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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This is Part Three of The Kitchen. Mark Ellison is forty-seven. Emily Ellison is forty-three. Maya Reyes is thirty-nine. All sexual partners are adults eighteen or older. The open arrangement continues. The ice melts. The kitchen and the couch hold all of it.
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It was a Friday. Emily had said she was too tired to go out. Mark had texted Maya anyway. Come over. We’ll cook. Emily might stay in the bedroom. She might not. Maya had answered with a single word: Okay. She arrived at six-thirty with a bottle of the red Emily liked and a bag of the good tomatoes from the market. She wore jeans and a soft black sweater. Nothing under the sweater. Mark could tell when she hugged him at the door. Emily was already in the kitchen when Maya walked in. She had changed out of her work clothes into the gray lounge pants and the old white T-shirt she wore when she was done for the day. Her hair was down. She looked at the tomatoes and then at Maya.

“You didn’t have to bring anything,” Emily said.

“I wanted to.” Maya set the bottle on the island. “Hi.”

Emily nodded. She did not smile. She also did not leave. She stayed at the counter and started washing the tomatoes. Mark poured wine. Three glasses. He set Emily’s down with the handle turned the way she liked it. Maya took hers and leaned against the island. The kitchen was warm. The oven was already on. They were making the simple pasta Emily used to like on Fridays before the phone became the third person at the table. Mark chopped garlic. Maya tore basil. Emily kept washing. The silence was not hostile. It was just careful.

They ate at the island. The pasta was good. The wine was better. Emily finished her first glass. Mark poured her a second without asking. Maya told a story about a client who had tried to return a dress because it made her look “too happy.” Emily laughed once, short and surprised, the sound of it small in the kitchen. Mark watched her. Maya watched him watch her. The third glass stayed half-full longer than usual. When the plates were empty Emily stood to clear them. Maya stood too. Their hands met at the sink. Emily did not pull away. Maya’s fingers stayed against hers for a second longer than necessary.

“You don’t have to do that,” Emily said.

“I want to.”

They washed the dishes together. Mark dried. The wine was still in them. The kitchen lights were the warm ones. Maya’s sweater had ridden up when she reached for a glass. The strip of skin above her jeans was bare. Emily saw it. She looked. Then she looked away. Maya did not pull the sweater down.

“You used to like Fridays,” Maya said. She was not looking at Emily. She was looking at the water running over her hands. “You used to put music on. You used to dance while you cooked. You used to make Mark taste the sauce off your finger and then laugh when he said it needed more salt.”

Emily’s hands stopped. “That was a long time ago.”

“It doesn’t have to be.” Maya turned the water off. She dried her hands on the towel Mark was holding. Her fingers brushed his. She looked at Emily. “We’re not asking you to perform. We’re asking you to stay. Just stay. Have another glass. Let us take care of you for one night. No phones. No rules about who sleeps where. Just us. The way it used to be before it got hard.”

Emily looked at the third glass on the island. She looked at Maya’s mouth. She looked at Mark. The careful thing in her face cracked a little. “I’m not good at this anymore.”

“You don’t have to be good at it,” Mark said. He set the towel down. He stepped closer. Not between them. Beside them. “You just have to let us.”

Maya reached for Emily’s hand. Emily let her. The fingers were cool from the water. Maya brought the hand to her mouth and kissed the inside of the wrist. Soft. Slow. Emily’s breath left her. Maya kissed higher, the soft skin of the forearm. Mark stepped in behind Emily. His hands settled on her hips. Not hard. Just there. Emily closed her eyes. The T-shirt was thin. She was not wearing a bra. Mark could feel the shape of her under his palms.

“We want you,” Maya said against her skin. “Both of us. Not instead of anyone. With. Come back to us. Let us make you feel good again. Let us remind you how it feels when someone wants you for no reason except that you’re you.”

Emily opened her eyes. The careful thing was gone. What was left was tired and hungry and a little afraid. “Okay,” she said. The word was small. “Okay.”

They moved to the couch. The lights in the living room were low. Maya sat first and pulled Emily down beside her. Mark sat on Emily’s other side. The three of them fit. Maya kissed Emily first. Soft. Open. No tongue at first. Just the press of mouths. Emily kissed back. Her hand found Maya’s thigh. Mark’s hand found the other. Emily made a sound into Maya’s mouth that was not a protest. Maya deepened the kiss. Her tongue slid against Emily’s. Emily opened for it. Mark watched them. His hand moved under the T-shirt. Emily’s skin was warm. He palmed her breast. The nipple was already tight. She arched into the touch.

“You’re beautiful,” Maya said when she pulled back. Her voice was quiet. “You always were. We just stopped saying it. We’re saying it now. You’re beautiful. We want you. Both of us.”

Emily’s cheeks were flushed. “I don’t know how to do this anymore.”

“We’ll show you,” Mark said. He kissed the side of her neck. “We’ll go slow. You tell us if you want to stop. You tell us if you want more. That’s the only rule tonight.”

Maya slid off the couch onto her knees. She looked up at Emily. “Can I taste you?”

Emily nodded. The nod was small. Maya hooked her fingers in the waistband of the lounge pants and pulled. Emily lifted her hips. The pants came off. The underwear came with them. Maya set them aside. Emily was bare from the waist down. Her thighs were pale. The hair between them was neat. Maya leaned in and kissed the inside of one thigh. Then the other. Emily’s hand found Maya’s hair. Not pushing. Just holding. Maya licked her. One long, slow stroke from the entrance to the clit. Emily’s breath left her in a rush. Maya did it again. Softer. Then she settled in and licked properly, flat tongue, steady pressure, the way Emily used to like it when they were still figuring each other out. Emily’s head fell back against the couch. Her free hand found Mark’s. She held it. Hard.

“That’s it,” Mark said. He was kissing her neck, her jaw, the corner of her mouth. “Let her. She’s good at this. She wants to make you come. We both do. You’re safe. You’re wanted. You’re ours tonight.”

Maya hummed against her. The vibration made Emily’s thighs jump. Maya sucked the clit into her mouth and worked it with her tongue, slow circles, then faster. Two fingers pushed inside. Emily was wet. Not soaked
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