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“How’s married life treating you, Larry?” Pete asked.

Saturday night and the bar smelled like spilled beer and fryer grease and somebody’s cologne that had lost the fight. Larry Wilson had a sweating glass in his hand and a stool that rocked if you leaned the wrong way. His buddy Pete grinned like the question was free entertainment. Two other guys from work leaned in. Somebody’s game was on the TV over the bottles and nobody was really watching it.

Larry took a drink. The ice had gone soft.

“It’s great,” Larry said.

Then he laughed because the joke was already sitting there between them and there was no point pretending.

“I’m here,” Larry said. “She’s home. Sex is Saturday. Ten to eleven. After the shower. Before lunch and laundry.”

Pete whistled. Low.

“Calendar slot,” Pete said.

“Calendar slot,” Larry said.

He wasn’t mean about it. Just tired in a way that still had affection stuck to it.

“She teaches at Westbrook Academy,” Larry said. “Grades like the world ends if a comma’s wrong.”

“She’s sweet,” he said. “Wears the skirt and the stockings. I married that. I wanted that. I just didn’t know Saturday mornings were gonna feel like a dental appointment with better lighting.”

Somebody snorted into their beer. Larry could picture the kitchen table at home without trying. Red pen. Stack of essays. Lamp light on the side of her face while she frowned at a thesis statement.

He could picture her stockings still on, too, because she always kicked her shoes off and forgot the rest, and her skirt hem honest and below the knee.

“You used to tell Cancun stories,” Pete said.

Larry’s mouth did something sideways — half a rueful smile, half a wince.

“Thirty-three,” Larry said. “But the twins don’t count.”

That got the table. It always did. Spring break. Sticky hotel hallways that smelled like sunscreen and carpet cleaner. Women whose names he never kept. He’d come home from that week feeling like a man who’d used up a whole decade in seven days. Then he’d met Sammy. Quiet blond with a soft mouth and that Saturday-morning face. Honest virgin on the wedding night like something out of a story his grandmother would have approved of and his Cancun self would have laughed at.

The wedding night had turned him on for about two hours. The careful way she looked at him. The way her hands shook on his shoulders. The way she said it felt good, whispered, like she was afraid the hotel walls were listening. Then the weeks after started stacking. Sweet. Gentle. She got wet — that part surprised him every time, how easy her body went slick for him — and she made little sounds. And when he asked once, careful, forehead against hers, if she’d come, she frowned, thinking it over, and said it felt good. Not as good as a decent massage. But good.

He’d laughed. Then he hadn’t. The sentence lived in him after that like a stone in a shoe.

“She’ll loosen up,” Pete said. “Newlyweds. Give it time.”

Larry looked at his glass. Condensation ran onto his thumb.

“I hoped the wedding would do it,” Larry said. “Virgin bride. Whole thing. It was hot and then it was… old. Same Saturday. Same hour. Same soft ending where she pats my chest and gets up to start the laundry.”

He shrugged.

“I love her,” Larry said. “That’s the part that makes it stupid. I love her and I still come to the bar on Saturday night while she marks up essays about symbolism.”

The music shifted. Bass got thicker. Somebody whooped near the little stage they called a stage when Claire was on.

Larry turned.

Claire had Pete’s last name nowhere near her yet but she had Pete’s hands all over her when she wasn’t working and she had the pole when she was. Ex-churchgoer. Used to be Miss Goody Two-Shoes according to Pete — church clothes, a mouth that said please and thank you like a prayer, guilt that sat on her shoulders like a second coat. Now she was up there in a g-string that barely qualified as fabric, thigh shine under the cheap lights, hair stuck to her neck. She worked the pole like it owed her rent. Moneymaker. That was Pete’s word for it and he said it proud.

Larry watched her spin and catch and drop into something that made the front of the bar go quiet for half a second. Smell of the place changed when she danced — sweat and sweet body spray and hot dust off the lights. He thought about Sammy in their bedroom with her skirt folded over the chair and her Saturday-morning face. Soft. Trying. Not knowing what she was missing — and not missing it hard enough yet to even be mad about it.

Claire finished the set. Came down sweaty and grinning, chest rising, glitter stuck in the crease of her hip where the g-string cut. Pete handed her a water like a man handing a trophy. She drank, wiped her mouth with the back of her wrist, and caught Larry looking.

“What,” Claire said.

Not unkind. Curious. Voice still a little rough from the set.

“Married life,” Pete said for him. “He’s got a saint at home and a calendar.”

Claire’s eyes flicked over Larry’s face. She knew the churchgoing shape of that look. She’d worn it.

“Your wife,” Claire said. “The teacher.”

“Sammy,” Larry said.

Saying her name in the bar made his throat tight.

Claire nodded once. Set the water down. A drop ran from the bottle onto the wood and she ignored it.

“You want me to talk to her,” Claire said.

Pete laughed.

“Babe—” Pete said.

“Not like that,” Claire said.

Claire didn’t look at Pete. She looked at Larry. Close enough he could smell the club on her skin under the vanilla she wore when she wasn’t working.

“I’m not into women, honey,” Claire said. “Not for keeping. I like cock too much anyway. But I know what it is when a woman thinks sex is a chore with nice lighting. I used to be her. Sort of. Different ending.”

She tipped her chin at the pole.

“I can talk,” Claire said. “If she’s willing. If you’re willing.”

Larry’s pulse did a stupid thing in his throat. He was proud of her and hot in the face from wanting it, and scared of what it meant. He thought about Sammy’s mouth saying decent massage. He thought about Cancun and how far away it felt from Saturday 10–11. He knew he couldn’t take this back once he said yes. He wanted to say it anyway, because loving her and leaving her stuck in that soft unfinished place felt worse.

“Yeah,” Larry said.

Voice thinner than he wanted.

“Yeah,” Larry said. “Talk to her. Please.”

Claire smiled. Not mean. She smiled like a coach. Like she’d just been handed someone who might actually listen.

“Good?” Claire asked. “Then you go home and you don’t make it weird when I text her. And Larry?”

She leaned in so the bar noise had to work to hear her.

“If she says no, that’s no,” Claire said. “If she says yes, you don’t get to pretend you didn’t ask for this.”

“I asked,” Larry said.

He meant it. The words sat in his chest like a vow he hadn’t practiced.

On the TV somebody scored and nobody cared. Claire squeezed Pete’s shoulder, winked once at Larry like a dare, and headed for the back to change out of the g-string that had paid for half the water in her hand. Larry sat with his beer and what he’d just asked Claire to do for his wife and the picture of his wife at the kitchen table with a red pen, grading, good, careful, waiting for a Saturday that never quite broke open.

He finished the drink. He did not go home early.


* * *



Sammy Wilson had one glass of wine in her.

She was careful the way of a woman who graded papers for a living. The wine had loosened her at the edges, and her head was clear. Claire had texted Sunday afternoon — short, plain, no emoji games. Larry had said it was fine, said it was good, said Claire was Pete’s girlfriend and not a stranger, and his voice had done that proud-aching thing that made Sammy’s stomach drop in a way Saturday mornings never did. So Sammy had put on a blouse that buttoned too high and jeans she almost never wore and driven to Claire’s place with her pulse doing something unprofessional in her throat.

Claire’s apartment smelled like vanilla candle and laundry detergent and, faintly, the club — the glitter and sweat smell that stayed even after a shower. Claire herself was in sweatpants and a tank top. Hair wet at the ends. No g-string. No pole. Just a woman with sharp eyes and a mouth that smiled like it knew secrets and wasn’t going to rush them.

“You can sit,” Claire said. “Or pace. Newlyweds pace.”

Sammy sat. Wine in a real glass, not plastic. She sipped. The blouse felt loud on her — too dressed-up, like it announced she’d snuck out. Weekday Sammy wore the skirt and the stockings and kept her hem where it belonged, below the knee, respectable. Sunday-evening Sammy felt like she’d snuck out of her own life.

“Larry said you dance,” Sammy said.

“I dance,” Claire said. “I also talk.”

Claire curled into the other end of the couch, not touching.

“He said Saturday is ten to eleven,” Claire said. “He said Cancun like it was a joke and a bruise. He said you told him sex feels good. Not as good as a decent massage.”

Sammy’s face went hot.

“I shouldn’t have said that,” Sammy said.

“Why,” Claire said. “It’s honest.”

Claire tilted her head.

“Do you even know what an orgasm is, Sammy?” Claire asked.

The question landed soft and filthy at the same time. Sammy’s fingers tightened on the wine glass. She thought about Larry’s hands. The Saturday shower. The way she got wet — God, she got wet — and the way the good feeling rose and then just… leveled. Every time, it stopped short. She thought about church and vows and the way her skirt hem sat below her knee every Monday like a promise she understood better than her own body.

“I thought I did,” Sammy said.

Her voice came out smaller.

“It feels good,” Sammy said. “He feels good. I get—”

She stopped. Started.

“I soak through sometimes,” Sammy said. “Underwear. It’s embarrassing. I thought that was… it. The wet. The warm. Then it fades and I want to get up and start the laundry. He looks at me like he’s waiting for something and I don’t know what to give him except I’m sorry and I love you.”

Claire watched her. Not hungry. Assessing.

“That’s not an orgasm, honey,” Claire said.

Sammy laughed once, shaky.

“Okay,” Sammy said.

“I’m serious,” Claire said.

Claire set her own glass down.

“I’m going to say this plain because pretty words let a woman hide,” Claire said.

“An orgasm is not a nice massage. It’s not polite. Your body climbs and then it breaks and for a few seconds you’re not thinking about anything. You’re not anybody’s anything. You’re just a body learning it has a switch that flips.”

She paused.

“Too much?” Claire asked.

Sammy’s mouth was dry. The rest of her wasn’t. She could feel it, that soaking thing, traitor body in jeans
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