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    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    I catch myself mid-sway, eyes popping open as I fight to stay awake. This is the third time I’ve drifted off while Penelope gives the long and hard version of Moby Dick. 
 
    Who reads Moby Dick for a book club? It’s like I’m back in Mr. Farmer’s grade ten English class. 
 
    Penelope is giving more of a monologue than a discussion. A nervous glance around the living room—or sitting room, as Penelope calls it—shows I’m not the only one struggling. Malcolm, in the back, sits in one of the straight-backed chairs with his bearded chin resting on his chest. My neck twinges just looking at the uncomfortable position. Beside me on the couch, Emmy’s eyes flutter as she battles against the boredom. 
 
    This is not what I signed up for.  
 
    Penelope must like to hear herself talk more than she likes to hear our opinions. She insists on holding the meetings at her immaculate home, with the tasteful shades of taupe décor and smiling house manager who greets us at the door. When I joined the book club, Penelope informed me I would take a turn leading the discussion, as well as providing a cheese and crackers tray, because “intellectual talk tends to leave me puckish.” 
 
    Tonight is my third turn supplying the cheese board, and the wheel of Brie, thick wedges of Gouda and blue cheese remain untouched alongside the selection of gluten-free crackers. At exactly eight-fifty pm, Penelope will stop talking and reward the group for sharing our thoughts by offering us the cheese, now softened by the warmth of sixteen bodies in the room, and a glass of wine. I brought the wine as well, and my frustration drips like the condensation on the slowly warming bottle. 
 
    While I began the talk on Moby Dick, Penelope, like always, was quick to take over with some obscure theory that she must have found in some online chat group. I’m happy not to have to stand up in front of the class—room, we’re not in English class—but I’d really like a say in the books we read. Penelope never asks for book suggestions. It’s like she’s determined to plow through a list of best books for book clubs and—“Gemma? What do you think of Ahab’s thoughts?” Penelope’s voice yanks me out of my traitorous thoughts and I blink quickly, glancing around again for support. “He, uh. He hated the whale?” I offer. I’ve got my participation points for tonight, so why is Penelope calling on me? 
 
    “Yes, but why? Do you think it was a manifested hatred for his father?” 
 
    She must have caught my head bob and this is how I’m to be punished. Penelope may look insipidly unobtrusive with the blonde hair that hits precisely on her chin, tan chinos and beige cardigan buttoned to the top, but I’ve noticed her nasty streak when she doesn’t get her way.  
 
    I wonder if she’s nasty in the bedroom, too. 
 
    I stare at the heavy book in my lap and will away the unfortunate image of Penelope in black leather with a whip. Not now. Why am I always thinking of sex? And why would I ever want to think about Penelope in a sexual situation?   
 
    “He ate his leg,” Emmy whispers from beside me on the couch.  
 
    “His father?” I hiss back. I’m not proud of skipping whole pages to finish in time for the meeting, but even then I remember nothing about Ahab’s father.  
 
    “No, the whale,” Emmy said, and then giggles, which makes me giggle.  
 
    From her expression, Penelope clearly does not approve of laughter in her meeting. “Would you care to share what is so funny about this book?” she asks, in the same icy voice as my father used to berate my brother and me at the dinner table. 
 
    “Nothing,” I say flatly. “There’s nothing at all funny about this book.” 
 
    “That’s why it’s a classic.” Penelope dismissed me with the sideways glance that always intimidates me. “That’s why we’re reading it. Helene, what do you think of the speculation that Ahab’s hatred of his father resulted in his obsession for the whale?” She turns to the mousy Helene, always ready to second one of Penelope’s suggestions and cheer on her opinions.  
 
    “It’s a boring classic,” Nia pipes up from the other side of Emmy. 
 
    “You’re in this club to enrich your mind and soul by reading classic literature,” Penelope proclaims with a sweep of her arm that almost takes out her cup of tea on the fireplace mantel behind her. 
 
    Tea, not wine. What kind of book club meets on a Thursday evening and doesn’t serve wine?  
 
    “I’m here to make friends,” Emmy says, meeting Penelope’s gaze with a friendly smile. “The reading is a bonus.”  
 
    I’m not sure how making friends is possible in this group. I joined a year and a half ago and my added bonuses are the headaches I get from trying to read the small font size of the books. I sit beside Emmy every month and we never talk more than a simple how are you because Penelope monopolizes the entire evening, and then escorts us to the door at nine oh five sharp.  
 
    This book club isn’t fun. It isn’t fun at all. 
 
    “We should try something like that Book Club movie.” I start when I realize I’ve spoken aloud, but Emmy nods beside me. With a deep breath, I plow forward, my words quickening as more heads turn to me. “The one with Jane Fonda where they read…you know, that steamy book?” 
 
    “Fifty Shades of Grey?” Nia asks from the other side of Emmy, her usual laconic tone rising with excitement. “We should read something like that. That would get us talking.” 
 
    “Maybe not that one,” I correct. Penelope’s eyes bug and as she sucks in her breath, most of her face follows, turning her from a blandish, well-put together woman to something resembling one of the gargoyles in The Hunchback of Notre Dame. “There are so many wonderful books out there. It doesn’t have to be a classic to be good. It can always be more… realistic. Has anyone read the Highlander’s Daughter?”  
 
    “I’ve never heard of it,” Helene says in an icy voice.  
 
    “That’s the one with the guy on the cover who looks like Jamie Fraser from Outlander,” Emmy says. “I saw an ad for it on Bookbub but I haven’t read it yet. Looks good.” She wiggles her eyebrows. “Steamy.” 
 
    “We should read it for next month,” Nia said. Her copy of Moby Dick lays untouched on the floor beside her chair. “It’d be nice to read something that gets the blood pumping. The only thing this one did was put me to sleep.” 
 
    Apoplectic faces greeted Nia’s suggestion.  
 
    “We do not read works of that…” Penelope’s mouth works like she was a fish gasping for air as she searches for the right word. “… filth!” 
 
    “Garbage!” Helene seconds. 
 
    “Smut,” choruses a third member. 
 
    “We don’t read such things,” Penelope finishes. 
 
    “Who wants to read unrealistic books like that?” asks a voice from the back of the room. “No one has a place like that red room.” 
 
    “I do,” I say quietly, glancing around at the tight lips and frowns glaring at me. “I mean, I don’t have a room like that, I just want to read books like that.” Emmy snorts back a laugh and I look desperately at her. “Maybe not all the time, and not those particular books, but not books like this.” 
 
    “We don’t read erotica in this book club.” Penelope’s voice is sharp as a blade and twice as cold. 
 
    “I don’t think it’s technically erotica,” Emmy argued. “Maybe romance?” 
 
    “Erotic romance?” Nia suggests. “Nothing wrong with that.” 
 
    “I will not tolerate any such thing in my house. If you want to read smut like that Forty Shades garbage, then go ahead, but I won’t have a copy in my house, or discuss it in my book club.” 
 
    It’s the my book club that gets me. I had been under the impression that while Penelope liked to lead, the whole club belongs to all of us. 
 
    “I liked Fifty Shades,” I say cautiously.  
 
    “So did I,” Emmy enthuses.  
 
    “Super hot,” Nia agrees.  
 
    “Well,” Penelope huffs from her place at the front of the room, with the perfect posture of a ballerina. “Go right ahead, but don’t talk about that garbage in my house.” 
 
    I look at Emmy and then over at Nia, who rolls her eyes. I joined the book club to make friends because Jasper had worried I was lonely. Meeting once a month hadn’t done a thing for my social life, only kept me stuck at home reading Penelope’s choices. To be honest, I don’t want to be in a group that won’t let me read what I want to, or in a house where I can’t talk about what I want to. 
 
    “That’s fine.” Setting my copy of Moby Dick on the table before me, I stand up. “I’m going to find another book club. Thank you, though.” I nod to a still-gasping Penelope. “For organizing. And for the tea. It was nice tea.” 
 
    “I’m with you,” Nia cries and jumps to her feet.  
 
    “Me too,” Emmy adds, snatching up my copy of the book along with hers.  
 
    “No more Moby Dick!” Nia cheers. “I say we read about real dicks for once.” 
 
    Penelope looks like she’s about to pass out as I nod and smile my way to the door, Nia and Emmy right behind me. But as I get there, I notice we’re not alone.  
 
    Malcolm, the tall, silent, super blue-eyed man, follows us.   
 
    And that’s the night The Dirty Books Book Club is born.  
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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    The card lies between us on the table. Sweet and simple, the poor thing has no idea of the chaos it is about to create.  
 
    “You’re excited.” I hear the accusation in my voice. Jasper hears the accusation in my voice. I think even the card hears it.  
 
    “I’m only excited if you’re excited,” Jasper assures me.  
 
    “How do you know I’m excited?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you are because you haven’t told me anything.” With steady fingers, Jasper picks up the white card and waves it like he’s drying the ink. Unlike me, who can’t touch it without the fear of somehow damaging my wedding vows. “So. What do you think?” 
 
      
 
    The residents of Honeysuckle Court invite you to an evening 
 
    of cocktails and conversations in the hopes of getting to know 
 
    you both better. 
 
      
 
    I wish the invite had arrived before I went to Nia’s for book club.  
 
    The Dirty Books Book Club had celebrated our sixth month anniversary tonight by renaming it the Fantasies Book Club and choosing Super Swingers Guide to Mind-Blowing Sex as our reading choice. 
 
    It was as far from Penelope’s group as possible, with democracy ruling everything from the books we read, to the wine served, and it’s more fun than I ever could have imagined.  
 
    And the books we read have me imagining so much more that I ever thought possible. 
 
    We began with the first Fifty Shades book, meeting at my house on a Monday night while Jasper played basketball, nervously laughing our way through the sex scenes. Malcolm became more than ‘the quiet guy in the back’ and Nia proposed we meet every two weeks because it was so much fun to talk about dirty books.  
 
    The second meeting took place at Nia’s with our e-reader copies of She Whipped Me, and Nia asked if her sister-in-law could join us.  
 
    I thought the mysterious in-law would be like Nia; long and lanky and a bit on the negative side. 
 
    Instead, we got blonde bombshell Callie, and she changed everything. 
 
    I was in awe of Callie from the moment she walked in the door at Malcolm’s. Bold and out-spoken, not caring what others thought and infused with a lust for life that I wanted to copy. I want to be Callie.  
 
    She has an encyclopedic knowledge of steamy romance, erotic romance and plain erotica and quickly set about initiating us into the joys of reading dirty books.  
 
    “They’re so much more than dirty books,” Callie had argued tonight. “It’s all about fantasies—what could happen. What you want to happen, even though you don’t realize it.” 
 
    That was when she suggested Super Swingers’ Guide to Sex. Fitting, since it was also Callie who first told me about the resort in Halifax that catered to the swinger lifestyle; the resort I had secretly booked me and Jasper for a weekend, which led to the innocent white card now being in Jasper’s hand.    
 
    It’s like Callie is telling me to become a swinger.  
 
    Of course, there’s nothing explicit on the card—no details, or rules, or restrictions to what you can and can’t do at a swinger party. It doesn’t even say it’s a party where couples arrive together only to spend the evening with someone else. But I know. 
 
    I know, because Jacey told me she’d get us an invitation to one of Tia’s parties when we met Jacey and her husband Dominic at Mrs. Robinson’s Bed and Breakfast—the “perfect spot to relax, to be refreshed and to reflect on the adventure of life.” 
 
    What I hadn’t told Jasper when I booked the weekend was that the resort catered to the swinging crowd and owned by a sexy fiftysomething year old woman named Morena.  
 
    “Morena’s breakfasts are my second favorite thing about this place,” Jacey had said after showing up at my door unannounced the last morning of our weekend.  
 
    “What’s your favourite?” Jacey had cocked her head and raised her eyebrows. “Oh. Right. The sex?” 
 
    “The sex with other people,” Jacey corrected. “Not that I don’t do that at home, but it’s nice to have a bit more variety.” 
 
    “You really… you’re in a group of swingers?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t call them a group… there are about five couples and Tia, and sometimes Tia has friends. And we swap.” 
 
    “Wow. How often does this happen? All at once or one at a time?” I didn’t know what to ask her first. “And your marriage? It seems fine but—” 
 
    “It is fine. My marriage is great. Dominic understands I need a little extra sex. And he gets to do it too, but it’s kind of more for me. We’ve decided I have a very healthy libido.” 
 
    “Healthy libido,” I repeated, and wondered if I had one too. Before that weekend, I would have said no, but now with all the new thoughts and sensations running rampant through me…  
 
    “You should meet my friend Melissa. I think she wants it more than I do. Her husband…” Jacey trailed off with a shiver. “Unbelievable.” 
 
    “He’s that good?” 
 
    “His tongue.” 
 
    “Ah.” I couldn’t help but think what an unbelievable tongue might be like. 
 
    “I hope you meet them.” Jacey paused for a moment, looking at me hesitantly, which was surprising because the one thing I knew about Jacey was that she didn’t hesitate. “That’s why I’m here. We were wondering if you and Jasper would like to come to one of Tia’s parties.” 
 
    I still don’t know what made me book us in to such a place. My marriage to Jasper is solid; still rock solid after five years of marriage. Our sex life is good, better than good. Great, even. 
 
    It’s not like we needed any more excitement. We do quite well on our own.  
 
    “I don’t know what to think,” I finally say in response to Jasper’s question. And I don’t. Less than an hour ago, Callie had suggested we read a book where a couple dipped a toe into the swinger lifestyle. And now it was coming true. We were that couple. “Do you really think this is what Jacey meant?” I whisper, keeping my voice quiet even though there is no one in the house with us. “Where the neighbors get to together and swap partners? And have sex?” 
 
    “I think it must be.” Jasper’s voice drops in response to mine. I meet his brown-eyed gaze and hope I don’t look as overwhelmed and unsure as I feel. 
 
    “I’ve been to Halifax. I went to this bed and breakfast for a weekend.”  
 
    It had been the third book club meeting when Callie had told me about the resort. We had read Tie Me Down, and the only new thing I wanted to bring into my marriage was the addition of something Jasper might use to tie my hands.  
 
    I also hadn’t been sure how to suggest that to him. I still don’t. 
 
    “I’ve never stayed in a bed and breakfast. Jasper likes having his own washroom when we stay someplace.”   
 
    “The place I went to was a different sort of B & B.” Callie had paused before she bit into a spring roll. “It was for swingers.” 
 
    Nia whipped around to glare at her sister-in-law. “A swinger? My brother—” 
 
    “Is divorced,” Callie finished with a lazy smile. “Don’t worry, he’s untouched by the swinger brush. In this place, couples and singles go and during dinner—although they also give you this awesome breakfast—people start hooking up,” Callie continued. “There’s this guy there—Lorde.” She gave a lascivious shiver. “So fine. It’s a great place; so much fun. You should go there with your husband, Gemma.” 
 
    And we did, meeting Jacey and her husband Dominic in the hot tub, along with Tia, who sent the invitation. 
 
    My face flushes, thinking about that—Tia’s lips on my breasts, hands on my thighs. Mouth between my legs. The way I pushed her head deeper as I came, right there in the hot tub, a group of strangers, and Jasper, watching my every move and hearing my every whimper.   
 
    And now Jasper and I are invited to one of their parties.   
 
    “What do you think?” Jasper asks again. 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    “I asked you first.” 
 
    One of us has to take the lead on this, but the problem is that both of us are more of a follower than a leader. Neither one of us enjoys conflict, and we both compromise too much, always worrying needlessly about how the other feels.  
 
    Sometimes I wonder how any decisions ever get made in our home. Not that we’ve had any that we’ve disagreed on—we both loved our first house, thought it was a good decision for Jasper’s career to move, knew it was a great move for me to sell my company InfoWorldMap, and pocket the millions I got for the sale.  
 
    We’re very compatible like that.  
 
    “Do you think—?” I stop myself with a shake of my head. There’s no sense going around and around on this. Time to step up, like I did with the resort.  
 
    “I think we should go.” Even though I do my best to sound confident, my voice is shaky. 
 
    “You think we should go,” Jasper echoes. 
 
    “Don’t you? It can’t be any different from Morena’s. And we were okay with that. Weren’t we?” 
 
    That’s my biggest fear, the thought that still keeps me awake at night. That if we wade into the swinger pool, Jasper will find someone he loves more than me. 
 
    Twenty-year-old- virgin-me worries that he’ll find someone he likes having sex more than with me. Twenty-nine-year-old married-me has a pit in the bottom of her stomach when I think about what this could do to our marriage. Good and bad. 
 
    Communication, I remind myself. Respect. Jasper loves me.   
 
    “I’m okay if you’re okay,” Jasper says in a slow voice.  
 
    My heart gives a lurch. “Are you sure?” I press. “How do you really feel? Jacey said this won’t work if we don’t communicate.” 
 
    Jasper shifts in his chair. “That won’t be easy,” he admits. “I’m basically telling you whether I want to have sex with another woman.” 
 
    “There’s no basically—that’s what you’re telling me. And you’re a man, so I’m sure you’ve always wanted to have sex with other women.” 
 
    “But I love you.” 
 
    “I know that. I love you too. But that doesn’t mean I’m not…” I fight to find the right word, the one that won’t send Jasper spiraling into despair. 
 
    Not that he’s the despairing type. He only wants to make me happy. This bothers me as well; that my husband will go through with whatever I want, even if it involves having sex with people he doesn’t want to have sex with, just to make sure I’m happy. 
 
    “Intrigued,” I finish. “I’m intrigued by the idea.” 
 
    “What intrigues you?” Jasper meets my surprised gaze with one of his own. “You want to talk about it. So talk.” 
 
    “You have to talk too.” 
 
    “I’ll talk.” He spreads his hands on the table; long fingers, firm grip. Jasper is more lanky than muscular, but the biking and basketball keep him lean and strong. The thought of another woman seeing him naked, appreciating his taut abs and strong shoulders, not to mention his thick, talented cock sends a spiral of unease through me. 
 
    I’m not sure how I feel about that. I really want to go back to book club, to ask what I should do. Because once you break apart the details of a steamy love scene, the good, the bad, and the unbelievable, it bonds you. It makes you friends.  
 
    But even though I’d like their advice, this is my decision. And once again I’m going to deal with my husband having sex with another woman. 
 
    

  

 OceanofPDF.com


   
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Five days later, Jasper and I arrive at Tia’s. I’m still not sure what I think about Jasper being with another woman tonight, but at least we’ve talked about it.  
 
    We talked about it a lot. 
 
    We talked about it so much that eventually the wondering and imagining and sharing fantasies led to some of the best sex of our marriage.  
 
    Because of that, I know we’ll be all right—me and Jasper—with whatever happens here.  
 
    Maybe nothing will happen. Maybe I’ll sneak into a bedroom with my husband and lock the door so no one else can have him. 
 
    But that would mean no one would have me, which sort of defeats the purpose of being here.  
 
    And I want to be here.  
 
    Jasper and I celebrated our fifth wedding anniversary three months ago, a few weeks before I booked us into the swingers’ resort. I had been a virgin when I married Jasper; no other choice with my faith-based and conservative upbringing. Love was for the benefit of family and passion was a sin and unnatural. But that first night with Jasper, I found out just how wrong those lectures and teachings and beliefs had been. 
 
    Sex isn’t a sin. It’s not wrong. 
 
    It’s beautiful and passionate and exciting. My parents weren’t pleased with my newfound opinions on intimacy, nor did they accept my love for Jasper, but closing the door on them was easier than walking up to Tia’s door.  
 
    I came into my marriage as a virgin. Now, five years in, I’m still wildly in love with my husband, and not only am I not a virgin, but I’ve been intimate with two other men—Dominic and Coulter. Coulter, who haunts my thoughts when I can’t sleep.  
 
    And two women. 
 
    There will be others—at least one more—tonight. 
 
    My parents would not be proud. 
 
    Tia’s house sits on a cul-de-sac, the neighbouring homes in darkness. It looms before us, no bigger than our own house but somehow grander, more intimidating. Jasper takes my hand as we head for the door.  
 
    “Are you cold?” Jasper asks, as I shiver with anticipation. 
 
    “No. Just… no.” How can one tell one’s husband that one is excited about having another man make love to you—fast, furious, animalistic sex with grunts and moans and a toe-curling climax where I might scream? Or being made love to slowly, passionately, where a man will savor each and every inch of me, bringing me to the height of unimagined pleasures. 
 
    Depending on how the evening goes, one of these two things will happen to me tonight.  
 
    Or maybe both—he might have wild sex with me first, then make slow, tender love to me. Or the making love might come first. 
 
    There is a difference, according to the books of the Fantasies Book Club.  
 
    I wonder if this is anyone else’s fantasy. 
 
    We reach the closed door. I hear music, laughter— 
 
    Will anyone hear me? Will they watch me, like in the hot tub at the resort? Will they want—? 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” Jasper interrupts my thoughts as his finger hovers over the doorbell.  
 
    I take two swallows before I can reply. “Are you?” 
 
    I hold my husband’s gaze for a long moment, both of us wide-eyed and nervous, until he brings our joined hands to his lips. “I’m sure about you,” he says, dropping kisses on the back of my hand. “We’ll be okay.” 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” I promise.  
 
    “We’ll have fun.” He stabs at the doorbell, and the laughter pauses before a rush of undecipherable chatter. 
 
    “But not too much.”  
 
    The door opens and Tia stands there, in a simple black dress that highlights every inch of her. I stare at her mouth, full and slick with red lipstick, and every secret place she touched me burns with the memory. 
 
    “Gemma.” Tia smiles, like she knows exactly what I’m thinking. “And Jasper. So good to see you again. Come in.” 
 
    We step in and Tia closes the door behind us. I take a deep breath, and still griping Jasper’s hand, follow Tia inside. 
 
    The next hour is a blur. Faces and names swirl around me. I smile and nod and hope I sound sensible as I try not to stare at how the other guests touch each other. Familiar; comfortable; accepting each other and what may happen. 
 
    Jacey weaves her way through the group to join me. “Are you excited?” she asks with a knowing smile. She wears a black dress like Tia, but while Tia looks classy and almost regal, Jacey with her wild hair and mesmerizing eyes is as sexy as I’ve ever hoped to be.   
 
    “I’m not sure if I’m supposed to be,” I admit. 
 
    “Of course you are! This is a party, and you’re going to have fun. Plus, you know what’s going to happen, so there’s no reason to be nervous. Well, you don’t know exactly, but you can imagine.” 
 
    “I can imagine a lot,” I say with a nervous giggle. Thanks to my new reading material, I have a much better understanding of what might be coming.  
 
    Somehow I feel the weight of a stare on me.   
 
    The men here are handsome and personable, each one attractive in his own way. As Tia introduces me, they greet me with smiles and kisses on the cheek. I have no idea which one I would choose if given the chance.  
 
    Which I won’t be, according to Jacey. 
 
    Dark eyes stare at me from across the room, full of promise and desire. He looks hungry. I’ve never had a man look at me like he wants to eat me alive. Not even Jasper looks at me like that. But instead of making me nervous, I straighten my spine and welcome the curl of arousal in my stomach.  
 
    Jacey follows my gaze. “You should stop staring before he turns you into a bowl of mush,” she says with a knowing smile, positioning herself in front of me. “That man can do as much with his eyes as he can with his tongue.” At my confused expression, Jacey pokes out her tongue. “Mahak. The one I told you about. You’ll meet him soon.” 
 
      
 
    ~ 
 
    I meet him soon.  
 
    After Tia pulls Mahak’s name from the bowl for me, it’s another blur of heavy-lidded glances and low voices talking of very dirty things. There is kissing as Mahak leads me to a bedroom—slow, wet, hot kisses that has me clinging to his broad shoulders like some kind of over-excited monkey.  
 
    Somehow my dress comes off.  
 
    I might have done that. I know I unbuttoned Mahak’s shirt, my fingers trembling in my haste to touch his chest and the thick, dark hair covering it. 
 
    I want to ask about his accent, but I can’t find the words. I can’t find the breath after his kisses, and the way he pushes me onto the bed to pull off my panties, his hands slick and smooth as he explores my curves—I really can’t think of anything else.     
 
    And now my legs propped up on those shoulders and Mahak’s mouth is between my legs— 
 
    Licking, lapping, plunging— 
 
    “Oh, gosh!” I gasp as his tongue and his fingers work in unison to send waves of sensation up my body. 
 
    Mahak lifts his head with a bemused expression. “Gosh? I should at least get an Oh, my God for that move.”  
 
    “Yes, sorry,” I mumble, his mouth surrounding my nub with the perfect amount of pressure. “Wow…”  
 
    Mahak’s chuckle sends an indescribable tremor through me. “I don’t mind what you say.” The quick tightening of my thighs muffles his words, and he nuzzles the tender skin with a soft growl. “I enjoy knowing that I pleasure you.” 
 
    I tangle my fingers in his dark curls, urging him to continue.  
 
    But Mahak shakes free of my grasp on his hair and leans back as he slides a long finger inside me, moving slowly and surely. He adds a second and as his thumb grazes the nub, my back arches with pleasure. “I’m glad to be your first time. I’d hoped Tia would make it so.” 
 
    “Oh, me too.” My eyes flutter closed as he increases the speed of his fingers. They dance within me, around me, but even with the waves of pleasure, I want more. His mouth, his tongue… My hips lift from the bed in a wordless plea.  
 
    “Say please,” Mahak growls, between flicks of his tongue.   
 
    I’ve never been vocal, never been insistent about what I want and how I want it. Jasper accepts my silence, knowing what I like and how far to push me.  
 
    Mahak is a stranger, a stranger taking liberties with my body, sending me closer and closer to the edge.  
 
    A stranger I can do anything with, be anyone with. 
 
    “Please?” I whisper, my voice faint with hesitation. 
 
    “Say it like you mean it.” Mahak leans into me again and hisses a breath against my clit before touching with the tip of his tongue. “Be a good girl, Gemma.” 
 
    “Please… your tongue—oh, my God!” The sudden suck of his mouth pulls a shriek from me.  
 
    “You can give me instructions if you like.” Mahak lifts his head and I moan with frustration. “I don’t mind. I quite like being told—” 
 
    “Stop talking,” I gasp. I push his head down. “Please, oh God, keep going!” 
 
    He keeps going. The rhythmic play of fingers and tongue has me rocking my hips with a stream of wordless moans that must be music to Mahak’s ears. 
 
    The first climax has me fisting the thin black bedspread. 
 
    The second comes soon after and makes me scream.  
 
    And when I’m still gasping for breath, he slithers up the bed like a sexy snake to position himself between my legs. “Ready for more?” 
 
    “More?” I pant. 
 
    “You don’t think that was it, do you?” Before I can find the breath to reply, the tip of his cock—oh, his cock—is at the gate and he slips right in without an invitation. 
 
    Not that I would ever deny him entrance because, oh, his cock. 
 
    Long and hard and Mahak slides inside me with the ease of parking a SmartCar.  
 
    That’s not a good comparison.  
 
    A full-size sedan. A double wheeled pickup truck. A frigging 747!  
 
    Why am I thinking of cars? I should concentrate on how very good this feels, almost as good as—“Tell me how you like it.” Somehow Mahak’s accent thickens when he’s inside me.  
 
    I don’t mind. Everything can thicken, everything except his cock, which is thick to the point of perfection. If it was any thicker, things might hurt and— 
 
    That might be all right. 
 
    He tucks his hands under my hips to pull me up, into him and my breath catches, pants, moans an animalistic growl as he plunges into me with a relentless urgency.  
 
    Thrusting. 
 
    Throbbing. 
 
    Fucking me, until for the third and final time, I clutch Mahak as my body shudders its release.  
 
    “Well.” I fight to catch my breath as Mahak rolls onto the bed beside. “That was…” I trail off, unable to find the right word without looking like a complete novice. Amazing? Earth-shaking? Incredible, marvelous, world-changing? 
 
    Somehow Mahak knows. He chuckles and rises enough to press a kiss on my lips. “That it was, Gemma. I’m so glad you came tonight.” 
 
    Three times! This is so much better than in the books. 
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    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, Gemma, have you talked to Jacey lately?” Callie calls to me from the kitchen when I arrive at Emmy’s. 
 
    I trip over the doorjamb and stumble into the living room. How does she know? It’s been three weeks since Tia’s party and thoughts of Mahak still clog my brain.  
 
    I haven’t spoken to anyone since our last meeting, so they know nothing about Tia’s. I’ve only read the book, and thought about the book when I’m not thinking about Mahak.  
 
    Mahak and his talented tongue. 
 
    Callie knows nothing about what Jasper and I did on Saturday, so why ask about Jacey? Is there a red letter pinned across my chest like in Hawthorne’s book, which we read in the original book club.  
 
    I would wear an S for swinger, rather than an A, though, because it was a swinger party. 
 
    I still can’t get my head around the fact Jasper and I went to a swinger party. A key party.  
 
    A wife-swapping party. 
 
    Red-faced, I take a seat on Emmy’s couch with a curious glance around the room. Is this what happens to a house when you have children? It’s clean, but cluttered; shoes and books and a laundry basket pushed into the dining room like Emmy is trying to hide it.  
 
    Boys are messy. 
 
    No one else seems to be alarmed by the sheer amount of stuff lying around, so I try to stop staring. But— 
 
    I reach behind me and pull out the video controller wedged under the cushion.  
 
    “Oops,” Emmy says with an embarrassed laugh as she takes it from me. “Adam was looking for that last night.” 
 
    “What are they playing?” Nia asks, pushing her dark hair back from her face. She has kids—boys as well, if I remember correctly. The two start a lively conversation about the pros and cons about video games and I can’t help but think of how little I know about these women. 
 
    And man.  
 
    Malcolm joins in the talk because apparently he plays video games as well. I can’t remember if he has kids. He’s tall and quiet, understandable in a group of women, and his suggestion two months ago—The Highlander’s Chains—has become one of my favourite books we’ve read so far. 
 
    Callie sinks into the couch beside me and hands me a glass of wine. Jasper would call it a generous pour. The second thing we decided on when we created the book club was the rule about not waiting until after book discussion for wine. 
 
    The first, of course, was the genre. The more sex, the better. I might have been the one to suggest the style of books, but other than the Fifty Shades trilogy, I had read little steamy romance, much less erotica.  
 
    It’s been an eye-opener, just like my forays into the world of swingers.  
 
    “So?” Callie demands, halting the talk of Fortnite versus Star Wars Battlefront.  
 
    “I liked the book,” I say, leaning over my glass so my blonde hair hides the blush on my cheeks. “I could relate to the characters.” 
 
    “Really.” Callie’s blue eyes rake over me with a shrewd gaze. “You relate to the characters in a book called Super Swingers Guide to Mind-Blowing Sex. Interesting.” 
 
    “It was very interesting.” Under Callie’s watchful stare, I take such a large mouthful of wine and end up choking.   
 
    “I didn’t think much of Marshall until he hooked up with Sabrina,” Nia says, setting her e-reader on her lap with reverence. “Then, wow. That scene where he kisses his way down was amazing.” 
 
    Callie waves a hand. “The book can wait. I get the sense Gemma needs to tell us something first.” She smiles knowingly. “Maybe a few somethings?” 
 
    I stare at Callie, not even bothering to hide my shock. “How do you do that? How do you know?” 
 
    “So you did talk to Jacey!” She whoops in triumph. “I knew Morena’s wasn’t going to be a onetime thing.” 
 
    “No.” I shake my head slowly while my mind races over what to tell them? Do I deny everything, or admit to going to Tia’s but leave out the details. 
 
    I already know that Callie won’t stand for that. 
 
    If I give them details, then how much? Do I tell them how Mahak held my wrists over my head, or the soft growling noise he made when he came? Do I tell them how it felt like he was devouring me and I begged him not to stop? 
 
    It doesn’t seem like the type of conversation one has during book club. But then again, there aren’t any book clubs like this one. 
 
    “No, nothing happened, or no, you already booked your next visit to that resort?” Emmy asks, settling on the floor opposite the couch, the bottle of wine beside her. With her dark blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail, faded jeans and Star Wars T-shirt, she seems younger than I am. Certainly not old enough to have twin teenage boys. “Inquiring minds want to know.” 
 
    “No, I talked to Jacey.” I pull in a deep breath, both hating the thought of being put on the spot and desperate to tell someone about what happened. “When we went to a party at Tia’s a few weeks ago.” 
 
    “What?” Callie shrieks, sending Emmy’s cat running from the room. “You went to a swinger party?” 
 
    “They call them key parties in the book,” Malcolm says as he leans forward in his chair beside me. 
 
    “It was like a cocktail party.” I breathe deep as if I’m about to dive into the deep end of a pool, gaze darting around the room to assess the reactions. So far, no one is condemning me aloud, but their judgments are there, in their expressions of— 
 
    Interest. 
 
    Astonishment. 
 
    Excitement. 
 
    And—admiration?   
 
    “Cock-tail,” Callie sputters into a laugh. “Fitting. Were they all letting it hang out?” 
 
    “Everyone was fully clothed,” I say. But then I can’t stop my smile. “Until they weren’t.” 
 
    A cheer rises, one that would have terrified the cat had it been still in the room. Emmy bounces on the floor, and Nia leans forward to snag the bottle of wine, filling her glass and then mine. 
 
    “There’s really not much to tell.” I shift my gaze to Malcolm. He’s a nice guy and I don’t have any problem sharing my thoughts on the books with him, but talking about my personal life is hard enough to do in front of Callie, let alone a man I barely know.  
 
    Callie notices my glance. “Gemma, Malcolm is a part of this book club as much as the rest of us. We’re friends. You can be as open with him as you can with me. Men are people, too.” 
 
    “If she doesn’t want to share, I understand,” Malcolm says awkwardly. “I don’t want to make anyone uncomfortable.” 
 
    “It’s not that,” I blurt out. “I’ve just never really had a male friend before.” I smile apologetically. “Honestly, I don’t have a big friend group, so this is a little difficult for me. It’s nice, though. Being able to talk to you—” 
 
    “Then talk,” Nia laughs. “I need to live vicariously through you, because I would never have the guts to go to a swinger party.” 
 
    “Why not?” Callie asks. 
 
    “I wouldn’t know what to do,” Nia admits frankly. “With another man, or woman, or both. The drought has been long and droughty.” 
 
    “There’s been no one since the divorce?” Emmy asks. 
 
    Nia shakes her head. “Oh, sister,” Callie says. “We need to fix that.” 
 
    “We’ll worry about that later,” Nia says. “What I want to know, is what the difference between a being a swinger and an affair.” 
 
    “My wife suggested an open marriage,” Malcolm offers. “When I said I couldn’t do it, she went ahead anyway. I call that an affair.” 
 
    “That sucks,” Callie says. “In all the men I’ve been with, only one was married, and I didn’t know. I got rid of him as soon as I found out, though. I don’t like being the other woman.” 
 
    Malcolm nods in agreement. “I don’t like being the other man, which is why I’m now divorced.” 
 
    I look around the room. “Is everyone divorced?” Nods all around. That’s another one I’m left out of. Not that it is a bad thing—I’ll take Jasper over being part of a divorce group any day. 
 
    “Even though we will never, ever, ever discuss my marriage,” Callie adds. “Maybe this open marriage, swinger stuff is the way to keep the divorce rates down. Although you can’t do much when you marry an asshole.” 
 
    “But Jasper and I are happy,” I protest, clutching my glass of wine with both hands and wondering if I’m drinking too quickly. “There’s no reason to even think about divorce. Everything is great.” 
 
    “Even in the bedroom?” Nia is direct; more direct than I’m comfortable with. But these are my friends now, and I can learn a lot from them. Plus, there’s been something bothering me since Saturday night. 
 
    “The bedroom activities are good. Great,” I add. “Jasper is a very attentive lover. But I hadn’t…” I stammer. “I’ve only…” 
 
    “Jasper was your first, wasn’t he?” Emmy smiles sympathetically.  
 
    I nod, cheeks flushing, and take a huge gulp of wine. There’s no reason it should embarrass me to talk about how I was a virgin until I got married, but the memory of my college roommate’s amazement still stings, even years later.  
 
    “That’s not a bad thing,” Malcolm says quickly. 
 
    “Of course it’s not,” Callie agrees. “But it’s understandable you’d be curious about other men. Jasper too. Was he a virgin as well?” 
 
    “No. But now I wonder if he’s a little too excited about being with other women. Maybe I’m not enough,” I finish, my voice dropping to a whisper as I admit my biggest worry.  
 
    “Were you excited about being with other men?” Nia asks. I think of Mahak, of Dominic and of Coulter at Morena’s. The realization that in the last six months, I’ve now had sexual intercourse with three men other than my husband hits me like the proverbial ton of bricks. “Does that mean Jasper isn’t enough for you?” Nia continues. 
 
    “Of course he’s enough for me.” I twist my hands in my lap, troubled at the thought of discussing Jasper like this. But even with my hesitation, it’s a relief to free my thoughts, let them take flight towards others who might understand. Relate. Provide some sort of guidance. “Jasper is… wonderful. But the others… it’s so different.” 
 
    The others burst out in laughter, and I gaze around with surprise. “Of course they are,” Callie says, lifting her glass of wine. “Every guy has his own style, and every woman brings out something different in a man, so no two experiences will ever be the same. Even with the missionary position—the same in and out—it’s all about speed and depth and style. And that’s why variety is the spice of life.” Callie glances around. “Please, can one of you start having more sex so you can agree with me?” 
 
    “I do my best,” Emmy says drily. “It’s hard with a couple of kids each.” 
 
    “Are you still going to Mexico next week?” Nia asks, and I heave a sigh of relief that the conversation has veered off me and my sex life. 
 
    But after a quick break into Emmy’s relationship with her boyfriend Matt, I have more questions and pull things back to me.  
 
    “So, you don’t think it’s bad I like it with Jasper as well as these other men?” I ask abruptly when there’s a in a pause in the conversation. 
 
    “Whoa.” Callie laughs. “You good about talking about this now?” 
 
    “I don’t have much of a choice,” I confess. “As long as you don’t mind acting as a sex therapist for me.” 
 
    “I’ll listen and tell you what I can, but there’ll be no therapy sessions from me,” Nia says drily. “I don’t know enough about my own desires to give advice to anyone else.” 
 
    “Wouldn’t that be great?” Emmy asks. “If we can use each other; not just for a book club, but as our own little therapy group. We can talk about sex and swingers…” She shrugs with a big smile on her face. “About anything.” 
 
    “I know I can always use someone to talk to,” Malcolm says quickly.  
 
    “I love talking about sex.” Callie gives her book a shake. “In books or out.” 
 
    “I know I’d love more experience,” Nia admits in a quiet voice. “I’ve been with three men my whole life, and none of them—” She glances at Callie with a rueful shrug— “Have been what I’d call a generous lover.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to throw that little nugget at my brother when he’s being an ass,” Callie laughs. She raises her hands as Nia protests. “Just joking. I’ll keep it to myself, but when he’s being all big man, jerk brother, I’ll smile when I think that he’s bad in bed.” 
 
    “I didn’t say bad,” Nia protests. “Not good, but not bad either.” 
 
    “Generous lover. I love that.” Emmy giggles. “And I love the thought of having a generous lover. Actually…” Pink colors her cheeks as she trails off. I wonder what memory makes her smile like that.  
 
    “I like to think I’m generous,” Malcolm offers. “Not that it was enough for my wife.” 
 
    Thanks to that comment, from now on when I look at Malcolm, I won’t be able to help but wonder what he’s like in bed. Is that why men and women can’t be friends? 
 
    “Back to your question,” Callie says, pulling me out of my Malcolm mind reel. “It’s not wrong, or bad, or anything, to enjoy being with more than one man. Even at the same time.” Her eyes gleam. “As long as you and Jasper have an agreement that both of you respect, go for it. With anyone.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’ll be picking up men on the street.” 
 
    “I don’t see why you couldn’t.” I stare at Malcolm with horror and he backs into his chair. “I’m not coming on to you! Just that you’re—all of you—are very attractive women. You could get any man you wanted.” 
 
    “It’s very easy for a woman to have sex,” Callie agrees. “Most men always want it, so when a woman offers, there’s never a problem finding a partner.” 
 
    “For you.” 
 
    “Have you looked in the mirror lately?” Nia accuses. “You’re gorgeous, Gemma. It was quite intimidating when I first met you.” 
 
    “No, it wasn’t!” 
 
    Emmy nods. “You look like a doll with amazing breasts. Not Barbie breasts, but real, natural ones.” 
 
    I glance down at my chest, and the wine gives me the courage to poke at one of them. “Really?” 
 
    “Not as good as mine, but you’ll do.” Callie tosses her blonde hair and I laugh. She’s so curvy and voluptuous that I could never compete with her. “So does this mean we’re getting details about the party?” 
 
    “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Everything!” Emmy laughs and leans closer. 
 
    I tell them about Tia and her bowl of house keys. About the heady atmosphere of anticipation, about how excited I’d been even before anything happened. 
 
    “So what did happen?” Nia demands. “Who did you end up with?” 
 
    And then, with an apologetic glance at Malcolm, I tell them about Mahak.  
 
    I don’t spare many of the details.  
 
    When I finish, Nia is waving her e-reader before her face. “I am definitely going to be living vicariously through you,” she laughs. “I think you need to explore these swinger friends of yours, or this open marriage, or whatever you want to call it. This is better than any book.” 
 
    “Speaking of books, it just so happens that I have a good one for you.” Callie flashes her e-reader. “This has been on my to-be-read list for a while and it’s perfect. Reverse harem.” At my expression of confusion, she continues. “You know what a harem is?” 
 
    “Yes.” I glance down at the cover, at a beautiful woman with three bare-chested men gazing at her with desire and devotion. Shared Soulmates. “Sort of.” 
 
    “It’s what you think, only this time it’s a woman exploring her sexuality by having sex with a bunch of men.” 
 
    “Really?” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Nia says. “This is the book for this month.”  
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    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    When I get home, giddy from the laughter more than the wine, Jasper meets me at the door. “There’s something I need to tell you.” 
 
    My smile slides off my face. Jasper’s face is as solemn as when he took the call about my father’s heart attack. Is he sick again? Is it my mother? Is—God forbid—is Jasper leaving me? He’d been very cozy with Wendy at the party and— “What’s wrong?” I clutch my coat rather than his hand like I want to. 
 
    Jasper blinks, surprised at my reaction. “Everything’s fine. I mean, I have to tell you something—” 
 
    “Don’t scare me like that!” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to.” He hangs his head, and I can’t resist his forlorn expression. I can deal with work. Jasper’s career is important to both of us, especially after I gave up mine. Retired, Jasper calls it, but I prefer to think that I’m looking for a new direction. “I’m sorry, I—I’ll start over.” 
 
    “Let me come in at least.” Quickly I hang my coat in the hall closet, toe off my flats, and follow Jasper into the kitchen. It takes a moment for my eyes to adjust to the brightness, as well as seeing Jasper take a bottle of wine out of the fridge. “Uh oh.”  
 
    This is more than just a work thing. 
 
    “It’s fine.” Jasper’s smile is forced. “I thought we’d have a drink.” 
 
    Even though my head is still buzzing from what I drank at Emmy’s, I take a seat at the table, knotting my fingers in my lap. “What’s going on? You’re scaring me.” 
 
    “I don’t mean to.” Jasper pushes one of our wedding present wineglasses before me. “I found something out at work today and I’ve been waiting to talk to you about it.” 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    His gaze drops to the table. “They want to send me to Latvia.” 
 
    I wait for his explanation, but none is coming. “Latvia?” 
 
    Jasper nods, his brown eyes reluctantly meeting mine. “The company is starting an office there and they want me to run it. For maybe six months.” 
 
    “But you’re an engineer, not an office manager.” What am I missing? Jasper is a chemical engineer, so why would he be in charge of an office? And in Latvia? In my head, I pinpoint the tiny country of Latvia, beside Estonia on the Baltic Sea. 
 
    Why would they send him there? 
 
    “They seem to think I can do both,” Jasper says. “It’s only for six months.” 
 
    “So you’re going?” I’m appalled by what I’m hearing. Latvia is a world away from our life. Jasper has his friends, his basketball league, Sunday dinners with his mother. I have… book club. 
 
    I have more, but that’s all I can think about. Now that I’ve found them, I don’t want to lose them.   
 
    “I don’t really have a choice,” he says, sounding resigned to his fate.  
 
    Panic grips me. “You do have a choice! You can stay here!” 
 
    “Gemma…” 
 
    “Seriously, Jasper, how can you think about it? Our life is here. I can’t leave everything and follow you—”  
 
    “I don’t think you should come with me.” 
 
    His words are a slap. I rear back. “You—what?”  
 
    Jasper grabs my hand. “I shouldn’t have said it like that. Of course, I want you with me, but I don’t think you need to be. Your life is here, with your volunteering and your book club and your friends. I don’t want you to leave that behind.” 
 
    “But I should be with you.” My face crumbles, tears stinging my eyes.  
 
    “Gemma, I’ll be working straight out and I don’t want to worry about you.” His expression is one of concern and as I study his face, I know he’s telling the truth. This isn’t some attempt to get rid of me, to leave me behind. “You’d be a huge distraction; knowing that you’d be sitting in the hotel every night waiting for me to finish. I mean, what would you do all day?” 
 
    “Be with you? Maybe I could help?” 
 
    Jasper gives me that look. “We both know you’re good at a lot of things but organizing an office isn’t one of them.” 
 
    “I can try!” 
 
    “Gemma,” he soothes. “It won’t be forever.” 
 
    I blink furiously, willing myself not to cry. The thought of him gone, the house empty, our bed cold and lonely… “I guess. But still… it’s a long time.” 
 
    “It’ll fly by. And I’ll try to visit.” 
 
    “Try?” Months away from Jasper loom ahead of me like a darkened alley. No one to talk to, to cook for, to curl up against in the middle of the night. Who would I tell my silly thoughts to? Who will hug and kiss me in the morning? Who will—? “What about sex?” I blurt. “You want to go six months without sex?” I make it sound like I’m concerned about Jasper, but honestly, I’m thinking of myself, too. 
 
    “That’s the thing.” For the first time since we sat down, Jasper looks uncomfortable. “Now that we’ve tried the resort in Nova Scotia, and that party at Tia’s…” he trails off like he’s searching for the right words. 
 
    I’m not about to wait for him to come up with the words. “Are you saying you want to be swingers?” I cry, a bubble of fear exploding within me. I can’t—I can’t be a swinger without my husband.  
 
    “Well, we’ve already been toying with the idea.” He reaches for my hand, his first instinct always to soothe me. He hates seeing me upset. 
 
    “We’re not toying with anything! It was a onetime—twice! It was a two-time thing!” Now, more than ever, I’m regretting that impulsive decision that sent us to Morena’s resort. It had been fun—it had been an eye opener in what was possible in our marriage—but I hadn’t planned on it leading anywhere.  
 
    Except we did accept the invite to Tia’s party, and we did have fun. An image of Mahak flashes before my eyes, tensing my lower region.  
 
    “Gemma,” Jasper whispers, brown eyes searching my face. “You know I love you.” 
 
    “That’s not the issue—unless it is!” I gasp. “Am I not enough for you? Do you want more? Is that it?” 
 
    “That’s not it,” Jasper says patiently. “I just thought, since we’ve had good experiences so far, we might take this opportunity with me being away, to look at having an open marriage.” 
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    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He actually said that?” 
 
    I sit across from Callie at a coffee shop, the bright morning sun shining right in my eyes. After Jasper’s words last night left me reeling, I knew I needed someone to talk to. The only problem was that none of my friends would ever understand.  
 
    Not that I have many friends.  
 
    I’ve never been very social; growing up, family came first, and friends could only lead you into temptations. I had church group instead of parties; volunteering at a retirement home instead of movie dates. I had been on the outskirts of every group; friendly but never making real friends.  
 
    I never thought I needed friends, and after I met Jasper, I didn’t want them.  
 
    But now I realize how nice it would be to have someone to talk to. 
 
    I have Mrs. Mae from the library, but there’s no way a sixty-seven-year-old wants to hear about my marriage troubles, i.e. my sex life. 
 
    Or maybe she would. 
 
    Either way, Callie is my first choice, since I look at her as being more than partially responsible for leading me into this direction.  
 
    “Jasper thinks we should have an open marriage.” My shoulders hunch as I watch the steam rise from my cup. Even saying the words sounds strange.  
 
    “Does he now?” 
 
    I relax a fraction with the easy, accepting tone of Callie’s voice, her smile, and total lack of judgment.  
 
    “I don’t know what to do,” I admit. “He says we should start when he goes away to make it easier on both of us. I’m not sure why he thinks it would make it easier.”    
 
    “Guilt, I’m sure. Plus, no one wants to be left out in the cold when you have all these hot guys chasing you around.” I shake my head and Callie raises an eyebrow. “This isn’t about you thinking no man will be interested in plumbing the sexy depths of Gemma, is it?” 
 
    I stare at Callie with confusion. “I have no idea how to answer that.” 
 
    “Once you put out the open sign, you’ll have a line up from here to this Luxembourg.” 
 
    “Latvia He’s going to Latvia.” 
 
    “Same thing.” 
 
    “It’s really not. Luxembourg is in a completely different area of Europe than Latvia.”  
 
    Europe. They are sending Jasper to Europe. 
 
    “I’m not about to argue geography with you.” 
 
    “You really shouldn’t.” 
 
    Callie laughs. “I like when you get all feisty. I think this alone time will be good for you.” 
 
    “Why would you say that?” 
 
    Callie takes a huge bite out of her croissant, smeared with raspberry jam. “This is so good. How often to do you get to do anything by yourself?” 
 
    “I volunteer at the library, go to book club, the gym—” 
 
    “When’s the last time you ate dinner alone? Gone to a movie? Watched a movie at home?” 
 
    “I watched Rebecca on Netflix the other night by myself.” My words sound defensive, even to my own ears. 
 
    “Jasper working? I bet you turned it off as soon as he got home.” 
 
    “I don’t think I did.” Even though I did. 
 
    “I know what married couples are like,” Callie continues. “Hell, I was one too. You’re so concerned with togetherness that you forget you’re still individuals. I think this time apart will be great for you, help you find yourself. Plus, you can’t imagine what it’s going to do to your sex life.” She gives a Callie giggle, which is more like a full throated guffaw than any girlish laugh.  
 
    “My sex life is fine, thank you very much,” I say primly. 
 
    “Do you even know how uptight you sound when you say that?” She laughs again, and this time it frustrates me.  
 
    “You make it sound like Jasper going away for months at a time is a good idea.”  
 
    Callie’s smile falters. “Look, Gemma, I know you’ll miss him. And I really don’t know you all that well, but I get the sense that you might be kind of… almost… dependent… on your hubby.” 
 
    “I’m not dependent on anyone!” 
 
    Callie raises her hands. “I’m not trying to offend you. But look at your marriage. You’re gorgeous, smart—” 
 
    “I have an I. Q one hundred and thirty-one.” 
 
    Her eyes goggle. “I assume that’s a lot higher than mine, so good for you. From the way I look at it, you’ve got everything going for you. And I bet your husband is a great guy, but when’s the last time you thought of yourself for once? Do something that you wanted to do?” 
 
    “I don’t want him to go away.” 
 
    “I’m not saying you do, but instead of preparing for the pity party, look at it as an opportunity. How many men have you slept with?” 
 
    “I—” 
 
    “Before you went to visit Morena’s. Jasper was your first, wasn’t he? And that’s why you thought the swinging idea was a good one. You wanted to get some experience. Well, this is a great way to do that. Look at it as an amazing opportunity. You can—” 
 
    “How?” I interrupt. 
 
    “How… what? How to have an amazing experience?” Callie asks cautiously.  
 
    “How do I have all this sex you’re talking about? I mean,” I flounder, and Callie widens her blue eyes. “I was a virgin when I got married and I was fine with that until we—until I listened to you and went to the resort. And then everything after that happened so fast and I don’t know if that’s what I really want, but now Jasper…” I trail off as Callie covers my hand with hers.  
 
    “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to,” she says in a soft voice. “But if you want to, I’m happy to help you.” She grins suddenly, her face lighting up to make her look younger. “I’m fantastic at things like that.” 
 
    “But not with me,” I blurt out. “I mean, you and me—we’re not—” 
 
    Callie tips back her head and laughs. “No, Gemma, we will not have sex. Unless you really want to, and if you did, I’d make you work at it, for the practice. But I’d totally do you.” 
 
    My smile feels like it’s frozen in place. “I have no idea what to say to that.” 
 
    She leans forward. “I’d blow your mind,” she whispers, and then gives another giggle.  
 
    Again, I have no idea what to say, which means listening to Callie can only help.  
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    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next three weeks are a strange sort of limbo.  
 
    Jasper readies himself to leave, only he doesn’t do it in front of me. He barely mentions it. Instead, he works long hours and weekend mornings and is rarely home. When he is, he’s exhausted and can’t seem to summon the strength to talk. I don’t know what’s going on in his head or at his office because once he told me of his decision, there’s no mention of it again. 
 
    Nor does he mention the open marriage idea again. The only time it comes up is when we find another of Tia’s invitations in the mailbox, this one for a gathering in two weeks’ time. 
 
    “I won’t be here,” Jasper says in a distant voice. 
 
    “I’ll tell her we can’t make it.” 
 
    “You can go,” he offers. 
 
    “I’m not going without you!” 
 
    “It’s okay if you do. We said we’d try the open marriage and this would be a good way for you to start.” 
 
    I stare at Jasper, imagining being at Tia’s with the husbands standing in a row before me, studying me with hungry eyes. Mahak would have a sexy smirk on his face because he knows what I sound like when I come. I would be the extra wife, the extra woman. What would they do with me? 
 
    What wouldn’t they do with me? 
 
    “I don’t want to go without you,” I murmur, despite the shiver the thought sends through me. “It wouldn’t feel right.” 
 
    Jasper smiles gamely. “None of this feels right, does it?” I shake my head, about to demand why we’re doing it, when Jasper continues. “I think it’s for the best, though, don’t you? Six months is a long time. I might be able to come home for visits, but it’s so far away—” 
 
    “Six thousand, seven hundred and ninety-three kilometres,” I supply. 
 
    Jasper blinks. “It’s far. In case I can’t come home…” He trails off with a sheepish shrug. 
 
    It’s the shrug that gets me. I know Jasper doesn’t mean to hurt me, but his casualness is driving me crazy. How can he not care? 
 
    He cares. I know he cares, but this is how my husband deals with things—like it’s not happening. There’s little emotion and less discussion.  
 
    It’s like I’m back in my father’s house.  
 
    And like back home, I will not beg, or grovel, or cry. This is happening, and it’s happening soon. There’s no sense hiding my head in the sand.  
 
    I summon my inner Callie and straighten my spine. “Are you saying you can’t go for six months without sex?” 
 
    “Can you?” 
 
    I went twenty-one years without the touch of a man. “I’m perfectly capable of it,” I reply with a tilt of my chin.  
 
    “But you would want to?” 
 
    And that is a different story.  
 
    I push away from the table just as Jasper stands up. “I’m not going to Tia’s without you,” I tell him. 
 
    “But you can, if you change your mind. You can do whatever you like.” 
 
    “Is that why you suggested this? So you can do whatever you want?” 
 
    “You’re the one who booked us into a swingers’ resort for the weekend, Gemma.” 
 
    It’s the first time he’s thrown that in my face. “That was different. That was one time—or at least it was supposed to be once.” 
 
    “But you liked it. It’s okay.” He spreads his hands out. “So did I. But I still love you, and that won’t ever change. Neither one of us had much experience and so maybe this is a good opportunity to… explore… now, so we won’t resent it later.” 
 
    “I’ll never resent you, Jasper.” 
 
    “Neither will I, but there might be a time where you find a scene in one of your books that I won’t try, and you get upset because I won’t…”  
 
    I look at him in confusion. “Is this your justification for this? Because of the books I read?” 
 
    “No. I don’t know.” Jasper rubs the back of his neck. “I don’t know anything, only that I’m going to miss you and I don’t want you to be miserable when I’m gone.” 
 
    “I won’t be miserable,” I promise, because that’s what I think he wants to hear.  
 
    I do my best to keep a brave face as Jasper packs his bags the day before his flight, but inwardly, I’m nothing but miserable. It only gets worse as Jasper has to return to the office for some sort of crisis and doesn’t return until long after the dinner I made for him is cold.  
 
    “I’m so sorry, Gemma,” Jasper says when he finally comes home. “It couldn’t be helped.” 
 
    “It’s okay,” I tell him, even though it’s anything but. The last thing I want to do is come across as a nagging wife right now. The only thing I want is for Jasper to hold me. 
 
    But he showers first, as I fight to stay awake. And then when he finally crawls into bed and I curl into him, waiting for his touch, I only hear the soft snore. Disappointment clutches as my chest as I roll away from him and turn off the light. 
 
    Maybe in the morning. 
 
    But the morning is chaotic, with Jasper forgetting to turn on his alarm and forced to rush around, gathering last-minute things so he can make it to the airport in time for his flight. Jasper barely has time to give me a hug and a quick kiss before he’s gone. 
 
    And I’m alone.    
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    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Three weeks, five days, seventeen hours later…  
 
    Tia’s party comes and goes. I sent my regrets. 
 
    The book club finishes Shared Soulmates and continues on the reverse harem theme with Three is Good Company. 
 
    I buy a vibrator. 
 
    It stays quiet in my underwear drawer for most of the first week while I got used to sleeping alone in the bed. I’ve been so used to Jasper’s breathing at night, not to mention his frequent snores and all around night noises that falling asleep became more of a chore than a place to escape.  
 
    I also didn’t realize how much I would miss Jasper waking up and pulling me close, or cuddling with him before I fell asleep. Or even, occasionally, waking up in the middle of the night with his hand between my legs, or his hardness pressed up against my backside. 
 
    I really miss sex with Jasper.  
 
    I never imagined it would be this difficult. I went almost twenty-one years without a man’s touch and I expected to manage six months without too much trouble.  
 
    By day six, I lay awake in the middle of the night, practically twitching with frustration. 
 
    That was the night I first pulled out the vibrator.  
 
    It now sleeps under my pillow, my fingers often curled around the pink plastic hilt. It’s not Jasper, but it does the trick. And I’m sure with Pinky’s help, I can easily get through the next months without having the conversation with Jasper, the one where I have to tell him I want to sleep with another man.  
 
    As much as I know Jasper would understand, I just can’t see myself saying those words. Telling my husband that I’m excited by another man. I might share details with the book club, but I can’t bring myself to tell Jasper anything about Mahak.  
 
    I miss Jasper so much; it seems unreal that I’ve been with anyone else. 
 
    Not talking to him regularly has been the hardest thing to get used to. With the time difference between here and Latvia, one of us has to sacrifice sleep to talk to the other. But tonight for me will be tomorrow, just before Jasper will leave for work, and I hope my plan will put him in a good mood for the day.  
 
    “Hi!” My voice sounds squeaky with excitement, which normally would put a smile on Jasper’s face. I ignore the somber expression, focusing on the tired eyes. It’s early; he’s tired. “How are you?” 
 
    “Fine. Gemma, there’s something—” 
 
    “Look what I bought!” I interrupt without hearing what he said. With a giddy smile, I wave Pinky at the screen.  
 
    “What’s that? Oh. Oh! Maybe—” 
 
    “I’ve been using it… a lot,” I say, going for flirtatious, and almost managing.  
 
    “Gemma…” 
 
    “I thought we can set you up for a good day at work.” 
 
    “I met someone.” 
 
    “You can…” In my eagerness, it takes a moment for Jasper’s words to sink in. “What?” 
 
    “I met someone last night. And I…” he trails off with a painful expression and the sight of it opens a pit in the far reaches of my stomach. 
 
    “I thought we were going to talk about it. Before anything happened.” Any flirtatious tone vanishes, only to be replaced by accusation. “Did you sleep with a woman last night, Jasper? Did you have sex, so we’re clear this isn’t about any sleeping that may or may not have gone on.”  
 
    Because the thought of Jasper pulling another woman close to him in the middle of the night hurts more than him being intimate with someone. I should have accepted this would happen, but the reality is more intense than Pinky on high speed. 
 
    “No,” he says in a heavy voice. “It wasn’t a woman.” 
 
    “Oh. Oh! Jasper… what’s going on?” 
 
    “I was curious. I know him from work. It was just one time.” His words come quickly, in a hard-to-understand burst. Or maybe it’s just me who is having a hard time comprehending that my husband had sex with a man.  
 
    “Well. Wow. You were curious,” I manage in a strangely upbeat voice. “How long have you been curious?” 
 
    “A while. Since we went to the resort. I’ve never told you this, but once when I was a teenager, there was a boy from science camp—” 
 
    “Science camp.” 
 
    “We never completed the act, but I’ve always wondered.” 
 
    “Are you gay, Jasper?” 
 
    “No. I’m attracted to women. I’m attracted to you—I love you. That hasn’t changed, Gemma. Nothing has changed. I know I’m not gay. I don’t know… maybe… I’m not sure… bisexual?” Jasper is panting slightly like he does when he’s stressed, and something inside me wants to soothe. 
 
    I’m glad that part wins out, because the other part of me wonders if we would have this conversation if he was home. 
 
    “O-kay,” I say. “So what you’re telling me is that you had intercourse with a man last night.” 
 
    “Yes.” It’s a long moment before he can look at the screen again. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “We talked about this, so there’s no reason for you to be sorry,” I say staunchly, wondering how on earth I’m not falling apart right now. We didn’t talk about this. We didn’t talk about this.  
 
    Sex with men was going to happen with me, not Jasper. 
 
    But this is Jasper, and we love each other.  
 
    “I didn’t check with you first,” he says. 
 
    I force myself to laugh, even though I don’t see any humor in the situation. I don’t know if it would have been easier knowing he had been with a woman. “I think that was a silly thing to promise. Things like this often happen quickly, and you’re not about to step away to call your wife.” 
 
    “Have you done anything like this?” 
 
    “No.” I shift my gaze to Pinky lying forgotten on the table beside me. “I haven’t.” 
 
    “You can. You should.” To have Jasper encouraging me only makes the moment more surreal.  
 
    “Maybe. I’m not—what happened?” I ask, suddenly overcome with curiosity. “Can you tell me about it?” 
 
    “Really? Are you—?” 
 
    “I think I want to know.” 
 
    Jasper looks wild-eyed at the screen. “Are you sure? It’s… it was…” 
 
    “Sexy? Was it sexy?” 
 
    He takes a deep breath and shoves a hand through his dark hair. “I knew him from work. We’d gone out with a group a few times—” 
 
    “What’s his name?” I interrupt. 
 
    “Ty. We had plans to go out with the others but they couldn’t make it, except for Ty and Sandra, a woman from the office. We were drinking, and Sandra was flirting with me, but I wasn’t interested. She’s nice enough—attractive, and maybe if…” 
 
    “If you hadn’t been curious about Ty,” I finish.  
 
    “Sandra eventually went home, but Ty and I had another drink. Ty said, ‘I thought you were going to take her up on what she was offering,’ and I said no, I wasn’t interested, and then he asked what are you interested in, and I said you. Him. Ty.” 
 
    “Jasper! That’s so bold.” Despite myself, I can’t help but be impressed. Jasper is assertive enough for me in the bedroom, but my standards would be quite low.  
 
    “I felt bold,” he confesses. “Plus, I’d had a lot to drink.” 
 
    “And then what happened?” I ask.  
 
    “And then he smiled and finished his drink. ‘Let’s go, then.’ And I went back to his house.” 
 
    “What did you do?” I demand. “Once you got there?” 
 
    “Do you really want to know all this?” Jasper groans. “I don’t want to upset you.” 
 
    “I don’t think this is upsetting me,” I say slowly, surprised as much as Jasper is. “Maybe if it was a woman, but maybe not. We talked about this.” 
 
    “It’s one thing to talk about it, it’s another to live it. Are you sure you’re not angry?” 
 
    “Tell me what happened,” I say instead.  
 
    As Jasper talks, I let my mind drift, imagining more than what Jasper tells me. Picturing two men, one overcome with curiosity and desire; eager, urgent and clumsy. And the other—Ty—would be smooth and confident and slow things down.  
 
    I imagine bare skin, hot and flushed, of long muscles bunched with excitement, and mouths pressed against each other. Of hands touching, stroking; bodies coming together in ways I know nothing about.  
 
    When he’s done telling me about it, I’m panting almost as much as Jasper is. Who would have ever imagined hearing about your husband and another man would be so exciting? 
 
    “Gemma?” Jasper asks in a quiet voice when he’s finished. “Are you all right?” 
 
    I nod for a moment before answering. “I am.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?”  
 
    Instinctively, I glance at Pinky lying innocently on the table. “What do you want me to do?” 
 
    “I want you to find someone,” Jasper says. “Man or woman, it doesn’t matter. This needs to be fair between us, so Gemma, you need to go meet someone yourself.” 
 
    This was definitely not how I expected the conversation to go.  
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    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He slept with a man?” Nia exclaims. 
 
    Callie smirks. “Go Jasper. I did not see that coming.”  
 
    “I wonder what it would be like to see that coming.” Emmy giggles and sips at her third glass of wine. 
 
    I’m hosting book club tonight with a full array of cheeses set out on the table and ready to discuss the shared relationship in Three is Good Company, how Paulina, torn between the snarky good humor and sweet shyness of best friends Eric and Dane, falls in love with both of them.  
 
    I didn’t mean to tell the others about Jasper. It just happened and now we’ve finished one bottle of wine and no one has touched their books.  
 
    My husband had sex with a man and instead of being upset or jealous, the thought excites me. Thoughts of Jasper lying with a man, touching him, hearing the low rumble in the back of his throat when he’s almost there, produces a dull throb between my legs. 
 
    I haven’t told anyone that. 
 
    Is that the benefit of an open marriage? Both get aroused at the thought of the other’s pleasure?  
 
    I sneak a peek at Malcolm, wondering if he’s ever been with a man. Of what it was like, and how I might ask him. Is it always like how Jasper told me? The thought of two men together has always been a mystery to me, locked away for others to enjoy. Now it’s real, an open book for me to study.  
 
    “It’s hot,” Callie says with authority. 
 
    Maybe I don’t have to ask Malcolm. 
 
    Nia rolls her eyes. “Why does that not surprise me?” 
 
    “Nothing about me should surprise you, dear former sister-in-law. Unlike how I will continually be shocked by how much of a boob my brother was to you.” Callie cuts herself a thick wedge of Brie and slathers it with of bacon marmalade before she offers it to Nia, much like an apology for her brother.  
 
    “Does he still like boob?” Emmy asks, eyes wide with curiosity. “Jasper, that is.” 
 
    “He says yes. He says he’s not gay, but doesn’t know—isn’t sure—maybe, bisexual.” I nibble on my lips, trying out the words. “My husband might be bisexual.” 
 
    “How are you about that?” Malcolm asks in his deep voice. He sits in Jasper’s usual spot, but instead of the sight making me miss my husband, it’s more of a comfort.  
 
    “I’m not sure,” I answer honestly. I’ve been trying to process this since Jasper told me and I keep getting tripped up with the thought of Jasper and Ty together. 
 
    For the first time in my life, I watched pornography just to get a sense of what happened. It was… wow. I’ve had to clear my browsing data several times since Jasper told me.  
 
    “Are you going to tell his mother?” Emmy laughs. I had already told them how she invited me to dinner this weekend. 
 
    “Of course not!” My affront disappears as I picture Mama Ma’s expression if I told her such things about her son. The burst of laughter surprises me. “Definitely not.” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re laughing,” Callie says. “I think you’re going to be fine with this, which will make it easier.” 
 
    “Make what easier?” 
 
    “Have your turn.” 
 
    Two days ago, I would have shoved backward from the idea, like my initial reaction when Callie first broached the subject. But now… “Jasper suggested it,” I admit, dropping my gaze. “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Does he want you to sleep with a man or a woman?” Emmy wants to know. Emmy looks like she’s thoroughly enjoying herself. I wonder if there’s much Emmy doesn’t enjoy.  
 
    “Either,” I admit, staring into my glass of wine. This is no different than from going to Tia’s or Morena’s. I’ve now slept with men who aren’t my husband. But those happened at parties and the safe bubble of the resort. This is real life. This is something I’m supposed to do by myself. Me, who has trouble telling Jasper what I like, am supposed to find a man to have sex with? How? Where am I supposed to do that? “Jasper said either. He wants this to be fair.” 
 
    “What do you want?” 
 
    I look from one face to the other. I don’t know what I want. I didn’t even think I wanted to tell anyone about this, but here I am, once again discussing my sex life with a group of not-quite strangers.  
 
    Actually, each time we meet, they move further and further away from the stranger category. Friends?  
 
    It’s been a while since I made friends, but I will have to say yes. 
 
    Emmy swirls the wine in her glass. “I remember the first time I had sex after my divorce. It was a hot mess. Not that this is the same—you’re not getting divorced,” she adds quickly. “And you’re been with… others.”  
 
    I focus on one word. “You don’t think he’ll want to divorce me, do you?” My voice is tight with fear. 
 
    “An open marriage means he definitely doesn’t want to divorce you.” Malcolm’s voice is always so reassuring. “But Emmy’s right,” he continues. “The first time I slept with a woman who wasn’t my wife was a bit of a disaster.” 
 
    “What happened?” It’s Callie who asks, but the rest of us mirror her curious expression. 
 
    “It was a threesome with Maya and another woman.” Malcolm shakes his head. “Every guy’s fantasy and I just couldn’t get my grove on. I ended up watching them together. I don’t know why I’m telling you this,” he finishes with a disbelieving laugh. 
 
    Emmy lifts her glass. “Because this is book club, and that’s what we do.” 
 
    “But you eventually got back into the saddle,” Callie says, studying him with a new intensity. 
 
    “It took a while.” How can Malcolm be so comfortable talking about this? I have to keep telling myself to relax during my cross-examination. “I finally told Maya I just wanted to watch.” 
 
    “Did you ever think she was the problem?” At Callie’s tone, I decide it’s good that Malcolm’s ex-wife isn’t here. I’m sure we’d all have a lot to say to her. 
 
    Malcolm smiles ruefully. “Like I said, it took a while.” 
 
    “But you’re okay now?” So far Nia has been sitting quietly while this discussion is going on, a surprise since she’s usually full of opinions and comments.  
 
    “I would say so.” Malcolm glances sideways at her with a shy smile. “No complaints.” 
 
    Nia takes a deep breath. “I haven’t had sex with anyone since my ex,” she announces with a rueful grimace.  
 
    “Woo-hoo!” Emmy raises her glass again. “Now we’re really getting into true confessions.” 
 
    “I’ve been on three dates and they bored my tits off so much there was no way I was showing them the girls, let alone let them touch them,” Nia continues.  
 
    “Wow.” Callie’s blue eyes widen with surprise. “That’s been… wow.” 
 
    “A long time,” Nia finishes. “It’s unfortunate.” 
 
    “Unfortunate,” I echo. The next few months without Jasper stretch endlessly so I can’t imagine being without sex for years. I turn to Callie. “You make it seem so easy.” 
 
    “I’ve always said it’s super easy for a woman to find a man to have sex with, but a little more difficult for a guy,” Callie says, serious for once. 
 
    “You’re telling me,” Malcolm says miserably. 
 
    “But you have to get your head into it.” Callie is like a coach on the sidelines urging on her team. To us, she’s the expert. “Sex is the world’s biggest head game.” 
 
    “I’m beginning to see that,” Malcolm agrees.  
 
    “But keep it physical,” Callie urges. “Leave the emotions out of it, and it works.” 
 
    “What about love?” Emmy asks. 
 
    “Love will only get you into trouble.” She taps the e-reader beside her. “It’s not like in the books.” 
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    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    My husband wants me to have sex with another man to even the score. Or a woman. He doesn’t mind either.  
 
    The book club thinks I should go for it. 
 
    I don’t know what to think.  
 
    It’s another problem to solve, a challenge I haven’t had in a while. Even when I go grocery shopping, questions swirl around my mind.  
 
    It’s been a while since I’ve had questions swirling.  
 
    I am a woman who doesn’t work. Some would call me a stay-at-home mom if I was a mother; instead, I’m seen as one of those silly, selfish women who refuses to work and insists on their husbands looking after their materialistic needs.  
 
    My reality is very different, however—Jasper pays for his share, but after selling my business for seven point three million dollars, I pay for whatever I want. 
 
    InfoWorldMap was my science project in senior year of high school. Combining my love of geography and history, along with a fair amount of computer skills, I designed an online program that showed historical facts by clicking a country or place on a map. I won the gold medal for it at the provincial level and perfected the design and updated the technical aspects during my spare time while at university.  
 
    Somehow, a tech company discovered my project and offered to buy it and I became a millionaire at age twenty-two. Jasper and I married soon after, with my father insisting that Jasper was only after my money. 
 
    That my father tried to get me to allow him to look after my investments is another story entirely, and only one reason that I no longer speak to him.  
 
    I miss working. I miss being challenged. I have a few ideas of what I’d like to do, but nothing has come to fruition. As Jasper keeps reminding me, I really don’t have to work unless I want to. I volunteer at the library instead, which was how I found the original book club. 
 
    The new one is much better.  
 
    At the FoodMart, I smile at the homeless man in his usual spot by the door. I’ll give him ten dollars and a carton of milk when I come out. Taking my cart, I start in the produce section, skimming the refrigerated shelves for my favorite probiotics drink.  
 
    While I do this, my eyes are searching for Grocery Man.  
 
    I noticed him a few weeks ago, just after Jasper left. I’m not sure what it was about him that sparked my interest; something about the way he smiled as he passed me in the aisle, his gaze flickering over me like I’m prime rib on sale. But it didn’t offend me. I watched him finish the aisle and disappear around the corner, and now, I look for him when I come to the store. He gets more attractive every time I see him, noticing the bright green eyes, the thick hair with the tinge of red, the way he rests his hands on the cart like he enjoys doing his shopping.    
 
    I’ve never been so attracted to a man without a word being spoken between us. 
 
    The second time I saw him, I decided he was single. And he must work nights or make his own hours because why else would a married man be awake at eight-thirty in the morning, looking well-rested and very cute in a pair of jeans that hug the lower part of him so nicely. 
 
    I used to tell myself I shouldn’t be looking at him at all, let alone his lower half. But I don’t tell myself that today.  
 
    Today, Grocery Man passes me in the organics aisle and smiles. Does he recognize me? This is the fourth time I’ve seen him here, always at the same time, almost like he plans it. 
 
    Which of course he doesn’t. It’s only a coincidence. A nice one, but only a chance happening. Seeing him is something to look forward to, but then I wonder if there’s something wrong with me, that I look forward to a few smiles from a stranger to brighten my day.  
 
    The way Grocery Man looks at me makes me feel sexy. It reminds me of how Mahak looked at me, like how Coulter smiled at me at the resort. 
 
    Like they want me. Desire me. 
 
    And that gets me excited.  
 
    As I wander along the cereal aisle, I find myself lost in a daydream about my Grocery Man, where he finds some reason to talk to me—maybe to ask about the sodium content in the box of Mini Wheats, or the best brand of honey to use. And somehow as we’re talking, in the suddenly darkened store, Mahak is there with his hand on my waist in a possessive, but not offensive, way. And then Coulter is behind me, his body pressed against mine and… 
 
    I crash back into reality by the crashing of two carts. “I’m so sorry,” I gasp, grateful beyond belief that it isn’t him but a little lady with a white bouffant.  
 
    “Watch where you’re going?” she snaps. 
 
    “I’m so sorry.” I step back with surprise at her tone and unforgiving eyes. “I was in my own world.” 
 
    “Well, stay out of mine.” She wheels away with a disgusted snort.    
 
    “That was rude,” a deep voice says behind me.  
 
    I turn and somehow mask another gasp into a cough, because there he is—tall with a swimmer’s build, and brown hair with a hint of gray at the temples. I drink him in for a long moment before I find words. “I wasn’t paying attention,” I say apologetically. 
 
    “I meant her. People run into each other all the time.” He’s just being nice, but I’m distracted by tanned forearms and the perfect amount of arm hair. “I’ve been thinking of crashing my cart into you for weeks now.” 
 
    So distracted by the arms, it takes a moment to process his words. “You… have…?” 
 
    “I have.” He smiles down at me, green eyes crinkling at the corner behind his glasses. His lips are full and look tasty. 
 
    Tasty? 
 
    “Crashing into you would get your attention, and then I wouldn’t have to embarrass myself by asking about kefir.” 
 
    “You want to ask me about… kefir?”  
 
    “Is it really the wonder food they make it out to be?”  
 
    Does he really want to ask me about fermented milk, or is that the worst line ever? “It’s good,” I say carefully, not wanting to offend him by laughing, but not wanting to look like an idiot if he’s joking. “Very good for you. It’s a probiotic, so it’s extremely healthy for you. High in protein, helps with digestion—” I clamp my mouth shut before I can mention how it helps the regularity of poop.  
 
    That would be bad.  
 
    “Good to know. But how does it taste?” His gaze flicks to my mouth. 
 
    “It tastes good.” My throat is suddenly dry and have to swallow several times. “Creamy.” 
 
    “I like creamy.” 
 
    “Me too.” It’s a moment, a long, drawn out moment. Even I can tell it’s a moment. But even though I tingle from having such a moment, I don’t know what to do next. I should walk away, but I can’t seem to do that. 
 
    Before I can figure it out, my name rings down the aisle. “Gemma! I thought that was you.” 
 
    Nia barrels down on me and Grocery Man. “Nia,” I call. “Nia,” I say to Grocery Man like I know him.  
 
    I don’t. I don’t even know his name.  
 
    He nods with a hint of a smile. Is it a disappointed smile, or just the type of smile that says that he thinks I’m an idiot? “Nia,” he echoes. “Well, then, I’m off to find my creamy kefir. Maybe see you next week.” And with a wink—that was definitely a wink—he disappears around the corner. 
 
    I let out the breath I’ve been holding in a ragged sigh.  
 
    “Who’s that?” Nia asks in a low voice, watching his hips as carefully as I am.  
 
    “I’ve no idea,” I say miserably. 
 
    “Were you talking to him?” 
 
    “I think so.” Nia gives me a sharp glance. “I think he was, maybe… flirting? I mean, would you ask a random stranger about kefir?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t even ask myself about kefir,” she says with a roll of her eyes.  
 
    With a last glance over his shoulder like he knows we’re discussing him, Grocery Man disappears from the end of the aisle and I heave a sigh of disappointment. 
 
    “I’m not doing anything,” I say, more to convince myself than Nia. “Nothing at all.”  
 
    “Nothing yet,” she corrects with a grin. “Still living vicariously through you, you know.” 
 
    “I think you’d better find someone else,” I say miserably, and continue down the aisle.  
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    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    A week later, as I step out of an Uber, I still wish Nia would find someone else to live vicariously through. Nia, Emmy, even Malcolm—once I told Callie about Grocery Man, she decided I need practice. Practice talking to men, smiling at men, flirting with men. 
 
    I need to practice picking up.   
 
    “What better place than a dance club?” Callie demanded and proceeded to arrange the entire night. A field trip, she called it. 
 
    The lineup snakes around the corner of the old Winners store, now Fantasies Night Club. I suppose it’s fitting that’s where our field trip is headed.  
 
    “Gemma!” Callie is a standing a few feet away, her usual smile even bigger and brighter. I gape with astonishment at the sight of her. In book club, she wears leggings and a loose sweater so I had no idea about the extent of her… her curves. Tonight she’s dressed to the nines, flaunting those substantial curves.  
 
    Her outfit is similar to mine—tight black pants and a sleeveless top, but it ends there. Callie’s top is a sparkly red material that hugs, draped low in the front and back and showing serious cleavage. She positively oozes sensuality, whereas I look like I’m going out to dinner.  
 
    “You look amazing,” Callie says, tucking my arm into hers. “The others are waiting in line.” 
 
    “There’s a line?” I ask stupidly as she hoists the red velvet barrier up for me to duck under. Emmy, Nia and Malcolm greet me as Callie has words with the group behind us. “I shouldn’t have butted into line,” I say apologetically. 
 
    “Callie’s got it covered,” Malcolm assures me.  
 
    I barely have time to shiver in my thin blouse before we’re at the door, face-to-face with the bouncer, his mammoth arms crossed over his chest as he glares down on us. “Everybody legal here?” he barks. Along with his size, the shaved head and tattoos inked onto his arms only add to his intimidating appearance.  
 
    “What’s going to happen if I say no?” Callie asks flirtatiously. “Will you punish me for being a bad girl?” 
 
    I stare at her, amazed at the ease with which the words flow out of her mouth. How can she say that to a perfect stranger, when I can’t even make conversation with Grocery Man? 
 
    The bouncer smiles slightly, which makes him look human, rather than a clone of Dwayne Johnson. And, I have to admit, quite good looking. “Sorry, I only like good girls.” 
 
    “Shame.” Callie lets her hand graze his arm as she passes by with a toss of her blonde curls. “If you change your mind, you know where I’ll be.” 
 
    “How does she do that?” I whisper to Nia as we pass through the door. But my question remains unanswered as I stop, caught off-guard at the size and scope of the club. 
 
    It’s a vast space, at least two stories and full of bodies and music that vibrates through me. A metal catwalk circles the room, with different levels and widths; by the door it’s only wide enough for Nia and I to stand side-by-side but further along, there’s enough space on the catwalk for a group of women to dance; further along, another area has a half-circle of couches.  
 
    “What is this place?” I murmur, trying to see everything at once. A dance floor takes up the middle of the room; women dance with women, women dance with men, and men dance with men, bodies bopping, bouncing and writhing against one another.  
 
    In the middle of the floor, a woman in the barest of gold dresses drops into a squat before a man wearing all black, while a second woman caresses his chest from behind.  
 
    Nia notices me staring and gives me a nudge. “Close your mouth.” 
 
    But Nia’s eyes are as round and staring as mine. “I can say the same thing to you.” 
 
    “Obviously we need to get out more.” With a guffaw, she follows Malcolm down the stairs, holding tight to the railing.  
 
    At the bottom, a woman bumps hard into my shoulder as I tag doggedly after Nia, knocking me back a few steps.  
 
    “So sorry!” she calls, giving me an appreciative stare. “Hey, sugar, you look sweet. Doesn’t she?” Catching the hand of a man, she motions to me. Tucking my chin into my chest, I hurry after the others, her laugh trailing after me.  
 
    “This your first time in a place like this?” Malcolm asks when I catch up. 
 
    “How can you tell?” I ask ruefully. Growing up with a strict minister father and a mother without having a mind of her own made even the slightest rebellion impossible, and even normal teenage activities caused an argument.  
 
    Jasper has always been generous, making sure I developed my independence, but in a place like this, I realize how much I’ve missed out on. Teenage years full of friends and innocent parties, the adventurous twenties full of exploration and fun, passed by without a blink. Now, close to thirty, I was finally doing the things women my age spent years perfecting.  
 
    “Shots!” Callie cries.   
 
    “I’ll just have a ginger ale,” I say quickly.  
 
    “No way.” Emmy tugs my arm as Callie leads us to the bar, lit up with a multitude of rainbow lights that make it impossible to tell the color of the bartender’s hair. She’s wearing a black leather top—or it might be a bra. There’s not much fabric covering her chest. 
 
    I notice Malcolm giving her an appreciative glance. To me, it’s like facing a firing squad as the bartender surveys us. We’re so out of place here; she’s going to tell us to leave— 
 
    “Hey, Callie,” she says with a nod. 
 
    “Daisy! I didn’t even recognize you with the—” Callie’s hand looks spastic as she gestures. I think she’s referring to the state of Daisy’s breasts, but I’m not sure. “And the…” 
 
    Daisy laughs. “I know. The boys asked me to sex it up a little.” 
 
    “I’d say you’re doing a great job. Daisy used to work at Hever Construction with me,” Callie explains to us. 
 
    “What can I get you tonight?” Daisy asks. 
 
    “Shots!” Emmy taps the shiny surface of the bar and gives her an eager grin. “I’m going to need a few if they want me to dance tonight.” 
 
    “No dancing,” Nia chimes in with a frown. 
 
    “Of course we have to dance,” Malcolm argues, with an uncharacteristic smile on his face. He almost looks… excited. “That’s why we’re here.” 
 
    “Do you dance?” I ask him. 
 
    “Every self-respecting man should be able to dance,” he says. He leans closer. “Before I got married, it used to be a great way to pick up women.” 
 
    “It’s still early yet,” Daisy says to Callie as she sets a row of shot glasses on the counter before us. “Give it an hour and this place will be hoping. The really young ones won’t be here until at least midnight.”  
 
    “And we’ll be gone by then,” Nia says with a laugh, but I don’t think she’s joking.  
 
    Daisy has three bottles on the go and artfully pours the alcohol into the tiny glasses. “What’s this?” Callie picks up a glass and sniffs it.  
 
    “Burt Reynolds. Smooth, but it’ll still put hair on your chest.” 
 
    Callie guffaws as she gestures for us to take a shot. “To the dirty boy and girls book club,” she announces.  
 
    It smells sweet, I decide, and take a sip. “Gemma,” Malcolm admonishes gently. “You need to drink it all at once.” 
 
    “I know that,” I say quickly and swallow the rest in one gulp. My eyes bulge as the heat of the alcohol races through me.  
 
    “Another,” Emmy cheers.  
 
    Daisy fills the glasses again. “You’re in a book club?” she asks Callie with a skeptical expression. “Never thought I’d hear that about you.” 
 
    Callie winks. “It’s not your every-day book club.” 
 
    After two more rounds of shots and with a drink in hand, Callie leads us to a table beside the dance floor. I have to shout for her to hear me. “Are you sure this is the right place for us to be? Everyone is so young looking?” 
 
    “You’re young looking,” Emmy insists.  
 
    “And a lot younger than I am,” Nia adds.  
 
    “You look very pretty tonight,” Malcolm says. 
 
    Their efforts still the worst of the fear as I slide into the booth beside Emmy. “Wait until we get on the dance floor,” Callie promises. “You’ll loosen up. I’ve wanted to check this place out for a while.” 
 
    “How long has it been open?” Nia asks, hunched over her drink like she’s trying to hide how quickly she’s slurping it up through the straw.  
 
    “Not long, maybe a few weeks. I remember hearing about the renovations.” 
 
    “I used to come here with the twins when it was Winners,” Emmy admits. “We’d wander around for hours. It was like a big playground for them, hiding in the clothes.” 
 
    “It’s bigger on the outside.” I point to the far wall, covered in mirrors reflecting the flashing lights and dancers. “That should be back maybe twenty feet.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Callie says. “I can’t believe I never noticed, and I’m an engineer.” 
 
    “You were a bit distracted.” Nia nudges her. “Getting us past that bouncer like we were a pack of kindergarteners.” 
 
    “You’ll all be fine,” Callie soothes, draining her glass. “It’ll be fun. Now drink up and let’s dance!” 
 
    And it was fun. At first.  
 
    Once the music changes from the electronic noise to songs with words, the dance floor fills up quickly. Callie is right; I loosen up from the music, as well as the drinks. Malcolm takes over. He’s clearly in his element, because he can dance. Graceful, languid; he moves effortlessly to the music. 
 
    It’s very sexy. I don’t want to admit that on that dancefloor, I look at Malcolm in a new light. 
 
    “You’re amazing,” I gush after a few songs.  
 
    Even on my tiptoes, Malcolm has to lean down to hear me. “Thanks. I took ballroom dancing for years with Maya, but I used to dance when I was a kid.” Suddenly, he grabs my hand and twirls me around before pulling me close. His feet move in intricate steps, and I do my best to keep up, finally laughing as I step on his toes.  
 
    “I’m not a good dancer,” I cry.  
 
    “You’re doing great. Just relax and let me lead.” 
 
    Malcolm dances with me for another song, and then switches to Emmy, and then Callie. Because of Callie’s sexy flourishes, a circle forms around them, pushing Emmy, Nia and I to the outside. “I’m out of here,” Nia announces. “There’s no way I’m dancing with him after that.” She pushes through the crowd and quickly disappears.  
 
    “Nia,” Emmy calls after her. With a shrug, she turns to me. “This is fun, isn’t it?” 
 
    I nod my head so much I feel like one of Jasper’s bobble head figurines. I haven’t thought of Jasper at all tonight, haven’t wondered what he is doing, what he would say if he knew I was here. 
 
    He’d tell me to have fun. My head knows that would be his reaction, but now that I’ve let him into my thoughts, doubt and uncertainty begin to haunt me.  
 
    “Stop it,” Emmy orders like she can read my thoughts. “Whatever you’re thinking, just stop it. Have fun.” 
 
    I smile ruefully, surprised my expression is so easy to read. Or maybe it’s because Emmy is becoming a good friend.  
 
    The book club is turning out to be a much better idea than I ever expected.  
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    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    I don’t have to try very hard to have fun, and soon any thoughts of Jasper have vanished in a hazy mist of shots and spritzers and something pink and fruity that I slurp up quicker than Nia and ask for more.  
 
    I’ve never been one for drinking. Jasper will open a bottle of wine once in a while, but more often than not, I’ll stick to soda water when he has a beer. But this is fun. This is new. Callie cautions me and makes me drink water or a soda between drinks, so I’m happily tipsy rather than all-out drunk. Just enough to let me dance with Emmy, mirroring her waving arms and swinging hips and laughter.  
 
    There’s a great deal of laughter in our group tonight. In fact, we look like we’re having so much fun, others soon join in. Both Emmy and Nia are talking to admirers, and Callie, of course, has a small pack surrounding her. Even I’m shadowed on the dance floor by a man who, in the bad lighting of the club, looks enough like my Grocery Man for me to smile at him.  
 
    This leads to him sliding closer when I’m dancing. Hands on hips are fine, but when he tugs me against him with firm hands, my eyes widen with alarm.  
 
    Neither Emmy nor Nia notice. Emmy is laughing, hair thrown back as she slaps a friendly hand on a muscular chest.  
 
    There are some great-looking men in the club, but I’d rather face my admirers than have them pushing themselves against me. This one — 
 
    He grinds against me. 
 
    Should this turn me on? Because it doesn’t. It isn’t doing a thing for me. And his hand slipping around to press against my stomach only makes it worse.  
 
    I look to my friends, completely at a loss how to deal with this. His grip is so tight that I can’t step away without making it noticeable. And I don’t want to make it appear like I want to get away from him, because I’m not sure if I encouraged him. 
 
    I’m completely out of my element here and all I want is to run. Run home and call Jasper and tell him… 
 
    What do I tell him? That while he has no trouble picking up at a bar, I run scared when faced with the first man who shows interest? 
 
    I don’t like this kind of interest, though. I fact I— 
 
    He’s hard. Oh, my God, he’s grinding an erect penis against my backside. Is this what happens at clubs?  
 
    I open my mouth to call to Emmy or Nia, to anyone, when someone grasps my hand and pulls me away from the octopus grasp. 
 
    Malcolm? 
 
    It’s not Malcolm, but he dances like him. He pulls me to him, tucking me against his shoulder so that I can’t see his face, and whirls me away. It’s not until he drops me into a dip that I get a good look at him. Older, with salt-and-pepper hair cut brutally short, a square jaw. That, and a pair of horn-rimmed glasses, are all I see before he pulls me up.  
 
    “Who are you?” I cry. 
 
    Instead of answering, he dances me to the edge of the floor, right to our empty table. “Peter,” he says with a smile and a wave of his hand to show we should sit. “I’m a friend of Malcolm’s. He noticed you looked a little out of sorts and sent me in to rescue you. Hope that’s okay.” 
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    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    Peter leaves me at the table to get us both a drink. My head is spinning from the dancing and the rescue, and I’m happy when he returns with two glasses of water. As Peter slides into the chair beside me, I take several big swallows. 
 
    “That’s not water,” I choke. 
 
    “No, vodka and soda,” Peter says apologetically. “I thought maybe you needed a drink.” 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting it. I wasn’t expecting any of this,” I admit, blinking frantically as the vodka burns going down. “It’s not me.” 
 
    “It looks like it’s you.” Peter smiles, an admiring gleam in his eyes. “You were handling things just fine.” 
 
    “I wasn’t handling Mr. Handsy. I didn’t know what to do, so thank you for the rescue,” I say gratefully. “I should buy you a drink.” 
 
    “Sit with me for a bit and we’ll call it even.” He smiles again and on closer look, he’s younger than I first thought. His eyes are a muddy green and turn down at the corners, as does his mouth, so he has a mournful expression until he smiles.  
 
    His smile reminds me of Malcolm and the glasses remind me of Jasper, so I feel safe with him. 
 
    “I’d love to,” I say, moving closer so I don’t have to shout for him to hear me. “How do you know Malcolm?” 
 
    “We play on the same baseball team,” Peter explains.  
 
    “I didn’t know Malcolm played.” The sleeves of Peter’s black shirt are rolled up, showing muscular forearms, and for a moment I picture them wrapped around me. Bending me from the waist as he dips me again. 
 
    Bending me over the table. 
 
    The image makes me catch my breath and I give my head a shake, focusing back on Peter.  
 
    “We’ve played for years,” he says. 
 
    “I only met him a couple months ago. We belong to the same book club.” 
 
    “I’ve never understood his book club thing. I get it now.” I recognize his smile as flirtatious and my heartbeat races. I can do this.  
 
    But then my face falls. If a smile had encouraged Mr. Handsy, what will sitting close and smiling at Peter bring?  
 
    “What did I say?” Peter asks as I attempt to inch away from him. 
 
    “Nothing.” I sigh and stay where I am. “He—” I point to the dance floor. “I don’t think I handled that well.” 
 
    “You could have turned around and kneed him in the balls and been cheered by every woman in here. Men shouldn’t grope, not unless they’re invited to.” 
 
    “How do I know if I invited him?” 
 
    “Trust me, you didn’t. I’ve been in here a few times, and seen him pulling the same move on other women.” 
 
    “And does it work?” 
 
    Peter makes a face. “I’ve seen one woman leave with him, so I guess so. It’s too desperate a move for me.” 
 
    “I definitely prefer your dance moves. You’re as good as Malcolm.” 
 
    “He’s the one who suggested I take lessons. After my divorce, I didn’t know what to do with myself so—” 
 
    “You’re divorced?” 
 
    “Six months. Are—?” He glances down at the hand wrapped around the glass, at my wedding ring and gives a rueful smile. “Guess not.” 
 
    “No, but…” I hesitate, not sure how to explain my situation. I decide for straight out truth. “My husband is in Latvia for six months and suggested we try out an open marriage while he’s away.” 
 
    “Seriously?” I nod but can’t read Peter’s expression.“How’s that working out for you?” 
 
    I shrug, and again, stick with the truth. “He told me he met someone.”  
 
    “And you’re…all right with that?” 
 
    Maybe I shouldn’t have gone for the whole truth, but in for a penny, in for a pound, as my mother used to say. “Jasper suggested I try to meet someone too.” My voice is shaky and I try to even it out. “That’s why we’re here tonight. Callie thought a night out would help. It’s a book club outing.” 
 
    “I have never heard of a book club with outings like that,” Peter marvels.  
 
    “It’s fun. The books we read are a little different than most book clubs.” I lower my voice. “It’s a dirty book club.” 
 
    Peter’s face lights up. “I want to join. What books do you read?” 
 
    “Everything really. Last month’s book was about a reverse harem, and this month we’re reading about a man who… ah, enjoys… doing things in public.” 
 
    “And Malcolm reads these?” Peter asks with admiration. “I’ve always been afraid to pick up an R-rated book. The shirtless guys on the cover intimate me.” 
 
    I study his chest. “I don’t think you should be intimidated.”  
 
    He raises an eyebrow. The giggle bubbles out of me before I realize it. “What’s so funny?” 
 
    I lower my voice. “That was the first time I’ve ever tried flirting!” 
 
    “Well, then.” He rests his chin on his fist and leans closer. “Let’s see if we can hit a few other firsts tonight.” 
 
    “Like what?” I quickly gulp the rest of my drink, needing the liquid courage. 
 
    “Ever made out with someone in the bathroom?” 
 
    I wrinkle my nose. “I’ve been to the bathroom, and I’d rather not return unless it’s an emergency.” I think of the couple all but making out on the dance floor when we first came in, the hero in Watch Me Wild. “Why does it have to be in the bathroom?” 
 
    Peter’s blink of surprise makes me think this might be a first for him too. “It really doesn’t.” 
 
    “Do you come here to pick up women often?” 
 
    He leans close enough to whisper into my ear, his breath warm against my neck. “This is my very first time. How am I doing?” 
 
    “Very well.” I’m about to pull back when Peter’s lips graze my neck, pressing his lips against the spot under my ear, one of the most sensitive spot on my body. His tongue flicks against my ear, and I can’t stifle the moan that escapes. 
 
    He hasn’t even kissed me, and I’m already moaning.  
 
    Peter takes that as the encouragement that it is, because his hand slides around my back and down, so he’s cupping my bottom. “Need a rescue?” he whispers. 
 
    I shake my head, turning to face him just in time for his lips to find mine. 
 
    My lips part and my hand wraps around his bicep to hang on, because suddenly everything is off balance.  
 
    This is… wow. 
 
    I’ve never had a kiss begin so forcefully, like he’s desperate to taste me. Peter’s tongue sweeps into my mouth and I copy the move as his fingers squeeze my bottom.  
 
    I’ve kissed other men, but I’ve never felt the thrill that comes from me kissing Peter in public, in front of so many people. The only thing that comes close is when was in the hot tub at Morena’s resort and… 
 
    It might be the memory acting as encouragement, or the heat of the kiss, but my body starts to tingle as I lean into it. Into Peter, who spreads his legs so I can slot one of mine between them. It’s awkward kissing from a seated position when all I want to do is climb into his lap.   
 
    Right there in front of anyone to see.  
 
    Instead, I press my chest against his, my nipples rock hard and aching to be touched.  
 
    This instant excitement is new. Before, at Tia’s and when we were at Morena’s for the weekend, I thought it was the anticipation of the unknown that got me so aroused, but maybe it wasn’t. Maybe it’s the right touch. 
 
    Peter’s hand is on my breast. He has the right touch. 
 
    I lean into him, and my hand slips onto his leg. Onto his— 
 
    I don’t think that’s his leg.  
 
    I tentatively stroke his crotch and am rewarded by a twitch of his hardness. Emboldened, I rub the length of him, my fingers pressing against the loose fabric of his dark pants. My other hand drops to his hip, curling into his waistband like I’m trying to get in. 
 
    And then Peter’s hand is there too; the soft zip tells me he wants me in. 
 
    This is new. This is—leaving his zipper open, Peter slips a hand up my sleeveless blouse, bringing about a wash of sensations at the touch of my bare skin. My back, my ribs, pushing under the elastic of my lacy bra. His fingers caress the underside of my breast.  
 
    Onto my nipple, and I moan into his mouth. 
 
    For the first time, I wish I’d worn a skirt.   
 
    I want Peter’s hands all over me. 
 
    I want my hands on him.  
 
    Fumbling with the opening in his pants, I push under his boxers and get a handful of his hard, hot length. Wrapping my fist around it, I begin to stroke like Jasper taught me. Now it’s time for Peter to groan into my mouth. The sound encourages me, fills me with a heady sense of power. I’m doing this to him—it’s my touch that excites him.  
 
    Excites him so much that his hips thrust up, and I quicken the pace, rubbing him roughly. 
 
    “Fuck,” he whispers into my mouth. “Please…don’t—” 
 
    “Should I stop?” I whisper. I don’t want to stop. I know he likes this and— 
 
    “No!” His hand slaps against mine, and he stops kissing me, his open lips frozen against mine. His hand squeezes my breast, but it’s like he can’t focus on anything but my hand.  
 
    It makes me excited.  
 
    So excited that when Peter groans against my mouth, giving a final jerk that leaves my hand sticky, my breath hitches as I climax—weak and shallow, but it was an orgasm. 
 
    I have a big smile on my face as I pull away, and Peter presses the napkins that came with our drinks against my hand. “I’m so sorry,” he says, his face red. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “I’ve never done that before. Not in public.” 
 
    I giggle. “Neither have I. It was fun. Next time, it’ll be my turn.” 
 
    When we leave the club, I’m still smiling, and have Peter’s number in my contact list. 
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    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    My alarm yanks me out of a sleep full of movement and men touching me. My head swims as I slap at my phone, more from the confusing images than the amount I drank last night.  
 
    I drank a lot last night.  
 
    Was that the reason I gave Peter a hand-job in the club where anyone could see us? Did anyone see? But instead of filling me with shame, I suck back a snort of laughter. What came over me? I’ve never behaved like that in my life. I never even touched Jasper’s penis until we were engaged, and now I’m grabbing at any man I can.  
 
    Jasper told me to. And so did Callie. But it wasn’t them they prompted me. I wanted to.  
 
    I feel different. 
 
    What will Jasper say, I wonder as I turn on the light. And it’s time to tell him, because we’d organized a FaceTime call for this morning, hence the early hour.  
 
    Nervous anticipation wakes me up as I run my fingers through my hair and grab my phone.  
 
    “How was your night out?” Jasper asks immediately after we connect.  
 
    “Hi.” I smile wanly. “How are you?” 
 
    “Did you go out, Gemma? Did anything happen?” 
 
    “We went to a club. It was… fun,” I say carefully,  
 
    “Did you meet anyone?” 
 
    I inhale a deep breath. “You can say that.” 
 
    “So?” The eagerness in his voice makes me shake my head. “Tell me about him. Or her. It can be her.” 
 
    “I don’t think I want a her,” I admit. “It was fine—good—with Jacey and Tia, but that’s not my thing. At least not yet.” 
 
    “He. That’s fine. I’m fine with that.” He sounds like he does when faced with a deadline and a lack of sleep, when he knows he must press on but all he wants to do is collapse into bed.  
 
    “Jasper?” I ask softly. “Are you sure you’re fine? You really want to hear this?” 
 
    “It’s only fair, Gemma.” 
 
    “We don’t have to be fair. If you want to do things… there…” I stumble over the words because I’m not sure what I’m saying. Would I be all right knowing he’s far away, enjoying himself with other people, while I’m at home, unable to take it past first base? 
 
    Maybe that was second base. I don’t know baseball, let alone baseball analogies. 
 
    Peter plays baseball with Malcolm. Maybe he can teach me.  
 
    “Do you mean that?” Jasper presses. 
 
    “No.” I sigh, the thought of Peter fading into the distance. “This is hard for me.” 
 
    “Meeting someone? You just have to be confident, Gemma. You’re a wonderful person, and gorgeous. Any man—” 
 
    “Telling you about it,” I interrupt. 
 
    “Oh.” There’s a pause as Jasper collects his thoughts. “Well, I think you have to. I want to know, just like you needed to. I think it’s worse if we don’t share. It’s more like cheating then. This way, we both know everything.” 
 
    “But do you want to know everything?” I persist.  
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    I think back to when Jasper told me about the other man. How shocked I had been, but how quickly the shock had changed to awe and something akin to pride at the bold move. Like him, I had made a bold move. Will he be proud of me? 
 
    “I do,” I say firmly. “And I think I’m ready to tell you.” 
 
    On screen, Jasper shifts on his bed, getting more comfortable against the pillows. I hate thinking of him sleeping there without me. “I’m ready.” 
 
    “I wish you were here,” I say instead. “I miss you so much.” 
 
    “I miss you every minute.” His eyes shine with love. “Knowing you’re happy really helps.” 
 
    “For me too,” I admit. “Knowing you met a friend…” I look at how Jasper’s expression changed the moment I mentioned his friend. “You have more to tell me, don’t you?” 
 
    “You first.” 
 
    “There isn’t much to tell,” I begin. “We went to the new club last night, and I met a friend of Malcolm’s. Actually, he rescued me from a guy on the dance floor, and I thanked him by giving him a hand job.” I pause for effect. “In the club.” 
 
    “On the dancefloor?” Jasper demands with horror. 
 
    I giggle. “No, at the table. No one could see anything. At least I hope not.” 
 
    “But there, right in the open.” Jasper’s eyes are wide and maybe even impressed. “Gemma. Anyone could have sat down with you, or a server might have come over, or…” 
 
    I’ve shocked my husband. I can’t hide my smile. 
 
    “Anyone walking by could tell we were busy, and hopefully would have been polite enough to stay away,” I say in a prim voice. “And I didn’t see a server in the place. It just happened. I didn’t mean to.” 
 
    “But a hand job,” he muses. “To… completion?” 
 
    “Completion,” I echo with a smug smile. “Right there at the table.” 
 
    “Gemma, you surprise me,” Jasper marvels. 
 
    “I surprise me too,” I confess. “But it was easier than I thought.” 
 
    “You’re a beautiful woman. I can’t imagine it would be difficult to find admirers.” 
 
    “That’s what Callie says. I think it’s much easier for her. She has a way about her.” I think back to the bouncer’s reaction to her. “It’s impressive.” 
 
    “I don’t know this Callie, but I can’t imagine she could be more impressive than you,” Jasper says loyally. 
 
    “You’re sweet, and you haven’t met Callie. Now, tell me your news.” I settle against the pillows, mirroring Jasper’s earlier move. “Was it the same man?” 
 
    “No…” he says. “This was a woman.” 
 
    “A woman.” I pause. I’m not sure what I think about that. It had surprised me to hear about Jasper and the man, but in a way, it made it easier. I didn’t have to imagine Jasper in the arms of a beautiful woman, doing things to her I wanted him to do to me. “So you’re playing both teams?”  
 
    “Switching teams?” he corrects. 
 
    “I’m not good with baseball analogies.” 
 
    “That’s all right. And I’m not exactly switching, because I don’t feel like I have a team with you not here. I’m a free agent.” 
 
    “That’s what you want.” 
 
    “I’d rather you with me, you know that.” 
 
    “I don’t think you do,” I tell him. Plain truth worked last night, so I give it another try. “I know you miss me, but Jasper, you have to admit, you’re enjoying this freedom.” 
 
    A myriad of emotions flash across his face, and I know I’m right. “I don’t know what to say to that, Gem.” 
 
    “It’s the truth. And it’s okay. We married young, with neither of us having much experience beforehand. At least you had some. I’d barely talked to a man before you came along, let alone touched one.” I laugh without humor. “This is a good opportunity. We can sow the wild oats we missed out on before we start to resent each other for our inexperience.” 
 
    “I’d never resent you.” 
 
    “You can’t know that. Things have changed since we went to Nova Scotia, and I think it’s for the better.” I hold my breath, hoping Jasper will agree. 
 
    “I think you’re right,” he says slowly. “Even though I’m far away from you, I’ve never felt closer.” 
 
    “How is it possible that you being intimate with someone else can make you feel closer to me?” I ask with a surprised laugh. “That’s so strange.” 
 
    “But true.” 
 
    “For me, too.” I take a moment to think about the predicament we’re in. It wouldn’t have been my first choice, but it might work out better than expected. “Now, tell me about your new friend.” 
 
    “She was the waitress where I was having dinner. Older,” he says, shifting his eyes like he’s embarrassed.  
 
    “How older?” 
 
    “She said she was forty, but I think she might have been a bit older than that,” he confesses. 
 
    I raise my eyebrows. “You know what they say about a woman’s libido—thirty-eight is when things get good. Forty must be… goodness.” An image of Jasper with an aggressive older woman makes me smile. “Did she teach you anything?” 
 
    “Actually… yes.” I motion for him to continue. “How to use my fingers when I’m… pleasuring her with my mouth.” 
 
    “You—” I blink, trying to hide my expression. It’s one thing for Jasper to have sex, but oral sex seems more intimate, and it’s not an everyday act for us. In fact, as much as I’ve enjoyed it with Jasper, it wasn’t until Mahak that I knew just how enjoyable the act could be.  
 
    I squeeze my legs together at the thought of Mahak. 
 
    “Are you going to see her again?” I ask instead. “Not that you need any lessons, but if she’s willing to teach you things…” 
 
    “Practice is always good,” he agrees. 
 
    Do I need practice? Is that why Jasper is so eager to find partners—because I’ve grown stagnant and stale? Am I a terrible lover? “Should I learn anything new?” I whisper. 
 
    Jasper shakes his head even before I finish my question. “No, Not at all. Gemma, you are perfect just the way you are. Change nothing.” 
 
    “There has to be something.” I can’t believe I’m having this conversation, although from a glance in the split screen, I can see my face is red as a beet from embarrassment.  
 
    “The only thing I would suggest is for you to be more… maybe a little assertive. If you were to initiate more. A man likes to know he’s desired.” 
 
    “I always want you, Jasper.” 
 
    “And you’ve never turned me away. I know that. But some night I’d love to wake up with you…” he gives me a silly smile. “Well, wanting me.” 
 
    “Like giving you a hand job?” 
 
    “That would be a great start. Can you imagine what you did to that man’s self-confidence making the first move like that?” 
 
    “Actually, he kissed me first. But, yes, I touched him first. You make it sound like I did him a favor.” 
 
    “He might very well see it like that, depending on his situation.” 
 
    “So, I’m helping others by going after what I want?” 
 
    “In a way, yes. It’s like another volunteer position.” We laugh at the thought of comparing sex to my work at the library.  
 
    “I like looking at it that way,” I admit. 
 
    “And I like how meeting new people can be a way to increase my cultural knowledge of the citizens.” 
 
    I laugh. “You make it sound like it’s a scientific experiment!” 
 
    “Maybe it is, in a way.”
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    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your husband sounds like a very interesting man,” Emmy declares after I finish telling her about my conversation with Jasper.  
 
    She had texted and asked to meet for coffee. The gesture made me almost as nervous and excited as the evening at the club did. I’ve never had a close circle of friends; those I had growing up drifted away with marriages and children, and those left changed after the sale of my company.  
 
    Money changed me, they had accused. Jasper disagreed, telling me in no uncertain terms that true friends would have been proud of my accomplishments rather than asking for handouts. Because of that, I’ve been slow to make new friends, content with my own company, and happy in my life with Jasper. 
 
    I like Emmy, as well as the others in the book club, but her reaching out to me made me feel good. 
 
    Just like I must have made Peter feel good on Saturday night.  
 
    “He is,” I say. “Jasper is very interesting.” 
 
    “I can’t believe how understanding he is.” Emmy shakes her head.  
 
    I stir my tea. “What was your husband like?” 
 
    “Understanding was never part of his vocabulary.” She snorts, her eyes suddenly cold. “He wasn’t a good man.” 
 
    “Oh. Did he…?” 
 
    “He was mean. And a drunk. A mean drunk. He was mean to me one too many times, so I left. The boys were little, so they never knew what he was like, and thankfully, Ed doesn’t make much effort with them. It’s sad they’ve had to grow up without a father, but he wasn’t a good one.” Her tone is firm, a no-nonsense voice that I’ve never heard from Emmy. She’s always so laid back and funny in book club. I can’t imagine raising twin boys like she’s done, and doing it herself must have been so very difficult.  
 
    Her expression clears like a breeze pushing away storm clouds. “But we’re not here to talk about my ex.” 
 
    “What are we here to talk about?” I ask. “I mean,” noticing her expression of surprise. “I’m very happy you asked me for coffee. I don’t have—I don’t do this a lot,” I admit. 
 
    “I don’t have a lot of friends either,” she says easily. “I’ve never had time, and now the boys are older, I don’t really know where to start. The book club is good for me.” 
 
    “Me too. We see some of Jasper’s friends from work, but I never really fit in with their significant others.” As we talk and share, some of the tension leaves my shoulders.  
 
    This is nice. It’s been too long since I’ve had someone I can talk to. 
 
    “I thought if Matt and I had worked out—Matt was the guy I was dating,” Emmy begins, but I cut her off. 
 
    “Past tense? You’re not with him now?” 
 
    She shakes her head. “I think we’re better as friends.” 
 
    “That’s too bad. Are you okay with that? Are you… sad?” How does one express sympathy for a man I’ve never met? 
 
    “I’m fine,” Emmy says with such authority that I believe her. “It’s for the best. We went to Mexico with some of his friends. I liked them, but it was kind of a weird situation—Matt had feelings for this one friend. And then I knew his other friend from before I got married. Billy,” she adds with a fond smile. “He was what you can call my first love.” 
 
    “How long had it been since you saw him?” I ask, breaking off a piece of my scone. 
 
    “Years. And years. I was a different. It was good to see him but—” An unreadable expression flashes across her face and I wonder if it had really been as good as she said. “It was strange to see him after so much time. But still. First love and everything.” 
 
    “Jasper was my first,” I say. “My first everything. I thought he would have been the only one.” I quickly count on my fingers. “But I’ve had sex with more people in the last year than I have in all my twenty-nine years.” 
 
    “Do you and Jasper consider yourselves swingers?” Emmy wonders. 
 
    “I guess so, if we’re in that situation. But now—I consider swinging a couple thing, don’t you?” 
 
    “I think singles can be a part of it. I met a guy once. He…” Emmy trails off with a wistful expression on her face. I may not know what she’s thinking, but it sure looks like it’s a good thought. “In Mexico, it turns out Matt’s friends were down there on a vacation… as swingers.” 
 
    “Really? Was the whole place for swinger, like Morena’s—that resort Jasper and I went to?” 
 
    Emmy jerks forward with an excited expression. “Is she gorgeous and older than us, with white hair? Because, it’s not the most common name.” 
 
    “Did you meet her?” I spent little time with Morena at the resort, but she seemed an impressive woman, as well as intimating.  
 
    “I think I must have. Small world. She was with a guy named Jed.” 
 
    “It must be them.” I remember Jed—warm smile, laughing eyes. He was a friend of Coulter’s… I won’t ask if Coulter had been in Mexico. Because what would the chances be? It seems surreal that Emmy had met Morena and gone to a swinger’s resort as well. Maybe the lifestyle is more common than I thought. 
 
    Emmy shakes her head as she takes a bite out of her muffin. “So weird that we both met her. Them.” 
 
    “Small world.” Did this mean Emmy is a swinger? Had it been a onetime thing? Questions linger on the tip of my tongue like the last bit of honey on a spoon. How? Who? Why?  
 
    But I remember the conversations about it during book club meetings and I’m sure Emmy would have said something if she was part of the swinger lifestyle.   
 
     “Anyway, we’re not here to talk about me and my experiences.” Emmy smiles warmly. “I wanted to make sure you were okay after the other night.” 
 
    “I had a headache,” I admit. “I’m not used to drinking that much.” 
 
    “I meant, were you okay after making out with Malcolm’s friend? It definitely seemed so, but I thought I’d check.” She laughs. “And see if you wanted to share any details.” 
 
    “I’m fine.” I beam across the table at her. “I should ask how you are.” Caught up in the headiness of Peter, I vaguely remembered Emmy dancing, Emmy drinking, and then Emmy disappearing. Callie told me she’d gone home, assured me after many worried questions, that she’d gotten home alright.  
 
    Should I have called Emmy? Was that what a friend would do? I had been worried, but once Callie had told me she was fine, I forgot about it.  
 
    “You left,” I say, trying to keep the accusation out of my tone. 
 
    Emmy rolls her eyes. “That night ended up as an embarrassment, hopefully not to be repeated.” 
 
    “What happened?” I press. 
 
    “Can you believe I was asked to leave?” She shakes her head, expression one of disgust. “I drank too much—I’m not used to places like that. And I’m not used to those shots. Someone found reported me throwing up in the bathroom and the bouncer—that big guy from the front door? He came and suggested I’d had enough for one night. I’ve never been thrown out of a bar before,” she finishes ruefully. “I’m thirty-five years old. It wasn’t a pretty moment.” 
 
    “It was my first time in a place like that,” I admit. “It was exciting and fun, but scary, too. I drank much more than what I’m used to.” 
 
    “You don’t have to try and make me feel better.” Emmy laughs. “It was a night of firsts for both of us. My drunken stupor and you and Malcolm’s friend.” 
 
    “Peter.” I still have his number but not sure if I have the courage to use it. Thinking about where my hand had been, what that hand had done, right there in the open still brings a flush to my face. “I’ve never done anything like that before.” 
 
    “This book club is bringing out the worst of us,” Emmy says, sounding like it’s a good thing. In fact, the way she’s smiling, I think she’s more proud than upset about the changes the club has brought. 
 
    Just like I am. “I like it,” I whisper, my gaze holding firm on the cup in front of me. 
 
    “Me too.” Emmy leans closer with a wary smile. “Have you ever thought… maybe, about hooking up with Malcolm?” she whispers, glancing around like he’s in the cafe with us. 
 
    “Malcolm? No. He’s too—” I’m about to say too old, but I can’t use that excuse since I had Peter’s penis in my hand the other night, and I suspect Peter is the same age as Malcolm. 
 
    “I know,” Emmy agrees before I can finish. “He’s really good looking, but I don’t find him attractive like that. It’s a shame, though, that one of us doesn’t—” She shrugs with a bashful smile.  
 
    “He seems lonely. Or at least he did when I first met him. He seems happier now.” 
 
    “I think Callie will make a move if we wait long enough,” she confides. “It sounds like there’s not a lot of men Callie doesn’t find attractive, and even less that she doesn’t go after.” 
 
    “I want to be like Callie,” I confess. “She’s so confident.” 
 
    “It’s because she’s having so much sex.” Emmy laughs, and then her face falls. “And why Nia is so unsure of herself. Me too.” 
 
    “I agree, but I think it’s more about the sex you’re having,” I argue. “A woman can have sex once a week and still feel like a mouse.” 
 
    “Instead of the tiger she should feel like. Or a cougar, depending on her age.” 
 
    I think about Jasper and his older woman. “I think it’s about taking control, and asking for what you want.” 
 
    “Demanding it,” Emmy adds. “Can you imagine what that would do to your self-confidence to be able to do that?” 
 
    “I’m beginning to,” I admit. “At least I hope so.” 
 
    Emmy cocks her head with a grin. She’s so pretty with the new blonde highlights in her hair, a bit of makeup to hide the dark circles under her eyes. I wonder if she has trouble sleeping. That is something friends told each other. “So making out with that guy has done a lot for you?” 
 
    I wonder if Emmy knows exactly what I did with Peter. Should I tell her? Is that the sort of things friends tell each other? “It kind of makes me want to do more, especially with Jasper becoming so popular in Riga.”  
 
    “Are you jealous?” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” I say slowly. “I know Jasper loves me and I have to trust that won’t change. He might meet someone who is more exciting in bed that I am, but maybe that will change by the time he comes home.” I smile. “Maybe I’ll be the most exciting one he’s ever been with by then.” 
 
    “After you practice a bit?” 
 
    “Practice does make perfect.”  
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    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Emmy’s question about considering myself a swinger sticks with me when I head home.  
 
    The house doesn’t seem as empty now as it did when Jasper first went away. As I go through the mail on the kitchen counter, putting aside anything for Jasper to open when we next FaceTime, a simple white invitation from the bottom of the pile slips through my fingers.  
 
    Another invitation to Tia’s.  
 
    I didn’t feel comfortable going to the last one on my own, and had texted a quick apology to Tia. But getting this latest invitation means that she didn’t believe my excuse of Jasper out of town for the foreseeable future, or she doesn’t see me showing up alone as a problem. 
 
    And right now, I can’t see it as a problem either. 
 
    As I carry my stack of mail to my office upstairs, I consider the possibility of going to Tia’s party from a rational point of view. I take sex out of the equation. 
 
    Yes, if I go, I’ll no doubt have another very pleasurable experience. With Mahak? As truly enjoyable as that was, I’d like to get to know one of the other husbands. But other than sex, what benefit would there be for me to go? 
 
    I liked talking to Jacey. I haven’t gotten to know the other wives, but I think Jacey and I have a connection. 
 
    It might have something to do with the fact that we kissed. More than kissed. 
 
    At my desk, I open my laptop, turning on Apple Music before I log on to anything else. I’ve always needed to work in silence, but since Jasper left, the quiet gets unsettling, especially when my mind is a whirl of thoughts.  
 
    I let myself go back to that weekend at Morena’s resort, at meeting Jacey and Dominic. To the scene in the hot tub with Tia. 
 
    To Coulter. 
 
    I never told Jasper anything about Coulter. Once we left the resort, it seemed wrong to bring it up. We talked about Jacey and Dominic, because that had been the four of us, but Coulter… 
 
    To be honest, it always felt a bit like cheating when I let myself think of Coulter.  
 
    Tall and blond, Coulter is a cross between a frat boy and a prince, with a smile that can charm a grandmother, and a mouth that, when I think of it, still makes things warm and wet down below.  
 
    When he kissed me, his lips barely brushed mine before pulling back. “I should have asked to kiss you. I want you to remember me as a gentleman.” 
 
    “Are you?” My throat had been dry with anticipation. Coulter might have had the charm and manners, but that night, in the bedroom in the cabin nestled under the trees, there had been nothing gentle about him. 
 
    “I need to taste you now.” 
 
    I stare unseeingly at the screen of my laptop, caught up in the memories of the night. Even thinking about it has the power to excite me. During dinner at the resort, Coulter picked me out of all the women, over Jacey, over older, more experienced women. He had wanted me.  
 
    Jasper is right. It’s a heady feeling knowing that you’re wanted.  
 
    Strong hands on my bottom–kneading and stroking, dipping down between to find the wetness that beckoned.  
 
    On my knees, his mouth finding me. 
 
    He licked and sucked. He used fingers and lips and tongue–oh, his tongue. He nipped at my clit, sending a rush of sensation flooding through me. Licking the length of me, lapping every inch, even toying at my puckered rosebud, before starting over again, and again. 
 
    My body tensed, moans buried in the pillow. I couldn’t bear it, I couldn’t stand the sensations, ached for release 
 
    And Coulter stopped. 
 
    I draw in a shaky breath. Even thinking about it warms my cheeks. What happened between Coulter and I that night was something I could never tell Jasper. I don’t know how to. He touched me in places I had never expected to be touched, in ways I never thought I’d enjoy.  
 
    He spanked me.  
 
    He paddled my bottom like I was a naughty child, and even the memories make things twinge and tighten between my legs.  
 
    The only time I’ve let myself think of Coulter is when I’m alone in bed, because even now, months later, I feel like I can’t bear the pleasure.  
 
    Pushing back my chair, I pad down the hall to my bedroom without a conscious thought of what I’m doing. The throb between my legs has been steadily increasing since I held the invitation to Tia’s in my hand. There’s no way I can wait until tonight to relieve the pressure. 
 
    Why should I have to wait? 
 
    The house is empty—no one would know if I slip into bed with Pinky right now. Or lay on the bed… 
 
    Tugging off my leggings, I lay down, my hand reaching under my pillow to find the pink plastic. Growing up, I believed touching yourself was a sin, but I’ve more than made up for what I missed out on since Jasper left. 
 
    I close my eyes, touching the vibrating tip between my legs. This is becoming a habit, something I need now, rather than a quick fumble when I can’t sleep. Now, I’m focusing, my breath quickening as I slide the wand along the cleft before zeroing in on the nub of nerve endings that drags everything towards it like the world’s strongest magnet. Fingers, mouths, the tip of a penis, and now Pinky, all want to touch it.  
 
    A soft moan slips out. And then a louder one as I press the tip, moving it in slow circles, faster now.  
 
    “I want to hear you. I want you to be loud. Don’t put your head in the pillow. I need to hear you enjoy this. Are you enjoying this?” His hand roamed my bottom, warm and controlling. 
 
    “Yes,” I had whispered.   
 
    “Yes, what?” Suddenly his hand cracked, so quick I didn’t know what had happened until a flame of pain made me gasp. His fingers dipped back between my legs, his thumb finding my nub.  
 
    He’d slapped me. Spanked me. 
 
    “Can I do it again?” Coulter’s finger thrust inside, making it difficult to focus on his question. 
 
    He came back between my legs, licking and sucking, plunging his tongue, his fingers inside of me so that there was no part left unexplored. Even my ass–first his tongue, then his finger, then his thumb—found my most private part. 
 
    When I cried out, I turned my face to the side so Coulter could hear how much I enjoyed it.  
 
    Lying there on my bed with Pinky, a whirling dervish between my legs, I cry out with pleasure, thinking of Coulter. 
 
    With Mahak, with Dominic… even Jasper, it had never been like with Coulter and now, by myself, my body shivers, wanting more of him.  
 
    “I’m coming,” I had shrieked, barrelling toward the edge.  
 
    And now, like then, my body arches as I come, my mouth open in a wordless scream. 
 
    Again. 
 
    Again. 
 
    Finally spent, I come back into my body, conscious of the heaviness of my relaxed muscles. If it was like that when I only thought of Coulter, what would it be like if I ever saw him again. 
 
    I wonder if Tia could invite him to one of her parties.  
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    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    With Jasper being gone, I have more time on my hands. 
 
    I hate to admit that I am getting used to my husband away. I still miss him, but I can sleep through the night now, and I’ve gotten used to cooking for myself.  
 
    I’ve also become very good at ordering takeout. 
 
    I read a lot, I watch whatever I like on television, and Pinky has become my best friend.  
 
    I never expected to miss sex this much.  
 
    It’s not until this week that I realized there might be a correlation between what I’m reading and the incessant need I have for sex. Does that make me stop reading the steamy romance novels for book club?  
 
    No. I read more.  
 
    I devour books on swingers and reverse harems; hot wives and virgins with awakened sexuality. I’ve had to look up a few words and one interesting position, but since Jasper left, my knowledge of all things sex related has definitely improved.  
 
    I ask for more shifts at the library to keep busy, and honestly, to keep my mind off the books I’m reading.  
 
    On Thursday, I show up for my third shift of the week. “Gemma, I’m so glad you’re here,” Selene, the head librarian, greets me. “Can you check the computers upstairs? My knees are acting up.” 
 
    I spend most of my time at the library walking around, looking for people to help, whether it’s on the computer or for a physical book. There are two full-time librarians, and three volunteers, and since I’m the youngest and most computer savvy of the group, I get sent on the computer missions.  
 
    There are three; one table for six in the main room, which is always full of seniors who need help to navigate the internet and students who can’t find a terminal in the back where it’s quiet. It’s always full of young people, passing flirtatious smiles across the table.  
 
    Selene has found a few of the students hooking up on the second floor as well. 
 
    No one likes to check the second floor computers. This is where people go to surf the porn sites, and I’m always apprehensive when I’m sent up. I’ve found taking the elevator is best because the ding of the door gives the porn watchers a chance to log off, or at least minimize the window.  
 
    It’s a quiet day in the library, like it usually is when the weather is beautiful. When I get to the second floor, I’m not surprised to find a man sitting at one of the PCs in the little area in the back. I am surprised that he’s youngish, attractive, and clean, unlike some who use these computers. After I do a sweep of the empty floor, I clear my throat as I approach the table, just in case.  
 
    He looks up with a smile.  
 
    “Can I help you with anything?” I ask, made off-balance by his smile. It’s… nice. Not like the smile of a man who is hiding in a library to surf porn.  
 
    I shouldn’t judge. I’m sure those men—not all men, but most of the ones we catch are men. Although a horrified Selene once told me of a time where she came across two women in the reference section; she didn’t give too many details, but thanks to my books, I can well imagine what they were doing.  
 
    I wonder what would happen if I ever came across a couple in the stacks.  
 
    “Have you ever done this?” the man asks, pushing his chair back to give me room to see the monitor. “I mean, would you?” 
 
    His question stops me short. “What? I don’t want to see—” 
 
    “Swimming with sharks.” 
 
    I huff a relieved sigh as I catch sight of the image on his screen; movement in the water, hands gripping a metal cage. “Sharks.” 
 
    “Swimming with sharks, yes. What did you think…?” he trails off with a chuckle. “Really?” 
 
    “I wasn’t thinking anything,” I say quickly.  
 
    “Yes, you were.” He chuckles again. “How many people do you find up here watching porn?” He looks at me, blue eyes behind horn-rimmed glasses searching my face with interest, and more than a little amusement.   
 
    My cheeks flame hot with embarrassment. “At least a few a week,” I admit.  
 
    “Seriously?” He looks around the quiet floor, at the rows of stacks. “I guess it’s pretty private back here, but I never would have called this little place as a hotbed of pornographic activity.” 
 
    “It’s really not. This is a perfectly respectable library.” 
 
    “Too bad,” he says lightly, giving me a sideways glance. 
 
    My newly evolved flirting radar goes off. Maybe? Possibly? I take another look at him. Good looking, around my age, with no obvious deviant tendencies. Callie would say go for it, for practice’s sake. “I’m sure some of them don’t have internet access,” I say, trying for casual as I lean a hip against the table. Then I straighten, because I look like a disjointed mannequin like that. 
 
    “Or have an anti-porn wife.” He leans back in his chair to give me his undivided attention. “I had one of those.” 
 
    “Had? She’s not against… pornography… anymore?” 
 
    “No, I’m sure she still is, but she’s no longer my wife.” Another chuckle. He has a nice laugh. “What about you?” He looks pointedly at my wedding band. “Do you let your husband watch it?” 
 
    “I’ve never really known him to,” I admit, unsure about why I answer such a question. Apparently, my new open attitude about sex has torn away the boundaries with strangers. “But he’s away for a few months, so maybe?” I shake my head. “I shouldn’t have said that.” 
 
    “Why not?” He props his feet onto the table in front of him.  
 
    I should suggest he move his feet. 
 
    I should stop looking at his legs, so long and lean, his jeans not too tight, not too loose. 
 
    They look just right. All of him does. So casual and relaxed and with the blond hair — He looks like Coulter. Or at least he reminds me of Coulter. Or maybe that it’s because I’ve been thinking of him so much lately… like this morning. When I got into the shower without checking and the cool water was like a slap on my shoulders… it reminded me of him. 
 
    I should leave. Just walk away… “Why not what?” I ask instead. 
 
    “You can tell me anything you like,” he invites. “It’s easier to tell your deepest secrets to a stranger. Why do you think therapists are so popular?” 
 
    “Because they help people?” 
 
    “Because it’s easy to talk to strangers. Why is your husband away?” His eyes are dark and direct and he’s looking at me like Mahak did at Tia’s. 
 
    Like he wants to eat me alive. 
 
    I run my tongue over my bottom lip and his gaze directs to my mouth like I snapped an order at him. “Work. He’s—” I give myself another shake and fight the urge to fan myself from the sudden warmth. “Why are you looking at people swimming at sharks?” 
 
    “I was actually watching porn.” I gape at him, and he laughs. “I’m joking. A friend wants me to go with him. I’m not really sure. We’re meeting later to firm up the details so I had a couple of minutes so I thought I’d check it out. It’s not something you want to look at on your phone.” 
 
    “True. But don’t you have a computer at home?” I ask, wanting to find out more about him. I want to be able to see through him, like he’s doing to me. “In your office?” 
 
    “I’m from out of town, just in for a couple of days.” His voice is easy, but the way he’s looking at me is not. I can’t describe it, but I don’t want it to stop. “The Wi-Fi at the hotel is impossible, so I thought I’d try the friendly, neighborhood library. And now you tell me it’s corrupted by porn-watching freaks,” he adds with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “I never said they were freaks!” 
 
    “Good, because it’s completely natural to watch porn. Unless you’re watching some of the bad stuff, like with goats.” 
 
    Oh no, we’re back talking about porn. “Goats would be the bad stuff?” 
 
    “Let’s just say it’s less disturbing to talk about the goats.” 
 
    “Oh, I think it’s all pretty disturbing,” I say, in the same voice as my mother used when gossiped about our neighbors.  
 
    He looks at me closely and I get the sense that he—whoever he is—can tell exactly what I’m thinking.  
 
    I don’t want anyone to know what I’m thinking because it’s not something you should think about in the library.  
 
    “Do you ever watch it?” he asks finally, after a long enough pause to make me grow uncomfortable.  
 
    What is it about him that makes me flop open up like a book with a broken spine? “Once,” I admit in a quiet voice. 
 
    “What were you watching? It wasn’t goats, was it?” 
 
    “No.” But I don’t smile at his joke because he’s not smiling at me. The air thickens between us, and I step back from the table. 
 
    I should leave. 
 
    I nibble on my lower lip and will my feet to move. But nothing will, other than the quickening pace of my heart.  
 
    “Did you like watching?” he says in a low voice. “Did it excite you?” 
 
    This is past flirting. This is something new, and I’m still not leaving. 
 
    I nod, just once, and his eyes narrow with a sleepy hunger. 
 
    His hand catches my leg right above the knee. There’s a surge through my skin, like a jolt of electricity. “I like to watch the quiet ones find themselves.” His voice is husky and the sound of it starts a thrumming between my legs. “The ones who protest just a bit, but beg for it by the end.” 
 
    “I think I should go back to work,” I protest weakly. 
 
    “There you go.” His thumb skates over my knee with enough promise for my breath to catch in my throat. “Protesting.” 
 
    “I’m not… I never…”  
 
    “Not going to beg for it.” He leans towards me, his hand pushing up the hem of my skirt to mid-thigh, his thumb tracing patterns on my bare skin. “Because I could make you beg for it.” The way he looks up at me is… he’s… 
 
    It’s sexy.  
 
    Very sexy. 
 
    I want to know how he would make me beg. 
 
    I need to leave. I need to run, to report him, to get away… but my legs aren’t moving. And my breathing seems to stall in my chest, like I’m gasping for air.  
 
    A heaviness rests between my legs. I need to go home before I end up doing something I’m going to regret.  
 
    “You’re not leaving,” he points out with an innocent smile. I’m not sure how he manages innocent with eyes looking at me like that.  
 
    “I—I should,” I stammer.  
 
    “But you’re not. I don’t think you want to. Don’t worry—I won’t hurt you—” 
 
    I lick my lips. All the moisture in my mouth seems to have moved between my legs. “What would you do to make me beg?” I whisper. 
 
    He smiles, not a cocky, arrogant smile, but one that says he’s hungry, like he’s missed dinner and I’m a midnight snack. “Want me to show you?” 
 
    I nod before I realize his hand has already moved up my skirt, poised a hairbreadth away from the cotton of my panties. How did I not notice?  
 
    He adjusts his chair with a faint screech of metal and faces me, his head level with my stomach, his hand still up under my skirt. “Pretty dress.”  
 
    I take a deep breath as he slips a finger under the elastic of my underwear. I’m vulnerable, at his mercy, with his finger inside my underwear—  
 
    I let out a sound like a squeak as his finger finds the tiny nub between my legs, already pulsing with sensations.  
 
    “So easy to find,” he says as he strokes me gently. “And so men just don’t know where to start.” 
 
    “Some… do.” My breath hitches as his finger move along my cleft and my legs widen instinctively.  
 
    “Does your husband satisfy you?” he asks with surprise. I nod. “Would he be upset if another man was to satisfy you?” 
 
    “No.” It’s barely a whisper, but it screams of acceptance, of consent.  
 
    Do whatever you want to me. 
 
    He pushes a finger inside me and a sound like a whimper escapes.  
 
    I want him to do whatever he wants to me.  
 
    The finger becomes two, thrusting inside me. My hips rock on their own violation, my eyes fluttering closed. “I love watching a woman come,” he says conversationally, returning to my nub with a flick of his finger. “And I have a feeling it’s going to be pretty easy for you.” 
 
    “Do it,” I whisper, feeling the beginning, like a distant voice calling.  
 
    This one sounds like Callie. Do it, she chants. More! More! More! 
 
    His fingers pick up speed—rubbing my nub with an authority I’m unused to, thrusting with his fingers and letting his thumb take over. The world narrows to his hand between my legs. The library vanishes; I vanish inside this person full of need and want and— 
 
    “Please,” I gasp, the voice becoming louder and more demanding. I want this release; I’m working for it with teeth and nails, my hips shaking, my hand clutching his wrist for more…more… 
 
    I cry out, my eyes flying open at the suddenness, the strength of my orgasm. He rides the wave with me, his hand never stopping until I release my hold.  
 
    “Is there somewhere more private?” he asks, his voice thick and hoarse with desire. 
 
    Desire for me, and that is the biggest turn-on. That’s why I take his hand and lead him to further into the stacks, into the science section. It’s dark and quiet, with thick, dusty tomes about physics and biomedical fusion. 
 
    There are probably books about sex. Anatomy. What goes where. 
 
    But I don’t need to look at those now.  
 
    My hands are on his waist, scrabbling for the button of his jeans as I drop to my knees. “Oh, no,” he says, catching my shoulders and pulling me upright. 
 
    “You don’t want—” 
 
    “I want all of you. There’s been no begging yet.” 
 
    All the air leaves my lungs. He turns me to face the books, and I hear the rip of a foil wrapper. “I’m like a boy scout,” he whispers, his breath warm against my neck. 
 
    “Do you do this often?” I ask as he pulls down my underwear, flipping up the hem of my dress.  
 
    “Enough to know what I’m doing.” I can hear the smile in his voice as he grasps my hip. “But never like this.” 
 
    I gasp again as he eases inside me, his cock long and hard. His first thrusts are gentle, tentative. “Is this okay?” He pauses, his hands resting on my hips, just to be sure. 
 
    I’m very sure. 
 
    I nod and keep nodding as he pushes in. Pulls out. In and out, the rhythmic movement so familiar, but so different. 
 
    I’m so different. Blood racing, I reach behind me and touch his leg. “More,” I whisper. 
 
    His next thrust shoves me forward, and I brace my hands on the shelves. 
 
    “Please.”  
 
    He thrusts again and again… 
 
    “So hot,” he moans, yanking my hips away from the stacks and bending me over more, my fingers scrambling for hold on the shelf.  
 
    My reply is a mangled moan as he thrusts faster. I can’t stop the noises I make, just like I can’t stop the sound of slapping skin as he fucks me. 
 
    He fucks me in the library. 
 
    I’m being fucked in the library by a man I don’t know and it is the worst, best, sexiest thing I’ve ever done.  
 
    Not Mahak, not Jacey… not Jasper. Not even Coulter. This is free, this is me, this is… 
 
    “Oh, God,” I cry out. “Don’t stop!” 
 
    “I think you’re going to have to be quiet,” he says with a groan. 
 
    “No… yes…!”  
 
    His hand slaps over my mouth, muffling my cries as the sensations crash over me and can only hold on and try to support my shaking legs. I want to cry out—I need to because this feels so good. Already, again I feel it begin, the growing pressure. I moan into his hand. 
 
    Will he slap me? I want him to slap me. Spank me. I want it rough and hard and—  
 
    My cry muffled by his hand, but it’s like he can hear my need. Or he can tell how close I am—this is unheard of for me—and he takes his hand away from my mouth and puts it back between my legs, and I whimper with relief.  
 
    His fingers… his cock inside me… my fingers tighten on the shelf as I reach for the release. Reach for it, pull it in, closer, tighter until I come again, pressing my face against my arm to stifle my cry. The sensations go on and on until he stiffens behind me with a groan. 
 
    “This is the best place in the whole world,” he says hoarsely into my hair.  
 
    After… later… no one is the wiser as I return to my spot behind the desk. And when he leaves, sauntering by the desk with a wink, he’s wearing a satisfied smile that matches my own. 
 
    I can’t wait to tell Jasper about this.  
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    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    “You did what?” Nia cries. 
 
    “In the library?” I’ve never seen Callie look so surprised—or so impressed.  
 
    “So was he even watching porn?” Malcolm asks. 
 
    Emmy says nothing, only stares at me with wide eyes, clutching her glass of wine. 
 
    The book club is meeting at my house again tonight. We’re sitting in the living room, with an overflowing cheese board before us, along with a bottle of very cold white wine. We haven’t even begun to talk about the latest book: His, Hers and My Concubine. As soon as everyone settled with glasses in hand, I told them about the library. 
 
    For once, I was ready to tell them. I wanted to tell them since I’d already told Jasper about my interlude in the library.  
 
    My husband was not angry. 
 
    He was surprised, amazed, shocked even, but not angry in the least. “Good for you, Gemma,” he said, shaking his head like a dog coming out of the water. 
 
    And that was all he said because he had to cut the conversation short. I made him tell me three times that he was all right with it. I really think he is okay with me…our arrangement. For the first time, I’m not letting thoughts about what it might do to our marriage interfere with my amazement. 
 
    I’m amazed with myself.  
 
    And honestly, pretty darn pleased. 
 
    “What’s gotten into you?” Nia demands, gaze studying me like I’ve become a different person right before her eyes. 
 
    I feel different tonight; more self-assured, confident. If we were at the old book club at Penelope’s, I would take charge of the discussion, over-ruling the Queen Bee herself.  
 
    “All it took was some strange guy watching sharks,” Callie chortles. “You know that I’m going to be hanging out there more. Why doesn’t this stuff ever happen to me?” In unison, the four of us swivel to look at her. “Okay, well, sometimes it happens to me,” she admits with a smug smile. 
 
    “You picked up the guy at the coffee shop last week,” Emmy points out. 
 
    “You got three numbers when we went to the club,” Malcolm reminds her.  
 
    “And you went out with one of them last night,” I accuse. “From the smile when you came in, I can only assume it was a good night.” 
 
    “You disappeared with my uncle Marty at my grandfather’s wake,” Nia says in a flat voice. 
 
    Callie dismisses Nia with a wave of her hand. “That was ten years ago.”  
 
    “Yes, but my point is that things like that happen to you all the time.” 
 
    “How was last night?” Emmy wants to know. 
 
    “I’m not talking about that.” Callie shakes her head. “Because we’re talking about Gemma, and she is far more interesting. So,” she prompts. “Details.” 
 
    “I think I’ve told you everything.” My cheeks are still warm. I might be better at talking to them about sensitive subjects, but it doesn’t mean it’s any less embarrassing.  
 
    “Did he really make you beg?” Emmy asks in a dreamy voice. “I think I’d like that.” 
 
    “I think I’d like a woman to beg me,” Malcolm says. “It’d be nice to be wanted. I had a date last week, and it was obvious from the three feet she kept between us she wanted nothing to happen.” 
 
    “What’s the point of keeping three feet between you?” Callie demands. “It’s not like we’re in some sort of pandemic. You’re not contagious.” 
 
    Malcolm shrugs. “I wasn’t her type. Truth be told, I didn’t think she wasn’t mine either, but at least I was willing to take a chance.” 
 
    “What is your type?” Emmy asks. 
 
    I let the conversation wash over me. Telling the group about the library—was it only a few hours earlier? It seems a lifetime ago. Telling them is like spreading gossip about someone else. It’s difficult to believe that it was me, standing with a stranger’s hand up the skirt of my dress; me, bent over and hanging onto a shelf of books with everything I had. 
 
    I don’t even know his name. 
 
    I’ll just call him Shark Boy.
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    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    The automatic doors of the grocery store part before me like I’m a queen and willed them to. 
 
    It’s been a week since the library and the rush of new confidence hasn’t stopped. I notice more things—men… women. I see them watching me with an admiring gleam in their eyes. I smile more. I say hello to random strangers.  
 
    Jasper has noticed the difference, even a half a world away over FaceTime. It’s easier talking to him about this, helpful because Jasper met up with his older waitress again. The things he told me, what he practiced with her, has me counting the days until my husband comes home.  
 
    It makes me want to try more for myself.  
 
    It’s not just the sex, because Jasper has been satisfying me for years and it’s never affected me like this. Mahak came close, but thinking back, I remember the flush the second morning when we were at Morena’s resort. Knowing Coulter picked me, wanted me.  
 
    Shark Boy was like that. It’s exciting, exhilarating; my smile changes moment to moment, from giddy delight to smug satisfaction.  
 
    I see now why Callie likes this type of lifestyle. It’s addicting. All I want is to do it again. At the library, I happily do the rounds, almost trembling with anticipation as I take the elevator, only to be disappointed when I arrive at the computer pods and find them empty, or worse, the usual suspects. Even with my newfound confidence, I do have standards, and slovenly Mr. Richards, with the slow reaction to minimize his screen, does not meet them. 
 
    When I sweep into the coffee shop, my gaze travels to the businessman waiting in line, to the longish-haired man sitting at the table in the corner with his green tea latte and laptop.  
 
    Callie is right: there are opportunities everywhere. But the problem isn’t finding the who, it’s how? 
 
    What do I do? 
 
    Because even with this rush of new self-assurance, I’m still not sure about how to approach someone. Shark Boy did make the first move.  
 
    I may want another interlude with a stranger, but making it happen is a very different thing. I haven’t sorted out in my head how it would work.  
 
    I make up my mind to practice with my Grocery Man. We can talk about kefir, or kale, or any number of things I’d like him to do to me. 
 
    What has gotten into me? How can I be so preoccupied with sex?  
 
    At the store, my mind races with possibilities as I scan the produce department for sight of my quarry. I don’t need much; living alone for the past month has lightened the grocery bills, especially thanks to SkiptheDishes, but I add a bunch of bananas to the blueberries and head of kale as I move into the deli section. 
 
    There’s no sight of him in produce, nor in the organics. Aisle by aisle, I streak through the store on top speed, growing more frustrated by the minute. To think, I might have had opportunities, but never willing to act on it, and now that I’m ready and willing to act…nothing.  
 
    I hold my breath as I turn into the cereal idea, fast running out of aisles, but hoping this, the sight of our last—our only real—interaction will be the spot. 
 
    He’s not here. 
 
    My shoulders slump as I stare unseeingly at the colorful boxes of sugary cereal, telling myself not to be disappointed. I know nothing about him, other than he shops at the same FoodMart. My plan for accosting a stranger on a Friday morning is insane, unheard of; so not me.  
 
    There are other ways to meet men, and it’s not like I have to. There is more to my life than a random rendezvous with a stranger, as satisfying as it had been. Or might be. 
 
    The words spool through my mind as I slowly walk down the aisle, sounding more like my mother than I like. This realization fogs my sight so that I don’t see the man reaching for a bottle of maple syrup until our carts are about to touch.  
 
    “Oh,” I gasp, with a hard swerve. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t even see you—” My apology trails off as he turns.  
 
    His smile is big and bright. “I’m happy to be almost run over if it lets me…” He stops suddenly, eyes widening with surprise. “Gemma?”  
 
    It’s like a vacuum sucks all the air from my lungs, and I can only gape at him; gasp for air until my mouth forms his name.  
 
    “Coulter?”  
 
    My mind can’t comprehend what is right in front of me—the tousled blond hair, the Brad Pitt-meets-Ryan Gosling perfect face, the twinkling blue eyes. Is it really him? 
 
    How? 
 
    “Coulter?” I repeat.  
 
    Coulter from Morena’s; Coulter of the kiss under the mistletoe and night in the cabin; Coulter of the spanking.  
 
    “I thought that was you,” Coulter says with a grin, opening his arms wide. “I got a glimpse of you when I came in, and thought Is that the sexy, sweet Gemma, but I never expected it to be you. What are the chances? I’ve been chasing you around the store but you’re on a mission.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Carefully, I let go of my cart, the only thing I know is real, and step towards Coulter. How is it possible that just last night, I fell asleep fantasizing about Coulter in the cabin, of everything he did to me and more, and now he’s here?  
 
    Right here, in my neighborhood grocery store. 
 
    As if I willed him to be. That’s not possible, because fantasies, like books, don’t come true.   
 
    “How are you here?” I squeak as Coulter folds me into his arms like he’s a blanket on a warm night. It feels so unbelievably good to be held that a soft moan escapes as my arms tighten around him. 
 
    “Oh, I remember that little noise,” he says huskily.  
 
    Instantly, I stiffen; from embarrassment and also a flash of desire. Coulter was… had been… just thinking of him makes my whole body flush. I try to pull away, but he doesn’t let go. “Hang on a sec,” he says with a chuckle. “You’re not escaping that fast.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I ask into the fabric of his shirt, trying not to breathe in his scent like it’s my last gulp of air. “Here, where I live?” 
 
    “I moved here.” He shifts his arms so I’m able to look at him, but makes no move to release me. Instead we stand in the middle of the aisle, like we’re frozen mid-dance. “It’s been a few months, but I’ve been too busy to see much of the town. I opened a club. Fantasies.” I let out a gasp at the name. “You’ve heard of it.” 
 
    “I was there a couple of weeks ago,” I tell him with amazement. 
 
    “That was you!” His smile widens with delight. “I saw a glimpse of the hair, the…” He grins even more. “I guess that’s why you’ve been on my mind. I should have come to check it out. To check you out. If that would have been okay?” 
 
    “I think you like it dirty. You look like such a good girl, with the hair and those eyes, but this…this body tells me you like it rough.” 
 
    My whole body warms with memory of Coulter’s words, what he had done to me. If I had seen him that night, what might have happened? 
 
    And then I remember Peter; his hands all over me, of me all over Peter… No doubt Coulter would have appeared at just the wrong moment.  
 
    “That was me,” I confirm, my voice huskier than usual. “It would have been nice to see you…to say hello.” I glance up at him under my lashes, barely able to look at him. 
 
    Because if the memory of Coulter is sending these thoughts spiraling through me, then what would it be like if he were to touch me again? Touch me like that. 
 
    “It’s so good to see you.” His arms tighten again before he lets go, standing close beside me. “I didn’t think I’d ever see you again.”  
 
    I need to taste you now. 
 
    Images crowd into my brain, making it difficult to speak, to even think straight. How can I be so turned on by only a hug? 
 
    “Yes…I mean, I didn’t think I’d see you again either.” 
 
    “I wasn’t sure if you had plans to come back to Morena’s.” He leans on my cart as casual as if we’re talking about the weather. “I kept checking with her, see if you booked another weekend.” 
 
    He checked? “No,” I say quickly, before my nerve is muddled by his closeness. “Jasper—my husband—he’s away.” 
 
    “Ah.” 
 
    “For work. In Latvia.” 
 
    “Left you behind, all by your lonesome?” 
 
    “Things are…fluid,” I stammer. “Open. We decided on openness, while he’s away.” 
 
    Coulter’s smile fades. “Is that so?” 
 
    “It is. That’s what we decided on.” 
 
    “I think that’s an excellent decision,” he says, his smile widening. “I have no idea where Latvia is, but I bet it’s a very long way.” He peers over my shoulder to my cart. “You almost finished? Why don’t I show you the club?” 
 
    “I was just there,” I say weakly. 
 
    “No, you were in the public club. I’ve got another space that you’re going to love. Let’s get you checked out and out of here.” 
 
    Right then, I would have agreed to anything Coulter wants.    
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    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Coulter helps pack my groceries into my car and tells me to follow him to Fantasies. I don’t think twice about the milk and frozen dinner amongst my bag of groceries—it’s like Coulter is a beacon pulling me in from a storm. 
 
    Or maybe he’s creating the storm, because my thoughts are certainly swirling like a twister in a Kansas cornfield.  
 
    Coulter is here, right in the car in front of me. And we’re—  
 
    We’re nothing. Just because we had sex once—  
 
    Twice.  
 
    —does not mean we’re going to do it again. I ticked making out in a nightclub off my list, so I don’t need to do it again. 
 
    But Coulter. Is here. 
 
    The tingling that began when I first saw him finally settles between my legs in a dull, throbbing need. I can pretend all I want; that I’m not thrilled to see him, that I haven’t been thinking of him constantly since Morena’s, but there’s no fooling what my body feels. 
 
    I want him. 
 
    It’s simple, and it’s visceral, and it’s real. 
 
    I follow Coulter through an alley behind the club and park beside him. Before I get out of the car, I check my reflection in the rearview mirror. Blue eyes stare back—eyes wide, pupils dilated, and I can’t stop licking my top lip, like a lizard’s tongue checking his surroundings.  
 
    I don’t need a stethoscope to tell my heart is racing. 
 
    Running my hands over my head, I fight the urge to take my hair out of the ponytail. At least I used makeup this morning; a little mascara, a little eyeliner, my lip gloss bitten off during the ride here. And in a surge of positivity, I’d shaved my legs this morning. 
 
    I look acceptable. What now? 
 
    I look over at the tapping on the window to see Coulter with an amused smile. “Everything okay?” he mouths.  
 
    Flushing slightly, I open the door. “Fine,” I stammer. “I just—I’m fine.” 
 
    “I’d say you’re a lot better than fine.” Coulter takes my hand to help me out of the car, and even that simple touch starts everything racing at a faster clip.  
 
    Once I lock the car, Coulter tugs me along around the side of the building. “This is the private entrance,” he says as he unlocks a black door. “The space is so big that we made a second club.” 
 
    “I knew it was bigger on the outside.” 
 
    The hallway is long and dark, and Coulter takes my hand again as the door shuts behind us. For a moment, a rush of wariness splashes over me like a bucket of cold water. I push it away. 
 
    This is Coulter. I let him spank me. There’s no way he would hurt me. 
 
    Unless I want him to.  
 
    I step into a dimly lit room, full of comfy looking couches and chairs, painted red walls with dark gold sconces counting the spaces between mirrors. There are a few tables pushed into the corners. It’s so different from the sparseness of the club that it’s like I’ve stepped into another building. “What is this place?” I ask. 
 
    “There are eight rooms upstairs, all soundproof, all with various… furniture,” he explains, motioning to a staircase across the room. “The playrooms are on the third floor. It’s not finished yet, but we’re not opening for another three weeks.” 
 
    “Playrooms?” 
 
    Coulter grins mischievously and another wave of wariness splashes over me. Only this time it comes with a thumping throb between my legs.  
 
    I remember that look.  
 
    “Let’s go check it out.” Coulter doesn’t wait for my response before he leads me across the room to a staircase hidden behind a thick curtain. I follow him up, trying not to stare at his behind, trying not to think about what it looked like naked.  
 
    What the rest of him looked like.  
 
    At the top, I find another hallway, this one with doors leading off. Coulter heads for the farthest one, and with another of his grins, opens it for me.  
 
    “What is this place?” I ask again, this time through a suddenly dry throat. Coulter disappears into the darkness and turns on a light so I can see— 
 
    Like downstairs, the room is red, but that’s the only similarity. A sturdy-looking table takes up the middle of the room, with a vast bed against the wall. No windows and the walls are bare except for a row of hooks. Hanging from one of them is— 
 
    It takes two swallows to find the words. “Is that a whip?” 
 
    “It’s the real Fantasies club.” Coulter spreads his arms with a proud smile. “A private club for those whose tastes run a little out of the norm. This is one of the BDSM playrooms,” he says, the excitement in his voice growing.  
 
    It explains why this room looks a lot like the red room of pain in the Fifty Shades of Grey books.  
 
    “You can book this for the hour, or for the entire night,” Coulter continues. “Once I get the staffing finished, we’ll open it in the daytime. You bring your own toys, but this will be a private space, perfectly soundproof. A place for people to play.” 
 
    “You opened a sex club?” 
 
    Coulter shrugs. “Sex… swingers… whatever you’re into. Or whatever you’d like to try out. You know as well as I do as that sort of lifestyle is growing all the time. This is for those who have the private parties, the ones who go to Morena’s for the weekend. What do you think?” 
 
    Stepping into the room on nervous toes, I brush my fingers along the table. What would it be like to come here with Jasper? It would make finding partners so easy, so… fair. We could come together, each meet someone, play, and go home together. Just like Tia’s parties, only with more people.  
 
    A place for swingers. Maybe they could come here too. Mahak… Tia… 
 
    I turn in the center of the room, my breath coming in excited huffs. Excitement for what this place could be—later when it opened to the public, and now… 
 
    Private.  
 
    Only Coulter and I are here. 
 
    “It’s a good idea,” I say breathlessly. 
 
    “Really? You really think so?” 
 
    “I really do.” 
 
    “Would you want to come here? Is that something you and your husband…?” Coulter’s words trail off as I hoist myself on to the table.  
 
    “My husband isn’t here,” I say, my voice shaking slightly. “And I’d like to come very much.” 
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    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    “Would you now?” Coulter moves with the grace of an ice dancer to stand before me and rests his hands on my knees. My legs dangle off the table, and Coulter slowly opens and closes them, his fingers grazing the inside of my inner thighs. “Did you miss me?” 
 
    “I still think of you,” I whisper. “I remember it all.” 
 
    “I hoped you would.” That grin. “I tried to make it memorable.” 
 
    His hands slide under my skirt as he pushes my legs apart enough to stand between them. My hands clutch the sides of the table and I fight to unclench them, each finger releasing one at a time. 
 
    I want to touch Coulter, to make him shiver, to tremble, to clutch at something, to stop his heart from jumping out of his chest. I want him to be affected by my touch, like I’m reeling from his. 
 
    But as Coulter slides his hands further under my skirt, I think maybe I’m fine with him setting the pace. 
 
    This time.  
 
    “You look so very pretty sitting on that table like that,” Coulter growls, scraping his nails against my outer thighs. “Pretty and prim. Proper. But we both know that you’re not prim and proper, don’t we?”  
 
    I inhale a shaky breath. 
 
    “Don’t we?” Coulter repeats, tucking one of his hands under my buttock, so close to where he spanked me. “Have you turned into a prim little mouse?” 
 
    “No,” I whisper. 
 
    “Good. You like to be a bad girl, don’t you sweet Gemma? I like girls like that. I like that you’re like that.”  
 
    Heat flames from my core, and I want to spread my legs even further and press Coulter between them.  
 
    I want to be the bad girl he likes—I want to demand, and touch, and take. I want to do all the things that I read in the books right now. With Coulter. 
 
    “What do you want, Gemma?” I’m mesmerized by Coulter’s mouth, the way he says my name in a drawling growl that reaches into me and tugs. I wretch my gaze away from his lips, lips I want to —  
 
    “Kiss me,” I breathe. 
 
    “Oh, I’m going to kiss you.” Eyes blazing like blue diamonds, he pulls his hands out from under my skirt. “You have no idea of the ways I’m going to kiss you.” 
 
    And then he pushes me onto my back on the table. 
 
    Am I really doing this? Like this—here? The moments of hesitation slow things enough that I’m not grabbing, not begging—not right away. Because Coulter has had a place in my fantasies for months now, and the reality standing before me is even better.  
 
    I laugh breathlessly as he pushes up my skirt, pooling around my waist, pulls off my lacy panties. But my laughter fades as he starts a path of searing kisses from my knee to my upper thigh, each a seduction on its own.  
 
    His hands touch and smooth and lead the way for dancing fingers. By the time Coulter reaches the apex of my legs, my body as tense as a live wire.  
 
    Who knew a tongue trailed along the back of my leg could produce a jolt of desire strong enough to have me arching off the table? Or tiny bites on my soft inner thigh make me whimper like a cat caught in the rain. And when he discovers the freckle on my hip and presses his mouth to it, open and searching, I finally reach for him with a moan of frustration. 
 
    “You ready for it?” Coulter lifts his head, only inches from the source of desire. When he drops a chaste kiss on my mound, I want to cry out with need and want and need. 
 
    I need him to finish what he started. What I started. 
 
    I started this. 
 
    “Yes,” I gasp, fingers reaching hesitantly despite the yawning, demanding need opened within me.  
 
    “I think you’ve been ready for a while.” Coulter chuckles. “I only got a taste of you at Morena’s, didn’t I? There’s so much more behind that innocent face that no one sees. You’re a closed book. I can’t wait to open you up.” 
 
    Throwing one of my legs over his shoulder, Coulter pulls me to the very edge of the table. “Look at you like this. Like a feast.” I can barely focus on his face as his fingers tap impatiently at the edge of everything. “You know the rules?” 
 
    “There are rules?” I pant, not wanting to hear anything but the sound of his mouth on me.  
 
    “Only that there are no rules.” He laughs. “But I do want to hear you. What you like, what you don’t like. I like hearing you enjoy yourself. That’s what I like. Remember?” 
 
    “I want to hear you,” he’d said. I had been naked on the bed, on all fours, and desperate for him to continue.  
 
    I would have agreed to anything then. This time—even more. 
 
    I nod, my gaze never leaving his hungry eyes. “Please.” 
 
    With a last smile, Coulter bends his head. “Because you’ve asked nicely.” 
 
    There’s nothing nice about his touch. Or anything gentle or hesitant—Coulter plunges in like he’s a pirate looking for treasure. And I’m ready to be plundered.  
 
    A long lap of my cleft, diving deep within me to stake his claim. Flicks of my nub that make my legs shake and cry out for more. Unhurried, but with a pace that has me reaching for a release instead of lying back to savor his touch. 
 
    I’ll savor next time.  
 
    A cry breaks out of my soft moans as his mouth surrounded my nub. “I like that,” I gasp breathlessly as he sucks and licks, licks and sucks.  
 
    Coulter hums a response, the vibration eliciting a deeper moan.   
 
    His mouth…. oh, his mouth. Hot and wet and exploring every inch of me, his tongue is a sword used only for pleasure. And his fingers dancing between my legs, inside me—probing, plunging—pleasuring.  
 
    His other hand, though…  
 
    Coulter pushes up the fabric of my shirt to bare my stomach, puckering with goosebumps in the cool air. His hand rakes over my skin, searching under for my breast, tight and tingling for his touch. But it’s not a gentle touch—he squeezes, pinches my nipple and I gasp at the sharp pain, quickly appeased at the soft stroking, the non-stop pleasure of his mouth. 
 
    I to my best to give Coulter what he wants too. Once I tell him what I like—his fingers thrusting, the slow, the teasing lapping of his tongue—it’s like a flood opens up within me.  
 
    “Don’t stop!” 
 
    “More… there. Like that.”  
 
    “Please! Don’t stop, keep… please!” 
 
    I don’t hold back with my cries. My world focuses on his mouth; the constant suction that brings me ever closer, the lashes of his sword-like tongue, his fingers pulsing inside me.  
 
    At the waves of sensation building, reaching for them as they threaten, tease, and taunt me. Until, finally— 
 
    “I’m coming,” I gasp. Coulter finds my nub again, circling with his tongue before taking me in his mouth, his finger moving in time as I thrust my hips, my orgasm on the brink, leaving me poised in a tableau of pleasure. Coulter is a man possessed—licking and sucking and fucking me with his fingers as I come hard, only to start the climb back up again.  
 
    It’s like nothing I’ve ever experienced. Jasper, Mahak… I barely remember names as Coulter takes me higher, his mouth a drug I can’t get enough of. The hardness of the table disappears, only the softness of Coulter’s hair as I tighten my fingers to take more. There’s only need and want and desire.   
 
    As the third climax crests, the scrape of the door opening distracts me. “Coul—oh,” a voice says. “What do we have here?” 
 
    I drag my gaze up and over to the door like I’m looking through fog and start at the sight of a man standing there, a bemused smile on his handsome face. Still gasping from whatever Coulter is doing, I rise up, trying to wriggle away from Coulter’s ministrations.   
 
    “Dude,” Coulter growls, hands gripping my legs.  
 
    “Really sorry to interrupt, but I heard noises. Guess that was you.” Perfectly at ease, he strolls over to the table as if we were having a conversation and not caught in the middle of a very intimate act. “Want to introduce me to your friend?” 
 
    I only see dark hair and a smile as white as Coulter’s, as Coulter picks me off the table and sets me on shaky legs. “You can come introduce yourself to her, if that’s okay with her. Gemma?” He bends me over the table and gives my bottom a little slap. The slight sting brings a throb between my legs and I bite my lip with anticipation, knowing more is coming. “You okay if Marcus joins in?” 
 
    “Yes,” I gasp, halfway there and eager for more. More of Coulter, more of Marcus… 
 
    More of everything.  
 
    “Can’t say no to that,” Marcus says, unbuckling his jeans. “Normally, I’d let you finish, but I haven’t seen anything as hot as that little scene in a while. And since it’s been a while…” 
 
    The rip of a foil wrapper distracts me, and I glance over my shoulder to see Coulter roll a condom on his cock.  
 
    His cock juts out like he wants to say hello. 
 
    “Hi,” I whisper under my breath. 
 
    “Is this okay?” A flash of concern crosses Coulter’s face and any nerves I may have immediately settle.  
 
    I nod. I’m really doing this. 
 
    “Let’s play,” Marcus says.  
 
    Coulter runs a lazy finger along my cleft and nudges his cock against my opening. Slowly, he pushes in before pulling out; in and out with measured, unhurried strokes that do nothing but make me groan with frustration.  
 
    “Don’t like that, do you?” I hear the grin on Coulter’s face. “Tell me how you want it, gorgeous Gemma, because I’m here to do whatever you like.” 
 
    “Hard.” I don’t recognize the harshness of my voice, how fierce I sound. But I’ve backed away from the cusp and I want to get back there, so someone needs to fuck me hard.  
 
    Right now. 
 
    “Fuck me hard,” I say, in case Coulter has trouble understanding. 
 
    Coulter thrusts hard, jerking me forward to bang against the table. “With pleasure.”  
 
    “Oh, pretty lady, bring that dirty mouth right over here.” When I turn my head, Marcus is there with his cock thick and ready; at the sight of his throbbing hardness, I want him in my mouth as much as I want to keep Coulter inside me. 
 
    I want them both.  
 
    Gripping Marcus, I take him deep with no plan or finesse. This isn’t a normal act for me; Jasper loves me going down on him, but he prefers sex to a blow job. I’ve used it as foreplay, but sucking cock is yet another thing I lack experience with.  
 
    Marcus doesn’t seem to mind. “That’s the way,” he mutters, stroking my head. “You were made to be fucked like this.” 
 
    Six weeks ago I could barely say the word; now it’s all I want to do. I want Coulter to fuck me; I want this stranger to fuck my mouth.  
 
    I want to be fucked. 
 
    “Oh, that’s good.” Marcus sighs as my teeth scrape against his cock. He grips a fistful of my hair in one hand, reaching down my shirt to cup a breast in the other.  
 
    “So good,” Coulter says, his fingers biting into my hips as he thrusts into me. I rise onto my tiptoes, my legs spread to take more of him as much as I can. 
 
    I want to take both of them. 
 
    I want him to spank me. I want him to slap me… 
 
    “Do you like that?” Coulter asks. “Do you like both of us at once?” I bob my head as his hand cracks against my bare skin. I moan. “I can’t hear you.” 
 
    “Yes!” The word is garbled from the cock in my mouth. 
 
    “Good, because you know I like to hear you… fuck,” he groans. “This won’t take long.” 
 
    “She’s got a mouth on her—shit, honey, don’t stop!” Still rolling my nipple between his thumb and finger, Marcus reaches an eager hand between my legs. “Let me help, because this is going to be quick.” 
 
    “Embarrassingly quick.” Coulter barks a laugh, his thrusts coming harder. “Come for us, Gemma. I don’t want to leave you hanging.” He spanks me again, like he’s egging on a reluctant horse.  
 
    I don’t need to be egged on; I ache for the release that is barreling through me like a freight train. It’s there, just out of reach, but Marcus’ fingers help and Coulter thrusts deep and— 
 
    So close. I cry out, my moans muffled by the cock.  
 
    “I can’t hear you,” Coulter grunts with another slap, pushing me closer.  
 
    And then it crashes over me, waves of pleasure trying to drown me. I tense, I tighten, hanging on to anything I can, tasting the saltiness, hearing Coulter’s animalistic groan. 
 
    “Jesus Christ,” Marcus says with a shaky laugh as I release him. “That was something else.” 
 
    Coulter helps me stand, wrapping his arms around me from behind. “Gemma is something else. I’m so glad we opened here.” 
 
    “Me too,” I say, my voice as shaky as my legs. Three times; three toe-curling orgasms.  
 
    I can’t wait to do it again. 
 
    “Should we finish the tour?” Coulter laughs as his friend hands me the underwear Coulter threw across the room. I expect to feel embarrassment, or at least self-conscious as pull on my skirt, but all I feel is satisfaction. And proud. “Marcus, want to join us as I show Gemma what else we’ve got here?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Marcus says, tucking an arm around my shoulders.  
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    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    “I did it.” 
 
    As soon as I’m home, after Coulter and Marcus finish the tour with tight hugs and an invitation from Coulter to stop by the next day, I FaceTime my husband. 
 
    For once, I don’t check the time difference or wonder if I’m interrupting anything. I just call because I need to talk to him. 
 
    “Gemma?” Jasper’s expression is one of concern and confusion, and I don’t recognize the room behind him. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “Where are you?” I ask with a moment of clarity because I don’t want to start my confession if he’s with others.  
 
    “In my office. I’m at work. It’s five thirty and I’m trying to get of here. Gemma, what’s wrong?” 
 
    “I have something to tell you.” 
 
    “Can it—oh?” I know him well enough to read every expression that crosses his face. Resignation and excitement, maybe a flash of jealousy. Love. “Let me shut the door.” He leaves his phone face up on his desk, so I’m staring at the ceiling as I compose what I want to say.  
 
    “So what happened?” Jasper demands when he’s back at his desk. 
 
    “I had sex with a man,” I blurt. “Two men.” 
 
    The gleam in my husband’s eyes is new and one I don’t recognize, but I think I know what it means. “Tell me everything.”  
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    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    A few days later, I’m back at Fantasies. 
 
    I find Coulter hunched over a desk in an office cramped with cases of top shelf vodka and boxes of black fitted sheets. 
 
    “What is all this?” I poke a heap of black fabric spilling out of a box.  
 
    Even though he invited, insisted I come, there’s still a hesitancy as I hover at the door. Regardless of the intimacies shared yesterday, and what Coulter will undoubtedly do to me today, I’m still unsure.  
 
    It’s as if the two sides of myself are battling—the good girl from my youth, who hugged her virginity like a favourite toy and thought sex was shameful, and the woman who had her first ménage à trois yesterday and came back for more. 
 
    Maybe just Coulter today.  
 
    “Well, we have quite a few beds upstairs and they need covering.” Coulter smiles but purple smudges shadow his blue eyes. “Sheets. I need to find a place for them.” His smile turns rueful. “It’s on the to-do list.” 
 
    “You have a lot of do before you open.” I back towards the door. “I should let you work.” 
 
    “You’re not going anywhere,” Coulter says firmly. “You’re my reward for finishing this website. But alas, it’s not as easy as I hoped.” 
 
    “Let me see what you’re working on.” I push my way behind the desk and lean over his shoulder.  
 
      
 
    Fantasies Adult Club. 
 
    Where your fantasies will come true. 
 
      
 
    The designer used a bold color palette and a lot of gold. Maybe too much gold. The font is a cursive I don’t recognize and makes it difficult to read.  
 
    “What do you think?” he asks with a wary expression.  
 
    “Did you put this together?” I ask instead of answering. 
 
    “We had a graphic designer, but Marcus slept with her and she got upset and quit. It’s my job to finish, but as you can see—” He gives a half-smile and a shrug that tugs on my heart. “Graphic design isn’t my forte.” 
 
    “It is mine.” The words pop out before I can catch them. “I mean, I’ve designed a few websites before.” 
 
    “Like what?” Coulter opens a browser and glances over his shoulder at me. 
 
    “Well… InfoWorldMap.” He types in the name and it pops up. Not much has changed since I sold it; a few color changes and my name is no longer attached, but it’s still the same world map and snippets of history.  
 
    “You did this? You’re a designer?” 
 
    “Well, not exactly. I know computers and coding, and I know design and geography and history and it all came together.” The hesitancy has left my voice. I may not have a wealth of experience when it comes to sex, but I do know my way around computers. And programs. And creating websites. 
 
    “Will you help me?”  
 
    I smile slyly at the pleading note in Coulter’s voice. “Are you… begging?” 
 
    “I am begging and pleading and I promise to worship your body in so many ways if you’ll help me finish this website.” Coulter clasps his hands together under his chin. “Please?” 
 
    “So many ways?” I repeat, and Coulter pulls me down onto his lap. 
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    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    I never expected book club would be more about my sex life rather than the dirty scenes in the books. The others sit in hushed silence as I recount the last two weeks since I became reacquainted with Coulter: of the threesome with Coulter and Marcus; of sex with Coulter in one of the bedrooms of the club; the quickie against his desk as I finish the design for Fantasies website; the hours spent sprawled on the stairs of the club one morning.  
 
    I told Jasper everything. He gave me his blessing and told me to have fun. He says he likes hearing the details.     
 
    But of all the acts I’ve done with Coulter, the most satisfying has to be the job offer.  
 
    “I’m going to hire you,” Coulter said a few days after I fixed his site. “Name your price?” 
 
    “To do what? What can I do here?” 
 
    “We’ll call it an assistant, but it’s really to keep me sane. You can be my right-hand woman. And then—” He gathered me close. “I won’t have to use my right hand so much.” 
 
    “I can’t work with you and… you know.”  
 
    “Really?” Coulter looked perplexed.  
 
    “Really,” I said. “I don’t think it’s appropriate.” 
 
    “A lot of things aren’t appropriate but that doesn’t mean we can’t have fun doing them.” 
 
    “Coulter… no. I can’t do both.” 
 
    “You’re no fun.” Coulter pouted. “That’s a tough one because I really want this.” He slapped his hands on my hips and gives a shake. “But I really think I need this.” And he kisses my forehead. 
 
    “So I’m working for them,” I proudly tell the others. “They gave me a job.” 
 
    “And this is Coulter?” Emmy asks in a strangled voice. It’s the first time she’s spoken since we sat down. Callie and Nia, and even Malcolm, have questions, comments—Callie even gave me a high five at one point. But Emmy sat quietly, listening with eye wide. “That’s what his name is?” 
 
    “Coulter, yes. I met him at the swinger resort a few months ago. Morena’s.” 
 
    “And Jed?” 
 
    “No, his friend is Marcus.” Marcus hadn’t joined Coulter and I again, but I’ve spent time in his office and Coulter’s, learning my new duties, which don’t involve having sex with either of them. 
 
    I had been torn between the two, but I’d decided having a job is more satisfying. And it’s not like I’m never going to have sex again.  
 
    Just not with Coulter. While I’m working for him.  
 
    “Coulter… blond hair? Looks a little like Brad Pitt?” Emmy asks. 
 
    “How did you know?” I glance at Callie, the only other person to have visited the resort, surprised to see her face leach color. “Have you gone?” 
 
    “I met Morena and Jed when I was in Mexico earlier this year,” Emmy says in a miserable voice. “Remember? And I met Coulter, because he was there to see them. And I—and we—” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Nia whispers, and my stomach drops. “Both of you? The same guy?”   
 
    “It’s not just Coulter,” Callie says, her joie de vivre vanishing, leaving her as pale and colorless as a heap of new snow. “If Marcus is who I think he is, I know him. In the biblical sense.” 
 
    “I—” I turn to Callie, to Emmy, both with an accusing look in their eyes. “I didn’t know!” 
 
    “How could you?” Nia asks. “You wanted more experience. How could you know it would be with men who these guys already knew?” 
 
    Callie’s soft, “Jesus,” breaks the quiet of the room.  
 
    “Small world for swingers,” Malcolm says.  
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    Epilogue 
 
      
 
      
 
    Emmy 
 
      
 
      
 
    The early evening light has vanished as I come out of the grocery store. The cars in the parking lot have thinned out since I entered. I hadn’t gone shopping in more the two weeks and the boys had been complaining for days. I took advantage of Josh’s baseball practice, coinciding with Adam’s hockey practice, to run to the store. 
 
    I would have rather stayed home and enjoyed the quiet, maybe start on this month’s book, but motherhood calls. The boys come first. 
 
    I see the car parked at the far reach of the parking lot and frown. It looks like Gemma’s car. 
 
    Why would Gemma be here now? She shops early; from what I know of her, I can tell she likes her routine.  
 
    Her routine that now includes having sex with Coulter. 
 
    It shouldn’t bother me; what happened with Coulter in Playa del Carmen had been a onetime thing. He might not even remember my name, let alone know my last name, so I shouldn’t feel slighted he hasn’t reached out. How would he know I live here? 
 
    But it does bother me. I do feel slighted. 
 
    And although I know I shouldn’t, I can help the rise of envy towards Gemma. I should be proud of her, not jealous. I’m her friend, and friends should share. 
 
    Even men? I’m not sure about that. Gemma may have an open mind about the swinger lifestyle, but I’m not sure I do.  
 
    It’s our friendship that leads me to push my cart towards her car, just to see if she’s okay. The closer I get, I notice the windows seem cloudy, steamy, like a hot shower. And when I’m about three feet away, I hear a noise coming from the car.  
 
    A hand slaps against the window, reminiscent of the sex scene in Titanic, which I watched last weekend. 
 
    But this isn’t Rose and Jack. It’s Gemma. Gemma and… 
 
    Crouched over my cart like I’m hiding myself, I wheel it close enough to see the shapes of two people in the front passenger seat. 
 
    I think Gemma’s okay.  
 
    And a last look tells me that the man has brown hair, so I know it’s not Coulter. Not that it matters. 
 
    I walk away, feeling just a little bit better.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Emmy is next! 
 
      
 
    Get ready for Emmy,  
 
    the second book in the  
 
    Fantasies Book Club  
 
    series 
 
      
 
    Keep reading for a sneak peek!  
 
    

  

 OceanofPDF.com


   
    I’d love to hear what you think of my new Fantasies Book Club series!  
 
      
 
    GEMMA  
 
      
 
      
 
    Please leave a review and make me one happy author!  
 
      
 
    And find out more about Gemma’s past and her visit to Morena’s in  
 
    No Vacancy 
 
    Part of the Adults Only series 
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    Want more?  
 
    Join my mailing list!  
 
     
 
    If you liked Gemma, then I can’t wait until you try some of my other books! 
 
      
 
    The best way to get to know me and my books is to sign up for my mailing list. I’ll kept you up-to-date with new releases, sales and fun events; for me and other authors. Maybe you’ll find your next favourite author.  
 
    Maybe it will be me! 
 
      
 
    Sign up now and get a free book! 
 
    PEEK-A-BOO! 
 
      
 
    [image: Peek a boo (2).jpg]Three sexy stories from the author of Touch and Husbands and Wives

Checking on an overnight guest brings new excitement to Hettie and Jay’s marriage in A New Friend.
Lexa takes flirting with the construction workers to the next level in The Work Crew.
And in The Wet One, co-written by Anna Ellis and Holly Kerr, Liam has no idea he’s Aubrey’s office crush - or does he? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Sign-up and get to know me! 
 
    Here. 
 
      
 
    www.annaellis.ca 
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    Ready for more Fantasies Book Club? 
 
    Read Chapter One of 
 
    Emmy now!  
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    Fantasies Book Club  
 
      
 
    Emmy 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
      
 
    I’m late. Again. 
 
    This time I blame Brash, Bald and Brawny for my excessive lateness. Since we started Fantasies Book Club, I’ve lost track of how many times I’ve been late for something because I lost track of time reading. 
 
    I guess that’s the sign of a good book.  
 
    Brash isn’t one of the book club required reading, but Nia had suggested it at the last meeting. “I didn’t know I’d be into bikers, but this guy…” she waved her e-reader like a fan. “Wow.” 
 
    “Bikers, huh?” Along with the swingers, soulmates and sex guides that have made up my reading list for the past few months, I’ve also dipped my toe into billionaires, sex clubs and shapeshifters.  
 
    People can use anyone or anything to write a good sex scene.  
 
    But now my e-reader lies on my bed, the dark screen a reminder for me to charge it if I want to read about more bald bikers before I go to bed. 
 
    For the tiniest moment, I consider there might be something else I’d prefer to do before sleeping, and then I laugh and laugh. 
 
    Just because I’m going out tonight like a regular single woman doesn’t mean I’m going to be coming home with someone. 
 
    Besides—boys. 
 
    When I finish with the abbreviated hair and makeup and head out to the living to give the last-minute instructions to the boys, Josh looks away from his video game with concern on his face. “You look good, Mom. But you’re going to put some pants on, aren’t you?” 
 
    I’m completely ready for a night out on the town except for the over-sized flannel boxer shorts I haven’t changed out of.  
 
    “Yes, I will put on my jeans,” I say patiently, scooping up the plates strewn across the coffee table and pulling the empty pizza from under the couch. “I wouldn’t want to embarrass you if you heard about that your mother is running around half dressed.” 
 
    “You’re going out with your book club,” Adam scoffs, his focus still on the fighting zombies on the screen. “How much fun will that be?” 
 
    “More than you know,” I retort, used to the teasing from my boys, on everything from my constant ponytail, my lack of technological know-how, and my need to make homemade mac’ n cheese at least once a week. “Not that you know anything, because what happens in book club, stays in book club.” 
 
    The boys laugh, but Derek, the neighbour’s son from across the street, looks up with a nervous gaze. Derek is eighteen and spends more time playing video games in his basement than socializing with people his own age, which makes him the perfect babysitter for the boys. He’s a nice boy, but always looks at me like he’s doing something wrong. 
 
    Not that Josh and Adam really need a babysitter; at fifteen, my sons are perfectly capable of being at home alone, but no one complains when I ask Derek to stay with them for a few hours, so I keep doing it. 
 
    Not that I leave them often. It’s not that I’m worried about what they’d get up to on their own—okay, what mother wouldn’t be—but there aren’t a lot of reasons for me to go out without them.  
 
    The last time I’ve gone anywhere without them was the weeklong Mexico trip with Matt and his friends, and look how that turned out. 
 
    But I’m not thinking about Mexico tonight. Or Matt.  
 
    “Be good.” Instructions given, I tousle Josh’s fair hair as I head back to my bedroom to pull on my jeans. As I look at my reflection in the mirror, I fight the urge to ask the boys if I look too young. Not that they would know—not that I look young. I look my age, thirty-six, but with a few extra worry lines thanks to my ex-husband.  
 
    The problem is that I’m not sure if what I’m wearing is too young. High-waisted Mom jeans—I hate the name of them—fashionably distressed with holes at the knees. Callie said they were fine, but what happens if I show up to this place and Callie looks gorgeously sexy and I look like I’m trying to regain my high school years? 
 
    I don’t want to think of high school either.  
 
    Back in the kitchen, I set my empty wineglass on the counter. Yes, I need liquid courage tonight, so I had one—okay, two—glasses while I was flat ironing my hair. But my Uber is only three minutes away, and this feels like it’s more than a wine moment.  
 
    Only by standing on my tip-toes can I reach the top cupboard where I’ve hidden the bottle of tequila I brought home from Mexico. Shot glass? Of course not. With a glance into the living room to make sure the boys can’t see me, I swig from the bottle. 
 
    Fiery flames explode in my stomach, so I take another mouthful to extinguish them. And then a third, just because.  
 
    “Car’s here, Mom,” Josh calls, just as my phone signals the driver’s arrival. 
 
    “Okay, I’m—okay.” I put the bottle back because while I trust my boys, leaving an open bottle of tequila on the counter is only asking for trouble. “Be good,” I say in a rush as I head for the front door. “Love you both, and thanks for hanging with them, Derek. 
 
    “Don’t talk to strangers, Mom!” I hear Adam’s laugh, Josh’s murmured reply.  
 
    How am I supposed to meet anyone if they don’t want me to talk to someone I don’t know? Or is that the point?  
 
    Do my boys not want me to meet anyone? 
 
    The seeds of doubt I felt about this night sprout into full-fledged weeds as I glance at the framed picture of the three of us hanging by the door. Both boys share my fair colouring, but they have their father’s height. And Adam has the same expression as Ed when he’s annoyed. Other than that, Ed is no longer a part of our lives. 
 
    I thought they were fine with this—as fine as teenage boys can be without contact with their father, other than a cheque for Christmas that arrives in January. Maybe I’m wrong. 
 
    Maybe I’m making too much out of a simple comment, which is the exact same thing I say to them when they go out. 
 
    It would be nice if I was excited about this evening rather than scared poopless. During the Uber ride to meet the others, I sit awkward and silent in the backseat, wishing I’d brought my earbuds. A little music would help; calm me down more than the tequila, which now sits in a puddle in the depths of my stomach.    
 
    After all the rushing, I’m the first one at the club.  
 
    At least I hope I am. As I stare at the line snaking along the building looking for the others, my stomach does a cannonball when I don’t see them. It’s possible that I’m late, or got the time wrong, and they gave up waiting for me and have already gone inside.  
 
    I can’t be in the wrong place; there is only one nightclub in our part of town. Fantasies. Callie thought the name was a sign that our book club should have an outing. She called it a field trip, and I’d been all for it when she suggested it, thinking of loud music and dancing.  
 
    “It’s one thing to be reading all about these sexy shenanigans,” she said at the last meeting, waving the copy of Watch Me Now. “We need some adventures of our own.” 
 
    As I walk to the end of the line snaking down the side of building, I begin to reconsider.  
 
    “Emmy!”  
 
    I whirl around at the sound of my name to see Malcolm eating up the sidewalk with his long strides. My eyes widen at the sight of him in slim-cut black pants and shirt folded at the cuffs. He’s left off his glasses and looks like he used product in his normally tousled hair.  
 
    Malcolm is—wow. 
 
    Because he’s the only man in the book club, I dismiss him as harmless and safe; bookish and smart, and willing to coach me with the latest video games. I’m also used to seeing him wearing his usual button-down or T-shirt neatly tucked into his jeans.  
 
    Safe and attractive in a slightly geeky way. 
 
    “You look good,” I exclaim when he reaches my side. “Not that you don’t normally look good, but—” 
 
    “Thanks,” he says, cheeks slightly pink. “Dress-up clothes will do that. You look amazing,” he adds. “I’d never think you had two teenager kids.” 
 
    “Do you think it’s too young?” I pluck at my black bodysuit. 
 
    “No, never. You look great. We the first ones here?” 
 
    “Unless they’ve already gone in.” I laugh nervously and Malcolm smiles sympathetically.  
 
    “They’ll be along any minute now,” he assures me. 
 
    We make small talk as we wait, the line proceeding at a snail’s pace along the sidewalk. I like Malcolm; I’m happy that he joined book club, but he’s still a man. Unfortunately, with my history, it’s always been hard for me to relax around the opposite sex. It’s easier with the others; Callie can make anyone relax, and Gemma and Nia act as buffers for me not to get weird with Malcolm.  
 
    It’s been a while since I’ve been alone with a man.  
 
    Maybe I should have had more to drink tonight. 
 
    I breathe a sigh of relief as Callie and Nia join us a few minutes later. “I never expected this long of a line,” Callie announces as we creep along. “It’s still early.” 
 
    “This is the time when the grown-ups are allowed to go out,” Malcolm says with an easy smile. “The young uns’ don’t like to play with us.” 
 
    “I could teach the young uns’ a thing or two.” Callie winks at me. Every time I’m around her, I want to be more like Callie. She’s fearless with her confidence, and fabulous-looking in black pants and a crimson shirt that shows off her curves.  
 
    I look like a twelve-year-old boy standing next to her, my breasts practically non-existent from the way the bodysuit flattens my chest. I should have worn something else. Anything else. Something sparkly and dressy and— 
 
    “I wish I had the body to wear that,” Nia groans. I look around before realizing she’s referring to me.   
 
    “This?” I pluck at the material with an uneasy smile.  
 
    “And those jeans. Obviously, having kids didn’t affect you like it did the rest of us.” Nia taps her slightly generous hip with a grimace.  
 
    “Oh, but you look great,” I quickly tell her.  
 
    “We all look fabulous, and we all hate you for being so slender,” Callie says. “But there’s no sense groaning about it. Now, look, there’s Gemma, so hopefully this line will start moving soon.” 
 
    Once Callie collects Gemma, I can’t help but notice the younger woman is even more nervous than I am. Or maybe she didn’t have the three shots of tequila and two glasses of wine to calm her down.  
 
    Not that it’s helping much.  
 
    Finally, it’s our turn to enter, but there’s one last obstacle to cross. At the door of the club stands a mountain of a man, his face expressionless as he compares drivers’ licences against the faces of those in line. 
 
    For some reason, I think back of the tag line of a radio station I listened to in my twenties: “Large, and in charge.” 
 
    He is certainly that. Bald head gleaming in the overhead light, a sleeve of tattoos runs the length of one arm and his black T-shirt stretches over muscles— 
 
    I don’t want to think about his muscles. Or the width of his chest. The last time I thought I liked bad boys did not end well.  
 
    I avert my eyes. And then I sneak another peek.  
 
    “ID’s,” the bouncer barks without a hint of humour in his steely eyed glance. 
 
    “Seriously?” Nia laughs. “You just made my night, honey.” 
 
    “Maybe we shouldn’t call the scary bouncer man, honey,” I hiss into her ear. 
 
    One by one, we pass through the shadow of his shoulders, driver’s licenses held up for his perusal. He gives Gemma’s card a thorough look, accepts Callie’s flirtations, and ignores Malcolm’s proffered card. 
 
    “Good luck with them, dude,” he says in a low voice as Malcolm passes. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” I stare up at him with an incredulous expression. “You think we need looking after? You think we need a man to look after us?” 
 
    I don’t know what makes me say it. Something about watching him with all the power over these people who are only here for a good time hits me like a punch. 
 
    Malcolm disappears into the club, leaving me alone with the bouncer, who takes my ID from suddenly trembling fingers.  
 
    “I don’t think anything,” he says without a glance at me. 
 
    His dismissal of me doesn’t help. “No, I don’t suppose you do,” I say spitefully. “Just stand there all night, looking all tough and scary… telling us what to do…” 
 
    That gets his attention, and he lifts a dark eyebrow as he glances down at me. “You scared of me?” His voice is deep and smooth, like a cup of hot chocolate made with real chocolate and cream.  
 
    I swallow, feeling like prey caught in a hunter’s sights. “I didn’t say that.” 
 
    His eyes, a silvery grey-green, fix on my face and I suck in my breath at the intensity. “What are you saying?” 
 
    “I’m not saying anything.” 
 
    “Sounds to me like you’re saying quite a bit.” 
 
    “I’m… not…” I stammer, quaking a little under his gaze. For such an intimidating guy, his eyes are surprisingly pretty. And… is that a twinkle? 
 
    “No?” He taps my card with a finger. “You sure this is real?” 
 
    “You think I have a fake ID?” I laugh in disbelief. “I have kids. I’m probably old enough to be your mother and you think that’s fake?” 
 
    “Naw.” He still holds my card. “It’s good.” 
 
    “I should hope so.”  
 
    “Do I know you?” He studies me carefully, but not in a bad way; not in the way it feels like he’s carefully peeling off the layers of clothes— 
 
    Where did that come from? 
 
    “No,” I snap. “You don’t know me.” Then I snatch my license out of his hand and storm into the club.  
 
    His laugh follows me inside.  
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