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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This is Part Two of The Kitchen. Mark Ellison is forty-seven. Emily Ellison is forty-three. Maya Reyes is thirty-nine. All sexual partners are adults eighteen or older. The open arrangement is established. The boundary is stated and tested. The kitchen and the couch do the rest.
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The morning light came in through the kitchen blinds the way it always did, thin and pale, the kind that made the stone island look colder than it was. Mark had slept on the couch. He woke with his neck stiff and the taste of last night still in his mouth, wine and the faint salt of Maya and the sharper taste of what Emily had taken. He had rinsed the glasses before he slept. He had left the lights on until the house went quiet. When he opened his eyes the kitchen was already lit from the window and the coffee maker was running. Emily had started it. She always did. The smell of it filled the downstairs. He sat up and the blanket he had pulled over himself in the dark slid to the floor. His clothes were still on. He had not changed. The trousers were wrinkled. The shirt still smelled like the kitchen and like Maya.

Maya came down the stairs in one of his T-shirts. The gray one he kept in the guest room drawer for no reason he could name. It hung to the middle of her thighs. The fabric was soft and old. Under it she was bare. She walked barefoot across the tile and the handprint from the night before was still visible on the back of her left thigh, the shape of his palm and the darker bloom where the second slap had landed lower. The caramel skin was marked. The edges of the print had gone from red to a duller rose. She did not hide it. She poured coffee into the third mug he had set out without thinking. The mug was the plain white one they kept for her. Emily had already filled the other two. Hers sat on the island with the handle turned the way she liked it. Mark’s sat beside the laptop he had not opened yet. Maya took the third and held it with both hands. The steam rose. She looked at the mark on her own thigh and then at Mark. The T-shirt shifted when she moved. The lower curve of her ass was visible for a second under the hem. She did not pull it down.

“It still shows,” she said. Her voice was quiet. The house was quiet. “I like that it does. I could feel it when I rolled over in the guest room. The sting was still there. I touched it. I thought about the way you held me open on the island and the way she took you in her mouth instead.”

Emily stood at the counter with her back to them. She was dressed for work. The navy trousers, the white blouse, the jacket she had not put on yet. Her hair was already up. She had not said good morning. She had not looked at Maya when Maya came in. She had looked at the third mug. She had looked at the T-shirt. She had looked, once, at the mark on Maya’s thigh when Maya turned to reach for the sugar. The look had lasted less than a second. Then she had turned back to the counter and finished packing her bag. The bread from the restaurant sat in its paper bag on the far end of the island. No one had opened it. The paper was creased where Maya had carried it. Emily’s hands moved with the same efficiency they always did. She did not rush. She did not linger. She closed the bag and set it by the door.

“I’m leaving,” Emily said. She did not turn around. “There’s yogurt if either of you wants it. Don’t leave the bread out. It’ll go hard.”

She put the jacket on. She picked up her bag and her keys. She walked past the island without looking at either of them. The door closed behind her. The sound was ordinary. The quiet after it was not. Maya sat on one of the stools. The T-shirt rode up when she did. The mark was clear. Mark watched it and did not say anything. He poured himself coffee and stood at the counter with the mug in his hand and listened to the house settle without Emily in it. The wine fridge hummed. The clock on the wall ticked. Outside a car went by. Inside the three mugs sat on the island and no one moved them.

They ate the bread. Maya tore pieces off and dipped them in the yogurt she found in the fridge. The yogurt was plain. She added honey from the jar Emily kept on the second shelf. The honey was thick. It clung to her fingers. Mark sat at the island with his laptop open and answered emails he did not care about. Maya stayed. She did not go upstairs to change. She did not leave. She sat with one foot on the rung of the stool and the other on the floor and the T-shirt covering most of the mark when she was still. When she reached for more bread the shirt lifted. He saw the edge of the print. She saw him see it. She did not pull the shirt down. She licked honey from her thumb and watched him watch her thigh. The morning went like that. Quiet. Ordinary. The ordinary was the point. The mark was the point. The third mug was the point. None of them named it.

“She’s mad,” Maya said after a while. She was not asking. “She left without saying goodbye. She never does that. She always says something. Even if it’s just that she’ll be late.”

“She’s always mad about something.” Mark closed the laptop halfway. The screen went dark. “She’ll be mad about the mug. She’ll be mad about the shirt. She’ll be mad that you stayed. She’ll be mad that the mark is still there and that I looked at it.”

“I stayed because you didn’t tell me to leave.” Maya licked honey off her thumb. The gesture was ordinary. The way she looked at him while she did it was not. “Do you want me to leave?”

“No.”

They stayed like that until the bread was gone and the yogurt was gone and the coffee had gone cold in both their mugs. Mark worked. Maya read on her phone and then stopped reading and watched him work. The house stayed quiet. The wine fridge hummed under the counter the way it always did. Outside a car went by. Inside nothing moved except Maya’s foot on the rung of the stool and the occasional shift of her weight that made the T-shirt ride higher. At noon she went upstairs. She came back down in the gray dress. It was the one she kept in the guest room closet for nights she stayed. The fabric was thin and tight across her hips and ass. The hem ended high on her thighs. Under it she wore nothing. He could tell because the dress clung and because when she turned the light caught the shape of her and because she stood in the doorway of the kitchen and let him look. The dress had no lining. The weight of her ass pulled the fabric taut across the lower curve. The cheeks filled it. When she walked the dress moved with her. The soft give of her thighs made the
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