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The sheets smelled like her shampoo and something else — something heavier, sweet and chemical, cologne that didn’t belong in this bed. James lay still. Eyes open. The ceiling fan moved above him in its slow circle, and the shadow it cast turned and turned and didn’t care what had happened on the floor below it.

A fragment surfaced: the wet, thick sound of Ray pushing into her bare. Her back arching off the couch. Her mouth falling open. She’d whispered something he couldn’t hear because he was eight feet away in his own chair in his own living room jerking off into his own hand while a fifty-three-year-old man fucked his own wife. His cock stirred against his thigh and his stomach dropped at the same time. Both signals, running.

He turned his head. Jenna was on her side facing away, his old Ohio State t-shirt hanging off her shoulder, her hair tangled at the nape. Her breathing was slow and deep and she was somewhere he couldn’t reach.

Good man. Ray’s hand on his shoulder at the front door. The casual, proprietary pressure of those thick fingers, like he was signing something.

The clock read 10:47. He got up carefully, pulled on sweatpants, and stood in the doorway looking back at her — the bare shoulder, the blonde hair on the pillow, the heavy sleep of a woman whose body had been used thoroughly by someone who wasn’t him.

The living room was worse in daylight. Sunday light through the double window laid everything out: the damp patch on the couch cover the size of a dinner plate, the red dress puddled on the carpet near the archway, the white g-string near the couch leg like something small and dead.

He started picking up. Dress folded over the dining chair. G-string in the hamper. Condom wrappers in the kitchen trash, pushed under the coffee grounds. He stripped the couch and carried the bundle to the washer — hot, extra detergent. Made coffee. By the time he was done the living room looked like any Sunday. The couch sat bare without its cover, the cushions exposed in their off-white cotton, and the bareness of it was the only tell.



He heard her before he saw her. The creak of the top stair, the soft pad of bare feet on hardwood, and then she was standing in the archway in his t-shirt and nothing else.

The cotton was thin and soft from a thousand washes and her tits moved unstrapped under it when she breathed — full, heavy, the dark of her nipples pressing the fabric where it stretched. No bra. Nothing underneath. The hem caught high on her thighs and when she shifted her weight the shirt rode up past the crease of her hip and he could see she was bare underneath — the brief flash of blonde and pink between her thighs before the cotton settled back. His wife. His shirt. Another man’s cum washed off her in the shower she’d taken before bed, and here she was padding into his kitchen with her ass out like nothing in the world had changed. Her hair was still wrecked from two men’s hands. Her mouth was swollen and her neck had a mark he hadn’t left. She caught him looking. She let him look.

She surveyed the room. Her eyes moved from the bare couch to the clean coffee table to James standing in the kitchen doorway with a mug in his hand.

“You’ve been busy,” she said.

“Woke up around nine. Figured I’d let you sleep.”

She padded into the kitchen. Bare feet on the tile. She winced slightly sitting down on the kitchen stool — a small, involuntary adjustment of weight, a shift of her hips — and then she was settled and looking at him with her chin in her hand, waiting for coffee.

He poured her a cup. Black, no sugar. She wrapped both hands around it and the steam curled up past her face and she closed her eyes and breathed it in and for five seconds it was just Sunday morning, just coffee, just them.

“So,” she said. “‘Never again’ lasted one dinner.”

The corner of her mouth did the thing it did — the almost-smile, the wry compression of her lips that meant she was being funny about something that wasn’t funny. She held his eyes.

“One dinner and about a bottle and a half of wine,” James said.

“Don’t blame the wine. The wine was innocent.”

He leaned against the counter. She sipped. The kitchen was warm — the oven’s residual heat from last night, the coffee, the November sun coming through the window above the sink. The rosemary chicken pan was still on the stove, soaking.

“I’m sore,” she said. Direct. Not complaining, not performing — just stating it the way she’d state that she’d pulled a muscle running. “Like — properly sore. In places that have no business being sore from what was supposed to be a dinner party.”

“Jen—”

“The condoms were a joke.” She shook her head, something between amusement and disbelief. “Extra-tights on that man. It’s like — it’s like putting a rubber band around a fire hydrant. They were never going to work.”

He didn’t say anything. She was right. They’d known that since the hotel.

“Two,” she said, holding up fingers. “Two condoms. One shredded, one split on contact. At some point we’re just being stupid.” She sipped her coffee. “I’m not saying we should have a condom strategy for Ray Vogler. I’m saying — if we don’t have one, then what we have is a going-bare strategy, and I’d rather call it what it is.”

The sentence sat between them. She heard it the same moment he did — the implication inside it, the if this happens again that neither of them had said out loud. Her eyes dropped to her mug.

“I’m not saying—” she started.

“I know.”

“I’m just — thinking out loud.”

“I know.”

She tucked her hair behind both ears with two fingers. The gesture she did when she was reorganizing, resettling. He’d been reading that gesture for a decade.

“You moved to the chair,” she said.

The shift was gentle, almost conversational, but he felt it land. She was watching him over the rim of her mug.

“During. You moved from the couch to the armchair. I looked up and you were just — sitting there. Watching.”

“Yeah.”

“Why?”

He picked up his own mug. Set it down. Picked it up again.

“It was a lot,” he said. “I needed — it was a lot, Jen.”

“Was it too much?”

“I don’t know.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only one I have right now.”

She studied him. He could feel her doing it — the way she looked at people when she was deciding whether to push or let it go, the slight tilt of her head, the dark eyes holding steady. She’d been doing this to him since the night they met, that bar in Austin, when she’d asked him what he did and he’d said data analysis and she’d tilted her head exactly like this and said that sounds either very boring or very interesting and I genuinely can’t tell which.

She let it go. He watched her let it go — watched her tuck it away somewhere behind her eyes, the insufficient answer, the thing he couldn’t give her. She didn’t push. She pocketed it and moved on, and the grace of that — the mercy of it — made him feel worse than if she’d pressed.

Jenna sipped. Looked out the window above the sink for a long moment.

“I don’t know what we’re doing, James.”

“I know.”

“I mean — I literally don’t know. Last night was supposed to be dinner. It was supposed to be us showing that we could be in a room with him and it could be fine and then he’d leave and we’d have our thing and it would be — and instead I fucked him on our couch. Bare. While you watched from the armchair.” She said it flat. No spin, no euphemism. Jenna naming the thing they’d done in their own house, in daylight. “And I don’t know what that makes us.”

“It doesn’t have to make us anything.”

“That’s also not an answer.”

He smiled. It came out tired and real. “I’m bad at this today.”

“You’re bad at this every day. It’s part of your charm.” She nudged his foot with her bare toes under the counter. The touch was small and warm and theirs. “You didn’t answer me about the chair.”

“I answered you.”

“You gave me an answer. It wasn’t the answer.”

He looked at her. She was leaning forward on her elbows, the shirt gaping, and he could see straight down to where her tits hung heavy and bare and close enough to touch, and she was asking him for the truth like a woman who had no idea that the truth was the one thing that would make her take her feet out of his lap and never put them back. The truth would end them.

“I’m still figuring it out,” he said.

She held his eyes for another beat. Then she nodded. Once. Took her coffee and slid off the stool — another small wince, a hand braced on the counter — and walked toward the living room.

“The couch looks naked,” she said from the other room.

“Cover’s in the wash.”

He followed her in. She was standing by the couch, looking down at the bare cushions, and there was something in her face that was almost amusement and almost something else — the specific expression of a woman looking at the evidence of her own choices in good light.

She sat down. Pulled her legs up. Reached for the remote.

“Come sit with me.”

He sat. She shifted until her feet were in his lap, her toes cold against his thigh, and his hand found her ankle — the fine bone of it, the smooth skin, the warmth underneath. She pointed the remote at the TV and clicked through until she found something — a cooking show, something with a British accent and rolling countryside — and the sound filled the room with someone else’s problems.

The couch was bare underneath them. The cushions without their cover, the off-white cotton exposed, Sunday light coming through the window. Her feet in his lap. His hand on her ankle. His thumb moving in small circles on the bone without thinking about it, the way he’d done on a thousand Sundays before this one.

She wasn’t watching the show. He wasn’t either.

Outside, the neighbor’s sprinkler completed its arc and started again.



The clench. That’s what Ray Vogler kept.

Not the whole scene — not the wine or the husband in the armchair watching his own defeat. Ray’s memory had no interest in the wide shot. What it wanted, what it kept pulling up like a song stuck in his head for three days, was the close-up. His middle finger pressing past the second knuckle into the tightest thing he had ever felt in thirty years of fucking, and the way her body answered. The involuntary clamp. The little ring of muscle bearing down on his knuckle like it was trying to crush it, and then — the push. Her hips shifting back, pushing into his hand, asking for more of something she had just discovered.

He’d been inside her pussy at the time. No condom, her wetness running down his shaft, the slick heat of her gripping him while his finger found the other hole and she’d made a sound — not a moan, not a gasp, something between a whimper and a hiccup, a sound that said oh and wait and don’t stop all at the same time. The sound lived in his inner ear now. It played when he was eating breakfast. It played when he was on the phone with Ashford’s procurement lead, nodding through compliance language, seeing nothing but the pale cleft of her ass and his thick finger disappearing into it.

And James. James in the armchair with his cock in his hand, staring. Not at Jenna’s face. Not at the place where Ray’s belly met her back. At the finger. His eyes had locked on the exact point of penetration and his expression had been naked in a way his face never was — the starving look of a man watching someone eat the meal he’s been dreaming about for years and been told he can’t have.

That face was worth as much as a confession. More than the texts, more than the recording, more than any leverage Ray held. Because that face said: I want this. I have always wanted this. And she won’t let me.

Ray sat at his kitchen table, Wednesday morning, coffee cold, and composed the text.

He took his time. The text couldn’t be a threat. A threat would make James defensive and defensiveness was a closed door. It couldn’t be a mockery — mockery would humiliate, and a humiliated man retreated into silence. This was, once again, a sale. James was the buyer and he didn’t know it yet, and the product was something James already wanted so badly he’d been jerking off to the fantasy of it since before his wedding. All Ray had to do was put it in front of him and get out of the way.

He typed. Deleted. Typed again. Read it back the way James would read it — angry first, then again when the anger crested and the wanting underneath got its turn.

The final version:

Saw your face Saturday night when I put my finger in her ass. You’ve been asking for that, haven’t you. And she keeps saying no. I get it. She’s got a world class ass and you’ve been looking at it for what, ten years, knowing what it’d feel like and she won’t let you near it. That’s rough.

Here’s what I know that you don’t. When my finger went in, she didn’t pull away. She pushed back. Her body wants it. She just needs someone to get her ready. Plugs. Start small. Graduated set — you can get them on Amazon, discreet packaging. Use more lube than you think. Let her set the pace. Give it two, three weeks and she’ll be begging you for it.

He read it one more time. The whole thing was deniable — helpful, even. Locker-room advice from a man who’d been around. James would feel the blade, but the blade was the generosity itself: I know what your wife’s body wants and you don’t. Here’s the manual, kid. What you do with it is on you.

Ray sent it and set the phone facedown on the table.

He poured the cold coffee down the drain and made fresh. He moved slowly. Patience was a physical act and he had practiced it for decades. The text would land whenever James checked his phone. The fury would come first — thirty seconds, maybe a minute of blind heat. Then the cooling. Then the re-reading. Then the third read, the one where James stopped hearing Ray’s voice and started hearing his own: her body said yes. Her body said yes. Her body said yes.

The training would take weeks. James would be careful about it — tender, patient, methodical. All the things James was. He’d do the work the way he did everything: thoroughly, quietly, without complaint. And Jenna would let him, because the dinner had moved a border that Ray could read off his face.
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