at once.

Eva's eyes came up over the pillow's edge anyway and found his and stayed there one long moment, wet and calm, before Paco turned her chin back where he wanted it. Isaac put his palms back where they had been set, before anyone said anything, and Paco took her deeper on the next stroke.

The second one built slow in her, the whole length of her shaking at the two fixed points where her husband's grip anchored her. He could feel it coming in her hips before it arrived, a gathering under the skin. His hands were the two places she could not move from, and he meant to hold them there. Then it broke loud, with nothing in front of it, her sound filling the apartment the way it had stopped apologizing for filling anything. Isaac's grip rode it out while her heel drummed once, twice, on the frame.

Paco pushed in to the root and stopped there, and his breath went out of him in two long pulls. The room went quiet except for Eva under him, coming down in small shivers.

Then he lifted the glass out of Isaac's fingers without a word and drank it down, all of it, his eyes on Eva the whole time.

Isaac knelt with his fingers still curved around the shape of what had been in them.

He stayed where he was. Eva could tell him when the night was over. Until she did, this was his place, and he meant to keep it.


The Reward

Isaac had stopped expecting anything from the night.

He knelt where the lamp reached him, hands on his thighs, and watched Paco dress. Trousers, then the shirt, the cuffs turned down by slow fingers. Paco buckled his watch without looking at it, took the charcoal coat off the back of the chair, and put it on standing, and the collar sat right the first time. He was in no hurry and he made sure the room knew it. At the door he looked once at the bed and once at Isaac on the floor, and neither look stayed.

The door clicked shut. From the sofa Farah said, "We're staying." She bent and worked her shoes off, one at a time, and set them by the sofa leg. Nayeli folded her legs under herself on the cushion and settled in. That was the whole discussion.

Eva lay propped on the pillow with the lamplight along her collarbones and the thin gold chain at her neck. Her hair was damp at the temples and her face had the looseness it got after the second time. She looked at Isaac for a while.

"You kept the water steady for him," she said. "You kept your hands where I put them, all night." She reached to the nightstand, drank from the glass by her pillow, and set it back down. "You've earned yours."

The thought arrived before anything moved in him — her hips turning under his palms hour after hour, the sounds another man's weight had brought up out of her — and the steel took the thought and pressed back. He stayed kneeling through the ache of it and kept his hands where they belonged.

Eva lifted the chain over her head. The key was small at the end of it. She came up onto her knees and reached down, and the lock turned with a click he felt in his teeth. She worked the ring down over him slow and drew the cage off, and the steel left him five days warm. Blood moved back in a long sting. Then a swell. He thickened in the open lamplight with three women watching and nowhere to put it.

"Look at that," Farah said from the sofa. "Five days, and it came back."

"Don't touch him," Nayeli said. "Let the blood do its own work."

Eva set the cage on the nightstand beside the lamp, beside the empty glass, and the lamp stood close enough that the cage's shadow went up the wall and out along the ceiling, long bars stretched over the whole bed. From the floor the little thing owned the room. Beside the lamp it looked like anything, a small steel shape with its door standing open.

Nayeli got up once, crossed to the bed, and pressed two fingers to the inside of Isaac's wrist. She read him there, eyes half closed. "Strong. He'll last." She went back to the sofa and sat down straight-backed, a teacher at the front of a room.

"Knees back," Nayeli said, and Eva drew her knees up and back and let the room look at her.

She had kept him out of herself since the night she chose him here, in front of these two on the sofa. Now she reached between her own legs and took him in her fingers and set him at herself, and he went in an inch before her palm came flat onto his stomach and stopped him there. She gave him another inch when she wanted it. Another. She was slick past anything he knew from her, the whole night still in her, and he slid to the root without resistance anywhere. His body took the leavings and wanted more of them. The shame of that came up his throat as heat, and his hips went on wanting what his face was burning over.

"Slower," Farah said. "Some of us are comfortable."

"Deeper at the bottom of each one," Nayeli said. "She'll tell you if it's too much."

Farah leaned forward on the cushion. "Turn her a little. I can't see the place I've been hearing about all year."

"Leave her," Nayeli said. "She's not a display."

Eva turned halfway herself, just enough, and settled back with her knees up, and the two voices on the sofa went satisfied at once, the only thing they agreed on. Isaac moved as they built him — unhurried to Farah's liking, seated deep at the bottom of every stroke to Nayeli's — and her sounds came low and unhidden, one for each stroke seated deep. In the dresser mirror across the room he could see the bed from above, her body opened under his, the two heads on the sofa beyond the foot of it, all of it arranged around what his body was doing and none of it ashamed.

"Four in, four out," Nayeli said. "Count with me."

He kept her count. Four in. Four out.

By the third minute his forearms burned and the shake started in his thighs and climbed. Sweat dropped from his nose onto her breast and lay there. Over the headboard the fourteen courses of brick stood around the crack he had painted twice, and when the shaking got loud in him he counted them, and the count was what kept the pulse from climbing.

Eva watched his face, and once, on purpose, tightened around him. The count broke in his mouth. The pulse started up at the root of him and his arms began to go.

"I'm close," he said.

Nobody answered. The lamp buzzed. From the sofa, low, Farah: "He asked."

"He'll keep," Nayeli said. "With me. Four in."

"When I say," Eva said.

He found the brick again. Fourteen over the crack. She rose under him and took him and rose again, unhurried, the wet noise of her filling the quiet room, and when the brick stopped working he went to the shop, to sixth period, to the Missouri Compromise and the year it was settled, and recited it into the shake of his own arms. Farah said, "Look at his arms. Nobody's touching him and he's coming apart anyway." Nayeli said, "That's the training," in the voice that ended a class.

Eva tightened around him a second time and this time took him with her partway — her hands came off his shoulders and found his and gripped, her heels pressed into the mattress — and her finish came on quiet, her mouth open, her eyes open on his face the whole way through it — and he rode it out on the count while her body pulled at him from the inside and asked him, in the oldest language it had, to give up. He stayed where the rules had built him. This was what staying was. Her body eased, and her eyes came back from wherever they had gone, and she looked at him some more.

When she had looked long enough, she said, "Now."

The word went through him and the whole length of him answered. He came so hard his elbows quit and he dropped onto her, into her, his mouth at her shoulder, and five days went out of him in long pulses he had no count for. He heard himself make a sound this bed had never heard from him, and the women on the sofa brought their hands together. Farah first, rings clicking, a slow pair of claps. Then Nayeli, laughing low, two or three of her own.

"There it is," Farah said.

He stayed where he had fallen, inside her, and the pulses ended and he softened there by inches while her body kept everything it had been given. Her hand moved once over his hair and went away and came back and settled on him.

The night had hours left in it and then it didn't. On the sofa the women went quiet by turns. A glass met the low table. Somewhere behind the walls the refrigerator came on and ran its long note, and nobody spoke over it. Farah's head tipped back against the cushion. Nayeli drew her feet up. The window went gray at its edges, and the first bus of the morning passed below, and Isaac lay in the ache of his arms and listened to her breathing even out under him.

On the nightstand the cage sat open in the lamplight, and Eva's hand lay flat on his hip.


The Pact

The women left in the early dark. Farah kissed Eva's cheek at the door, and Nayeli called something down the hall about next Wednesday, and then the elevator whined away behind the wall and the apartment settled into its two-person quiet. They had all slept the day through — the friends on the sofa, Eva and Isaac in the bed, the blinds raised at three — and the afternoon had gone by loosely, toast eaten standing up, the low table crowded with glasses nobody claimed.

Isaac carried them to the sink in loads of three. Eva took the towel and dried while he washed, hip to hip at the basin, the water running hot over his hands. When the last glass stood mouths-down on the counter she folded the towel over the oven rail.

"Floor," she said, and got the bottle from the fridge.

There wasn't enough left in it for two glasses. She sat on the kitchen floor with her back to the cabinet under the window, knees up, the old shirt falling to her thighs, and poured what remained into the one glass and passed it to him. The concrete was cold under him and he let it be cold. He knew this posture of hers. Somewhere in it would be an instruction, a thing to repeat back in order. He set his hands on his knees where hands went and waited to be given the shape.

"I want to say some things," she said.

"Say them and I'll say them back."

"No." She turned the glass once on her knee. "Tonight no one's keeping it. I'm telling you."

He waited.

"At the shop." She looked at her knees. "Friday the delivery ran two hours late and I snapped at the driver about the cooler, in front of a customer, twice. And you sat on the crate with your coffee going cold and read the plant-food packets like any of it was new. You've done it for six years. You never once made my bad day about you. I love that. I love your patience. Farah says I built you into this. Nayeli thinks the two of them did it between them. Neither of them ever watched you wait."

The fridge cycled off in the wall behind him.

"Your mouth," she said. "That one first, before anything else, before all of it. I used to lie in this bed with my eyes shut, holding still so I wouldn't break whatever was working, and think: if this is the whole of it, it's enough. I thought that made me small. It made me quiet, is all. Your mouth, Isaac. I love your mouth." She drank and gave the glass back. "And that you stay. The men do their night and go home to their own glasses and their own lives. You dry the glasses. You stay and you mean it. I know the difference now."

He looked at the bottle standing between their feet, at the label he knew by heart, and could not find the task in anything she'd said. There was no order in it to keep.

"Your turn."

"You have all of it."

"None of it. I have what the rooms got. I want the kitchen version."

He ran his thumb over the mouth of the bottle. The cuff whispered on his knee.

"That you let me see it," he said. "How wanted you are. For six years I had the part of you that came to bed, and I called it the whole woman. The bar taught me better. The night you drank my whiskey at the stool and walked out of there on this marriage, I sat in the booth glad. Nobody made me glad. I was glad on my own, watching. I love being allowed to see how wanted you are. I wouldn't give one night of it back."

She stayed still, her hand quiet on the concrete.

"The cage." He looked at his wrist. "I love the cage. You asked me once if it hurt and I said it just holds. That's the whole of it. Everything else in my week is a gradebook open on the desk. In the cage I'm kept. I feel it at two in the afternoon, that I'm kept, and it steadies me. I love it."

"And?"

"And you. At your most exact. When you say the thing that costs and you don't pad it. Tuesday, when you had me thank him for taking care of you — I hated it and I stayed hard through it, and both were true at once. Nobody else does that for me. I love you most there."

Eva looked at him for a long moment. Then she reached over and took the glass out of his hands and drank the last of it and set it down empty between them.

"There it is," she said. "The rest I knew. That one I wanted in your mouth." She stood and pulled him up by the wrist, her fingers over the sheepskin. "Bed. Bring it."

He took both glasses in one hand, rims balanced on his palm, the bottle by the neck in the other, and the level of it came out of the old reflex with no thought in it. In the hall he caught her watching his hand.

"Habit," he said.

"I know," she said. "Keep that one."

The bedroom lamp was low. She set the glasses on the nightstand beside the open cage, and the cage sat dark and ordinary among them, and she did not touch it. She drank from one glass and held the other to his mouth and he drank leaning up on his elbows. Then she took her time with the shirt buttons, watching his face while each one went, and let the shirt slide off her shoulders without moving out of the light. The room was cool, her nipples came up hard, and the freckles ran across her chest and down between her breasts, and he looked as long as he liked. She stood for it.

She pushed him back with two fingers flat on his chest and climbed over him and kissed him first, unhurried, her tongue lazy against his, tasting of the wine. Her hair came down around both their faces. Under her knee his cock lay hard along his stomach, untouched all evening, and she looked down at it and then at him and said nothing clever about it.

She rose over him and came down, and she was soaked through. He went into the heat of her in one long swallow to the root. The breath went out of him. She stayed there, seated, letting him feel all of it, the shirt hanging open between them so its tail brushed his stomach with every small move she made.

Then she rode him, slow. Out to the head and down again, her hips setting a pace with no hurry anywhere in it, her ring hand flat on his chest, the band clicking once on him. The headboard said nothing. The wet sound of her was loud in the quiet, and she let it be loud; there was no one left in the world to perform for. In the lamplight her face was bare of everything she wore in company, and she watched him back with her eyes open the whole time.

His hands rose to her hips on their own. In the other rooms there would have been a correction for that. Eva looked down at them and left them where they were, and laid her own hands over his knuckles, the sheepskin soft under her palm. She stopped seated deep, and turned her head, and pressed her mouth, brief and absent, to the freckled inside of his forearm.

"Eva," he said, when it began to gather low in him. "I'm—"

"I know." She bent to his ear, not stopping. "Go on. Say my name when you do."

He said it into the base of her throat, twice, and let go, and the pulses went through him in long draws while she took each one without lifting, deep, and made one small sound at the top of it, high in her throat.

She came down onto his chest then, cheek over his heart, and stayed joined to him. Somewhere past the window a bus sighed. He softened and slid free, and what was his left her in a warm thread, down behind his balls, pooling in the sheet.

"Isaac," she said once, into his chest, for no reason he could find.

Her breathing went long first. His followed it partway down and stopped short of sleep. The lamp buzzed once and quit, and neither of them reached for it.

He lay under her weight and went looking for the seam between the marriage and the arrangement, and could not put a finger on it.

He didn't ask her which one he was lying in.


The Gathering

The low table stood in the middle of the room with nothing on it. Bare wood, scrubbed, older than the chairs around it, and Eva had spent the afternoon on this floor building the room around it, six chairs angled by hand, two sofas, a sideboard under the window with glasses ranked on it, wine glasses first, then tumblers, then small plates no one would eat from. One lamp burned over the sideboard. She walked the room once, stopped at the table, and laid her palm on the wood, and Isaac, tray under his arm at the top of the stairs, understood that the table was the point of everything else.

They had crossed the city in a cab before any of it, Eva beside him in the long backless dress, wine-dark, the passing streetlights sliding along her bare back. His hand stayed on his own knee the whole ride. The cuff was buckled over his shirt cuff at the wrist where it always sat now, and she had laid the white shirt out on the bed that morning with the black trousers, and said nothing about either, which was its own instruction.

"You'll pour," she told him in the empty room, turning one more chair a few degrees. "Whatever comes back empty gets filled. You don't sit tonight."

Davit came at half past seven, in a dark suit with the collar sitting loose on his neck, and paused a moment in the doorway taking the room in. "A beer," he said. "Cold as you've got." Isaac brought it down the little hall from the sink fridge, and Davit said thanks without taking his eyes off Eva's open back.

Arlo came loud on the stairs at eight, suit jacket already off, no tie. He looked past everyone at the bare table in the middle of the lamplight. "There's a table in the middle and nobody sitting at it," he said, delighted, to no one in particular, and went to find the whiskey.

Paco came nine minutes before the hour, a dark bottle by the neck. He said, "Isaac," the name flat, and went past him, and poured one glass at the sideboard — for Eva — and set the bottle upright at his own elbow, label out. When Isaac came near with the tray, Paco moved the bottle a hand's width farther from the table's edge and poured nothing for anyone else all night.

Near nine the last of them came up together, Farah in black velvet cut low, Nayeli behind her in a red slip with her coat over her arm. Nayeli walked the room's edge once, the way a teacher walks a studio, and took the sofa corner nearest the door. Farah went straight to Eva and put her mouth near her cheek and said something that made Eva laugh with her teeth closed.

The first round Isaac worked off looks. Davit's bottle sweated itself empty and Davit tipped it an inch toward the sideboard and Isaac swapped it without a word. Arlo held up two fingers and Isaac brought two. Paco poured from his own bottle and offered it to no one, and Isaac left it where it stood. Nayeli said nothing at all. She slid her empty glass a quarter turn on the sideboard and took her fingers off it and looked out at the room. He took the glass, filled it from the second bottle, and set it back at the angle he had found it. She gave him the nod — the studio one, the small approval — and he worked the rest of the round on it.

The hour after that was refills. Glasses came back on the trays with lipstick at the rims and he washed them in the little sink and set them mouth-down to dry, and once, holding a glass up to the light, he wondered which mouth had left which mark, and set the thought down with the glass and went for the next tray, and the room talked over him, about leases, about a rooftop, about a wedding neither bride would name. Arlo told a story with his whole body in it. Farah said, "Arlo," once, and he stopped, and started again quieter. Nobody told Isaac anything twice. Some things not even once.

When the trays came back empty the third time, Farah said, "Down."

She crossed the room, took the tray out of his hands, and set it on the sideboard, and put him onto the table — chest to the wood, cheek to the wood, his feet on the floor in their dark shoes. Her wine glass found the shallow between his shoulder blades and stood there. He felt the cold base of it, then the ring of the base going wet through the shirt. Nayeli looked across the room at Eva. Eva was watching. That was the whole permission. Nayeli crossed and set her glass lower, at the small of his back, and the two cold circles sat on him a hand's width apart, and his arms lay out from his body on the wood where Farah had left them.

Farah, back on the sofa arm, called across the room, "Davit. Your beer. The table's served."

Davit lifted his bottle, drank from it where he sat, and set it down by his boot on the floor. He looked at the middle distance and said nothing, and that was his answer, and everyone in the room heard it.

Eva looked at Farah across the lamplight and went on looking. Farah drank through the look for the length of three breaths. Then she lifted her glass off Isaac's back and set it down again harder, wine shivering up the sides. "Cold in here," she said, to the room, and someone answered her, and the room took her side of it and moved on.

Arlo stood, glass in hand, halfway to the table. Nayeli took the glass out of his fingers and put it back in them. "Reserved," she said. Arlo sat down on the sofa arm, grinning. "Worth asking."

Under the table's edge his cock lay full along the wood, pinned between his stomach and it, and his hands were flat on the boards where they had been put, and there was nothing he could do about any of it. No cage tonight. The cage stood open at home on the nightstand with the lamp over it, and this was what the open nightstand bought him: the whole weight of wanting, with nowhere to put it and no hand allowed near it. Every laugh in the room came up through the wood into his ribs. He breathed four in, four out, the old count, and lost it when Farah laughed, and started it over. The wood's grain pressed its lines into his cheek, and under the burn of holding still was the other thing, the wanting, the one that had stopped being a different thing a long time ago, and he stayed.

Then Eva came out into the lamplight.

Davit first. His hand went to the bare open back of her dress and lay along her spine, and they moved without hurry, and Isaac, face down on the table, saw shoes and hems and the two of them joined at the shadow's edge, and heard Davit say something low that made Eva put her mouth close to his ear to answer. Arlo spun her once and she let him, the dress flaring and dropping, and while she turned her eyes came around the room and found the table and went off it again before the dress settled. Paco took her last, and longest. The music went low. From the table Isaac heard two words of what Paco said into her hair — only me — and Eva's eyes were closed, and she laughed the low home laugh, and it went across Paco's shoulder to the rest of the room.

Between dances she crossed to the table once with her glass and put two fingers on the back of his neck, passing, not stopping, and went on to where Paco waited.

Through all of it Paco watched the table more than the room. Isaac kept his face down and watched the man's shoes cross the boards, stop once close by, and move off again. The glasses on his back filled and emptied and were filled again; Nayeli drank hers down slow and put it back on him empty, and the wood drank the cold out of both. By the second hour his forearms shook and he leveled them, breath by breath, because the surface was not allowed to shake.

Near the end of the hour Paco waited at the sideboard with his unshared bottle and lifted his glass to him across the room. The lift was small, meant for one pair of eyes. The wine sat level in the glass and the man's face behind it was level too, and it went on longer than a greeting goes. Isaac bowed his head deeper. The wood took his forehead and he stayed there.

Above the restaurant the room got loud again — Farah's laugh, Arlo at full volume, a chair dragged around for a better view of Eva in the lamplight. On his back, through the white shirt, the rings of moisture cooled and spread. The room went on being loud, and the rings went on growing, and Isaac held the table steady under all of it until the glasses were taken up again.


The Proof

"Good night, Isaac," Davit said from the doorway with his jacket already on, and dipped his chin — the same small dip as the first bar, a greeting this time. Isaac lay chest-down on the low table and looked up at him upside down, the rings of moisture in his shirt gone dry at the edges. Arlo went out loud, delivering some last joke into the hall, and slapped the doorframe twice on his way through. Paco took his black coat off the hooks and put it on standing. At the door he looked back once, at Eva, and went down the stairs without a word, each step arriving plain on the treads. The door shut with its small sound. Below, the restaurant had gone quiet but for a table or two. A van changed gears somewhere and faded. The sideboard held what the night had left — drained glasses, the tray wrapped in its towel, Paco's bottle standing at his end, drunk by no one else and going nowhere.

"There," Farah said, to no one in particular. She stepped out of her shoes and drew her feet up onto the sofa, velvet to her ankles, her glass balanced on her knee.

Eva crossed the carpet on bare soles and crouched at the table. Two fingers under his chin, and she turned his face to her. "Off the wood. Middle of the carpet, where I can reach you."

He got off the table and stood, hips stiff where the edge had set into them, and knelt where the lamp pooled. The carpet took his weight through both knees, and the burn started small. Farah settled deeper into the sofa corner. Nayeli took the straight chair by the window and sat forward, forearms on her thighs, watching him the way she watched a room before she adjusted anything in it.

Eva knelt beside him, the gray dress pooling at her shins, her back bare to the lamplight. Her fingers found him through the wool and curled, and he thickened into her hand before he had said a word. Her wedding ring lay at his root, warm already from the evening. Three days since the pact night, and her hand was on him.

"The night first," she said. "Then the year, in order. I want it while I touch you. They'll have it too."

His voice came out rusty. He had said yes all evening and nothing else, and now the words had to come up out of a body that had spent five hours being furniture.

"The door at eight. The coats onto the hooks — I counted them. The tray went around four times, and the glasses came back with lipstick at the rims and I washed them and set them to dry. Farah's glass went between my shoulder blades and Nayeli's at the small of my back, and I kept them level."

"Go on," she said.

"You danced with the three of them — Davit first, then Arlo, and he talked into your ear through the whole song. Paco took you last and kept you to the end of it. Arlo crouched down and asked after the weather down where I was. Paco lifted his glass at me from across the room, and I bowed my head lower than the room could see."

He stopped. The wool had gone damp at the head of him.

"And I was hard the whole night," he said. "Under the glasses. From the first coat in. Nobody asked, so nobody knows. Now you do."

Farah laughed, one short note, and drank to it. Nayeli's eyes came down his body to his thighs and stopped there. Eva's hand moved on him, slow, once.

"The year," she said. "From the bar. In order."

"The hotel bar, a Saturday. You'd taken your panties off in the cab. His hand went under your dress before he ever kissed your neck, and I was hard in the booth before his hand moved."

Eva's hand kept its slow work on him. "Go on."

"The next Friday you danced with him in the open and stopped at my stool on your way out and drank my whiskey and said home. Then the first time at the apartment — you knelt at the bed with him in your mouth and swallowed and opened your mouth to show me it was gone. His cock came next, inside you, the first time. I carried the armchair to the foot of the bed myself and sat in it, and you kept your eyes on me the whole way through. At the end he sang low at your ear, in Georgian, and you came on the sound of it. The next morning you knelt me dried on the rug and gave me back with your mouth, and after that you kept me from finishing for days, and I asked out loud every time. You gave me a stop signal the first week. I never used it."

"A boy came next—"

"Order." Farah's glass paused midway to her mouth. "My hand was before the boy. Mine."

"Farah's hand. In the kitchen, before that. She used her hand on me and sent me back to the rug." He breathed once, and the burn in his knees had gone from small to present. "Then Arlo. You brought him home on a Sunday. He took you from behind with his hand in your hair and talked the whole time, telling the room what it looked like. Then Farah rode me on our own bed while you stood at the headboard and set her down on me, and I thanked her for it. Nayeli sent the others out and kept my mouth in the quiet, twice. After that a man came home from a gallery and sent me to the front room out of my own bedroom, and you said nothing, and I stayed, and after he left you had me kneel and clean you of him while you gave me his words from the wine table. Then the dining table — you flat on your own table with everyone standing around it, and I served the wine with nothing on while Davit was inside you. The night of the list came after — you took me to the edge on your own words until I cried into the mattress, and you called the tears the truest thing I'd ever given you. And the Sunday I knelt on the kitchen tile and asked for it as our life, you wrote the four rules while I waited. Then Farah and Nayeli took me together on the rug. They compared my mouth to the rest of me and kept the mouth."

"The cage came on a Wednesday after that," he said. "You locked me and hung the key on its chain at your throat, and it lived there. Then Davit and Arlo together on a Saturday, and you took both while I knelt caged and dripping on the rug, and after midnight you unlocked me only to have me clean you, and I came on the floorboards with my mouth still working, and licked up what I'd spilled while you held my hair. The Meridian — three nights with Paco, the key sealed in an envelope with Nayeli's name on it. Nayeli came Friday and Saturday and used me and left me locked. You came home Sunday in the hotel robe with his bite high on your breast, and you had me kiss it."

Her hand went still on him until he had the whole of it out. Then it moved again.

"Paco told you to choose, in front of everyone, and gave you a morning to do it in. You said my name before the friends. The vows, in Nayeli's writing. The cuff. I said all four before witnesses and you gave me one and locked me again."

His voice had gone low and even, a man reading from notes he could not put down. Outside, a bicycle went past on the street below, its chain clicking, and was gone.

He paused at the last.

"Paco came back. You had me answer the door and thank him for taking care of you. His word was keep her still. He took my wrists and set my hands on your hips where he wanted them, and you came twice with him inside you and my hands on you the whole time."

"The last one," Nayeli said. "Again."

His thighs shook under him and her ring lay warm at his root, and he said it again. "He took my wrists and set my hands on your hips. You came twice."

"Good," Nayeli said.

Eva's fingers stopped.

She turned and looked at his face from a foot away — the sweat at his temples, the cuff dark on his wrist, the eyes that had stayed on her through every word. "You remembered it right. All of it. Every coat, every glass, every hand, in its place. A year, and you never once dropped a night." She let that sit between them. Her thumb moved once along his cheek. "That's what you are now. The one who keeps the record."

"Witnessed," Farah said. "Notarized."

Nayeli gave him the small studio nod.

Her fingers started again, slow, and the week rose in him at once, all of it, the pact night and every night since, gathering at her pace and no faster. The carpet's weave printed itself into his knees. "Eva. Can I come."

"No." He stayed where he was, hips locked, the asking still hanging in his mouth. "Tonight you keep this too." She took her hand away and stood, and smoothed the gray dress down over her hips. Before she went she bent and pressed her mouth to his forehead, tasting salt. Then she took the far end of the sofa beside Farah, above him.

His knees had gone red on the carpet, the weave printed into the skin, and the shake had nowhere left to go, so it settled into a fine constant tremor through his thighs. Above him the three of them had moved on to taxis and Sunday, to who was riding home with whom, glasses easy in their hands. The shame was there, and it was his, kept in order with everything else. He knelt in the reach of the lamp, red-kneed under the three of them, and went on keeping.


The Ring

The taxi let them out under the shop's dark awning, and Isaac climbed the stairs with the carpet's weave gone to a low burn in both knees.

The apartment had gone cold while they were away. Eva set her coat on the chair and crossed the bedroom and lit the small lamp by the bed, and the room assembled itself around that light: the dresser, the armchair squared where he had squared it at the start of all this, the bed itself with its turned-down corner. She stepped out of the gray dress and stood in her slip, barefoot, hair coming loose on her shoulders, and looked him over. The white shirt with its two dried rings where the glasses had stood. The black trousers. And the wanting that had stopped coming in waves hours ago and become the ground he stood on.

She reached for his left wrist.

He got there first. His thumb found the buckle and the strap fell open, and he laid the sheepskin-lined cuff across his own palm and held it out to her, the lining dark from the nights already in it.

Eva looked at the cuff. Then up at his face. She took it without a word and carried it out to the kitchen.

From the bedroom he listened. The drawer slid, the one with the rubber bands and the takeout menus. The leather went in among the folded paper, and the whole paper body of the arrangement closed over it when the drawer pushed home. Then her steps coming back.

She sat on the edge of the bed and pulled him down beside her. Her fist stayed closed on her knee, and she opened it there, slowly.

A ring lay in her palm. Plain metal, heavy for its size, dull where the lamplight touched it. No stone. No face, only a blank oval. The band had no break in it anywhere — one piece, cast whole.

She took his right hand and fed it down over his ring finger. It crossed the knuckle with a small resistance and closed cold around him, snug, and then it was on, and his finger sat heavier inside his hand than the finger beside it.

His left hand wore the gold one. Six years of marriage on one hand. Now this on the other, matched at the knuckle and meaning nothing alike.

This had no opening in it at all. Fourth period crossed through him whole — the Missouri Compromise under his marker, his right hand lifted over thirty heads, the band showing plain at the front of the room — and Farah would read it across a kitchen from the door, and Nayeli would say nothing and look at it the length of a full breath, and the ring stayed where she had put it.

His thumb turned the band once. He had watched her make that small turn for six years, at sinks, at tables, and now his thumb did it without asking him first.

"The gold one says you're my husband," Eva said. "This one says what else you are. You'll wear both."

"Yes," he said. A breath. "It fits."

"I traced the gold one. Kitchen table, lamp on, drew around it twice so there'd be no mistake. The slip from the jeweler's is folded in the drawer with the rest. You can look whenever you want."

She turned his hand over in both of hers and moved her thumb along the blank oval, studying it in silence, her thumb traveling the oval once, twice.

"A whole city of hands," she said. "I chose the ones that pour."

She stood and pulled the slip over her head and folded it onto the chair. He got the shirt off — the two dried rings crackling faint as the cotton crossed his face — and stepped out of the trousers and sat back bare at the edge of the bed, the signet on his right hand, his cock heavy off his stomach, untouched since the pact night and past ache into something with more patience in it. She knelt onto the mattress in front of him and set his two hands side by side on his thigh, the gold and the gray, and looked at them a moment without saying anything at all.

One palm on his chest, and he went back onto the sheets. She came over him, a knee on either side, sat up tall, wrapped her fingers around him and set him at her and lowered herself slowly. Her wetness took him in small even inches, the heat of her closing over him from the root up, until her hips came to rest on his and he was as far inside her as the year had ever put him.

She rode him slow. No audience anywhere. No chair, no glasses balanced on anyone's back, no count called out from a sofa. The apartment held nobody but the two of them and the lamp, and each long drop of her onto him made its wet note in the quiet — near to the sounds of the year's other rooms and entirely its own. Her eyes stayed down on his face. Her hair curtained at the ends when she leaned forward, and her nipples brushed his chest on the downstroke, and she kept the pace like a thing agreed on in advance.

She found his right hand where it had gone to the sheet and moved it up onto her hip and pressed it flat there, palm down, until the signet nested into the curve of her. The metal sat cold through the first slow strokes. Then it warmed. Then his palm could no longer tell metal from her, only the circle of pressure it made, a ring of itself printed into her hip.

The peak had built low in him over the days of keeping, and it rose now through his thighs and his stomach inside the first dozen of her strokes and went on rising.

"Eva." It came out cracked. "I'm going to."

"Keep it."

He kept it. Four in, four out, the old count, his eyes on the crack above the bed that he had painted over twice and that had come back anyway. His heels dug into the sheet. She rode him through the worst of it at the same patient pace, and the shaking left his thighs and went down into the bed and quit there.

"You can count," she said. "It won't help."

He lost the count anyway, found it, lost it again at the circle his hand was pressing into her.

She leaned low over him, and for a moment the pace gentled to almost nothing, her weight on her elbows, her mouth an inch from his.

"You belong to me." Her eyes went to his right hand where it lay on her hip, and came back to his face. "Your name's on the whole arrangement now. The rules. The year. Me. All of it under your name."

He was the keeper of the record. That was settled before witnesses in another room. This went in first, ahead of everything, still happening.

Then her mouth came onto his and she stopped keeping anything. Her rhythm broke apart, and the sound she had spent a year learning not to hide went into his mouth instead of the room. He felt her come in long pulls around his cock, felt her fingers spread and press hard on his chest, and he kept still through all of it, trembling, his hand flat where she had put it, the signet pressed deep into her hip.

The lamp found the ring on his hand and drew one thin circle of light at her hip.

"Mine," she said into his mouth.


The Daylight

The sun had found the cage on the nightstand.

Steel stood bright in it, the small lock hanging open, and from the bed the whole thing looked like a vessel from a market stall, a ribbed cup made to carry one cut flower. Isaac lay on his back and watched it while the light came up the floorboards toward the bed, plank by plank, in no hurry. For weeks that little cage had ordered his nights, his mornings, the whole business of his body. In daylight it was nothing. Steel in the sun.

Traffic was thin below the tall windows. A Monday like a Sunday. They had come home past one and slept in the shape the night left them, her back to his chest, the lamp burning down to a thread and quitting sometime he never heard. The morning went on without them, the light doing most of the work.

The sheet lay over him to the hips. Her hand came under it.

Her fingers closed around him, loose, patient. He was asleep and then the touch was the whole of the world and then he was awake inside it, his cock thickening in her palm in long, easy beats. His body knew her hand before he did. It always had. Sleep was still leaving him, and he let it go.

She pushed the sheet down past his knees and looked at him lying there, all of him, in the full morning, and the look went on long enough that his ears went hot. A year ago he could not have stood it. Now he lay in it and let her. Her thumb crossed the head of him and came away slick, and she used it, drawing him down the shaft with a long pull that brought his hips up off the mattress on their own. She is going to ride me, he thought, with the whole day still unsaid, and the thought alone thickened him further in her hand. No cage. That was the other thing the light showed him. No steel anywhere on him, no key at anyone's throat, no one in the next room keeping a count. Just her hand and the blood answering it.

"You were dreaming," she said.

"Maybe." His voice came up out of it damp. "I don't remember."

"I do."

He turned his head. Eva sat beside him in the oversized shirt, the collar gone off one shoulder, her wrist working under the sheet with the unhurried patience she brought to watering the shop. The window put a pale line down her cheek. On his own hand, where it lay on the sheet, the signet had gone gold in the light. His wedding band had gone gold too, on the other hand. Two marks in one bed, and the light the same on both.

She let him go and pulled the shirt up over her head and dropped it on the floor. She sat bare at the edge of the sun patch, hair flat on one side, her nipples stiffening in the room's cool, the freckles across her collarbones lit one by one. He had seen her body in lamplight for a year now, in front of men, under men, arranged for rooms. He had never had it in broad plain daylight, with nothing asked of him but to lie there and receive it.

She swung a knee over him and sat up tall and brought the head of him to her, sliding him once through the wet of her, and sat down onto his cock by inches. There was no resistance to speak of, only heat, closing. He watched himself go into her and watched her mouth come open with it. Halfway she stopped and breathed and made him wait inside her grip. Then she took the rest of him in one slow fall and let her weight settle, her palms coming to rest on him, and for a moment neither of them moved at all.

The bedroom door stood shut. No chair anywhere with a viewer in it. No glasses to balance, no count called from a sofa. He listened for anyone in the front room and heard the building itself, pipes, a floor settling somewhere below. Only the two of them and the light, which kept coming across the boards without anyone's permission.

She rode him slow. Her knees hugged his ribs, and when she leaned forward her hair swept his face and she gathered it in one fist and rode like that, taller, the line of her long. She lifted until he nearly left her and sank back down, and the soft wet sound of it filled the room because she let it. Six years she had been quiet in this bed, apologetic for sounds, a closed door away from her own voice. The sound now was low and steady and hers, and she made no move to hush it.

His right hand had gone to his side, where his hands had learned to be. She reached back without breaking the rhythm and moved it to her hip, her fingers resting over the signet until it lay flat on her skin.

"It's Monday," she said, riding. "The shop opens when I say it opens."

"All right."

"No one is coming through that door, Isaac. It's us all day if I want it. I want you to know this part. The part with nothing to watch."

The first crest surprised him, how soon it came. He made a sound and her rhythm changed before any count could form, slowing to a deep rock that kept him under the surface without letting him through. Her breasts moved above him with the pace she set, and she watched his face while she eased him back from it.

"Not this one," she said. "I want you a while longer."

For a while there was nothing to do but feel her. The drag of her on him, the sweat starting along her ribs, her breath going shorter and longer by turns. Once she laughed at something inside her own body, low, and he felt the laugh where they joined. Somewhere in the middle of it the breath he had been bracing on finished itself, and his shoulders settled into the sheet under her hands. He had spent a year learning the noises other men pulled out of her. This one, the low seam of sound she made riding him with the door shut, was one he had never been given.

She rose high on him and he looked down to where they joined, him shining with her, going in and out of her at her pace. Her hand came between her own legs and worked there, two fingers, unhurried, and the sight of it ran straight down his cock and came out of him as a sound she bent her head to.

"Say something true," she said.

"I kept waiting for the last time. The one that would be the last without anyone saying it."

She rode through that in silence, her hand slowing between her legs, her ring glinting low. Her rhythm broke once and came back. The breath he had been holding went out of him in pieces, and the sun reached the foot of the bed.

"This isn't it," she said.

"Do you know when it stopped being a test," she said, after another minute. Her eyes went from his face to the window and back.

"No."

"Somewhere these last weeks. All year I waited for it to break and you waited with me, every Friday, both of us running our thumbs over the thing for cracks." She sank down and rested there, full of him. "Neither of us is waiting now. It's ours. You heard me say it at that table in front of everyone. This is the version where it's only true."

Waiting for it to fail had been a breath he never finished. It had been there at the bar with the rail damp under his palms, there under every knock of the headboard, there the night of the pact, under everything she said. He had spent a year braced for one of two endings, hers or his. He went looking for it now and found the sun on the boards and her seated on him, warm and sure of her seat, and that was all he found.

"I kept the weeks," he said. "Eleven, today. Every Friday I'd mark it somewhere in my head. Like a notch in a doorframe."

"Eleven. And what's at twelve?"

"Nothing. I lost the count somewhere in there and never went back for it."

"Good." She leaned to his ear, still moving on him, taking her time. "I like you better uncounted."

The light left the middle of the floor and kept coming. None of it was for anybody.

The second crest came up with the morning, his balls drawing tight, his thighs going taut beneath her weight, and with it came the old count. Four in, four out, arriving unasked, the habit of a man he had quit being. His breath went measured.

"Stop counting," she said. "You don't need it anymore."

He let the numbers go. What stayed was simple: her, rising and sinking at her own pace, taking him toward it, and the sun halfway across the floor, and nothing anywhere that had to be stopped. Her strokes lengthened. Each one took him to the very top of it and left him there, open, with no floor to the fall.

She sank all the way down and went still, seated on him to the root, and stayed exactly where she was, waiting on her own word.

"Eva." It came out ragged. "I'm—"

"You may come," she said, in the voice she kept for the shop's price questions, the one that never rose at the end. "Now."

He came with the sun halfway across the floor. It went through him in long pulses, her name breaking somewhere in the middle, his hand tightening on her hip hard enough to print the signet into her skin. She took his hips in her two hands and kept him deep, stayed seated through all of it, taking it, and when the last of it left him she rocked once, twice, pressed down, and finished around him in almost no sound at all, the light full on her back.

The pulses eased and quit. He lay under her while it ebbed. The room came back in its pieces, the window, the boards, the dresser mirror with nobody arranged in it, the bright useless cage.

After a while she slid off him and came down beside him and fitted his arm under her head. Her thigh lay over his. His right hand rested where she had put it, the signet settled heavy on her. Some of the morning slipped out of her and met his thigh, and neither of them moved for it.

"Thank you," he said.

"Don't thank me." Half of it went into his shoulder. "It was never a favor."

Neither of them said anything after that for a while. Somewhere below, a bus took the corner. Her fingertips moved on his chest without purpose, back and forth, a hand with nowhere else to be. His phone lay face down on the nightstand where it had been for days, and there it stayed. Her breathing went long and even. He would get up soon, he told himself. The tray habit to keep, shirts for tomorrow, her stems to carry down for the morning buckets and the leaking cooler. In a minute. Or two.

Downstairs the shop phone began to ring. One ring, and it stopped. Neither of them moved.

The sun took the last of the floor and came up over the bed and lay across their tangled legs, over her thigh on his and the ring at her hip, and stayed.
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