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      My wife had been asleep by nine-thirty.

      That was nothing new. Diane worked early shifts at the hospital, and by the time Friday evening rolled around she was done. Half a glass of wine at dinner and her eyes were already going soft. I kissed her forehead when she said goodnight, watched her climb the stairs, and listened to the house settle into that particular quiet that only exists when you are the last one awake.

      I poured two fingers of bourbon and took it to the back porch.

      Our neighborhood was the kind where everyone knew each other well enough to wave but not well enough to ask questions. Mature trees, wide lots, the occasional dog barking at something that wasn't there. I had lived here eleven years. Watched kids grow up, watched couples move out, watched the house next door sit empty for fourteen months before the Harmon family moved in two summers ago.

      Meg Harmon was twenty-three. She had moved back in with her parents after finishing her degree, saving money, figuring out the next thing. I knew this because her mother, Patricia, was a talker. Everything Meg did found its way across the fence eventually.

      What Patricia didn't know was that her daughter and I had been having a different kind of conversation entirely.

      It started as nothing. A wave from the driveway. Small talk at the mailbox. Then one evening in June she had leaned over the fence with a glass of wine and said, very simply, that she had noticed me noticing her, and was I going to do anything about it or just keep pretending.

      I had respected that directness more than I could say.

      Tonight I could see the light in her bedroom window from where I sat on the porch. Second floor, right side of the house. It went out around ten, and I assumed she had gone to bed. I finished my bourbon and went inside.

      My phone buzzed at ten-fifteen. Still up?

      I sat down at the kitchen table. Yeah.

      My parents are both asleep. Come to the back door.

      I looked at the ceiling. Upstairs, Diane was somewhere in the deep undisturbed sleep that came with twelve-hour shifts and honest exhaustion. I had not been sleeping well in months.

      Give me five minutes, I typed back.
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      She answered the door in a thin sleep shirt that hit her at the upper thigh, her dark hair loose and slightly tousled. No makeup. Barefoot. She looked like she had been reading in bed and decided she had better things to do.

      I stepped inside and she closed the door quietly behind me.

      Neither of us spoke for a moment. The kitchen was dim, lit only by the light over the stove, and in it she looked warm and golden and entirely too good for the way I had been spending my Friday nights.

      "Hi," she said.

      "Hi."

      "You took six minutes."

      "I had to find my shoes."

      She smiled at that, the slow private smile that I had been cataloguing all summer without meaning to. She reached out and took the front of my shirt in her fingers, not pulling, just holding.

      "I've been thinking about you all day," she said. "Is that embarrassing to admit?"

      "No." I brought my hand up and tucked her hair behind her ear, letting my fingers trail along the side of her neck. "I've been thinking about you since Tuesday."

      Her grip on my shirt tightened slightly. "What happened Tuesday?"

      "You were washing your car in the driveway."

      She laughed quietly, her head tilting back just slightly. "That's very specific."

      "You were wearing that yellow shirt."

      "I remember the shirt."

      I stepped closer. Close enough that she had to look up at me, her hand still fisted in my shirt. I could feel her breath. I brought my other hand to her jaw, tilting her chin up, and when I kissed her she made a soft sound against my mouth that I felt in my back teeth.

      She kissed the way she talked. Direct. No hedging. Her free hand came up to my chest and she kissed me back with the kind of focus that made everything outside this kitchen completely irrelevant. My hand moved from her jaw into her hair, and she made that sound again when I gripped it.

      I walked her back until she was against the kitchen counter, her hips pressing into the edge, my body against hers. Her hands moved to my shoulders. When I kissed along her jaw and down to her neck she let her head fall back, giving me the line of her throat, and I took my time with it. Her pulse jumped under my mouth when I pressed there, and I could feel her chest rising and falling faster.

      "We should go upstairs," she breathed.

      "Your parents."

      "Their room is on the other side of the house. They sleep hard." Her fingers curled against my neck. "I've thought about it. We'll be fine."

      I kissed her again, slower this time, my hands moving down her sides to her hips. The shirt she was wearing was soft and thin and I could feel the warmth of her skin through it. She pressed into me and I pressed back, and the small sound she made when she felt how much I wanted her made it very easy to agree.

      "Lead the way," I said.

      She took my hand and led me toward the stairs.
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      Her bedroom was the same one I had watched the light go out in from my back porch for most of the summer.

      A lamp on the nightstand was still on, turned low. Books stacked on one side. A ceiling fan moving at its slowest setting. She closed the door behind us without a click, pressing it shut with the flat of her hand, careful.

      When she turned back to me, I was already there.

      I kissed her before she could say anything, both hands in her hair, and this time I didn't hold back on it. She gasped into my mouth and grabbed at the front of my shirt with both hands, pulling. When I walked her backward toward the bed she went willingly, her fingers working my buttons with a focused efficiency that made me smile against her mouth.

      "You've done this before," I said.

      "Buttons?" She pushed my shirt off my shoulders. "I have, yes."

      She ran her palms across my chest and down my stomach, her nails just barely there, and I felt it like a current. I reached down and got the hem of her shirt. She raised her arms without being asked and I pulled it over her head.

      Nothing underneath.

      I spent a moment just looking at her. She let me, chin slightly lifted, something quietly certain in how she held herself.

      "Come here," I said.

      I sat on the edge of the bed and brought her between my legs, and I took my time learning her from here. My hands moved up her sides, her stomach, and when my mouth found her breast she bit down on her lip to hold back the sound. My tongue circled her nipple, then the other, and her fingers dug into my hair.

      "You're killing me," she whispered.

      "Good."

      I pulled her down onto the bed beside me and my mouth traced down her stomach, slow, her skin warm and smooth. My fingers moved to the waistband of the small cotton shorts she had on and she lifted her hips before I even asked. I pulled them down her legs and dropped them off the side of the bed.

      She was already wanting. I could see it, could feel the heat coming off her when I moved my hand between her thighs. When my fingers found her center she made a sharp quiet sound and her hips tilted toward me.

      "How long have you been like this?" I asked.

      She looked at me with heavy eyes. "Since before you texted back."

      I worked her slowly with my fingers, watching her face. She was beautiful in the low light, her hair spread across the pillow, her lip caught between her teeth. I added a second finger and curved them, pressing, and her back came off the bed.

      "Right there," she breathed. "Don't stop."

      I didn't stop. I worked her with my fingers until she was gripping the sheets with both hands, her thighs pressing against my forearm, her hips moving in small urgent circles. When her breath went from steady to ragged I pressed my thumb to her clit, small tight circles, and felt her fall apart beneath my hand. She turned her face into the pillow to muffle the sound she made, her whole body shaking with it.

      I waited for her to come back.

      She opened her eyes and looked at me.

      "Your turn," she said, and reached for my belt.
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      She was not shy about what she wanted, which I had understood from the beginning. She pushed me onto my back and worked my belt and pants with the same efficient focus she had shown with my shirt buttons, and when she wrapped her hand around me she watched my face the way someone watches a reaction they've been curious about.

      "You're very," she started.

      "Don't finish that sentence or I will not last."

      She grinned. It was a genuinely wicked grin.

      Her mouth replaced her hand and I put one arm over my eyes and breathed through it like a man with something to prove. She moved slowly at first, torturously, taking her time in a way that told me she had been thinking about exactly this. Her tongue worked the underside of my shaft on every stroke and when I hit the back of her throat she made a low satisfied sound that nearly finished me.

      "Meg."

      She came up, her lips swollen, her eyes bright. "Mm?"

      "Come here."

      She climbed up
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