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The Announcement
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The wine was a Malbec, Tom's choice, poured before I'd even sat down. A good sign. He had his pleased-with-himself face on, the one that meant he'd done something he expected me to thank him for.

I picked up my glass and waited.

"Hawaii," he said. "Two weeks. I booked it this afternoon."

The smile came without effort. Fourteen years of practice and my face knows what it's supposed to do. I felt it arrange itself — the surprise, the delight, the soft widening of my eyes — while underneath, the count had already started.

Fourteen days.

One room. One bed. Tom four feet away at every hour he wasn't working, which on a vacation would be all of them.

"Hawaii," I said. "Tom."

"Maui, actually. The resort you mentioned two years ago, remember? I wrote it down."

He had written it down. That landed somewhere warm and real, and I let it. The warmth was genuine. Tom at his best, attentive in the way he was attentive — slow, stored, delivered late. I reached across the table and squeezed his hand.

"When?"

"Three weeks from Saturday. Two full weeks."

"The flights?"

"Direct from O'Hare. I got us an ocean view room." He was enjoying this, parceling it out. "Breakfast included."

I nodded and took a sip of wine and let him read it as enthusiasm.

Fourteen days at close quarters with a man who knew my face better than anyone, in a room where there was nowhere to go when my body started making its demands, which it would, and soon, and without asking my permission.

The old me would have been grateful for two weeks alone with Tom. She'd have been tired and easy and completely fine. There had been nothing in her that needed hiding because there had been nothing in her that moved like this. Now there was. And the question sitting quiet under every warm feeling about the trip was the same one it always was when the walls closed in: could I hold the shape of myself together long enough that he didn't start to wonder what was underneath it.

Tom had never once looked at me and seen anything I didn't show him. I didn't think badly of him for that. It was just the truth of us, twenty years of it, comfortable and known. But I had changed inside that truth without telling him, and fourteen days was a long time to stay unchanged on the outside.

He asked if I was happy about it. The question was genuine, a little hopeful, the way Tom got when he wanted to have done something right. And I was happy. That was the complicated part, the part that had no clean edge to it. I loved him in the steady, worn-in way you love someone who has been beside you through everything. The trip was thoughtful. The fact that he'd written down the name of a resort I'd mentioned once, two years ago, and then gone and booked it — that was real.

I just also needed to figure out how to be alone with my own body for fourteen days in a room with him.

He cleared the plates with the goodwill of a man who has delivered and knows it, moving between the table and the kitchen with his shirtsleeves rolled and his shoulders easy. I sat with my wine and watched him and thought about fourteen days.

Not fear. Fear about this had been gone a long time. What sat in my chest now was something more like concentration, the same focused stillness I'd learned to hold over my face at dinner parties, at school pickups, in any room where my body was running at a frequency no one around me could hear. I had gotten good at stillness. I had gotten good at the shape of a woman who was fine.

Two weeks. One room. Tom, who knew my face.

Tom ran the tap over the dishes and the kitchen filled with the small domestic sound of it. His back to me. Comfortable. Happy.

I turned my wine glass in my fingers and sat with the question, and didn't yet have an answer, and found that for now that was enough.

He reached for me in the dark, his hand finding my hip the way it always did, certain of the geography after twenty years. I turned toward him.

His mouth found my neck first. That had always been his move and it had always worked, and it worked now, his lips pressing into the soft skin below my ear while his hand slid up my waist and cupped my full breast with a familiarity that held no hesitation. He knew what I liked. He had always known.

"Hi," he said, against my skin.

"Hi."

His thumb moved across my nipple and I pulled him closer. My body was already running fast underneath his hands, the way it always did now, but his hands were good hands and they knew exactly where to go. He took his time. His mouth moved down my throat to my chest, his tongue circling my nipple slowly, and the sound that came out of me was real.

He worked his way down. His hands pushed my thighs apart and his mouth found me and I arched up off the mattress.

He was thorough. Patient in a way that used to feel like a luxury and now felt like something I needed the way I needed air. His tongue moved against my clit in the slow, precise rhythm he'd learned years ago and never forgotten, and my hands went into his hair and my hips rolled up into his face and my thighs trembled on either side of his head.

"Don't stop," I breathed. "Right there, don't stop."

He didn't stop. His hands gripped the soft curves of my hips and held me steady and kept going until my back lifted off the bed and my thighs clamped around his head and the orgasm broke over me in a long, shaking wave. I came with my fist pressed to my mouth, my whole body tight and then flooding loose, my full hips grinding down into his face as the last of it moved through me.

He kissed his way back up. His cock pressed against my thigh and I reached for him, still shaking.

He slid inside and the fullness made me gasp and my legs wrapped around him and pulled him deep. His forehead dropped to mine.

"God," he said. "Maggie."

We moved together and it was good. It was genuinely good, his cock filling me on every thrust, his weight pressing my breasts flat, his breathing ragged in my ear. I came again before he did, quieter this time, my fingers digging into his back, my face turned into his throat.

He finished with a long groan and collapsed against me and I held him and stroked his back and felt the warmth of him spreading inside me and thought: yes. That. Exactly that.

His breathing slowed. His body went heavy. The hand at my waist loosened by degrees until it lay slack across my stomach, and within four minutes his chest was rising and falling in the long even rhythm of a man completely gone.

I stared at the ceiling.

The satisfaction was real. It had been real. Two orgasms, both of them genuine, the kind that moved through your whole body and left your legs soft afterward. Tom had done that. Twenty years and he still knew exactly how to take me apart.

The problem arrived quietly, the way it always did. Not a crash, not a sudden hunger. Just a low warmth beginning to rebuild somewhere below the satisfaction, patient and certain, like a tide that doesn't care that you've only just dried off.

I lay still and listened to Tom breathe and felt it coming back.

It had been twenty minutes since he'd made me cum twice. The need was already at a four and climbing, soft and steady, and I had nowhere to put it, and his arm lay across my waist warm and oblivious, and the ceiling held nothing in the dark above me.

Four. Then five.

I waited another ten minutes, my eyes on the ceiling, Tom's arm across my stomach, his breathing the only sound in the room. The warmth kept building. It had no interest in what had already happened tonight, no awareness of the two orgasms that were supposed to have settled it. It just rose, the way it always rose, indifferent and patient and entirely mine to deal with.

His arm was the problem. Deadweight across my middle, warm and oblivious. I moved it with both hands, slow, lifting and shifting until it lay at his side, and he made a small sound and turned his face deeper into the pillow and kept sleeping.

I lay still for thirty seconds and listened.

Long, even breaths. The occasional small shift of his shoulders. Gone.

My hand moved under the sheet.

The concentration required for this was its own particular skill, one I'd gotten good at without meaning to. Every movement calibrated to the depth of his breathing. Shoulders still. Face still. The sheet moving as little as possible, just my wrist, just my fingers finding exactly where the need was loudest and staying there. Breathing through my nose in long slow pulls while everything from the waist down tightened and built.

His face was six inches from mine in the dark. Slack and easy, the way it got when he was deep under. I watched it while my fingers worked and kept my own face empty.

The orgasm built slowly, which was fine, which was what the silence required. I took it one careful increment at a time, my body pulling hard toward my hand, my jaw tight, my thighs pressing together around my wrist. When it arrived I pressed my teeth together and let it move through me in one long, controlled wave, my hips rocking up the smallest possible amount, my breath going out through my nose in a thin stream.

Tom slept through it without moving.

I lay still in the aftermath and waited. Thirty seconds. A minute. The satisfaction settled over my body like warm water and I thought: there. Done. Sleep.

The warmth started coming back at two minutes.

I closed my eyes and felt it and didn't argue with it. Arguing had never worked. The need didn't respond to reason or to what had already happened or to the perfectly sensible fact that it was past midnight and I had two orgasms from my husband and two more from my own hand and any normal body would be finished by now.

My body was not a normal body anymore.

I turned my head and looked at Tom's face again and then I looked back at the ceiling and let my hand move back under the sheet.

This time I let my mind go where it wanted.

It went fast and certain, the way it always did when I stopped holding it back. The back seat of a car, a Thursday afternoon, a man's hand in my dark hair pulling my full hips back onto his cock while the windows fogged and his breath came ragged and loud. The specific weight of a stranger's hands on my breasts. The particular sound a man made when he lost himself completely, that unguarded low groan that meant he was gone, that meant I'd taken him somewhere he hadn't expected to go.

My fingers moved faster. The sheet shifted and I didn't care.

The orgasm that built this time had no patience in it. My thighs fell open and my back arched off the mattress and I caught the sound in my throat and held it there while my whole body clenched and released and clenched again, longer and harder than the first, my hand working through every last pulse of it until my wrist ached and my legs were shaking and the breath came out of me all at once in a long silent rush.

Silence.

Tom's breathing. Unchanged. The room exactly as it had been, the dark ceiling, the strip of streetlight at the curtain edge. As if nothing had happened in it at all.

My body went quiet. Fully quiet, the particular stillness that only came after the second one, when the need finally ran out of arguments and lay down. I felt it the way you feel the absence of pain — not good exactly, just the relief of something stopping.

I pulled my hand free and lay with my arms at my sides and looked at the ceiling.

Fourteen days.

No anger in the thought. No dread. The feeling that sat underneath it was something closer to the way I felt looking at a complicated calendar — the kind with too many moving pieces that needed rearranging before a trip. Not impossible. Just a thing that required handling.

I had learned a great deal in the past eighteen months about handling things.

Tom shifted in his sleep, his hand moving across the sheet until his fingers found my hip, loose and automatic, and rested there. I looked at his hand on my hip in the dark.

The warmth was already a two.

Fourteen days in a new place. A large resort, he'd said. Right on the beach. The image of it sat in my mind and I turned it slowly and looked at it from different angles the way you'd turn a stone over in your hand, and I didn't yet know what the shape of it would be, only that I had managed every hard thing this life had handed me for the past year and a half, and the woman lying in this bed was not the woman who would have been frightened by any of this.

The ceiling held the dark above me. Hawaii waited, patient and warm, three weeks away.
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The Plane
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The neck pillow was out before we reached cruising altitude. Tom pulled it from his carry-on, fitted it around his shoulders, opened his thriller to the dog-eared page, and that was that. I watched him settle. I noted the time.

Two hours. Maybe less.

The armrest between us was already his, the way armrests on planes had always been his, without discussion or decision, the way a lot of things had always been. I pulled my blanket across my lap and looked out the oval window at the dark below. Chicago had given way to nothing. Black, and the distant scatter of lights that could have been anywhere.

The flight attendant came through with drinks. I took a water and held the cool plastic in both hands and watched Tom not look up.

The need arrived somewhere over Iowa. Low and patient, the way it always arrived when there was nowhere to put it. Not urgent yet. A four. I noted it and I noted my husband and I noted the slow drag of his eyes across the page.

He turned it without looking up.

The cabin lights had gone to half an hour into the flight. Most passengers had done what passengers do on overnight flights: blankets pulled up, earbuds in, heads tipped at angles that would hurt by morning. The woman across the aisle had her sleep mask on. The man in front of Tom had reclined all the way back without asking.

The flight attendant at the rear moved in a slow circuit. Galley to the last rows, a check of the overhead bins, the return. Unhurried. Regular.

Twelve rows back. I counted.

His circuit ran every eight minutes. The lavatory sat between the galley curtain and row thirty, a narrow door with a thin occupied sign that no one on a dark overnight flight had any reason to watch.

The four climbed to a five.

Tom's breathing had gone long and even. The thriller listed in his hand, pages loose. His neck pillow had pushed his chin forward in the way that meant he was completely gone, his mouth slightly parted, one knee pressed against mine with the automatic ease of a man who had slept beside me for twenty years.

I reached over and took the book from his fingers. Set it in the seat pocket. He didn't move.

The five became a six.

I looked at the dark aisle. Looked at the rear of the cabin. Looked back at the window and the nothing outside it. The flight attendant had just started his return circuit, which meant I had seven minutes before he came back through.

I unfastened my seatbelt.

Tom breathed beside me, neck pillow and slack jaw and four thousand miles of dark air outside his window. I set my blanket aside and stood and smoothed my dress over my full hips and told myself I was stretching.

The lock clicked and the occupied light came on and the white fluorescent strip above the sink threw everything flat and shadowless.

My fingers were already moving before I had found a grip on the edge of the sink. My dress rode up easily, my underwear pushed aside, and the need that had been sitting at a six for the past hour jumped straight to a seven at the first touch. My full breasts pressed against the wall of my forearm. My hips angled forward.

Then the PA crackled.

"Ladies and gentlemen, this is your captain." Calm, unhurried, the particular professional neutrality that means the opposite. "We're entering an area of moderate turbulence. Please return to your seats and ensure your seatbelts are fastened."

I went still for one breath. Then I kept going.

The message was a warning. A warning was not turbulence. Turbulence was minutes away, maybe more, and I was already at an eight and I was not going back to that seat and sitting beside Tom's slack jaw and the long empty hours that would follow.

The knock came.

Three clean raps. Not aggressive. Practised.

"Ma'am. We need all passengers seated at this time."

Male. Young. Completely neutral, the way voices got when they had said the same sentence a hundred times and intended to say nothing beyond it.

My heart was loud in my ears. The need was loud everywhere else, furious and going nowhere.

The second knock came quieter than the first.

"Ma'am."

Just that. Two syllables and then nothing. The pause that followed carried something the first knock hadn't. The slight delay before it instead of after. The fact that he had knocked a second time at all, and the specific quality of the quiet he left behind it.

He knew.

I pulled my underwear straight. Smoothed my dress over my full hips. Pressed both palms flat against the sink and looked at myself in the mirror for one second. Hair undisturbed. Face level. Nothing showing.

The bolt slid back.

He stood in the aisle with his hands loose at his sides, nothing in them, the cabin secured and quiet behind him. His face was composed, professionally blank, somewhere in his mid-thirties, his eyes meeting mine for exactly as long as required and not a fraction longer.

He said nothing.

I held his gaze for one flat second.

Then I moved past him into the aisle and walked back through the dark cabin. The floor shifted under my feet, a low rolling shudder, the turbulence arriving exactly when the captain had promised it would. My hand caught the top of a headrest. A woman in a window seat stirred but didn't wake.

Tom's neck pillow was visible from four rows out.

I folded myself into the seat. Pulled the blanket across my lap. Stared at the seat-back in front of me.

The need sat at an eight and showed no interest in the inconvenience it had just caused.

The seatbelt sign clicked off and I was already moving.

Tom had not stirred through any of it. His
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