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Chapter One

The Dead Rules
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The mark Jordan had left low on Sarah’s throat had gone from red to a tired yellow green bruise, mouth shaped if you knew what you were looking at. She saw it in the closet mirror while she looked for a dress that wasn’t last Saturday’s black dress. The café lights were still in the paper bag on the shelf, receipt in the bottom, July sun faded on the paper, and they hadn’t put them up.

It was Friday again. Nobody was going anywhere.

She pressed the bruise on her throat with two fingers, almost nothing, still enough that her stomach did a small, stupid drop: last week’s mouth on her, last week’s rug under her knees, the way she had stood in their entryway with her heels in one hand and the proof still fresh under Miles’s thumb. Heat moved low and she let it, but she didn’t rub. Rubbing would’ve turned into a talk she wasn’t ready to give Miles yet.

Miles’s gray shirt hung on the hook where it belonged. The new television at the foot of the bed was a dark rectangle they hadn’t turned on all week, HDMI still a little loose where the installers had shoved it.

Miles was at the kitchen table with his laptop shut and his phone face up. Two ordinary plates sat in the rack; the good ones from the wedding, gold rim, were still in the cabinet. Her mother had another set she kept offering, and those were still in St. Louis. He had the thread open, the one that still said Weekend Pass at the top, left over from last weekend. That tight pinch was already at the corner of his right eye, the look he gets when something on the phone is about to ruin Friday, and he had been sitting with the thread the way he sat with a spreadsheet he didn’t want to send.

“We said next Saturday was a different conversation,” Miles said.

“It’s Friday,” Sarah said. “That’s close enough.”

Sarah leaned on the counter. The fridge hummed. Behind the beer there was only oat milk and a package of cheese that needed throwing out.

“We don’t have a list,” Sarah said.

“We have last week’s,” Miles said. “Some of it’s dead.”

He turned the phone so she could see the blue bubbles without picking it up.

“Check in when you leave, when you get there, and before you sleep,” Miles said. “Home by Sunday noon. Those aren’t rules anymore. That’s a weather report from a week that already happened.”

He looked at her. The small chip on the left incisor when he almost smiled. The mint tin sat on the table between them.

“I want him in this house,” Sarah said.

She heard it land. She didn’t take it back.

“Not a balcony plant at his place,” Sarah said. “Here. If he says no, we eat something and we put the lights up or we don’t. If he says yes, you’re home. That’s the different conversation.”

Saying here made her clit jump. She kept her face ordinary. Miles’s eyes flicked to her mouth and back. He had heard the heat under the sentence even if she had dressed it as logistics.

Miles nodded once. His wedding ring clicked on the table edge. He thumbed. She watched the blue bubble form and didn’t try to write it for him.

“Next Saturday got moved to tomorrow,” Miles said. “Our kitchen this time. I’m here the whole time. Same first time rules that still apply. Condoms. She leaves if she needs to. She tells me everything, except this time I don’t have to wait for her to get home. If that’s a problem you say so and nobody’s mad.”

The phone sat between the salt and the knife they always lost.

Sarah picked it up. Her thumb left a faint print on the glass. She added her own and didn’t look at him for permission. That was last week’s muscle, waiting for a nod. This week the muscle was different.

“He’s not waiting on the couch this time,” Sarah said. “That’s the point. I want you in our bed and I want him in the room. If you need the balcony you can have the porch. The lights are still in the bag.”

They waited. The ice maker dumped a tray. A motorcycle went by on the next street and faded. Two houses down a grill lid closed. Sarah watched Miles watch the screen. He didn’t pick at a label yet. He would.

Under the counter her thighs pressed together. She hadn’t decided anything. She just wanted it. She was wet from a text thread and the bruise on her throat and the fact that Miles was writing a man into their address. She could feel the lace stick when she shifted, and she didn’t hide it. Miles saw it. His throat moved.

“Parking on your block looks illegal,” Jordan said. “I’ll find it. Tomorrow after six. I talk to you, not through him. I’m not furniture in somebody else’s living room. If the room starts to feel like something we’re hiding, I’m gone. I’ve done the bag.”

Sarah set the phone down. Miles read it over her shoulder. His laugh was quiet and not small.

“He kept the ugly line,” Sarah said.

“The bag one,” Sarah said.

“Good,” Miles said. “I want him knowing the house isn’t a trick.”

He reached for her, his thumb on the bruise low on her throat, above the notch of her collarbones. Heat under his thumb. Proof of last week’s mouth fading on a schedule of its own. His thumb pressed once, not enough to hurt, enough that she made a sound she had meant to keep for Saturday. Then his hand went to her thigh, thumb under the hem of her shorts.

“You tell me,” Miles said. “I don’t get to hide in the sheets. I didn’t like that sentence when he said it. I kept it anyway.”

“I know,” Sarah said.

His thumb stayed, slow circles that weren’t comfort, moving higher. The cotton went damp under his touch and he felt the change and let out a shaky breath. She put her hand over his and held him there, then guided him an inch inward until the pad of his thumb found her clit through the shorts and stayed, pressure without motion, until her breath went wrong and her knees loosened against the cabinet.

“Checking in is dead,” Miles said. “Home by Sunday noon is dead.”

He scrolled with one thumb, not deleting anything, just naming the dead rules, the ones that didn’t apply anymore, the other hand still on her.

“Four still live,” Miles said. “Condoms. She leaves if anything feels wrong. Go be hungry, even though nobody’s going anywhere. And tell me everything. That was the fourth one last week. It’s the one that still has teeth.”

“Then that’s the list,” Sarah said.

They sat with the thread open until the screen dimmed. Miles got two beers. He didn’t hide hers behind the milk. It was the same cheap lager that had sat full and sweating last Friday, and this time he drank it. Foam on his upper lip. She wiped it with her thumb because she could, then put the thumb in her mouth without thinking. His eyes went dark.

“If he walks in here and I get small,” Miles said, picking at the label now, the paper coming off in a wet curl.

“You tell me,” Miles said. “Don’t protect me from it. That’s the part I don’t want to find out later. This is our rug. This is the crack in the tile I keep saying I’ll caulk. This is the chair with the shirts on it.”

Sarah put her foot against his under the table. Bare. Warm. Higher, along his calf, until her toes found the inside of his knee.

“You don’t sneak it,” Sarah said. “I don’t pretend I didn’t see your face. Both ways tomorrow.”

He looked at her a long time. Then he thumbed one more bubble he didn’t send, deleted it, and left the phone face down by the salt.

“Good,” Miles said.

“I’m going to be terrible at sitting still,” Miles said. “I’m still doing it.”

She kissed him again at the table, slower, until he was making the low kitchen sound into her mouth, the one he made when he forgot to be careful, and her hand was on him over his jeans, rubbing once along the hard line and then stopping.

“Tomorrow,” Sarah said against his teeth.

“Tomorrow,” Miles said.

She almost said the other thing, about Tuesday after chin-ups. She used to drop off the bar at four and call it done, but Jordan had told her not to dump the last two, so she’d hung on for six and then sat in the car with the number stuck in her head. She hadn’t texted him, and she hadn’t told Miles. The list they’d just agreed on said tell everything. She drank instead, and the beer was cold, though nothing between her legs was.

When they stood to put the bottles in the recycling his hand found the small of her back under the tee. She turned into him at the sink and kissed him with beer mouth until he was hard against her hip, Miles’s cock a blunt line through jeans, and she was rocking on that hardness without taking her shorts off. One long grind. Two. Her belly started to lock; she came close enough to make a sound and stopped on purpose, forehead on his collarbone, ache saved for tomorrow.

“Tomorrow,” Sarah said.

“Tomorrow,” Miles said, rough.

“I’m going to remember that sound when he’s in you,” Miles said.

“Good,” Sarah said. “I want you to.”

The dead rules stayed on the screen in the dark. The live ones were still in the kitchen with them: oat milk, cheese that needed throwing out, lights they hadn’t hung. Nobody was going anywhere. They’d said that out loud before anyone knocked. Her hand still tingled from where she’d touched him.
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