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Chapter 1: Really?
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The rain had stopped sometime after lunch, leaving Portland rinsed clean and glowing under a rare mid-afternoon sun. Pale light filtered through the slats of the bedroom blinds, striping the carpet in soft gold.

Winona stood at the foot of the bed, barefoot, one hand resting on the post. She was wearing a deep burgundy nightgown—silk, or something that wanted to be silk—that skimmed her thighs and caught the light when she shifted her weight. She'd had it for years, he knew. He'd seen it maybe twice, both times on anniversaries, and even then only for a few minutes before it ended up on the floor.

But this was mid-afternoon. The coffee mugs were still on the nightstand. A crow was cawing outside the window.

"Really?" she said. "Are you sure? You're really okay with this?"

Jack looked up from where he was sitting on the edge of the mattress. His heart was doing something weird, half sprint, half stumble. He'd said yes ten minutes ago, and ten minutes before that, and ten minutes before that, too. And he'd meant it every time. But the way she was looking at him now, with that mix of hope and hesitation, made the question land fresh.

"Yeah," he said. His voice came out steadier than he felt. "I'm sure."

Winona held his gaze a second longer, like she was checking for the lie underneath the word. Then something in her face softened. Perhaps it was relief, maybe, or gratitude, or just the quiet thrill of being believed.

"Okay," she whispered. "Okay. I just need to finish my makeup. I need like five minutes."

She turned toward the bathroom, and Jack watched her go. He couldn't help it. The nightgown shifted with her stride, the hem brushing the backs of her knees, the burgundy silk pulling tight across her waist before releasing. She glanced back over her shoulder and caught him looking. She didn't call him out. Just smiled and laughed in a way that was small, private, a little bit wicked, before disappearing through the doorway.

The bathroom light flicked on. He heard the soft clink of a lipstick cap, then the tap running.

Jack leaned back on his hands and stared at the empty doorway.

How is this going to go?

He had no idea. That was the part that scared him and thrilled him in equal measure. They'd talked about this—circled it for months, really, in late-night whispers and half-jokes that stopped being jokes somewhere along the way. But talking and doing were two different countries, and he'd just stamped his passport.

The crow outside cawed again. Somewhere in the house, the heat clicked on with a low groan.

Winona hummed something from the bathroom. It wasn’t a tune he recognized, just a nervous little melody.

Jack wiped his palms on his jeans and waited.

This was definitely happening.
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Chapter 2: Texts
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Jack's phone buzzed against the nightstand. Then again. Then a third time in quick succession.

He picked it up. There were three texts.

Bill: Five minutes out.

Bill: You’re sure about this, right?

Tony: We’re all gonna act normal, right? Just tell us the ground rules and we’ll follow them. We don’t want things to change between all of us. Nothing weird afterwards.

Jack stared at the screen. His thumb hovered over the keyboard. He didn't know what the ground rules were. Not really. He and Winona had talked around it for months, danced up to the edge of the thing without ever naming it completely. They had fantasies, sure. Everyone did. But fantasies were safe. Fantasies stayed in your head, or in the whispers between two people in the dark, or in the little games they played when the mood struck just right.

This was different.

This was Bill and Tony pulling up outside his house in the middle of the afternoon.

Jack set the phone down and tried to breathe normally. In the bathroom, he could hear Winona humming again. The tap had stopped. There was the soft rhythmic sound of a makeup brush tapping against a compact.

He thought about Bill first because Bill was easier to think about. Bill was tall, built like a guy who lifted because he liked how it felt, not because he was trying to impress anyone. Broad shoulders. Red hair, fair skin that burned if he looked
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