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CHAPTER 1

It is the late afternoon of her twenty-eighth birthday, and Wren is standing barefoot in her kitchen, eating a sliced apple over the cutting board. The window above the sink lays a wide oblong of slow gold across the counter, the way it has every Saturday at this hour for the four years she has lived here, and she has not yet figured out how to be tired of it. The apartment is warm in the way a place is warm when only one person has been moving through it for a while. Yesterday's sweater on the back of a chair. Two coffee mugs at different stages of dry on the drainer. A single sock half under the couch. The radiator in the hall ticks its old radiator tick. The traffic outside is the polite muted Saturday traffic of a street that has nowhere it needs to be. None of it bothers her. Some of it she has earned the right to find affectionate, after four years of accumulating the small slow particulars of a life lived without anyone else needing to approve of them. She finishes the apple. She wipes the board down with the side of her hand and then with a paper towel she does not need to use.

She has the day to herself by design. Nia is throwing the actual party next Saturday, and Nia has been throwing it so hard for three weeks that Wren has had to put two separate calendar holds on her phone to keep track of what she is being thrown. Today is the day-of. The day-of has always, for Wren, been the kind of small private thing she prefers, the part of a birthday that does not have to be performed for anyone. Cake she will not bake. A walk she might or might not take. Pasta later, maybe. The plan, such as it is, is to keep the plan loose enough that the day can be whatever it turns out to be.

Her phone hums on the counter. She reaches.

Her mother: "Happy birthday, baby. Hope it's a quiet good one. Calling tomorrow."

"Love you," she writes back. "Tomorrow's good."

She sets the phone face down. Her mother has, for as long as Wren has lived alone, always called the day after rather than the day of, on the unspoken theory that birthdays are for the people who get to be in the room and the next morning is for the mother who isn't. Wren has come, over time, to prefer it. The text is enough. The text is, on a quiet Saturday in late afternoon light, exactly right.

She stands at the sink another minute looking at the gold on the wall opposite. Twenty-eight. She tries the number on in her head the way she would check the fit of a sweater. It is not surprising. It is not unsurprising. It is the next number, the way they all are.

She pads back into the living room. The cushions on the couch are skewed from where she sat last night with her sketchbook open and her feet tucked under her; she straightens them on instinct and then almost laughs at herself, because no one is coming over to see them. She straightens them anyway. The afternoon light through the front window is dustier than the kitchen's, slower, the kind of light that turns the air visible. She has not turned a lamp on yet. She likes that, too.

Her phone hums again, and she does not need to look to know who it is.

Nia: "Brunch tomorrow still on? 11. The good place."

"Yes," she writes back. "I'll need the coffee."

Nia: "Already ordered."

Nia: "And don't even THINK about pretending Saturday's not happening. You are being celebrated. The only question is how much fuss."

"I accept moderate fuss."

Nia: "Babe. There is no such thing."

Nia: "Tomorrow. Tell me everything you didn't do today."

Wren reads the last line twice and smiles down at the screen, the small lopsided smile a person who is alone in a room can make and not perform for anyone. Tell me everything you didn't do today. It is the kind of thing Nia knows to say. It is the only thing on her phone that has said, in so many words, that today does not have to look like anything. She types back a heart and a coffee cup and puts the phone face down on the arm of the couch.

She sits with it a minute. Nia has been the friend who knows when to push and when to let the room be quiet for as long as Wren has been the friend who occasionally needs the room quiet, and it is not a thing they have ever had to talk about. It is one of the small useful agreements two people fall into when they have liked each other for long enough. Wren has, in passing, sometimes thought about what it would have been to come up the way she did and not have that. She has not, in passing, ever quite thought about what it would have been to come up the way she did and not have Vee. The thought has not arrived because the thought has never had to.

She moves into the bedroom because the laundry on top of the dresser has reached the point where the basket is the right answer. She folds with the bored fluency of someone who has been folding her own laundry alone for a while. Shirts in halves. Leggings into thirds. The matched socks tucked into themselves and the unmatched ones piled into the pile she still believes will resolve itself someday. She bends to slide the basket back under the dresser and her eye catches, the way an eye catches what is already familiar, on the corner of the cardboard box that lives in the dark space under her bed. It is exactly where it always is. She does not think about it any further. She straightens up. She closes the dresser drawer.

The bathroom mirror is in the same light. She washes her hands. She looks up because the mirror is there and because it is her birthday and the day asks for it. Brown eyes. Brunette hair, shoulder-length, still a little damp at the ends from this morning's shower because she had not bothered to dry it and the apartment is warm enough that it has not mattered. Small frame in the soft old shirt. A face she has had her whole life and is still, occasionally, surprised to find on top of her body. There is nothing on the day-of that she needs to see. She sees it anyway, briefly, the way you check that a lock is locked. Then she dries her hands. She walks back out.

She stands for a minute in the middle of the rug. The apartment has the held quality apartments have when their one person has been moving slowly through them for an afternoon, the air a little settled, the dust visible in the slant of the front window, the room with its hand cupped patiently around whatever the day is going to ask of it. She does nothing for what is probably thirty seconds. She breathes. She is not waiting for anything in particular. She is doing the version of breathing that is what people do when they are alone in a room they like, on a day that is theirs.

It is one of the things about living alone that she has not, in four years, gotten over preferring. She has had relationships in this apartment. She has never gotten over preferring the moments in the apartment when no one else's air was in the room. She knows this about herself. She has known it longer than she has been willing to say it out loud to a person on a date. It is one of the small unresolved things about how she is going to live the next decade, and she has decided, not in so many words, that today is not the day she is going to make any decisions about it.

It is then, settling onto the couch with the sketchbook open on her lap and the pencil unworking in her hand, that the Sarah thing arrives. Not heavily. Not the way it had arrived in the first weeks, when it had had teeth. Eleven months out, it arrives the way an unfinished thought arrives when there is nothing else in the room to displace it. The breakup itself had been the kind of breakup that ended the way it had begun, which is to say without much velocity. Sarah had been kind. Sarah had been patient. Wren had been kind back, and patient back, and the relationship had had the shape of two people taking turns being careful with each other until being careful was the only shape left. She knows, without wanting to develop the thought, that one of the cleanest pieces of why it had failed was that she had never quite let Sarah lead. She had wanted to and had not been able to. She had thought about it and had not done it. She lets the sentence sit in her chest for what is maybe seven seconds and then turns her face away from it and looks out the window instead. The pigeons on the building across the street are doing their pigeon business. She watches them. After a while the sentence lets go of her on its own.

She is meant to be sketching. She is not sketching. The pencil is on her knee. She turns a page of the sketchbook and turns it back. She makes one mark on the new page, a soft graphite line that wanders and does not commit, and she looks at the line and decides it is not a line that wants to become anything, and she closes the sketchbook. The sketchbook has been getting closed a lot lately. She has not, in the last few weeks, drawn anything she would show anyone. The agency work has been agency work. The personal work has been the small private practice of waiting to be moved to make something, which is a practice she has more patience for than most things, and which today is asking for a longer wait than usual.

The phone hums.

Vee: "On my way. Bringing wine."

Wren reads it once, and then she reads it again, because reading it once has not, somehow, been enough. The small lift in her chest is immediate, the way a small lift is immediate, and it is, she registers without quite permitting herself to develop the observation, a little more lift than the announcement quite calls for. Vee coming over with wine on a Saturday is the thing Vee has done. Vee coming over with wine on a Saturday is, in the four years they have known each other, nearly the defining recurring action of Vee's life. The lift does not know that. The lift has just done what it has done. She stands up before she has decided to stand up. She sits back down. She stands up again, slower this time, on her own terms.

She writes back: "Door's unlocked when you're here. Pasta?"

Vee: "Yes. I'll bring more wine then."

She sets the phone down on the arm of the couch and stands up.

The apartment, which has been warm and slightly messy and entirely fine the way it is for most of the afternoon, has suddenly become a place she is going to have someone in. This is not new information. She has had Vee here many times. The information that is new, and she watches herself receive it with the same small wry attention she watches her own pulse with, is that she is going to straighten the cushions again. She straightens the cushions again. She picks the sweater up off the back of the chair, folds it, carries it into the bedroom and lays it across the foot of the bed. She moves the two mugs from the drainer into the cupboard and washes the third one out of the sink with hot water and a little dish soap and sets it upside down on the towel. She picks the sock up off the floor. She finds, on the small console table by the door where she throws her keys, a pair of receipts and a parking stub and a coffee-shop loyalty card that have been there for at least a week, and she gathers them all up and drops them into the recycling under the sink. She wipes the console table with the same paper towel she used on the cutting board. She does it all with the slightly amused observational running commentary that is her interior most days, and the commentary is the kind of running observation that usually has a name for the thing it is observing, and today the commentary is not naming it. She is not answering. She is not, the wry observer she has been her own version of since she was nineteen pretends she does not notice, even quite asking.

She catches herself at the bedroom door. The shirt she is wearing, an old soft thing with a small wine stain at the hem she had forgotten about until just now, is suddenly a shirt she would prefer not to be wearing. She opens the dresser. She changes into a darker shirt, also soft, also old, that does not have a stain on it. She considers and rejects the idea of changing her leggings. She considers and rejects the idea of putting on socks. She tells herself, with the same wryness, that this is fine, this is Vee, she has worn the darker shirt around Vee a dozen times and the wine-stained one around Vee maybe more, and Vee, the way friends of four years notice nothing about each other's shirts, has noticed neither. The change is fine. The change is also the second time in fifteen minutes she has done something that is not the thing she would have done if Vee were not coming.

She does not develop that thought either.

She moves back out into the living room. She picks the sketchbook up off the couch and slides it onto the shelf with the others. She runs her hand once across the cushions even though there is no longer anything on them to disturb. She goes into the kitchen and gets out the pot for the pasta and fills it from the tap and sets it on the back burner without lighting it yet. She puts the colander in the sink. She gets out a wooden spoon. She gets out the salt and the pepper and the small ceramic bowl she keeps grated parmesan in on cooking nights. She lays everything out next to the stove the way she would lay out tools for a job she wanted to do well. She steps back and looks at the kitchen, and the kitchen looks back at her in the calm slightly absurd way kitchens look at people who have laid out tools they do not yet need, and she thinks, it's Vee, and the thought has the shape of someone trying to talk themselves down from something they have not named.

That is one. She allows herself one and notes it and moves on.

The light through the living room window has changed without her watching it change. Where it had been gold an hour ago, it is now the color of honey turning thicker, lower, the kind of late afternoon that asks for a lamp to be turned on within the next twenty minutes if she wants to keep the apartment readable. She does not turn the lamp on. She sits on the arm of the couch with her hands in her lap and she listens to the radiator and the muted traffic on the street and the distant sound of someone two floors up laughing at something on their television, and her own heart in her own chest, which is doing the small slightly elevated steadier thing that her own heart does when she has been sitting alone too quietly. She notices it. She does not name it.

She gets up after a minute and goes back into the bathroom and runs cold water over the inside of her wrists. It is a thing she does sometimes, on the kind of afternoon that has gotten a little too long for the body it is happening in. The cold lifts the pulse to her attention. She watches it. She turns the water off. She dries her wrists on the small linen towel she keeps on the bar by the sink and walks back out to the living room, and her own pulse is, by the time she has crossed the apartment, where it was before she ran the water, which is the slightly elevated steadier thing it has been since Vee's first text landed.

She does not, she notes with the same wryness, customarily run cold water on her wrists when Nia is on the way over. She does not customarily run cold water on her wrists when her mother is on the way over. She does not, in fact, customarily run cold water on her wrists at all. The wryness is the wryness of someone who is keeping track of evidence she has decided not to assemble into anything yet.

She walks once around the living room. She picks a book up off the side table and looks at the cover she has been looking at for a week and puts it back down. She walks into the kitchen and checks the pot on the back burner and the colander in the sink and the wooden spoon and the salt and the pepper and the small ceramic bowl, all of which are exactly where she put them, the way things are when no one has moved them. She walks back out. She stands at the window for a minute and watches the street, which is the street, and the people on it, who are the people who happen to be on it on a Saturday at the kind of hour when the light is the color it is. None of them are Vee. None of them will be Vee, because Vee is still ten minutes away, or eight, or twelve. She turns away from the window.

The wait is not long. It is the time it takes to walk from Vee's apartment to hers, which is twenty minutes when the cross-town lights cooperate and twenty-five when they do not, and Wren has the timing of it in her bones. She does not check the clock. The clock checks itself in her body, in the small almost-imperceptible attention she pays to the front of her apartment as it gets close. She lights a lamp. The lamp lifts the room into the warmer half of its own evening. She stays standing.

The buzzer goes.

She crosses to the intercom.

"It's me," Vee's voice says through the speaker, clipped and warm and so familiar that the small lift in her chest does not bother to be small this time. Wren presses the button to let her into the building and then walks the four steps from the intercom to the apartment door and undoes the chain and the deadbolt and waits, listening to Vee's footsteps come up the stairs and into the hallway, the small adjustment of a coat collar she should not be able to hear from inside her own apartment and somehow can.

She stands at the door with her hand on the deadbolt she has already turned, her own breath shallow in the way she does not approve of and cannot, the way of it being shallow, exactly correct. There is a held warmth low in her belly that was not there an hour ago. Her thighs are aware of themselves. She does not move. She lifts her hand off the deadbolt. She rests it against the doorframe. She lifts it off the doorframe and rests it back at her side. She looks down at her own bare feet on the floor and finds them ordinary. She looks back up.

The knock comes. Two soft, one firm, the way Vee always knocks, the way Wren has, until this moment, never thought to notice she always knocks.

She opens the door.

Vee is standing in the hallway with a bottle of wine in her left hand and her right hand resting against the doorframe the way she always does, the way every time has prepared Wren for and the way Wren is, today, somehow standing in the doorway unprepared for. Her auburn hair is loose, brushed back behind one ear and falling forward over the other shoulder. The freckles across her collarbone and the tops of her shoulders are visible above the line of the dark tank top she has on under her unbuttoned jacket. Her blue eyes find Wren's and stay there for the half-second it takes a person who has known another person for four years to take her in, and then they move once, quickly, over Wren's face, in the small attentive sweep of a person reading the room before she steps into it. There is, on Vee's face, the faintest beginning of the small private half-smile she has when she has been thinking about something on the walk over and has arrived still partly inside the thought. Wren has watched Vee arrive at her door wearing the residue of a thought on a dozen Saturdays. None of those Saturdays have, until today, made Wren stand inside her own doorway with the small calm awareness that she does not know what the thought is, and would like to. The wine bottle is dark green, cold from the walk over, the label faintly damp under Vee's thumb. Vee's thumb is the thing Wren is looking at. The pad of it against the wet label. The knuckle of her index finger curled around the neck. The pale rim of the bone of her wrist visible above the cuff of her jacket. Wren can feel the apartment behind her — the warm lamp, the kitchen ready, the cushions straight — and she can feel her own pulse moving against the inside of her own throat, and she can hear Vee say, in a voice that is shorter and more deliberate than any voice Wren has used today,

"Hi, birthday girl."

Wren steps aside.

Vee comes through the threshold of the apartment, and the late-afternoon light moves across her face and finds the freckles at her collarbone, and the apartment door, on its slow self-closing hinge, settles shut behind her.


CHAPTER 2

Vee crosses the threshold into the apartment, and the apartment, which has been Wren's apartment all afternoon and nothing else, becomes for a held second something Wren is sharing. Vee toes off her boots at the mat without breaking the small private half-smile she came in with. She sets the wine on the kitchen counter as though she has set wine on Wren's kitchen counter a hundred times, which she has. She unwinds the soft grey scarf from around her neck and lays it across the back of a chair. The apartment receives her the way the apartment has received her every time, without comment, and Wren, moving past her toward the kitchen, the small wry observer in her head making nothing in particular of any of it, gets out two glasses and the corkscrew.

They make pasta. They make it the way they always make it, with Vee at the stove because Vee has the patience to stand at a stove and Wren at the counter because Wren has the patience to chop garlic without losing a thumb, and the kitchen is the kitchen it has always been when the two of them are in it, narrow and warm and slightly loud with two voices that have been making each other laugh for four years. They eat at the small table by the window. Vee turns on the lamp over the table without asking and the lamp lifts the kitchen into the warmer half of its own evening. Wren refills both glasses.

After dinner they fall onto the couch with bowls of leftover pasta and a streaming app and an episode of one of the reality shows Vee has been threatening to make Wren watch for months. It is bad. It is bad in the particular way bad reality TV is bad, which is to say it makes Vee laugh from somewhere low in her chest and makes Wren say things sideways about the editing, and then they laugh together at a moment where one of the contestants delivers an entire monologue to a paddleboard, and Vee tips her head back against the cushion and her throat does the thing throats do when a person is laughing on her back, and Wren, who has watched Vee laugh from this same couch on Saturdays before, looks at the soft skin under Vee's jaw for half a second longer than she has previously felt the need to.

That is the smallest of the small things. It is not, she registers without permitting herself to develop the observation, the first small thing of the last hour. There has been the wine pouring, the way Vee always tops her up first. There has been the lamp Vee turned on without asking. There has been the moment where Wren stood at the counter chopping garlic and Vee came up behind her for nothing in particular, the way kitchens go when two people are in them, and Vee's hand had landed for half a second on the small of Wren's back to steady herself, and the half-second had been an ordinary friendly half-second, and Wren's body had received it as an ordinary friendly half-second, and Wren's body had also, after Vee moved away, kept the place warm for longer than warmth tends to last. The warmth had also, the small wry observer in her head had not been allowed to say, traveled forward — around her hips, to a low quiet place that knew what to do with the warmth even if Wren did not yet.

And then, with neither of them naming it, the small things stop being small. Vee's leg, stretched along the cushion the way Vee's leg always is, has come to rest with the outside of her calf against Wren's thigh through her leggings. The contact has been there for some part of the episode. It is not an ordinary contact. It is the contact of two bodies that have, for four years, kept a careful inch between them on this couch and have, tonight, stopped keeping it. Wren does not move. Vee does not move. The warmth of Vee's calf sits at the outside of Wren's thigh and stays there, and Wren's body, in the part of it that has been quiet most of the afternoon, takes the warmth in and does not develop it.

The bottle empties. They pour the last of it. Vee tops Wren up first, the way Vee always does. The episode ends and neither of them moves to start the next one, and somehow Wren has slid down off the couch and is sitting on the floor with her head resting on the arm she has stretched up over the cushions, and Vee is still on the couch with her feet tucked up underneath her, sipping from her glass and brushing a lock of auburn hair behind her ear.

The conversation lapses. They look at each other.

The look does not, at first, do anything. The look is the kind of look two friends have been giving each other for four years across this exact distance in this exact apartment in this exact light, and Wren receives it the way she has received it before, with the slightly amused affection that is what their friendship has been about for a long time. Then a second goes past, and another second, and they do not look away, and the slightly amused affection gives way to something else that has been waiting in the room with them since Vee took her boots off at the door and has, finally, gotten tired of waiting.

The pins-and-needles arrives in Wren's legs first. It moves up through her thighs and into her torso the way carbonation moves up a glass. Her chest gets tight in the way chests get tight when something is happening that the body has decided to participate in before the head has caught up. She breaks the look first. She drops her eyes to the rim of her wine glass and runs her finger around it, and her finger is, she registers, not entirely steady.

When she looks back up Vee is still looking at her. Vee's eyes are curious and attentive, and the smallest beginning of a half-smile is forming on her mouth. Wren has, in the last four years, watched Vee look at any number of people for any number of reasons, and Vee has not, in the last four years, looked at Wren this way. She is sure of that. She is sure of it the way she is sure of her own pulse, which is doing a thing now that she would prefer not to be in charge of. Wren is trying to figure out how to break the silence, to break the silence and the tension that has, in the last fifteen seconds, gone from an atmospheric something to an actual something, when Vee speaks.

"Do you want to play truth or dare?"

The fizz in Wren's body moves down into her lower belly, where it touches the beginnings of a small aching knot.

"I didn't know adults played that game," Wren says. She had meant to say it lightly. It comes out almost light, until the end of the sentence, where her voice breaks in a high-pitched hiccup that makes the knot in her belly twist sharply.

"We don't have to," Vee says, and her voice is softer than her eyes are.

To illustrate the softness, or to perform the illusion of it, Vee moves her legs out from under herself and lays them long along the cushions of the couch, leaning back and draping her arm over the cushion behind her head, cocking her head at Wren on the floor. One foot flexes. The foot moves through a point. The foot relaxes again. Wren, on the floor, Vee up on the couch, the two of them now facing each other, watches the half-smile on Vee's face bloom into the small teasing curl of a smirk, and the room takes one quiet step further away from any version of itself Wren has spent a Saturday afternoon in before.

She breathes in. She breathes out. She lifts her wine glass and downs what is left of it in one swallow.

"Truth or dare?" she asks.

"Truth," Vee says.

Wren's mind goes blank. This is, she remembers in a flash, exactly why she never played this game in high school, which is to say she has no idea what to ask. "Um. Okay," she says. "What's the worst thing you've ever done?"

Vee laughs, a low throaty laugh that does something Wren does not have a word for to the underside of Wren's ribcage. "Wow. Really just diving in there." She presses her hand flat to the freckled skin above her collarbone, and Wren can see the pink rise faintly under the freckles where Vee's hand has been. "I cheated on a test in college once."

"That's not so bad."

"You didn't specify what kind of worst thing." Vee's grin pulls slowly across her face. "I got testing accommodations for my ADHD. There was this one engineering class that didn't make sense to me, but I needed it for my major. I studied and I studied and it wouldn't come, and so I took some notes on my graphing calculator and used them during the test. No one knew because I had a room by myself." She pauses. Her eyes drift to a corner of the room. The pads of her fingers drum once against the skin at her collarbone. "I still feel bad about it."

She comes back from the corner of the room. "Truth or dare?"

"Truth," Wren says.

"When's the last time you had sex?"

Heat rises to Wren's face fast enough she can feel it move. She tries to keep her voice level. "It's been a while." She takes a breath. "A couple of months, I think. Before Sarah and I broke up." A beat. "Truth or dare?"

"Truth."

"Same question."

Vee smiles. "Last week."

The answer lands in Wren's body in a way Wren is not going to look at directly. She keeps her eyes on Vee's mouth. "Truth or dare?"

"Truth."

"When's the last time you got off?"

The warmth in Wren's low belly that had been ebbing reignites. She looks down at the floor. She mutters, "Two days ago," to the rug.

"What?" Vee says. Wren looks up. Vee is leaning toward her with her hand cupped at her ear in a mocking gesture, the small ironic theatrics of a person making someone do something they have already decided they will make her do. "I couldn't hear you."

Wren gives her a stare she hopes will kill, even as she becomes aware that her nipples are pressing against the front of her shirt. "You heard me just fine."

"Yeah." Vee tilts her head. "But I want you to tell me again, and to look at me when you do."

Wren shifts on the floor, trying to quiet the restlessness in her body that has gone from atmosphere to weather. Their game has, in the last two minutes, stopped being playful flirting and become some other thing that has a shape Wren can feel under her clothes. She raises her gaze. She wishes her body would not be doing what it is doing.

"Two days ago."

Vee is enjoying this. "In a full sentence, please."

Part of Wren does not know why she is going along with this. Part of her knows exactly why she is going along with this. The words are not easy to get out, especially not while looking directly at Vee's face, which is the small clean unmoving face of someone who is going to wait as long as she has to. Wren feels the heat in her cheeks. She hopes Vee cannot see the pulse moving against the side of her neck. She gives up hoping. She says, with her eyes on Vee's eyes,

"The last time I came was two days ago."

She is aware, the moment the sentence is out of her mouth, that she has done a thing she does not have a name for. The thing is not the sentence. The thing is the looking at Vee while she said the sentence. The thing is the way the looking had asked, specifically, for the privilege of being made to say the sentence aloud. She had given the privilege. She had given it slowly enough to register, in the small wry observer in her head, exactly what she was giving and exactly that she was giving it. The observer notes the gift. The observer does not, this once, comment.

"There you go," Vee says, and the praise in the line has the smallest twist of mocking in it that Wren's body registers, immediately, as something it would like more of. "That wasn't so bad, was it?" A beat. "Truth or dare?"

Wren makes a small sound of protest. "You just went."

"I know," Vee says. "And now I'm going again. Truth or dare?"

"But it's my turn to ask."

Vee moves. She slides off the couch with a practiced unhurriedness and settles herself on the floor next to Wren. She makes a small show of scooting over until they are a foot apart, both leaning back against the cushions of the couch, the angle between them so much smaller than it had been three minutes ago that Wren can feel the difference on the inside of her arm.

Vee reaches forward. She puts the pads of her index and middle fingers under Wren's chin and tilts it up, not much, only enough to make the gesture mean what it is going to mean, and runs the pad of her thumb along the line of Wren's jaw.

"That's not the game we're playing, birthday girl," she says. "I'll ask again: truth or dare?"

Wren tries. She really tries to keep her reactions in check, to stop her cheeks from flushing, to quiet the small ache that has been growing between her legs for some number of minutes she has stopped counting, to get her nipples to stop straining against the fabric of her shirt. Vee runs her thumb gently across Wren's lower lip and a sharp small breath comes out of Wren's throat that she did not have time to prevent.

Whose rules they are playing by is, at this point, not in any doubt.

"Dare."

"Do you want to get a little more intense?" Vee's voice is low. The warmth in Wren's belly begins to spread to the rest of her body. Wren's mouth has gone dry. She gulps. She nods, while Vee's hand continues to move slowly across her face, thumb dragging over the skin of her lips, up over the ridge of her jaw, up to the sensitive skin in front of her ear, tracing a slow invisible line that keeps Wren's nerves up on alert for the next touch they have not yet received.

"Don't just nod," Vee says. Her tone has not even raised; it is casual, like this is something she does on Saturdays. The ease in her voice makes Wren restless in a way being told off would not.

"Tell me."

"Yes," Wren manages.

"I dare you to take your shirt off."

Wren shivers. Her mind keeps going while her hands have already started moving. She takes the bottom of her shirt in her fingers, slowly lifts the fabric up and over her head, sits for a held moment with the shirt bunched in her hands and no obvious place to put it, finally drops it on the floor beside her. She is not wearing a bra. Her nipples are firm and hard against the small set of her breasts and she can feel the air of the apartment on her chest in a way she has not felt the air of her own apartment on her chest before.

Vee takes her time looking at her. Wren shifts where she sits. She wants to break the silence. She does not have the courage to break the silence.

"You're beautiful, Wren," Vee says.

Her eyes are quiet. The intention in her face is unhurried. "I'd like to touch you. Do you want that?"

Wren's head is full of a kind of soft noise. She nods. Vee waits. After a moment, after another small look that asks the same question again without asking it again, Wren stammers, "Yes."

Vee stands. She holds out her hands. Wren takes them. Vee draws her up off the floor, slowly, and moves her, with the same patient deliberateness she has used to move every other piece of the last hour, into position on the couch. Wren sits back against the cushions. She can feel the waistband of her jeans pressing into the skin of her waist. Vee takes one of Wren's wrists, gently, and guides her arm behind her back. Then the other. Wren ends up sitting with each of her own wrists held in the opposite hand, her arms making a loose loop behind her, her chest open and lifted toward Vee.

Vee runs her nails lightly up the outside of Wren's upper arm. Wren's whole body lights up along the path of it. Vee's nails sweep up over Wren's shoulder. Her fingers tap, once, against the bone of Wren's collarbone and trace it outward, dipping into the small hollow at the base of Wren's throat and resting there for a beat before tracing back along the bone in the other direction.

Wren feels every nerve in her body wake up. She presses her own nails into the skin of her own arms in time with the sweeping motions of Vee's hands across her chest and ribs. The warm ache between her legs has stopped being a question of whether it is there. A small soft moan comes out of her as Vee's nails skate slowly up her ribs and goosebumps blossom across her skin.

"Truth or dare," Vee says.

Wren has to think. Her mind has begun running its own program, generating specific possible truths and possible dares Vee could ask of her, and the work of running the program is using most of the bandwidth she has. "T-truth."

"Do you usually play with your nipples when you get yourself off?"

Vee tents her hand over Wren's right breast so that her palm hovers above the puckered skin of the nipple. She sweeps her fingers in and out, opening and closing her hand, her fingers a slow tide that closes in toward the areola and then ebbs back out without quite touching. Wren's body wants the touch the way her body wants air after she has held her breath. Vee does not seem in any hurry to give it to her.

"Barely ever," Wren says. Her voice is a breathier version of her own voice. When she is alone she usually goes straight for the prize between her legs, no more than a few minutes of rubbing or the small efficient use of a toy before her thighs clench and her toes curl. She does not, as a rule, take this kind of detour. She waits for Vee to start the next round of the game, and as the wait gets longer she arches her back a little, trying to press her breast up into the hovering palm.

Vee takes the hint at last and slowly draws her fingers together until they brush across the puckered skin of the areola. She plays her fingertips over the hard nipple. Wren gasps. Her hips push back into the cushion of the couch and her legs spread a little wider on instinct. She has had nipple play with partners before. It has never done this. Each light brush of Vee's fingertips makes something contract in Wren's stomach and makes the heat between her legs bloom further outward. She is, by this point, certain she is wet through her underwear.

"Truth or dare?" Vee asks.

"Truth."

"Do you want me to pinch your nipple?"

Wren's thoughts have started to thin. The reasonable part of her wants to ask Vee to stop talking and start doing, to stop playing this game and start the next one. The unreasonable part of her, which is, today, in charge, is realizing that the game is the doing. Vee's free hand has stayed busy, exploring the sensitive skin along Wren's torso. It dips now toward the waistband of Wren's jeans and draws a line along where the denim meets her hip, and Wren digs her nails hard into her own arms still folded behind her back.

"Yes," she says. "Yes. More — please."

"In time, birthday girl," Vee says.

She closes her fingers around Wren's nipple — quick, hard. The sound that comes out of Wren is one she did not plan to make. Her legs spread further on the cushion; her hips push back, then forward. The suddenness moves through her like a current going where currents go. Vee does not stop. She pinches and twists and pulls until another sound comes out of Wren's throat, and then she releases, and her fingers go back to the soft small touches, the slow brushes, the back-and-forth between the two registers.

When Vee's hand moves to Wren's other breast Wren thinks she might say something she cannot take back. Vee repeats the pattern. Soft and teasing, refusing the nipple. Featherlight strokes until Wren's whole body is leaning into the touch. Then a sharper pinch, a small slap across the curve of Wren's breast that makes Wren's eyes go wide. Then back to the gentler work. Then sharper again.

It is only when Vee starts to alternate at random, soft sharp gentle gentler hard soft harder, the small smack against the breast, the gentle roll of flesh between her fingertips, the unpredictable rhythm that gives Wren no purchase on what is coming next, that Wren realizes, in the small dazed part of her head that is still capable of realizing, that being able to anticipate the pattern had been a kindness.

The thought arrives in the small dazed part of her head and stays. Vee, the part of her head says, has been being kind for an entire hour. Has been letting Wren see what was coming. Has been pacing the moments so Wren could brace. Has been making the kind of small available adjustments a person makes for another person who has not done this kind of thing before. None of that is what is happening now. What is happening now is the version of Vee that does not need Wren to be ready. What is happening now is the version of Vee that Wren has, somewhere under the four years of their friendship, been wondering about.

She loses track of time. At some point, her skin so awake that every touch and stroke and pinch lifts a small sound out of her, Vee starts the next round.

It takes Wren a full ten seconds to remember they are playing.

"Dare."

"I dare you to take me into your bedroom."

Wren stands up from the couch. She is dazed in the way she is dazed and she registers, as she straightens her body into her own height, the small specific catalogue of where her body now aches: her hips, from the way she has spread her legs on the couch; between her shoulder blades, from trying to push her breasts up into Vee's hands; her shoulders, from holding her own arms behind her back the way she has been; and, of course, the place between her legs, which is throbbing in the way it has been throbbing for longer than she can now measure and which is not going to let her ignore it any further.

Her arms come around in front of her. She rolls her shoulders once. She looks down at Vee on the couch and finds Vee looking back at her with the same quiet attention she has had on her face since the first half-smile bloomed. There is no apology in Vee's eyes. There is no question, either. There is the small clean look of a person who has been waiting for the answer to a question she had decided not to ask and has, instead, made the room around them ask. Wren has been the room. Wren has, evidently, answered.

She walks toward the bedroom. She does not turn around. She hears Vee stand up behind her, the soft give of the couch, the small specific sound of a person rising, and then the apartment is quiet again, except for Wren's own bare feet on the floor between the living room and the hallway and the soft tread of Vee following.

She does not look at the closed door of the room she is walking toward. She does not look at the floor. She keeps her eyes on the slim band of light coming from the lamp she left on by her bed and walks toward it the way a person walks toward the small lit window of her own house at the end of a long evening, knowing the door will open, knowing what is inside.


CHAPTER 3

The door of the bedroom is open. Wren steps through it the way a person steps into her own room at the end of an ordinary day. The bedroom is the bedroom. The lamp she left on by the bed is on. The bed is made up the way she made it up this morning, the throw folded across the foot of it. The cardboard box is where it has been for four years, in the dark space against the wall under the bed. She does not turn around. She hears Vee come through the doorway behind her and stop, and the air in the room receives Vee the way the kitchen did and the living room did, without comment. Wren turns at the foot of the bed, slowly, and looks at her.

The bedroom does not look like the bedroom Wren has spent four years in. The bedroom is the room where this is about to happen.

Vee is standing in the middle of the room. Her face is the same face it has been all night, attentive and quiet and amused at something she is not saying. She has not moved further into the room than the place she stopped. She is waiting.

Wren registers that she is waiting for the game to continue.

"Truth or dare," Vee says.

"Dare."

"I dare you to take off your clothes."

Wren's hands move while her head is still catching up. She undoes the button of her jeans, then the zipper, and shimmies them down her hips and steps out of them and lays them across the chair by the dresser the way she lays her clothes across the chair on any ordinary night. Her panties are next. The fabric is stuck to the skin of her labia with the wet there has been for over an hour, and she peels them down and feels the small unmoored heat of being seen this way for the first time in a long time. Even now, even after the couch, a tiny blush starts up in her cheeks. She steps out of the panties and lays them on the chair with her jeans and stands at the foot of the bed bare, arms at her sides, looking at Vee.

Vee looks at her.

The same way she looked at her on the couch. Quiet. Unhurried. The room receives the look the way the room received every other slow thing tonight.

"Truth or dare," Vee says.

"Truth."

"What do you want me to do to you?"

Wren swallows. The blush in her face deepens. Vee has been leading all night and it has been so much easier to say yes to the next thing than to name the next thing herself. She is aware of how easy it has been. She is aware, too, that Vee is watching her be aware of it. Vee is standing across the room still fully dressed, her auburn hair barely out of place, her face the same composed face, while Wren is bare and pink and wet down one thigh.

"Touch me," she says.

Vee's lips curl into a half-smile. The smile does not reach her eyes. Wren feels a small trickle of wet move down the inside of her thigh.

"How do you want me to touch you?"

"Like... like you did out there." Wren's mouth is dry. She wets her lips. "But between my legs."

"So you want me to tease you."

"Yes."

"Say that."

"I want you to tease me."

"Where?"

A pause. "My — my pussy."

"Do you want me to use my fingers?"

"Yes."

"What else do you want me to use?"

Wren wants, briefly, to insist that she does not like this. She wants to believe that being made to ask aloud and ask specifically is not something she likes. The part of her that is keeping her hands at her sides instead of between her own legs is telling her something else.

"Your tongue," she says. "T-toys, if you want."

"Toys?" Vee's voice raises in a small amusement that lands in Wren's belly. "What do you have to offer?"

Wren gestures vaguely toward the bed. A moment later it occurs to her that the gesture is not enough. She walks the few steps to the bed and gets down on her knees and reaches into the dark space under it. The cardboard is where it always is. Her fingers find the lip and she pulls the box out and sets it on the bed and stands up again. She gestures down at it and lets her eyes drop to the floor.

Vee does not move for a moment. Then she comes across the room with the same unhurried step she has used all night and stands beside Wren at the bed. She does not look at Wren. She looks at the box. She lifts the lid and takes her time inside it, lifting one item out and turning it over in her hand and setting it back, lifting another, the way a person browses a shelf she has not seen before.

"Look at me," Vee says.

Wren raises her eyes. Vee is not smiling now. Whatever she was browsing for she has found.

"Truth or dare," Vee says.

"Dare." It comes out call-and-response. Wren's heart is fluttering against her sternum.

"I dare you to pick out three things from this box that you want me to use on you, birthday girl."

Wren looks down into the box. Her pulse pounds in her ears. The box holds a small collection she has had for years and added to twice and has not pulled out in front of another person since she got it. She reaches in and lifts out the silk sashes, pale, with small metal hardware looped in the middle. She lays them on the bed. She reaches in again and lifts out the ball gag, a red rubber ball on a black leather strap. She lays it next to the sashes. Her hand goes back into the box one more time and finds the wand, the heavy white head and the long handle and the cord and adapter, and she lifts it out and lays it on the bed beside the other two and steps back from the bed and looks at the floor.

Silence.

It goes on. Wren can hear her own breath and the faint hum of the apartment around them and her pulse in the side of her neck. She wills herself to look up. Vee is looking at the bed. Vee is, Wren realizes after a moment, waiting again.

"I was going to wait for you to tell me you wanted me to use these things on you," Vee says at last. "But I'm starting to think you like feeling a little compelled."

The blood goes to Wren's face. Vee's eyes have come up off the bed and onto her.

"Are you going to be a good girl and tell me you want me to use these things on you," Vee says, "or do I need to dare you to do it?"

Wren opens her mouth. Nothing comes out the first time. She tries again. "I wa — I — I w-want to be dared."

Vee closes the small distance between them. She lifts her hand and takes Wren's jaw in it, thumb on one side, fingers on the other, holding her face the way a person holds a thing she has decided will not move. She does not squeeze. She does not need to.

"This is a dare then," Vee says. Her voice is quiet and dangerous. "You're going to say what I tell you to say, do you understand?"

"Yes," Wren says. Her head is swimming.

"Tell me you want me to control you."

"I want you to control me."

"Tell me you want me to make you ache."

"I want you to make me ache."

"Tell me you want me to tease your pussy and your clit and your nipples with my tongue and my fingers and that vibrator you picked until you can barely think coherently."

Wren is shaking. Her stomach is in knots. Her breath has sped up and the sentence is long, longer than she can hold in her head all at once, but Vee's hand has not moved on her jaw and Vee's eyes have not moved off her face and the sentence comes out of Wren's mouth one piece at a time. "I want you to tease my pussy and my clit and my nipples with your tongue and your fingers and my wand until I can barely think coherently."

Vee is smiling. "Tell me you want me to restrain you."

"I want you to restrain me."

"Tell me you want me to gag you."

"I want you to gag me."

"Tell me you want to be helpless to whatever I choose to do to you."

The sentence catches in Wren's throat. She gets it out. "I want to be helpless to whatever you choose to do to me."

"Tell me you won't come until I let you."

A small held beat. Wren's breath hitches. "I won't come until you let me."

Vee's hand softens on Wren's face. Her thumb brushes once across Wren's cheek.

"Do you feel safe?"

Wren nods. "Yes."

"Do you feel excited?"

"God. Fuck, yes."

"Do you know what to do if you don't feel safe or you need to check in?"

"Yes."

Vee leans in. She kisses Wren on the lips, once, soft. She pulls back.

"Good." A held second. "Good girl."

Vee's hands come down to Wren's shoulders. She takes her time there, fingers moving slowly across the skin, down over Wren's arms to her wrists and back up, feathering across her chest. Then in one motion she puts her palms flat against Wren's chest and pushes. Wren goes back onto the bed.

Vee picks up the silk sashes. She loops them over one bar in the headboard, finds the hardware in the middle, brings the ends down and fastens one around each wrist. Wren's arms go up over her head. Vee moves down the bed, takes one of Wren's ankles, takes the other, and anchors each to a leg of the bed frame. Wren's legs spread to either side of the mattress. Cool air presses up between them.

Vee is in no hurry to give Wren what she wants. She moves her hands over Wren's body. She is, Wren registers in the part of her head that is still narrating, testing. She is finding the places that make Wren's muscles contract without permission, finding which spots make her gasp, which make her tilt her hips up off the bed. Wren is suddenly, sharply aware of every nerve in her body again, the way she had been on the couch but more so, because she cannot move her arms now and cannot close her legs and cannot do anything but be the thing Vee is reading.

The bed shifts. Warm breath lands on the inside of Wren's thigh. Wren strains, tries to lift her hips, tries to push them down toward Vee's face. Vee reaches up and anchors her hips to the bed with a forearm across them, spreading her legs slightly wider as she leans down and kisses the crease where pelvis meets thigh. She bites then, teeth sinking in hard enough that the small sound out of Wren is sharper than a gasp and shorter than a cry, before going back to the soft kissing and licking. She moves closer to Wren's slit. She does not arrive at it. Hovering an inch above Wren's pussy she exhales, warm and slow, and Wren makes a sound she did not plan to make. Vee moves to the other side and repeats it. The exhale, the slow held breath above the place Wren most needs her, the move away. Wren groans into the air over the bed and pulls against the sashes at her wrists.

When Vee finally runs her tongue over the length of Wren's slit it is one long unhurried stroke, and Wren's body does a thing that is not a movement so much as the closest thing the body can do to a movement with everything anchored. Vee repeats the stroke. She nudges Wren's legs a fraction further open. There is enough slack in the ankle restraints that Wren can bend her knees slightly; she does. Vee reaches up with both hands and puts them at the place where Wren's vulva meets her inner thighs and pulls outward, spreading her lips and exposing her. The wetness coats Wren's lips and runs down between her thighs. Her clit is swollen, peeking out a little behind the hood, twitching for attention. Vee keeps one hand where it is and uses the other to pull gently up on the soft mound above Wren's pubic bone, exposing the tip of her clit, and she licks across it once.

She works it slowly. Pressure, then pinpoint with the tip of her tongue. Broader strokes that envelop the whole bud. The pace is wrong. The pace is not enough. Wren pulls against the silk at her wrists and presses her hips up against Vee's hand and the pace does not change. The pace is building something specific and slow and Wren has the unfamiliar experience, in the small lit part of her head, of being unable to fast-forward. She is not used to being touched this directly. On her own she works around the bud; the wand goes above the hood, her fingers circle. The direct contact is too much and not enough at once, and the not-enough is doing something to her that the too-much never has.

Her thighs squeeze. The muscles in her abdomen tighten. Her legs strain against the ankle sashes. The familiar knot starts up.

Vee stops.

She pulls back. Wren whimpers and pulls at her wrists and rocks her hips into the air, and the air is not warm and not breath and not Vee.

It does not take long. Vee slips two fingers into her, slow, then in, and curls them up against the g-spot. Wren gasps. Vee's mouth closes around her clit again, flicking the tongue back and forth, running the flat of it up over the bud, varying pace with the thrust of her fingers, keeping Wren balanced in a state of high arousal she cannot tip out of. Wren moans into the air. She twists her hands. She tries, a little more here, a little faster there, and Vee somehow knows, somehow stays just outside the place that would push Wren over.

"Vee — " Wren gasps, but before she can say more Vee is gone from between her legs and something rubber is pressing against her lips.

"Did you think I forgot about this?"

Vee secures the gag behind Wren's head. The ball settles in her mouth. Wren bites down on it. Vee lies down beside her on the bed, breath warm at Wren's ear. Her hand drifts down Wren's body and between her legs and her fingers find the clit and start dancing over it, lightly, then lightly again, a touch Wren cannot quite predict. It makes her body coil in a way nothing has tonight. Vee keeps her arousal high: clit-rub, two fingers up against the g-spot, clit-rub, fingers, the variation done by a hand that seems to know exactly how much pressure and how much speed will keep her trapped just below the place she needs to be. She bites hard into the rubber. She swallows and drools around it. She moans into the gag and tilts her head back into the pillow.

She loses time. Vee will not let her get to the edge. The space below the edge stretches and stretches and Wren is held in it. She pulls against the sashes. She presses herself down onto Vee's fingers as much as she can with her hips pinned. Vee grinds the heel of her hand into Wren's clit and a low groan comes out of Wren that does not sound like any sound she has made before. Vee pulls the hand away. A staccato whine comes out of Wren behind the gag. The closest edge yet recedes.

Vee stops. Her mouth is at Wren's ear.

"Did you forget?" She pushes a damp strand of hair off Wren's forehead. Her fingers drop to Wren's nipples and pull and brush and tug, keeping the body from coming down. "You told me you weren't going to come until I let you."

Wren whines. Her eyes go wide. She gurgles behind the gag and shakes her head, disbelieving.

Vee goes back to work.

Wren cannot speak through the gag. She is sure Vee knows what she is begging for. Vee does not seem to care. Occasionally when Wren is at the edge Vee says, "No," and pulls the hand away and lets Wren thrash and cry into the rubber and the empty air.

It is not fair. It is not nice. Everything in Wren's body needs to come. Her clenching pussy is starting to eclipse the rest of her reality. Her clit throbs. She has a brief flash of thought about how it must look between her legs and the thought alone makes her squirm against the sashes.

Then Vee picks up the wand.

She holds it up so Wren can see it. She turns it on. The rumble fills the room. She leans over so they are looking at each other.

"Do you like this?" Vee's eyes are calm. Wren, glassy, nods.

"Do you think I should let you come? It is your birthday, after all."

Wren nods again.

"Truth or dare?"

Wren's breath is jagged. Around the gag she gets out, "Truth."

"Do you still want to be helpless to what I choose to do to you?"

Wren nods.

"Truth or dare."

"Truth."

"Are you aware that sometimes orgasms can be just as agonizing as edges?"

Wren's body convulses once, a single deep contraction that twitches through her. She does not know what to say. She has felt it. The alarm bells in the back of her head at the larger edges, the body voice that said if she came it would be too much. She makes a small sound behind the gag and stares up at Vee.

"Truth or dare," Vee says. There is something new in her voice. A small low something.

"Dare," Wren gets out.

Vee leans close. Her thumb flicks the switch on the wand. She presses it lightly between Wren's legs and a small chuckle comes out of her into Wren's ear.

"I dare you to suffer for me."

The wand is worse. Vee makes a pattern of it that Wren cannot read, wand pressed, wand lifted, pressed, lifted, the timing not Wren's to know. Wren has never been this close. Each touch of the wand feels like its own edge. Each lift is its own emptiness. She thrashes; Vee sits between her legs and holds them open and puts her free hand flat on Wren's pelvis and pins her down. Vee edges her closer than Wren thought she could be edged.

"Do you want to come?" Vee's voice is bored.

Wren nods. Vee ignores her.

A long held time later. "Do you want to come?"

Wren nods. Eyes wide. Tries to meet Vee's. Vee's blue eyes bore into her for a moment, considering. They go back to the wand.

"Do you want to come?"

Wren has no measure of how much time has passed. She has been narrowed to need. She does want to come. She needs to come. Each edge has been sharp and jagged and the part of her that did the convulsing earlier is afraid of what is on the other side. She hesitates. She meets Vee's eyes. She nods.

Vee smiles. "Okay. But if you come once, you're going to have to come three times."

A high broken sound gurgles up out of Wren from behind the gag. She is too sensitive. She is always too sensitive after. She tries to babble protest, pulling on the sashes, shaking her head. Vee puts the wand down and leans over her and pushes the damp hair back from Wren's forehead.

"Do you want to be helpless to whatever I choose to do to you?"

A small series of sounds comes out of Wren that are not whimpers and are not words. She looks up at Vee. Her heart is pounding. The ache between her legs is most of her. Slowly she nods.

Vee settles between her legs. She picks up the wand again. Wren feels herself stretched around two of Vee's fingers. Vee cradles the wand against Wren in the same hand that holds the fingers inside her, the fingers pressing up against her g-spot, the wand head over her clit.

Vee flicks the wand on.

Wren screams.

She comes. Fast. Hard. The wand does not stop. Everything inside her contracts at once and the contracting does not stop because the wand does not stop. Her toes curl. Her back arches. Her legs pull against the silk. The contraction reaches her stomach and her thighs and the small muscles in her sides she did not know she had. She tries to thrash. Vee's body holds her legs spread. Vee's hand keeps her pelvis flat against the bed. Vee's fingers are still inside her, pressing up against the g-spot, rubbing firmly there. The wand keeps going. She cannot get away from it. Her body has nowhere to put what is happening to her.

It is too much. Wren tries to thrash again. She tries to bite down on the gag. She tries to do anything that will let some of it out of her body. It hurts in a way she loves and hates at once. She wants more. She wants to be held right at this exact moment of floating overwhelm. The wand does not care if it is too much. Vee does not either.

The second orgasm builds. Wren makes a sound into the gag that has no shape. Too sensitive. Her pussy twitches and throbs around Vee's fingers, still pressing into and against her g-spot. Vee's other hand pins her pelvis. When the second orgasm comes it is smaller than the first but still bright. She thrashes. She tries to get away. The alarm of helplessness lands in her, the hurt-twisted-inside, the not-able-to-bear-it that she is bearing anyway.

Vee leans down on top of her. Presses the wand. Pins her with her body. Her mouth at Wren's ear.

"You're doing so well. One more."

Wren makes a sound into the gag that is mostly air.

"Look at you. So pretty like this." Vee's voice is low. "How desperate. This is right where you belong."

Wren's oversensitive clit is trapped against the wand. She does not want to come again. She cannot. Her brain and her nerves will not allow it. But of course they do. The ache builds again, smaller now, mean, and she squirms what little she can and tries to get away and knows she cannot, and she is pushed again to the edge and once again over. She tries to scream. Vee's hand clamps over Wren's mouth and the gag at the same time. Wren's back arches. The wand stays held against her until every contraction has wrung itself out of her.

Vee clicks the wand off.

Wren collapses against the bed. Twitching. Shaking. Her breath jagged. Her face wet without her remembering when it got wet.

Vee nuzzles her. Vee strokes her hair. Vee whispers, low. "Good girl. You did so well." A soft kiss on Wren's cheek. Another on her shoulder.

When Wren has come the rest of the way down, slow, in stages, Vee undoes the gag and unbuckles it and sets it gently on the nightstand. She undoes the sashes at Wren's wrists, working the knots loose, and Wren's arms come down slowly. The skin under the silk is pink. Vee runs her thumb across it. She moves down the bed and undoes the ankles next, lifting each leg in turn and laying it back down. She does not hurry.

She gets up off the bed. Wren makes a small sound that is not a word and Vee says, low, "I'll be right back." She steps out of the room.

Water from the kitchen tap. The fridge door. The slow careful tread back. Vee comes in with a tall glass of cold water and sets it on the nightstand. She steps out of her own jeans, pulls her tank top off, down to her underwear and a soft cami. She slides into the bed beside Wren and pulls her in against her chest and gets the blanket up over both of them.

"Drink," she says. She brings the glass to Wren's lips. Wren drinks. Some of it runs down her chin and Vee catches it with the back of her hand and sets the glass back on the nightstand. The glass sits there, half full, in the lamplight.

Vee strokes Wren's hair. Slow, the same unhurried hand that has done everything else tonight. Wren tucks her face into the place where Vee's shoulder meets her chest. Vee smells faintly of the wine and faintly of the soap she uses and underneath of something Wren does not have a name for. Wren registers, in the small lit part of her head that is coming back online, that she has never been held like this after. With anyone. Sarah had been a person who got up. Vee is a person who gets in.

"I have you," Vee says.

Wren breathes in. Her body twitches with a small aftershock. Vee's hand stays in her hair.

A long quiet. The lamp light. The blanket. The soft give of Vee's collarbone under Wren's cheek. Vee's fingers tracing slow paths along Wren's arm, the inside of her wrist, the place where the silk had been. Where Vee's thumb passes the skin is the slightest pink. The pinks do not hurt. They are the day the body kept.

Wren has, in the part of her that is starting to think again, no idea what to do with how cared-for she feels. She has the feeling and she has the small wry observer who has noticed she has the feeling and the observer does not have a comment ready. The observer is quiet. She is letting the feeling have the room.

Vee's lips touch the crown of Wren's head.

"Happy birthday, birthday girl."

Wren makes a small sound that is almost a laugh.

Vee strokes her hair again. After a long minute she shifts, slightly, so she can see Wren's face. Her own face is the quiet one again. The half-smile.

"Good birthday present?" she says. "Have fun?"

Wren laughs, breathless. "Yeah." She has to take a breath. "We should definitely play truth or dare again sometime soon."

Vee laughs. Low, warm, the same laugh Wren has heard on this couch for four years and one she has, evidently, not heard before.

"I'd love to. But only if we play by my rules."


CHAPTER 4

The water glass is the first thing.

Wren opens her eyes and the light is wrong. The light is the late-morning light, the kind she does not see from her bed on a workday. She is alone in the bed. The other side of the mattress is cool. The blanket is pulled up to her shoulder and pulled across to the empty side the way a person tucks a thing she is leaving. The pillow next to hers has the shallow indentation of where a head has been and has not been for a while.

On the nightstand: the tall glass of water, half full, sitting in a small ring of condensation the lamp light catches.

She lies still. Her body does its own inventory before her mind has decided to do it. Her wrists do not hurt; the skin is pink in two faint bands she can see when she turns her hand. The pink is not a bruise. The pink is the place the silk was. Lower, between her thighs, there is a deep ache that feels nothing like the small aches her body sometimes gives her on a Sunday. It is the ache of having been used. She breathes through it. The skin of one inner thigh, the right one, has a soft purple-yellow patch the size of Vee's mouth. She does not have to look at it to know it is there. She feels it as a heat, a small held warm thing under the skin. Her breasts are tender. She brushes her own forearm against one of them and the skin sends a small flat note up into her chest. She breathes out. Lower, the inside of her pulses once on its own, a small held echo of Vee's fingers, and the echo sends a small bright thing up through her belly that she had not expected. She does not push it away. She lies still and lets the body remember.

There is one more thing the body remembers. It is the small held warm of Vee's hand on the small of her back, yesterday in the kitchen, when Vee had come up behind her chopping garlic. The hand had landed for half a second the way a hand lands when a person needs to steady herself, and the half-second had been ordinary, and her body had kept the warmth there for longer than warmth tends to keep. She had not known, then, what the warmth was for. She knows now, lying on her back in her own bed on a Sunday morning, that the warmth had been the first piece of last night. The kitchen had been part of the room Vee had been building. She had not known she was inside the room yet.

She is alone. Vee is gone.

She makes herself feel this. It is not a feeling she expected to have to brace for. She had thought, somewhere in the part of her head that did not narrate the brace, that Vee would still be here, that they would have the morning together, that they would do whatever the morning is supposed to be when the previous night is what the previous night was. Vee is not here. Vee left while she was sleeping. Vee filled the glass first.

She turns her head to the glass. She picks it up. She drinks. The water is cold and clean. Some of it runs down her chin and she catches it with her thumb. She sets the glass back exactly where it was, in the small ring of damp it has already made. The room is the room. The lamp is on; she had not noticed. Vee left the lamp on too.

She is, she registers, not upset that Vee is gone. The realization arrives almost as a third party. She had braced for an upset that was not there. The water glass is doing something. The lamp is doing something. The way the blanket has been tucked across the empty side of the bed is doing something. None of these are Vee being here, but they are not Vee being gone, either. They are the shape Vee left behind.

She lies a while longer. She tries, in the small lit part of her head that has begun to come back online, to put a word to the previous night. Friend is wrong. Friend was wrong by 8pm. Lover is too small and too borrowed from movies. Mistake is a word that would require an apology, and there is no apology in her body. She has the word dom in her head from somewhere, and she does not say it out loud, and even inside her own head she does not let it land, because the word is not for her. She is a person who has never used the word. She is a person who has used the word's opposite in her own private way for years and never told anyone, including the person she dated for two years, including the part of herself that would have benefited from her telling it. The word does not fit her yet. None of the words do.

She gets out of bed.

The bedroom looks the way the bedroom looks on a Sunday. The cardboard box is on the bed; she remembers, in a small jolt, that she did not put it back. She lifts it down and slides it back into the dark space under the bed where it has been for four years and where it will go on being. The toys inside it have been wiped down. She had not seen that happen. She does not have to look to know it. Vee was here while she slept. Vee had got up some unknown number of hours after the chapter Wren remembers, gone to the kitchen for the second glass of water that became the glass on the nightstand, then come back to the bed and stayed, and at some later unknown number of hours had got up again, dressed quietly, wiped each toy with the small particular care of a person who has done it before, and left. None of this had woken Wren. All of it had been done while Wren slept.

She makes coffee. She drinks it standing at the kitchen sink in last night's nothing. The light through the east-facing window over the sink is gold the way the light through that window is gold in late morning, slanting across the small dishes left from the pasta. She washes the dishes. The water is warm; her wrists go through it and the pink bands brighten in the warm water and fade again as she lifts her hands out. She rinses the pan. She wipes down the counter. She puts the cork back into the empty bottle.

She showers.

The water comes hot on her shoulders. She tips her head back into it. The shower is not erotic. The shower is the kind of slow that a body does when the previous day asked something of it. She runs the soap over the pink at her wrists and feels nothing in particular. She runs it over the bruise on her inner thigh and the bruise sends up its small flat note again, more for being touched than for being touched gently. She catches herself looking at her own hand on her thigh and registers that she is making sure her own hand is gentle, that her own hand is not Vee's. The recognition arrives without her having gone to fetch it. She stands a long time under the water.

She dresses. Jeans and a soft sweater. The sweater rubs at her breasts and she changes to a softer one. Hair into a loose tail. She brushes her teeth and looks at the woman in the mirror who looks the way she has looked on Sunday mornings for years and who has, on the inside, a thing inside her she does not yet have a way to talk about.

She locks the apartment behind her and stands a held second at the door with her hand on the chain. The wanting-to-stay is not a wanting to be alone; it is a wanting to keep the morning in the place where the morning has been so far. The morning has been hers and Vee's, even though Vee is not here. The street will not know what the morning has been. She undoes the chain anyway. She walks the eight blocks to the place she and Nia go.

The booth is the booth they always sit in. Nia is already there, in a sweater the color of old wool, both hands around a coffee. Nia looks up when Wren slides in and her face does the small reorganization a person's face does when she registers that the friend across the table is not quite the person who left brunch last Sunday. It is not a look that asks. It is the small registration of a friend who has known a friend a long time. Nia tips her chin in a wordless hello.

"Hi," Wren says.

"Hi."

The waitress comes. Wren orders her usual. Nia orders her usual. They sit.

Nia's hair is slightly damp at the ends from a recent shower. There is a smudge of charcoal at the base of her thumb where she has been sketching at her kitchen table the way she sketches on Sunday mornings. She looks the way she always looks: a person who has had her morning and arrived at brunch with most of it still on her.

"So." Nia stirs her coffee. "How was the birthday?"

Wren takes a sip of her coffee before she answers. "Good." She means it; she is, she notices, surprised to mean it. "Really good, actually."

"Yeah?" Nia's mouth lifts at one corner. The lift is not a smirk. It is the small particular expression Nia has when she has heard the word inside the word.

"Yeah."

"Good." Nia takes a sip of her own coffee. "I was worried about you doing it alone."

"I didn't do it alone." A pause; the only beat in the conversation that almost falls. "Vee came over."

"Mm." Nia does not say anything else. She does not need to. The four-year friendship circle is small. Nia is the person who introduced them four years ago. Nia knows who comes over to whose apartment on a Saturday night, and Nia knows when one friend tells another friend a thing without telling her the thing.

The food comes. They eat. They talk about Nia's week: a client who is being difficult; a runner's knee; the play she went to on Thursday that was not as good as she had hoped. Wren listens and asks and laughs at the right places and is grateful, with a quiet that surprises her, that none of it is about her.

At the end of the meal, when the plates are gone and they are working through the second pot of coffee, Nia sets her cup down and looks at Wren across the table. The look is not a question. The look is the small careful thing a person does who is leaving a door cracked open without pushing on it.

"You look different," Nia says. Her voice is quiet. "I'm not asking. I just wanted to say I see it."

Wren's throat does a small unexpected thing. She holds her coffee with both hands.

"Thank you," she says. Her own voice surprises her by being steady.

Nia smiles. She does not push. She changes the subject. "Party's still on for next Saturday, by the way. Six-ish at mine. I told everyone seven, so you have to be there at six."

Wren laughs. The laugh is, she notes from the small wry observer who has been quiet most of the morning, the first laugh of the day. "I'll let you know."

Nia's eyes flick up over her coffee for half a second and then back down. The flick is a thing that happened.

"Okay," Nia says.

They pay. They split. They walk out into the bright Sunday street and hug at the corner and Nia kisses her on the cheek and Wren walks home the eight blocks she walked here.

The walk is quiet. The street is Sunday-quiet, the way the street is quiet when most of the people in the neighborhood are inside reading or watching something or doing nothing. The sun is high enough now that the light is flat and white. Her body walks the way her body walks. The pink at her wrists is hidden under the sweater cuff. The bruise on her thigh is hidden under the jeans. She is a woman walking home from brunch on a Sunday and nobody who passes her would know anything about her, and she registers, somewhere in the third block, that this is the first time in her adult life she has walked a familiar street with something inside her that no one on the street has any way to read. She does not know what to do with that. She walks the rest of the way home holding it carefully.

She thinks about Sarah.

She does not mean to. She is letting herself into the building, climbing the three flights, unlocking the door, and Sarah arrives in her head the way Sarah arrives in her head sometimes, unsummoned and quiet. Sarah for two years. The breakup eleven months ago. The breakup that had been, she had told everyone and herself and Sarah, about distance and timing and the thing about phones and the thing about visits. None of that had been a lie. None of that had been the truth either.

She steps inside her apartment and closes the door and stands in the hallway between the living room and the kitchen with her keys still in her hand.

She had never quite let Sarah lead.

The thought arrives clean. She does not have to argue with it. The whole two years she had kept the steering wheel and had been tired the entire time and had not known it was tiredness. She had thought it was love that was hard. She had thought it was distance that was hard. It had been distance, and it had been timing, and it had also been her hands at ten and two on a road she was driving alone while a person she loved sat next to her and asked, in a hundred different small ways across two years, to be allowed to drive.

The hundred ways are the part she had not let herself look at until now. Sarah asking what they should do on a Saturday. Sarah asking where they should eat. Sarah, once, on a long walk back from a movie, saying she wanted to plan a trip on her own and surprise Wren with it, and Wren saying yes and then, three days later, suggesting the city and the dates and the kind of hotel. Sarah had gone along. Sarah had been a person who could go along. Wren had not been a person who could stop driving. She had not known that being the careful one all the time was a way of being alone.

She puts the keys down on the console table by the door.

She goes to the kitchen and pours a glass of water from the tap and drinks it standing.

She tries to work. She opens the laptop on the kitchen table and pulls up the file for the agency project that is due Tuesday. Layered type over a photograph of a building; the type wants to be smaller than the brief says it should be. She moves the type. She moves it back. She moves it half a point smaller. She zooms out. The file is the file it has been for three days. Her hands do not know how to do their daily job at this particular middle-Sunday hour with this particular thing inside her, and after twenty minutes of moving the type around she closes the lid of the laptop and pushes it away across the kitchen table and sits with her hands in her lap.

She goes to her bedroom.

She lies down on the bed on her back over the made-up blanket the way she lay down on it last night, except last night she had not been the one lying herself down. She looks at the ceiling. She breathes for a minute. Then she reaches her hand down inside her jeans and inside her underwear and does what she has done on any number of slow afternoons. Two fingers, light, around. The wand is in the box under the bed and she does not reach for it. Her fingers find the place they always find. The place is the place. Her body answers, and it is the answer her body has always given, and the answer her body has always given is — she registers, with a small surprised stillness — smaller than the answers her body gave last night. Not less, exactly. Less specific. Less held. She tries to put Vee in her own head — Vee's two fingers curled up inside her, Vee's tongue patient at her clit — and the body-memory arrives bright and present. Her own hand is still her own hand. The body wants the other hand. Her own hand, she realizes after a moment, is too kind to her in a way she did not used to mind. She moves her fingers a little harder. The body answers harder. The answer is still the small narrow thing she used to be satisfied by. She had not known she would notice. She does notice.

She takes her hand out of her underwear. She buttons her jeans. She sits up.

She does not feel bad. She does not feel particularly anything. She feels, in the small lit part of her head, the recognition that her body has a language she did not write and that she is going to have to figure out what to do with that.

She makes herself dinner. Pasta again because the pasta is what is in the cabinet, with the last of the cheese from the brunch leftovers she did not bring home but did not need to because she had cheese already. She eats on the couch with the blanket around her and the reality TV on low. The light has gone from flat to the warmer late-afternoon and now the early-evening that comes earlier in spring than she ever quite expects. The lamps on the side tables go on one by one as she gets up to turn them on; she does not use the overhead.

She thinks about Vee.

She has been thinking about Vee all day, in the way her body has been thinking about Vee, in the way the water glass had been Vee and the brunch had been a thing she did instead of thinking about Vee. Now, with food in her and the lamps on and the reality contestants making their small dramas at low volume, she thinks about Vee in a different way. She thinks about Vee's job. Vee designs the rooms people live in. Vee has been an architect at the same small firm for four years; Wren knows the names of the partners and one of the projects and not much else. She has, until this morning, thought about Vee's work as a thing Vee does that she is good at, the way a person is good at a hard job. She thinks about it now as a kind of attention. Vee spends her workdays deciding where a wall goes so a person walking into a room will turn the right way. Vee spends her workdays deciding where a light is so an eye will land on a thing. Vee spends her workdays positioning the parts of a space so a body inside the space will do what the design wants the body to do without the body knowing it is being asked.

The thought lands in Wren and stays there.

Last night had been a room Vee had designed. The wine had been the entryway. The couch had been the hall. The chin-tilt had been the threshold. The bedroom had been the room itself, and Vee had arranged every part of it — the order of the questions, the position of the body, the pacing of the touches — the way she arranges a wall and a light. Wren had walked into the room and turned the way the design wanted her to turn. She had not known she was being designed for. She had thought she was being asked. She had been being asked. She had also been being designed for. The two had been one thing.

The order of the questions had been the most of it. The small ones before the larger ones. The easy answers before the hard ones. The compliance with the eye contact before the chin in the hand. The chin in the hand before the kiss. The kiss before the push. Each had been the threshold for the next, the way a hall is the threshold for a room. Wren had walked through every door because the door had been opened in the order a body would want to walk through them. She does not yet know what to do with knowing that. Knowing it does not make her want it less.

She does not know what to do with that, either. She holds it.

The phone buzzes on the coffee table. She picks it up without thinking about who it might be, the way a person on a quiet Sunday evening picks up a phone, and the screen is lit with one short message from Vee.

Want to do this on purpose.

Wren reads the line. She reads it again. She holds the phone against her chest and feels her own pulse against the back of her hand and breathes in once, slowly, against the small held something the line has put inside her, and she does not reach for the keyboard.


CHAPTER 5

Vee's building is a short brick walk-up with a black door and a small recessed entry, and Wren stands in front of it for the space of one long breath before she presses the buzzer. The afternoon has gone clear and cool. She had walked the last six blocks instead of taking the train, because her legs had wanted the walk.

The intercom clicks. "Come up."

The stairs are narrow and the third floor smells faintly of cedar. Vee's door is at the end of the hall, propped open one inch, the way someone props a door when they have been listening for footsteps.

Wren pushes it.

The apartment is one long room that opens at the far end into a kitchen and breaks left into what must be the bedroom. The light is the first thing. Not bright, not dim, but placed. Two tall windows on the long wall let the afternoon in at a clean angle and lay it across the floor in two long rectangles. The walls are bare except for one framed black-and-white photograph of a stairwell. There is a low couch the color of wet sand and a single armchair turned at exactly the angle a person would want to turn it at to talk to someone on the couch. No clutter. No half-finished mug on a side table. The room has been arranged by someone who looks at rooms for a living, and the arrangement does not announce itself; it simply works.

Vee is in the kitchen doorway, barefoot, in a soft grey tee and jeans, her hair loose. She has the look of a person who has been awake long enough to be settled into her body.

"Hi," she says.

"Hi."

"Come in."

Wren steps out of her shoes. The wood floor is warm. Vee does not move to hug her or kiss her; the not-doing is its own gesture. She gestures at the couch instead.

"Water?"

"Yes."

Vee goes into the kitchen and Wren stands for one more second in the rectangle of light, looking at the room and feeling herself looked at by it. The angles arranged to seat a person. The height of the windows arranged to let the afternoon meet the floor. The photograph of the stairwell arranged at exactly the height of a person standing where she is standing now. The first architecture-recognition of the afternoon: Vee's apartment is the long version of the sentence Vee's body has been speaking to her for two weeks.

Wren sits at the end of the couch.

Vee comes back with two glasses of water and sets them on the low table. She sits in the armchair, not on the couch. Close enough to reach. Far enough that Wren has her own space. The chair is angled so they meet at exactly the right line of sight.

"Okay," Vee says.

Wren wraps both hands around her glass.

"Before anything else," Vee says. "If we're going to do this on purpose, I want us to talk about what 'on purpose' looks like. Sober. With our clothes on. In the daylight. And then if we still want to, we do it." She takes a sip of her own water and sets it back down. "Some of this we covered on the phone Wednesday. I want to do it again here, where you can see my face."

Wren nods.

"I'm going to ask you a lot of yes-or-no questions. Take the time you need on each one. The right answer is whatever your body actually says. If your body says wait, the answer is wait. If your body says no, the answer is no. You don't owe me a yes for any of this. Okay?"

"Okay."

"First. The safeword is 'red.' If you say 'red,' I stop. Everything. Wherever we are, whatever we're doing, however close to anything we are. I let you up, I get you water, we are two people on a bed talking about what happened. Do you want yellow and green too?"

"Yellow is slow down?"

"Yellow is slow down, check in. Green is keep going, more."

"Yeah. Yellow and green."

"And if you can't speak, if your mouth is otherwise occupied, if you don't have words, if your voice is gone: three taps. Of your hand, your foot, on the bed, on me. Three taps means red." Vee lifts her hand and taps the back of her own knuckles three times against Wren's bare ankle where it sticks out from her jeans. Three soft, evenly-spaced taps. "Like that."

Wren reaches across and taps three times back, on Vee's wrist where it rests on the arm of the chair. The skin of Vee's wrist is warm under her fingertips. Vee watches her do it.

"Good," Vee says.

She sits back.

"Now harder. I want to talk about words. There are things I would like to be able to say to you in scene that I am not going to say without asking you first. Some of them are going to land in your body, and some of them might not, and the way to find out is to say them out loud in a room with clothes on, not in the dark with my mouth on you." A small pause. "I'm going to say four. You tell me yes or no on each one. The no's are not a failure. The no's are useful."

"Okay."

"I'd like to be able to call you my slut."

A held second. The word lands in Wren's lower belly before her mouth can do anything about it: a small bright heat, a body-yes so clear it embarrasses her.

"Yes," she says.

"Dirty girl."

"Yes."

"I want to be able to say 'look how desperate you are.'"

"Yes."

By the third yes Wren is aware that her thighs have pressed together where they cross at the ankle, that her nipples have woken up against the inside of her bra, that the warmth between her legs has stopped being a small bright thing and become a held one. The negotiation has not stopped being a conversation. Her body has not stopped being a body in the same room as the conversation.

"My whore."

The word arrives and her body does not answer. It is not revulsion; it is absence. The word slides off the surface of her and lands on the floor between them. She holds it there for a second and looks at it.

"I think." She tries again. "I think that one. No. I don't know why."

Vee does not blink. "You don't have to know why. No is a complete sentence." Then, evenly: "What about 'mine'?"

Her body answers before her mouth does, again. A different bright thing. Smaller. More.

"Yes."

"Okay. Yes on those four. Not whore."

"Yes."

"Good. We can revisit any of those at any time, either direction." Vee picks up her water and takes a sip and sets it back down. "Now props."

Wren's hands tighten on her own glass.

"I want to use a strap-on tonight. I'd like to fuck you with it."

The heat in her belly does not need consultation. "Yes."

"I want to put a slick fingertip at your ass while I'm fucking you. Outside, not in. Light. Not the main event. I'm going to ask you in the moment too."

A smaller pause. Her hands stay tight. "I haven't. I've never done that with another person."

"I know."

"I want to. I think I want to. I'm just."

"I understand. A fingertip. Outside. If at any point in the moment you want me to take my hand away I take my hand away. Yellow or red or 'take your hand away.' Any of those. Same answer."

"Okay. Yes."

"At peak I might put my hand over your mouth. Once. Briefly. Only to muffle the sound. No nose, no throat, no breath restriction at all. I will not take your air. The reason is sound, not breath. Is that all right?"

"Yes."

Vee sits back. Wren realizes she has not been breathing well and takes a sip of water and the cold runs down through her chest and the breathing comes back.

A small comfortable pause. The afternoon light has moved one inch across the floor in the time they have been sitting.

"Can I ask you something," Wren says.

"Yes."

"Have you done this. With anyone."

"Two. Over the past five years. Neither of them is in my life now." Vee's voice does not change shape. "Anything else you want to know about them?"

"Not right now."

"Okay."

Another pause. Wren looks at the rectangle of light on the floor and then at her own knees and then at Vee.

"Can I tell you something too."

"Yes."

She turns the glass in her hands once.

"I never let Sarah lead. Not in a context like this. We weren't doing this. Just in any context. The thermostat, the route home, what we ate, who we saw, what we did on a Saturday. I kept the wheel the whole two years. I didn't know it was tiredness." She looks at her knees. "I want you to know that's the version of me that's been on the road before. I don't want to be that person here. I don't think I have to be."

Vee is quiet for a long beat. Then: "Thank you for telling me."

Wren nods.

"I'll let you not be that person here."

It is the lightest possible sentence. Wren's eyes sting once and she does not let it become anything. She drinks her water.

After a minute Vee adds, almost absently, "I talked to my sister this morning. Maya. She does that on Saturdays. She's good." It is the smallest possible deposit in the middle of the room, the way a person sets a key on a table and walks past it.

"Good," Wren says.

A pause.

"Are you ready?" Vee asks.

She has had a week of being ready. The hour they have just sat through has not made the readiness smaller; it has made it specific. Her hands have warmed in the time she has been sitting. Her shoulders have come down a measurable inch off her ears. The water glass is empty in her hand. The first hour at Vee's apartment has been the longest first hour of any thing she has ever done with another person, and the longest thing about it has been how steady. Vee has not rushed her once. Vee has not asked her for any answer before her body was ready to give it. The shape of being asked, and asked, and asked, and given the time to answer, is a shape Wren has not been inside before.

"Yes."

Vee stands. She does not reach for Wren's hand. She walks toward the bedroom door, and the not-reaching is the thing that makes Wren stand and walk after her.

The bedroom is the same intelligence as the rest of the apartment. The bed is centered against the long wall, the wall opposite the window, and the window has a soft linen curtain half-drawn over the afternoon light, so the room is warm and gold and gentled. The bed is made; the duvet is the color of clean cement. One bedside table with two drawers. One reading lamp, off. There is nothing on the table except a small ceramic dish with one earring in it.

Vee stops at the foot of the bed and turns and looks at her.

"Do you feel safe?"

The question lands in her like a key in its lock.

"Yes."

"Do you feel excited?"

"Yes."

"Do you know what to do if you don't feel safe or you need to check in?"

"Yes."

Vee nods. Then she crosses the small distance between them and takes Wren's face in both hands and kisses her.

It is not the kiss of last Saturday. Last Saturday had been a press of mouth and a permission. This is a thing with intention in it. Vee's mouth moves slowly and exactly, the way her hands have moved on Wren's body the whole afternoon: placed, not rushed. Wren's mouth opens for her and Vee's tongue is unhurried and warm. The kiss goes long enough that Wren feels her own knees soften before she registers she is being held up.

Vee lifts her sweater off over her head, slow. The sweater is left in a soft shape on the floor. Wren's bra is next; Vee unhooks it one-handed and slides the straps down her arms. Vee herself is still in her tee, her jeans. The asymmetry is deliberate and Wren can feel that it is, and the recognition is its own small heat.

Vee kisses her again, at the throat now, the line of her jaw. Vee's hand cups her bare breast and the thumb moves once across the nipple and Wren makes a small sound she has not given permission to. Vee's mouth at her ear, hot now, a different intention than the daylight conversation. The hand on her breast moves to her other one, slow. The thumb circles. Wren's hips shift involuntarily against the side of Vee's jeans and the seam there is a deliberate friction that Vee does not adjust.

"Yes," Vee says against her throat. "Tell me you want me to fuck you."

"I want you to fuck me."

"Tell me you want me to put my mouth on you."

"I want you to put your mouth on me."

"Tell me you want me to call you my dirty girl."

"I want you to call me your dirty girl."

"Tell me you'll let me touch you anywhere."

"I'll let you touch you, touch me anywhere."

A breath of a laugh, soft, into Wren's collarbone. Vee does not break the line. "Tell me you trust me with this."

"I trust you with this."

"Tell me you'll tell me if it's too much."

"I'll tell you if it's too much."

"Tell me you want me."

"I want you."

"Good girl." Vee's mouth at her ear. "Such a good girl."

She moves Wren back, two steps, and Wren's calves meet the edge of the bed, and Vee guides her down onto the duvet on her back. Wren's jeans go next, then her underwear, slow, Vee's hands working them down her hips. Vee straightens beside the bed and looks at her, naked, the curtain-gold light laid across her belly and her thighs. Vee in jeans and a tee at the bedside is the most clothed person in the apartment and Wren is aware of the math of it inside her own skin.

Vee climbs onto the bed and over her and her mouth is at Wren's nipple, then the other, then the soft hollow of her sternum. Vee's hand moves between her legs. One finger, then two. Already Wren is slick enough that there is no work for Vee to do at the entry. The fingers go in slow, deep, settle.

"Look at you," Vee says, into her ribs. "So pretty. So wet for me." A small smile against Wren's skin. "Such a good girl."

Vee's mouth moves down. The tongue at her clit is unhurried, not edge-and-back the way it had been the first night; an arrival, a presence. Vee's two fingers curl up inside her and Vee's tongue settles into a rhythm and Wren is climbing without anyone having said the word climb. Her hips lift once and Vee's free hand presses her hips back down to the mattress, soft, claiming. Her thighs are shaking. The slick of her is on Vee's chin. The fingers inside her curl up at the place her own fingers have never quite been able to find. The rhythm Vee has set is the rhythm Wren's body has been climbing on, and her body knows the top of the climb is within reach. She makes a sound that is half her own name and half a word she does not have. Vee's mouth pauses. The fingers inside her go still.

"My slut," Vee says against her. "Look at you."

It lands in her low belly exactly as it had in the living room, only larger. The word that had landed in daylight as a bright heat lands in the lamp-gold dim as a bigger bright heat. The word and the body have agreed in advance.

She is close. She gasps once.

Vee pulls her mouth away.

"Not yet."

Wren's whole body protests once, every muscle, and goes still under Vee's hand.

"I'm going to get something," Vee says. "Stay there."

She gets up. Wren turns her head and watches.

Vee opens the bottom drawer of the bedside table. She lifts out a folded thing: a leather harness, dark, and a dildo settled into it, deep maroon, smooth, mid-size. Not delicate; not cartoonish. The thing has been chosen. She also lifts out a small bottle of clear lube.

She sets the harness on the duvet. She steps out of her jeans, then peels her own tee off in one motion. The first time Wren has seen her bare in this room. Vee's body is freckled across the chest and her breasts are small and her nipples are pink and her belly has the soft horizontal line where a waistband has been. The intimacy of her undressing is uneven on purpose: she is here last and after.

She steps into the harness, settles it, tightens the buckle at one hip. The maroon shape sits at her low belly like a thing that belongs to her. She does it without ceremony, the way a person fastens a belt before leaving the house. The naturalness of the movement is the thing that lands in Wren's body next. Vee has done this before. Vee will do it again. The thing is hers.

She returns to the bed.

"Yes?" Vee asks.

Wren looks at her. The body-yes is total and her mouth catches up an instant later. "Yes. Yes, I want you to fuck me with that."

Vee uncaps the lube and warms it on the strap. She climbs back over Wren. The first pressure is at her, the head of it slick and blunt and slow, and Vee's eyes are on her face the entire entry. Vee gives her an inch. Pauses. Gives her another. The stretch is exactly enough to be felt and not too much to be wanted. Vee bottoms out in her slow and stays. The stretch holds. Wren feels her body open around the length of the maroon at Vee's hip, every inch of it, and the opening is its own answer.

Wren breathes out long. The fullness of it is a different fullness than the two fingers from before. It is shaped like a person being inside her. Vee's eyes stay on her face. Vee's free hand moves up and cups her jaw, thumb at the corner of her mouth.

"Okay?"

"Yes."

"Good girl."

Vee starts to move. Her hands brace either side of Wren's head; her mouth comes back to Wren's throat. The pace is slow and exact, the way her mouth had been at the door, and her hips are unhurried. Wren's legs come up around her and Vee's hand slides under her thigh and lifts it higher and the angle goes deeper and Wren makes a sound she had not planned.

"Look how desperate you are," Vee says into her ear, even, almost pleased. "Look at you."

The word lands in the agreed place and it is hotter than her body has earned permission for, and her body takes it anyway, because the permission has been given on the couch in the daylight and her body knows.

Vee fucks her slow for a long minute. Then faster, the rhythm shifting under Wren's ribs. Then slow again. The variation is its own kind of holding. Vee's mouth moves from Wren's throat to the line under her ear and her breath is warm there and her voice is low. "Look at you taking it. Such a good girl. So wet around me I can feel you." The words land where they have been agreed to land. Wren's thigh muscles tighten around Vee's hips and Vee's hand at her thigh adjusts the angle a quarter of an inch and the angle goes deeper. The hand at her hip is not pinning her, exactly; it is holding her in the shape of being taken. The strap inside her is being moved by a person who has been listening to her body for an hour.

The fingertip arrives small. Vee's free hand moves down between them, the lube slick on her fingers, and one fingertip rests, warm, at the rim of Wren's ass. No pressure to enter. The touch sits there. Wren's gasp is involuntary, half pleasure, half the surprise of an attention being placed exactly there.

"Okay?"

"Yes."

The fingertip stays. It does not push in. It is present the way a hand on a low back is present in a kitchen.

Vee's hips do not change rhythm. The fingertip and the strap and the mouth at her throat and the hand at her thigh become, briefly, the same thing. Wren is being touched in four places at once by the same intelligence. The chapter in her body of what it is to be designed by another person opens a door she did not know had been built.

She is climbing again. Vee feels it; Vee's whole pace recognizes it. The mouth at her ear: "Mine."

The word lands in her ribs and she is gone.

Her body arches once and the cry rises in her throat and Vee's hand lifts, fast and exact, and lands across her mouth, palm warm, fingers light, and the cry breaks against Vee's palm and stays inside the room. Vee's hand stays one breath, two, three, and the orgasm moves through her in waves she can feel in her thighs and her belly and the back of her neck. The strap is still in her, still moving, and the contractions of her body around it lengthen the orgasm and she is making sound against Vee's palm she cannot hear over her own pulse.

Vee lifts her hand at exactly the right second, when the cry has gone soft, when what is left is breath.

"Good," Vee says. "Good girl. Good girl."

She slows. She stops moving. She stays inside her, holding, the way you let an instrument sustain its last note.

After a long minute she pulls out, slow. Wren makes a small empty sound she does not try to hide.

Vee sits back on her heels and unbuckles the harness at her hip and lifts the strap off, careful. She sets it on a clean section of the duvet near the foot of the bed. She lies down beside Wren and pulls her in and Wren is folded into the warm bare side of her.

For a long stretch neither of them speaks. Wren can feel Vee's heart through her ribs. Her own body is loose in a way that surprises her, even now, even after the first night had taught her the shape of after.

Vee gets up after a while. She comes back with water, a tall glass of it, and sits on the edge of the bed and helps Wren up onto one elbow to drink. Wren drinks the whole thing. Vee sets the glass on the bedside table beside the small ceramic dish.

She slips back into the bed and gathers Wren in and her hand moves up and down the long line of Wren's back, slow, the way her mouth had moved.

"You did so well," she says, into Wren's hair. "You did so well."

"Mm."

"How's your body?"

"Good. Soft." Wren tries another word and it comes out before she has approved it. "Used."

Vee's hand pauses for one beat at the small of her back, then resumes.

"Good," she says. "Good."

Vee kisses the top of her head. "Anything sore?"

"A little. Good sore."

"Mm."

Vee's hand keeps moving up and down her back, the same slow line. After a minute she adds, soft, "You went somewhere quiet at the end. Are you back?"

Wren considers. "Yeah. I'm back."

"Take your time. There's no clock here."

The lamp is on across the room. The curtain has gone full dim. Somewhere a refrigerator hums in the kitchen. Vee's chest rises and falls under her cheek.

After a long minute Vee says, "Stay here a second."

She gets up again. This time she does not go to the bedside drawer. She crosses the room to the low dresser against the far wall and opens the top drawer. Wren turns her head and watches. Vee lifts out a length of something. Black, narrow, the gleam soft in the lamp light. Velvet ribbon, about the width of a finger.

She comes back to the bed and sits on the edge.

"Give me your left hand."

Wren gives it.

Vee takes her wrist gently and lays the ribbon across it and ties it with a small bow at the inside of her wrist, snug but not tight. The velvet is warm from the drawer and the knot is exact. Vee tucks the ends of the bow under the loop so they sit flush against her skin.

Then she lifts the wrist to her mouth and kisses the bow once, soft.

"Wear this," she says. "When you touch it, you know I am thinking about you."

Wren looks at her wrist. The black against the inside of her arm where the skin is paler. The bow small and neat. The shape of her own hand, the same hand it has always been, with a thing on it now that has been placed there by another person on purpose.

"Okay," she says.

Vee smiles. She lies back down and gathers Wren in and Wren tucks her face into Vee's collarbone and her left hand comes to rest on Vee's chest with the ribbon between them, against Vee's bare skin, the velvet warm on both sides.

She will wear it home tomorrow. She will wear it under her sweater tomorrow night when she eats dinner alone. She will wear it Monday under her work blouse. She will wear it Wednesday on a phone call. She will wear it every day this week and the next, and when she touches it absently in the middle of an afternoon, it will be a small bright fact at the inside of her wrist.

She closes her eyes.

She does not sleep immediately. Vee's breath slows beside her, evens, gentles. Vee falls asleep first. Wren stays awake a long minute longer, listening to her, the rise and fall of Vee's ribs against her cheek, the warm flat plane of Vee's chest. Her left hand on the velvet bow.

The shape of her own hand. The same hand she has had her whole life. The hand that drove the car for two years and held the wheel at ten and two.

The same hand, with a ribbon on it now, that someone else has tied.

She lets her eyes close.


CHAPTER 6

The week is the ribbon and the absence and the ribbon.

On Monday Wren wakes up with it on her wrist and her hand goes to it before she has opened her eyes. She showers with it off, dries herself, ties it back on with the small bow on the inside of her wrist exactly where Vee tied it. At her desk she touches it once during a Slack stand-up and once again on a call with the agency PM who is asking after the typography pass on the building photograph. By Thursday she has touched it without meaning to so many times that the velvet has begun to soften where her thumb keeps finding it. Vee texts in the evenings. The texts are warm and short. The texts do not need to do much; the ribbon is doing the work.

The touch is small. The body response is not always small. Twice this week she has had to set her elbow heavier on the desk because the velvet under her thumb has pulled up, without warning, the warmth of Vee's fingers inside her from the Saturday before, and the warmth has gone low and stayed, and her body has had to be told to come back to the typography.

Tuesday is a long day at the office where she keeps the ribbon under her sleeve for a client call and feels its absence-as-presence the whole hour. Wednesday at lunch she walks to the corner and stands in the cold and pushes her cuff back and looks at the ribbon as if to confirm it is still there. It is still there. She pulls the cuff back down and walks the half block back. Thursday she takes a shower and washes her hair and sits on the edge of the tub with her wrist on her knee and dries the bow with a corner of the towel because the velvet had gone a shade darker in the steam.

By Friday she catches herself in the bathroom mirror with her left wrist held up to her face and the ribbon under her nose, and she lowers her hand and laughs quietly at the small private thing of it. Her body has become a person who carries something. Her body has become a person who is being thought about. She is not always sure which order those two facts go in, only that they have arranged themselves into a fact that holds her up through the workdays.

Saturday afternoon is the long slow climb of getting ready. The plan is the bar at seven; the booth is Vee's choice. The underwear is Vee's choice too, a soft black pair Vee left in Wren's drawer on the Sunday morning after the negotiated scene, with the tag still on, the way a person leaves a key. Wren puts them on slow. The cotton sits where it sits. The fact of being asked to wear them is its own warmth, and the fact that no one but Vee will know is more of the same warmth.

She had not opened the package on Sunday. She had opened it on Tuesday night, in the lamp light, with the tag still attached, and had looked at the small folded thing in tissue paper for a full minute before lifting it out. The tag had a price on it she would not have spent on herself. The cotton had been chosen by a person who knows the shape of her body in ways Wren has only recently learned a body can be known. She had set the pair on the dresser top and looked at it and put the lamp out and gone to sleep. The pair had waited on the dresser the rest of the week.

She stands in front of the dresser mirror with the rest of her clothes still on the bed and looks at the black against her hip and thinks about the woman who chose them in a store and then folded them and left them in a drawer that was not hers. The arrangement of objects in her own apartment has been quietly altered by a person who arranges things for a living. The underwear is in her drawer. The water glass from the first night is still on her nightstand because she keeps not putting it in the dishwasher. The toy box is back under the bed. The ribbon is on her wrist. The shape of her own apartment around her body has shifted by an inch in every direction, and the inch is Vee.

She picks a top with three-quarter sleeves that show the ribbon without making it a costume. Jeans. Boots. One quick check in the full-length mirror by the door. The ribbon is the only thing in the outfit that is doing any heavy lifting; the rest of her is dressed like she is going to a bar with a friend on a Saturday night.

Her phone lights with Vee's text. Coming up the block.

Wren steps out into the cold.

The bar is six blocks down. She walks them quick, not from cold so much as from the small bright fact of being on her way to a person. The streetlights are on. Her breath is short white in front of her. The ribbon is hidden inside her coat sleeve and she can feel it against her wrist the whole walk, a warm small fact under the wool.

Vee meets her at the door, in a dark grey wool coat Wren has not seen, hair pinned back loose, the same blue at her eyes as the first night. Vee kisses her at the corner of her mouth, once, the kiss of a person who knows there will be more later if there is going to be more.

"Hi," Vee says.

"Hi."

Inside is dim and warm and busy enough to hide a conversation in. The booth Vee leads her to is in the back corner: leather banquette, low table, a small lamp with an amber bulb. The shadows have been arranged. They are the kind of shadows a person who looks at light for a living would pick. Wren's first architecture-recognition of the evening lands quiet: the booth has been chosen.

Vee slides in across from her. Looks at her.

The first glance goes to her wrist.

Vee's eyes find the ribbon at the inside of Wren's left wrist where it sits against the table edge, and the smallest soft thing happens at the corner of Vee's mouth — not a smile, the precursor of a smile, an acknowledgment.

"Hi," Vee says again, quieter, as if for the ribbon.

Wren feels her face warm. She turns her wrist a quarter so the bow shows and then turns it back.

The server comes. Vee orders a cocktail with no fuss. Wren asks for a glass of the red on tap.

"How was your week?" Vee asks.

"Long. Good. The agency thing." Wren shrugs once. "I touched this a lot."

She lifts her wrist an inch off the table.

"Did you."

"Yeah."

"Good."

The drinks come. The conversation moves. Vee asks about the agency client; Wren asks about a building Vee has been looking at; the talk has the small bright competence of two people who have done the harder talking already and now get to do the easier kind. Wren feels how different the easier kind is when it sits on top of the harder kind. She feels how the easier kind goes deeper into her than it used to.

They talk about a movie Vee saw mid-week and the way the cinematographer had treated interiors. They talk about a coworker of Wren's who had cried at a stand-up because the new feature was being killed. They talk about Vee's coffee place and a new pastry. The talk is the kind of talk Wren has had a hundred times across a hundred tables, except none of those tables had been across from a person who had said the word "mine" to her seven days ago in a bedroom with a velvet ribbon being tied around her wrist. The same shape of talk, with a different weight inside it. Wren keeps catching the small bright weight of the difference and turning it over and putting it down and picking up her glass.

She likes the texture of it. She had not known there would be this part. The hour of two people who had been specific with each other in daylight last week now being ordinary with each other across a low table on a Saturday night. The ordinary is a part of the dynamic she had not been told about in advance and is figuring out by being inside it.

Halfway through the first drink Vee's hand finds her thigh under the table.

Wren's face does not move. She takes a small sip of wine. The hand rests, warm, the palm flat at the top of her thigh through her jeans, and stays there. Vee's other hand is on her own glass. Vee's voice is the same volume it has been for fifteen minutes.

"Tell me about the weekend," Vee says.

"You're the weekend."

"Mm." A small smile. The hand on her thigh moves, just an inch, settles again. "Try again."

"I went to the grocery on Sunday." Wren keeps her face flat. "I made soup. I read. I wore this."

Vee's hand lifts and reaches across the table and turns Wren's left wrist over and brushes her thumb across the bow once, in plain view. To anyone at the next booth it is a small affectionate gesture between two friends. To Wren it goes through her like a key in its lock. Vee's hand returns to Wren's thigh under the table.

"Good girl," Vee says, mild, like it is a sentence she would say in a bar to anyone.

Wren's face stays flat. Her body does what it has learned to do at that phrase. The small bright heat lands at her low belly and stays there, sealed inside the dim of the booth, invisible from any of the three other tables in line of sight. The fact of it being unseen is a part of the heat. The fact of being looked at by Vee in a room where nobody else can read what is being said to her is a thing she has not had a name for before. She finds she can carry it. She finds she likes carrying it. She takes another small sip of her wine and the warmth in her belly stays where Vee put it.

The second drink. The conversation drifts toward the small things that have been happening in their respective weeks. Vee tells a story about a contractor with a measuring tape and a strong opinion. Wren laughs. Vee's hand on her thigh slides up a quarter of an inch and stops at the seam at the inside of her leg.

"You are wearing what I asked you to wear," Vee says, quiet, just for her, leaning a fraction closer across the table.

"Yes."

"Mine," Vee says, into the small bright pocket between them, soft enough that the server walking past does not hear.

The word lands in her ribs. It lands the same way it landed in the daylight on the couch. It lands the way it landed in the gold-dim of the bedroom. The word and her body have agreed in advance, and they keep agreeing. She is in a bar in a city on a Saturday night with twenty other people, and she has been claimed in a half-syllable across a low table, and nobody in the room knows except her body and the woman across from her. The privacy is a different room inside the public room. The privacy is bigger than the public.

She takes a sip of her wine. Her face does not move.

Inside her face not moving, she is aware of the cotton Vee chose against her, of the small wetness under it that has been there since the second drink, of the body-memory of Vee's mouth and Vee's hand and Vee inside her in another room a week ago that her body has been keeping near the surface all evening. The hand at her thigh stays an inch below where the memory is loudest, and the inch is the thing.

Vee's hand at her thigh stays.

Her phone buzzes face-up on the table beside her glass.

Wren glances down out of habit.

The lock screen lights with a name she has not seen on her lock screen in eleven months.

Sarah.

A two-line preview: can we talk?

The bar's amber light goes flat for half a second. The booth's leather goes too cold. Her thumb is already moving. She swipes the notification away before she has decided to. The screen goes dark. She turns the phone over. Face-down on the table.

The heat in her low belly does not vanish, exactly. It goes somewhere else inside her. It tucks itself behind a different door. The room she had been in with Vee, the small private bigger-than-the-public room, has a third person standing in it now, and the third person is the name on a screen. The third person does not belong here. The third person belongs in a part of her that has not been opened since last October.

She puts her hand on her glass.

Vee is mid-sentence about the contractor.

Wren makes the sound a person makes when they have been following a story. She smiles in the right place. She picks up her glass.

Vee's hand on her thigh holds steady for three more sentences, and then it lifts.

It does not lift fast. It does not lift in a way that makes a thing of it. It lifts the way a hand lifts when its owner has noticed a small temperature change in the body it is touching.

Vee finishes the story. She drinks. She does not ask. She watches Wren over the rim of her glass for one second longer than a conversation requires, and then she lets her eyes go elsewhere.

Wren's body labors to stay in the booth. Her body labors to keep the conversation in the booth. She asks Vee a question about the contractor. Vee answers. They are doing the easier kind of talking again, except the weight under it has gone wrong, and Wren can feel that Vee is feeling it too. The talk goes through the motions for ten more minutes. Wren finishes her wine. Vee finishes her cocktail. Neither of them suggests a third.

"Should we get the check?" Vee says, a few minutes later.

"Yeah."

The check comes. Wren pays half before Vee can offer. Vee lets her.

Outside, the cold is fast and clean. Wren pulls her coat closed at her throat. Vee orders a car. The car comes in three minutes. They sit in the back with Vee at the far window and Wren at the near one and the radio playing low.

Vee does not put her hand on Wren's leg.

The driver takes the long way around the park. Wren watches the dark trees and tries to put her body back where it had been before the phone buzzed, and the body does not go. The body has gone into a smaller quieter room. The phone is in her coat pocket, face-down still, weight against her hip.

She does not look at it.

Vee, beside her, looks out her own window. She does not reach across. Vee's profile against the streetlights is calm. Vee is not punishing her with the distance, Wren can read that clean. Vee is keeping company with the version of her that has gone elsewhere by not insisting on the version that has not.

At Wren's building Vee pays the driver. They climb the three flights. Wren unlocks her door and Vee follows her in and Wren takes her coat off and hangs it on the hook and her phone is in the inside pocket and she does not transfer it to anything. She leaves the coat on the hook and turns and Vee is right there, close, hand coming up to the side of her face.

"Hi," Vee says, soft.

"Hi."

Vee kisses her. The kiss is the smaller version of last Saturday's kiss; it has the same intention but a hallway-light's worth of it. Vee's hand slides down to Wren's waist and pulls her forward against her. Wren's body does what bodies do when a person they want kisses them. Her mouth opens for Vee. Her hand goes to the back of Vee's neck.

It is the right kiss and the wrong room.

She is not in the kiss. She is in the coat pocket on the hook three feet behind her. The kiss is happening to a version of her that is one room over. Her mouth knows what to do because her mouth has learned what to do, and Vee's mouth is doing the careful intentional thing it had done a week ago in the daylight, and her body is meeting it without her, and the gap between her body's meeting and her arriving is exactly the size of one unanswered text on the inside of a coat pocket three feet behind her.

Vee feels it. Vee's mouth slows. Vee's hand at her waist eases. Vee lifts her mouth off hers and does not step back; her forehead rests one inch from Wren's, her hand stays at her waist. She breathes once, slow.

"You're somewhere else," Vee says.

Wren swallows.

"We don't do this when you're somewhere else."

It is the smallest sentence. It is also the chapter's whole architecture.

Wren's eyes prick. She does not let it become anything.

Vee does not ask her what is wrong. Vee does not ask her where she is. Vee waits one beat for Wren to volunteer, which is its own kindness, and when Wren does not, Vee accepts it and steps back a small step and takes Wren's hands instead. Both hands. The hand with the ribbon and the hand without.

"Come here."

She walks Wren three steps into the living room and sits down on the couch and pulls Wren down beside her and folds her in. Not into a heat scene, not into anything that has a name. Into a holding. Wren's face against the wool of Vee's coat — Vee did not take her coat off; the wool is rough on her cheek — and Vee's hand is on the back of her neck, slow, and the other hand is at the small of her back.

They stay like that.

Wren's body relaxes in a way her mind cannot. The relief of being stopped is a real relief and it is also a kind of grief. Vee will not take her tonight, and she is glad, and she is sorry. Both at once.

The wool of Vee's coat smells faintly of cedar, the cedar of the stairwell of Vee's building. The arm at her back is steady. Vee's chest rises and falls slow under her cheek. The lamp on the side table is the only light in the room and it makes a small warm pool around the couch that does not reach the corners of the apartment. The corners of the apartment have gone too large. The space between Wren and the kitchen is too long. The space between her and the coat hook is too short.

She could tell Vee now. The thought arrives clean and complete. She could lift her head off Vee's chest and tell her, in five small words, that Sarah had texted her at the bar, and the saying would be small, and Vee would receive it, and the room would adjust around the fact of it the way Vee's rooms adjust around facts. She could tell her now.

She does not tell her.

The not-telling is the size of the unanswered text. The not-telling has its own shape, sitting in her chest beside her ribs. The not-telling is a small private object she is going to carry for some number of days. She does not have a name for it yet. She does not have a reason for it yet. She only has the fact that her mouth does not open.

After a long minute Vee's hand at the back of her neck stills. She kisses the top of Wren's head, once.

"I'm going to head home tonight," Vee says.

"Okay."

"Text me tomorrow."

"Okay."

Vee gets up. Wren follows her to the door because the choreography of someone leaving requires both bodies. Vee takes her face in both hands at the door and looks at her, eyes on hers, the look an arm's length of itself.

"You're okay," Vee says. It is not a question. It is a statement of fact she is leaving in the room for Wren to find.

"I'm okay."

Vee kisses her at the door. The kiss is a real kiss; it is the kiss of a person who is not punishing her for the hallway kiss that did not work. The kiss says, without saying, that Vee is leaving because she loves her well enough to leave, and that the leaving is not a withdrawal.

Then she opens the door and is gone, and the door clicks softly closed, and the apartment is quiet.

Wren stands in the entry for a long second with her hand on the door.

She walks to the coat hook.

She takes the phone out of the inside pocket of the coat. She holds it in her palm. She presses the side button.

The lock screen lights.

The notification is still there. The same two words from earlier.

She taps it.

The thread opens. The most recent message before this is from eleven months ago: Wren's last text in the thread, the day she had left, two lines about a key being on the kitchen counter and where the spare phone charger was. Then nothing. Then, this evening, ninety-three minutes ago: the two words.

She looks at them for the length of one long breath. She tries to imagine what Sarah would even want to say after eleven months. She tries to imagine what she would say back. Her mind goes to a kitchen counter in another apartment and a key on the counter and a charger she had walked back to retrieve at the door. The kitchen counter is not a useful place to think from. She does not let her mind go further in.

She does not type.

She locks the phone.

She sets it face-down on the kitchen counter.

She stands in her own apartment with the lamp on and the ribbon on her wrist and Vee's wool coat smell still in the entry and the empty space where Vee had been three minutes ago, and she does not let the breath out yet.

Her thumb finds the ribbon. The velvet is soft. The small bow is exactly where Vee tied it a week ago in a different bed in a different apartment with the lamp at the bedside making a different warm pool of light, and her thumb finds the bow and the bow says what it has been saying all week, which is the small fact of being thought about by another person, which is its own kind of company, which is bigger and smaller than what is sitting on the kitchen counter face-down behind her.

The apartment around her has not changed shape since she stepped into it. The lamp is on. The radiator clicks once, then again. Outside her window the streetlight is still the streetlight. The shape of the rooms is the same shape it has been for eleven months. Only she has changed shape, and the way the rooms hold her has changed shape with her, and now the room is too large in a way only this version of her can feel.

She does not let the breath out.


CHAPTER 7

Friday evening at Vee's, after dinner, after the dishes. The lamps are low. The radiator is doing its small noise in the corner of the living room. Wren is on the couch with her knees drawn up under her and a glass of water balanced on the arm. Vee is in the armchair, half-turned toward her, a tumbler of something amber in her hand. The plates are clean and put away.

The conversation has been careful for an hour.

It has been careful in a way that is the same kind of careful Wren has been doing since Saturday at her apartment. Vee is matching her. The matching is itself a kind of attention. Wren can feel that Vee is being careful with her on purpose, and the carefulness is its own small acknowledgment of the thing they are not talking about, and the acknowledgment is making the room smaller.

After a long stretch of nothing, Vee sets her glass down on the coffee table. Sits forward. Her elbows on her knees.

"What was off last Saturday."

Wren's hand tightens on her glass.

"Nothing was off."

"Wren."

"It was fine. We were fine."

"You weren't there. After the bar. You were somewhere else and I asked you and you said you were fine and you weren't."

Wren looks at the floor.

The shape of the lie is sitting in her chest like a small cold animal. She had carried it through a workweek. She had carried it through six days of texts. It is sitting on her tongue and she cannot get her tongue to open around it.

She gets her tongue around it.

"Sarah texted me. At the bar. While we were sitting there."

Vee's face does not move. She nods once, slow, the kind of nod that is not agreement but receipt.

"She said can we talk? Three words. No period. I swiped the notification. I put the phone face-down. I didn't tell you. I haven't replied. It's been a week."

Vee sits back a fraction in the armchair. She picks up her glass and does not drink from it.

"Why didn't you tell me."

"I didn't want to make it into a thing."

"It became a thing the moment you decided to hide it."

"I didn't decide to hide it. I just." She tries the sentence again. "I just didn't say it."

"Same thing."

"It isn't the same thing."

"It is the same thing. Wren." Vee's voice has not gotten louder. It has gotten more exact. "I read it off your body in a bar. I read it off your body in your hallway. I left your apartment without staying because something was wrong and you would not tell me what. I have been waiting all week for you to tell me. I was waiting tonight. You waited until I made you."

"I didn't."

"You did."

Wren puts her glass down on the side table beside her. Her hand is unsteady. She presses both palms flat against her thighs.

"I wasn't going to lie to you."

"You were lying to me by leaving it out."

"That isn't the same as lying."

"It is the same as lying, in this. We talked about this. You said you wanted to trust me with it. You said it in my living room with our clothes on. And then the first thing in your life that asked you to actually do that, you didn't."

"I didn't know what to say about it. I still don't know what to say about it."

"You could have said, 'Sarah texted me. I haven't decided what to do.' That is two sentences. You had a week."

Wren is quiet.

Vee sets her glass down. Hard. Not slamming. Set down with the precision of a person who is trying not to slam.

"If you're going to keep deciding what I get to know, this isn't actually what you said you wanted."

The sentence sits in the room.

It sits in the room for one long second and then for another.

Wren watches Vee's face change. The change is small. Vee does not flinch. Vee's mouth opens to say something else and closes. Vee has heard herself. Vee's eyes go to the coffee table and then to Wren and then to the coffee table again.

"Wren —"

"No."

"I shouldn't have said that. Wren, I shouldn't —"

"I know."

"Let me."

"I'm going to go."

Wren stands up. Her legs work. Her hand finds her coat on the back of the chair where she had hung it. She puts it on. Vee is on her feet too, in the middle of the living room, hands at her sides, watching her.

"Wren. Please."

"I can't right now. I'm not going to make it worse. I'm going home."

"Let me at least apologize."

"No."

She does not look at Vee's face. She cannot look at Vee's face. She walks to the door. Vee does not follow her. Vee stands in the middle of the living room and lets her go, which is the only correct thing Vee can do, and Wren registers that as a small bright fact at the back of her mind even as she is opening the door and closing it behind her and going down the cedar-smelling stairwell three flights.

She gets a car at the curb. She does not speak to the driver. She watches the streets go past and the streetlights go past and her left hand at her wrist is moving, slow, the thumb across the bow of the velvet ribbon, and she does not stop it.

The driver takes the long way around the park. Wren does not correct him. She watches the dark trees and the dark grass and the few yellow windows of the apartment buildings on the far side and she counts the windows because counting is a thing she can do with her mind that is not the sentence Vee said. She counts to nineteen. She loses count. She starts over. She does not start crying. The crying is sitting somewhere behind her sternum and is not coming up yet, and she does not push it up, because the driver is a stranger and she is a person who does not cry in front of strangers and she would like to keep being that person tonight.

---

Her apartment is the wrong size.

She puts the coat on the hook. She walks past the kitchen. She does not turn on the kitchen light. She sits on the couch in the dark with one lamp on across the room and stays there.

She does not cry. She tries once, against her will, and the tears do not come. There is no room in her chest for tears yet. The cutting line is taking up all the space.

She tries to read. She picks up a book from the coffee table. She reads the same paragraph four times and puts it down. She turns on the television. She turns it off. She lies down on the couch with her face pressed against the cushion and stays there for a long time with her eyes open.

The clock on the kitchen wall ticks.

She thinks about Vee's face when Vee heard herself. The small change at the eyes. The mouth opening once and closing. Vee had known the second she said it. Vee had not been trying to wound; Vee had been trying to be honest, and the honest thing had come out as a different and worse thing, and Vee had heard the difference at the same second Wren had. That is its own kind of fact.

She thinks about what Sarah's text would actually mean to answer. To type back. To say what. To say she's with someone, that she's sorry, that they don't need to talk. To say nothing for another week. To say something neutral that opens a door she does not want to open. None of the options are clean. All of them require deciding what to do with a person she had been with for two years and then had not been with for one. She tries to imagine sitting across a table from Sarah. The image will not come. She has not been imagining it for eleven months, and her imagination is out of practice.

At some point she gets up and walks to her bedroom and lies on her bed with her clothes still on. The ribbon is on her wrist. Her thumb finds the bow. The bow is exactly where Vee tied it.

She knows two things, sitting there in the dark with her shoes still on.

The first is that Vee was right. About the lying-by-leaving-out. About what she said in Vee's living room with their clothes on. About all of it.

The second is that Vee should not have said the sentence Vee said. Both can be true. Both are true. They are sitting in her chest beside each other and not canceling each other out, and that is the new part, that is the part of being a grown person she has been learning, that two true things can sit in the chest at once and not make each other untrue.

She lies in the dark with her shoes still on and lets both true things sit. After a long time she gets up and takes the shoes off and sets them by the bed and lies back down. She does not get under the blanket. She pulls one corner of it over her hips.

She does not sleep for a long time. The streetlight outside her window is the streetlight outside her window. The radiator clicks. The clock ticks.

She sleeps shortly before dawn.

---

She wakes at nine to a soft knock at her door.

For one second she is sure it is the upstairs neighbor about the mail. Then she is awake and she knows.

She gets up. She has slept in her clothes. Her face in the bathroom mirror is the face of a person who has slept in her clothes. She washes her face. She runs water through her hair with her fingers. She does not let herself decide whether to open the door before her hand is on the door, and then her hand is on the door, and then she is opening it.

Vee is in the hallway in a navy sweater Wren has not seen and the same jeans from last night, with two coffees in a cardboard tray in her hands. Her hair is loose. Her face has not slept much. Her eyes go to Wren's face and stay there.

"I'm not asking to come in. I'm asking if you'll come down."

Wren looks at her.

"It's cold out."

"I have your coat right here." Vee lifts a chin at Wren's coat hook visible behind her. "If you want."

"Come in."

Vee steps in. She does not move past the entryway. She holds out one of the coffees. Wren takes it. The cup is hot through the paper.

"Kitchen," Wren says.

They walk into the kitchen. Wren leans against the counter where she had set the phone down a week ago. Vee leans against the opposite counter, three feet away. The coffee is between them in their hands.

For a long beat nobody talks.

"I shouldn't have said what I said," Vee says. "I want to say it again outside of the room I said it in. I shouldn't have said it. It wasn't true. The thing I was actually angry about was that you didn't trust me with the harder thing, and I turned it into a sentence that said you weren't doing the dynamic right, which is not at all what I meant and which is the worst thing I could have said to you. I'm sorry."

Wren nods.

"I hid it," Wren says. "I knew I was hiding it on the couch when you were holding me. I almost said it then. I didn't. I should have. I'm sorry."

"Okay."

"I didn't know what I wanted to do with the text. I still don't. I'm going to reply something small. Probably a no. Probably this weekend. I should have told you that a week ago."

"Yeah."

They drink coffee.

After a while Vee says, "My sister called this morning. She told me I was being an ass."

Wren laughs once, dry, surprising herself.

"She was right."

"Yeah."

A pause.

Vee sets her coffee down on the counter beside her. She holds her hands in front of her and looks at them and then looks up at Wren.

"I want to tell you something I should have told you sooner."

"Okay."

"I am good at being the one in charge. I have been the one in charge for a long time. With other people, with myself, with most rooms I am in. I want to be the one in charge with you and I am. But I am not only the one in charge. I also need to be held sometimes. I have not been good at asking for it. I have been pretending I do not need it. Last week, when you went somewhere else, part of what made me leave was that I could not figure out how to be the one who needed something from you when you were not all there. I went home and I sat with it and I let it become anger instead of asking. That is a thing I am working on. I wanted you to know."

Wren is quiet for a long beat.

"Okay."

"Okay."

"Thank you for saying that."

"Yeah."

They stand in the kitchen with their coffees. The clock ticks. The radiator clicks. The morning light through the kitchen window is clean and unsorry, the kind of light a person can survive a Saturday morning inside of.

Wren takes a sip of her coffee. It has gone the temperature of room. She does not put it down. She holds it because her hands need something to do. Vee's coffee is sitting on the counter beside Vee's hip. Vee is not drinking from it either. They are two women in a kitchen holding objects.

For a while neither of them speaks. The silence is not the silence of after a hard conversation that has gone wrong; it is the silence of after a hard conversation that has gone right and is being allowed to settle. Wren has not been inside this kind of silence with another person in a long time. She had forgotten the texture of it. The texture is not heavy. The texture is the texture of two people in a room who have each said the harder thing and are both still in the room.

After a long time Wren sets her coffee down on the counter behind her. She walks the three steps across the kitchen. She lifts a hand and puts it on Vee's face.

Vee almost flinches. Almost. The almost is visible at the small muscle at the corner of Vee's jaw. Then it is not a flinch, and Vee's eyes close once, slow, and open again.

Wren's hand stays at Vee's jaw. The skin under her palm is the skin she has not been allowed to touch since Friday night. Her thumb moves once across Vee's cheekbone, the way Vee's thumb has moved across hers. Vee's mouth parts a fraction. Wren's own breath shortens once. The hunger arrives at the front of her chest and at the low place between her hips at the same time, and the hunger is not asking permission.

"Come to bed with me," Wren says. "Let me have you."

Vee looks at her for a long second.

"Are you sure?"

"Yes."

Vee nods.

---

The bedroom is the warm sideways light of a Saturday late morning. Wren has not made the bed. The blanket is half-pulled where she had gotten up. She does not stop to make it.

She takes Vee's hand. The hand is warm. The hand is Vee's hand, the hand Wren has had on her face and her thigh and her hip and her mouth, and Wren has not held it like this before, palm to palm, with herself the one leading the walk. She walks Vee out of the kitchen, down the short hall, through the bedroom door. Vee follows her, half a step behind, her hand soft in Wren's. The bedroom door is open. The bed is unmade. The afternoon light is sideways through the window in long warm stripes across the duvet.

She sits Vee down on the edge of the bed and stands in front of her. Vee looks up.

Wren takes Vee's face in both hands. Bends and kisses her. Slow. The way Vee had kissed her in Vee's bedroom a week ago last Saturday. The way she has been kissed and has wanted to know the inside of.

Vee's hands come up and Wren catches them by the wrists and lays them in Vee's lap.

"No," Wren says, soft. "Let me."

A small bright thing happens in Vee's face. It is half surprise and half something else. Vee's mouth opens to say something. Then Vee laughs, once, a real laugh, low in her chest, a laugh Wren has not heard before. Vee's hands stay in her own lap.

"Okay," Vee says.

Wren takes the navy sweater off over Vee's head, slow. She folds it once and sets it on the chair by the bed because Vee is a person who would fold a sweater. Vee's tee underneath is plain grey. Wren takes that off too. The grey tee has been against the skin Wren is about to put her mouth on; she sets it on the chair with the sweater and the tee falls open in a soft pile of two layers and she takes a second to look at it because she has not been at the receiving end of looking at Vee's clothes in a pile she made. Vee's bra is plain black. Wren reaches behind her and unhooks it one-handed and takes her time at it. She slides the straps down Vee's arms slow, watching the small downy hairs at Vee's shoulder go up under the friction of the strap. Vee is bare from the waist up in the warm sideways light, freckled across the chest, the freckles Wren had memorized a week ago coming back into her sight now under her hands instead of under Vee's tee.

Wren stands and looks at her for one second longer than is strictly necessary, the way Vee had looked at her on Vee's bed in Vee's apartment, and the looking is its own small claim. Vee's mouth is slightly parted. Vee's eyes are dark.

She kneels on the floor between Vee's knees. She puts her mouth at the side of Vee's neck where she has wanted to put her mouth for two weeks. She kisses there, slow. Vee's hands flex once in her lap and stay.

Wren's mouth moves to Vee's shoulder. Then to her collarbone. Then to the small soft hollow at the base of her throat. Then to her sternum. Then to one breast, slow, mouth at the nipple, soft and warm, and Vee's breath catches once and goes back to the slow.

Vee tries again, half-reflex. Vee's hand comes up to Wren's hair, gentle but with the shape of wanting to set the pace. Wren takes the hand and brings it back down and sets it on the duvet beside Vee's hip and looks up at her.

"Let me," she says again, quieter still.

Vee swallows.

"Okay."

Vee's eyes are on her. Wren can see her trying. She can see Vee deciding, second by second, to receive. The deciding is part of what is happening. The deciding is part of what Wren is getting to give her.

Wren goes back to the other breast. Then down. Her mouth on Vee's belly, on the soft line where the waistband sits. She undoes the button of Vee's jeans. Slides the zipper down. Lifts Vee at the hips and slides the jeans and the black plain cotton beneath them down together and off and onto the chair with the sweater.

Vee is naked on the edge of the bed in the warm light.

Wren stays kneeling. She puts a hand on each of Vee's knees and spreads them slow. Vee's breath does a small thing and steadies.

She puts her mouth at the inside of Vee's knee. She moves up. The skin of the inside of Vee's thigh is freckle-pale and the small downy hairs at the inner thigh stand up under her breath. She takes her time.

At the top she pauses. She looks up. Vee is looking down at her, eyes wide, lips parted, the navy of her eyes gone darker in the late-morning light.

Vee's gaze drops to Wren's left wrist, where the velvet ribbon sits at the inside of Wren's wrist against Vee's bare thigh. Vee's eyes go back up to Wren's face.

A small bright thing happens in Vee's face again, larger this time.

Wren puts her mouth on her.

Vee's whole body does a small involuntary thing and then Vee's body releases and Vee makes a sound: a quiet one, low in her throat, not a moan, not a cry, the sound of a person letting a held breath out. Her hand finds the duvet beside her hip and grips it.

Wren takes her time.

She finds the shape Vee's body wants. She follows it. She is patient. She does not edge and she does not deny. She gives. Vee's hips lift once into her mouth and Wren puts her hands on Vee's hips and presses them gently back down to the bed, and that small motion, that small care-as-control, is the moment Wren feels Vee fully arrive in her own body. Vee's breath gets shorter. The hand on the duvet tightens. The other hand has found Wren's hair, lighter than reflex, not setting the pace, just held there.

Wren keeps going.

Vee comes quietly. Wren feels it against her mouth before Vee makes a sound. The contractions are small and steady and Vee's hips press up once into her mouth and the hand at the back of Wren's head presses gently and Vee makes one soft low sound that is not a name and not a word, just a length of breath shaped like yes, and Wren stays with her through it. The orgasm is small and large at once. It is the kind of orgasm a body has when a body has been allowed to receive without having to direct what was being given.

Wren stays at Vee a moment after. Her cheek against the soft inside of Vee's thigh. Vee's hand in her hair, slow, the same slow Vee uses on her.

After a long beat Wren lifts her head and crawls up the bed beside Vee. Vee turns and pulls her in and they lie on their sides with Vee's face against Wren's collarbone. Vee is shaking slightly. Not crying, not breaking down. The body's shake of a system that has been held tight for a long time and is letting one inch of the tightness go.

"Mine," Wren says, into the top of Vee's hair. Just the one word. The word coming back the other way for the first time.

Vee's breath stutters once against her chest. Steadies. Vee's arm tightens at Wren's waist.

"Yes."

Wren strokes Vee's hair. Slow. The way Vee has stroked her hair on a Saturday in another bed in another apartment in another light.

After a while Wren slides out from under her, gently. "Stay there."

She gets up and walks naked to the kitchen and gets a glass of water from the tap and walks back. She sits on the edge of the bed and helps Vee up onto one elbow. Vee drinks half of it. Wren sets the glass on the bedside table. Lies back down. Pulls Vee in again.

The afternoon light is starting to slant. Vee's face stays against her collarbone. Vee's hand has found Wren's left wrist and is touching the velvet ribbon, slow, the thumb across the bow, the way Wren has been doing all week, the way Wren had been doing in the back of the car last Saturday night.

They stay like that for a long stretch. Wren can feel the exact moment Vee's breathing changes into the slower breathing of a person who has been held into a different state. Vee does not sleep, exactly, but Vee's body lets one more inch of the held-tight go. Wren strokes her hair, slow, and does not stop. She had not known her own hand could be this steady at this. She is learning, in real time, what her own hand is for. The learning is a quiet thing under her sternum and she does not say it out loud.

The radiator clicks. The light through the bedroom window has gone gold. The blanket they did not pull up is still folded at the foot of the bed. Vee's hand on the ribbon, slow, the thumb across the bow, over and over, the way a person handles a small object that has come to mean something. The bow is exactly where Vee tied it, and Vee is the one touching it now, and that is a fact Wren will keep.

After a long time Vee says, into her collarbone, the smallest sentence:

"I needed that."

Wren rests her cheek on the top of Vee's hair.

She lets the breath out.


CHAPTER 8

Dinner is done. The dishes are done. Vee washed; Wren dried. Vee handed her each plate the way Vee hands her everything, placed, not rushed, and Wren took each one and put it on the rack and the small domestic shape of it sat under her sternum the whole time.

She had brought the box.

She had set it on the low table by the door when she came in, an hour ago, the cardboard square neither hidden nor announced, and Vee had looked at it once with the corner of her mouth and said, "You brought your homework," and Wren had said, "You said it was tonight," and Vee had said, "I did," and then Vee had handed her a glass of wine and the box had gone unmentioned for an hour and the un-mentioning had been its own slow heat.

The box is still by the door.

Wren is on the wet-sand couch in the long room with her wine glass half-full beside her on the side table. Vee is in the armchair angled to the couch, her bare feet on the rug, her own glass on the floor beside the chair. The two tall windows are dark; the room is lamp-lit from the floor lamp behind the couch, soft and low. The radiator clicks in its quiet pattern.

It is Day 30. It is Sunday. She has worn the ribbon at her left wrist for twenty-two days. She replied to Sarah on Wednesday. One line, I'm sorry, I'm not in a place to do this, I hope you're well. Nothing has come back, and the not-coming-back has been a quiet thing she has stopped checking for. The phone is in her bag on the chair by the door. The phone is not on her mind.

What is on her mind is the box by the door and the look Vee gave it when she came in. The box is the box that Wren has been carrying out of her apartment for the first time. The leaving-with-it had been its own small recognition: the box does not live at her apartment any longer; the box has become a thing she takes places. She had stood in her kitchen with the box in her arms for one quiet minute before she had gone down to the car.

She has not been drinking the wine, exactly. She has been holding the glass. The hour at Vee's apartment has been an hour of slow heat she has not had to do anything to keep. Her thighs are aware of themselves under the denim. The look Vee just gave the box, the half-second one with the corner of her mouth, has tipped the heat from a held thing to a moving one.

Vee picks up her glass from the floor. Takes a small sip. Sets it back down. Looks at Wren over the small distance.

"Truth or dare."

The words land in the lamp-lit room exactly the way they had landed the night of her birthday in another lamp-lit room at the end of another evening. The same two words. The same lift at the second one. Vee said them then to set the shape; she is saying them now to recognize how far the shape has come.

Wren feels it under her sternum.

She could pick truth. She had picked truth in another lamp-lit room a month ago and the picking had moved her sideways into a country she had not known had a coastline. She is not going to pick truth tonight. Tonight she is going to choose the room she lives in now and the choosing is going to be deliberate. She makes Vee wait one beat.

"Dare," she says.

Vee smiles. The smile is the smile of a person who already knew the answer.

"Yours or mine?"

Wren has not been asked that before. She thinks about it for the length of one breath.

"Mine."

Vee lifts her eyebrows. The corner of her mouth lifts with them. "Go on."

Wren keeps her voice level. The leveling takes work; she is glad to do the work.

"I dare you to take me into the bedroom."

The room is quiet. Vee's eyes do not move off Wren's face.

"All right," Vee says.

She stands. She comes around the low table and crosses the small distance and puts a hand at Wren's jaw, thumb on one side, fingers on the other, the way she had the night of her birthday, the way that does not have to squeeze to hold a person still. The hand is exactly the temperature of the room. Wren's pulse moves once against the inside of her own throat.

"Bring your homework."

Wren stands. She walks to the door and picks up the box. The cardboard is the same cardboard. The weight is the same weight. She has carried it in her arms across a city in a rideshare for this. She follows Vee down the short hall toward the bedroom and her own bare feet on the wood floor are quiet and her arms around the box are steady.

The bedroom is dim and prepared.

Vee has thought about this. The bed is turned down; the duvet folded at the foot in the long clean cement line Vee folds with. The reading lamp is on, low. The linen curtain is drawn fully now over the dark window. The dresser's top drawer is open one inch. Beside it on the dresser is a small white box Wren has not seen before, no bigger than her palm, set squarely on the wood. On the bed itself the strap-on lies along one edge of the duvet, harness folded back, the deep maroon dildo set neatly beside it. There is no surprise in any of it. Vee has put each thing where it goes.

Wren sets her box on the floor beside the dresser. The two boxes, hers and Vee's, beside each other on the wood floor. She looks at them once and then looks at Vee.

Vee says, "Take the lid off, please."

Wren does. The silk sashes. The ball gag. The wand. All three still wrapped in the soft cotton Vee wrapped them in three weeks ago. Wren lifts them out and sets them on the bed beside the strap-on. Now everything is in the room. Nothing is hidden.

Vee comes to her and lifts the hem of Wren's tee. Wren raises her arms. Vee draws the tee up and off and folds it once and sets it on the chair by the bed. The same way Wren had folded Vee's sweater last Saturday in Wren's own bedroom. Wren registers the echo and Vee's mouth tilts at one corner; Vee registered the echo too.

Vee undoes Wren's jeans. Slides them off. Folds them. Adds them to the chair.

Vee takes off her own sweater. Her own jeans. Sets them on the chair beside Wren's. Both of them are bare now, in lamp light, in Vee's bedroom with the door closed. There is no asymmetry tonight. The asymmetry of dressed-and-undressed had been the shape the negotiated scene took three Saturdays ago, and the asymmetry had been the right shape then; tonight is a different shape and the bareness on both sides is the marker.

Vee takes Wren's face in both hands. Looks at her. The check-in script is the next thing. Wren feels it coming and is not afraid of it; she has answered these three questions twice before and the questions have held both times.

"Do you feel safe?"

"Yes."

"Do you feel excited?"

"Yes."

"Do you know what to do if you don't feel safe or you need to check in?"

"Yes."

Vee nods. Then she walks Wren back to the bed and sits her on the edge of it and kneels on the floor between her knees and looks up. The looking-up from below is a thing Vee has not done before. Wren's stomach goes hot.

"This is the ritual now," Vee says. Her voice is quiet. "You know it. We're going to do some of it again. We're going to do some of it new. You're going to say what I tell you to say."

"Yes."

"Tell me you want me to control you."

The phrase is exact. The night of her birthday. Wren's mouth knows where this one goes.

"I want you to control you, control me."

The slip is small. Vee smiles, just the corner. Lets it pass.

"Tell me you want to be helpless to whatever I choose to do to you."

"I want to be helpless to whatever you choose to do to me."

"Tell me you want me to fuck you."

The phrase from three Saturdays ago. The phrase Vee asked her permission to use first. Wren's body knows this one too. The body's knowing is part of the giving.

"I want you to fuck me."

"Tell me you trust me with this."

"I trust you with this."

"Tell me you won't come until I let you."

The catch in Wren's throat is the same catch from her birthday night. She gets it out a little easier this time. "I won't come until you let me."

Vee waits. The wait is one full beat, two. The next phrase is one Wren has not been asked to say.

"Tell me you're mine."

The room goes quiet around the sentence. Vee's hands are on Wren's thighs, warm, settled. Wren looks down at her and the lamp light is in Vee's hair and Vee's eyes are on Wren's face and Wren says it the way a person says the simplest true thing.

"I'm yours."

Vee's hand moves up to the inside of Wren's left wrist. Touches the bow of the ribbon. Does not untie it.

"Good girl," she says, low. "Lie back."

Wren lies back. The duvet under her shoulder blades is the duvet she remembers. Vee picks up one silk sash from the bed. Takes Wren's left wrist; loops the sash once, twice; ties it slow to the bedframe. The knot is the knot Wren remembers. Vee does her right wrist next. Then sits back on her heels and looks at her.

"Ankles?" Vee says.

"No."

"Tell me why."

Wren has to think. The reason is in her body before it is in her mouth.

"I want to be able to move."

"Good."

Vee leans down and kisses her. The kiss is slow. Vee's mouth is unhurried, the way it had been the first time her mouth had ever been on Wren's, the way it has been every time since. Vee's hand at Wren's jaw, thumb at the soft place under her ear. Vee's other hand on Wren's belly, flat. The kiss goes long.

Vee's mouth at Wren's throat then. Her collarbone. The hollow at the base of her throat. Vee's hand on Wren's breast, the thumb across the nipple slow, and Wren's hips shift up off the duvet and Vee's free hand presses them gently back down. Care-as-control. The hand stays.

Vee's mouth at her other breast. Then down. Belly. The soft line where the waistband sits. Then lower. Vee's mouth at the inside of her thigh, the place that bruised three weeks ago and has long since faded. Vee kisses the place where the bruise had been. Wren has not told her where the bruise was. Vee remembered.

Vee's mouth on her. The first contact is warm and slow and exact. Wren makes a sound. Her hands at the silk pull once and the silk holds. Vee's tongue is patient. Builds and waits. Builds and waits. Wren's hips lift again and Vee's hand presses them down again and the pressing down is itself a small held heat in her belly. Twice Vee brings her to the edge with her tongue. Twice Vee lifts her mouth at the second before. Wren's hands at the silk close and open and close again. The silk holds. The body climbs higher each time.

When Wren has been at the edge for two minutes Vee lifts her mouth. Sits back. Picks up the strap-on from the bed and the harness and dresses herself between Wren's knees, deliberate, watching Wren watch her. The deep maroon dildo at Vee's hips is the same dildo from three Saturdays ago. Vee uncaps the bottle of clear lube and slicks the length of it and the slick gleam in the low lamp light is its own small visible promise.

Vee comes back over her. Settles her weight on her elbows. The blunt warmth of the dildo at Wren's entrance. Vee waits. Looks at her.

"Yes," Wren says.

Vee pushes in slow. The first stretch is the stretch Wren has been wanting in her body since some hour during the week she did not name. She takes it. Vee waits, watching her, until Wren's breath has settled around the fullness. Then Vee begins to move.

Vee's pace is unhurried. Vee fucks her slow and steady, knowing exactly where to be, knowing what Wren's hips do under her now. Wren's hands at the silk are not pulling. The silk is just the thing she is held to. Her body opens to the pace.

This is not the body she had brought to the first scene. The body she had brought to the first scene had needed to be coaxed open one careful question at a time. The body she has tonight knows what it is doing. The body she has tonight is meeting Vee's pace and feeling the meeting. The body she has tonight is at home in this room.

After a long minute Vee braces on one elbow and brings her other hand down and her fingers find the place beside the dildo and Wren's clit and the slick warmth there. The pace stays. The fingers move in small slow circles. Wren makes a sound she has not been giving herself.

"Good," Vee says, low. "Take it."

Vee's fingers slick lower for a moment. Slick at the rim of Wren's ass, light and brief, just the fingertip. A recognition more than an act. Wren's body opens once around the touch and Vee's fingertip leaves and is at her clit again, slick now, and Wren's breath hitches and the build is there and the build is real.

"Look at me," Vee says.

Wren looks at her. Vee's face above her is steady and dark-eyed and present, and the pace stays slow, and Vee's fingers stay slow on her clit, and Wren feels the orgasm build under Vee's hand the way a wave builds under a boat. She does not have to do anything with the wave. The wave is being made by Vee's hand and by Vee's hips and by the fullness inside her and by the way Vee is looking at her, and Wren's job is to look back and to let the wave be made.

"Now."

Wren comes. The orgasm is large and clean and her hands at the silk close and her hips lift up against Vee and Vee fucks her through it, slow, the fingers steady, the pace unbroken until the contractions soften, and then Vee stays inside her and lays her own forehead against Wren's and breathes.

For a long moment neither of them moves. Vee's weight on her is solid. Vee's breath is at her temple. Wren's own breath is loud in her ears and then quieter and then quiet. The lamp light has not changed.

Vee lifts up.

"I have one more thing."

The line is quiet. It is the quietest line Vee has said all night. Wren's eyes find her face.

Vee withdraws from her, slow. Sits back on her heels. Undoes the harness with the unhurried hands she undoes everything with. Sets the strap-on on the side of the bed. Then she leans up and undoes the silk at Wren's left wrist, first, and Wren's left hand falls free to the duvet beside her hip, and Vee takes the freed wrist between both her hands and looks at Wren.

The velvet ribbon is at the inside of the wrist. The bow is exactly where Vee tied it twenty-two days ago.

Vee's thumb finds the bow.

"This has done its job," she says, soft. "I'm going to take it off."

Wren swallows. She nods.

Vee undoes the bow. Slow. The ends of the ribbon slip out from under the loop the way they had slipped under it three weeks ago. Vee unwinds the velvet from Wren's wrist. The ribbon comes away in a small black coil in Vee's palm. The skin under it is the skin under it. Slightly paler, faintly indented where the velvet had pressed for twenty-two days, the small subtle ghost of the wearing.

Vee sets the ribbon on the bedside table beside the lamp. Wren watches her do it. The ribbon lies there, soft, black, retired. Wren's wrist on the duvet is bare for the first time in three weeks and she does not have the word for what she feels at that bareness, only that there is one. The bareness is not loss exactly. The bareness is the space a thing leaves when it has finished doing what it was for. Vee's thumb is on the inside of her bared wrist, slow, the warmth there a small held promise.

Vee gets up and crosses to the dresser. Picks up the small white box. Comes back. Kneels at the side of the bed.

She opens the box.

Inside the box, on a small folded square of pale linen, is the bracelet.

It is a fine silver cable chain. The links are small and clean. The clasp is a tiny lobster claw — the kind that requires a thumbnail and a fingernail working against each other, the kind that requires two hands, the kind that requires another person. The chain is short. It is meant to sit close at the wrist. It is meant to stay.

Vee lifts it out of the box. The chain catches the lamp light. Vee takes Wren's freed left wrist in one hand and lays the bracelet across the inside of it, and then she works the clasp closed with both her hands while Wren watches her do it.

The clasp clicks softly.

Vee lets Wren's wrist back down to the duvet. The bracelet sits where the ribbon sat. The weight is felt without being heavy. It is the weight of a thing that knows it is there. It is the weight of an object that has been chosen.

Wren turns her wrist a fraction in the lamp light. The chain shifts against her skin. The links are smaller than her smallest fingernail. The clasp is on the outside of her wrist where she can see it. The clasp is small enough that she had not known clasps could be that small.

Vee looks at Wren's face.

"You don't get to take this off."

The sentence is short. Wren's throat closes once around nothing and opens again.

"Okay."

"Say it back to me."

"I don't get to take it off."

Vee leans down. Kisses the inside of Wren's wrist, once, where the silver lies. The way she had kissed the bow of the ribbon, once, after tying it.

"Good girl."

She undoes the silk at Wren's right wrist. Wren's right hand falls free to the duvet and Wren is unbound and the bracelet is at her left wrist and the room is the room it has been all night.

Wren lifts her right hand. Brings it across her body. Tries to find the clasp of the bracelet with her right fingers. The clasp is on the outside of her left wrist; her right hand can reach the chain but the geometry of the lobster claw, the way the small lever sits, does not open under one hand's fingers. She tries twice. Stops. Looks at Vee.

Vee is watching her.

"That's how it works," Vee says, quiet.

"Yes."

Vee picks up the ball gag from the bed. She holds it up between two fingers so Wren can see it. The same gag from three weeks ago. The leather strap soft.

"One more time?"

Wren feels herself nod before she has decided. The nod is its own answer. "Yes."

Vee comes around and tilts her chin and Wren opens her mouth for the silicone bit and Vee buckles the strap soft at the back of her head. The bit settles between her teeth. The familiar small pressure. The leather warm.

The gag is the gag from her own box. The gag has been in her apartment for years. The gag has been at the bottom of a box under her own bed for years and now the gag is in her mouth in Vee's bedroom. She bought it years ago when she was a different person who had hoped someone would ask the right question. Vee asked the right question. The gag is its own small fact of recognition.

Vee tilts Wren's chin a little to check the fit of the strap behind her head and her thumb passes briefly across the back of Wren's neck and Wren makes a small noise around the bit. Vee's mouth lifts at one corner. "Good." She has fitted the strap exactly the way she had fitted it the first time. The slack is right. The bit is not too far back. The leather is not pulling at the small hairs at the nape. The fit is the kind of fit a person learns to do once and then does the same way every time after, and the sameness of it is its own held promise.

Vee crosses back to the foot of the bed. Picks up the wand from where it had been waiting on the duvet. The white plastic shape Wren has not held in her own hand for three weeks. Vee turns it on.

The rumble fills the room.

The sound is exactly the sound of her birthday night. The sound itself is a callback. Wren's hips lift before the wand has touched her.

Vee climbs onto the bed and settles between Wren's knees. The wand head against her at the angle Vee learned three weeks ago, the exact angle, the angle Wren's body answers to. The vibration drives through her at the lowest setting and Wren's hips push down into the duvet and the silk is gone and her hands at her sides can move freely and they curl into the duvet beside her hips and grip.

Vee fucks her with the wand slowly. Vee's free hand at her clit alongside the wand, then slipping lower, slick fingertips at her ass again, light, brief, the same recognition. Wren's noise around the gag is small and high.

Vee turns the wand up one setting.

Wren's body shakes. The orgasm is already building and it is the slow kind, the kind that grows from the base of her spine up. Her hands grip. Her breath through her nose is loud.

Vee leans up and puts her hand over Wren's mouth, the heel of her palm against the gag, the fingers light at her lips. Sound-suppression. The exact texture from three weeks ago, the same warm palm, the same light fingers, no pressure at the nose or throat. Wren makes a sound under the hand and the hand absorbs it.

Vee turns the wand up one more.

The orgasm hits. Wren comes hard. The contractions are deep and slow and her hips push up and Vee's hand stays at her mouth and Vee's other hand keeps the wand exactly where it is until the last contraction has gone soft. Then Vee turns the wand off. The rumble cuts. The room is the room again.

Vee lifts the wand away. Lifts her hand off Wren's mouth. Wren's bracelet at her wrist is the felt anchor through the last shape of it, the small steady weight at the inside of the bone.

Vee sets the wand on the duvet beside her. Reaches up and undoes the gag strap behind Wren's head. Slides the bit out of her mouth. Sets it on the bedside table beside the ribbon.

Wren's mouth works once around nothing. Vee thumbs the corner of it gently.

"Hi."

Wren's voice comes out half a whisper. "Hi."

Vee lies down beside her. Pulls her in. Wren's face goes to Vee's collarbone and her left wrist comes up between them and the bracelet is between them, silver against Vee's bare sternum, the small clean weight of it.

For a long beat neither of them speaks.

Vee slides her arm under Wren and gets up onto one elbow. "Stay there."

She gets up and walks naked out of the bedroom. Wren hears the kitchen tap. Vee comes back with a tall glass of cold water. Sits on the edge of the bed and helps Wren up onto one elbow and Wren drinks. Some of the water runs down Wren's chin and Vee catches it with the back of her hand the way she had the night of Wren's birthday. Vee sets the glass on the bedside table beside the ribbon and the gag.

Vee lies back down. Pulls Wren in again. Wren's face at Vee's collarbone. Vee draws the duvet up over both of them from the foot of the bed and the duvet is the color of clean cement and it settles warm.

For a long time they do not speak. The radiator clicks in its slow pattern. The lamp light is the lamp light. The room has the after-quality of a room that has been the room of a scene and is becoming the room of after, and the becoming is part of the holding. Wren's hands feel large and alive at the ends of her arms. Her body feels rinsed clean.

Vee strokes Wren's hair. Slow.

Wren's left wrist is at Vee's waist, and the bracelet is at Vee's skin, and Wren can feel where the chain sits between her wrist and Vee. She has not had a word for an object before that her body could find without looking. Her body has found this one.

She thinks about the ribbon on the bedside table. The retired ribbon. The ribbon has done its job. Vee said so. The bracelet is the next thing. The bracelet is the thing that does not come off, not tonight, not tomorrow, not the morning Wren goes home in clothes that have been folded on Vee's chair, not the workweek she will spend with the silver under her sleeve at her wrist where the velvet has been. The clasp opens only with another person's two hands. Vee's two hands. The geometry is the thing.

She thinks about her box on the floor by the dresser. The cardboard one. The one that lives at her apartment that she carried here tonight. She thinks about whether it will go home with her in the morning or whether it will stay on the floor of Vee's room for the week, and the not-knowing-yet is a small bright thing inside her ribs that is not a question that needs answering tonight. The decisions of the morning are the decisions of the morning. Tonight the bracelet is at her wrist and the room is warm and that is enough.

Wren is not going to say the three words. She is not going to say them because the bracelet has said them already and Vee has said them already and saying them out loud would be a smaller thing than what the bracelet is. She knows this; she does not have to test it. The recognition lands quiet under her sternum. Her left wrist is at Vee's waist and the silver is the answer that does not need a sentence.

Vee's hand strokes her hair. Slow. The fingers know where they are.

Wren had wondered, in another lamp-lit room on another Saturday, what to call this person and this thing. She had tried friend and lover and mistake and dom and none of them had fit. She does not need a word for it now. The bracelet is not a word. The bracelet is a fact. The fact at her wrist is the answer the words had been trying to be.

Vee shifts a little and her hand finds the bracelet at the back of Wren's wrist and her thumb passes over the clasp once, slow, the way Wren's own thumb used to pass over the bow of the ribbon. The gesture has crossed over. The gesture is the gesture both of them do now. The recognition lands quiet under Wren's sternum and Wren shifts her face the smallest amount against Vee's collarbone and breathes in once and Vee feels it and breathes out at the same time without thinking, the way two people breathe who have been in a room together long enough that their breathing has learned each other.

After a long time Vee says, low, "How are you doing."

"I'm here."

"Good."

"I'm here."

"I have you."

Wren closes her eyes. Vee's collarbone under her cheek. Vee's hand at her hair. The lamp light low. The duvet warm. The room quiet. The bracelet at her wrist.

Vee kisses the top of her head.

"Sleep."

Wren breathes in once. The bracelet is at her wrist. Vee's hand is at her hair. The room is the room she will live in now.

She lets the breath out.
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