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Content note


This book contains explicit intimate scenes between married adults and one mother-in-law who deserves everything that happens to her. Intended for readers 18+.
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Ninety essays come in every grading week and I read every one of them twice. The first read tells you what a kid wrote and the second tells you what he meant. It's Tuesday, it's dark outside my classroom, and I'm forty-one essays deep in the junior class's takes on Gatsby when I hit the paragraph Danny Kowalski didn't write.

It's a good paragraph. And that's the problem. Danny writes like a golden retriever runs, all enthusiasm and no particular direction, and I've been fond of his sentences since September. You know? The way you get fond of the dog that keeps bringing you the wrong stick. But then, halfway down page two, the retriever sits, folds its paws, and delivers two hundred words on the corruption of the American pastoral that contain a semicolon used correctly and the phrase "the valley of ashes functions as moral geography."

Obviously, kids don't suddenly start writing like this. Kids panic, and panicked kids… let's say 'borrow' to be polite. I know that some teachers run software and have started honor-code paperwork. I suspect that, if I did that, Danny would spend spring semester learning that the school he loves is now keeping a lengthy file on him. So, instead, I take out my red pen and I write in the margin, next to the paragraph he stole: This particular person writes well, but I don't like him as much as I do you. See me Thursday and we'll fix it together.

I guess that's the whole trick of me, if I'm honest. And it isn't the marking. Anyone can mark. Me, though? I can hear who actually wrote a thing. Ninety essays a week for ten years, will do that to you, I guess. A voice gets into your ear like an accent, and when the accent changes mid-page I can feel it before I can say why. It isn't a skill anyone lists on a gala program, but it's mine, I earned it, and, importantly, nobody handed it to me.

Which, in a roundabout way, matters tonight. Because tonight is the gala.

The Founders' Gala is the one night a year Harwick Academy pretends its money is actually about the children. I've been eighteen times, first as the scholarship kid they stood up next to the shrimp table as proof of concept, then as faculty, and now for the last six years as Mrs. Grant Osler, wife of the heir and daughter-in-law of the chair, which at this school is a job title with no salary but considerable overtime.

I know that room before I enter it. I could grade it.

By seven I'm zipped into the green satin Grant said he liked two years ago and hasn't mentioned since, and we drive over in a quiet that might as well have furniture in it. Grant drives with one hand and holds his phone in the other at red lights, and when I ask him who keeps calling him he says, "Nobody. Just the office," which is two answers, neither of which I suspect is true.

"You look nice," he says, at the third light.

"I look like faculty who married up," I say. "It's a specific look. There's a whole rack of it at Talbots."

He laughs, and puts the phone down, and for about four blocks I can almost pretend it's six years ago and I'm the funny, smart one he picked against his whole family's wishes, and I put my hand on his sleeve and he lets it stay there. It's important that, on the drive over, I think I'm still more or less happy. Or, at least, I'm still willing to call it happy, which at year six is nearly the same. Isn't it?

The Academy does the gala in the old assembly hall, which for one night gets to be a ballroom the way I get to be an Osler. Convincingly, but only from a distance, with staff working hard behind it.

I taught third period in this room's balcony annex for two years, and tonight there are men at the door taking coats who nod at me carefully. They're clearly unsure which version of me is arriving, and honestly, I'm about the same.

The hall does what it does every October. There's a chandelier, string lights, and two hundred people in black. There's a silent-auction table where the wealthy can pay four thousand dollars for a weekend that costs eleven hundred.

Eighteen years ago they stood me next to a table like that in a borrowed dress, just fifteen years old, and had me tell a semicircle of donors what the Founders' Award had done for my poor, benighted life. I said my lines to perfection and everyone felt wonderful, and afterward Verna Osler touched my shoulder and told me I was "a real credit." To what, she didn't specify and I've been trying to close that sentence for eighteen years.

I get a glass of the second-tier wine and start the circuit of parents, trustees and the head of school, Pat Loomis, who shakes my hand in both of his like he's checking it for structural damage. Doug Ferris from the community trustees asks me what the juniors are reading and actually listens to the answer, which, as always, puts him in the top percentile of people I like in this room.

Verna finds me by the auction table at a quarter to eight. My mother-in-law hosts this night with the intensity other women host Thanksgiving, and she's in pearls and battleship silk. She takes both my hands in hers, which is how I know something is already arranged. And whatever that something is, I'm not going to enjoy it.

"Dee, dear. We were so proud of the little write-up on the English department. We do think the school leans on you terribly!"

We.

I've been talked to like that since I was fifteen years old and it's never once included me. "It's a good department," I say. "We're cheap and we grade fast."

"You're so funny!" she says and then the doors open for dinner and the room moves on, and that's when I see the seating.

Here's how the head table works at the Founders' Gala, and it's worked this way for the last six years. Verna sits at the center with Grant at her right, me at Grant's right, and then whatever donor needs most warming up next to me. It isn't written anywhere, but then it doesn't have to be.

Tonight, though, the card with my name on it has moved eleven feet, to table six, between the development office and a man who sells the school its insurance. In my place at Grant's right hand there's a woman I've met twice, whose name card says, in the calligraphy Verna pays for, Sloane Whitby.

She's wearing black sequins, and she's wearing the sapphire.

The sapphire is an Osler piece which came over on the Mayflower with somebody's ancestor. It lives in the bank and it only comes out for family. Verna wore it to our wedding and, importantly, I've never worn it. Verna once explained to a whole dinner party that this was because "it wants cool coloring, dear, and it fights warmth," and everyone nodded as if that were gemology and not policy.

Tonight, it's on Sloane Whitby's right hand, and it fits perfectly.

I sit down at table six. Nobody has to guide me there. The insurance man tells me about umbrella coverage and I say words back, and one table away my husband leans in to hear something Sloane says, and doesn't look for me. Not once. Not all night. It would just take one turn of his head, but no. Never. Not for forty minutes. Not for the salad and most of the chicken. The head of my husband doesn't move on its stem.

The insurance man asks what I teach. I tell him juniors, mostly, American literature, and he says he never got Gatsby, all that fuss over a rich man's parties.

"You're closer to the book than most of my students, Mr. Deakin," and he glows, and I decide I like him, and I spend a course of chicken marsala liking him on purpose. And loudly, because it is the only lever within reach.

At the head table Verna is introducing Sloane to the Hartwell donors with her hand at Sloane's back, steering her by the shoulder blade the exact way she steered me the year I was new, and I watch the room take the seating in stride. Everyone takes it as information, which is what it is.

Placement is Verna's native language. She's never needed to say a thing out loud in her life. That's what programs and place cards are for.

Fine. There are speeches. There is a program.

The program is heavy cream card, six pages, the paper better than anything we ever hand the students. Page one, welcome. Page two, the Founders' Award, which I notice has gotten one paragraph and no named recipients this year, and I put a pin in that. Page four is the letter.

A Letter from Grant Osler, Trustee. There's a photograph of Grant from four years ago, when he still had the beard, and under it four paragraphs about stewardship and legacy and how delighted he is to share this evening with the Harwick family.

I've read two sentences when something about the accent changes. Except it doesn't change, that's the thing, isn't it. It's actually wrong from the first line and stays wrong. Wall to wall.

You see, Grant writes the way he talks, in short declaratives that lean left at the start of a sentence, and I think he's said delighted out loud maybe twice in his life, both times about food. Whoever wrote this letter for him loves a dash the way my sophomores love them, three to a paragraph, and with little theatrical pauses everywhere. Whoever wrote this says "delighted to share," says "journey," says "as we look toward the horizon together."

And whoever wrote this used the phrase "a school is a promise kept across generations," which I'm sure I've read before. In fact, I know exactly where I've read it before. It ran in the Foundation newsletter in the spring, in the donor spotlight, over the byline of the development office's new hire…

I look from the letter to the head table, where Sloane Whitby is saying something that makes my husband laugh with his whole chest, the sapphire throwing light beside his wine glass, and I sit very still at table six with the program open in my lap.

And here's the thing I notice even now, even furious. He looks at her the way he looks at anything his mother puts in front of him. Politely, and too long. It isn't hunger. I've seen hunger on that face. Somehow this is worse.

Ninety essays a week and for ten years. I know borrowed voice on sight.

My husband didn't write his own letter. Sloane Whitby did.
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We drive home from the gala with the radio on, which we never do, but I can understand him wanting the radio. It's on so neither of us has to produce a series of words that we well might end up regretting. Grant hums two bars of something more or less incomprehensible at a stoplight and stops himself, and I watch the wipers deal with a drizzle that's barely a proper spattering of rain. I don't even think of saying Sloane Whitby's name. Any teacher will tell you that you don't hand back a paper the same night you catch the plagiarism. You take it home with you. You reread it in the morning. And you make damn sure that your case is airtight, because the ones with the money for expensive lawyers will always ask to see your evidence.

"That went well, I thought," he says as we get home.

"I thought the chicken was dry."

He laughs in almost a relieved way, as he obviously thinks the dry chicken is the worst thing I've brought home with me tonight. Then he goes up and I stand for a while in the kitchen I renovated, drinking a glass of water I don't even want. But then I go up too, past our door and make my way to the guest room at the end of the hall.

Every door upstairs has a keypad. The Oslers had the house done by a security firm the family's used for thirty years and when we moved in, Grant programmed all of them and I let him. At the time, I was happy to do so because it made him happy. The guest-room pad, though, he never bothered with. Nobody ever comes and stays with us, you see. So, it takes me about four minutes with the manual to give it a code of my own (I pick the year I got my first classroom) and I sleep in the guest room with my dress over the chair.

If Grant notices that his wife has changed rooms, he doesn't mention it.

On a Wednesday, I teach. I imagine that some people would find it strange that I just went to work, but I had essays due back and for third period there was to be a vocabulary quiz. I'll say this about my job: the school might be rotten to the bone at the trustee level, but the classroom is the joy of my life.

Grant works late Wednesday. So at nine I let myself into his study, which, technically, isn't breaking in. My name is on the deeds to the house, a fact Verna has never once let me forget she regrets in the most profound way. The Foundation card statements come to the house because they always have, and they sit in a wire basket labeled by quarter. Behind each statement the receipts are clipped in order, because his assistant is better at this than anyone in that family deserves. I take January through September back to the guest room and read them lying on my back on the bed.

It's actually worse than I thought.

The suite is there. The donor retreat. The Pinnacle Shore. Two occupancies, three nights. And the attendee list is there too, because Grant's assistant clips everything. Only two members of staff went to that particular retreat and I'm married to one of them.

Under it, in February, there's Bright & Co. Twenty-three thousand four hundred dollars, coded to donor recognition. I know Bright & Co. It's the jeweler on the block we lived over, our first two years together, back when Grant would come down at midnight to feed the parking meter because I was grading till past one. The invoice says 'resetting.' I guess the sapphire got reset in February. So all of this has been arranged since at least February. Eight months, give or take. And I thought I was confronting an October problem.

My committee binder lives in my school bag, so I go through it to find the Founders' Award pages. There's one paragraph in this year's program, and no named recipients. Last year's shortlist is in the binder, though, the working copy. The one that went around the table, and two names on it are crossed out in pencil and the two names written in above them belong to a development-office donor's grandson and a trustee's niece.

Two scholarship kids got unwritten last spring in pencil.

Down the hall the shower comes on, and I've had six years of that sound. That sound used to be an invitation, you know? There was a whole era of this marriage, when my hearing the water running meant I'd leave a stack of half-marked essays on the ottoman and he'd pull me into the running water with my shirt still on because getting the shirt wet was the joke, and I'd surface with conditioner in my mouth, laughing and his hands exactly where I wanted them. And my body, hearing the water now, doesn't seem to know all of this is now over. Nobody'd told it, I guess. So, I sit on a guest bed with nine months of his credit card statements fanned around me and my skin is voting for the man in the shower anyway. For the heat of him. The weight of his arm across me at two in the morning. But, with an effort, I outvote it. Sure, it takes longer than I'd like. But I manage it and that's everything I have to say about Wednesday night.

Thursday I teach in the morning and then Thursday afternoons are for department work. Before first period, Danny Kowalski comes to my classroom with his essay and the tips of his ears are red, and we have 'the conversation.' He cries a little at the start, then we find the paragraph that's actually his, the one about his grandfather's Buick and the green light at the end of a car lot, and I show him how it's far better than the one he stole. And I say it not because it's a nice thing to say, but because it's true. He leaves with a rewrite due in on Monday and his color looks a little better.

Then, midday, I have lunch with Verna. It's a standing item on the second Thursday of the month, and this is the second Thursday, and we share a table by the window at the club where the waiter brings her the fish before she asks. I could've canceled. I probably should've. But I think I wanted to watch what she'd do instead. Because you can learn a lot from a face, when the face doesn't know the quiz is already graded.

Verna orders for us both and tells me the gala raised a hundred and eighty thousand dollars.

"Gross or net?" I say, but she waves the question away like smoke.

I've been watching that wave for eighteen years. I still haven't seen it answer anything. She talks about the wing. She talks about a trustee's hip. Then she turns the plain band on her own finger and says, "Did you happen to see the sapphire on Sloane at dinner? We had it brought up to size. It sat in the bank doing nothing and I thought, well, it should be on a hand, it should be in the family. Don't you think things ought to be used, dear?"

"I think things ought to be where they belong," I say.

She signs the check for the meal without looking at it and I drive back to school for the department meeting and it turns out I'm early. Which is how the whole thing then happens. You see, the founders' lounge sits behind the head's corridor, just opposite the portrait of the first Osler and is used maybe four times a year. The service door at its back opens onto the hallway to the copy room and it's a door that is old and doesn't latch. Nadia in the history department and I have joked about it for years, that the school's most private room is the one place you can hear from the hall.

At ten past three I'm at the photocopier and I realize that the lounge has voices in it. Verna's voice has dropped most of its sweetness and, I notice, all of its dear. She's mid-sentence when the copier stops, and I don't move.

"...not before the spring drive, that would be clumsy. February. The wing announcement gives us the cover, we fold the departure in behind it, and the story is the family consolidating."

"And Grant's on board?" This is Sloane's voice.

"Grant will be managed. He's soft on continuity, all the men in this family are, it's why the school has four buildings named for the same dead man. The seat on the scholarship committee reverts to development, that's cleaner. It should never have gone to faculty. Then, on the February board cycle, we bring you on, and by graduation the whole arrangement looks ten years old. Nobody will ever remember it being otherwise."

Sloane starts a sentence with "I'm not sure the optics," and doesn't get to finish it. "The optics are whatever I schedule, dear."

"She'll be difficult." Sloane doesn't say my name. I notice that she doesn't say my name and I'm not sure which way to take it. Dismissal? Maybe. Fear? Hopefully. "She's not stupid, you know. Whatever else she is."

"Difficult?" Verna repeats and then laughs. "Dee has always been so useful, dear. But that's never been the same thing as belonging."

The copier finishes behind me, and I stand in the hallway of the school that taught me everything, holding warm paper against my chest. I've had eighteen years of training in this, haven't I?

February. The departure folded in behind the wing. The committee seat reverting. You. Brought on.

Eighteen years of sitting quietly in rooms where I wasn't wanted. And writing down exactly what I heard. Verna taught me that herself, more or less.
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On Friday morning I succeed in writing two letters before seven o'clock, which I suspect must be some kind of personal record.

The first one goes to Pat Loomis making clear that I'm resigning my seat on the scholarship committee effective immediately, and noting that whether I sign next year's teaching contract in March will depend on what this school turns out to be. The second one I leave on the wire basket in Grant's study, where I know he'll find it, eventually, because it's the one place in that house he always looks. It tells him that I know about the Pinnacle Shore, and that I'll be at Carol's.

That's the whole letter. I guess after ten years of grading other people's overwritten dross, you learn a little something about getting to the point. He was still asleep when I slipped out. I took one bag, my school bag, and left the dress still over the chair in the guest room. Funnily enough, I find I don't much care what happens to the dress.

I teach my morning classes, because the collapse of everything I thought was important to me isn't their fault. The third period asks if I'm okay, or one girl in third period does, Priya, who is empathetic and tends to notice the smallest details. I smile and say 'I'm fine' and lumber them with silent reading. Clearly, nobody believes me but equally nobody pushes it. Sometimes that's the best deal on offer in a room full of sixteen-year-olds.

Loomis calls me in at lunch. He's a little gray around the mouth and my letter is on his desk, turned face down. He asks if there's anything he can possibly say or do to change my mind. I tell him there isn't. He suggests, ever so carefully, that I might want to consider taking some leave. I fix him with my firmest glare and tell him I'll be teaching to the end of term because the juniors have midterms and I'm not doing that to them. He looks like he's going to argue, but then he shrugs and looks away. Pat's not a bad man. He just knows who pays for the roof over his head.

The rest of it happens by phone over the course of about four hours.

The first to call me is Marty Kessler. He rings me at two and on my cell, whose number I never gave him. He's Verna's personal attorney and has a voice like a warm bath. I find myself grimacing as he uses my first name four times in the first minute. He's "sure I understand how much strain this season puts on everyone." He's sure "this is an emotional overreaction that nobody needs to remember in a year."

Emotional overreaction?

I write both words on my blotter while he talks, because someday I'll want to remember all of this exactly.

Then, at four, I get an email from Sloane Whitby herself. The subject line is "Thinking of you," and attached, with no cover note explaining why she of all people should be the one sending me this, a severance framework and a confidentiality agreement, offered, and I'm quoting now, "as a kindness during a difficult time."

Who knew? NDAs are a kindness!

She's been in that development office eight months and she's already sending exit paperwork? As I read over it, the timing gives me pause. Paperwork this polished by four o'clock on the day I resigned suggests that it existed before the resignation did. Despite it all, you really do have to admire the thoroughness of the betrayal, if nothing else.

And then Grant is in touch, at six, when he finally lands on the note. He calls, and I answer, because I'm at Carol's by then and I answer mostly so she'll stop looking at me like that.

He does his best to explain.

Apparently, it isn't what I think. The retreat was booked by the office. The whole suite thing was a mix-up with the block booking. And I know that his mother moves pieces around and he should've said something at the gala about the seating arrangements. He knew at the time and he almost said something. Almost, but, well, I know Verna. I do indeed.

What he doesn't say is her name. For eleven minutes of self-serving bluster, he never once says Sloane Whitby's name. I cannot help but feel that he does this the way I'd keep my hand off a stove I know full well is on.

"Come home," he says, at the end. And there's almost a note of pleading to his tone. "We can fix this."

"Who's we?" I say, and he doesn't have an answer ready. I'd honestly have taken almost anything as a response. Even a 'you and me.' Even 'I will.' But no. He cannot even manage that. So I hang up and sit down at Carol's kitchen table, and eat a mountain of spaghetti with my sister, topped up by her terrible parmesan from the green can. And the saddest thing is that it's the best meal I've had in about a year.

I know that Carol's spare room used to be her sewing room, so there's a half-finished robe on the back of the door that's missing a belt loop, and a daybed, and a lamp with a pull chain. I don't remember coming to bed, but now it's eleven and the lamp is off.

My body wants my husband.

I'm utterly furious about it, if that helps. And I've been furious about it since Wednesday. You'd think the mind would circulate a memo, you know? Attention all departments, he let them take your seat! For all I know he's fucking that blonde in the development office. And his damned mother's in on the whole thing! But, alas, biology doesn't read memos. My body is reading years of primary sources, and lying in my sister's sewing room in a T-shirt I've had since college, what my body is currently finding relevant is the following. The weight of him settling behind me at night, like a book falling open to the page it's been broken to. And then the feel of him going hard against my back, unhurried about it, as if his cock kept different hours than the rest of him. Then his hands, those big, careful and warm hands, taking my wrist and turning it over so that he can put his mouth on the inside of it, right on the pulse. He'd hold it there, not going anywhere, just letting me feel my own heartbeat against his mouth until I was the one who moved first.

It was always me who moved first. I used to think that was me winning.

I'm not so sure anymore.

In the dark of my sister's sewing room, my hand goes where his mouth used to, and then it goes elsewhere. I let it and think about him. Him specifically, which is the problem right there. Grant Osler. My actual husband, from his-sleeves-rolled-up-and-the-shower-on era. Then my mind goes to one particular Saturday about four years ago, when I was trying to grade and he took the pen out of my hand.

"You can mark me down instead."

That was, objectively, a terrible line and I'd laughed at him, then he knelt down in front of the couch and was wonderfully patient. A man with slow hands and all morning. My thighs over his shoulders and that little hum he'd do against my pussy like he was thinking. Like I was something he was working out, and he'd stay there through my first one and then just keep going, greedy in the least hurried way, until I was pulling his hair out with both hands and swearing in a voice I don't use anywhere else.

I realize I'm wet remembering it, which feels disloyal to myself. I press my fingers inside anyway.

And there's something about doing it here, in my sister's house, that turns me seventeen again. I'm in this room with my ear half-cocked for footsteps in the hall, with one knee up under a quilt our grandmother made. I'd spent years in rooms like this learning to come without making the bed creak, and it turns out that's like riding a bike. The body keeps every skill you ever taught it. It just refuses to learn the new ones, like stop wanting him.

I use two fingers, moving slowly in and out, the way I like, which Grant knew and understood. My clit's not interested in the pragmatics of the current situation. My whole skin's gone busy, with that delicious racing feeling, and my nipples are tight against a T-shirt that's grown far more texture than it'd had an hour ago. Every inch of me is wanting to be next. Then I catch sight of myself in the dark of the sewing room window, with one shoulder out of my T-shirt, hair wrecked, knees apart under a wedding-ring quilt, and my hand moving between them, fingers shiny and unembarrassed. I keep my eyes on that version of me for a minute, this stranger with her fingers in her own cunt having the worst week of her life, and something about watching her come helps.

I let the memory run. His mouth. His hands on my thighs, holding them open. That hum. And the way he'd slide two fingers into me right at the point where I'd started swearing, curled just so, and then hold them still, dead still (the absolute bastard!) until I was the one who moved. It was always me who moved first.

I ride my own hand in a twin bed and I'm so keyed up it's closer to pain than pleasure, and being quiet doesn't come so easy now. I have to bite a groan back, breath racing through my nose, the heel of my hand grinding against my clit, and when I come it's hard and long and angry. My teeth grind together, my other hand gripping my sister's flannel sheets like a railing, his name locked behind my lips where it can't do any more damage.

I lie there and let my mind come back down from wherever it went.

And then I do it again. Slower this time, and with no memory invited. It's just me and my own hands watching the window-woman with her crazy hair, and my second orgasm rolls through in a long, low and almost sad way, and I let it be as sad as it needs to be.

Afterward the room is very quiet. I don't cry. I'd planned to, sort of. That is to say that I'd budgeted for it. But the tears don't come. What does instead, and I can't tell you why, is that I wipe my hand, turn the lamp back on, and pull my school bag onto the bed. Then I open the committee binder and review the evidence of my betrayal again.

The spring packet's in the back. This is the one development sent when the committee asked why the Founders' Award was pausing disbursements. There's a pledge schedule in it. I study it for a while. There's four point one million dollars in campaign commitments there. At least, that's the number they say they gave us. That's the number that made two scholarships wait. But behind that schedule somebody's clipped the supporting commitment letters.

I start reading them at midnight. By the third letter I stop, and I go back, and I read the second one again.

I've read this paragraph before. Not one like it. This one. With the same clauses, the same order, right down to a comma splice I'd circle on a sophomore's draft. These are from two different donors, on two different letterheads, and with two different signatures. But it's the same paragraph.
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Saturday morning, Carol goes to the farmers' market, so I get to take over her kitchen table. By the time she's back with tomatoes I've turned it into something that I imagine would frighten even a district attorney. She stands in the doorway with her bags of goodies and looks at the piles of paperwork and says, "Should I ask?"

"I'm just grading," I say, and she nods slowly, and puts the tomatoes down somewhere else.

But I'm doing more than just grading. I read every commitment letter in the spring packet the way I'd read a stack of suspect essays. I look through them in different orders, and with a pencil I don't let touch the originals. I keep the originals clean because someday somebody with a subpoena might want them, and I keep three copies of everything because, well, because I'm me.

The twinned paragraph I noticed turns out to have a sibling. There are actually three letters that share it, especially now I know its shape. Two are word for word, and the third's been dressed up a little, with its clauses shuffled about, and a "deeply" swapped in for a "truly." It's basically the way a lazy junior rewrites his own opening after you've handed it back to them and said try again. A single somebody wrote one paragraph of donor enthusiasm and then issued it to three different rich men to use as they like.

Then there's the letter from Howard Marsh. He was an alumnus of the old school and had given the library its atlas stand. I know exactly when he died because we flew the flag at half-mast and Loomis read an awkward remembrance at assembly. That was back in March. Which makes his confirmation of his hundred-thousand-dollar campaign pledge dated April pretty impressive…

And then there's the issue with the handwriting, because I'm pretty sure that the pencil that crossed two scholarship kids off last year's shortlist was one I recognized. I've got eighteen years of Verna's hand in my own head in margins of agendas and notes on minutes. Lovely idea, dear written diagonally across one of mine. That little g she makes, just like a fishhook. It was her pencil. I was probably even sitting at the table while she did it. I may even have been talking at the time…

On Sunday I type it all up. There's fourteen pages of it and they're all tabbed. The suite. The folio. The attendee list. The resetting invoice. Twenty-three thousand four hundred dollars of donor recognition currently sitting on Sloane Whitby's right hand. The paused Founders' Award against the doubled gala budget. The plagiarised paragraph in three letters. The pledge from a man who'd been dead five weeks when he supposedly confirmed it. And the shortlist edits, with the fishhook g.

I make sure that I don't write one adjective in the whole document. I've read enough student essays to know that adjectives are what you reach for when you're worried you might not have the goods. And I absolutely had the goods.

Carol reads it over on Sunday afternoon with her hand covering her mouth.

"Dee! This is insanely serious! What're you going to do with it?"

"I don't know yet," I say, which I'm surprised to realize is true. "But I think somebody will."

It's dark when the doorbell rings, and it's raining again. I know who it is before Carol even checks the window, because I know the sound of that engine. I know it just the way I know his handwriting. She looks at me and then we both look at my report dossier on the table. After a beat, I go to the door myself, because my sister shouldn't have to bounce my husband for me. Plus, I think she'd enjoy doing it a little too much.

Grant is on the porch and is looking terrible. There's a part of me that's ashamed of how glad I am about that. And I'm pretty ashamed of the other part too. The bit of me that takes in his wet hair, two days of stubble, the good gray sweater I bought him, and reports back that my husband is, unhelpfully, still a beautiful man.

"Dee!" he says. "Can I have five minutes?"

"You had eleven on Friday."

"I know." And then he does something I haven't seen him do in years, which is stand before me with nothing prepared. The rain is getting into the porch light and is making everything grainy, and he's close enough to me that I can smell the rain on him. Under it is the warm cedar that is just Grant. It's that which I've gone looking for on his side of the bed at three in the morning, and I feel my whole body lean toward my husband without any authorization.

"I went through the basket," he says. "The statements. I saw what you saw."

"No," I say. "Let's not play that game. You saw it in February, Grant. And now, in October you saw me see it. Those are two very different things."

He looks away from me and out into the rain. And here it is, the thing I'd been half hoping for all the way down the stairs: he's broken. All the way through. But, I realize, it changes nothing. Because broken is just a feeling, and feelings were never the point of all this.

"When you have something to say in your own words," I tell him, "I'll listen."

I close the door gently, which is actually far harder than slamming it. Then I stand with my back against it and my hand on my stomach like I'm holding something burning in, and Carol very kindly pretends the kettle needs her full supervision.

And then, in bed, later, it starts all over again.

I let it. More than let it. The lamp goes off and the T-shirt comes off, all of it this time, and I lie back already soaking, already open, with my hips restless before I've laid a hand on myself.

And this time I talk. Softly. The room's dark and the house is asleep and there's nobody to perform for. But I hear myself anyway, whispering to a man who's eleven miles away and doesn't deserve my lust. You want five minutes with me? Here's what you'd have gotten, if you could be trusted. One hand takes my breast and rolls the nipple slowly and the other goes down and my fingers spread my pussy wide and just hold there, the cool air of the room on wet skin, because that was his move too. Making me wait with everything on display until I said something filthy enough to earn his tongue.

I say it now. Out loud, to nobody. The exact words. My own voice saying suck my clit into the dark of a sewing room, and my hips come up off the bed for a man who isn't there.

Then I stop being patient. Because he isn't there and I can do what I want. Two fingers forced in deep, where I need them, fast in and dragging slow on the way out, and the heel of my hand grinding down hard, and I let my knees fall wide and work my cunt the way nobody else but Grant knows I like. My breathing is loud and I'm wet enough that I can hear the movement, hear what he'd hear, and that sound alone spikes me even more. My clit's swollen painfully against my palm and my thighs have already started that fine tremble. I pinch my nipple hard like he would and the jolt goes straight down the wire, and I'm close.

I'm so close it's already started being a countdown. I can feel the whole thing gathering, that first pull, right there, his name already forming in my mouth, and this time I don't bother locking it up. This time I want the room to hear it.

But then the reel jumps its track.

Instead of his mouth between my legs I'm back at the gala. His head, not turning. Forty minutes of the back of my husband's neck while the woman wearing a sapphire made him laugh, and the anger arrives like somebody flipped every light in the room on at once.

My fingers stop, with me seconds from the edge. Everything is gathered, everything ready, and I just… stop. The body that's been outvoting me all week has finally read the memo. I lie there mid-climax with my fingers still inside me and nowhere to go. I'm wet and furious and stranded. I'm so keyed up my skin hurts, and the wave just sits there, refusing to break, and then, insultingly, it packs up and leaves.

I could finish anyway. I know how; I've had years of practice and two warm-ups this week. But I don't. I take my hand back off the best orgasm I didn't have this year, and I lie there throbbing and undone about it, because this is the first time in six years that thinking about Grant Osler has turned me off.

I'm not even sad about it.

Monday I teach. Everybody knows something happened and nobody knows what, so the copy room goes quiet in a new key whenever I walk in. Somebody's put a bud vase on the staff room table with one carnation in it, which could mean anything or nothing at all, and Priya hands in her essay two days early with a sticky note that says have a good week Mrs. O. Nadia leaves a coffee on my desk and doesn't ask, which I suspect is Nadia's whole theory of friendship. It's a good one.

Doug Ferris calls at four, while I'm still in my classroom. He's a community trustee, a retired lumberyard owner, and a man who actually listens.

"I hear you resigned the committee," he says. "I hear a couple of other things too. I don't love what I hear."

"I have fourteen pages explaining why," I say. "For someone who might want to read them."

There's a long pause. Long enough that I find myself wondering how brave he really is. "There's three of us filing for a special meeting tomorrow morning," he says. "I've read the bylaws twice. Verna can't refuse it out of hand, she can only schedule it. Here's the reason why I'm calling. Will you come?"

"I resigned, Doug. I'm not on the committee anymore."

"Bylaws let us call one witness," he says. "I checked. You'll come as ours."

I tell him 'yes' before I can build a reason not to.

I'm still holding the phone when it buzzes again in my hand. This time it's a voicemail. I didn't even hear it ring, or more likely she called while I was on with Ferris, which would be very like her. Verna has never, not once in eighteen years, enjoyed being second in a queue.

I stand in my empty classroom, by the window, and I listen to it.

The message is forty-one seconds long and in her 'lounge' voice. The one with no 'dear' in it. I listen to it twice, all the way through, and then I do something I've never done with anything she's ever said to me.

I save it. For whatever day turns out that I might need it.

Then I drive to Carol's, and I eat my sister's spaghetti again, and I don't mention the call, and I sleep nine hours for the first time all week.
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His text comes Tuesday night, while I'm marking quizzes at Carol's table.

I have something to say. Not at the house or at Carol's. 114 Fuller Street, above the jeweler's. You still have a key that fits.

I sit there a long time with a half-marked quiz in front of me, staring at nothing. 114 Fuller Street is the walk-up where we started, the two rooms over the block with Bright & Co. on the corner. We gave that apartment up when we moved to the house. Six years ago. But I remember the boxes. I remember crying a little on the landing about it.

You still have a key that fits.

I go Wednesday after school and sit in the car for a while first, looking up at our old windows. There's a light on, and the meter's still there on the corner. It's the same meter Grant used to run down to at midnight in his socks. I get out and put an hour on it. Then I put another hour on it without thinking about why too closely. I go up.

Grant opens the door before I knock, so he must have been listening for the stairs. He's in a sweater and still hasn't shaved. Behind him is our first kitchen, and I have to pinch my nails into my palm to stop from smiling, because I can see that the table's the same. It's still the little drop-leaf table we bought at an estate sale for eleven dollars.

"You kept the table," I say, instead of hello.

"I kept all of it." He steps back to let me in. "I come here when the house gets too loud. And I know I should've told you that years ago."

The whole of the apartment smells like him and the jeweler's polish that we always moaned came up through the floor. I keep my coat on. It feels important to keep my coat on, especially as there's an envelope on the table with my name on it.

"You said you'd listen," he says. "But I wrote it down. I didn't trust myself to get through it all out loud."

I sit down at our eleven-dollar table and slip the envelope open, and for a second I'm both hopeful, and also stupid with it. Then I take out the pages. His message is typed. Two pages, typed, and I'm four lines in when I hear it, and my eyes actually close for a second, because it's actually worse than this being Sloane's syntax this time. Because it's his fucking mother's!

We feel that this season has tested our whole family. Moving forward as a family. Regrettable misunderstandings. We. We. We. There's three we's in just the first paragraph, and not one of them means Grant and Dee.

He's leaning against the counter where he used to stand while I graded, and he can't keep still.

I take the red pen out of my bag (I don't even do it to be cruel) and I circle the first we. Then the second one. Then the third. And in the margin, in red, I write who is we? And then I put the pen down and slide the pages back across the table.

"B-minus," I say. "At best. And this isn't even your work."

He looks at the pages, and at the red circles, and something in his face comes apart along a seam I've never seen before. "She offered to help me say it right."

"I know," I say. "I can hear her."

"Dee…"

"You brought me here to read your mother's words! In this apartment. This is the one room in the world that was ever just ours, and you walked her into it in an envelope!"

He crosses the kitchen then and crouches by my chair so we're eye to eye. "Then help me! What do you want me to say?"

It's the worst possible thing and the truest thing he's managed to come up with for two weeks. And it's his own words at last, and that, of all things, is what does it.

I'm kissing him.

It goes from nothing to everything in a flash. Two weeks of porch and phone and an empty bed, and my hands are in his hair and his mouth opens under mine, the real one, and it is so much better than my memory of it. I bite his lip and he says my name into my mouth. The coat goes and I hear a button skitter somewhere. He walks me back to the window, our window, the big one over the street with the jeweler's sign glowing under it, and when my back meets the cold glass I make a sound that has nothing to do with the cold. There are people down there. I can hear a car door, somebody laughing outside the bar on the corner. The whole ordinary world is eight feet below my bare shoulder blades, and my husband pulls my sweater out of the way, bares my breast to our old kitchen, and closes his mouth over the nipple in front of all of it, sucking hard enough to make my hips jump, pinching the other one the way only he ever dared.

"But anyone could look up…" I say. And I mean it as an objection… I think.

"Then they'll see me," he says, against my breasts, "finally paying attention," and God help me, my moans get even louder. Six years in that house being classy and tasteful, and it turns out what I want more than anything is my bare back against a window over a public street and my husband's tongue flicking my nipple until my knees go stupid and my pussy is dripping.

"Tell me," he says.

"Touch my pussy," I say, and his whole body goes still against me, listening. "You heard me. Put your hand in my tights and feel what you're doing to me. And do it slow, Grant. You don't get to rush this. Spread me open with two fingers and hold me there, the way you used to, until I'm begging for it. I want to hear how wet I am. I want the street to see it. And when I've soaked your fucking hand," I say in the filthy language he taught me and his mother spent eighteen years assuming I didn't know, "you're going to rub my clit so slow I'll want to kill you. I want circles with your thumb. Light ones. You know how I like it. And don't you dare speed up till I tell you, and I won't tell you for a long, long time."

His fingers slide into me, using every one of those six years of knowing my cunt, his thumb settling on my clit with that maddening drag that empties my head, and my knee comes up along his hip and I say his name at the glass, loud, for the street.

"Say who you're doing this to," I tell him, and his fingers don't stop and his eyes don't leave mine.

"Dee Marchetti."

I get his belt open and get my hand around him. He's hard and heavy and hot, the weight of him bare in my palm for the first time in what feels like a year, and he groans into my throat, hips pushing into my fist, and for a minute we're just two people who know exactly how to fuck each other. His fingers working me, my fist sliding the length of his cock.

Then I take his wrist, and I pull his hand out of me, his fingers wet with me to the second knuckle, and I walk him backward to the table. To his mother's typed pages lying there with my red circles on them, and I press his soaking fingers onto the first paragraph. Onto the we's. I hold his hand down on it and the ink goes blurred and dark under his fingertips.

"There," I say.

He looks at the wrecked letter and then drops to his knees on our old kitchen floor, placing his mouth to my chest. To my stomach. He's pulling the tights down as he goes, and I know exactly where he's going next. My whole body is already screaming yes as his breath lands warm on my freshly shaved pussy. His tongue is that close that one more inch of him would end this argument forever.

"No," I say.

He stops, his hands on my thighs, his forehead coming to rest against my hip bone, and he stays there, shaking a little, and I'm shaking a lot, still wet against the air, every cell in me howling about it, and neither of us moves for a while.

"Not like this," I say, when I can. "The last thing you handed me had your mother's voice in it. I'm not something you get to keep in an apartment she doesn't know about, Grant. I'm your fucking wife. You can come and get me in your own words, where people can see you do it, or I don't want you to come at all."

He turns his head and presses his mouth softly to my hip, nothing asking in it. Then he sits back on his heels on our old kitchen floor and looks up at me, obedient and mine if I wanted, and says, "Okay."

Just that. Okay. One word, his own with nobody else's hand on it. I put myself back together while he sits at the table and in no time I'm at the door with my coat on.

He pulls the typed pages toward himself, turns the top one over to the blank side, takes a pen out of his pocket, and starts to write. By hand. I watch him fill half a page and start on the rest of it, hunched over the table, writing.

"The meter runs out at seven," I say.

"Then I'll feed it," he says, without looking up, and keeps writing.

I let myself out.

From the sidewalk I can see him through our old window, head down, still going, and I stand next to the meter for a minute in the cold, and then I drive back to my sister's with my mouth still tasting of him.
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The special meeting is called for four o'clock, in the same board room where I've spent years taking minutes that, apparently, nobody ever bothers to read.

I decide to wear the gray suit I usually do interviews in. Carol offers to come and sit in the parking lot, and I tell her to stay home and keep the spaghetti warm. I worry I might need it. Ferris, though, meets me at the side door with his tie already loosened. "I'm hoping you brought plenty of copies?"

"Absolutely. And the originals are somewhere you'd approve of."

"Good girl," he says.

The committee room's fuller than I think I've ever seen it. There are nine chairs, seven bodies, and because Verna is chairing her own removal hearing (there's apparently no bylaw against that, Ferris checked) Grant is in the seat nearest the window, which has been his seat since his mother put him on this board at twenty-nine. Ruth Ang sits at the end with two folders in front of her. Loomis is against the wall, present but not, apparently, voting.

Sloane arrives four minutes late, and she's still wearing that fucking sapphire.

She has one job to do today. All she needs to do is look like a professional with nothing to hide, and she turns up wearing it anyway. Maybe Verna told her to? Maybe she believed the room would see a ring and not understand what it demonstrates. Ruth Ang stands up, meets her at the door, and holds out her hand, and there's a conversation with no words I can hear, and then the ring comes off and goes into a small envelope that Ruth writes something on. Sloane comes the rest of the way into the room with a thin mark on her finger and sits down. I don't think I'm the only one that thinks she looks more than a little ashen.

Ferris runs the numbers first. He's very good at it. Men who've made payroll for four decades are good at this sort of thing. The suite. The invoice. The doubled gala budget against the context of the paused scholarships. He lays the figures out and lets everyone hear how much they cost.

"And now Mrs. Osler will read the letters," he says and it takes me a second to realize he means me. Nobody's called me that in this building for the longest time. The kids say Mrs. O and the register says Marchetti. But I guess that's the name on the witness list, so that's who's going to testify.

I read them the paragraph that appears in three commitment letters under three different signatures. I read it three times, once per letter, and by the third time even the trustee who golfs with Kessler is looking at the table and blushing. I talk them through the "deeply" swapped in for a "truly." Then I put the obituary next to the pledge confirmation, and I read the dates out loud.

"Mr. Marsh was a very generous man indeed, but I taught his granddaughter, and I went to the funeral. I'm extremely confident that he could've made no pledges in April."

Nobody argues.

Verna waits through all of it with her hands folded, and when it's her turn to speak she does exactly what I knew she'd do, because I've had eighteen years of her. She goes warm and she goes family.

"We feel," she starts, and I watch the community trustees hear it. "We feel this has been a difficult season for everyone and we would hate to see our wonderful school harmed by what is, at bottom, a family matter being aired by a woman going through a personal disappointment."

A personal disappointment. That's me.

I don't say anything, because I don't need to. Ferris just slides the shortlist across the table. It's last year's Founders' Award shortlist, with two names crossed out in pencil, and he asks whether anyone at this table recognizes the handwriting. The room gets very interested in its own hands, and then Ruth Ang says, quietly, "I do believe that the chair should recuse herself from voting on this item."

They offer Grant the floor before the vote. "As the family's representative," the vice-chair says.

Grant stands up. He looks at his mother for a second, and she gives him the smallest smile, the one that means we both know what you'll do, dear.

"I've read the packet," he says. "I've had most of it in a basket in my kitchen since February, and I let it sit there, and that's mine to carry. I am afraid that I have nothing to offer in the family's defense. For the avoidance of any doubt, I'll be voting with the motion."

And he sits down.

Verna looks like she might actually explode. I'd pay good money to see that.

The disinterested trustees remove her by majority. It takes ninety seconds and it's done with the same procedural language they'd use to approve a roofing contract. I suspect that's the part she'll hate most. She keeps the Foundation, Ruth Ang notes for the record, because the Foundation is a separate instrument. At the end of it, Verna stands, gathers her folder, and says, "Well. I'll leave you all to the school year," and she's gone.

The pledge book goes to counsel in the same motion, and Ruth Ang notes for the record that the Foundation board will be taking up its own personnel questions, and that the three commitment letters came off a development-office template, which is a fact she says twice. Sloane leaves without looking at me, which takes some doing, since I'm next to the door.

Ferris walks me to my car. Neither of us says much. At the end he shakes my hand, twice, and says, "You did good in there," and I get in the car before he can see what that does to my face.

I text Grant from the parking lot. One line.

Fuller Street. Bring nothing typed.

He's already there when I arrive, and the light's on. This time I don't put money in the meter.

He opens the door and starts to say something, and I put my hand on his chest and walk him backward into our kitchen and I kiss him with the whole success of the meeting still in my blood. There's something metallic in me tonight. Either adrenaline or victory. Maybe both. He catches up fast, with his hands in my hair, and I break off long enough to say, "Sit down."

He sits. At our eleven-dollar table, and he watches me take my coat off, and my shoes, and then everything else, very slowly. He doesn't move, because I haven't said he can.

"You voted with the motion," I say, unzipping the gray skirt.

"I did."

"You voted against your mother. Out loud, where they could see you." The skirt goes over a chair. His breath has gone ragged already, and I like that I can hear it. "That's the first thing you've done yourself in a long time."

"It is," he says. "And it felt good."

I step out of the last of my clothes and stand there and let him look at all of me. I'm bare in the kitchen where we were poor and happy, and his eyes go everywhere like he's trying to memorize it before somebody takes it away. I go to him and stand between his knees, close enough that he has to tip his head back to hold my eyes.

"Wednesday you asked me a question with your mouth," I say. "On your knees, on this floor. I think you need to do it again."

He comes off the chair so fast it scrapes. He drops to his knees on the old linoleum, hands on his own thighs, looking up at me, and he asks. Out loud, his voice gone rough: my pussy, his mouth, please. The please is the part I make him say twice.

"Yes," I say, and put my hand in his hair.

His mouth lands hot. It is open and grateful, and my head goes back and my hips go forward. He starts slow with long flat licks the length of my pussy, then his tongue finds my clit and settles into those light circles, my circles, and I grip his hair to keep him at that rhythm. He's mine to set tonight. He moans into me when I pull, and the sound buzzes straight up through my cunt, and I'm soaked, I can feel myself spilling onto my thighs. I can hear what his mouth is doing to me in this quiet kitchen.

"I want your fingers in me," I say. "Two of them." In an instant, he slides them into me, exactly where I taught him, his tongue never leaving my clit. I stand there in the middle of our old kitchen and let my husband work, my hand fisted in his hair, my other hand braced on the table that watched us be poor, and the first time I come it's standing up, screaming loud, my knees buckling into his shoulders, his hands coming up to hold my hips through it, his mouth staying soft on my clit until I pull him off by the hair because I can't take any more.

He looks up at me from the floor, my slick all over his mouth and chin, and he doesn't wipe it away.

"Now you can sit down," I say. At least, when I have my voice back.

He sits in the chair and I unbutton his shirt while he grips the chair seat. I take my time about his belt, and when I finally get my hand around his cock he gasps. He's hard and hot, but dead still. That turns me on more than anything. A man that big, holding still because his wife hasn't released him yet.

"Put your hands on my hips," I say. "But you can't touch anywhere else until I move them."

I straddle him then on that old chair, my knees either side of his thighs, and I take his cock in my hand and line him up. I meet his eyes and then sink down onto him slowly. I'm wet enough that there's no friction in it anywhere, so I take him an inch at a time. Pause. Another inch. Pause. All the time I watch his face come apart. And when he's all the way inside me, six years deep, both of us gasping with need, I stop. I'm full of him and not moving at all.

"Thank me," I say.

"What?"

"You heard me. You got something today you didn't earn yet. I want you to say it out loud. All of it." I roll my hips once, and stop again. His groan comes out with words in it.

"Thank you," he says. "For reading the letters out loud. For, God, Dee, for coming to the meeting at all after what this family..."

"Keep going." I ride him slowly now, in a deep and unhurried way. I'm fucking him at my pace, my cunt gripping him on every rise, and his hands are shaking on my hips with the effort of leaving them there. The chair creaks under us, but I don't stop for a second.

"Thank you for the fourteen pages." His voice is coming apart and he keeps going anyway, and this is the sound I've wanted all month, my husband's gratitude with no syntax in it but his own. I drag it out of him one thrust of my hips at a time. "Thank you for reading the letter instead of burning it. Thank you for the no on Wednesday. Thank you for the no."

"That one cost me," I say.

"I know what it cost. I was on my knees for it."

I take his left hand off my hip then, the wedding band still on it, and I press his knuckles once against my lips, one beat, and put his hand back where it was, and I start to grind for real. It's fast and greedy and loud, my hands on his shoulders and his mouth pressed to my breast, the table jumping every time we do. His cock is filling me on every drop of my hips, my pussy taking all of him. I'm still swollen and easy from his mouth so it doesn't take long. I come again riding him and it's harder than the first time, my whole body clenching around his cock with the jeweler's sign buzzing and my scream bouncing off our old cabinets. I don't muffle a thing.

Then I take his face in my hands and say, "Now you." His hips push up into me and I lift off him instead, all the way off, and his sound of protest dies in his throat when I come down onto my knees on our old kitchen floor. Right where he knelt an hour ago. Fair's fair.

"Dee. You don't have to..."

"Quiet," I say, and take his cock in my hand, slick with me from root to head, and I hold his eyes while I lick the length of it, slow, tasting myself all over my husband, salt and me and him mixed, and his whole body goes rigid.

Then I take him into my mouth and I don't stop at polite. I take him deep, deeper, past the point where my eyes water, until my nose is against him and his cock is down my throat, all of him, and the sound he lets out makes it all worth it. His hands fly to my hair and hover there, not gripping, not daring, asking, and I reach up and press them down myself. Permission. Granted. Mine to grant.

I pull back slow and take him down again, and again, my throat working around him, my hand on what my mouth surrenders in between, and the whole time I keep my eyes up and on his, because I want him watching. I want him to see exactly who is doing this to him, on her knees by her own vote, in the kitchen where he asked please twice. He's trying to hold my gaze and losing, his head tipping back and dragging itself forward again, his thighs shaking under my hands, my name coming out of him broken in half.

"Dee, I'm going to, Dee..."

I take him all the way and hold there swallowing and gagging on him, and that finishes it. He comes down my throat with a yell, both hands in my hair, my eyes on his straight through it, and I take all of it. I accept every pulse, and let him go only when he's soft and shuddering and saying my name like there's no other word left in him.

I stand up, wipe my mouth with my thumb, and sit myself back across his lap.

We stay there a while, me in his lap, his forehead on my shoulder, the kitchen ticking somewhere.

"Your mother kept the Foundation," I say, eventually.

"I know." He tucks a strand of my hair back. "It's not over."

"No. Not yet." I climb off him, and get dressed while he watches. On my way out I stop at the table, at the blank pad sitting where his mother's letter used to be. "Keep writing."

"I haven't stopped," he says.

Carol's asleep when I get in. There's spaghetti in the fridge with foil over it, and a note that says how'd it go? circle one. There are two circles to pick from, GOOD and TELL ME EVERYTHING. I circle both and eat cold spaghetti standing at the counter at midnight. I'm aching in a way I'd more or less forgotten a person could ache, and I sleep straight through to the alarm.

The letter comes to the school the next morning, addressed to the head of school but about me. Loomis calls me in at lunch and slides it across the desk without a word. Kessler's firm, on behalf of a client he declines to name.

A formal complaint to the state education board regarding the conduct of a certified teacher: alleged removal of original documents from Founders' Award files.
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Iteach all day with the complaint in my bag, because leaving it in Carol's kitchen felt like I'd be leaving it in charge of the house. It doesn't seem that anybody at school knows about it yet. Loomis says he's sitting on it until the school's counsel calls back, which he told me with his door shut and his voice down. That means that I'm standing in front of fifth period and diagramming sentences while a piece of paper in my bag calls me a thief.

Priya asks if I'm okay. I tell her allergies. She looks at the window, where it's raining, and is kind enough to let it go.

At four I text Grant. Tonight. And then, because I've learned something recently. We're not going to talk tonight. Not one word. You'll know when I want words.

He writes back in under a minute. Understood. Then, a minute later: The radiator's on its October schedule. Bring socks.

I laugh alone in my empty classroom.

He meets me on the landing and I lead him back to the bedroom. In it is a brass bed we found at the same estate sale as the table, the one that bangs the wall unless we wedge a sock behind the headboard. I see that there's already a sock wedged behind the headboard, but I decide not to ask when he did that or how often he's slept here alone.

I undress myself and lie back on the old comforter in the lamplight with my arms at my sides and let him look at me. All of me. Not posing and not sucking anything in. I'm thirty-three years old, six years married, and now lit by one bad lamp. "Show me you remember me."

He starts at my ankle, his thumb on the knob of the bone. "You broke this the summer we moved in," he says. "You came down the stairs on a wet Monday and then you swore in Italian, which I didn't know you could do. I carried you to the car and you told me I was enjoying myself far too much. And I was."

His mouth follows his hands as the inventory moves its way slowly up. To the scar on my knee from the bike I wouldn't admit I was too old for. To the stretch of my hip where he says my skin goes soft like the inside of a wrist. He turns me then gently onto my stomach and does the whole back of me, stroking the backs of my knees until my toes curl, the base of my spine, and all of it comes with testimony. This is where… This is when… The night you… The morning we… I listen to my husband relearning me out loud like a man walking the rooms of a house he grew up in. Before long, I'm gripping the comforter now, my pussy soaked without him even near it.

"Your shoulders taste different," he says, against one of them.

"That's the new life."

"I like it," he says, and bites me there, and not gently. I push back against him and hear myself make a groan into the pillow that the sock behind the headboard was invented for.

He's kissing down my spine again, lower, his hands beginning to lift and spread me, his mouth heading for my pussy, exactly where it belongs. But then I hear my own voice, muffled in the pillow, say, "Lower."

He stops. "Dee?"

"You heard me." My face is burning against the pillow, but I don't take it back. Six years in that damned house, and I've been tasteful everywhere, even inside my own wanting. And there's one thing I've never once asked this man for, in words or otherwise. I lift my hips and put myself in his hands. "Lower. Your mouth. I want it there."

He groans into the back of my thigh.

He takes my ass in both hands and spreads me open and puts his tongue where nobody in my entire life has ever put anything, and I nearly leap off the bed. The first touch is barely anything at all, just a warm point of pressure, and my whole body clenches against it anyway, some reflex older than me voting no without asking. He waits for that instinct to pass, his breath moving on wet skin, until the clench gives up on its own. Then the no turns into a greedy acceptance. That's the part I could never have explained to the woman I was last month: the exact moment the muscle stops guarding and starts wanting. The heat of his mouth soaking into a place that has spent thirty-three years being nothing but private, every slow pass of his tongue dragging a nerve I've never once heard from, and the sensation doesn't stay where he puts it. It travels up my spine in a shiver, forward into my pussy, which clenches around nothing in pure jealousy, and down the backs of my thighs until they shake.

He circles, and the circling pulls at the tight skin, and when the point of his tongue presses, just presses, my hips grind back against his face, and I'm saying things into the pillow that aren't words, and then things that are. Filthy ones. My own voice, telling my husband exactly how it feels to have his tongue in my asshole.

Dirty, I tell him. Dirty and soft and hot and his.

"More," I say. "Your thumb. Slow."

He's wet where I need him wet, me and his own mouth, and his thumb settles there and just presses, with no hurry. A question in pressure form, and my body answers it. He eases in to the first knuckle and my whole spine lights up, a fullness I have no map for. It's strange and blunt and then his other hand slides under me and finds my clit at the same time, and the two together make me grab a fistful of the sheets and swear in Italian. I feel him smile against the back of my thigh, and I tell him if he says one word about it I'll kill him, and he doesn't say the word, he just gives me more.

His thumb presses deeper and his fingers spread through my pussy from underneath, two of them working in and out, his knuckles grazing my clit. His mouth is now roaming the small of my back and I'm rocking between his two hands with the lamp buzzing and my face in the pillow. Every nerve I own is reporting from somewhere new.

"I want to come like this," I say. "With your thumb in my ass and your fingers in my pussy and don't you dare change a single thing."

He doesn't change a single thing. It seems my husband is incapable of obedience everywhere in his life except, it turns out, here, where he's flawless at it. The orgasm builds slowly and enormously, from further down than my clit, and deeper than his fingers, and when it hits, it hits everything at once. I come with a sound I've never made before in my life. It's long and shameless, my body clenching around his thumb and his fingers both, wave after wave, and he holds still through all of it, exactly as ordered, and lets me wring myself out on his hands.

I flip over when I can move. He's looking at me, his mouth still wet.

"Who are you?" he says. "And what have you done with my wife?"

"I'm finding out." I pull him up by the jaw. "How about you show me who you are. Get inside me, now."

He slides into my pussy in one stroke, both of us groaning at the ease of it, and I wrap my legs around him and we find our old rhythm immediately, every stroke of it is wet and loud, the one six years of marriage built, except I keep talking, because I can't stop now that I've started, the confession pouring out of me between thrusts of his cock.

"Every party at that house," I tell him, my nails digging into his back, "I wanted you to take me upstairs. I never said it. Every Sunday lunch, that horrible long table, I used to think about your hands. I never said that either. I made myself small in every room your mother owned and I did it in bed too, I did it here," and his rhythm goes ragged when I say that, and he drops his forehead to mine.

"Well, not anymore. Say it all. Spend it," and I do, six years of swallowed wanting, spent into the air between our mouths while he drives into me, and it's the most naked I've ever been, and my cunt starts gathering for the second one just from the talking.

"Wait," I say, and he stops inside me, shaking with it, and I barely know what I'm about to ask until I'm asking. "Turn me over. I want you behind me. I want to be that full."

He turns me over, pulls my hips up, and slides back into my pussy from behind, deeper this way, more than deep enough that I press my forehead into the mattress and breathe, and then his thumb, still wet from me, settles where it was before and eases in, and the fullness doubles, everything held, everything his and mine at once.

"Move," I tell him. "Slowly until I tell you otherwise."

Slow is enormous like this, every stroke of his cock dragging against his own thumb through the wall of me, my whole body one occupied country, and I push back to meet him and set the depth myself. The confessions keep leaking out of me into the mattress, quieter, the last of it, the things I wanted in that house at two in the morning with him asleep beside me, and every sentence makes him press deeper, like he's trying to reach the words themselves.

"Now," I say. "Fuck me faster. As hard as you can."

And that, of course, is when the radiator comes on.

It comes on like a man throwing a wrench down a staircase, CLANG, clang-clang, hisssss, and we both freeze, and then we're laughing, both of us, stupidly, his chest coming down against my back, his mouth at the nape of my neck, me shaking under him with his cock still deep inside me, and when I turn my head to see him his eyes are wet.

"October rule," he says.

We finish the way we used to when we were poor, loud, the headboard fighting its sock. His thumb and his cock and his hand reaching around to my clit all at once because I tell him I want all of it, my second climax breaking around him, over his name, his following it, my name into the back of my hair, and the radiator hissing its ancient disapproval at both of us the whole time.

After, he makes the bed with me in it. Hospital corners, the comforter pulled square, the man putting a room in order. He brings me water and one sock, because he could only find one, and puts it on my left foot.

The complaint is in my bag, six feet away, on the floor by the door.

We both know it's there. Neither of us looks at it. He tells me about the jeweler downstairs instead, how Tom Bright's son wants to sell and Tom won't let him, and I tell him about Priya's essay. Then, at eleven I get dressed. At the actual door, the real one, he hands me my bag, and his hand stays on it one second longer than it needs to.

"Soon," he says.

"We'll see," I say.

Ruth Ang's email is waiting when I get to Carol's, sent at 9:41 p.m., subject line: Exhibits, as discussed. I sit in the driveway and open the attachments on my phone, and there they are, the exhibits Kessler's client is so confident about. Scans of the Founders' Award file audit, with a page of original signed shortlists listed as MISSING, REMOVED, initials logged out against my name, dated neatly through September, weeks I can account for down to the vocabulary quizzes.

I never removed an original in my life. I copy. Whoever built these pages didn't know that about me, but they knew the file room, and the file room takes a Foundation badge. And the log-out initials are wrong in a way I'd know anywhere, because I've signed a thousand forms in this school and somebody has been practicing my initials, and the M leans the wrong way, and the pen pressed like it was being careful. I can think of exactly two people with that badge and a reason, and one of them just lost a vote.


8


Ruth Ang lays it out for me the next afternoon, in her office above the bank. I listen to it with a cup of tea that I don't touch.

"The board is bound to investigate the complaint whether or not it's garbage," she says. "And, sadly, garbage takes four to seven months to establish. During which time the allegation is public record if anybody files a request, and, I'm afraid, schools do file requests, before they hire people." She turns her pen once on the blotter. "The truth will hold up just fine, but it's just slow, and slow will be expensive for you and not for them."

Four to seven months. I sign my contract renewals in March.

"And if a paper runs it," I say, "it will run the word forged nowhere and the word removed everywhere?"

"That's how I'd imagine it will go, yes."

I teach the next day with all of that pressing down on my chest and I'm grading at lunch when I catch myself reading a wrong answer twice when what I'm actually thinking is: they're trying to take the classroom from me. The one room that was mine before any Osler found me. Somehow, Verna's lawyer has worked out how to reach even that.

Because that's the design of it, I think. Everything else I own has an Osler signature somewhere underneath it. The house. The name. Even the job came with a trustee's smile attached. The certificate is the one paper in my life that's only mine, which I suspect is exactly why it's the one they filed against.

Grant calls at six, and he already knows what's going on. Ruth Ang does everything properly, which includes informing the family's trustee-adjacent parties. This means his mother got a copy too.

"Let me fix this part," he says. "Just this part. Whitfield and Boone owe the company a decade of favors. They'd bury Kessler by Christmas, Dee. You wouldn't have to pay a cent."

I'm standing in Carol's kitchen and I go very still, and it takes me a second to understand why. It's because he means it kindly. That's the real horror of what he's saying. He means it kindly, and it's still the same offer it's always been. Let me use my family's money to smooth things out. The family's lawyers. The family's weight. But that would just pull me back inside the machine that's currently eating me, only to be protected by it instead. I'm not sure there would be much difference in that.

"Say that again slowly," I tell him, "and listen to it."

Silence.

"Osler money put a suite on a Foundation card," I say. "Osler money reset a sapphire. Osler money is the reason there's a complaint with my name on it. And now you want to fix it with… using more of it? Seriously?"

"I want to help you, Dee. Tell me what to do!"

"Don't be them." My hand's shaking. "I've been fighting to stand somewhere that isn't Osler ground. And if I need your family's firm to win this for me, I'll have lost it."

"But Dee…"

"I have to go, Grant," I say, and I hang up. Then I sit at Carol's table and put my head in my hands, and for the first time since the gala I think the thought all the way through. I could lose everything. All of it. I could be right the entire time, and end up losing to them anyway.

Carol puts spaghetti in front of me. It's reheated from earlier in the week, but I eat it, and it helps.

Two mornings later, Grant's back on the porch. He's not wet this time and it looks like he's had a haircut. He's also holding the leather folio he takes to board meetings, and I almost close the door on the folio alone, because I know what his family's paperwork looks like and I'm done with reading it.

"Just give me two minutes," he says. "You don't have to say anything. I'd rather you didn't, actually, or I won't get through it."

We stand on Carol's porch in the cold, and my husband takes three documents out of the folio one at a time, and reads to me what they are.

"This one renounces the succession. I've signed it. Marty Kessler has been copied in, so it can't be quietly lost by my mother." He sets it on the porch rail. "This second one gives my proxy vote to the outside directors. All of them. Every vote I hold through the trust. And I've signed that too." He sets it on top of the first. "And this one my mother refused to have drafted for six years, but Ruth found an outside firm who was willing to do it. It adds you to the family trust, with spousal interest and it's irrevocable. It needed the trustee's signature or a beneficiary's election, and it turns out a beneficiary's election has been enough this whole time if the beneficiary would just elect to fucking do something." His jaw tightens. "I never elected. Six years, and all it ever needed was for me to insist!"

The wind blows and moves the papers a little on the rail, so he puts the leather folio on top of them like a paperweight.

"I don't know if this fixes anything between us," he says. "And Ruth says the damned complaint is its own animal and the trust can't touch it. But it's not a trade, Dee. I know there's no version where this alone makes you come home, but I signed everything anyway, yesterday, before any of this is settled. I just didn't want to be a man who was still holding all of it while you stood out here alone."

And then he produces the pages he's written. They're folded lengthwise and soft at the crease already, like they've been in and out of his jacket forty times. He just sets them on the rail with the rest.

"That's everything I've written since… well, since we talked in the apartment. It's not very good. My own words came out smaller than I thought they'd be." He steps back off the porch, down one step, two. "And you don't have to take any of it inside if you don't want to. But it stays here. It's all yours either way."

He gets in the car and drives away, and I stand there in the cold with a rail full of signed paper.

That was the man I married.

I take it all inside before the wind can.

That night Carol runs me a bath without asking, which is a thing our mother used to do, and the water's too hot, also the way our mother used to make it. I get in anyway.

I bring the handwritten pages with me. I hold them out of the water and read all of them, in the steam, with my knees up and my hair sticking to my neck, and they're exactly what he said. Grant doesn't write well, he was right about that. There are sentences that start twice, and there's words crossed out so hard the pen went through, and nowhere, not once, does the word 'we' appear. He wrote about the eleven-dollar table. He wrote about the night I graded papers in the bath at Fuller Street and he sat on the floor with a beer for two hours, because, and this is what he wrote, the whole world I wanted was in one room and I couldn't think of anywhere better to be.

There's a page about the retreat too. He wrote that his mother's office did the booking, that the folio came back with two occupancies and the second one was never his idea, that he asked the front desk for his own room the first night and got it, and that he never touched her. Not once, not anywhere. He wrote it flat, with no dressing on it, and then he wrote the part that matters, which is that he said nothing afterward because saying something meant a conversation with his mother. I've spent ten years listening for the sentence a person writes when they're lying. This isn't one. I believe him about the hotel. It's the silence I'm still deciding about.

I put the pages on the floor, safe from the water, and I slide down until my ears go under.

Under the water the house goes away. Carol's television through the floor becomes muffled, and all that's left is my own slow pulse and the tick of the cooling pipes, and me. I stay under until my lungs beg for air, and come up streaming, and wipe my eyes with a wet hand, and look down the length of myself in the water. Steam has gone into everything and my fingers are pruning. I think there's a bruise coming up on my hip, table-shaped, three days old, and I press it once, and the small ache that answers is his, and mine. I let my hand stay over it while the water holds me up.

My body is quiet tonight. After the window, the chair and the bed at Fuller Street, tonight it wants what the water's doing and nothing else. Heat is working into the low muscles of my back and my breasts are loose and warm at the surface. Everything is soft and heavy and unhurried. I run a soapy hand down my own belly, not to start anything, just to be kind to it. This body has carried me through a gala and a meeting and a complaint, and it growls under my hand like the good animal it is. This moment is its own kind of luxury, wanting him and doing nothing about it, saving it, because I've stopped being afraid there won't be a later.

I could end this whole thing tomorrow.

That's the part I finally say to myself, under the water. Nobody's making me stay at Carol's anymore, are they? The papers are signed, the meeting's won. It's been my hand on the door the entire time. One text and I'm home.

But I don't send it.

I stay in the bath until the water goes tepid, and I sleep in the guest room again.

The call comes at noon, two days after the porch. It's Ruth Ang, from a hallway by the sound of it, with wind or air conditioning behind her voice.

"It's been withdrawn," she says. "All of it. And with prejudice. You'll want the why, I guess? Well, the exhibit PDFs carry creation dates and our IT review found they were generated on a Foundation laptop two days after your resignation, which is difficult, since they claim to be scans of files you removed while employed! And your note about the initials is what sent us to the metadata in the first place, so thank yourself for some of this. Kessler's client withdrew the complaint within an hour of our letter going out. No client name, no explanation." Kessler has been Verna's personal attorney for thirty years, and I have never once heard him name another client. Nobody in that family will ever have to say her name out loud, and I imagine that was the point of hiring him. "And Loomis has put a statement on the record with the board this morning. It was actually his own idea! He has made clear that there is no allegation concerning students, there never was one, and your file is clean."

I'm in the staff room. Nadia is watching me over her coffee with her eyebrows up.

"Dee?" Ruth says. "It's over. This part is over."

I thank her and put the phone down on the table, face up, and I look at it for a while, and Nadia pushes the cookie tin across the table at me. The staff room smells like burnt coffee. The tin has a snowman on it. It's October. Danny Kowalski's rewrite is in my bag, handed in Monday. The Buick paragraph survived. It was always going to.

Carol's in the doorway that night while I'm folding laundry on the guest bed, all three signed documents and the folded pages stacked on the dresser where I put them, and she looks at the stack, and then at me, the way only a big sister can.

"So which of those papers are you keeping?"
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All of them.

I'm keeping all of the papers, and the marriage too.

"But on my terms," I say to Carol.

"Obviously on your terms," she says. "So text him now, and then watch him ruin a board meeting."

Grant sits on the company's operations call every month, ten to noon and with the cameras on. He's told me about it for years. So at 10:15 I start. 10:15. Tonight. Fuller Street. Buy a proper bottle of wine and the good olive oil, the kind we couldn't afford the first time. You'll need both.

His reply is quick and steady, from a man who is presumably on mute. Understood. Anything else?

Oh, there's plenty else. I teach until 3:30, but my lunch break is 12:10, and none of that matters yet, because right now it's 10:22 and my husband is in a meeting.

10:22. Yes. Clean sheets on the brass bed. The radiator sock. And put the wine somewhere you can see it all through your call, because you're not touching it, or anything else, until I get there.

"Understood" takes longer this time.

10:40. Now write this down somewhere no one can see it. Tonight you're going to hear my terms. There are four. You'll say them back to me. If you get one wrong we start over, and Grant, we'll start over as many times as it takes. Reply with one word when you've written that down.

The reply comes at 10:44. Written.

Four minutes. Interesting. I picture the operations call proceeding, revenue slides, a man from logistics sharing his screen, and my husband at his kitchen counter writing tonight you're going to hear her terms on a sticky note. I have to put my phone face down and run a vocabulary quiz for an hour with my blood fizzing.

At 12:10 I eat half a sandwich and send the one I composed in my head during class.

12:10. Last one until tonight. I'm wearing the green dress, the one Carol collected from the house weeks ago with the rest of my hanging things. Under it I'm wearing nothing, and I've been wearing nothing under it since seven o'clock this morning, and at some point around ten I stopped being able to think about anything else, so now neither will you. Enjoy the rest of your call.

What comes back is not a word. It's three dots, then nothing, then, at 12:19: I just voted on something. I have no idea what it was.

I put the phone away and eat the other half of the sandwich. Nadia looks at whatever my face is doing and moves the cookie tin out of my reach, which is fair enough, I guess.

He opens the door at six and he's a mess in a pressed shirt, which is my favorite kind of Grant. The wine is breathing on the counter exactly where I told him to put it and both glasses are empty. He hasn't touched it. He hasn't touched anything.

"Sit," I say, and he sits and I stay standing, in the green dress and nothing else.

"One. My name is Marchetti. It stays Marchetti. On the mailbox, at the school, in your mother's mouth if she ever wants me at a table again. Two. I teach where I like, for as long as I like, and no Osler dollar ever goes near the school again, in either direction. Three. The Founders' Award gets rebuilt, and it's merit-blind, and I sit on the committee. I will be there as Marchetti the teacher and not Osler the wife. Four." I put my hands on the table and lean down to him. "There is no Osler table anymore unless I set it. Holidays, dinners and your mother. I decide what we attend. And this is the important one, you back me in the room. Every room. And every time."

He doesn't move. "Can I say them back now?"

"All four. Make sure you get them right."

He gets them right. All of them, in order, and in his boardroom voice. He is word-perfect, my terms coming back to me across our eleven-dollar table like a signed agreement. Hearing my own conditions for saving our marriage in my husband's mouth does more for me than the wine ever could.

"Good," I say. Then I reach behind me and take the zipper of the green dress down myself, one long whisper in the kitchen, and let it fall, and stand there. His hands come off the table an inch.

"Term one," I say. "Again."

"Your name is Marchetti." His voice needs clearing and he doesn't clear it. His eyes are moving over me while he says it. "It stays Marchetti."

I cross the kitchen and stand between his knees, and take his hands and put them on my hips.

"Four."

"There's no table unless you set it." His grip flexes and his voice has gone down half an octave and all the polish is coming off it. "I back you in every room. Every time."

"Every room," I say, and press his mouth to my breast.

We don't make it to the brass bed for the first round. It happens against the kitchen wall with my leg over his hip and his cock buried deep in my pussy and my hands ruining the pressed shirt, and every time he gets close to losing himself I say a number, one, four, one again, and he has to find the term and say it to me while he fucks me. Getting the words out costs him so visibly, his rhythm stumbling, and his voice dragging over Marchetti, that I could listen to it all night.

Then he slips. Deep in it, and oh so close, with my nails dragging down his back, I say "Four," and what comes out of him is "I back you in, God, Dee, I back…" and stops being words.

I go still. All of me, my leg still over his hip, him still inside me, and I take his face in both hands.

"I'm afraid you're going to need to start over."

He's shaking, right at the edge, but he pulls himself together in one long breath through his nose and starts over, from term one, telling me all four, in complete sentences, while neither of us moves a muscle, his cock twitching inside me on every clause like the words themselves are being taken out of his account, and by term three there are tears of effort standing in his eyes and I am wetter than I've been in my life, and when he lands the last word of four I say "Good," and roll my hips, once, and my husband comes screaming my name. And I his.

We slide down the wall together onto the floor, and the wine's still sitting there untouched.

After that, we drink one glass each, on the floor, naked, with our backs against the cabinets. Then I stand up and hold out my hand.

"Make sure you bring the oil," I say.

He goes still, halfway up. The good olive oil, the kind we couldn't afford the first time, bought on instruction this morning by a man who didn't ask why.

"The wine I understood," he says.

"But you bought the oil anyway?"

"I've bought everything you've told me to buy since the porch." He's watching my face, and I can see him arriving at it, the answer. "Dee. Are you asking me for what I think you're asking me for?"

"I haven't asked you for anything yet." I take the bottle out of his hand, turn it over, put it back. "I'm going to, though."

"Okay if I need a second to rally?"

"Take the second." I head for the bedroom. "But make sure you bring the oil."

I hear him pick up the bottle, and my whole body goes bright and terrified and certain all at once. Because we never have. Six years, and it was on the list of things a tasteful wife doesn't ask for. I never asked. I'm asking now.

In the bedroom I kneel on the brass bed and look back at him, and tell him plainly, so nothing about it is an accident.

"I want all of you. There. Tonight."

His hands are not steady opening the bottle, and I like that so much I nearly change my mind and go to him just to be kissed.

He's slow the way only a strong man being careful can be slow. Oil warmed in his fingers first, and then his oiled fingers, one and eventually two, working my ass open while his other hand works my pussy, two fingers deep, his palm over my clit, and he doesn't move past anything until my body asks for it, and my body asks, and keeps asking, until I'm the one pushing back, until I'm the one saying 'now', and even my now comes out sounding like please.

The first press of his cock against my asshole is enormous. It's nothing like the thumb, nothing like anything and has my hands in fists in the clean sheets he put on because I told him to, and he goes so carefully, half an inch and hold, breathe, half an inch and hold, his voice low and constant in my ear, in me, mine, I've got you, and the burn keeps tipping over into something richer than the burn, and my body keeps opening a door I didn't know the house had. When his hips finally rest against me, both of us are shaking.

"Term one," I whisper, because I need to hear it now, like this.

"Your name is Marchetti," my husband says, buried in my ass, his hand sliding in and out of my pussy. "It stays Marchetti," and he starts to move.

It's slow and enormous and filthy and careful all at the same time, his fingers circling on my clit exactly the way he was trained, the fullness turning every small movement into a broadcast, and he says my terms into the back of my neck, unprompted now, all four in order, his voice breaking on them while he takes what I'm giving and gives it back. And when I come, I come from everywhere at once, my cunt clenching on his fingers and my ass clenching around his cock, screaming into the sheets he made with hospital corners, and he says my name, mine, Marchetti, and follows me, pulsing deep, both hands holding my hips hard enough to leave prints.

We're still tangled and oiled and fucked stupid when my phone starts buzzing on the nightstand.

Buzzing and buzzing. The sister group chat.

I answer it on speaker because my arms aren't ready for holding things.

"You're breathing funny," Carol says, instantly.

"I'm doing my taxes."

"It's October."

"They're complicated taxes." Grant puts his face in the pillow. The bed shakes with him laughing, and Carol's silence on the other end changes flavor, and when she speaks again I can hear her grinning through it.

"Tell Grant I want my parking spot back by Sunday."

She hangs up before I can decide which of them I'm going to kill.

In the morning, early, I drive back to Carol's to shower and change for school, and it's on the mat when I get there. A cream envelope, heavy stock, my coffee going cold in my hand while I open it.

The Osler Foundation requests the pleasure of the company of Mr. and Mrs. Grant Osler at the annual Donors' Dinner, Thursday, seven o'clock, at the Osler residence.

At the bottom, in a hand I know better than my own mother's, in blue ink:

We do hope you'll both come, dear. Verna.

The dinner is tonight. Seven o'clock, this evening, delivered with my morning coffee. Eighteen people don't assemble on twelve hours' notice, so everyone else has had their card for weeks. The invitation isn't late. It's a seating chart.
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The Osler house on a dinner night runs like a museum after hours. There are caterers in the back hall, coats taken at the door by a girl who can't be long out of college, and Verna at the center of the foyer under the chandelier, in full receiving mode.

We come in together. My hand is on my husband's arm and my actual name is on no place card in that house, because I checked, first thing. The card at my seat says Mrs. Grant Osler. I leave it face down by the salad fork.

I didn't bring the red pen tonight. There's nothing at this table I intend to correct in the margin.

"You came," Verna says, and kisses the air beside my cheek. "Both of you. I'm so glad."

"You wrote it by hand," I say. "So it seemed important."

Dinner is eighteen people, four courses, and two conversations happening at once, the spoken one about the new wing and the real one about us. I watch the donors watch me. Everyone at this table knows about the meeting by now, in the version of the story they've each been sold, and I eat my soup and let them look. The Hartwells' money is here. The Corliss land people. And Ruth Ang, down the table, working away.

It happens over dessert.

Verna taps her glass with the little silver fork she's had since before I existed, and stands, and gives them all two minutes of the season we've weathered and the family that endures, and then, with her smile arriving ahead of the sentence, she says, "And of course we're all so pleased to have Grant here with his wife. Mrs. Osler is a schoolteacher, you know. We're terribly proud."

A schoolteacher. Present tense. Small.

I have forty-one seconds of her other voice saved on my phone, the one with no dear in it. I've never played it back, not once since the day it arrived. I find I don't need to. It's enough to sit at her table knowing I have it, and that she doesn't know I do.

I put my spoon down and start deciding which thing to say. But I don't get the chance.

Because Grant stands up.

He doesn't tap a glass. He just stands, my husband, in the dining room he grew up eating in, and the folded pages are in his inside pocket, and I can see the corner of them when his jacket moves.

"Her name is Marchetti," he says.

Nobody at the table moves a fork.

"Dee Marchetti. It was Marchetti when she rebuilt the scholarship program this family let rot, and it was Marchetti on the witness list at that meeting, and it'll be Marchetti on the Founders' Award committee in the spring, so everyone at this table should probably learn how to spell it now." He isn't loud. He's never once been loud, that was always the trick I took six years to see. The whole family conducts its wars at conversational volume, and here he is, fluent in it, but on my side of the table at last. "Mother. Thank you for dinner. You'll want to seat sixteen next time."

He picks up my coat from the chair-back himself.

Verna stays exactly where she is, both hands on the cloth, and I take my husband's arm and we walk, unhurried, the length of a dining room and I feel her watch us go the whole way.

We don't even nearly make it to the front door. There's a room off the hall, the library, his grandfather's and it's all green shades and leather spines nobody's opened since the funeral. Grant pulls me through the doorway by the hand and pushes me against the shelves and kisses me.

"That," I say, when I can. "Say it again."

"Marchetti." His mouth is at my jaw, my throat. "Marchetti. Marchetti."

My back is against his grandfather's law books, a shelf edge biting under my shoulder blade, one of his hands already gathering the silk of my dress up my thigh, and the door is a foot open onto a lit hallway with a party down it. I can hear the caterers and, unmistakably, Ruth Ang's voice, closer than the caterers, saying something about escrow to somebody who keeps agreeing with her.

"Grant." His fingers have found the top of my stocking, and the edge of the shelf hurts, and the whole ordinary hum of his mother's party is fifteen feet away, and I am wet enough to be ashamed and too old to bother with the shame. "The door!"

"You want me to stop?"

For six years I'd have said yes, but now I take his hand and move it exactly where I want it, under the silk, over my pussy, and hold it there, and watch his eyes go dark.

"You have two minutes to make me come with your hand," I say. "And if Ruth Ang hears me, you'll be writing pages until spring."

It's fast and silent and it doesn't finish. His palm grinding slow against me while his teeth close on my ear, my fist in his lapel right over the folded pages, my hips working against his hand in a room where his family's whole history stands around us in leather bindings pretending not to look. Ruth Ang's voice swells closer, a laugh, a goodbye starting, and neither of us stops, and the risk climbs into my blood and turns the volume of everything up until I'm biting his shoulder through the jacket to stay quiet, right at the edge. Then her heels go past the door and away, and Grant takes his hand out from under my dress and stands there breathing at me, and I could kill him, and he knows it.

"Home," he says. "Now."

"Which home?"

"Ours. The real one."

We're crossing the gravel to my car when she steps out of the dark by the boxwood, a coat over a dinner dress nobody saw tonight.

Sloane.

She wasn't invited in. She knows it, and she's standing out here anyway. She looks at Grant, and then only at me, and there's something in her face I haven't seen there before. It looks close to fellow feeling.

"Congratulations," she says. "You got out clean. Nobody gets out clean."

She looks back at the house once, and then she says it plainly.

"And since nobody in that family will ever tell you, I will. He never touched me. Verna booked the suite under two names and he slept behind a locked door down the hall. I'd have said yes, if you want the whole inventory. He never asked."

Two occupancies, three nights. I read that line a dozen times in a wire basket and never once let it mean what it actually said. I believe her. I think I've believed him since the bath, if I'm honest. But it's a different thing, hearing it from the one person out here with no reason to be kind to me.

"Goodnight, Sloane."

I have the car door open when she says it, quiet, across the roof. "Do you want to know something about Verna's first daughter-in-law?"

The gravel ticks under somebody's feet down the drive. The party glows on behind her.

"There wasn't one," I say. "Grant was the eldest."

"Mmm." She pulls her coat closed, and smiles, and it isn't a smile that has anything to do with me. "That's the story, isn't it. Goodnight, Mrs. Marchetti."

She walks away down the line of parked cars, heels on gravel, and doesn't look back, and I stand there with the door open and October on my neck a moment longer than I mean to. Then I drive us to Fuller Street, over the limit most of the way.

The meter's dark and the jeweler's sign buzzes. We take the stairs two at a time, and he has the good grace to get the door open before I tear off the coat he's wearing, and then we don't make it any farther than the kitchen. He lifts me onto the eleven-dollar table, the drop-leaf complaining under both of us, and the silk goes up around my waist and his knees hit our kitchen floor, and there's nothing patient left anywhere in the apartment.

His mouth lands on my pussy with no preamble, my heels on his shoulders, my hands in his hair, the unfinished library charge going off in me almost at once. It's embarrassing and glorious, my voice loud enough to be heard all the way back at the dinner table.

"Don't stop," I tell him, and pull his hair to make sure it arrives. "I want another one on your tongue before you get anything at all."

He doesn't stop. He works me straight through it and up again, my dress crushed at my waist, my heels digging into his back through the good jacket, and I ride his mouth on our kitchen table and talk him through it. "You're soaked in me. Good. You're going to fuck me with my taste still on your tongue, and you're going to thank me for it after." The second one hits while I'm mid-sentence and takes the sentence with it.

"Up," I manage, when I own my mouth again. "Get in me. Now, Grant."

He stands, and I get his belt open with hands that aren't quite mine, and his cock is heavy and hard and already wet at the head when I take him in my fist. "Not the bed," I tell him. "The window."

He understands faster than he's understood anything in six years. He walks me to the glass, our glass, the jeweler's sign lighting us from below, my palms flat on the cold pane, and he slides into my pussy from behind in one long stroke, both of us groaning at it, and this time there's no sweater pulled aside and no objection in my mouth, there's my whole bare body against the window over Fuller Street and my husband deep inside me and the street getting every sound I make. "Somebody will look up," he says, into my neck, and it isn't a warning, it's a hope. "Then they'll see me," I say, "finally getting what's mine," and he drives his cock into me hard enough to shake the glass in its frame, his hand coming around to my clit, my rhythm, learned and kept, and when I start to go I say so, out loud, in the exact language he taught me, and he says my terms, all four, one breathless word of each, and I come with my palms on the glass and my voice out over the street, my pussy clenching around his cock in waves, and I hear my husband's undoing arrive with no words left in it at all, just breath, and my name is the first thing he gets back when it's over.

The radiator clangs on, right on schedule, and the sock behind the headboard has nothing to do tonight, because we never made it that far.

After, he doesn't move for a long time. His forehead on my collarbone. My fingers in his hair. The drop-leaf holding all of it up, which is more than the manufacturer promised.

"There's something you should know," he says, into my skin. "I resigned the board seat this afternoon. The Academy one. Loomis needs a trustee who isn't a donor, and I'm not going to be a donor anymore."

I lift his head to look at him doing it, this new thing, telling me things.

"And I called Tom Bright about the lease. Long-term. His son wants out, and I said we weren't going anywhere."

The radiator ticks. Down on the corner somebody laughs outside the bar, and the sign buzzes under our window, and my husband is watching me from an inch away with my name in his mouth and the pages folded in a jacket on our kitchen floor.

"Feed the meter in the morning," I say.


Afterword


"You want to know something about Verna's first daughter-in-law?"

The Wives They Wrote Off, Book 2.

Sloane Whitby typed the letters that buried the Foundation's bodies. Now the family is done with her, and Sloane is done being managed. Coming next week.

Be first to know the day it lands → https://cassiewilderauthor.com/#signup

Follow Cassie Wilder on Amazon for release-day notifications.


Series Page


The Wives They Wrote Off series

Book 1: The Wife He Failed (you are here)

Book 2: coming next week

Every book: a wife a powerful family wrote off, the paper trail they never thought she'd read, and a grovel that costs something.

Each story stands alone. The family connects them.


Also by Cassie Wilder


Craving something with teeth? The Denhouse Rules series:

Book 1: Up to Code → My Book

Book 2: Standard of Care → My Book

Book 3: Last Will and Testimony → My Book

Book 4: Clear Title → coming soon

Heroines with real jobs, three wolves apiece, doors off the hinges.


Freebie!


Free Cassie Wilder story for newsletter readers:

RIGHT OF WAY, a hot little Denhouse Rules prequel you can't get on Amazon. → https://cassiewilderauthor.com/#signup


Reviews


Reviews are how indie books live, and how Dee's red pen stays in ink. Even one line helps.

Thank you for reading.
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