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Chapter 1

If I type any faster, my fingers will shatter the cheap acrylic polish I slapped on in the ladies’ room before my morning meeting. The pale pink has already chipped at the tips. I pound the keys like a court reporter on trial, pouring the last of my caffeine-soaked focus into the closing slides of the quarterly pitch. The office is quiet except for the HVAC’s metallic whine and the ticking of the mid-century wall clock. Six o’clock is less of a deadline and more of a firing squad.

The cursor blinks in judgment at the bottom of slide sixteen. I chew the inside of my lip until it’s raw, then chase the pain with a quick drag of my thumb across the spacebar. “Elegant, forward-facing design solutions,” I type, which is code for “rebrand the shit out of this failing client with some Pinterest trends and hope nobody notices.” My mind wanders to the chicken marsala Nate promised to make for dinner, then to the last time we ate together without both scrolling on our phones the entire meal.

Focus, Lena.

I flick my gaze up at the fluorescent lights, then down at the crisp line of my blouse as I tug it straight over my chest. New shirt, second-hand confidence. My feet, stuffed in nude pumps half a size too tight, jitter against the metal bar under my desk. The digital clock on my monitor gives a halfhearted blink: 5:52 PM. I’m out of time.

I slap “Ctrl+S” and the whole spreadsheet shudders before submitting to my will. Done. My hands shake with adrenaline, or maybe just fatigue, as I stack the printed slides and shove them into my overstuffed leather tote. Phone, charger, keys, Tupperware of uneaten kale salad—all in one greedy swipe. I shoulder the bag, flick off my monitor, and make for the elevator.

I’m halfway through the lobby, cheeks flushed from the sprint, when I spot my reflection in the glass doors. Hair slightly frizzy, foundation faded, mascara smudged like bruises under my eyes. I look like a woman at the tail end of a twelve-hour bender, which, given the state of my inbox, isn’t far from the truth. But I square my shoulders, push open the heavy doors, and let the city’s late-winter air slap me back to life.

The train ride home is all elbows and body odor, so I distract myself by scrolling through the group text with Alex, who has already sent four memes roasting our boss’s new haircut. I thumb a quick reply, then check my calendar for tomorrow’s meeting: 8:00 AM sharp, main conference room, all eyes on me. There’s a voice memo from Nate, time-stamped 4:42 PM.

“Hey babe, got home early, running to the store. Text me if you want anything. Love you.”

I replay it twice. His voice sounds bright, almost forced, like he’s reading cue cards. I tuck the phone away and stare out the window as city blocks flicker by, neon-lit and sterile.

By the time I climb the stairs to our third-floor condo, my armpits are clammy and my brain is a lint trap of stray thoughts: did I spell ‘innovative’ right on slide nine? Did I remember to turn off the coffeepot? Did Nate say, “Love you,” or “Text me if you want anything—love you,” as an afterthought?

I’m still dissecting that when I push open the apartment door and am greeted by the faint, boozy aroma of Marsala sauce and the low hum of jazz from the kitchen speakers. Candles flicker on the dining table, their soft light catching in the pressed-glass wine goblets we never use. The table is set for two. There’s a single white tulip in a bud vase, which is sweet but also suspiciously generic—Nate is a more six-dollar-daffodil-from-the-corner-bodega guy.

He’s at the stove, sleeves rolled to the elbow, forearms corded and tense as he stirs something in a copper-bottomed skillet. “You made it,” he says, flashing me his business-casual smile. He’s still in his work slacks, but the starched shirt is gone, replaced with a faded Northwestern tee that hugs his chest just so. His hair is damp at the temples, probably from the gym, but it gives him an appealing, just-showered look.

“Barely,” I sigh, dropping my bag and toeing off my shoes. “The client wanted six new comps by close of business. I think I gave them nine.”

Nate grins. “Overachiever. You want a drink?”

“Please.” I slide onto a barstool and let him pour.

He plates the food with the precision of a man who has watched too many cooking tutorials, then sets the dishes down with a flourish. “Voila. Eat before it gets cold.”

I fork into the chicken, tender and slick with sauce, and moan a little around the first bite. “Oh, my god. You could run away with Giada and I wouldn’t even be mad. This is incredible.”

Nate gives a pleased little shrug, then sits across from me, propping his elbows on the table. The candlelight finds the edges of his face, tracing the powerful line of his jaw and the tiny scar on his right hand, the one he got opening a can of paint as a kid. His blue eyes are steady on mine, but every time his phone buzzes on the table, he glances down, flicks it face-down, then resumes the smile.

I watched this happen three times in ten minutes.

“So, how was your day?” he asks, voice low and even.

I spear another bite and try to keep my tone breezy. “Hectic, but good. Sharon finally caved and approved the new campaign, so the team’s happy. I’ll be less of a monster tomorrow, hopefully. You?”

He shrugs, pushing food around his plate more than eating it. “Meetings, mostly. Reviewed the Q2 forecasts with finance. And I ran into Jerry from college in the lobby—remember him? He’s balder than I am, if you can believe it.”

I laugh, picturing Jerry’s sunburned scalp. “You are not bald. You’re distinguished.”

Nate snorts. “That’s what people say about dogs and politicians.” He leans forward, the candlelight pooling in his eyes. “Honestly, I just couldn’t wait to see you. I know you’ve been stressed, and I thought a proper dinner would help.” He says it with such earnestness that I almost believe it’s the whole truth.

Almost.

The phone buzzes again, a tiny vibration I feel in my fillings. I watch as he scoops it up and glances at the lock screen, thumb hovering over the power button. For a split second, I catch the edge of a notification: “Unknown Number.” Nate presses his lips into a thin line, then shoves the phone under his thigh.

I clear my throat. “Hot date?”

He looks up, startled, then laughs a little too loudly. “Spam calls. I think someone sold my info to a telemarketer. I get like ten a day.”

“Lucky you. You seem distracted.”

Nate’s eyes widen, then soften. “Sorry. I’m just tired. I slept little last night.” He reaches across the table, takes my hand in his. His palm is warm, his grip gentle but insistent. “Seriously, Lena. This is important to me. Us. I want to make sure we’re… good.”

He says it like a question. I feel a pulse in my wrist, fast and fluttery. Something is off, but the words for it haven’t formed yet.

“We are,” I say, because it’s easier than asking what’s wrong.

Nate squeezes my hand, then lets go and starts clearing the plates. I offer to help, but he waves me off, stacking dishes with an efficiency bordering on manic. The candles burn lower, their shadows stretching long and thin across the table.

I watch him move around the kitchen, the muscles in his back shifting beneath the thin cotton of his shirt. I want to say something—anything—to bridge the gap opening between us.

When he finally sits back down, the phone is nowhere to be seen.

He looks at me, and for a moment, the old Nate is back—unfiltered, present, in love with the simple act of sitting across from me on a weeknight.

“You wanna watch that weird Scandinavian crime show you like?” he asks, forcing a playful tone.

“I thought you hated it.”

He grins. “I enjoy making fun of the subtitles.”

I smile, but the suspicion lingers like a hangnail. “Yeah. That sounds good.”

We settle on the couch, his arm slung over my shoulder, my feet tucked under his thigh. On screen, a sallow-faced detective interrogates a suspect in a windowless room, every line of dialogue a study in repression and subtle threat.

I rest my head on Nate’s chest, but I’m counting the beats of his heart, waiting for the next vibration, the next glance at the phone, the next sign that our quiet is not the same as comfort.

In the dark, the shadows on the wall look almost like letters, spelling out a message I’m not ready to read.

#

The apartment glows with the warm gold of cheap table lamps and cooler light from the city outside. I towel my hair dry in the bathroom, using the silence as a shield against the slow, humming anxiety that’s grown roots beneath my ribs. The air is thick with the scent of shampoo and last night’s candle wax. When I open the door, Nate is perched on the edge of our bed, hunched over his phone as if it’s a confession booth and he’s both priest and sinner.

He doesn’t hear me at first. His thumb scrolls in tight, compulsive flicks, eyes narrow and focused. The bedside lamp carves his features in notable contrast: sharp nose, squared jaw, that little crease above his brow when he’s concentrating. The rest of him is a blur, save for the blue light painting his hands.

“Late-night TikTok binge?” I ask, trying for a flirty edge and missing it by a mile.

He flinches, not much, but enough for me to notice. Nate flips the phone screen-down on the duvet and twists to face me, smile already in place.

“Just work stuff,” he says. “We’re rolling out a new campaign, so… lots of last-minute drama.”

His voice is smooth, but the words feel prefab, like he’s practiced them. He stretches, arms above his head and yawns. The phone slips into the crack between the mattress and headboard, invisible but omnipresent.

“Shouldn’t they pay you overtime for that?” I lean against the doorframe, arms crossed.

“They should pay me enough to retire at thirty-five, but here we are,” he jokes, rubbing the back of his neck. “Come to bed?”

I nod, pull on an oversized t-shirt, and crawl beneath the covers. Nate slides in beside me and wraps an arm around my waist, pulling me flush against his chest. He’s warm and smells faintly of garlic and laundry detergent. I want to relax, to let myself be held, but every muscle is wound tight as guitar wire.

His breathing slows and deepens in minutes, but my mind replays every furtive glance, every twitch of his fingers toward the hidden phone. When I’m certain he’s asleep, I inch away and stare at the ceiling, counting the cracks until dawn.

*

At eight, the world feels sharper, caffeinated and pulsing with possibility. I duck into the corner cafe, The Parlor, and spot Alex already camped at our regular table. She looks like she just stepped out of a photo shoot—sleek black leggings, off-shoulder sweatshirt, hair in an impossibly artful knot. She’s hunched over her phone with the intensity of a blackjack dealer, tapping the screen in short, staccato bursts.

I wave, and she waves back without looking up.

“Morning, sunshine,” I say, dropping into the opposite seat. The chair is reclaimed wood, rough under my thighs, but the aroma of fresh espresso and cinnamon buns dulls the discomfort.

Alex glances up, green eyes glittering. “Lena, babe. You look like you lost a bet with your pillow.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence.” I peel off my jacket and drape it over the chair. “Rough night.”

“Tell me everything,” she says, sliding her phone aside and leaning in, elbows on the table. The cafe is full, but we’re encased in our own private bubble—music low, brick walls studded with local art, light from the overhead bulbs throwing everything into cozy chiaroscuro.

I spill the story in one run-on breath: the dinner, the phone, the awkward bedtime. Alex listens, chin propped on her hand, mouth twitching at the corners. When I finish, she whistles.

“Okay, so let’s game this out,” she says, drumming her fingers on the table. “One, he’s having a torrid affair with a Russian bot farm. Two, he’s suddenly into cryptocurrency and too ashamed to tell you. Three—he’s sexting your mom, which, to be fair, she’s a stone-cold fox.”

I laugh despite myself; the tension easing fractionally. “You’re an asshole.”

“You love it.” She grins, then shifts to a more serious register. “But really—do you think he’s cheating? Like, actually?”

I want to say no, to dismiss the notion as absurd, but the image of Nate’s thumb hovering over his phone flashes in my mind.

“Not cheating,” I admit. “But he’s hiding something. I can feel it.”

Alex swirls her coffee with a tiny wooden stick, watching the cream form delicate whorls on the surface. “Maybe he’s planning something sweet. A trip? An anniversary thing? Guys are weirdly secretive about that shit.”

I snort. “You think he’s learning Italian for our ten-year?”

She shrugs. “It could happen. I once dated a guy who spent six months pretending to smoke so he could sneak out for salsa lessons. He hated dancing but thought it would impress me.” She pauses, smiling at the memory. “It didn’t. But points for effort.”

I sip my coffee—straight black, no sugar, the way I like it when I’m trying to feel tough. “He’s never been a good liar.”

Alex sobers, gaze locking on mine. “If you’re worried, check his phone.”

“I’m not that person,” I say, but even to myself it sounds rehearsed.

She arches a perfectly sculpted brow. “Every woman becomes that person when the stakes are high enough.”

The words settle between us, heavy as a sack of flour. Alex reaches across the table, squeezing my hand. “You’ll figure it out. But if you need backup, I can do recon. I have ways.”

I grin, picturing Alex as a PI in five-inch heels and camo pants. “I’ll let you know.”

We talk about work, about her latest gym crush (a guy who only wears mesh shorts and carries a gallon of water), about the possibility of taking a long weekend to the lake. She never mentions her own exes, but the way she pivots from topic to topic tells me she’s not quite over the last one.

After an hour, I check my watch and realize I’m late. Alex hugs me at the door, holding on a beat longer than usual.

“Text me if he gets weirder,” she says, smirking. “Or if you want to stage a coup.”

I promise I will, but as I step into the morning glare, the memory of Nate’s smile—tight, desperate, pleading—lingers behind my eyelids. I picture him alone in the apartment, thumb poised over a screen, wrestling with secrets too heavy to share.

Maybe Alex is right. Maybe it’s nothing.

But I know better than to trust the surface.

#

The wind off the river is a stiletto, slicing through my coat as I duck into the glowing lobby of Nate’s office building. My hands clutch the paper bag of Thai takeout, its contents steaming and fragrant—pad see ew, extra chili, the way he likes it. I remind myself that this is a friendly gesture, not a surveillance mission, but the pep talk feels brittle even before I badge in with his guest pass and step onto the deserted elevator.

The building is glass and steel, designed to impress visiting execs but oddly sterile in the after-hours hush. Every footstep bounces off marble and high ceilings. Most of the suites are dark, their frosted glass doors reflecting my anxious expression back at me. I check my reflection in a sconce—hair flat, lipstick chewed off, circles under my eyes—and try to smooth myself into someone who surprises her husband at work just because.

The elevator dings at seventeen, and I follow the hallway past rows of empty desks and motivational posters until I find the suite labeled “Montgomery & Associates.” Through the glass wall, I can see Nate at his standing desk, back to me, deep in conversation with a woman I don’t recognize.

She’s younger than me, maybe late twenties, with sharp cheekbones and hair so glossy it reflects the strip lights overhead. Her skirt is conservative but somehow looks provocative, and she laughs, low and easy, at something Nate says. He’s close to her, too close, and the way he leans in suggests this is not a first-time collaboration.

I hover outside, heart jackhammering against my ribs, watching as they trade a glance—hers sly, his relaxed. She tucks a strand of hair behind her ear and points at the screen. Nate follows the gesture, then rests his hand on the back of her chair, fingers drumming a nervous rhythm I’ve seen a hundred times.

There’s something about the easy choreography of their bodies that makes me feel both invisible and intruding at once.

A part of me wants to turn and leave, to hurl the takeout in a trash can and let him wonder why I never showed. Instead, I nudge the door open with my shoulder; the hinges squealing in the silent office. Both of them jerk upright, startled.

“Hey!” I say, voice too loud, as if announcing myself could undo what I’ve just witnessed. “I brought dinner.”

Nate’s face shutters, then rearranges itself into the practiced smile of a man who just got caught watching porn at the public library. “Lena, this is—”

The woman stands, straightening her skirt. “Hi, I’m Harper. I just started last month.”

She offers a hand. Her nails are short, painted a glossy black. I shake it, grip too firm, and force a smile that probably looks like a rictus.

“Nice to meet you. Sorry to interrupt.” I hold the bag out to Nate, who takes it like a lifeline.

“Not at all,” Harper says. “We were just wrapping up.” She glances at Nate, then at the takeout, and I catch the faintest arch of her eyebrow. “Pad see ew?”

I nod. “It’s his favorite.”

Nate’s ears flush red. “Thanks, babe. Harper, I’ll ping you the edits before the end of day.”

She grabs her coat from the back of a chair, shrugs it on with an effortless twist, and slips past me without a second glance. Her perfume lingers—bergamot and something spicy. Nate closes the door behind her and turns, paper bag clutched to his chest.

“That was unexpected,” he says, trying for a joke.

“I thought you’d be hungry,” I reply, dropping onto the worn leather couch against the window.

He sets the food on the glass coffee table and kneels to unpack it, lining up the containers with soldierly precision. His hands shake. Neither of us speaks until the plastic forks are in hand, and even then, we eat in tense silence, the only sound being the scrape of utensils and the muted traffic below.

I try to ask casual questions about his day, but every answer is clipped, every smile a defense mechanism. When he finally glances up, his eyes look bruised with exhaustion.

“I’m sorry you had to see that,” he says.

“See what?”

He fidgets with his chopsticks. “I know how it looked.”

“Did you sleep with her?”

The words come out sharp, a reflex. Nate recoils, hurt splashed across his face. “No. Jesus, Lena. She’s a junior associate. I’m her mentor, that’s all.”

I want to believe him, but the memory of their bodies in perfect sync replays on loop. “You seemed… close.”

He exhales, then rubs his eyes with the heel of his hand. “She’s going through a rough patch. I was just listening.”

“Is that all?” I keep my tone neutral, but the suspicion curdles at the edge.

He doesn’t answer right away. Instead, he cleans up, stacking the empty containers, wiping down the table with a napkin. The conversation is over before it even starts.

We leave together, riding the elevator in brittle silence. He tries to slip his hand into mine, but I cross my arms and stare at the floor numbers as they count down.

Outside the city is still alive, the sky a dirty pink from streetlights and haze. Nate hails a cab, but I shake my head.

“I’ll walk,” I say, already turning away.

He watches me for a second, something like regret flickering in his eyes. “Text me when you get home.”

I don’t answer. I just start walking, the icy wind gnawing at my face, the echoes of the glass-walled office haunting each step.

Every detail replays in my head: the brush of her hand, the closeness of their shoulders, the way Nate smiled with half his mouth.

Trust is a weird thing. You never notice it until it’s gone, and then you can’t stop running your tongue over the space, like a missing tooth you can’t stop poking.

#

Saturday night, the world narrows to a sidewalk washed in cold sodium light. Nate and I walk side by side, our gloved hands entwined, the backs of our knuckles brushing with every stride. We pass the usual suspects: the indie coffee shop with the ironic logo, the used bookstore where I once found a first-edition Didion for six bucks, the bakery that closes at five but always smells like fresh croissants even after midnight.

We talk little, not because we have nothing to say, but because every topic feels booby-trapped. I let him lead, matching his pace, trying to sync my breathing with the rise and fall of his shoulders. He keeps glancing at me out of the corner of his eye, as if searching for a safe harbor.

There’s a chill in the air, a wet bite that makes every inhale sting. It feels like the world is holding its breath, waiting for us to do something reckless.

At the corner of our block, under the burnt-out bulb of a streetlamp, Nate stops. He tugs me closer, his grip gentle but insistent. For a moment, I think he’s going to apologize again for the “Harper situation,” or maybe launch into a lecture about work boundaries.

Instead, he looks straight at me, his blue eyes bright and unblinking, and says, “I need to tell you something. But you have to promise not to freak out.”

I try to laugh, but it comes out small. “You’re not cheating on me, are you?”

He shakes his head, face deadly serious. “No. God, no. It’s… not that.”

I pull my scarf tighter and brace myself. “Then what is it?”

He looks down, then back up, as if rehearsing the line in his head. “I want to watch you with someone else. Like another man. It’s a fantasy.”

The words land on the pavement, heavy as a dropped phone.

For a beat, my brain refuses to process it. I stand there, blinking, half expecting him to take it back, say it was a joke, laugh and kiss me and steer us toward the corner bar.

But he’s still staring, waiting for me to say something.

My cheeks flare, not with shame but with a weird, fiery energy. “You want to watch me… do what? Have sex with someone?”

He nods, eyes searching mine for signs of disgust or revulsion.

“How long have you felt this way?” I ask. My voice sounds calm, even, like a newscaster reporting on a distant war.

“A while,” he admits. “But I didn’t know how to bring it up. I thought it would freak you out. Or make you think I’m not enough.”

A car drives by, headlights strobing over our faces. I must look like a ghost, pale and hollow-eyed. “Why? I mean, what about it turns you on?”

He hesitates, then takes both my hands, the cold seeping through our gloves. “It’s not about your not wanting me. It’s the idea of you letting go. Of seeing you with someone else and knowing you still come home to me. Like… it’s ours, but we’re sharing it for a night.”

I try to picture it—Nate on the sidelines, another man in our bed, my body splayed out and claimed by someone else. The mental image is a live wire: equal parts fear, confusion, and an undertow of something darker and more electric than I want to admit.

“Is this why you’ve been weird lately?” I ask.

He smiles, a little sheepish. “Yeah. I thought maybe if I worked up the nerve, we could talk about it. But then you caught me with Harper, and I panicked.”

I shake my head, more at myself than at him. “Jesus, Nate. You could have just told me.”

He shrugs, shoulders up around his ears. “Didn’t want you to think less of me.”

The honesty in his voice knocks the wind out of my lungs. I lean into him, head on his shoulder, and we stand there for a minute, just absorbing the noise of the street and our own scrambled pulse.

I finally break the silence. “I don’t know what to say. It is something I’ve never considered before.

He kisses the top of my head, then pulls back so he can look me in the eye. “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to. I just needed you to know.”

We walk the rest of the way home in silence, but it’s not the brittle kind. More like a blanket draped over something fragile, both of us protecting the secret, letting it soak into the fabric of our lives.

Inside the apartment, I drop my coat and sit on the edge of the bed, staring at my own hands, wondering if I’m the woman who could ever give him what he wants.

I don’t know the answer.

But I can’t stop thinking about it.

#

The sheets are cool and clinical when I slip between them, but the air in the bedroom carries a static charge, as if the walls themselves are waiting for something to happen. Nate lies beside me, his breath even but his body humming with anticipation. He brushes my hair back from my cheek, kissing the bare spot behind my ear, slowly and deliberate.

It starts the way it always does—slow, careful, hands mapped to each other’s bodies with years of practice. But there’s an edge to it tonight, a tremor in his touch that has nothing to do with tiredness or routine.

He slides his palm beneath my shirt, thumb circling the ridge of my hipbone, and I shiver even though I’m not cold. He waits for me to look at him before he kisses me, as if asking silent permission. His lips are soft but urgent. I open to him, matching his hunger.

We move together in the dark, bodies fitted like puzzle pieces—his hands anchoring my thighs, my legs wrapped tight around his waist. The cadence is familiar, but each thrust pushes me closer to an edge I can’t name. I claw at his shoulders, nails digging crescent moons into his skin, and he bites back a moan that vibrates against my collarbone.

He breaks the silence first, voice a husky rasp: “Can I tell you what I’m thinking?”

I nod, unable to form words.

He lowers his head, breath hot against my ear. “I’m picturing another man,” he whispers. “Watching him touch you. Watching you let go, knowing you want it.”

I tense, every nerve ending flaring white hot. Part of me wants to recoil, to shut him up, but a bigger part wants him to keep going, to spill every sordid detail.

His thrusts slow, deliberate. “He’d spread your legs, open you up so I can see everything. You’d look at me while he fucked you. You’d moan my name even with his cock inside you.”

The words are gasoline. My back arches, a lightning bolt snapping up my spine. I clutch him tighter, grinding against him, desperate for friction.

Nate groans, lost in the fantasy. “He’d make you come, and I’d watch you fall apart for him.”

I let out a whimper, raw and involuntary, as the images detonate in my head. I imagine the stranger—faceless—claiming me while Nate looks on, eyes dark with lust and something like pride.

The orgasm is violent, a jolt that leaves me gasping and trembling in his arms. Nate shudders, following me over the edge, both of us clutching at each other like survivors of a shipwreck.

For a long time, we lie tangled in the sheets, bodies pressed so close there’s no room for words. His hand traces circles on my shoulder, gentler now, grounding me.

In the silence, I can still feel the echo of his fantasy, the burn of it smoldering in my chest. I want to ask if it was real, if he truly meant it, or if this is just a game, we play to keep the darkness at bay.

But I don’t ask.

Not yet.

I close my eyes and try to steady my breathing, knowing the next question will change everything.

#

The next three days run together like watercolors in the rain. I drag myself through meetings, nodding and smiling in all the right places, but my mind is always somewhere else. Sometimes it’s in the bedroom, Nate’s hands on my body, his voice in my ear. Sometimes it’s in the glass-walled office, Harper’s perfume in the air, Nate watching me, daring me to let go.

But more often than not, it’s a shadowy room I don’t recognize, another man’s face always just out of focus, his hands roaming freely as Nate sits and watches, eyes burning.

It’s like someone swapped out my brain for a broken projector: same presentation every time, but each reel more vivid and insistent than the last.

At work, I lose myself in spreadsheets, only to realize I’ve typed the same number three times in a row. In the kitchen, I stand with a knife poised over a bell pepper, heart slamming so hard I nearly slice my finger. On the train, I watch strangers with a new curiosity, wondering which one would say yes, which one would take me apart piece by piece while Nate looked on.

I am both mortified and electrified by these thoughts, the constant hum of arousal wrapped in a blanket of guilt. I want to tell Alex, to dissect the whole thing over cold brew and lemon scones, but even she would see the animal hunger behind my words.

At night, the apartment shrinks to just the bedroom: Nate already asleep, his breath steady and slow, and me wide awake, sheets damp with sweat. I turn onto my side, back pressed to his chest, and slide my hand beneath the waistband of my pajama shorts.

My fingers work in slow circles, imagining not Nate’s touch but the stranger’s—the phantom with broad hands and a tongue sharp as salt. I picture Nate across the room, eyes glazed with lust, his own cock hard in his fist as he urges me on.

The orgasm is quiet, dangerous, like a fire set on purpose. I bite my lip to keep from crying out, and when it’s over I lie perfectly still, letting the aftershocks rattle through me.

For the first time, I wonder what would happen if I said yes. If I let the fantasy out of its cage, and watched it devour us both.

Nate stirs beside me, his hand searching for mine in the dark. I let him find it, fingers tangled tight, and close my eyes against the flicker of impossible futures.

The next question is coming. I can feel it.

And this time, I might not say no.


Chapter 2

The Skyline Rooftop Bar is the place where you have to lean into each other to hear anything, even on a weeknight. A constant, yet distant chatter creates a soundtrack, leaving you alone. The furniture is all brass and velvet, low-lit in a way that makes everyone look a little more expensive than they are. Through the floor-to-ceiling windows, the city throws itself at you—glass towers, red taillights, the river a black slash with occasional sparkles like jewelry in a pawn shop case.

I spot Alex at our reserved table. She’s wearing a metallic wrap dress that should look trashy but on her just looks like war paint. Hair swept up in a loose, strategic bun, a few strands framed her face with surgical precision. She doesn’t wave. Instead, she tracks me across the room with a gaze that borders on predatory, and I feel my heart jump in a way it hasn’t since I was sixteen and snuck into a house party in someone’s parents’ McMansion.

I slide onto the bench across from her and set my clutch on the table, careful to keep my hands visible and unclenched.

“Damn, girl,” Alex says, giving me a once-over. “You look like you just stepped out of a campaign for body-heat-activated mascara.”

I make a show of checking my reflection in the polished metal napkin holder. “You look like you could topple a small dictatorship.”

She grins, and we’re back in our rhythm, the banter that used to fuel us through all-nighters in college.

Alex watches me, one brow slightly cocked. “So. What’s the drama?”

I hold the pause just a beat too long, then let it tumble out: “Nate wants to watch me with someone else. Like, actually watch. Not a porn thing—a real person, in an actual room, with him as a live audience.”

She doesn’t flinch. Instead, she leans forward, elbows on the table, shoulders flexing in the slit of her dress. “Shut up. Did he say it outright?”

I nod, feeling my cheeks flame. “He said it’s his biggest turn-on. He wants to see me… I don’t know, go feral, I guess? With another guy.”

Alex whistles low, then sips her martini, olives clinking against glass. “Your husband is kinkier than he looks. Respect.”

“I thought it would freak me out, but—” I lower my voice, conscious of the highball-and-business-casual crowd, “—it made me so wet I thought I’d soaked the sheets.”

Alex lets the silence hang, eyes gleaming. “That’s not weird, Lee. It’s the forbidden shit that hits hardest. The first time a guy asked me to spit in his mouth, I nearly passed out—and then I couldn’t stop thinking about it for a week.”

“I’m not sure if I’m excited or horrified. Or both.”

“That’s how you know it’s worth doing.” She pushes her drink aside, gives me her full attention. “Is this like an actual thing you’d do? Or is it all talk?”

“I can’t tell if I want it or if I just want to want it. Does that make sense?”

“Too much sense.” Alex sits back, crosses her legs so the slit of her dress opens higher on her thigh. “You’re not alone, you know. Open relationships, threesomes—half the people you see on this roof have at least considered it, if not gone for it.”

“You sound like you’re speaking from experience.”

She flashes that wicked smile, the one that used to get us into back rooms at concerts and closed-door gallery openings. “I am.”

“Tell me.”

Alex glances around, then leans in so close I catch a whiff of her perfume—sandalwood and citrus, clean but predatory. “It was with Evan. Remember Evan? The one with the arms?”

I nod. I remember Evan. He bench-pressed for fun and wore vintage ringer tees so tight you could count his abs through the cotton.

“We were at this party in Logan Square. Bunch of artists.” She laughs, head thrown back. “Anyway, Evan flirts with this girl—blue hair, tattooed to hell, I forget her name—and instead of getting jealous, I just… watched. Like, full-on watched. They started making out on the patio, and I realized I was wet just from seeing him want someone else. And then he looked over at me, like, Are you okay with this? And I nodded, and it was the hottest thing I’ve ever done.”

I feel myself flush. The words work their way under my skin, equal parts shame and electricity. I shift in my seat, thighs pressed tight.

“So what happened?” My voice is almost a whisper.

Alex smirks. “We all went back to his place. I let her touch me first. She was gentle, surprisingly. Evan watched the whole time, hard as a rock, and when he finally joined in—let’s just say I’ve never come so hard in my life.” She spreads her fingers on the table, nails painted an aggressive red. “The next morning, I was still shaking.”

I study her face, looking for cracks—regret, maybe, or bitterness—but there’s none. She looks back at me, challenge in her eyes. “It’s not as taboo as you think.”

I try to picture myself in her story. The room, the eyes, the sensation of being seen and wanted, not just by a stranger but by my husband. The idea skates between terrifying and exhilarating.

I suck in a slow breath. “What if I can’t do it? What if I freeze, or it makes me hate him, or hate myself?”

Alex gives me a look of gentle disbelief. “Lee, you’re the most stubborn person I know. If you want to do it, you’ll do it—and you’ll be fucking amazing at it.”

I shake my head, but I’m smiling. “I’m not you, Alex.”

“Maybe not. But you’re not the scared little mouse you think you are, either.”

“How did you know you were ready?” I ask.

“You’re never ready. Not really. But if it keeps you up at night—in a good way—then that’s your body’s way of telling you to say yes.”

I glance out the window. The skyline is a jagged line of possibility. The lights are so bright, the rest of the city disappears.

“Suppose I say yes,” I murmur, voice barely above the din. “Suppose I let Nate find someone, and we actually go through with it. What if it ruins us?”

Alex’s gaze softens. “What if it strengthens you?”

For a second, I let myself believe it. I imagine Nate seeing me with another man, not just accepting it, but craving it. I imagine myself naked and unafraid, hands on a stranger, Nate’s eyes locked on mine the whole time. The thought leaves me dizzy.

“You want advice?”

“Sure.”

“If you go through with it, don’t do it for him. Do it because you want to know who else you are. What else you can be. Otherwise, you’ll resent him forever.”

I nod, letting the words settle. My throat feels tight. I look down, noticing the condensation on my glass has pooled into a little pond around my fingers. I wipe it away, then meet her eyes.

“Thank you,” I say. And I mean it.

We drink the second round slowly; the city unfurling below us, the bar humming with a thousand secrets. When it’s time to go, Alex hugs me at the elevator, arms tight, the way she did when we were roommates and the world was smaller and so much less complicated.

She lets go, tucks a stray hair behind my ear. “Whatever you decide, I’ve got your back.”

As I ride down to street level, the world tilts just a little—less gravity, more momentum. On the sidewalk, I watch a delivery cyclist zip through traffic, reckless and certain.

I can’t remember the last time I felt that way.

Above me, the skyline blinks, every window a story I haven’t written yet.

#

The city’s glow seeps in through our bedroom blinds, bleaching the walls a shade between pearl and slate. The only other light comes from the bedside lamp, its amber halo throwing double shadows—one for each of us—across the rumpled sheets. Nate is already in bed, hair damp from the shower, sprawled on his back in old university boxers. He’s got his phone in hand, scrolling without purpose, but every so often he glances my way, as if to confirm I haven’t vanished.

I hover in the doorway, letting him watch as I peel off my day—first the blazer, then the shell, then the jeans that cling to my hips like regret. I go slow, an unconscious audition for whatever’s about to happen. For a second I imagine a hidden camera in the corner, the red LED blinking, some future audience judging every move. The thought makes my skin tingle.

Nate looks up, surprised by my performance. “Everything okay?”

I cross over to the bed, climb in beside him. My knees brush his thigh, and he inhales, a sharp brief intake that betrays his anticipation.

“Can we talk?” I say, curling my feet under the sheets.

He tosses his phone onto the nightstand and sits up, eyes clear, maybe a little scared. “Yeah. Of course.”

I take a breath, then another. I can hear Alex in my head—just say it; don’t be a mouse.

“So,” I start, “about what you told me. The watching thing. The… other man.” The words taste unfamiliar, like I’ve stolen them from a more interesting life.

Nate’s ears go pink. “Yeah?”

“I can’t stop thinking about it.”

He blinks, surprise flaring in his eyes. “Really?”

“Really.” I shift closer until our knees touch. The distance feels weighted now, charged. “But if we’re going to do this—if we’re even going to talk about it—I want to know everything. Not just your fantasy. I want to hear exactly what you want to see. What you want me to do. What you’d do while you watched.”

Nate swallows. His Adam’s apple bobs, and for the first time I realize how vulnerable this makes him. He’s not the one in control here. I am.

He clears his throat. “I want to watch you give in,” he says. “Like, really give in. I want to see you let go, let someone else take you apart.” His gaze darkens, pupils growing wider. “I want to see you enjoy it. Not just tolerate it for me.”

I lean back against the pillows, letting my robe fall open a little. “You mean, like, sucking his cock?” The phrase burns my cheeks, but it feels good, too—dangerous.

Nate’s exhale is shaky. “Yeah. And more. I want to watch you want it. I want you to look at me while you do it.”

He’s hard already; I can see the outline through his boxers. I let my legs drift open just enough that he can see the navy blue of my underwear. “What if I fucked him, right in front of you?”

He bites his lip, nods. “God, yes.”

I touch his thigh, slow, tracing the pattern of faded letters on the fabric. “What if I let him finish inside me? Would that make you jealous?”

His hand snaps to my wrist, grip almost bruising. “So jealous.” The confession is raw, unvarnished.

I guide his hand lower, between my legs. My skin is already slick with sweat and something else. “What if I was dripping for him? Would you still want me after?”

He rubs me through the cotton, circling his fingers until I gasp. “Always,” he says. “I’d want you more.”

The room is thick with the smell of us, a current of want running between every word. I push his hand away, just to see the panic in his eyes, then roll on top of him, pinning his shoulders to the mattress.

“So, in your fantasy,” I say, grinding against him, “am I just a toy for you both? Or do I get a say?”

He bucked his hips, hard and desperate. “You get everything you want.”

I slide my hand into his boxers, grip his cock at the base, squeezing until his eyes flutter. “What if I wanted to make you watch? What if I wanted to kiss him while you sat in the corner and jerked off?”

His moan is guttural, deeper than I’ve ever heard from him. “God, Lee…”

I release him, just for a moment, and tug my panties to the side. I drag the head of his cock along my slit, teasing, not letting him in. “What if I made you wait?” I whisper. “Made you beg for it?”

His hands go to my hips, desperate for leverage. He pulls me down, but I resist, hovering just out of reach.

“Please,” he murmurs. “Fuck, please.”

I let him in, just the tip, then all at once. The friction sends a white-hot shock through me. I ride him slow, grinding my clit against his pubic bone. Every time I lift off, I make him work to stay inside me.

“Are you picturing it?” I say, breathless.

He nods, barely able to speak.

“Tell me what you see.”

His grip tightens, fingers digging crescents into my flesh. “You, on your knees,” he pants. “Looking up at him, taking him in your mouth, getting off on how much you want it. He’s got his hands in your hair. And I’m watching so hard I can’t stand it.”

I fuck him harder, letting the words push me over the edge. “What else?” I demand.

He gasps. “You're moaning louder than you ever do for me. You coming all over him.”

I squeeze my eyes shut, riding the fantasy until it blurs into reality. “Would you come too? Sitting there, watching?”

“Yeah. God, yes.” His body shudders, thighs tensing under me.

I lean forward, lips at his ear. “What if he fucked me bare?” I say, voice low and mean. “What if I let him finish inside and made you taste it after?”

Nate loses it. He grabs my ass, slamming me down onto his cock as he comes, face contorted with pleasure and something darker—possession, maybe, or surrender. The vibration pushes me over, too, my orgasm scraping through me, raw and unexpected.

We collapse together, bodies sticky and tangled. For a while, there’s only the pulse of blood in my ears and the slow return of normal breath.

Nate kisses my shoulder, soft and grateful. “Where did that come from?” he asks, half laughing, half amazed.

I prop myself on one elbow, look him in the eye. “I guess I like knowing what you want,” I say. “I like making you want me. Even if it means sharing.”

He strokes my thigh, almost reverent. “I’ve never seen you like that.”

I shrug, but the truth is I’ve never seen myself like that either. The power still buzzes in my veins, and for once, it doesn’t scare me.

As Nate drifts toward sleep, I lie awake, tracing the lines of his ribs, thinking about what else I could do. What else could I make him want?

The city outside is quieter now, the skyline static and expectant.

For the first time, I think maybe this is what I’ve been waiting for.

#

Three days later, I’m still coming down from the high. The office is a hellmouth of last-minute deadlines and impromptu conference calls, but I barely register the chaos. Instead, I spend every spare second thumb-scrolling social media, chasing dopamine hits and anything that might remind me of the woman I’m apparently becoming.

It’s during one of these fugue-state breaks—face still flushed from the women’s room, where I just sent a voice memo to Alex detailing the latest “progress”—that I stumble across Mike Johnson’s photography account.

At first, it’s the urban shots that catch me: city corners at magic hour, chain-link fences laced with morning dew, subway platforms rendered in stark black-and-white. His eye for detail is predatory, intimate, the lens always locked on something half-hidden and alive. I scroll deeper and find the self-portraits—never full face, always in motion or partial, like he can’t quite let you pin him down.

Then there are the hands. In photo after photo, Mike’s hands cradle a camera, frame a shot, tip a glass, grip the back of a chair with knuckles gone white. Once they’re wrapped around the bare thighs of a girl perched on a barstool, her face out of frame but her pleasure obvious in the way she leans back, trusting him to hold her up. My pulse spikes. I imagine those hands on me—rough, direct, never asking, just taking.

I memorize the details: the pattern of freckles on his forearm, the way his shirtsleeves hug his biceps, the slant of his mouth when he’s caught mid-laugh by a friend’s iPhone. There are videos, too—Mike instructing a model to turn, to hold still, to look directly into the lens. His voice is softer than I expect, with an edge of amusement like he’s daring you to break character.

I don’t message him. I don’t even follow. My consumption of each post is repeated until the algorithm shows me more: tattooed hands, open collars, wrists with leather and silver. A curated feed for the newly unhinged.

That night, I came home still in my work clothes, blouse half-untucked, feet aching from the heels I wore for a meeting that never happened. Nate’s in the kitchen making stir-fry, the air thick with ginger and soy, his tie draped over a chair. He looks up as I walk in, and for a split second, I see a stranger—a man I could fuck, then leave, then never think about again.

I shake the thought loose.

Nate dishes up dinner, hands me a plate. “Rough day?” he asks.

I shrug, noncommittal. “Busy.”

He’s watching me, eyes sharp. “You’ve been… different lately.”

I ignore the opening. “In a bad way?”

He thinks about it. “No. Just—more confident, I guess. More yourself.”

That lands like a punch. I finish my drink, then excuse myself to the bathroom to peel off the workday and wash away the ghost of Mike’s hands from my neck.

#

Later, in bed, I pull the covers over us and nuzzle into Nate’s side. He runs a hand down my back, slow and lazy, but I can feel the tension coiled in his fingers.

“Do you want to?” I whisper, not even sure what I’m asking.

He shifts to face me, blue eyes soft in the half-dark. “Want to what?”

“All of it. The fantasy.” I rest my hand on his chest, feeling his heart stutter under the skin. “Would it make you happy? Or would it fuck us up?”

He pulls me close, so our faces are inches apart. “I think I’d explode if I saw you with someone else. But I want it anyway.”

The words hit me somewhere between my navel and my throat. I reach for his cock, find it half-hard and growing. I press my hips to his, grind slowly, teasing.

“Close your eyes,” I say.

He obeys. I stroke him, slow at first, then faster. “Picture it,” I whisper. “Another man. Watching me. Touching me.”

Nate’s jaw tightens; his breath comes ragged.

I lean in, mouth at his ear. “He’s got me on my knees. His cock is in my mouth, and I’m choking on it. I’m looking at you while he fucks my throat.”

Nate grabs my hair hard. “Jesus, Lee…”

I straddle him, drag the head of his cock through my wetness. “Do you see it?” I whisper, voice gone high and needy.

He nods, helpless.

I lower myself onto him, taking him all the way in. I ride him rough, grinding my clit on his pubic bone, nails scoring red down his chest. “He’s behind me now,” I gasp, losing the thread of my story. “You’re in front, and I’m fucking both of you.”

Nate comes with a shout, gripping my hips so hard I’ll bruise. I follow seconds later, my orgasm sharp and blinding.

I collapse onto his chest, breathless. He strokes my back, gentler now.

“Where did that come from?” he asks, voice muffled in my hair.

“I have no idea,” I say, but it’s not true.

#

I wake up before dawn, body sore in all the right places, brain still humming with aftershocks. Nate is asleep, one arm thrown over my waist, anchoring me to the bed.

I slide out carefully, pad to the kitchen for water. On the way back, I check my phone mindlessly and see that Mike Johnson’s profile has posted a new story: a single photo, out-of-focus, of two people laughing in a booth at some after-hours bar.

I stare at it longer than I should, thumb hovering over the heart icon.

I don’t tap it. I set the phone face-down, crawl back into bed.

Nate stirs, pulls me close.

For a moment, I wonder if I’m two people now: the dutiful wife and the hungry thing that lives in the back of my skull, always wanting more. I wonder if Nate can tell the difference, or if he even cares.

I curl into his warmth and close my eyes, but sleep doesn’t come.

Instead, I replay every detail—Mike’s hands, Alex’s words, the sound of my voice begging for it—and wonder how much further I can go before something in me snaps.

The city outside is waking up. The bedroom is still dark, but in my head, the lights are blazing.


Chapter 3

We walk the city after hours, past the point where the crowds are noisy and safe. The streets are mostly empty now, except for couples holding hands, cigarette breaks outside closing bars, and the occasional pair of cops on patrol, hands resting on their hips like they’re the ones with something to prove. Our path takes us into the park, which is never as deserted as you’d hope, but emptier than the rest of the world. Nate squeezes my hand, the warmth of his palm seeping up my arm, into the hollow behind my ribs. I watch the blue glow of his watch face when he checks the time—10:42, a little late for a constitutional, very late for a married couple that pretends to keep a schedule.

We stick to the main walk, but the grass is soaked from the earlier rain, and my sneakers leave wet prints on the pavement. The park lamps are spaced too far apart, so the world comes in patches—half shadow, half golden pools where the air is visible and all the benches look like stage sets.

“You sure you’re up for this?” Nate asks, like we’re on a real adventure and not just stalling before bed.

I bumped his shoulder. “If you want to call it, just say so. You’re the one who brought up cardio.”

He grins at me, all teeth and fake innocence. “Yeah, but I thought you’d beg off after one lap. This is like a personal best.”

I resist the urge to roll my eyes. “I’m not a geriatric, you know.”

His hand drops to my ass for just a second, a playful squeeze. “Prove it.”

I snort, but my heart stutters, the skin under my jacket suddenly too tight. “Pervert.”

He leans in, breath warm on my ear. “Takes one to know one.”

The lamps throw our shadows in front of us, elongated and melted together, like we’re already a single body. I’m hyperaware of every movement, the tap of my ponytail against the back of my neck, the way my thighs press and rub with each stride, how my skin is still humming from the memory of last night.

I don’t want to talk about it, but that’s all I want to do.

“Hey, Lee,” Nate says after a stretch of silence. “Remember what we talked about?”

He doesn’t have to specify. The words float between us, a game of chicken we’ve been playing for weeks.

I nod, face angled toward the ground. “Hard to forget.”

He bumps my hip again. “You ever think about… what if we actually did it? Like, for real?”

I freeze, and he tugs me gently back into motion. My cheeks go hot, a flush that feels like sunburn under the sodium lights. “You mean, like… actually bring someone into our bed?”

He nods, eyes locked on mine. I wait for him to look away, but he doesn’t. It’s not a dare. It’s a question.

I swallow, mouth dry as old chalk. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but… yeah. I’ve been thinking about it.” The admission falls out of me, a stone skipping across a glassy pond.

Nate grins, a slow, wolfish stretch of mouth. “What do you picture?”

I shake my head, hair slipping free of my elastic. “I’m not telling you.”

He laughs, pulling me off the main path, under a weeping willow whose leaves hang like curtains. We’re in a pocket of darkness, just out of view of the nearest jogger. “Come on, Lee. I told you mine. Quid pro quo.”

My pulse pounds at my temples. I can smell the after-rain, the sharp tang of grass and something slightly rotten, and Nate’s aftershave with the undertone of kitchen spice. “Fine,” I say, arms crossed under my breasts. “I pictured you watching. Like, not just watching, but… making me do things. Like I’m a toy, or a performance.”

He draws in a sharp breath, and I feel his cock twitch against my hip, even through the layers of denim and fleece.

“And what’s he like?” Nate asks, voice softer now, almost reverent. “The guy.”

I close my eyes, letting the words come, even though it makes me want to climb out of my skin. “Bigger than you. Not in the way you think, just… taller, broader. If you told him to pick me up and fuck me against a wall, he’d just do it. No questions. I don’t know his name. I don’t want to.”

Nate’s hand is on the back of my neck, thumb stroking the line where my hair ends. “And what do you want him to do to you?”

The world has tilted as I open my eyes, the lamps now behind him, and darkness close. “I want him to use me. I want you to tell him how to make me come. I want you to be the one who decides when I can have it.” My breath is shaky, every word a confession I can never take back. “I want you to be jealous. But I want you to love it, too.”

His hand trails down, fingers lacing with mine, squeezing so tight my knuckles ache. “Fuck, Lee. You’re going to kill me.”

A trio of dog-walkers passes on the other path, the click of nails on wet pavement, the snatch of low voices. I turn away, ashamed, but the air between us is too charged for anything to feel real.

Nate leans in, his words so close to my ear it’s practically inside me. “What if I made you take him in your mouth, right here? What if I watched you gag on it, make a mess of your lipstick, and then kissed you after?”

My cunt clenches so hard I nearly moan aloud. Instead, I grip his hand, nails digging half-moons into the meat of his palm.

He keeps going, lower and rougher now: “What if I made you bend over that bench, made you beg for it? What if I just sat and watched while he filled you up, and then made you come again, after he was done?”

I’m shaking, whether from cold or something else I can’t say. “Why does it turn you on so much?” I whisper, barely able to speak.

He strokes my wrist, soothing and cruel at the same time. “Because you’re mine. Because I know no one will ever make you feel the way I do. I want to see you let go. I want to see what happens when you stop being so good all the time.”

The streetlamp flickers above us, a moth rattling in the glass, strobe-lighting Nate’s face in half-seconds. I want to crawl into him, or away from him; I can’t decide.

“I don’t know if I could,” I say. “I mean, actually go through with it. What if I freak out?”

He cups my face, making me look at him. “Then we stop. Always. But you have to admit, it’s hot.”

I nod, too dazed to play coy. “So fucking hot.”

He kisses me, slow and sweetly, like we’re teenagers on a park bench, like nothing matters except the collision of lips and tongue and teeth. I taste the faintest trace of wine on his mouth, and it’s grounding.

A jogger passes, headlamp bobbing, and we break apart, both of us breathless and glassy-eyed.

“Come on,” Nate says, tugging me back toward the main walk. “Let’s finish the loop.”

We walk in silence for a minute, but it’s not awkward. It’s full. Every step, every brush of his hand, every echo of our conversation is a ghost in my head, flickering images of what could be. The stranger with powerful hands. Nate’s eyes, hungry and possessive. My body, laid bare for both of them.

I press my thighs together with every step, and wonder how much more I can take before I just say yes.

As we approach the park exit, I catch our reflection in the window of a darkened rec center: two people, the same height, the same posture, leaning toward each other in a way that says, I dare you.

And I think maybe I will.

#

I don’t know who moves first, but suddenly we’re veering off the asphalt and into the wild, untamed part of the park where the city never bothers to mow. My shoes sink into spongy grass, cold and wet, and a flash of panic lights up my chest—what if there’s mud, what if I ruin these pants, what if—

But then Nate is laughing, not the nervous kind, but the sound he makes when we fuck up a recipe together, or when I say something truly filthy in bed. He chases me, almost tackles me, and I yelp before clapping a hand over my mouth.

“You’re crazy,” he says, voice low, but his eyes burn.

I’m out of breath, but I turn on him, fists balled in front of his coat. “Shut up,” I hiss, though I’m the one with ideas spinning in my skull. “Just shut up and stand still.”

There’s an oak tree, huge and gnarled, the kind they build tire swings on in sappy movies. I pull him behind it, out of the lamps reach. I check over my shoulder, and the only witness is a squirrel, half-catatonic on a low branch.

“You’re really gonna—?” he starts, but I’m already dropping to my knees, the cold soaking through denim in a heartbeat.

His fly is stiff with rain and stubborn, but I get it open, fingers clumsy and half-numb. His cock springs out, half-hard but swelling fast, the tip already glossy in the dark.

“I thought you didn’t do outdoor stuff,” he whispers, voice trembling with the effort to stay quiet.

I look up at him, the angle new and weird and somehow hotter. “I don’t,” I say. “But maybe I do now.”

He leans against the tree, hands braced behind him, and I wrap my lips around his cock, taking as much as I can. The taste is raw, coppery and salty, but I suck harder, using my tongue the way he likes. The air is chilly, but his skin is so warm, almost feverish. I hollow my cheeks, move faster, and the noise in my head—cars, joggers, cops—just fades out.

A group passes on the main path, not ten yards away. Laughter, a snatch of pop music from someone’s phone, the jangle of dog tags. I bob up and down, the friction and risk making me reckless. I think, let them see.

Nate’s hips twitch, and he stifles a moan with the back of his hand. “Fuck, Lee,” he mutters, breath fogging in the dark. “You’re gonna make me come.”

I let him slip out of my mouth with a pop, wipe my chin on the sleeve of my jacket, then look up at him with a smile that’s all teeth and dirt and triumph. “Good,” I say. “That’s the point.”

But he’s not having it. He grabs me under the arms, pulls me up, and pins me against the tree, bark digging into my spine. He’s taller, stronger, and for a second I’m scared—but not really. My legs go slack, my cunt throbbing, and he’s fumbling at my waistband, yanking down my jeans and underwear in a single violent move.

The night air hits me, shockingly cold, and I gasp before he covers my mouth with his. His fingers find me wet and ready, and he pushes in with no warning, no buildup. I bite his lower lip, hard enough to taste blood, and he groans into my mouth.

He fucks me hard, desperate, one hand clamped over my mouth when I get too loud. The other hand holds my hip, fingers splayed like he’s hanging on for dear life. Every thrust slams me into the tree, rough bark scraping my ass and thighs, but I don’t care—I want more.

In the distance, a siren wails, and someone shouts near the playground, but here, in this hidden pocket, the world is nothing but breath and sweat and the slap of skin on skin.

“Goddamn, Lee,” Nate pants, teeth gritted. “Never thought I’d see you like this.”

I want to laugh, to tell him I never thought it either, but I’m too close, the pleasure bright and tight and mean. He reaches around, finds my clit, rubs it with the heel of his hand while he pounds into me. I arch my back, nails digging into the bark, and the orgasm rips through me, sudden and violent. I scream, but it’s muffled by his palm, just a high, strangled whine.

He keeps going, chasing his own finish, and I feel it when he shudders, cock pulsing inside me, warmth spreading deep. He buries his face in my hair, breath coming in sharp, broken gasps.

For a moment, we’re both too stunned to move. Then he pulls out, tugs my jeans up, kisses my cheek where a tear has leaked out. “Shit,” he says, voice shaky. “Are you okay?”

I nod, legs jelly, hands trembling. “Yeah,” I say, and I mean it.

He zips up, wipes his cock with a crumpled napkin from his pocket, tosses it into the grass. I pull myself together, blood still thundering in my ears.

We check for an audience—there's no one. Just the city, oblivious and endless.

As we walk back to the path, I feel his cum drip down my thigh, slick and hot. I want to be disgusted, but I’m not. I’m proud.

Nate squeezes my hand, gives me a look that’s half-awed, half-terrified. “You’re full of surprises.”

I grin, lips numb. “You have no idea.”

We make it to the streetlight before I laugh, wild and helpless. He joins in, and for once, there’s no shame in it.

Just us, and the night, and the secret we left behind in the dark.

#

After I take the world’s hottest shower, scrubbing grass stains and city dust from my knees, trying not to look at myself in the mirror above the sink. But when the water runs cold and I can’t avoid my reflection anymore, I see something different in the set of my mouth, the way my eyes won’t settle, the flush that refuses to fade from my cheeks.

I sit on the edge of the tub, towel bunched under me, and part my thighs just to feel the slickness between them. Nate’s cum is still leaking out, hot and humiliating, and I shudder—half revulsion, half pride. I cup a hand between my legs, scooping a glob onto my fingers, then study the mess. My skin glows, raw and oversensitive, the insides of my thighs burning where denim rubbed them raw. I expect guilt, but I feel a surge of power, bright as static.

“Who the fuck am I becoming?” I whisper to the tiled wall.

In the mirror, my hair’s a disaster, eyes wild and sharp, lips bitten through in places. There’s a scrape on my cheek from the tree, crescent marks across my palms where I dug my nails in. I run a finger across my bottom lip, swollen and bruised, and can almost still taste him.

For a second, I remember the scene from outside myself: girl on her knees, mouth greedy, not caring about the world. Boy, desperate and worshipful, letting her take the lead. Then the reversal—me pinned and split open, hands braced and body shuddering, no control but also more control than I’ve ever had.

I touch myself, slow at first, then harder, the ache from earlier still blooming. I close my eyes and let the memory run in reverse: the chill of the air on my bare ass, the scrape of bark, Nate’s hands and the shameful thrill of being used. It doesn’t take long—my body is wired, electric, a live wire left exposed.

But this time when I come, I imagine not just Nate, but someone else—bigger, faceless, maybe even cruel. I see him standing over me, hands in my hair, hips slamming into my face while Nate watches, helpless and aroused. I see myself spread open, filled up, fucked until I can’t take any more, and then made to take even more. Both of them, in my mind, trade me, because I desire it, not because I’m weak.

When the orgasm comes, it’s a shock, like a lightbulb burning out. I shake, clutching the towel, and try not to cry from the intensity.

Afterward, I stare at the ceiling and try to slow my breathing. The bathroom smells like sex and hand soap and my sweat. I love it. I hate it. I want to do it again.

I clean myself up, pull on a loose t-shirt, and go back to the bedroom where Nate is already half-asleep, one arm flung across the pillow where I’m supposed to be.

I slip under the covers, press my face into the crook of his neck, and let his heartbeat lull me. His hand finds my hip, holds it like a promise.

In the dark, I run my thumb over the scrape on my palm, and think about the next time, and the next.

I don’t know who I am anymore. But I know what I want.

And maybe that’s enough.


Chapter 4

The bedroom is lit like a jewelry box, with just one lamp on the dresser casting gold over the tangle of sheets and the stack of unread books by the headboard. I kneel at the edge of our bed, feeling the press of memory in my knees—the tree bark from the park, the roughness of that moment, how alive and raw it made me feel. Nate sits on the mattress a few feet away, bare-chested, legs crossed, his hands resting on his thighs like he’s trying to look relaxed and not like he’s about to come apart.

For once, I let myself just look at him: the way the light throws shadows under his pecs, how the veins run up his forearms, the tiny hollow just beneath his throat. He’s beautiful, and for a second I want to tell him so, but the words catch, and I’m not sure if it’s embarrassment or the thrill that chokes them off.

I swallow, then reach behind me to untie my ponytail, letting the hair fall messily around my face. It’s a small move, but it shifts something between us. Nate’s eyes go even darker, pupils blown wide.

I rest my palms on the bed, steadying myself, even though the tremor in my hands gives me away. “I want to do it,” I say, and my voice cracks halfway through. I clear my throat. “The thing you talked about. I want to really try it.”

Nate blinks once, like he’s rebooting. For a split second, I see raw surprise on his face, but it’s quickly burned away by hunger. He leans forward, elbows on his knees. “You mean it?” His voice is softer than I expect, almost reverent.

“Yeah,” I say. “But only if we talk about it first. Like, ground rules.” I look up at him, hoping he understands this is real and not a setup for a fight.

He nods, inching closer to the edge of the mattress. “Okay,” he says, “I want that too.”

Exhaling, my heart bangs like a bass drum. I look around the room, at the way my sweater is draped over the chair, the way the sheets are still rumpled from last night. I want to say something poetic, something that would make sense of how I got here—on my knees, in the same bedroom where we used to whisper jokes and fall asleep holding hands—but all that comes out is, “I’ve wanted nothing this much and I do not know why.”

Nate smiles, gentle, like he’s seeing me for the first time in years. He reaches for my hand, curling his fingers through mine, thumb stroking the inside of my wrist. “What changed?”

I think about Alex’s voice in my head, about the electric feel of Nate’s jealousy, about the anonymous man I’ve been conjuring in my daydreams. “I think… I think it’s the way you look at me when you talk about it. Like you want to see me become something else. And maybe I want that too.”

He brings my hand to his mouth, kissing the pulse point. His breath is hot, a little shaky. “So we keep it fantasy for now?” he asks. “Or do you want more than that?”

I feel my cheeks go pink. “Just fantasy. For now.” I can’t believe how much I want even that, how the idea of performing for him, of letting him choreograph the whole thing, makes my insides liquid.

He nods, and I watch the moment he lets go of whatever tension he’s been carrying. “Anything you don’t want?”

“Nothing rough,” I say, “and nothing with someone we know.” My voice is firmer now, like the words themselves are armor.

He nods again, this time more seriously. “Deal. If it gets weird, just say the word. We can stop at any time.”

The relief is so sharp I almost laugh. Instead, I lean forward and let him pull me up onto the bed, so we’re kneeling face to face. There’s an additional weight in the air—consent, but also anticipation, both of us running toward the edge of something neither of us can fully see.

I tuck my hair behind my ear, and he does the same, fingers lingering at my jaw. “God, Lee,” he says, voice wrecked, “you’re shaking.”

“I know.” I smile, and it feels like the bravest thing I’ve done all week. “I want you to tell me what to do. Tonight. I want to see what you see.”

He’s so close now, his breath hot on my mouth. “You sure?”

I don’t answer in words. I just kiss him, deep and slow, letting all the nervous energy pool between our tongues.

The sheets are warm, the perfume from last night’s lotion still hanging in the air. My hands tremble against his ribs, but when he lays me back on the mattress and climbs over me, I don’t feel scared. I feel alive.

We break the kiss only to breathe, and then I whisper: “Whatever you want. Just tell me.”

His eyes search mine for a long time, and then he nods, a tiny motion. “Okay,” he says, and I know this is the start of something neither of us will ever be able to take back.

I arch my back, inviting his weight, and he settles over me, hands gentle but insistent. The world is just the two of us, the bed, the lamp, and the storm brewing in the space between yes and no.

I close my eyes and let go.

#

When I open my eyes again, the room is molten with anticipation. Nate hovers above me, waiting for a signal. But this time, I don’t just wait to be acted upon. I press my palm to his sternum and push gently, guiding him to sit on the edge of the bed. He obeys, wide-eyed, as if this reversal is a magic trick he can’t quite believe.

I let my robe slip off my shoulders, teasing it down one inch at a time. The silk pools at my hips, then slides off, leaving me in nothing but a thin, navy bralette and matching panties. I stand in the center of the room, letting the lamplight paint every angle of me, every shadow and curve. Nate’s gaze follows the line of my collarbone, the soft swell of my breasts, the way my skin flushes along my ribs. He licks his lips, but doesn’t speak.

I move to stand between his knees, close enough to feel the heat coming off his body. He reaches for me, but I grab his wrists and hold them firmly, pushing them back down to his thighs. “No touching,” I whisper. “Not yet.”

He nods, and the tension in his jaw says he’s already dying for it.

I let my hands roam over my skin, fingers skating up to the straps of my bra. I toy with them, slowly peeling one down, then the other, letting the fabric barely cling to my nipples before letting it fall away completely. My breasts are small, but the cool air makes my nipples stand up, hard as pebbles. I cup them, roll them between my fingers, pinching just enough to feel the spark.

“Imagine someone else,” I say, my voice low. “Someone bigger than you. Maybe stronger.” I watch his cock jump inside his boxers at the words. “He comes in and doesn’t ask. He just takes.”

Nate’s hands are balled into fists. He’s so hard now I can see the ridge through the cotton.

I slide a hand down my belly to the waistband of my panties. I don’t take them off—yet. My palm presses against myself. I grind gently, closing my eyes for a second to see it as Nate wants.

“He puts me on my knees,” I say, picturing it, feeling my body react to the words. “Makes me suck his cock while you watch.” I squeeze my breast, nails digging in, just the way I know will leave marks.

Nate is breathing through his teeth, making a hissing sound, like if he isn’t careful he’ll combust.

I open my eyes and see him watching my every move. “He makes me gag on it. He doesn’t care if I cry or drool. He wants you to see what a slut I am for it.” I slide my thumb under the waistband, circle my clit through the fabric, then pull my panties aside just enough to bare everything.

I spread my knees and let him look. “You enjoy watching?” I say, and the power in the words makes my thighs tremble.

He nods, unable to speak, his hands gripping the sheets so tight his knuckles are white.

“He fucks me with his fingers first,” I whisper, plunging two of my own inside, slow and obscene. “Opens me up. Gets me so wet you can hear it.” And I can—I’m soaked, dripping already, the evidence of my arousal shining in the lamplight.

I keep my eyes locked on his. “He bends me over the side of the bed, just like this. You’re sitting there, just like now, but you don’t get to touch me. Not yet.”

Nate is panting now, chest heaving, his cock an iron bar tenting the front of his shorts.

“He fucks me rough,” I say, voice shaking with lust. “He pounds me so hard my whole body shakes. You can see everything. The way my tits bounce, the way I bite my lip so I don’t scream. You can see how much I love it.”

I rub myself faster, desperate now, not for Nate but for the fantasy, for the feeling of being watched and wanted and devoured.

“He pulls out and comes all over me. My ass, my back, even my face. You watch me lick it off my fingers.” I hold up two slick fingers, and make a show of sucking them clean, slow and dirty.

Nate shudders, and I see the pre-cum leaking through his shorts, the wet patch blooming darker and darker with every breath.

I step closer, so close our knees touch. Hooking my thumbs into my panties, I slide them down slowly, step out, and let them drop. I press a knee to the mattress, then the other, straddling one of his legs.

“Do you want me now?” I ask, hovering just above his lap.

His answer is a choked, desperate “God, yes.”

I smile, and this time it feels almost cruel. “Not yet,” I say. “I want you to watch me come first.”

I finger myself again, fast and rough, while he stares, breathless. I can see him fighting the urge to grab me, to shove me down on his cock, but he doesn’t. He just watches, like I told him to.

The orgasm comes hard, nearly knocking me off balance. I squeeze his thigh, nails digging in, as I ride it out, whimpering and gasping.

When I’m done, I wipe my wet fingers on his chest, leaving shiny streaks on his skin. “You can touch me now,” I whisper, and the instant I say it, he grabs me, pulls me onto his lap, and kisses me so hard our teeth clack together.

I let him, hungry for his touch, but still in control. I grind against him, feeling his cock hot and insistent under me, but I don’t let him inside.

Not yet.

I pull back, breathless. “Was that what you wanted to see?” I ask, voice smug and shattered at the same time.

Nate looks at me like I’ve set him on fire. “Fuck, Lee. You’re incredible.”

I kiss him again, hard and messy, tasting the sweat on his upper lip. “Good,” I say. “Because next time, you’re going to do exactly what I tell you.”

He nods, dazed, and I know I could ask for anything in the world right now, and he’d give it to me.

I let myself collapse on the bed next to him, both of us breathing hard, bodies tangled in heat and want and the aftershock of what we’ve just done.

I close my eyes and picture it again—the stranger, the hands, the feeling of being watched. It’s not scary anymore. It’s electric.

I wonder what else I could make him do.

I wonder how much further I could take it before I can’t recognize myself anymore.

And the scary thing is, I want to find out.

#

For a minute, we just lie there—me on my back, legs splayed, skin cooling in the breeze from the cracked window. Nate’s next to me, propped on an elbow, his cock still hard and leaking against his stomach. The way he looks at me now is different—less like a husband, more like a starving man staring at a feast. I soak in his hunger and decide not to let it wait.

I roll onto my side, then push myself up until I’m kneeling at his feet. He sits up, back against the headboard, and spreads his legs a little wider, invitation clear. I crawl between his thighs; the carpet leaving tiny red tracks on my knees, and stare at him with a bravado I can’t believe is actually mine.

He tries to say something—maybe “you don’t have to,” maybe “are you sure”—but I cut him off by wrapping my fingers around the base of his cock and licking a stripe from root to tip, never breaking eye contact.

It’s a completely different headspace—this isn’t the perfunctory, distracted blow job of year-three marriage, all obligation and clock-watching. This is me showing him exactly what I want, what I need, and the thrill of it makes me lightheaded. I swirl my tongue around the head, taste the salty bead of pre-cum, and let myself get messy. Spit drips down my chin, smears across his shaft. I suck him deep, using my hand to stroke what I can’t take, then bob up and down, keeping a rhythm that makes his hips jerk uncontrollably.

He grabs my hair, easy, just holding on, like he might fall apart if he lets go. “Jesus, Lee,” he moans, voice gone ragged. “You’re gonna make me come.”

I slow down, pull off with a pop, and look up at him. “Isn’t that what you want?” I say, smiling with my mouth still glistening.

He bites his lip, nods, fingers trembling in my hair.

I go back down on him, even more intense this time. I hollow my cheeks, twist my wrist at the top, alternate between fast and slow. Every so often, I pull back just enough to whisper something filthy: “Pretend it’s his cock. Pretend you’re watching me take it like a slut.” Or, “Do you want to see me gag for him? Do you want to see me drool all over myself?”

Each time I say it, Nate’s whole body twitches, like the words themselves are direct-wired to his nerves. He thrusts up, a little desperate, and I relax my throat, take him in as far as I can, until I feel him hit the back of my mouth.

He loses it. Hands fisting in my hair, he gasps out a warning—“I’m coming, fuck, Lee, I’m—” and then he’s shooting into my mouth, so much and so hot I nearly choke. I swallow it all, not stopping, not flinching, just drinking him down like it’s what I’ve wanted all night.

When he finally lets go of my hair, I sit back on my heels, licking my lips, a little breathless. I look up at him, waiting for a reaction.

Nate stares at me, shock and awe written all over his face. “Holy shit,” he says, voice hoarse. “You’ve never… I mean, you just…”

I grin, a feral little thing. “I know.”

He leans down, grabs my face in both hands, and kisses me, deep and sloppy, tasting himself on my tongue. “Goddamn, Lee. Who are you?”

I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand, savoring the taste. “I’m yours,” I say, and this time I believe it.

He pulls me onto the bed, cuddling me against his chest, but I can feel the shift—how I’m not the same girl I was an hour ago, or a week, or a month. There’s something wild in me now, something hungry, and it’s not just for Nate.

I close my eyes, let his heartbeat anchor me, and wonder what I’ll do next time.

The possibilities are endless, and for the first time, that thought doesn’t scare me.

It makes me want more.

After, we collapse together, bodies sticky and ruined, the sheets twisted under us like proof of the storm. Nate’s head is heavy on my shoulder, arm draped across my stomach, his breath slow and even. He’s half asleep, blissed-out and pliant in a way I’ve never seen before—utterly spent, but still twitching every time I move my hand along his cock, stroking him softly even as he goes limp.

My body hums with residual electricity, a low-level vibration that keeps me from lying still. I shift just enough to see the clock: 2:04 AM. The city outside is muted, glass and concrete gone to gray-scale, but in this room everything feels hyper-saturated. Sweat dries on my skin, leaving me salty and raw. My hair is a mess, matted to my cheek, and there’s a purple bloom on my thigh where Nate’s hand clutched me too hard. I trace the bruise with my fingertip, savoring the ache.

He murmurs something in his sleep—my name, or maybe just a sigh—and I smile, running my nails along his chest. He always gets soft after he comes, loose and childlike, the hard edges of his ambition blunted for a few precious minutes. But tonight, I don’t want to sleep. I want to catalog every detail, replay every frame, commit it to memory so I can summon it later, when I need to remember how it felt to be wanted this much.

I roll out from under him, careful not to wake him, and pad to the bathroom for water. The tile is cold on my feet. I look in the mirror as I drink, and barely recognize the woman staring back. My eyes are bright, feverish, pupils dilated almost black. My cheeks are streaked with drying tear tracks and spit. There’s a smudge of mascara under one eye, a bite mark on my collarbone, a faint sheen of sweat that makes my skin glow. I look wild, not at all like the girl who used to check her lipstick before every Zoom call.

I lean closer, inspecting myself, and a weird pride blooms in my chest. I can still taste Nate on my tongue, bitter and familiar. My lips are swollen, glossy. I drag the tip of my finger down my sternum, over my belly, to the damp mess between my thighs. I touch myself, just a little, not even to get off, just to remember what happened and how alive it made me feel.

I think about everything that led us here—the first awkward conversation, the fight at the gallery opening, the time I caught him jerking off in the shower and didn’t say a word, just filed it away for later. The fantasy started as his, but now it feels like ours, a shared secret too hot to keep locked up in the dark.

I tiptoe back to the bedroom, slip under the sheets, and nestle into the curve of Nate’s body. He stirs, pulls me in tighter, nuzzles my neck with his nose.

“You okay?” he mumbles, voice heavy with sleep.

I nod, then realize he can’t see. “Yeah,” I whisper. “More than okay.”

He grunts, already drifting, but I know he’ll remember in the morning. He always does.

I stay awake for a long time, listening to his heartbeat, letting my mind spin through the possibilities. What if we keep going? What if I let him take me all the way to the edge, then over? Could the next time be more than fantasy?

The questions don’t scare me anymore. They excite me. I want to know what else I could become, what else he could make me want. I want to see how far I’ll go before I find my limit—and maybe, if I’m honest, I hope I never do.

I close my eyes and imagine the stranger: the hands, the voice, the feeling of being out of control but never unsafe. I picture myself saying yes, again and again, until the word is stripped of guilt, until all that’s left is hunger.

In the morning, I’ll probably second-guess it. I’ll stare at the bruise on my thigh, the bite on my neck, and wonder if it’s too much, if I’m too much. But tonight, in this bed, with Nate’s cum still drying on my tongue and my body shaking from the aftershocks, I know exactly who I am.

I’m the woman who can say yes.

And right now, that’s all I want to be.
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