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Chapter One

Not One Hundred
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The clinic smelled like hand sanitizer and old magazines. Sarah sat on the paper covered table in jeans and his gray shirt under her jacket, because she didn’t want to do this in a paper gown, and she was already bringing enough honesty for one Tuesday.

The doctor was a woman in soft shoes whose pen clicked once and then stayed open. It was an ordinary yearly visit, her blood pressure was fine, and there were a few questions about the marriage that weren’t really about the marriage, and then came the birth control question, asked in the same calm voice it always was.

“You’re relying on condoms with partners outside the marriage,” the doctor said, without looking shocked or impressed, just checking the facts. “And nothing else as primary?”

“That’s our house rule,” Sarah said, and heat moved low in her anyway, which was stupid and no help at all under fluorescent lights, a want that had nowhere to go. “My husband insists on it. We write everything down, and we don’t sneak.”

“Good,” the doctor said, and clicked her pen. “I still need you to hear the part nobody likes. Condoms work very well when they stay whole and stay on, but they aren’t one hundred percent. They can slip or tear, they can be the wrong size, oil based lube can weaken them, and sometimes they fail when nobody did anything wrong. If one does, emergency contraception, Plan B, the morning after pill, works best the sooner you take it, ideally within seventy two hours. If having a pack at home would keep you calmer in the moment, keep one. It isn’t an abortion and it isn’t a lifestyle. It’s a backup for an accident you hope never happens.”

Sarah nodded. The paper under her thighs crackled. She thought of the condoms in their nightstand. Miles’s ring on the plate edge when he said condoms like furniture. She thought of the hotel hallway, where they still hadn’t gone bare, and of how loud the latex rule still was. She thought about Jordan with nothing on and held the thought still instead of taking it anywhere. If she said it, she’d say it at home, at the counter, where Miles could hear.

“I’m not asking for an IUD today,” Sarah said clearly. “I’m asking what happens if the rule we trust fails once.”

“Then you take the backup and you talk to the people who share the risk with you,” the doctor said. “And you decide whether the rule still fits. Chance is real. Panic is optional. Plan B is for chance.”

Sarah left with a pamphlet she didn’t need for the words and a pharmacy bag she did need for the pill. The Plan B came in a box that looked far too ordinary for what it was for. She put it in her purse next to the mint tin Miles had forgotten in the cupholder last week and drove home with the radio low and her thighs pressed together for reasons the clinic hadn’t invented.

Miles sat at the kitchen table behind his laptop with a spreadsheet open, and the small crease had already started beside his eye, the one that showed up whenever a day was about to ask him for the truth. There was a fresh tin of mints next to the salt shaker. He glanced up when she put the pharmacy bag down on the counter, very carefully.

“Weather?” he asked.

“I went to the clinic,” Sarah said, and once the word was out she let it stand. “It was just my yearly visit, but the doctor told me condoms don’t work every single time, and that Plan B is the backup if one ever fails. So I bought a box. I’m going to put it in the nightstand beside the condoms, so the drawer holds the rule and the backup together. I’m not asking to go bare, and a pamphlet didn’t scare me into wanting anything new. I’m just saying out loud that accidents happen, so neither of us has to make one up halfway through.”

Miles closed the laptop slowly, with both hands, so it barely made a sound. Somewhere behind the fridge the ice maker let a load of cubes go. He didn’t fidget or reach for anything to keep his hands busy. He got up, came around the table and slid his hand under her shirt to lay it warm and flat on her stomach, the way he always checked on her after the pass picked up a new sentence. His thumb settled on the soft spot just above her waistband and stayed there. If he moved lower too soon, she thought, she’d miss how calmly his hand was taking the risk on with her, and she wanted both things, his hand going lower and his hand holding still.

“Say the rule that still stands,” he said.

“Here’s what I want,” Sarah said, counting it off against the table with one finger. “We do it at the house, and you watch while he talks to me. You put your hands on me if I ask you to, and he wears a condom. We can still cancel. Going bare is something we talk about, not something we’re planning, and the Plan B goes in the drawer in case a condom ever fails.” She took a breath and held his eyes. “Accidents can happen, and that doesn’t mean we panic.”

His thumb stayed warm on her stomach. “Good.”

She put the Plan B in the nightstand beside the condoms and the lube and the list they’d kept since the first weekend, where condoms were still written in as a rule. The box sat there ordinary as toothpaste. She looked at the box until she wanted to take the pill out and look at it again. She didn’t. She shut the drawer.

He heard the rest that night on the couch with his hand between her legs, and he fucked her bare, the way he always had, while she told him the condoms still stayed on for Jordan. They didn’t plan a Saturday around a clinic visit. On Friday they wrote the same kind of Saturday they already knew how to write.





Chapter Two

The Bubble With Condoms
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Friday they decided at the plates.

Dinner went on the plain white plates, since the wedding set never left its shelf. Miles had left his phone screen up between the salt and that one knife they could never find. Sarah had on his shirt and no underwear, already wet from a week of maybe slowly turning into a plan that still had a wall in it. Cool air slid under the hem. She crossed her ankles once and then uncrossed them on purpose, so he’d see she wasn’t trying to hide how much she wanted it.

“Write to him,” she said. “Tell him it’s at the house, and put your hands in that first message. He keeps the condom on, and he finishes in it if I ask, and I’m asking right there in the text so nobody has to guess at consent halfway through. I want the wet afterward, and I want us to be proud of it while we clean up. Being seen in public stays something for trips. We can still cancel, and we stay as honest as we were at the hotel and on the night with hands. Going bare is still just talk, and the Plan B stays in the drawer as a backup, not an invitation.”

Miles typed with his thumb while she watched the blue bubble fill in, and she didn’t take the phone from him to write it herself. That trust between them covered his hands now, and it covered this too. It was bigger than wanting Jordan in the room. It was a marriage that wrote its rules in daylight, and it was the fear of ruining a good weekend with a surprise nobody had agreed to.

Miles wrote: “Tomorrow around six, if you’re free. Our house again and the same rules we always use. Condoms. She wants you to come inside her with the condom on, and she’s asking you right here in this text. If she invites my hands onto her while you two are together, I’ll keep them there. I’ll watch, and I’ll hold out so I can have her after. Being seen in public stays something we only do on trips. She can stop whenever she needs to, and you talk to her the whole way through. If any of this doesn’t work for you, just say so and nobody gets upset. There’ll be oranges in the bowl and a mat by the door. The condoms stay on unless somebody gets truly scared, and if that happens we stop and talk it through.”

Sarah took the phone. Her pulse sat in her throat. She typed slow so the words would land clean.

Sarah typed: “Miles gets his hands on me if I ask for them. I want you wearing a condom, and I want you to come in it while he watches, and then I want the wet. The fern can keep being dramatic. If you need to step out onto the porch, it’s yours. I want us all breathing the same air, starting with your first stroke, with the condom we picked. We can still cancel. Being looked at by strangers can wait for some other trip. Going bare is still just something we talk about.”

They waited while the coffee maker gurgled through the last of its water, a dog barked twice at something next door, and the kitchen clock ticked loud enough to count, and the whole time Sarah could feel her pulse beating in her throat until Miles’s ring clicked once against the edge of his plate and went still.

Jordan wrote back, “I’ll find parking that isn’t illegal. After six. I talk to you. Latex is fine, written, not an ambush. Finish in the condom if you’re still asking when I’m close; I hear you asking now and I’ll hear you Saturday. Hands are fine if they’re hers. I’m not trying to brag about this or make your marriage about me. Bring the honesty you brought on the road. The rubber stays on unless you say otherwise in the middle of the night, and then we listen.”

Miles let out a laugh that barely had any breath behind it. “He kept in the part that matters,” he said.

“Good,” Sarah said, and set the phone face down. Her hand was shaking with excitement. “I want him to know the
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