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Feminized by My Wife




I could tell you exactly how the evening would go before I even put my key in the lock.

Nicole would be at the dining table with her laptop open and her reading glasses sliding down her nose. There'd be something half-eaten on a plate beside her—crackers, maybe some of that sharp white cheddar she liked—and she'd look up when I came in but not all the way. More of a glance over the frames. A quick smile that said hi, I love you, give me ten minutes.

And that's exactly what I got.

I dropped my bag by the door and kicked off my shoes. "Hey."

"Hey." She didn't look up this time. Her fingers kept moving across the keyboard, and I caught the glow of whatever she was reading reflected in her glasses before she angled the screen slightly away from me. Not closed. Just tilted. I noticed but didn't say anything.

I loosened my tie on the way to the kitchen and pulled a beer from the fridge. The apartment smelled like the candle she always lit when she worked from home, something with cedar and bergamot that I'd never have picked out myself but now associated entirely with her. I leaned against the counter and watched her from across the room while I drank.

Six years. That's how long we'd been together, four of them married. Long enough that I knew the exact face she made when she was concentrating—this little crease between her eyebrows, her bottom lip caught between her teeth. Long enough that I still noticed.

Nicole was beautiful in a way that had only sharpened over time. Dark hair she usually wore up in a clip during the day, brown eyes that went almost black when the light hit them right, a mouth that always looked like she was about to say something clever. She was slim but curved in the places that made my hands stupid, and even now, in an old university T-shirt and leggings with her glasses on, she made my chest ache.

I loved my wife. That was never the question.

"You eat?" I asked.

"Crackers." She gestured vaguely at the plate without looking up.

"That's not dinner."

"It's a cheese plate. It's classy."

I smiled and started pulling things out of the fridge. Made us pasta with whatever was left in the vegetable drawer—garlic, cherry tomatoes, some wilting basil I rescued from the windowsill.

She closed her laptop when I set the plate in front of her, and we ate together at the table, talking about the ordinary things. Her coworker who couldn't figure out how to use shared drives. The leak in the bathroom ceiling that our landlord kept promising to fix. Whether we should go to her sister's thing next weekend or come up with an excuse.

Normal. Easy. Ours.

After dinner she curled into the corner of the couch with a book, and I sat on the other end with her feet in my lap, half watching a game I didn't care about. At some point I ran my thumb along the arch of her foot, just absently, and she made a small sound behind her book that traveled straight through me. I did it again. She lowered the book an inch and looked at me over the top of it.

"You're starting something," she said.

"Am I?"

"You know what that does to me."

I did know. That was the thing about six years—I had the map memorized. Every spot that made her breath catch, every sequence that worked. I knew that if I moved my hand from her foot to her ankle to the inside of her calf, she'd put the book down. I knew that if I pulled her toward me by her hips, she'd wrap her legs around me and tilt her head back so I could kiss her neck. I knew exactly how to make her want me.

So, I did all of it.

We made it to the bedroom in the usual way—her walking backward, my hands under her shirt, both of us smiling because even after six years there was still a low hum between us that didn't take much to turn up. She pulled me down onto the bed and I settled over her, and we fell into each other the way we always did. Familiar hands. Familiar sounds.

She was warm and wet when I slid into her, and she gasped the way she always gasped, and I moved the way I always moved—steady, deep, one hand braced beside her head, the other gripping her hip. She came first, her nails digging into my shoulders, and I followed a minute later with my face pressed into her neck. It was good. It was always good.

But that's exactly what I mean. It was always good in exactly the same way.

Afterward I rolled onto my back and she tucked herself against my side, her head on my chest. I traced lazy circles on her shoulder and stared at the ceiling and waited for the easy silence that usually came next. It didn't come. The silence was there, but it wasn't easy. It had a texture to it, like she was holding something behind her teeth.

"What's going on?" I asked.

"Nothing."

It wasn't nothing. I knew her "nothing" the same way I knew everything else about her, and this one had weight to it.

"Nicole."

"I'm just thinking." She drew a circle on my chest with her fingertip. "It's not a big deal."

"Okay."

I let it go. She'd tell me when she was ready, or she wouldn't, and pushing Nicole before she'd made up her mind about something was like trying to open a door by leaning on it harder. It only locked tighter.

But later, after she'd fallen asleep and I got up for water, I passed the dining table and saw her laptop still sitting there. The screen was dark, but I thought about the way she'd angled it away from me earlier.

It wasn’t the first time, either. Three, maybe four times in the past couple of weeks I'd walked into a room and caught her closing a browser tab or tilting the screen just enough that I couldn't see what she'd been reading. She never looked guilty about it exactly. More like someone guarding a thought that wasn't finished yet.

I didn't open the laptop. That wasn't us. We didn't snoop, didn't check each other's phones. But standing there in the dark kitchen with the faucet dripping and my wife asleep down the hall, I felt something weird. Not worry, not suspicion. More like the awareness you get when the weather's about to change and something in the air pressure has shifted.

Something was different. Something had been different for a while now, and I'd been letting the comfort of routine keep me from looking at it too closely.

I finished my water, set the glass in the sink, and went back to bed. Nicole shifted toward me in her sleep, her hand finding my arm the way it always did, and I closed my eyes and told myself it was nothing.

I almost believed it.
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One Thursday, we had Thai takeout and half-watched something on TV that neither of us was paying attention to. Now we were on the couch with a second bottle of wine open between us. Nicole had her legs tucked underneath her, her glass held loosely, her cheeks flushed the way they got after a couple drinks. She looked relaxed in a way that made me relax too, and for a while we just sat there in the kind of silence that didn't need filling.

Then she filled it.

"Can I ask you something?" she said.

"Always."

She turned her glass slowly in her hand, watching the wine catch the lamplight. "Do you ever feel like we only do things one way?"

I looked at her. "What do you mean?"

"I mean us. Our whole dynamic." She took a sip, casual, like this was any other Thursday-night conversation. "Who suggests dinner. Who drives. Who initiates in bed. Who's on top. It's always the same pattern. Have you noticed that?"

I had noticed, though I wouldn't have described it the way she just did. To me it was just how we worked. I handled certain things, she handled others, and in bed I led because that's how it had always gone. It hadn't occurred to me that she'd been keeping a ledger.

"I guess," I said carefully. "I didn't think it was a problem."

"It's not a problem." She set her glass on the coffee table and pulled her knees up to her chest, arms wrapped around them. It was a posture that made her look younger, almost girlish, which was at odds with the steadiness in her voice. "I've just been thinking about what it would be like if it were different."

"Different how?"

She met my eyes, and whatever she'd been building toward for the past few weeks was right there on the surface, close enough to touch. "What if I were the one in charge. Not just sometimes. Not just picking the restaurant or deciding what we watch. I mean really in charge. Of the decisions, the pace, the dynamic." She paused. "Of you."

"Of me," I repeated.

"I read something a few weeks ago that I haven't been able to stop thinking about." She said it simply, without embarrassment, the way Nicole delivered most things that would've made other people stumble. "About power exchange. About what it does for couples when one person gives up control completely and the other one takes it. And I realized that's what I want. Not in some abstract way. I want that with you."

I took a drink of wine because I needed something to do with my hands. My pulse had picked up and I didn't fully understand why. Nothing she'd said was threatening. Nothing was even that far outside the bounds of normal conversation between two married people on a Thursday night.

But the way she was looking at me—direct, unflinching, like she'd already made her decision—made my skin feel tight.

"So, what, like a dominance thing?" I tried for light. It came out thin.

"Yes."

No hedging. No softening. Just the word, sitting there between us on the couch.

I laughed, but there was no real humor in it. "Nicole, come on."

"I'm not joking."

"I know you're not. That's what's making me nervous."

She smiled at that, small and knowing. "Good. You should be a little nervous. That's part of it."

I rubbed the back of my neck and stared at the coffee table. I wanted to make a joke, steer us into safer water, but every deflection I reached for felt flimsy against the weight of how certain she sounded.

This wasn't a whim. She'd been sitting with this for weeks—the closed laptop, the loaded silences, the way she'd looked at me after sex like she wanted to say something and swallowed it instead. This was what she'd been swallowing.

"I don't even know what that would look like," I said.

"I know." She reached over and squeezed my hand once, then let go. "I'm not asking you to decide anything tonight. I just needed to say it out loud."

We finished our wine and talked about other things, or tried to. She was graceful about it, letting the conversation drift back toward normal, but I could feel the shape of what she'd said still taking up space in the room. It wasn't going anywhere. She'd placed it down carefully and left it there for me, and we were both going to have to step around it until I figured out what to do with it.

Later, in bed, I was on my side facing away from her when I felt her shift closer. Not touching me, just close enough that I could feel the warmth of her along my back. I thought she'd fallen asleep until she spoke.

"I think you'd be beautiful if you let go."

She said it quietly, almost like she was thinking out loud, and I wasn't even sure she meant for me to hear it. I didn't respond. I didn't know how. The sentence didn't make sense to me.

I lay there for a long time after her breathing evened out. I replayed everything she'd said and tried to find the part that should've bothered me, the line where I should've pushed back harder or laughed it off for real. I couldn't find it. What I found instead, the thing that kept me awake, was that nothing she'd said had felt wrong.

I didn't know what to do with that.
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A bottle was sitting on the bathroom counter when I got home the next evening. It wasn't mine. I picked it up and turned it over in my hand—shea butter and vanilla, the same lotion Nicole used after her baths. The one that made her skin impossibly soft and left that warm, faintly sweet scent on the pillows.

She appeared in the doorway behind me, leaning against the frame with her arms crossed. "Use that tonight. After your shower."

"This is yours," I said.

"I bought you your own bottle." She said it like it was nothing. Like she was telling me we were out of paper towels. "Just try it."

I stood there holding the bottle and waiting for her to explain further, but she just pushed off the doorframe and walked back down the hall. No elaboration. No negotiation. Just the instruction and the assumption that I'd follow it.

I showered the way I always did, but when I shut the water off, the bottle was right there where she'd placed it, and I found myself reaching for it instead of my usual stuff. The lotion was thicker than what I was used to, rich and slick between my palms. I worked it over my arms, my chest, my stomach. It absorbed slowly, leaving my skin with a softness that felt unfamiliar on my own body. By the time I was done, the bathroom smelled like her. I smelled like her.

I pulled on a T-shirt and sweatpants and came out into the living room. Nicole was on the couch reading, and she looked up when I walked in. Her eyes traveled over me, and something in her expression changed. Not a smile exactly. More like satisfaction.

"Come here," she said.

I crossed the room and stood in front of her, feeling oddly self-conscious in my own apartment. She reached out and took my forearm, turning it gently so the inside faced up. Then she ran her fingers along the skin from my wrist to the crook of my elbow, slow enough that I felt every millimeter of contact.

"That's better," she said softly.

My pulse was doing something embarrassing under her fingertips and I knew she could feel it. Her thumb traced a small circle on the inside of my wrist, right over the vein, and she held it there for a beat before letting go. The whole interaction lasted maybe ten seconds, but the charge of it sat on my skin long after she turned back to her book.

I sat down on the other end of the couch, and after a few minutes she patted her lap without looking up. "Come here. Put your head down."

I shifted over and laid my head in her lap, staring up at the ceiling while she read. Her free hand found my hair and started moving through it, slow and absent, her fingers combing from my forehead back to the nape of my neck. My hair was longer than I usually kept it. I'd been meaning to make an appointment for weeks but hadn't gotten around to it, and now it was long enough to actually run fingers through in a way it usually wasn't.

"I need a haircut," I muttered, mostly to myself.

"No, you don't." Her fingers didn't stop. "I like it like this. Leave it."

It wasn't a suggestion. There was no question mark at the end of it, no opening for discussion. It was a directive, quiet and absolute, delivered while she turned a page with her other hand like she hadn't just drawn a line in the sand. I opened my mouth to say something—I don't even know what—and closed it again.

She kept running her fingers through my hair, and I lay there and let her, and neither of us acknowledged the thing that had just happened. That she'd told me what to do and I'd obeyed without a word.

My scalp tingled everywhere her nails grazed. My whole body felt warm and loose and strangely attentive, like every nerve ending had dialed up a notch. I didn't fully understand what was happening, but I understood that I didn't want her to stop touching me.

Later that night, in bed, she kissed me and I reached for her the usual way—hand on her waist, ready to roll her underneath me. She stopped me. Both hands flat on my chest, she pushed me onto my back and swung her leg over me in one smooth motion, settling her weight across my hips.

"Stay," she said.

She pulled her shirt off and I reached up to touch her, but she caught my wrists and pressed them into the mattress above my head. Her grip was firm. Not painful, but certain. She held me there and looked down at me with an expression I'd never seen on her face before—dark, focused, completely in control.

She reached between us and guided me inside her with her free hand, sinking down slowly until I was fully buried. I groaned and my hips bucked up involuntarily, but she pressed down harder on my wrists and set her own pace. Slow, grinding, focused. She wasn't riding me for my pleasure. She was using me for hers.

I couldn't move. I couldn't set the pace. All I could do was lie there and feel her—hot, slick, impossibly tight—while she took exactly what she wanted. Her head tipped back and her lips parted, and when she finally came, she clenched around me so hard that it dragged me over the edge with her. I came harder than I had in months, maybe years, my whole body arching up into hers while she held my wrists pinned to the sheets.

She stayed on top of me for a long moment afterward, both of us breathing hard. Then she leaned down, her hair falling around my face, and pressed her lips to my ear.

"See?" she whispered.

She rolled off me and settled against my side like nothing extraordinary had happened. I stared at the ceiling with my heart slamming in my chest and my wrists still warm from where she'd held them down, and I didn't say a word.

I didn't have one.
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I used the lotion every night that week. She never asked me to again. She didn't have to.

I told myself it was practical. It was a good lotion, my skin felt better, end of story. But I knew what I was doing every time I smoothed it over my arms and caught her scent rising off my own body. I was obeying an instruction she'd only given once, and the fact that I hadn't stopped doing it said more than I wanted it to.

I hadn't cut my hair either. A guy at work mentioned it looked different and I changed the subject so fast I nearly pulled a muscle. At home I caught myself in the bathroom mirror, noticing the way it fell across my forehead now instead of sitting in its usual neat shape, and I'd feel that same low hum I'd been carrying around since the night she pinned my wrists to the mattress. Not arousal exactly. Something adjacent to it. Something that lived in the same neighborhood and shared a wall.

On Saturday afternoon, Nicole sat down across from me at the kitchen table with two mugs of coffee and a look on her face that told me this wasn't a casual conversation. She'd put her hair down, which she usually only did on weekends, and she was wearing a black tank top that showed off her cleavage. She looked good. She always looked good. But right now, she also looked like someone who'd made a decision.

"I want to talk about what's been happening," she said.

"Okay." I wrapped my hands around my mug and waited.

She didn't ease into it. That wasn't Nicole's style, and I should've known better than to expect a preamble.

"I've been exploring something called femdom," she said. "Female domination. Power exchange where the woman leads and the man submits. I've been reading about it, watching content about it, thinking about it constantly for the past couple of months." She held my gaze without flinching. "That's what I was looking at on my laptop. That's what I've been figuring out how to tell you."

I nodded slowly. The word "submit" made my stomach flip, but I kept my face neutral and let her keep going.

"There's a specific part of it that I'm interested in." She paused, and for the first time I saw a flicker of vulnerability in her expression. Not doubt—Nicole didn't really do doubt—but an awareness that she was about to cross into territory that couldn't be uncrossed. "I want to feminize you."

I paused. I was speechless.

"I want to dress you," she continued, her voice steady but softer now. "I want to do your makeup. I want to reshape the way you look and move and present yourself. Not to embarrass you and not as a joke. Because the idea of taking you apart and rebuilding you into something softer, something that's fully mine, is the most erotic thing I've ever imagined."

She let that sit. I stared at her across the table and tried to organize my thoughts into something coherent, but they kept scattering like pool balls after a break.

"I don't want to humiliate you," she said quietly. "I need you to hear that. This isn't about making you feel small. It's about making you feel like mine. Every version of you is already mine, but I want to create a version that only I get to see. One that only exists because I made it." Her eyes were bright and completely serious. "I want to worship what you become. That's the part I can't stop thinking about."

I sat there for a long time. Long enough that she reached across the table and touched my hand, not to pressure me but to check if I was still with her. I was. I was with her so completely that it scared me, because while she'd been talking, something had happened in my body that I couldn't explain away as curiosity or open-mindedness or wanting to be a good husband.

I was hard. Sitting at the kitchen table at two in the afternoon, listening to my wife describe wanting to put me in women's clothes, and I was hard. Not half-interested, not vaguely intrigued. Fully, undeniably, almost painfully aroused. And the worst part—or maybe the most terrifying part—was that the arousal wasn't coming from the idea of pleasing her. It was coming from somewhere deeper, somewhere I hadn't known existed until she pointed a light at it.

"Say something," she said gently.

"I need to think about it."

She studied my face for a moment, and whatever she found there made the corner of her mouth lift just slightly. "That's not a no."

I looked down at my coffee, then back at her. Her eyes hadn't moved from mine. She was still sitting across from me in her black tank top with her hair down and her shoulders bare, looking like the same woman I'd loved for six years and also like someone entirely new. Someone who'd just shown me a door I hadn't known was there and was patient enough to let me decide whether to open it.

"No," I said. "It's not."

She squeezed my hand once and let go. Then she picked up her coffee and took a sip like we'd just been discussing weekend plans, and I sat there with my heart hammering and my jeans uncomfortably tight and the dawning realization that the thing I needed to think about wasn't whether to say yes.

It was why every part of me already had.
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"One night," I said. "That's it. And if either of us feels weird about it, we stop."

Nicole nodded, but there was a certainty behind her eyes that told me she already knew how this was going to go. She'd been waiting for me to catch up, and now that I had, she was ready in a way that made it clear she'd been preparing for this moment long before I'd agreed to it.

She led me to her vanity. I'd walked past this thing a thousand times—a small white table against the bedroom wall with a round mirror and a scatter of products I'd never paid attention to. She pulled out the chair and told me to sit. I sat. My hands were in my lap and my knee was bouncing and I felt like I was waiting for a doctor's appointment, all nervous energy with nowhere to go.

"Give me your hand," she said.

She took my right hand and turned it palm-down on the table, spreading my fingers gently apart. Then she picked up a nail file and started shaping my nails with small, precise strokes. I watched her work. Her focus was absolute, her brow slightly furrowed, her lips pressed together in concentration. She held each finger like it mattered. Like this wasn't maintenance but creation.

When she finished filing, she reached for a small bottle of polish—deep red, almost burgundy—and shook it twice. "Stay still," she said, and began painting my thumbnail with a steady hand.

The brush was cool and wet against my nail. I watched the color spread in a single clean stroke, vivid and unmistakably feminine, and my stomach flipped. Not with nausea. With something closer to vertigo, like looking over a ledge and realizing the drop isn't as far as you thought.

She did all ten nails without speaking, then blew on them gently and told me to let them dry. While I sat there with my hands flat on the table, she opened a small bag and began laying out products beside the mirror. Foundation, a compact, two or three pencils, a tube of something dark.

"Close your eyes," she said, and I did.

Her fingertips on my face were light and sure. She smoothed something cool across my forehead, my cheeks, the bridge of my nose, blending with small circular motions that made my skin tingle. I could feel her standing close, her body heat along my left side, her breath warm against my temple as she leaned in.

"Open." I opened my eyes and she was inches from my face, holding a thin pencil. "Look up." She lined my eyes with careful strokes, her hand braced against my cheekbone for steadiness. Then something softer along my eyelids, blended with her fingertip. Then my lips—she traced them with color and pressed them together with her thumb, and the gesture was so intimate that my breath caught audibly.

She heard it. She didn't comment, but I saw the flicker of a smile.

"Look," she said, and stepped aside.

The person in the mirror was me. Unmistakably me—same bone structure, same eyes, same face I'd shaved that morning. But softened. My skin looked smoother, my eyes larger and more defined, my mouth shaped in a way that drew attention. My hair, still unstyled, fell across my forehead in a way that suddenly looked intentional rather than overdue.

Nicole stepped behind me and ran her fingers through it, pulling it back from my face, then letting it fall in a different direction. She tucked one side behind my ear and let the other hang loose. In the mirror I watched her hands move through my hair and I watched myself become someone I didn't recognize but couldn't look away from.

I'd expected to feel ridiculous. I didn't. I felt exposed, like a layer of something familiar had been stripped back and what was underneath was raw and unfamiliar and terrifyingly honest.

"Stand up," she said.

On the bed behind me, she'd laid out two pieces of clothing. A camisole in pale champagne silk with thin straps and a lace trim along the neckline, and matching shorts in the same fabric. Simple. Nothing costumish or exaggerated. The kind of thing she might have worn herself.

"Take your clothes off."

I pulled my T-shirt over my head and stepped out of my jeans and stood there in my boxers, feeling the air on my painted nails and my made-up face and my restyled hair. Nicole watched me from across the room with her arms folded, not reaching for me, not making it easier. Waiting.

I dropped my boxers and pulled on the shorts first, then the camisole. The silk settled against my chest and stomach like cool water, so light I could barely feel it and yet so present that every small movement sent it sliding across my skin. I shivered, and it had nothing to do with the temperature.

Nicole walked a slow circle around me. I stood still and let her look. When she came back around to face me, her lips were parted and her cheeks were flushed and her eyes were so dark they looked black.

"Look at you," she said.

Her voice was low and rough and thick with something I'd never heard in it before—not just desire but awe, like she was seeing something she'd imagined a hundred times and the reality was better than any of it. It was the most turned on I'd ever heard her sound, and she hadn't touched me once.

"Nicole—"

"Not tonight." She stepped forward and kissed my forehead, her lips lingering. "Tonight isn't about that. Tonight, I just needed to see you."

I slept in the camisole. She curled against my back with her arm across my waist and her face between my shoulder blades, and the silk moved against my skin every time I breathed. I fell asleep faster than I had in weeks, and when I woke up the next morning, my first thought wasn't embarrassment or regret.

It was that I didn't want to take it off.
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For days after, I couldn’t stop thinking about the feeling of silk against my skin. Not the makeup or the mirror, though those replayed too. The silk. The way it had moved against my chest when I breathed, barely there and everywhere at once. I'd be sitting in a meeting at work and the memory would surface without warning, just the ghost of that fabric sliding across my skin, and I'd lose track of whatever someone was saying about quarterly projections.

On Monday morning I sat on the edge of the bathtub with a cotton ball and nail polish remover, watching the deep red dissolve off each nail. The acetone smell was sharp and chemical, nothing like the vanilla lotion or the warm powder of the makeup Nicole had used. I wiped each nail clean and held up my bare hand and felt something I wasn't prepared for.

Loss. Small and irrational and completely real. I missed it. I missed the color on my hands, and I missed the way it had made me aware of my own fingers every time they moved. I'd spent three days catching glimpses of that dark red while I typed or reached for my coffee, and each time it had sent a tiny shock through me—part thrill, part disbelief, part something I still didn't have a word for.

I went to work and sat at my desk and performed the version of myself that existed in that building. Firm handshake, squared shoulders, confident eye contact. All of it felt slightly off, like a suit that fit the same as it always had but suddenly felt borrowed. I kept touching my hair, which was still unstyled and longer than anyone at the office was used to seeing. A colleague asked if I was growing it out and I said I was just lazy about appointments, and the lie came out so smoothly that it unsettled me.

By Wednesday I was irritable and I didn't know why. Or I did know why, but admitting it would've meant admitting other things I wasn't ready to look at, so instead I came home and picked a fight with Nicole about dishes.

Dishes. Six years of marriage and I'd never once cared about dishes in the sink, but suddenly it was a crisis. I stood in the kitchen and made my case with the conviction of a man who knows he's arguing about the wrong thing but can't stop because stopping would mean silence, and silence would mean thinking, and thinking would take me straight back to the vanity and the silk and the expression on her face when she'd said look at you in a voice I still heard every time I closed my eyes.

Nicole leaned against the counter with her arms crossed and let me go. She didn't interrupt. She didn't defend herself. She just watched me with that calm, knowing look that made me feel like a book she'd already read, and when I finally ran out of steam, she waited a beat before she spoke.

"You're not upset about the dishes," she said.

"I'm upset about the goddamn dishes, Nicole."

"You're scared because you liked it."

The sentence landed like a door slamming shut on every exit I'd built for myself. I stood there with my mouth open and nothing coming out because she was right, and she knew she was right, and there was nowhere left to go that she wouldn't see through just as easily.

"You liked how you looked," she continued, her voice quiet and even. "You liked how I looked at you. You liked sleeping in that camisole, and you've been miserable all week because you want to do it again and you don't know how to ask."

I couldn't argue. I'd used up all my arguments on dishes.

She uncrossed her arms and walked toward me, and something about the way she moved—like she was closing in on something she'd already caught—made my pulse jump. She stopped in front of me and lifted her hand to my jaw, cupping it firmly, turning my face toward hers. Her grip was light but it wasn't optional. She held me there and looked me in the eyes from six inches away.

"I liked it too," she said. "I haven't stopped thinking about it either. So, stop running from this."

Her thumb traced along my jawline and my eyes half closed. Her hand on my face felt like the beginning of something—the same authority she'd used at the vanity, the same certainty she'd had when she'd pinned my wrists to the bed. I wanted to lean into it so badly that my chest ached.

"I want to go further," I said.

She smiled, and it wasn't the gentle smile she gave me when I did something sweet or the polite smile she used on strangers. It was the smile from the night she'd circled me in the camisole. Hungry and patient and absolutely sure.

"I know," she said. "But I decide when and how."

She let go of my jaw and kissed me once, briefly, on the mouth. Then she walked past me and started doing the dishes, and I stood there in the middle of the kitchen feeling cracked open and terrified and more certain of one thing than I'd ever been in my life.

Whatever Nicole was building, whatever she had planned, I wasn't doing it just to make her happy or to be a good sport or to prove I was open-minded. I was doing it because some locked room inside me had a light on for the first time, and she was the one who'd found the switch.

I picked up a dish towel and started drying.
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She had a plan. I didn't know the details, but I could feel the architecture of it in every session she put me through over the next week and a half. Each one was more intense than the last. Each one went further. And each one ended the same way—with me aching and hard and her kissing me goodnight like she hadn't noticed.

She'd noticed. That was the whole point.

The second session was longer than the first. She sat me at the vanity again and took her time with the makeup, layering things she explained as she went—primer, foundation blended down my neck so there was no line, a warm shadow in the crease of my eyelid that made my eyes look wider and softer. She taught me the names of things. Highlighter along the cheekbone. Setting powder. A lip stain instead of lipstick because it lasted longer and looked more natural. I sat still and let her work and watched myself change by degrees in the mirror, and every time I caught my own gaze in the reflection, the person looking back felt less like a stranger than the time before.

The third session, she taught me to move. She stood behind me with her hands on my hips and adjusted my posture—shoulders back but not squared, weight shifted to one side, chin slightly down. "You walk like you're bracing for something," she said. "I want you to walk like you know you're being watched and you don't mind." She had me cross the room and come back, over and over, and each time she corrected something small. Shorter steps. Looser hips. By the end of the night my body felt like it belonged to someone else, someone more fluid, and I couldn't tell if I was performing or discovering.

The fourth session, she shaved my legs.

She ran a bath and had me sit on the edge of the tub with my feet in the water. She knelt on the bathmat beside me with a razor and a can of shaving cream and didn't say a word before she started. She lifted my left foot out of the water, rested my calf across her thigh, and sprayed a line of foam from my ankle to my knee.

The first stroke of the razor was slow and precise. She pulled it upward in a long, even line, and the foam parted to reveal smooth skin underneath, and I felt every millimeter of the blade's path like a lit fuse. She rinsed the razor in the bathwater and did it again, overlapping slightly, working her way around my calf with the kind of focus she'd given my nails that first night. Her other hand followed behind the blade, testing the smoothness with her fingertips, and each touch sent heat radiating up my leg into my groin.

She moved to my knee, then my thigh. The higher she went, the harder I breathed. She adjusted my leg gently, turning it outward so she could reach the inner thigh, and her knuckles grazed the edge of my boxers. I was rock hard by then and there was no hiding it, and she glanced up at me with dark eyes and a faint smile and kept going without acknowledging it.

By the time she finished both legs, the bathwater was cloudy with foam and my hands were gripping the edge of the tub and I wanted her so badly I could barely sit still. She ran her palms slowly up both shins, over my knees, along my thighs, feeling her work, and the sensation of her hands on my newly bare skin was so sharp and unfamiliar that I made a sound I'd never made before—something between a gasp and a moan that came from somewhere I didn't have control over.

She stood up and dried her hands on a towel and told me to get out of the tub.

On the bed she'd laid out a dress. Simple, black, fitted through the torso with a hem that would hit above the knee. It wasn't lingerie and it wasn't a costume. It was something a woman would actually wear on a Saturday night, and the fact that she'd chosen something real made my throat tight in a way I couldn't fully explain.

"Put it on," she said.

I dropped my boxers and pulled the dress over my head. It slid down my body and settled against my freshly shaved legs, and the fabric on that new skin was almost too much. I tugged the hem down and stood there breathing and not looking at the mirror until she told me to.

"Turn around."

I turned and faced the full-length mirror on the closet door, and my breath stopped.

The person looking back at me was beautiful. Not handsome, not passable, not interesting. Beautiful. The dress followed the lines of my body. My legs were smooth and long beneath the hem. My face, still bare from this session, looked different without the makeup—softer already, like the version of me Nicole was building had started to bleed through even without the products.

Nicole appeared behind me in the mirror. She put her hands on my waist and rested her chin on my shoulder, studying our reflection with an expression that was equal parts pride and hunger.

"Gorgeous," she murmured against my neck.

I was hard beneath the dress and shaking slightly and so turned on I could've come from a strong breeze. She pressed her hips against me from behind and I felt her warmth through the fabric and I started to turn toward her, reaching for her, ready to beg if I had to.

She caught my wrist and held it. "Not tonight."

"Nicole—"

"Tomorrow night." She kissed the hinge of my jaw then stepped back. "Tomorrow night is the night. I'm going to show you what I've been working toward."

She left me standing in front of the mirror in a black dress with my pulse between my ears and my whole body pulled taut like a wire.

I barely slept.
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She started with my skin.

Not the lotion this time. She'd bought something new—a body oil that she warmed between her palms before spreading it over my shoulders, down my arms, across my chest. Her hands moved in long strokes, and the oil left my skin with a soft sheen that caught the lamplight. She worked down my stomach, over my hips, along my freshly shaved legs, and by the time she finished I felt like I'd been polished into something precious. Every surface of me was smooth and warm and glowing, and she hadn't even started on my face yet.

"Sit," she said, and guided me to the vanity.

Tonight was different. Every other session had felt like practice, like she'd been learning what worked and filing it away. This was the performance. She laid out her products in a precise row—more than she'd ever used—and worked with a focus that felt almost ceremonial.

She applied primer with her fingertips, then foundation, blending it down my neck and across my collarbones until my skin looked flawless and even. She spent longer on my eyes than she ever had, building the shadow in layers—a warm nude base, a darker tone pressed into the outer corner, a thin precise line along my lash line that made my eyes look wide and striking. She curled my lashes and applied mascara with tiny upward strokes, telling me to look at the ceiling, then down, then straight ahead. My cheekbones got a sweep of color that gave them definition I didn't know they had. My lips she outlined first, then filled in with a deep rose that she blotted once with a tissue and reapplied, and when she stepped back to assess her work, the look on her face told me everything.

"Close your eyes for a second," she said. I heard her move behind me, felt her fingers in my hair. She styled it carefully, pulling the longer sections back and letting pieces fall forward to frame my face. Something cool slid against my scalp—a thin clip, holding one side in place. When she told me to open my eyes, the person in the mirror took my breath away. I looked like her work of art, and she looked like the artist who knew exactly what she'd made.

She kissed the top of my head and crossed to the bed. "Stand up and come here."

On the bedspread she'd laid out a set of lingerie that made my chest constrict. A bra in dark navy lace with delicate straps, cut in a way that was meant to be seen rather than hidden. Matching underwear, high-cut, sheer enough that they concealed almost nothing. And stockings—thigh-highs in a matte black with a thin band of lace at the top.

"I want to dress you," she said. "Don't move unless I tell you to."

She undressed me first, pulling my T-shirt over my head and kneeling to slide my shorts down. I stood naked in the warm light of our bedroom, oiled and made up and trembling so finely that I could feel it in my teeth. She didn't touch me more than she needed to. Every point of contact was functional—adjusting, positioning, fastening—and the discipline of it made me want to scream.

The underwear first. She held them open and I stepped in, and she drew them up my legs slowly, settling them at my hips with both hands. The lace sat against my skin, and I was already hard beneath the sheer fabric, straining visibly against it. She glanced down and her lips parted slightly, but she said nothing.

The bra next. She reached around me to fasten it at the back, her face close to my chest, her fingers working the clasps. The lace cups sat flat against me, decorative rather than functional, but the straps on my shoulders and the band across my ribs gave me the physical sensation of being held. Contained. Shaped.

Then the stockings. She knelt again and rolled the first one up my left leg, her hands guiding the fabric over my calf, past my knee, up my thigh. Her fingertips smoothed the lace band into place against my bare skin, and the contrast—the tight hug of the stocking below, the exposed skin above—made me dizzy. She did the right leg the same way, just as slowly. I stood there with my hands at my sides and my breath coming in shallow pulls and my entire body singing at a frequency I didn't know it could reach.

"Turn around," she said.

I turned and faced the full-length mirror.

The person standing there was me and wasn't me. I saw my own eyes, wide and dark and lined in a way that made them look luminous. I saw my own mouth, shaped and colored into something deliberate. I saw a body I'd lived in for thirty-two years made foreign and beautiful by lace and silk and sheer fabric and the steady hands of the woman standing behind me. My legs looked endless in the stockings. The lingerie fit like it had been chosen by someone who knew my body better than I did, because it had been.

Nicole stepped up behind me. Her hands settled on my waist and her chin rested on my shoulder, and we looked at each other in the mirror. Her eyes were almost black.

"This is what you look like when you're mine," she said.

Then she turned her head and pressed her lips to the side of my neck, right below my ear. Her tongue touched my skin in one brief, hot stroke.

My knees buckled. I caught myself on the edge of the dresser and made a sound that wasn't a word, and she wrapped her arm around my waist and held me upright and laughed softly against my throat.

"Not yet," she murmured. "We're just getting started."

She took my hand and led me to the foot of the bed. "Stand here. Don't move."

I stood. My legs were shaking in the stockings and my cock was pressing hard against the lace underwear and every nerve in my body was tuned to whatever she was about to do next. She stepped back from me, holding my gaze, and reached for the hem of her shirt.

She undressed slowly, like she wanted me to register each piece as it came off. The shirt first, lifted over her head and dropped. A black bra underneath, simple and unpadded, her nipples already hard enough to show through the fabric. She unhooked it from the front and let it fall, and her breasts settled heavy and perfect, and I made a sound in my throat that I couldn't help.

"Don't move," she said again.

Her jeans next. She unbuttoned them and pushed them down her hips, stepping out of them one leg at a time. Black underwear that matched the bra, cut high on her thighs. She left them on for now. She stood in front of me in nothing but those underwear, her dark hair loose around her shoulders, her body warm and real and close enough to touch. I wasn't allowed to touch, and I didn't know how to survive this level of restraint.

She sat on the edge of the bed and looked up at me. "Kneel."

I went down. My stockinged knees hit the carpet and I knelt in front of her with my hands at my sides, looking up at her face, and the angle changed everything. From down here she was above me in every way that mattered. Her thighs were at my eye level, slightly parted, and I could see the damp spot darkening the fabric between her legs. She was as turned on as I was. She'd just been better at hiding it.

She reached down and took my chin between her thumb and forefinger, tilting my face up. She studied me for a moment—the makeup, the styled hair, the flush spreading down my neck—and whatever she saw made her exhale hard through her nose. Then she pulled me forward and kissed me.

It wasn't gentle. Her mouth was hot and demanding and her teeth caught my lower lip. Her tongue pushed against mine with an authority that left no question about who was running this. I kissed her back with everything I had, my hands still at my sides because she hadn't told me I could use them. The obedience alone was enough to make my cock throb against the lace.

She broke the kiss and leaned back on her hands, spreading her thighs wider. She hooked one finger into the waistband of her underwear and pulled them to the side, exposing herself completely, and the sight of her—swollen, glistening, so wet that the inside of her thigh shone—made my mouth water.

"Make me come," she said. "And don't you dare touch yourself."

I leaned forward and pressed my mouth against her. She gasped at the first contact, her hips twitching. I slid my tongue between her folds and tasted her—salt and heat and that specific tang that was only Nicole. I worked slowly, broad flat strokes from her opening up to her clit, and her hand came down on the back of my head and gripped my hair.

"Slower," she breathed.

I slowed. I narrowed my focus to her clit, circling it with the tip of my tongue, and her fingers tightened in my styled hair hard enough that I felt the clip pull free and fall away. She didn't care. Neither did I.

"Harder. Right there. Don't stop."

I pressed my tongue flat against her and increased the pressure. Her thighs clenched around my ears and her hips rolled against my face. She was vocal in a way she'd never been before. Not performative, but commanding, but directing me like an instrument she knew how to play.

Slower. Faster. Right there. More. Her heel dug into my back between my shoulder blades and I groaned against her. The vibration made her cry out.

My cock was aching, trapped and leaking against the lace, and I wanted to reach down and relieve the pressure so badly that my hands were fists at my sides. But she'd told me not to, and I didn't. The denial sharpened everything. Every sound she made, every pull of her fingers in my hair, every roll of her hips—it all hit harder because I had nowhere to put what it was doing to me.

She came with her hand twisted in my hair and her thighs locked against my head, her whole body curling forward over me as she shuddered and pulsed against my tongue. I felt her clench and release in rhythmic waves, and I stayed with her through all of it, slowing as she slowed, easing off as her grip loosened, pressing one last soft kiss against her before she pulled me away.

She sat there for a moment, chest heaving, looking down at me with glassy eyes and flushed cheeks and an expression that was raw and satisfied and full of something I could only call ownership.

"Get on the bed," she said. "On your back."

I climbed up and lay down, and she knelt beside me and ran her hands over the lingerie she'd put on me an hour ago. She traced the lace edge of the bra across my chest, the strap on my shoulder, the waistband of the underwear stretched tight over my erection. She was admiring it. Savoring what she'd built before she dismantled it.

Leaving the bra and stockings on, she hooked her fingers into the waistband of the underwear and drew them down. My cock sprang free, hard and flushed and slick at the tip.

She looked at me and smiled like a woman surveying everything she owned.

"Now," she said. "We're ready."

She reached across me and opened the bedside drawer, and I heard her take something out before I saw it. When she held it up, the air left my lungs.

A harness, dark leather with silver hardware, and attached to it a silicone cock in deep black—smooth, slightly curved, not exaggerated in size but undeniably real in its intent. She held it calmly, the way she held everything, and let me look at it without rushing me. She didn't explain what it was or what she planned to do with it. We both knew.

"This is what I've been building toward," she said quietly. She ran her thumb along the curve of it, almost absently. "I need you to tell me you want this."

My heart was hammering so hard I could feel it in my temples. I was half naked beneath her, stripped of the panties, stripped of every defense I'd ever used, and she was asking me to give up the last thing I'd been holding onto. Not control—she'd taken that weeks ago. This was something deeper. This was the final wall, and she was standing in front of it with patient eyes and steady hands, waiting for me to open the door myself.

"Yes," I said. My voice cracked on the word and I didn't care.

She stood up and stepped into the harness, pulling the straps tight over her hips. She buckled them with practiced efficiency that told me she'd tried this on before, probably more than once, getting it right for tonight. The cock jutted from her body and the image was disorienting and electric—Nicole's slim waist, her full breasts, and this hard dark shape between her hips that reframed everything I thought I understood about us.

She climbed back onto the bed and told me to turn over. I rolled onto my stomach, then felt her hand on my hip guiding me up to my hands and knees. She ran her palm down my spine, slow and grounding, and I shivered beneath her touch.

I heard the cap of a bottle click open. A moment later, her slick fingers pressed against me, and I flinched—not from pain, but from the sheer vulnerability of being touched somewhere no one had ever touched me before. She didn't pull away. She kept her other hand on the small of my back, steady and warm, and circled gently until the tension started to release.

"Relax," she murmured. "I've got you."

She worked one finger inside me slowly, and I dropped my head between my arms and exhaled hard. The sensation was strange and invasive and overwhelming, a fullness in a place I'd never associated with pleasure. She held still, letting me adjust, then began to move—shallow, careful strokes that gradually deepened as my body opened for her.

"Look at you," she said, and her voice was thick with the same awe I'd heard when she'd first seen me in the lingerie. "You're taking it so well. Do you know how long I've wanted to see you like this?"

A second finger, more lube, and the stretch intensified. I bit down on my forearm and she told me not to muffle it, she wanted to hear me. I let the sound out—a groan that was low and raw and nothing I recognized as mine. Her fingers curved inside me and hit something that sent a bright jolt of pleasure through my entire pelvis, and I gasped and my hips pushed back against her hand involuntarily.

"There it is," she whispered.

She worked that spot until I was shaking, until my cock was dripping onto the sheets beneath me untouched, until I was making sounds I'd never heard come out of my mouth. Then she withdrew her fingers and I felt the blunt, slick head of the strap-on press against me where her fingers had been.

"Tell me again," she said.

"I want it. Please."

She pushed in slowly. The head breached me with a stretch that walked the edge between too much and exactly enough, and I buried my face in the pillow and clenched the sheets in both fists and felt my world reorganize itself around the fact of her inside me. She slid deeper by degrees, pausing when I tensed, pressing forward when I relaxed, her hands firm on my hips, until she was fully seated and I could feel the leather of the harness flush against my skin.

She held there. I breathed. The fullness was total—not just physical but emotional, existential, a surrender so complete that I couldn't find the edges of myself anymore. I was open and she was inside me and there was nothing left between us.

She started to move. Slow at first, pulling back and pressing in with a rhythm that was careful and controlled, her fingers digging into my hips. Each stroke dragged across that spot inside me, and the pleasure wasn't like anything I had a framework for—deep and diffuse and building not in a line toward a peak but in expanding waves that radiated outward through my whole body.

She leaned forward over my back, her breasts pressing against my shoulder blades, her mouth against my ear. "You're mine," she breathed. "Every part of you. You're so beautiful like this."

She picked up the pace. Her hips snapped against me harder, and I pushed back to meet each thrust. My cock was swinging heavy between my legs, untouched, aching, and the pressure inside me was building toward something I didn't know I could reach from this alone.

"Come for me," she said. "Let go."

It hit me like a wave breaking from the inside out. I came without a hand on my cock, my whole body seizing, spilling onto the sheets in long, wrenching pulses while she kept moving inside me, matching the rhythm of my contractions, drawing it out.

Every wall I'd ever built came down at once, and what was left on the other side was raw and trembling and completely hers.

She slowed gradually, letting me ride the last aftershocks, then stilled with herself buried deep inside me. She stayed there, draped over my back, her breath hot against my neck, her arms wrapped around my chest, holding me together while I shook.

She eased out of me slowly, and the absence was almost as overwhelming as the fullness had been. I collapsed onto my side and she unbuckled the harness and set it on the floor, then stretched out beside me and pulled my forehead against hers. We lay there breathing each other's air, her hand on the back of my neck, my eyes closed.

"Stay with me," she whispered. "You okay?"

I nodded. I wasn't sure okay was the right word. I felt scraped out and reassembled and so open that the air on my skin almost hurt. But I was present. I was right there with her, closer than I'd ever been, and I didn't want to leave.

She kissed me softly, once, twice, then pulled back and studied my face. Her thumb traced under my eye where the liner had smudged, and she smiled at whatever she saw—the ruined makeup, the wrecked expression, all of it.

"I'm not done with you," she said.

Something in my chest flared at that. Not anxiety. Hunger. A deep, aching want that I thought the orgasm would've satisfied but hadn't. If anything, it had stripped away the last layer of resistance, and what was underneath was raw need with no filter left to run it through.

She rolled onto her back and pulled me over her, and for a moment the position felt familiar—me on top, her beneath me, the geometry of every time we'd done this before. But nothing else was the same. I wasn't the same. I was smudged and shaking and cracked wide open, and she was looking up at me with an expression that held so much want and tenderness and authority that I couldn't tell where one ended and the others began.

She reached between us and took my cock in her hand, and the contact after everything that had happened made me hiss through my teeth. I was hard again, or still—I couldn't tell, the arousal was so continuous it felt like a state of being rather than a response. She guided me to her entrance and I felt the wet heat of her against the head, and I started to push in but her other hand came to my hip and stopped me.

"Only when I say," she told me. "I want to feel every inch of it."

She pulled me forward with her hand on my hip, controlling the angle and the depth, drawing me inside her one slow fraction at a time. The sensation of entering her after what she'd just done to me was dizzying.

I was so sensitized, so opened up, that I felt her around me with a clarity that bordered on painful. Every ridge, every pulse, the way her walls clenched when I bottomed out—it was all amplified tenfold, like she'd rewired my nerve endings and this was the first time I was using them.

I held myself over her on trembling arms and waited. She kept her hands on my hips, her fingers pressing into the bones, and she set the pace. A slow grind. A controlled withdrawal. A thrust she pulled me into with both hands and a sharp exhale. I moved only when she moved me, and the surrender of it was different from what had come before—quieter, more intimate, less about submission and more about trust.

She looked up at me, and I watched her take in what was left of the night on my face. The smeared liner. The faded lip color. The flush that ran from my cheeks down my throat.

"I love every version of you," she said. Her voice was steady but barely. "But this one is my favorite."

Something broke in me that wasn't a wall. It was the space where the wall used to be, collapsing inward, and what rushed in to fill it was so big and formless that I couldn't do anything but let it take me.

"Move," she whispered. "I want you now. All of you."

Her hands released my hips, and I moved. Not the old way—not the practiced, reliable rhythm I'd used a hundred times before. This was desperate and unguarded and completely without pretense. I buried myself in her and she arched up to meet me, and we found a pace that wasn't choreographed but felt inevitable, like we'd been working our way toward this exact rhythm for six years and everything before had been rehearsal.

Her legs wrapped around my waist and her nails dragged down my back, and I pressed my forehead against hers and kept my eyes open because I couldn't bear to lose her face for even a second.

She held my gaze and I held hers, and there was nothing between us—no performance, no role, no version of myself I was trying to maintain. Just me, whatever I was now, and her, who had known what I could become before I did.

The orgasm built slowly this time, deep in my core, tangled up with hers. I felt her start to tighten around me, felt her breath stutter, felt her fingers grip my shoulders hard enough to leave marks. I was right there with her, every nerve ending raw and singing. When she came I felt it ripple through her body and straight into mine.

It pulled me over the edge with her—not a sharp peak but a long, shuddering fall that we took together, her gasping my name, me gasping nothing because I'd run out of language entirely.

I stayed inside her afterward. I couldn't move. She held me against her chest with her arms wrapped around my back and her face pressed into my hair, and I felt her heartbeat against mine, both of them slowing by degrees until they were almost in sync.

I'd had good sex before. I'd had great sex before, some of it with her.

This wasn't sex. This was the end of a distance I hadn't known we were carrying, burned down to nothing and cleared away, and what was left was just us. No gap. No noise.

Just us.
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I woke up to sunlight and the smell of her and the faint chemical sweetness of makeup that had been on my face for too long.

The sheets were tangled around our legs. One pillow had a smear of dark liner across it like a brushstroke, and the other had a faint pink mark where my mouth had pressed against it during the night.

On the floor beside the bed, the navy lace bra lay crumpled next to one stocking. The harness was half under the nightstand where she'd dropped it. The room looked like the aftermath of something, and it was.

Nicole was on her side facing me, still asleep, one hand resting on my chest. Her hair was a mess and there was a faded mark on her collarbone from my mouth.

She was the most beautiful thing I'd ever seen. I lay still and watched her breathe and felt the quiet weight of the morning settle over both of us.

She stirred after a few minutes. Her eyes opened slowly, focused on me, and a smile spread across her face before she was fully awake. She lifted her hand from my chest and touched my face, her fingertip tracing beneath my eye where I could feel the grit of leftover liner still clinging to my lashes.

"Good morning, gorgeous," she said.

I laughed. She grinned and kept tracing—down my cheekbone, along my jaw, over my lips where the faintest ghost of color still remained.

"You're a mess," she murmured, but she said it the way someone describes a sunset. Like the mess was the whole point.

We lay there for a while without talking. Her leg hooked over mine and her fingers drew idle patterns on my chest.

I stared at the ceiling and let the events of the night before replay in full. The vanity. The lingerie. Kneeling in front of her. The sound of the bottle cap. The fullness. The fall. Her face beneath me in the dark, telling me I was her favorite.

"What are you thinking?" she asked.

I took a breath. "I don't want this to be a one-time thing."

She propped herself up on her elbow and looked at me. Patient, attentive, the same steady focus she'd had the first time she sat me at the vanity. She didn't interrupt.

"Not just the sex," I said. "I mean all of it. The way you take over. The way I feel when you're in charge and I'm just—" I searched for the word. "Yours. The way you look at me when I'm like that. I've never felt anything like it, and I don't think I can go back to pretending I don't want it."

She was quiet for a moment. Her eyes moved over my face, reading it the way she'd been reading me for weeks—carefully, thoroughly, with the confidence of someone who already knew the answer but wanted to hear me say it.

"You're not just doing this for me," she said. Not a question.

"No. I'm doing it for me too." Saying it out loud was terrifying and obvious and long overdue, all at the same time. "I don't totally understand it yet. I don't know what it means about me or what it makes me. But I know I don't want to go back to before."

She reached over and pulled me toward her, wrapping her arms around me, tucking my head under her chin. I pressed my face against her throat and breathed her in—sleep and skin and the faded cedar of the candle she'd lit the night before.

"I told you," she said against the top of my head. "I decide when and how." Her arms tightened around me. "And I am nowhere near done with you."

I smiled against her neck and felt something loosen in my chest that I hadn't realized was still clenched. The last knot. The last bit of resistance I'd been holding onto out of habit rather than conviction. It let go, and what replaced it was a calm I hadn't felt in years. Maybe ever.

After a while we got up. She went to make coffee and I went to the bathroom, and on my way back through the bedroom I stopped in front of the full-length mirror on the closet door.

The person looking back at me was rumpled and bare-chested and marked with the remnants of the night before. Smudged eyes. A faint flush still coloring my chest. Hair unstyled and falling across my forehead. Smooth legs beneath boxers I'd pulled on out of habit.

I looked wrecked and soft and nothing like the man who'd walked through the front door a month ago with his tie loosened and his shoulders squared and everything in its expected place.

Nicole appeared in the doorway behind me, two mugs in her hands. She set them on the dresser and walked up behind me, sliding her arms around my waist, resting her chin on my shoulder. We looked at each other in the mirror the same way we had the night before—her behind me, me leaning back into her, the two of us framed in the glass like a photograph of people I was only now learning to recognize.

"Hello, gorgeous," she said quietly.

She turned her head and kissed the side of my neck, right below my ear, in the same spot that had nearly undone me the night before. I closed my eyes and felt her warmth along my back and her arms around me and her breath on my skin, and I let the last of whatever I'd been carrying fall away.

I was home. Not the apartment, not the bedroom, not the mirror.

Her. She was home. And the person she'd found inside me—the one I'd been too afraid to look for on my own—he was home too.

Finally.
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