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Chapter 1: The Way He Looked At Her

There’s a specific kind of luck that a man never fully gets over, and mine was standing at the kitchen counter in one of my old t-shirts, pouring coffee, not knowing I was watching her.

Brooke had her back to me. The shirt was the gray one with the faded logo of a band I’d stopped liking a decade ago, and it hit her mid-thigh, which meant the rest of her was on display: those long legs, pilates-toned and golden year-round, bare feet up on their toes as she reached for the good mugs on the high shelf. The hem rode up when she stretched. My eyes followed the curve of the back of her thigh, the way it kept going up into the round of an ass that no amount of oversized cotton had ever managed to hide, not from me, not from anyone with a pulse.

She was thirty-one and she still had no idea. That was Brooke all over. Eight years married and she still thought of herself as the slightly-too-loud girl who laughed at my jokes, and not as the woman who could stop a room by walking into it.

She turned, and the front view was worse for my composure, or better, depending on how you looked at it. Braless under the thin gray shirt, always braless first thing, her tits sat high and full and heavy, and the cotton did nothing, and I mean nothing, to disguise the way her nipples had pebbled up in the cool morning air. Honey-blonde hair scraped into a messy bun, a few pieces falling loose around her face. No makeup. A crease from the pillow still on one cheek. Warm hazel-green eyes, soft and unfocused before her first sip.

“You’re staring,” she said, without heat, sliding my mug across the counter.

“I’m appreciating,” I said. “There’s a difference. One of them is legal.”

She snorted into her coffee, and the flush I loved climbed up out of the neckline of the shirt, from the top of her chest up her throat, and I felt the usual dumb swell go tight under my own ribs at having caused it. I could still make her blush at eight in the morning. Some men had retirement accounts. I had that.

This was us. This was the good part, and it was genuinely good. We had a house in a suburb nice enough that the HOA sent passive-aggressive emails about mailbox uniformity. I underwrote commercial insurance from a home office down the hall, which is exactly as thrilling as it sounds, but it paid, and it let me work in joggers and a hoodie and forget to shave for days at a time. Brooke taught studio pilates three mornings a week and came home smelling like eucalyptus and other people’s sweat. We had inside jokes going back so far neither of us remembered the origin. We finished each other’s sentences and then argued about who’d said it first.

We had a whole private language, is what I’m saying. We had the thing where one of us said “I’m not saying it’s aliens” in a David Attenborough voice whenever anything went unexplained. We had the fake-serious ritual where I asked her every single morning how she’d slept and she gave me a weather report, “partly cloudy, thirty percent chance of leg cramp.” We had a marriage that ran on years of accumulated warmth, and if you’d asked me at that counter whether I was a happy man, I’d have said yes without a second’s hesitation, and I’d have meant it, and I’d have been telling the truth.

“How’d you sleep?” I asked, because it was the morning and it was the law.

“Overcast,” she said, blowing on her coffee. “High of exhausted. Chance of needing a nap by two.” She squinted at me. “You?”

“Clear skies. Woke up next to a beautiful woman. Immediately ruined it by remembering I have a nine-thirty call with a man named Gary who thinks flood insurance is a personal insult.”

“Poor Gary.”

“Gary contains multitudes, all of them furious about premiums.”

We were, by every external measure, a happy marriage. And we were.

Here is the part I didn’t say out loud, not to her, not to anyone, sometimes barely to myself: the sex had gone quiet.

Not bad. Never bad. Just quiet. Every-other-Sunday quiet. Lights low, one of maybe three configurations, both of us knowing the choreography so well we could’ve phoned it in, and some Sundays I think we half did. It was comfortable the way a couch gets comfortable, worn into the shape of you until you stop noticing you’re sitting in a rut. I loved her more than I’d ever loved anything. I also couldn’t remember the last time either of us had gasped.

And there was the other thing. The thing I really didn’t say out loud.

I’d had it for years, this one specific fantasy, and I’d bricked it up behind years of shame, a private crawlspace where I kept it and tried not to look. The fantasy was this: I wanted to watch her. Not on a screen. Her. My wife. I wanted to watch some other man look at Brooke the way I’d looked at her at that counter, and I wanted to watch her notice, and glow, and want it back, and I wanted to be right there in the room while it happened.

I know how that sounds. Believe me, I’d spent years knowing how it sounds. The math never worked out in my head to anything but you’re a freak or you must not really want her, and both of those felt like betrayals of the woman handing me coffee, so I’d shoved it down and shoved it down and kept shoving.

But it had nothing to do with her not being enough. That was the part the shame never let me finish thinking. It ran the other direction entirely, toward her, toward some greedy surplus of her that our life had no room for. More of her pleasure than our tired Sunday routine ever produced. More of that woman I only ever caught sight of by accident, when a stranger’s eyes tracked her across a room and she stood up a little straighter and turned incandescent. I wanted more of that Brooke, and the wanting scared me stupid, so I’d never said it at all.

I’d tried to talk myself out of it a hundred times. I’d lie in the dark next to my sleeping wife and run the interrogation on myself. Was I bored of her? No, God, no, look at her, who could be bored of her. Did I want to sleep with other women? Not even a little; I’d never, in eight years, seriously fantasized about anyone but Brooke. That was the part that made it so confusing, the part that took me years to untangle: the fantasy had nothing to do with wanting variety for myself. It was entirely about her. It was about being in the room when the woman I loved got to feel like the most wanted thing on earth, and getting to feel, at the same time, the strange fierce pride of being the one she’d chosen and would keep choosing. It made no sense on paper. It made all the sense in the world in my chest. I just couldn’t find a single arrangement of words for it that didn’t sound, when I rehearsed it in the dark, like the opening line of a divorce.

So I kept it bricked up. For years. And I watched our Sundays get quieter, and I told myself that quiet was the tax you paid on comfort, and I almost believed it.

“Earth to Ryan.” She was snapping her fingers. “Reyes party. This afternoon. You said you’d get the folding chairs out of the garage.”

“I did say that,” I agreed. “Past me is always volunteering present me for things.”

“Past you also promised to win at cornhole this year.”

“Past me is a liar and a coward.”

She grinned, and drained her coffee, and went to shower, and I watched her go all the way down the hall, because I was thirty-four years old and I had eyes.



The Reyeses did a summer thing every year, a backyard sprawl with a keg and a grill and forty people none of whom entirely knew each other. Dave Reyes worked the grill like it owed him money. There was a cornhole setup that had ruined at least one previous friendship. Kids ran a feral loop through the yard. It was, in the best way, deeply ordinary: paper plates, warm beer past hour three, someone’s Bluetooth speaker fighting someone else’s.

Brooke wore a sundress.

I should describe the sundress, because the sundress mattered. It was a soft yellow, thin straps, a neckline that scooped just enough, and it stopped a few inches above the knee. She’d put her hair down, which she rarely did anymore, honey waves loose to her shoulders, and she’d swiped on a little gloss, and she looked like summer itself had decided to attend a suburban barbecue. When she bent to set down the pasta salad, the neckline shifted, and two different men across the yard pretended they hadn’t looked.

I felt the first small flare of it then. Not jealousy exactly. Something adjacent and warmer. Pride, mostly. That’s mine isn’t the right phrase, because Brooke has never belonged to anybody. That’s who I get to go home with is closer. I sipped my beer and watched people watch my wife and felt a low, pleasant hum I didn’t examine too closely.

I want to explain what watching her at a party like this had become for me, over the years, because it’s the seed of everything that followed. For most of our marriage I’d been the only one who really saw her. Not because other men didn’t look, but because Brooke made herself hard to see. She had a genius for it. She’d fold her arms when a conversation turned to her. She’d wear the sports bra that flattened her chest to a rumor and throw a cardigan over the top of it. She’d stand at the edge of the group and let louder women take the floor, and she’d do it so gracefully that most people never clocked the most beautiful woman in the yard was actively hiding in it.

And I’d watch her hide, and some sad private part of me would ache, because I remembered the girl at twenty-two who’d laughed too loud and danced badly and taken up space, and I missed her, and I’d never once managed to tell her: come back out, I know you’re in there. Instead I’d married her and moved to the suburbs and helped, without meaning to, build the walls she hid behind. That was the shameful arithmetic under the fantasy, if you want the truth. I’d stopped fully looking at her, and she’d stopped fully being seen, and somewhere in the quiet of that I’d started to dream about a stranger’s eyes lighting her back up, because I’d forgotten how to do it myself.

We lost at cornhole. We lost badly, to a retired couple named the Fentons who did not appear to have a competitive bone between them and destroyed us anyway. Brooke blamed my form. I blamed the sun. The Fentons blamed nobody, which was worse.

There was a stretch in the middle of the afternoon, warm and beer-loose, where I sat in one of my own folding chairs and just watched the party breathe. Kids shrieking through the sprinkler. Dave defending his chicken with the fervor of a war criminal. Somebody’s dog stealing a hot dog clean off a paper plate and being celebrated for it. Brooke drifting through it all with a plastic cup of wine, and every so often her gaze would drift across the yard to me, unprompted, for no reason, just to check I was there, and she’d do a tiny private smile that wasn’t for anyone else, and I’d feel like the luckiest soft-bellied underwriter in the county.

“You throw like you’re mad at the bag,” Brooke told me, leaning into my side, flushed and laughing, smelling like sunscreen and beer.

“I am mad at the bag. The bag knows what it did.”

“When we get home,” she said, low, just for me, “I want the exit signal on standby. This is a two-hour party. We are at hour three.”

The exit signal was an old bit of ours: whoever wanted to leave would find the other and say, with total seriousness, “I think I left the oven on.” We had never once had the oven on. It was our escape hatch. I loved that we had an escape hatch. I loved that after all this time the person I most wanted to sneak out of a party with was still her.

And then it happened, and it happened in about ninety seconds, and neither of us said a word about it at the time.

There was a guy. Friend of a friend, I never got his name, some cousin or coworker of the Reyeses, tall, easy in his skin, the kind of confident that doesn’t have to work at it. He had the sleeves of a good shirt rolled up and a beer held loose in one hand and the general air of a man who had never in his life worried about whether he belonged in a room. He was over by the drinks cooler, and Brooke had gone to refill her wine, and I was maybe thirty feet away, half in a conversation about lawn aeration that I was contributing nothing to, nodding at intervals while a neighbor named Phil explained core plugs to me with the fervor of a convert.

He looked at her. Openly. Not creepy, not aggressive, just a slow, appreciative once-over, the exact sweep I’d have done myself, feet to legs to the hem of that yellow dress to the cinch of her waist to the full sway of her under the thin cotton, up to her face. He looked at my wife like she was worth looking at, because she was, and he didn’t bother to hide it.

And Brooke noticed.

I watched it land. And here’s what she didn’t do: she didn’t shrink. She didn’t cross her arms over her chest or tug the hem down or do the small self-erasing things I’d watched her do at parties for years. Instead she bloomed. Her spine straightened. Her chin came up half an inch. She said something to him, and laughed, a real laugh, bright and easy, and I could see her pulse going quick at the side of her throat, and for a second, one held second, she was lit from the inside like a struck match.

Then her eyes came across the yard and found mine.

And that was the moment. That was all of it. Because she didn’t look away, embarrassed, and she didn’t look guilty. She looked at me with her chin still lifted and something thrilled and private and slightly dangerous in her eyes, like she’d just discovered a door in a house she thought she knew, and she wanted me to know she’d found it.

He said something to her. I couldn’t hear it. Whatever it was, she laughed, and she tucked a strand of honey hair behind her ear, except this time it didn’t read as the old nervous tell, the shrinking one. This time it read like a woman deciding, for once, to stay in the light instead of stepping out of it. She said something back that made him laugh, and the two of them stood there by the cooler for maybe ninety seconds trading the harmless nothing-talk of two strangers at a barbecue, and the entire time my wife burned like she’d swallowed a coal.

The fantasy detonated in me so hard I had to look down at my beer.

It wasn’t the guy. I want to be clear. It was her. It was watching her turn into that woman right in front of me, the one I only ever glimpsed, and knowing I wasn’t the one who’d caused it this time, and feeling, instead of the sick jealous lurch I’d always assumed I’d feel, a rush of heat so total it left me dry-mouthed at a cornhole party.

There was a flicker of the other thing too. I won’t pretend there wasn’t. A tightness, right in the sternum, at the sight of another man’s eyes crawling over her and her liking it. But it lasted about as long as it takes to read this sentence, and then it dissolved into the same low pull as everything else, folded in until I couldn’t tell it apart from the wanting. I filed that away, hard.

“I think,” I said, appearing at her elbow ninety seconds later, “that I left the oven on.”

She turned to me, still glowing from it, and her eyes were still lit with it.

“Oh no,” she said, deadpan, going along with it, but her voice had a rasp in it that hadn’t been there this morning. “We should really go check on that.”



The drive home was ten minutes and neither of us filled it with much.

I put my hand on her bare thigh at the first stoplight, the way I’d done a thousand times, except this time it wasn’t idle. She let it sit there, warm, and at the second stoplight I felt her shift, just slightly, so that the hem of the sundress slid another inch up, so that my hand was higher than it had been. Neither of us acknowledged it. The streetlights strobed across the windshield. The radio played something neither of us was listening to.

“That was a good party,” she said finally, looking straight ahead.

“It was.”

“Dave burned the chicken.”

“Dave always burns the chicken. It’s his gift.”

She laughed, but it came out low and short, and then the car went quiet again, and I could feel the cab of it humming with something we weren’t naming. I was hard. I’d been hard, on and off, since the drinks cooler. My wife had been checked out by a stranger and had liked it, and I had liked watching her like it, and now we were driving home in a silence so charged I could have grounded a lightning rod to the dashboard.

Tonight, I thought. The word arrived fully formed. Tonight, or I’m going to be shoving this back down into the dark for another eight years, and I can’t. I felt like a man standing at the edge of a cold pool, having finally decided, after years of dipping a toe, that he was going in.

I pulled into the garage and cut the engine. For a second we just sat there in the dark and the ticking of the cooling car.

“Ryan.” She wasn’t looking at me. She was looking at her own hands in her lap. Her voice had gone careful. “That guy. At the party.”

My heart went sideways. “Yeah?”

She turned her head, finally, and the garage was dim but I could see her face, and there was a question in it, and under the question there was that same charged thrill she’d had across the yard, half hidden now under something more nervous.

“Nothing,” she said. “Forget it.”

But she didn’t reach for the door handle. And I didn’t reach for mine. And we sat there in the dark another moment, the engine ticking as it cooled, both of us knowing there was a whole conversation waiting on the other side of the next thing one of us said, and neither of us yet brave enough to be the one who said it.


Chapter 2: Say It Out Loud

We didn’t jump each other in the garage. That would have been easier, honestly. If I’d just kissed her against the car and let the charge in the air do the talking, I could have kept my secret for another decade. But that party had pried something loose in me that wouldn’t seat back into place, and I knew if I let the moment pass I’d hate myself, so I did the hard thing. I got out of the car, and we went inside, and I turned on too many lights on purpose, because I needed this to be a conversation, not a mood.

Brooke went to brush her teeth. I sat on the edge of our bed and put my head in my hands and rehearsed opening lines that all sounded, to varying degrees, like a man confessing a crime.

She came out in the yellow dress still, having only taken off her shoes, and she stopped in the doorway when she saw my face.

“Okay,” she said slowly. “That is a serious face. That is a we-need-to-talk face. Ryan, are you sick? Is it your mom?”

“No. God, no. Everyone’s fine.” I dragged a hand through my hair. “Can you sit down? I need to say something and it’s going to come out badly and I need you to let me finish before you decide I’m insane.”

She sat, carefully, at the other end of the bed, tucking one leg under her. The thrill from the party was gone from her face now, replaced with wary attention. “You’re scaring me.”

“It’s not a scary thing. It’s a stupid thing. It’s a thing I’ve been carrying around for years and I’ve never said it because I’ve been afraid it’ll make you think something about me that isn’t true.” I made myself look at her. “Today, at the party. That guy at the cooler. The way he looked at you.”

Her expression flickered. “I didn’t do anything.”

“I know. Baby, I know. That’s not, this isn’t that.” I exhaled. “You looked at me. Right after. Do you remember? You caught him looking and then you found me across the yard and you had this, this look on your face.”

“I don’t know what look you mean.”

“You do. You lit up. You stood up straight and you glowed and for a second you were, God, you were so beautiful I forgot how to hold a beer.” I felt my throat working. “And I didn’t feel jealous. That’s what I have to tell you. I felt the opposite of jealous. I felt like I’d been let in on something. And it wasn’t the first time, and I’m so tired of pretending it doesn’t do something to me.”

She’d gone very still. “What are you saying, Ryan.”

Here it was. The cold pool. Every rehearsal I’d ever run in the dark evaporated, and I was just a man sitting on the edge of a bed with his heart in his throat, about to hand his wife the one piece of himself he’d never shown anyone. I thought, absurdly, of the crawlspace, of all the years of shoving it down into the dark, and I understood that if I didn’t say it now, out loud, into the light of our too-bright bedroom, I never would, and I’d carry it to the grave, and our Sundays would keep getting quieter, and one day we’d be old and comfortable and I’d have never once told the truth about my own heart.

I went in.

“For years I’ve had this fantasy,” I said. “And I’ve never told you because I was scared it would hurt you or gross you out or make you think I don’t want you, and none of those are true, so please hold on to that while I say it. I’ve fantasized about watching you with another man.”

She didn’t say anything. Somewhere down the hall the house ticked. I could hear my own pulse in my ears, and she went completely still, the way she went still before she cried.

I watched it hit her face in stages, and it was one of the worst and most important thirty seconds of my life. First: blank incomprehension, like I’d spoken a foreign language. Then: understanding, and with it a flinch, a real one, her whole body drawing in an inch. And then the thing I’d been dreading most, worse than disgust, worse than anger: hurt. Her eyes filled, fast, the way they always did, and her voice came out small.

“You want another man because I’m not enough.”

“No.” I was across the bed and reaching for her hands before I’d decided to move. “No, no, that is the exact opposite, Brooke, please look at me. That’s what I was afraid you’d hear and it’s wrong, it’s completely backwards.”

“How is it backwards?” A tear went down her cheek and she swiped it away, angry now, which was better than the small voice, at least anger had heat in it. “You just told me you fantasize about handing me off to somebody else. What am I supposed to hear?”

“Hear that I can’t stop wanting you.” My voice cracked and I let it. “Hear that eight years in I still watch you make coffee like it’s a religious experience. This isn’t about wanting less of you. It’s about wanting more. It’s about the fact that today a total stranger looked at you and you turned into a woman I only get to see twice a year, and I’m greedy, Brooke, I want to see her all the time, and I don’t know how to be the one who brings her out anymore and it’s killing me.”

She stopped swiping at her eyes. The hard set went out of her mouth, the anger loosening at the edges into confusion, into listening.

“What do you mean, the woman you only see twice a year,” she said.

“I mean the woman who danced badly at your cousin’s wedding. The one who took up the whole room when we met. Somewhere we, I don’t even know, we got comfortable, and you started hiding, the tees and the bun and the every-other-Sunday, and I let it happen, and I miss you. Not you-you. You’re right here. I miss the loud you. And I’ve noticed that the only thing that ever seems to bring her back, even for a second, is somebody wanting you who isn’t me. And I lie awake and think about that. About being in the room when that happens on purpose. About watching you come alive and knowing I’m the one you come home to.”

She was quiet for a long moment. The tears had stopped. She was looking at me with an expression I couldn’t read, which was rare for Brooke, whose face was normally a billboard.

“That guy,” she said slowly. “At the cooler.”

“Yeah.”

“When he looked at me.” Her chest had started to flush, that pink coming up over the neckline of the yellow dress, and I knew what it meant, and it wasn’t embarrassment. “I felt it in my whole body. Ryan, I haven’t felt like that in, I don’t even know. Years. Some guy I’ll never see again looks at me for four seconds and my heart’s going like I ran here.” She pressed her palm flat between her breasts like she could still feel it. “And then I looked at you, and I felt guilty for liking it, and I made myself stop. But I liked it. I liked it so much it scared me.”

I didn’t breathe.

“I’ve been feeling like I disappeared,” she whispered. “Like I got folded up and put away. And I didn’t have a word for it and I definitely didn’t have a fix for it, and I sure as hell didn’t think the fix was, was that.” The breath went out of her in a shaky, disbelieving little laugh. “This is insane. We’re insane. You know that, right? Normal people don’t have this conversation.”

“I don’t know what normal people do,” I said. “I only know us.”

“Say the party part again.” She’d pulled her knees up and wrapped her arms around them, and she was watching me over the top of them with an intensity that made my skin prickle. “The part about how I looked. When he looked at me. What did you actually see, Ryan. Be specific. I want to know what you saw.”

So I told her. I told her about the ninety seconds by the cooler, about the way her spine had straightened and her chin had come up, about the flush I could read from thirty feet, about the loud real laugh, about the way she’d looked at me afterward with a door open behind her eyes. I told her that for a held second she’d been the woman I met at twenty-two and had been slowly, without either of us noticing, losing. And as I described her to herself, it happened in real time, her breath going shallow and her lips parting, the memory of being wanted doing to her exactly what the wanting itself had done.

“I felt all of that,” she admitted, barely audible. “Everything you’re describing. I felt it happen and I felt guilty about it for the rest of the party. And now you’re telling me you were across the yard the entire time, getting off on watching me feel it.” She pressed her forehead to her knees, and when she lifted it again there were two spots of high color on her cheeks and something dangerous in her eyes. “That’s the part I can’t stop thinking about. That you liked it. That I wasn’t doing something wrong. That you were over there, wanting me more.”

“Normal people are losing at cornhole to the Fentons right now,” I said. “I don’t want to be normal. I want to be us.”

She laughed for real then, the breathy nervous one, and swiped the last of the wet from under her eyes, and looked at me with the fear finally cracking into something else. Curiosity. Bright, terrified, live-wire curiosity.

“You’d really be okay?” she said. “Watching that? You wouldn’t, the second it actually happened, you wouldn’t fall apart and hate me forever?”

“I felt more okay today than I’ve felt in years.”

“What if I liked it too much?”

“Then I’d get to watch you like it too much.”

“What are the rules?” And there it was, she’d gone from am I not enough to what are the rules in the space of one conversation, and I could have wept with relief and love. “Because if we ever, and I’m not saying we ever, but if, there would have to be rules. I’d have to pick. It couldn’t be some app-guy in a Denny’s parking lot. And you’d have to be there. Every time. I wouldn’t do it without you there.”

“Every time,” I agreed, and my heart was going now the way she’d described hers going at the party. “You pick. You set the pace. The marriage is the whole point. Everything else is negotiable.”

“Safe word,” she said. “There has to be a word. Where if I say it, or you say it, everything stops, no questions, no hurt feelings, we just go home.”

“Absolutely. Pick one.”

She thought about it, and a corner of her mouth twitched. “Cornhole.”

I laughed, a startled bark of it. “You want our safe word to be cornhole.”

“Nobody’s going to accidentally moan cornhole, Ryan. It’s foolproof.” She was almost smiling now, the fear still there but the mischief creeping in underneath it, and the love came up in me so hard and sudden I could barely stand it. “And condoms. If we ever actually, whoever it is wears one. That’s not negotiable. That part’s mine.”

“That part’s yours.”

“And no secrets.” She said it fiercely, jabbing a finger into my chest. “If you hate it, in the middle, you tell me. If you feel one bad thing you don’t sit on it like you sat on this for eight years, you tell me right then and we stop. I’m not doing anything that breaks you. I’d rather never touch another human being for the rest of my life than watch you break.”

“I know,” I said quietly. “I know you would. That’s why I can do this at all.”

She looked at me for a long, long moment, and I watched the last of the hurt drain out of her face and a bright, hungry heat rise up to fill the space, the look of a woman who’d clearly stopped trying to talk herself out of it.

And then she moved.



She came up the bed on her knees and put her hands on my chest and pushed me down onto my back, and she followed me down, and kissed me, and it was not our every-other-Sunday kiss. There was a hunger in it I hadn’t tasted in longer than I wanted to admit, an urgency, her mouth open and demanding, her hands fisting in my shirt.

“Say it again,” she breathed against my mouth. “The fantasy. Say it out loud again.”

“You want me to?”

“I want you to.”

So while she straddled me, while she rocked her hips down against me through my jeans and gasped at the friction, I said it. “I want to watch some other man take his time with you. I want to watch you forget to be shy. I want to see your face when you…”

She sat up and pulled the yellow dress off over her head in one motion, and the words died in my throat, because there she was.

I’d seen her naked ten thousand times. It had never stopped doing this to me, but it had gotten quiet, familiar, sanded smooth by long familiarity, and right now it was anything but. Her tits sat high and full and heavy, the D-cups I’d worshipped for years, pink-tipped and tight-nippled, swaying just slightly as she settled her weight back down onto me. I put my hands up and filled them with her, felt the soft heavy weight of her spill over my fingers, and she pushed into my palms and sighed. The flush had spread everywhere now, chest and throat and the tops of her cheeks all gone hot at once, redlining here in our own bed. The honey hair fell loose around both our faces, a curtain, closing us in. She reached back and unhooked nothing, because she wasn’t wearing anything under the dress, she’d been bare under that yellow cotton all afternoon, and the thought of that, of every man in that yard not knowing, of the guy at the cooler talking to a woman who had nothing on under her sundress, made me groan out loud.

“You were naked under that dress all day,” I said, thumbing her nipples, watching her eyes flutter. “In front of everyone.”

“In front of everyone,” she agreed, breathless, grinding down against me. “And you’re the only one who knew.”

“Keep talking,” she ordered, working my jeans open, dragging them down off my hips, freeing me so my cock sprang up hard against my stomach, and I hissed as she wrapped her hand around it and stroked me root to tip, her thumb smearing the wet already beading at the head. “Tell me what you’d watch.”

“I’d watch him go slow,” I managed, because it was hard to string words together with her fist stroking me. “Because you deserve slow. I’d watch him make you feel worshipped. And I’d watch your eyes keep finding me across the room, and every time they did I’d fall in love with you all over again.”

“Oh my God,” she whispered, and a shudder went through her, some last held-back thing giving way, and she rose up on her knees and reached down between us and notched the head of my cock against her, and I felt how slick she was, felt her drag me through it, and then she sank down.

She was soaked. She was wetter than she’d been in months, dripping onto me, and I felt every inch of her open around me, hot and tight and impossibly slick, her pussy swallowing me down until she was fully seated and grinding her clit against the base of me, and we both cried out as she took me all the way in. She braced her hands on my chest and started to ride me, slow at first, deep grinding circles that dragged me against every wet inch of her and had her eyes fluttering shut, and I filled my hands with her tits and felt them heavy and warm and alive, thumbed her stiff nipples until she moaned, and watched that heat deepen across all that golden-fair skin.

It was already better than it had been in a year, and we both knew why, and neither of us said it, because saying it might break the spell. The room was too bright, still, all the lights I’d turned on for the conversation, and I was glad of it. I wanted to see everything. I wanted to see the way her mouth fell open, the way her stomach flexed as she rolled her hips, the way her tits bounced heavy when she picked up the pace, the slick shine of herself coating me every time she rose up and slammed back down, the small honey hairs stuck to her damp throat. For a year I’d made love to my wife in the dark. Tonight I could see all of her, and she could see me seeing, and it was doing something to both of us.

“Would you really like that, baby?” she whispered, leaning down so her hair curtained us both, her hips speeding up, taking me harder, faster, the slick catch of every stroke loud in the bright room. “Watching me like this? With somebody else?”

“Yes,” I gasped. “God, yes.”

“Watching me get, oh, watching me get fucked while you…” She buried her face in my neck, riding me frantically now, the word fucked falling out of her like she’d surprised herself with it, and I felt her whole body shudder. “I can’t believe how much I want that. I can’t believe I’m saying it. Ryan, I’m gonna, I’m…”

“Picture it,” I said, low, my hands sliding down to grip her hips and guide her, faster, harder. “Some man. Watching you ride like this. Watching your face.”

“Stop,” she gasped, but she didn’t mean it, she meant more, she was riding me frantically now, chasing it. “Stop, I can’t, if you keep saying it I’m going to…”

“Then say you want it.”

“I want it.” It came out of her ripped and helpless, and her eyes flew open and locked on mine, stricken with her own honesty. “God help me, Ryan, I want it, I don’t understand it but I want it, I want you to watch me…”

I flipped her.

I got an arm around her and rolled us so she was on her back and I was over her, never leaving her, my cock still buried to the hilt in all that wet heat, and she wrapped those long legs around me and pulled me deep, and I slowed us both down, because I wanted to see her face, and I drew nearly all the way out and drove back into her long and slow and hard, feeling her clench and flutter around every inch, watching the glassy eyes and the mouth falling slack open. Her tits swayed under me with each thrust, nipples dragging against my chest. Her hands came up and gripped my shoulders, nails biting in. She’d never held on to me like that, not in years, like I was the only fixed thing in a room that had started to spin.

“I love you,” I told her, and I meant it as the whole of everything, meant it as I want to give you the world and this is part of the world. “I love you so much.”

“I love you,” she gasped back, and then her back arched clean off the bed and her legs locked around me and she came, her pussy clamping down and pulsing around my cock so hard I saw white, crying out into the space between us, and the grip of her dragged me over with her a few strokes later, buried to the root, my cock jerking as I spilled deep inside her the way we always had, filling her, the way that had never stopped feeling like coming home.

We lay there tangled and wrecked and breathing hard, and after a minute she started to laugh, a soft helpless giggle against my shoulder.

“What,” I said.

“We just had the best sex we’ve had in a year,” she said, “because you told me you want to watch me cheat on you.”

“It’s not cheating if I’m holding the camera.”

She smacked my chest, still laughing, and then she went quiet, and I felt her turn her head to look at me in the dark, and her voice came out small again, but not sad this time. Wondering.

“Are we really going to do this?”

I brushed her hair back off her damp, glowing face. “Only if you want to. Only every step you want to.”

She was quiet for a long moment. Then she pressed her forehead to my jaw, and I felt her mouth curve into a smile against my skin, terrified and thrilled all at once.

“I think I want to find out,” she whispered.

Then, softer, her fingers tracing an idle line down my chest: “Ask me again in the morning. If I still want to find out when the sun’s up and I’m not, you know.” She gestured vaguely at the wreckage of us. “When I’m not like this. Then it’s real.”

“Deal,” I said.

She kissed the corner of my jaw and settled her head on my shoulder, and I lay there listening to her breathing slow, and I did not sleep for a long time, and I did not mind.


Chapter 3: Down the Rabbit Hole

I asked her again in the morning.

I made the coffee, because I always make the coffee, and I brought her a mug in bed, and she sat up against the headboard with her hair a disaster and pillow creases on her cheek and the sheet pooled at her waist, and she looked at me over the rim of the cup with the night before written in her eyes, and I said, “So. Sun’s up.”

I watched her weigh it. She genuinely considered backing out, I could see it, and I’d made my peace, on maybe two hours of sleep, that if she did, I would never bring it up again, and I would love her exactly as much, and the door would close and I would be fine.

“I still want to find out,” she said.

Then she immediately put her face in her hands and made a sound like a kettle. “Oh my God, I still want to find out, what is wrong with me, we’re PTA people, Ryan, I brought a seven-layer dip to a thing last week.”

“You can be a seven-layer-dip person and also this,” I said. “The two are not mutually exclusive. I’ve done the research.”

“You have not done any research.”

“I have done zero research,” I admitted. “But I stand by the sentiment.”

That, it turned out, was how we spent the next several days: doing research.

I want to describe the experience of two suburban adults in their thirties trying to figure out the logistics of the lifestyle from scratch, because it was one of the funniest and most tender stretches of our whole marriage, and nobody warns you that the on-ramp to your deepest fantasy is going to involve you reading acronyms off a phone screen to your wife while she makes horrified faces at you over a bowl of cereal.

“Okay,” I said the first night, laptop open on the kitchen island, Brooke leaning over my shoulder with a glass of wine. “There’s a whole vocabulary. This is like learning a language. There’s, okay, ENM, that’s ethical non-monogamy.”

“Ethical,” Brooke repeated. “That’s nice. We’re going to be ethical about it.”

“There’s cuckold, which is more the, uh, humiliation angle, that’s not really us.” I scrolled. “There’s, oh, hotwife. That seems closer. The wife has partners, the husband’s into it, it’s positive, it’s about her having a great time.”

“Hotwife.” She tried it on. “I don’t hate it. It sounds like a candle brand.”

“There’s a thing called compersion. That’s, huh. That’s the word for it. It’s like the opposite of jealousy. It’s being happy because the person you love is happy, even when their happiness is, you know. Somebody else.”

Brooke went quiet, reading over my shoulder. “That’s what you feel,” she said softly. “At the party. That’s a whole word for it.”

“Apparently I’m not a unique freak. I’m a category of freak. Somehow that’s comforting.”

We fell down the rabbit hole hard. There were forums. There were, God help us, podcasts, one of which we listened to in the car and had to pause twice because we were laughing too hard, a couple named Chad and Bethany who discussed swinging with the same energy other couples used to discuss timeshare presentations. Chad had a habit of saying “at the end of the day” before every observation, and by the end of the second episode Brooke and I had a new bit where we prefaced the most unhinged possible statements with it. “At the end of the day,” she’d say, passing me the salad, “you have to communicate with your primary before you play.” “At the end of the day,” I’d agree solemnly, “Gary from flood insurance would not survive this podcast.”

There was terminology that made Brooke shriek and hide her face in a couch cushion. There was an entire glossary, and we worked through it like a couple studying for a citizenship test in a country we’d accidentally emigrated to. Some of it was genuinely useful and some of it was so specific and so earnest that we had to stop reading because we couldn’t breathe.

“Okay, what’s a unicorn,” Brooke demanded one night, scrolling.

“A single woman who dates couples. Apparently very rare, hence the name.”

“That’s kind of sweet, actually. That’s a nice name for it.” She kept scrolling, and then made a sound like she’d been stabbed. “Ryan. RYAN. There is a thing called a ‘hall pass anniversary.’ People CELEBRATE. There are ANNIVERSARIES.”

“We could get a card.”

“They do NOT make a card for this, Ryan.”

“You’d be surprised. There’s a whole aisle.”

There was, underneath all of it, a slow dawning realization that this was a real world full of real, mostly normal-seeming people, and that we were not, in fact, the only two lunatics in the county to have ever thought about this. That was the part that kept surprising me. I’d gone in expecting to feel like a freak in a hall of mirrors. Instead I kept finding accountants and nurses and a guy who bred golden retrievers, all of them talking about honesty and trust and their marriages in language so wholesome it would’ve embarrassed a youth pastor. Somewhere in there, without quite deciding to, I stopped feeling like something was wrong with me.

“Look at this couple,” Brooke said, three nights in, scrolling on her own phone now, fully radicalized. “They’ve been doing this for twelve years. They have grandkids. There are grandparents in the lifestyle, Ryan.”

“There’s hope for us yet.”

The night we built the profile was the night it stopped being abstract.

We did it together, the two of us on the couch with the laptop between us, and it should have been clinical and instead it was electric. There was a couples’ app, discreet, more like a members’ club than the seedy thing I’d braced for, and it wanted a bio, and it wanted photos, and the second we started actually doing it my heart began to pound, because this was the part where the fantasy left my skull and went out into a world where other people could see it.

“What do we even say,” Brooke said, hovering over the empty bio field. “Hi, we’re Ryan and Brooke, we’re new, please be gentle?”

“You don’t say we’re new. Chad and Bethany said never lead with new, it attracts the wrong people. You lead with what you want.”

“What do we want?”

I looked at her. The lamp was warm on her face. She’d showered and her hair was down and damp and she was in the gray band t-shirt again, my t-shirt, braless, and even now, three days into acronyms and podcasts, my pulse gave the same dumb kick it had at the counter that first morning.

“We want,” I said slowly, “a couple, ideally an experienced guy who knows what he’s doing and isn’t a jerk, who wants to give a beautiful woman a great, safe time while her husband watches and loves every second of it. That’s what we want.”

Her breath went a little uneven. “You want me to write that down.”

“I want you to write that down.”

She wrote it down, her fingers slowing when she got to a beautiful woman, her thumb hovering like she might delete it, and I put my hand over hers on the keyboard.

“Leave it,” I said. “It’s true. Leave it.”

She left it.

“How does it feel,” I asked her, quiet, watching her stare at the sentence she’d written. “Seeing it in words. A beautiful woman available to be watched.”

She was quiet a moment. The cursor blinked at the end of the line.

“Terrifying,” she said. “And I keep reading it and my heart does the party thing. The one where it goes too fast.” She let out an unsteady breath. “I keep waiting to feel gross about it, Ryan, and I just, I feel the opposite. I feel like I’ve been carrying around a version of myself in a box in the attic and somebody finally said I’m allowed to take her out. That’s a weird thing to feel about a dating bio.”

“It’s not a weird thing to feel,” I said. “It might be the least weird thing either of us has ever felt. We just never had permission before.”

She looked at me across the laptop, and her eyes were bright, and she reached over and squeezed my knee, and neither of us said anything else for a second, because sometimes the marriage said it without words.

The photos were their own event. We couldn’t use faces, obviously, that was rule one, we were not putting our faces on the internet next to the word hotwife, we had jobs and a mortgage and a homeowners’ association that policed mailbox height. I had a genuine, cold moment of insurance-underwriter panic about it, actually, a flash of what if a client sees this, what if Gary from flood insurance is somehow in the lifestyle, and Brooke had laughed at me for a full minute and then pointed out that if Gary was in the lifestyle he’d have exactly as much to lose as we did, which was oddly comforting and also now meant I couldn’t look at Gary the same way ever again.

So we did an amateur photoshoot in the bedroom, me directing badly, Brooke posing worse, both of us laughing so hard the first twenty were useless. I kept giving her direction I’d absorbed from exactly zero photography experience, “give me sultry, give me come-hither,” and she kept breaking character to wheeze, and at one point she struck a pose so absurdly overwrought that I actually snorted wine out of my nose, which ended that particular session. And then somewhere in the middle of it the laughing stopped, because she pulled on a set of lingerie she almost never wore, deep wine-red lace, and stood in front of the mirror with her hair down and her chin up, and I lifted the phone and looked at her through the screen and forgot to breathe.

“Like this?” she said, and her voice had dropped into the register I’d heard the night of the confession, and she arched her back, and her tits pushed up over the red lace, and her nipples had gone tight and dark against the sheer of it.

“Exactly like this,” I said hoarsely, and took the picture, and we did not finish the photoshoot for another hour, and not because we were choosing photos.



The rules conversation happened over the following week, in pieces, usually in bed, and every couples’ guide online will tell you to have it as a solemn sit-down, and I’m here to report that for us it worked better as pillow talk, half of it whispered in the dark, because the truth was that talking through the rules turned us both on and we might as well use that.

She chooses. That was rule one, load-bearing, non-negotiable. Every partner, every step, Brooke’s call, and if she ever wanted to stop she said cornhole and we went home and got tacos. I would be present the first time, always the first time, no exceptions. Condoms. No secrets, in either direction; if I felt something dark I said it out loud in the moment, no sitting on it, we’d both learned what sitting on things for years cost. And above all of it, written across the top of everything in letters neither of us needed to say: the marriage first. This was a thing we did to make us bigger, and the second it started making us smaller it was over.

“What about you,” she’d asked, that first night of rules, propped up on one elbow. “Do you get to, I mean. If I get to. Is this a both-of-us thing?”

I’d thought about it, honestly, before answering, because she deserved a real answer and not a reflex. And the honest answer had surprised me a little with how certain it was.

“No,” I said. “I don’t want that. I mean it. This isn’t me negotiating a hall pass and dressing it up. I don’t want other women, Brooke. I never have. The whole thing, the entire thing, is you. It’s watching you. If I went off and did my own thing in the other room it would wreck it, it would turn it into something else, something cheaper. I want to be the one in the chair. I want to be the last door you walk through at the end of every one of these nights. That’s the fantasy. That’s all of it. There’s no secret ledger where you come up short and I go looking to make up the difference. It’s all you. It always has been.”

She’d looked at me for a long moment, and then something in her face had gone soft and wet, and she’d leaned over and kissed me, hard, and when she pulled back she’d said, “Okay. Good. Because I’ll be honest, the thought of you with another woman makes me want to throw a lamp, and I was really hoping I wasn’t going to have to pretend to be cool about it.”

“You never have to pretend to be cool about anything with me,” I’d said. “That’s the one thing I’m actually good at.”

“Say the last one again,” she murmured one night, her back against my chest in the dark. “I like the last one.”

“The marriage first.”

“The marriage first.” She laced her fingers through mine on her stomach. “Okay. I can do this if that’s the rule. As long as that’s the rule I think I can do anything.”

There was one bad hour. I should tell about it, because the guides say the compersion is easy and it mostly is but not always. It hit me at two in the afternoon on a Wednesday, in my home office, staring at a spreadsheet, when it suddenly and viciously occurred to me: what if she likes it more than me. Not more than she likes me. More than she likes it with me. What if I open this door and she walks through it and finds something out there that I, soft-bellied and average and holding a coffee, simply cannot give her, and I’ve handed her the very thing that shows her what she’s been missing.

It sat in my chest like a swallowed stone for about an hour, and it was the closest I’d come to understanding the sister-series version of this, the dread one, the one where it all goes wrong. And then Brooke came home from teaching, smelling like eucalyptus, and found me being quiet in a way she could read from across the house, and she sat down in my lap in the office chair without a word and put her arms around my neck.

“Talk,” she said. “No secrets. That’s the rule. It goes both ways. What’s wrong.”

So I told her. Clumsily, ashamed of it, the what if you like it more than me of it all. And she listened, and she didn’t laugh, and when I was done she took my face in both her hands and looked at me dead-on.

“Ryan. There is no version of any of this where I don’t end the night reaching for you. Do you understand me? A stranger is a stranger. You’re the person I want to be quiet with when I’m old. Those aren’t the same thing, and one of them is a whole entire life and the other one is a Tuesday.” She kissed me, soft. “I’m not doing this to find something better than you. I’m doing this because you saw something in me that I’d stopped being able to see, and I want to go find it. With you. You’re not handing me off. You’re coming with me.”

I believed her. That was the truth about Brooke; her face couldn’t lie, and it was telling the truth. The stone dissolved. And I understood, holding her in that squeaky office chair, that the reassurance was always going to have to flow both directions, that this wasn’t a thing I was giving her but a thing we were carrying together, and that was somehow better.

The message came two days later.

We were on the app, mostly lurking, occasionally getting messages we both agreed were an easy no, when a note came in from a profile that was different from the rest. Warmer. Funnier. A woman named Renee, whose bio described her and her husband Reid as “veterans, mentors, and full-time bad influences,” and who wrote to us like she’d already decided to like us.

Hi you two, it said. You read as brand new and a little terrified, which is my favorite kind of people. No pressure and no weirdness. There’s a low-key mixer at a lounge called Vela this Friday, just drinks and normal humans, nobody takes their clothes off, I promise. Reid and I will be there and we take newbies under our wing so they don’t get eaten alive. Come have a glass of wine and see the world isn’t scary. Or don’t! But you should.

Brooke read it three times. I watched her press a fist to her chest, over the run of her heart.

“Vela,” she said. “Friday.”

“We don’t have to.”

“I know we don’t have to.” She set the phone down on her stomach and stared at the ceiling and blew out a long, unsteady breath, and then she laughed, the breathless unsteady one, and turned her head to look at me with her eyes enormous and terrified and alight.

“Text her back,” Brooke said. “Tell her yes. Tell her we’re coming. Tell her fast, before I lose my nerve.”

I picked up the phone. My hands were not entirely steady either.

The abstract fantasy I’d carried locked in the dark for years now had a date on the calendar, an address, and a woman named Renee waiting to introduce us to it. I typed We’d love to and hit send before either of us could think better of it.


Chapter 4: Vela

The getting-ready took two hours and half of Brooke’s closet ended up on the bed.

“This one says I’m trying too hard,” she said, holding a dress against herself in the mirror. “This one says I’m a substitute teacher. This one, okay, this one says I’m a substitute teacher who’s having a really bad week.”

“You could wear a garbage bag and stop traffic.”

“That’s not helping, that’s just you being in love.” She threw the substitute-teacher dress at me. “I need to know what to wear to the first night of the rest of our weird lives, and you’re over there being romantic.”

In the end it was the little black one. Fitted, not tight, a hem at the knee and a neckline that meant business, and when she came out of the bathroom with her hair down and brushed out into loose honey waves, lip gloss on, heels making her nearly my height, I actually stood up off the bed. My body just did it, before my brain had signed off on the motion.

I did the slow sweep of her, because she deserved it, and because I’d promised myself I was going to spend the rest of my life actually looking at her. The heels, the arch of her foot, the polish. The long toned legs going up. The way the black fabric pulled across the round of her hips, the deep cinch of her waist. And then the front of the dress, where her tits filled it out with a soft, heavy weight, cleavage just barely suggested, nipples subtle but present through the fabric, because I happened to know she’d chosen a bra that lifted more than it covered. Up to the beauty mark below her collarbone. Up to her face, flushed already, hazel eyes nervous and shining.

“Okay,” I said. “You cannot wear that. I forbid it. We’ll never make it out of the driveway.”

She laughed, and the nerves loosened a notch, which had been the point. “Zip me?”

I zipped her. I pressed a kiss to the back of her neck when I was done, and felt her shiver, and neither of us said anything about the fact that we were both vibrating.

I’d put on a button-down and my one good pair of dark jeans and I’d even shaved, and I felt, standing next to her in the hall mirror, exactly like what I was: an average guy who’d married up and was about to walk into a room full of people who’d know it at a glance. I made a face at myself.

“Stop it,” Brooke said, catching it. “You’re handsome. You’re my favorite face. Now get in the car before I find nineteen reasons not to go.”

“I have twenty reasons not to go and they’re all in my chest right now, drumming.”

“Then we match.” She took my hand and squeezed it, and I felt hers trembling slightly, and it steadied me somehow, the two of us being scared together. “Rule check. Say the rules. I need to hear them one more time or I’m going to spiral in the car.”

“You choose everything,” I said. “I’m there. Cornhole ends it, no questions. Nothing happens tonight but drinks and talking. We’re just going to look at the world. And if it’s awful, or seedy, or weird, we finish one drink to be polite and then I tell them I left the oven on and we go get burgers and never speak of it again.”

She exhaled, the panic draining a notch. “Okay. Okay. I can do a drink. I’ve done a drink before. I’m very experienced at drinks.”

“World-class. Best in the field.”

We got in the car.



Vela was not what I’d feared, and I’d feared a lot. Some part of me had prepared for a dungeon, a red-lit basement, a bowl of car keys. What I got instead was an upscale lounge on the second floor of a building downtown, warm amber lighting, good leather furniture, a long marble bar, a jazz thing playing low, and maybe forty well-dressed adults standing around in clusters holding cocktails and, from all external evidence, having a completely normal Friday night.

“This is just a bar,” Brooke whispered, gripping my arm. “This is a nice bar.”

“Were you expecting a moat?”

“I was expecting something. This is less scary than Dave’s barbecue.”

We stood there in the entryway for a second, both frozen with first-day-of-school nerves, and then a woman detached herself from a group near the bar and came at us like a warm front.

“You’re them. You’re my terrified newbies.” She was maybe five-six, soft and lush and completely unashamed of it, a jewel-green wrap dress showing a generous freckled cleavage, coppery-red hair tousled around a face full of laugh lines, big earrings swinging. She had a drink in one hand and she used the other to pull Brooke straight into a hug, no negotiation. “Renee. Hi. Oh, you’re even prettier than your very careful faceless photos, you brat, I knew it. And you.” She released Brooke and grabbed my hand in both of hers. “You’re the husband. You’ve got the husband face. First-mixer husband face. Reid! Reid, come meet the husband, he’s got the face.”

Reid ambled over, a solid, comfortable guy in his early forties, salt-and-pepper beard, untucked linen shirt, nursing what looked like the same drink he’d probably been nursing all night. He shook my hand with a dry, easy grip.

“You look,” Reid said, deadpan, “like you’re about to give a deposition.”

“That obvious?”

“We’ve all been you. First time I came to one of these I drank four club sodas in an hour because I was too nervous to commit to a real drink. Renee had to physically remove me from a corner.” He nodded at the bar. “Come on. Let’s get you something with alcohol in it and I’ll tell you it’s all much dumber and nicer than you’re afraid it is.”

He walked me to the bar. He moved slow, easy, a man with nothing to prove and nowhere to be, and I found that his calm was contagious, that just standing next to him lowered my heart rate by ten beats. He ordered me an old-fashioned without asking what I wanted, which under other circumstances would have annoyed me and tonight felt like being adopted.

“So what do you do,” he asked, “in the daylight.”

“Commercial insurance. Underwriting. I decide how much it costs when bad things happen to buildings.”

“No kidding.” He almost smiled. “I do structural engineering. I decide whether the buildings fall down in the first place. We’re practically colleagues. We should get lunch and depress each other about load-bearing walls.” He handed me the drink. “See, this is the part nobody tells you. You show up terrified that everyone here is some kind of sex maniac, and then it turns out the guy next to you designs parking structures and coaches his kid’s soccer team. It’s just people, man. Regular, boring, happy people who happen to have figured out something about their marriages that most people are too scared to try.”

I looked at him. “And you and Renee. You’re happy. Genuinely.”

“Sixteen years,” he said. “And I’ll tell you something for free, because I remember being you, sweating into your collar.” He took a slow sip. “The sex is great, don’t get me wrong. But the part that keeps you coming back is watching the person you love get to feel like the most wanted human being on earth, and then getting to be the one who takes them home.” He nodded across the room to where Renee and Brooke were already deep in conspiracy. “You watch. Your wife’s about to have the best night she’s had in a long time and nobody’s even done anything yet.”

And he was right. That’s what I keep coming back to about that night. Renee peeled Brooke off toward the bar and within ten minutes had her laughing, that real laugh, the loud one, the tension going out of her shoulders, Renee’s hand touching her arm every other sentence, and I could see my wife physically relaxing under the older woman’s bawdy, easy warmth like a plant that had found sun. Reid told me deadpan stories about his and Renee’s early disasters, the mixer where Renee had accidentally propositioned a caterer, the couple they’d once met who turned out to be their dentist and his wife, an encounter that had made their next cleaning “extremely quiet.” He did not once make me feel like the soft nervous outsider I was, and by my second drink I’d stopped tugging at my collar entirely.

I watched Brooke across the room, mid-laugh, head thrown back, coppery Renee saying something conspiratorial in her ear, and Brooke’s whole face was open in a way I hadn’t seen in a public room in years. She caught me looking, over Renee’s shoulder, and instead of the small reflexive check-in smile she’d have given me a month ago, she held my eyes and did something new: she lifted her wine glass an inch, a private toast, look at me, I’m doing it, I’m here, and the pride went through me so clean and warm it startled me.

“There she goes,” Reid said, following my line of sight. “Told you. Rest of the night’s just logistics.”



Renee brought him over.

She materialized at my elbow maybe forty minutes in, Brooke tucked warm against her side, and she had a man in tow, and I knew, before she opened her mouth, that this was a deliberate act of introduction and not a coincidence.

“Okay,” Renee announced. “Ryan, Brooke, this is Adrian. Adrian, be normal, these are my babies, don’t scare them.” She said it to a man who did not look remotely capable of scaring anyone, and then she winked at me, which somehow made it worse and better at once.

Adrian was tall. That was the first thing, because it was unavoidable; he had a good half a foot on me and used it without seeming to try, broad through the shoulders, a lean powerful build under a dark fitted shirt with the sleeves pushed up over forearms that were, and I noticed this in a way I’d never noticed a man’s forearms before, genuinely distracting. Dark hair, short on the sides, a little length on top. Olive skin, Mediterranean, warm-toned. A light deliberate stubble. And when he put out his hand to me, first to me, before Brooke, the eyes that met mine were dark brown and steady and warm, and the handshake was firm and unhurried, and he said, in a low voice with a slight rasp:

“Ryan. Good to meet you. Renee’s been talking you two up all week.”

This was the hinge of the whole night, and the thesis of what I was learning about myself. I stood there next to a man who was taller, broader, better-looking, and more obviously at ease in his body than I would ever be, a man I understood immediately was exactly the kind of man I’d spent years fantasizing about, and I braced for jealousy.

It didn’t come.

What came instead was a low, hot curl of anticipation. My eyes did measure him against myself, one honest half-beat of he’s built on a whole different scale than me, but the thought didn’t land where jealousy usually lands. It skated right past the place that should have flinched and went somewhere greedier, and I found myself thinking, clear as a bell: him. It could be him. I want to watch her with him. And my heart started to pound, not with dread, but with the same charge I’d felt in the Reyeses’ backyard, times ten.

“Renee undersold you,” I said, and shook his hand back. “She said gentleman. She didn’t mention the forearms.”

Adrian laughed, a real surprised laugh, and Renee cackled, and just like that the ice was gone.

“He’s funny,” Adrian said to Renee. “You didn’t say he was funny.” He turned to Brooke, and here’s where the man showed his whole hand, gently: he didn’t crowd her, didn’t do the once-over I’d have forgiven him for, kept his warm steady eyes on her face and put out his hand and said, “Brooke. Hi. I hear you teach pilates. Renee’s been threatening to make me try it for two years, tell me honestly, is it going to destroy me?”

And Brooke, who I’d half expected to freeze, lit up.

“Completely,” she said. “You’ll cry. Big strong guy like you, you’ll last about eight minutes and then you’ll cry.”

“See, now I have to prove you wrong.”

“Everyone says that. Everyone cries.”

It happened right in front of me. I stood there with my drink and watched my wife fall into easy, laughing, flirtatious conversation with a beautiful man, and my mouth went dry and my pulse climbed, and nothing was even happening. Adrian asked her questions and actually listened to the answers. He deferred to me constantly, seamlessly, pulling me into the conversation, checking my face, treating me not as an obstacle to get past but as the host of the evening, the point of it. And Brooke bloomed. The bright flush came back into her face, but this was the good kind, the party kind, the lit-up kind. She stood taller. She laughed her loud laugh. She was, right in front of me, turning into the woman I so rarely got to see, and this time I got to watch it happen in real time.

And she kept looking at me.

That was the part that undid me. Every minute or two, mid-laugh, mid-sentence, her eyes would flick to mine, checking, asking, is this okay, are you okay, are you watching, and every time they did I gave her the smallest nod, and every time I nodded she got a little braver, and I understood I was watching a feedback loop of her confidence, and that I was one of the two poles of it, and that this, exactly this, was what I’d wanted for years without ever being able to name it.

Renee kept me company at the edge of things, and she was, I was learning, a woman who narrated. “Look at her go,” she murmured, watching Brooke and Adrian talk. “She’s forgotten to be nervous. That’s the game, honey, getting them to forget to be nervous, and your girl got there in under an hour, that’s a record, I’ve had newbies take three mixers.” She sipped her drink. “And look at you. You keep doing this thing with your face where you can’t decide whether to grin or cry. That’s the good sign. I keep telling you. That’s what I’m looking for.”

“You keep vetting me,” I said. “I can feel it.”

“Damn right I’m vetting you.” She turned and looked at me straight, and under the bawdy there was something sharp and kind and serious. “I don’t hand my people to just anybody, and I don’t let just any couple walk into this world, because I’ve seen it go wrong and it’s ugly when it does. So yes, I’ve spent all night reading your face, Ryan Hayes, and here’s my verdict: you love that woman like a house on fire, and this isn’t you trying to patch a hole in your marriage, it’s you trying to give her something. That’s rare. That’s the only kind that works. So.” She clinked her glass against mine. “You pass. Now go watch your gorgeous wife have the time of her life.”

The lounge had a small floor where a few couples were doing something between dancing and swaying, and at some point the four of us drifted that direction, and at some point it was Brooke and Adrian near the middle of it, and I stood at the edge with Renee, and Adrian’s hand came to rest at the small of my wife’s back.

It caught me then, right on schedule. His hand. On her. On the black dress, low on her spine. Another man’s hand on the body I knew better than my own. I brought my drink up and took a slow swallow, bracing for the drop I’d always assumed would come at a sight like that.

The drop never arrived. The bourbon went down and kept going, spreading out from my chest into my arms, and by the time the glass came away from my mouth I’d quit waiting for anything to hurt. There was only the heat, low and certain, and the slow rush of my own breath leaving me while I stood there with the glass sweating in my hand.

“There it is,” Renee said quietly beside me. I looked at her. She was watching me watch them, and her funny face had gone soft and sure. “That look on your face right now, honey. That’s the good one. I’ve seen a hundred husbands and half of them get the bad look at exactly this moment and we send them home. You got the good one.” She patted my arm. “You two are gonna be just fine.”

“Is it that obvious?”

“Sweetheart, you’re glowing brighter than she is.”

On the floor, Adrian said something low, and Brooke laughed and shook her head, and looked over his shoulder, and caught my eye. And she held my gaze across the room while another man’s hand rested on the small of her back, and she didn’t look away, and it was all there in the look, wordless, only heat and permission and years of love, and her lips parted and she held it.

Nobody did anything else that night. That’s important. It was a meet, not a share, and Adrian knew that better than anyone, and when the song ended he stepped back and gave Brooke a respectful few inches and turned the warmth back onto both of us. But by the time we were pulling on our coats, Brooke had typed her number into Adrian’s phone, and she’d done it while looking at me, and I’d nodded, and Adrian had said, “No pressure, either of you. Text me if you want to. Don’t if you don’t. It was genuinely great to meet you both,” and meant it.

Renee hugged us both goodbye, and she hugged Brooke a beat longer than she hugged me, and I watched her take my wife’s face in both freckled hands and say something quiet that made Brooke’s color rise for a different reason, and I filed that away too, the way Renee’s hands lingered, the way Brooke went still under them, but there wasn’t time to think about it because Reid was clapping me on the shoulder and telling me we should come to a couples’ night sometime, low-key, just the four of us and maybe another pair, and I was saying yes, yes, we’d love that, without any idea what I was agreeing to.



In the car Brooke didn’t speak until we were three blocks away.

Then she said, to the windshield, in a voice that had gone low and stunned, “I gave him my number.”

“You did.”

“I gave a man my number in front of my husband and my husband nodded.” She turned to look at me, and her eyes were huge and glassy and her chest was flushed above the black dress. “Ryan, I could not feel my legs on that dance floor. When he put his hand on my back I thought I was going to fall down. And I looked at you, and you were, you looked so, you looked happy, and I don’t understand how this is real, I don’t understand how I can want two things this much at once.”

I put my hand on her thigh, high, the way I had after the party, except this time there was no pretending it was idle.

“Text him,” I said. My voice came out rough. “When we get home. Tell him yes.”

She looked down at my hand on her leg, and then back up at my face, and the last of the fear in her eyes burned off into something reckless and bright and starving, and she put her hand over mine and pressed it higher, and she said, very quietly:

“Drive faster.”


Chapter 5: The Dress Rehearsal

She texted him from the kitchen the second we got home, still in the black dress, kicked-off heels by the door, and I stood behind her reading over her shoulder while she typed and deleted and typed again.

“Hi, it’s Brooke,” she read aloud, “we had a really nice time meeting you. No. God, no, that’s a thank-you card. Delete.”

“Hey stranger,” I offered.

“I’m not opening with hey stranger, Ryan, I’m not a divorced dad.”

In the end she wrote something simple and true, Hi Adrian, it’s Brooke. We meant it. We’d like to, and she looked at me before she sent it, and I nodded, and she hit send, and then she put the phone face-down on the counter and covered it with both hands like it might explode.

It buzzed forty seconds later. She flipped it over so fast she nearly knocked it off the counter.

Adrian’s reply was exactly the man he’d been at the lounge: warm, unhurried, no pressure, all deference. That’s wonderful. I’m really glad. No rush at all, whenever you two are ready. I’d suggest neutral ground, a hotel, somewhere nobody has to host and everybody can relax. And Brooke, I want to be clear, this is your show. Your rules, your pace, your call on everything, always. If you want to meet for a drink first and then decide, we do that. If you want to stop at any point, we stop. Ryan’s there the whole time. Sound good?

Brooke read it out loud, and by the end of it her voice had gone soft, and she set the phone down and looked at me with something wet at the edges of her eyes.

“He said it’s my show,” she said. “He said your rules four different ways without me even asking.”

“That’s why Renee trusts him with nervous people.”

“I’m not going to be nervous.” She said it like a person walking past a graveyard. “I’m going to be a whole sex goddess, Ryan, you watch.”

“I’m going to watch,” I said. “That’s the entire plan.”

She threw a dish towel at me.

We picked a night nine days out, which felt at the time like a geological age, and which turned out to be exactly right, because the nine days of waiting were their own kind of foreplay, and I wouldn’t trade them for anything.

I have never in my life experienced anticipation like those nine days. The house hummed with it. We’d pass each other in the hall and one of us would catch the other staring and we’d both flush and grin like teenagers. She started dressing differently around the house, not for anyone but me, but differently, the sway coming back into how she walked, catching me looking and holding my eyes instead of ducking away. I’d be on a work call, mid-sentence on a policy renewal, and she’d walk past the open office door in the gray t-shirt and nothing else and I’d lose my whole train of thought and have to email an apology to a client. Gary from flood insurance got a genuinely incoherent voicemail from me on day four that I have never fully lived down.

Brooke and Renee had become a two-woman text machine by then, and it changed my wife in real time, watching her get folded into a friendship with a woman who found none of this shameful. She’d read me the good ones. Renee sent her a meme captioned me explaining the safe word to my husband for the ninth time and Brooke laughed so hard she had to put her phone down. Renee sent, unprompted, a paragraph of practical wisdom about the first time that ended with and honey, remember, you are not performing for anyone, you’re just finally letting yourself have a good time in front of the man who loves you, the rest is gravy, and Brooke went quiet and warm after that one and didn’t show me the screen, just held it to her chest for a second.

We were, both of us, walking around at a low simmer for over a week, and the strangest, best part was how tender it made everything. We laughed more. We touched more. She reached for my hand in the grocery store. We started having actual conversations again, the long meandering kind we used to have when we were young and broke and had nothing to do on a Friday but talk, because the anticipation had knocked something loose in both of us and there was suddenly so much to say. The anticipation didn’t push us apart; it pulled us so close I could barely stand it. I kept catching myself thinking that even if we called it all off, even if we never made it to the Aldmere, the last two weeks would already have been worth it, because I’d gotten my wife back before a single stranger had laid a finger on her.

The rehearsals started around day three, and I mean the talking rehearsals, the ones where we practiced the fantasy out loud with words instead of just letting it hum under everything. They started as a joke, the way most of the best things between us started as a joke. We’d be doing dishes and Brooke would say, in an exaggerated sultry voice that was ninety percent parody, “oh Adrian, you’re so big,” and dissolve into giggles, and I’d play along, and it was funny.

And then, on maybe the fourth or fifth try, it stopped being funny. She was lying against my chest in bed, in the dark, and she said it low and without the parody, testing what it felt like in her mouth: “What if I can’t take him. What if he’s, what if it’s too much.” And her breath had gone shallow, and I’d realized we’d crossed from bit to genuine anticipation somewhere in the last sentence, and I’d said, low, “then you tell him, and he slows down, and I’m right there,” and she’d shivered against me and gone quiet and pressed her thighs together, and neither of us had said anything for a long moment, both of us feeling the fantasy stop being hypothetical.

“Ryan,” she’d whispered.

“Yeah.”

“When I say his name. In the room. Out loud. When it’s real.” She’d tipped her face up in the dark. “I need you to say something back. I need to hear you. I can’t do it if I can’t hear you. Promise me you’ll talk to me the whole time.”

“I promise,” I’d said, and I’d meant it, and we’d lain there in the dark holding onto that promise like it was the thing the night would stand or fall on, which, it turned out, it was.

The lingerie was my idea, and it became a whole event.

“You should have something new,” I said, four days out, both of us in bed with our laptops. “For the night. Something you feel incredible in.”

“You just want to dress me up like a doll.”

“I one hundred percent want to dress you up like a doll,” I admitted. “But also I want you to walk into that hotel room feeling like the most beautiful woman on earth, because you are, and the right armor helps. So yes. Both.”

So we shopped, the two of us, on the couch, and it was ridiculous and hot and funny all at once, me pointing at things, her scoffing, both of us slowly narrowing it down. And then a box arrived two days later, and she disappeared into the bedroom with it, and called out, “Sit on the bed, husband. Don’t move. You’re getting a fashion show, and you’re going to be respectful about it or I’ll change my mind.”

I sat on the bed. I was already half-hard, from the box.

She came out of the bathroom in the first set, a black number, and did a little runway walk, and it was good, but she read my face, and we agreed it wasn’t the one. The second set was pale blue, sweet, almost too sweet. And then she came out in the third set, and I stopped breathing.

It was a deep wine-red, the color she’d worn in the profile photos that had ended the photoshoot early, but this was a real set, a balconette that lifted her tits into a headline of soft heavy cleavage, the lace framing her nipples through the sheer of it, a matching thong that sat high on her hips and cut across the round of her ass and left the rest of her sun-warmed and bare, and a garter she’d added as a joke that was not landing as a joke at all.

She stood in the doorway with her hair loose and her weight cocked on one hip, and she watched my face do whatever it did, and the confident-runway thing wavered, and underneath it I could see her real question, the eight-year-old one, the am I one.

I took her in slow, head to heel, because I’d made myself a promise about that, and because she needed to watch me do it. Down the length of those long legs, up the garter to the high cut of the wine-red thong sitting on her hips, up over the flat of her stomach, up to where the balconette held her tits in a soft heavy headline of cleavage, the lace sheer enough that I could see the dark of her nipples through it, up to the beauty mark below her collarbone, up to her uncertain, shining face. I let her watch me take all of it in. I let her watch what it did to me, which was considerable.

“This one,” I said, and my voice had gone to gravel. “Come here. This one.”



She came to me across the room slow, and she knew what she was doing now, the sway in her hips fully arrived, and she stopped between my knees where I sat on the edge of the bed, and I put my hands on the bare skin of her waist above the red thong and just looked at her for a second, tits at my eye level, spilling soft over the wine-red lace, nipples hard and dark through the sheer.

“Practice with me,” I said. “Tell me what you’re going to do to him.”

Her breath caught, and her thighs pressed together where she stood between my knees. “Ryan…”

“You said you were going to be a sex goddess. So practice. Tell me. Two days from now you’re going to walk into a room and I’m going to be sitting in a chair. Tell me what you’re going to do.”

She looked down at me, and I watched her decide to try it, the persona coming on like a light, half-joking at first. “I’m going to let him kiss me,” she said, and her hands came up to rest on my shoulders. “Slow. And I’m going to look at you the whole time.”

“Good. Keep going.” I turned my head and kissed the soft inside of her thigh above the garter, and felt her shiver.

“I’m going to let him take his time.” Her voice was dropping, the joke burning off. “And you’re going to watch him, oh, you’re going to watch him…”

I couldn’t wait anymore. I hooked the red thong to one side, not off, just aside, exactly the way I knew she’d be pulled aside two days from now, baring her pussy, slick and swollen and dark pink, and I pulled her down and back onto the bed and knelt on the floor and put my mouth on her.

She cried out, loud, both hands flying into my hair, because I’d meant it about taking my time and I did, I settled in, I dragged my tongue up through her in one long slow stroke and tasted how ready she was, worked her open with my mouth, sucked her clit between my lips and flicked it and lapped at her slow and deep and thorough, the way I wanted to see Adrian work her, the way she deserved, and she was already soaked from a week of simmering, dripping onto my tongue. I looked up the length of her while I did it, past the flat of her stomach and the wine-red lace and the heavy swell of her tits, up to her face, and she came apart in stages, her mouth falling open, her hips starting to grind up and chase my mouth without her permission.

“Ryan,” she gasped, “Ryan, I can’t, I’m gonna, already, oh God, I’ve never come this fast in my…”

She came apart under my tongue faster and louder than she had in years, hips bucking up off the bed and grinding her pussy against my mouth, the wine-red balconette still pushing her heaving tits up toward the ceiling, and she wailed something that wasn’t a word, gushing wet against my lips, and I kept licking her through it until she was clutching at my hair and gasping “okay, okay, okay.”

Then I stood, and I turned her, and I bent her over the edge of the bed facing the long mirror on the closet door, the high-cut thong still pulled aside, her ass in the air and her pussy slick and open behind her, and I stepped up behind her, my cock aching and leaking, and I met her eyes in the glass.

“Watch yourself,” I told her, fisting my cock, dragging the fat head of it up and down through how wet she was, notching it against her entrance. “You’re going to want to close your eyes. Don’t. I want you to see what I see.”

I pushed into her in one long slow stroke, sinking balls-deep into all that soaked heat, and we both groaned at it, and I gripped her hips over the wine-red lace and started to move, my cock dragging out shiny with her and driving back in, and I made her watch. I made her watch her own face in the mirror, open and glassy-eyed, made her watch her tits sway heavy under her, still half in the lace, made her watch a woman being taken from behind and loving it, and her eyes kept trying to flutter shut and kept coming open again, glassy and locked on her own reflection like she’d never seen it before.

“That’s you,” I told her, driving into her steady, watching us both in the glass. “That’s what he’s going to see. That’s what I’m going to get to watch. Look at her. Look how beautiful she is.”

“Ryan,” she whimpered, watching herself, watching me over her own shoulder in the mirror, her whole body trembling with it.

“Look at her take it,” I said, gripping her hips harder, and she did, she watched, and I felt her clench around me at the sight of her own face.

“Say the fantasy,” I gritted, driving into her, my hips slapping against the round of her ass, my cock pistoning into her slick pussy, each stroke landing with a sharp wet smack she could see as well as hear in the glass. “Out loud. First person. Say what you want.”

“I want, oh…” She broke off on a moan as I hit her deep. “I want him to watch me.”

“Who.”

“You.” Her eyes found mine in the glass, wild. “You. I want you to watch me. Oh God, Ryan, I want you to sit in that chair and watch another man…” She couldn’t finish it, her whole body shaking, the color storming up her throat bright enough to see in the glass, and she watched herself say it in the mirror and I watched her realize she meant it, all the way down, no joke left in it at all.

“I’ve got you,” I said, low, fucking her steady and deep. “I’m going to watch every second. And then I’m going to take you home in me.”

“In you,” she gasped, confused with pleasure, and I laughed and corrected myself, “in me, take you home with me,” and she laughed too, undone, breathless, and then she stopped laughing because I reached around and found her clit and rubbed tight circles into it and she came again, hard, her pussy clamping and fluttering around my cock and crying out and watching her own face fall apart in the mirror, and the sight of that, my wife watching herself come on my cock in wine-red lace, the wet grip of her milking me, finished me.

I pulled her back onto me and buried deep and came inside her, my cock jerking and emptying, flooding her while she clenched around it, gripping her hips, my forehead dropping to the back of her shoulder, both of us shuddering to a stop.

We stayed like that a moment, folded over the edge of the bed, breathing. Then she reached one hand back without lifting her head and found my hip, my thigh, some part of me to hold onto, and I felt the last aftershocks still moving through her.

“Two days,” she said into the comforter. “How am I supposed to survive two days of this. You’re going to kill me before we even get to the hotel.”

“We’ll pace ourselves.”

“We are extremely not going to pace ourselves.” She turned her head, cheek on the comforter, loose and glowing and grinning at me sideways. “Did you hear me? In the mirror. Did you hear what I said?”

“I heard you.”

“I meant it.”

“I know you did.”

She was quiet a second, and something soft crossed her face, the joke gone. “It’s real now, isn’t it. It’s really going to happen.”

I eased out of her and pulled her up and around and into my arms, both of us a mess, her still in the ruined finery, and I held my wife against my chest and felt her heart going a mile a minute against mine.

“Only if you want it to be,” I said, the same thing I’d said every time, because I would say it every time, forever.

She tipped her face up and kissed me, slow and deep, and when she pulled back her eyes were clear and certain, no tremor left in them at all.

“I want it to be,” she said, and then she pushed me flat onto the wrecked bed and swung a leg over me, because two days was a long time and neither of us had any intention of pacing ourselves after all.


Chapter 6: The Aldmere

The junior suite at the Aldmere had a king bed, a low couch, and, angled near the window, a single upholstered armchair, and I noticed the chair the second we walked in, and I knew, without anyone saying it, that the chair was mine.

Adrian was already there when we arrived, which had been the plan, so that Brooke and I could walk in together and it would feel like ours. He’d ordered a bottle of wine and set out three glasses and put a lamp on instead of the overhead, so the room was warm and low-lit and did not feel remotely like a place where anything clinical was about to happen. He stood when we came in, and he’d dressed the way he had at the lounge, dark shirt, sleeves pushed up, and he crossed to us loose and easy and shook my hand first.

“You made it. I’m glad.” He turned to Brooke, and again he made a point of it, keeping his eyes on her face, giving her space, not crowding. “You look beautiful. How are you feeling? Honestly.”

A shaky laugh escaped Brooke. She had the black dress on again over the wine-red set, and her hair was down, and she’d been quiet the entire drive over, her knee bouncing, and now she stood in the doorway of a hotel room with the two of us and I watched her gather herself.

“Terrified,” she admitted. “Good-terrified. Is that a thing?”

“It’s the only kind worth having.” Adrian handed her a glass of wine, and one to me, and picked up his own. “Okay. House rules, and then we don’t talk about rules again unless we need them, deal? Brooke, you’re driving. Everything is your call, your pace, and if you want to slow down or stop, you say so and it’s done, no explanation. There’s a word, Renee told me you picked one.”

“Cornhole,” Brooke said, and it startled a laugh out of all three of us, which was the point of it, and the room loosened.

“Cornhole,” Adrian repeated gravely. “Best safe word I’ve ever heard. Anyone says cornhole, everything stops, we open the minibar and talk about the weather. Ryan.” He looked at me, and his dark eyes were steady and warm and completely without ego. “You’re the whole reason we’re here. This is yours. You’re not furniture and you’re not a spectator I’m tolerating. If anything feels wrong for you, you say so, and we’re done. And that chair’s got your name on it whenever you want it. Sound fair?”

“Sound fair,” I said, and I meant it, and something behind my sternum that had been clenched since the parking garage let go a little.

We drank the wine. We talked, easy, for maybe twenty minutes, and this was Adrian’s craft, I could see it now, this patient warming of the room, letting Brooke’s shoulders come down from around her ears, letting the three of us just be people for a while. He asked her about pilates. He asked me about the drive. He told a story about the first time Renee had dragged him to a mixer years ago and he’d knocked a drink into a stranger’s lap and spent the rest of the night apologizing to a woman named Deb who, it turned out, found the disaster delightful. He was, and I kept marveling at this, genuinely likeable, and I could feel Brooke going soft and warm beside me as the wine and the calm did their work.

Sitting this close now, I let myself really look at him. He filled the room without trying to, easy in the low light, forearms resting on his knees, dark shirt with the sleeves pushed up, that good watch catching the lamplight. He’d never had to perform confidence; he’d simply always had it, and it showed in how little space he took up while still somehow owning all of it. I kept picturing those forearms on my wife, that unhurried calm turned entirely onto Brooke, and the anticipation coiled tighter in my gut. The old flicker was in there too, small and honest, look at him, next to me, and I didn’t chase it off or wait for it to burn away into something cleaner. I just let it sit alongside the wanting, a low complicated chord I was learning I could hold without needing it to resolve. It could be one more thing I felt tonight, and not the one running the show.

“Can I ask you something,” Brooke said to him, mid-conversation, and I heard the nerve it took her. “Why do you do this? The, all of it. Renee says you’re the guy she trusts with people like us. Why?”

Adrian weighed the question a moment before he answered. “Because I like watching people find something out about themselves,” he said finally. “I got divorced years ago, amicably, no drama, and I figured out somewhere in there that I’m not built for owning one person’s whole life, and I don’t want to be. But I’m good at this. I’m good at making a nervous person feel safe, and I like it, the way some people like teaching or cooking for a crowd. And couples like you two, the ones who genuinely love each other and are just brave enough to try something, that’s my favorite. I get to give you a great night and then get out of the way and let you keep it.” He shrugged, easy. “It’s a nice thing to be good at.”

Brooke looked at him for a long moment, and the last of her fear of him specifically dissolved, and she decided she was safe.

And then, at some point, the conversation slowed, and a charge crept into the quiet, and Brooke set her glass down on the side table with a click that sounded very loud, and she looked at Adrian, and then she looked at me.

“Okay,” she said, and her voice had dropped. “Okay. I think I’m ready. I think I want to.”

“Where do you want Ryan?” Adrian asked, and I loved him a little for the question, for making the first move about me.

Brooke looked at the chair by the window. Then she looked at me, and her eyes were huge, and she said, quiet, “There. I want you there. I want to be able to find you.”

I went and sat in the chair.



What happened next was the thing I’d waited years for.

Adrian stood and held out his hand to Brooke, and she took it and let him draw her up off the couch, and he brought her in close, one hand light at her waist, and he looked down at her, and he waited. He didn’t lunge. He waited, giving her the last inch to close or not close, and I watched my wife tip her face up, saw her rise onto her toes, and then there it was, in front of me, in a lamplit hotel room: my wife kissing another man for the first time in eight years.

There it was, the flinch I’d braced for. I’d promised no secrets, and this is the secret of that moment: when Brooke’s mouth met Adrian’s, a fist closed hard around my gut, a real animal spike, that’s my wife, that’s my mouth, that’s mine, and for half a second the floor tilted.

And then I breathed out.

The breath went out of me slow and unsteady, and something turned over as it went, the animal mine not softening but sharpening, honing itself into pure appetite until my grip went white on the arm of the chair, because the sight in front of me was the single most erotic thing I had ever seen and it was my wife. Adrian kissed her slow, one big hand coming up to cradle the back of her head, the other spreading warm across the small of her back, and Brooke made a small sound into his mouth and melted into it, her hands coming up to his chest, and I sat forward, hard already, my pulse going hard and high in my throat, and pride crashed through me like a tide. That was my Brooke. That was the woman who ducked every compliment and drifted to the edge of every room, kissing a beautiful man like she’d been waiting years for permission, coming alive in real time.

And then, mid-kiss, she opened her eyes and found me across the room.

She held my gaze while Adrian kissed her, and there was so much in her face, the thrill and the disbelief and the question and the love, all of it aimed across the room at the chair, at me. This was the moment it had all been built for, the promise I’d made her in the dark, talk to me the whole time, I need to hear you, except it wasn’t words she needed now, it was just my eyes on hers, my presence, the proof that I was here and I was watching and I was not breaking. So I gave it to her. I held her gaze and I nodded, once, slow, I’ve got you, keep going, I’m right here, and I watched the message land, her shoulders coming down, the last of her fear letting go against another man’s mouth. Her hands slid up around his neck. She pressed her whole body into him. And the kiss deepened, and her eyes fluttered shut again, and I heard her moan, and my whole chest filled with a pride so fierce it was almost painful, because I had done that, I had made her feel safe enough to fall.

Adrian was in no hurry. That was his whole gift, and it was on full display now. He kissed her until she was pliant and breathing hard, and only then did his hands go to the zipper at the back of the black dress, and he drew it down slow, and the dress loosened and slipped off her shoulders and pooled at her feet, and there she was in the wine-red set I’d helped choose, the balconette lifting her tits into soft heavy cleavage, the high-cut thong, the golden-fair skin, and Adrian stepped back half a pace just to look at her, and I heard him exhale.

“God, Brooke,” he said, low and rough and reverent. “Look at you.”

Her breath caught and held under his gaze. She stood there and let herself be looked at, and she fought the old instinct to cover up and won, let her arms fall open and stay bared to him instead, and my chest ached with how proud I was.

He worshipped her. There’s no other word. He took his time, his big hands mapping her slow, his mouth finding her throat, her collarbone, the beauty mark below it, working slowly down. His hands looked huge against her, dark-toned over the honey-gold of her skin, and I sat in my chair and catalogued the contrast of it, the size of his palm spanning her whole waist, and it went straight to heat in me with no detour through anything darker. He unhooked the balconette and drew it off and cupped her bare tits in his big hands, thumbed her hard dark nipples until she gasped and swayed, bent his dark head and took one into his mouth, and Brooke’s hands flew into his hair and her head fell back and she moaned, loud, louder than our bedroom ever heard.

That first real moan hit me somewhere under the ribs and stayed lodged there, low and rough and involuntary. In all our years of marriage I had learned all of my wife’s sounds, the entire vocabulary of them, and I knew for a fact I’d never heard this one, this low helpless unguarded thing that came up out of her when another man’s mouth closed over her nipple. She hadn’t performed that sound. It had simply escaped her, torn free before she could catch it. And sitting there hard and aching in the chair, it came clear to me: I was about to spend the next hour learning a whole new vocabulary of her, sounds she’d never once made in our own bedroom, and that the years of hunger I’d bricked up in the dark had been reaching for this all along, this room, this sound, this woman coming unbricked right in front of me.

“Ryan,” she breathed, dazed, like she needed to confirm I was real.

“I’m right here,” I said. It came out hoarse. “I’m watching. You’re perfect. Keep going.”

He laid her back on the bed, and he took the wine-red thong off slow, drawing it down her long legs and dropping it to the floor, baring her completely, and he settled his broad shoulders between her thighs and spread them wide with his big hands, opening her, and he looked up the length of her body, and he said, “Is this okay?” and Brooke, propped on her elbows, panting, nodded frantically, and Adrian lowered his dark head and put his mouth on her.

What he did next broke something open in me. He ate my wife with a patience I’d never even attempted, slow and thorough and relentless, dragging his tongue up through her slick pink flesh and circling her clit and then sucking it into his mouth, in no hurry to arrive anywhere, and watching it, there was no missing that this was a man who considered a woman’s pleasure the entire point rather than a toll booth on the way to his own. He worked two thick fingers into her while his mouth stayed on her clit, and I could see them sliding in and out of her, could see how wet she was, glistening on his hand in the lamplight. Brooke’s hands went into his dark hair and then to the sheets and then back to his hair, and her hips started to grind up against his mouth, and the sounds coming out of her climbed a ladder I’d never heard her climb.

“Oh my God,” she gasped, her head thrashing on the pillow, and then, helplessly, the words breaking loose and thrown across the room toward the chair, “Ryan, he’s, I can’t, nobody’s ever, oh God, oh God…”

And Brooke came apart faster and harder than I’d ever seen. Her elbows gave out and she fell back onto the bed and her hips came up off it, grinding her pussy against his mouth, and her hands scrabbled at the sheets and she got loud, a helpless rising cry that climbed and climbed, a sound with no performance in it at all, and her thighs clamped and started to shake around his head, and she came on his tongue, shouting, arching clean off the mattress, soaking his mouth and his fingers, and her hand shot out sideways across the bed reaching for nothing, reaching for me, and I got out of the chair and crossed to the edge of the bed and took it, and she gripped my fingers and rode it out with her eyes locked on mine.

“Oh my God,” she gasped, when she could talk, still trembling. “Oh my God, Ryan, did you see, did you…”

“I saw,” I said, kissing her knuckles, my whole body on fire. “I saw everything. You’re incredible.”

Adrian sat back on his heels, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, and he had the good grace to look wrecked himself, and he glanced at me and gave a small nod that somehow contained an entire conversation, and I nodded back and returned to my chair, because it wasn’t my turn and we both knew it.

And then Brooke sat up, still shaking, and reached for the waistband of his jeans, and it was her turn to look, and I got to watch my wife’s face when she got Adrian’s jeans open and drew him out.

Her eyes went wide. Her breath caught audibly, a small sharp intake I heard clear across the room. She wrapped her hand around him and it did not close, her fingers not quite meeting around the thick of him, his cock jutting heavy and flushed and long past the top of her fist, and she went still for a second, just looking, weighing him in her palm, giving him one slow experimental stroke that made his stomach flex, and then her eyes lifted to me, and there was a whole galaxy of things in her face, wonder and nerves and a greedy dawning heat and, under all of it, the checking-in, the are you okay, are you watching, is this alright. And then she said it, and her voice came out soft and stunned and filthy all at once:

“Baby. Baby, look at him.”

I looked. I made myself look at another man, bigger than me in every way, thick and heavy in my wife’s small hand, and for one hot involuntary beat the whole of my attention was just God, the size of him. But my eyes didn’t stay on him. They went where they wanted to go, which was her face, the wonder on it, the greed, and my thoughts followed them there, because this wasn’t about me, it had never been about me. It was about the fact that in a minute she was going to feel all of that and I was going to get to watch, and that was the gift, that was the point of all of it.

“I see him,” I said, rough. “Go on. I want to watch you.”

She bent her head. She took her time the way he’d taken his, wrapping her lips around the fat swollen head of him first and swirling her tongue, then sinking down, taking as much of that thick length into her mouth as she could and drawing back up with a slow wet suck that left him shining. Adrian’s hand came up to gather her hair back out of her face, gentle, and I caught the deliberateness of it, the way he’d angled it so the chair kept its view, and a clean rush of gratitude went through me toward the man taking my wife apart in front of me. Brooke worked him slow, one hand fisting the base of him where her mouth couldn’t reach, her tits swaying heavy beneath her, spit slicking her lips and running down over her fingers, her cheeks hollowing as she sucked, a moan vibrating through his cock every time she took him deeper, until he nudged the back of her throat and she gagged softly and pulled off with a gasp and went right back down, pushing herself further, performing, greedy and unhidden, gone somewhere I’d never seen her go.

Then she pulled back, breathless, a string of spit connecting her swollen lips to the head of his cock before it broke, and reached to the nightstand where she’d set it down herself, her rule, her call, and she tore the condom packet with her teeth, and she looked at me one more time, checking, always checking, and I nodded, and she rolled it down the thick length of him with both hands, the latex barely making it to the base.

She looked up at Adrian, and then across the room at me, and her chest was heaving and her whole face had gone hot and blotched and shining and her eyes were glassy and wild and more alive than I’d seen them in years.

“Okay,” she whispered. “Okay. I’m ready.”

And Adrian eased her back onto the bed, and settled his tan bulk over her soft fair curves, and I sat forward with my forearms on my knees and my breath gone shallow and thin, and I did not look away.


Chapter 7: Watching Brooke

He pushed into her slow, and I saw her pussy stretch to take him, watched that thick, heavy length disappear into her by inches, and my wife’s whole body opened like a held breath finally let go.

I watched her face. I made myself watch her face, because I’d waited eight years for it and I wasn’t going to miss a second. Her mouth fell open. Her brows drew together. Her hands flew to his shoulders and gripped, and a sound came out of her I had never heard in a decade of marriage, low and broken and awed, as he sank into her one careful inch at a time, feeding all of that thickness into her, her body swallowing him slow, and her eyes went wide and then fluttered and then came to rest on me.

“Ryan,” she gasped, reaching a hand off the edge of the bed toward the chair, and I saw the stretch of it written all over her face, the size of him rendered not in any number but in the way her whole expression changed, the way her thighs fell wider open, the way she exhaled his name like she’d been split open with light. “Ryan, he’s, oh God, he’s so big.”

“I know, baby.” My voice didn’t sound like mine. “I can see. Look at you taking him.”

“You can feel him,” I said, and it wasn’t a question, I was just narrating what her whole body was telling me, the wideness of her eyes, the way her fingers had gone white on his shoulders. “Every inch. I can see it on your face.”

“Every inch,” she echoed, undone, and a shaky laugh escaped her, disbelief and pleasure tangled together. “Don’t let me stop looking at you, okay? Whatever happens. Don’t let me stop looking at you.”

“I’m not going anywhere,” I said. “Look at me all you want. I’m right here.”

Adrian held still, buried deep, giving her time, his broad back flexing, and he lowered his mouth to her ear and murmured something I couldn’t hear, a question, a check-in, and Brooke nodded frantically against him, and he began to move.

He took her in long, deep strokes, and I sat in my chair with my heart hammering against my ribs and watched the woman I’d adored for the better part of a decade get slowly, thoroughly undone. This was missionary, the oldest thing there is, and it had never once looked like this in our bedroom, because Adrian had positioned them so that Brooke was turned slightly toward the window, toward me, her face angled to the chair no matter how the pleasure rolled through her.

That was what ruined me in the best way. She kept coming back. In the middle of being taken by another man, in the middle of the newest, biggest sensation of her adult life, my wife kept opening her eyes to check that I was there, and every time she did, her face did something complicated and gorgeous, relief and thrill and love all at once, and she’d hold my gaze while he drove into her, and her lips would part, and a sound would slip out of her.

“Are you watching?” she breathed, her voice already going ragged. “Ryan. Are you watching me?”

“Every second,” I said. “I’m not going anywhere.”

Adrian’s hips picked up, his cock driving into her in long deep strokes, each one landing with a deep audible smack that she answered with a punched-out breath, and Brooke’s tits started to bounce with each thrust, full and heavy, her nipples hard, and Adrian braced a forearm by her head and reached down with his other hand and hooked one of her long legs up over his arm, folding her open, sinking even deeper into her, and Brooke wailed. Her back came up off the bed. Her honey hair spread wild across the pillow. And she started to talk, and the talk was what I hadn’t known I needed most.

“He’s so deep,” she gasped, to me, to the room, to nobody, her eyes rolling shut and her head going back. “Ryan, he’s so deep, I can feel every, oh, oh God, don’t stop, please don’t stop.” That last to Adrian, and then back to me, the way a needle swings back to north. “Are you seeing this? Baby, this is, I can’t, I’ve never…”

“I see you,” I said. I sat rigid, holding the ache on purpose. I was harder than I’d been in my entire life and I hadn’t laid a finger on myself. “You’re glowing. You’re so beautiful I can’t stand it. Give it to him, Brooke. Take what you want.”

And she did. That was the moment the nervous newcomer finished burning off and the woman underneath came all the way through, right in front of me. She stopped waiting to be done to. She wrapped both legs around him and pulled him deeper and rolled her hips up to meet him and told him, “harder, please, harder,” and Adrian gave it to her, and she came for the second time, crying out, clenching, her whole body bowing up off the bed, and she came with her eyes wide open and locked on mine across the room.

I felt it in my chest and in my cock at the exact same time, the pride and the arousal firing together like they were the same wire. Whatever flinch might once have jumped up in me stayed down this time, drowned out before it could even form, and there was only the wanting, every bit of it running one direction: yes, hers, give it to her, more. I sat in that chair and I loved my wife so much I could have wept, and I was so turned on I could barely breathe, and the two things were one thing.

Adrian caught my eye over her shoulder as she came down from it, panting, and he didn’t smirk, didn’t do anything that would have poisoned the moment. He just gave me a small nod, a she’s incredible, isn’t she, an invitation to be proud rather than a boast, and I nodded back, two men agreeing on the obvious, and somehow that small exchange made all of it safer and hotter at once. He was doing this for us. He kept reminding me, in a hundred small wordless ways, that I was the point of the room and Brooke was the center of it, and I have never been more grateful to anyone.



She rolled him.

It was the first fully-in-charge thing she did, and I nearly came just from watching her decide to do it. She got a hand on his shoulder and pushed, and Adrian went easily, generously, rolling onto his back and taking her with him, and then my wife was straddling another man, sitting up tall over him, her hands braced on his chest, and she tossed her hair back and looked down at him and then over at me, and the woman who used to angle herself out of every photograph sat up straight and unashamed and let me see all of her.

“Watch me ride him,” she said, and her voice had dropped into that other register now, the husky filthy one that surprised even her, and she lifted up until just the head of him was inside her and then sank back down, taking every inch, and she started to move, and I watched my wife’s ass and back as she rode a man in a hotel bed, the slick length of him vanishing into her and sliding back out shiny on every rise and fall, the muscles of her thighs flexing, her tits swaying heavy as she rolled her hips, and she found her rhythm and sped it up and took her own pleasure with a confidence I’d never seen her wield, grinding herself down onto him, chasing her own clit against the base of him.

Adrian let her. He put his big hands on her hips, steadying, not controlling, letting her set the pace, and he looked up at her like she was the only thing in the world, and he said, “That’s it. Just like that. You feel incredible,” never crude, never mocking, only appreciative, and Brooke warmed under it and rode him harder.

What undid me here was something I’d never anticipated in all those years of fantasizing, and it had nothing to do with the mechanics of what her body was doing. It was the confidence. I was watching my wife, the same woman who ducked compliments and went quiet the second a louder voice entered a room and had asked me two weeks ago in a small broken voice whether she wasn’t enough, and she was sitting up tall and naked over a man she’d met at a lounge, riding him at a pace she set, her whole body loose and open and on unashamed display, and she was running the room. I had never seen her like this. Nobody had. This was the woman I’d spent years watching flicker at the edges of her own life, fully arrived, fully unhidden, and I’d been right, she’d been in there all along, and getting to watch her finally come out was worth every terrified minute it had cost me to say the words out loud.

She reached one hand back off Adrian’s chest and groped the air toward the chair, toward me, without ever breaking her rhythm. Her face was flushed and sweat-damp, her hair a wild gold tangle, and she was smiling now, powerful, unhidden, taking up every inch of the room she’d spent years shrinking out of.

“Come here,” she said to me. “Ryan. Come here for a second.”

I got up out of the chair. My legs were unsteady. I crossed to the side of the bed, and Brooke reached out and grabbed a fistful of my shirt and pulled me down and kissed me, hard, still riding Adrian all the while, kissed me filthy and desperate with another man inside her, and I made a sound into her mouth I didn’t know I could make.

“Are you okay?” she whispered against my lips, needing to know even now, in the middle of everything. “Is this okay? Tell me you’re okay.”

“I’ve never been better in my life,” I said, and it was true, it was the truest answer I had, and I kissed her again, and Adrian, beneath her, kept his hands respectful on her hips and gave us the moment, gave me the moment, and I’d never be able to explain to anyone how safe that generosity made all of it feel.

Then Brooke pulled back from the kiss and looked at me, and her eyes were wet and shining and absolutely certain, and she said it. The thing. The reason for all of it, distilled into four words against my mouth while she rode another man in front of me.

“This is for you,” she whispered. “All of this. It’s for you.”

I had to sit back down. My knees actually went. I got back to the chair and gripped it and watched my wife turn back around and put her hands on Adrian’s chest and ride him toward another orgasm, and everything in me was firing at once in that chair, the pride and the love and the disbelief and the almost-painful arousal all roaring together, and I held on and I did not touch myself, because I had a plan, and the plan was that when this was over I was going to be inside her.



They finished her from behind, and it was the loudest, most abandoned, most fully-Brooke thing yet.

She’d come a third time riding him, shuddering and gasping and sagging forward onto his chest, and Adrian had gentled her through it, murmuring, and then he’d asked, quiet, “One more? Can I give you one more?” and Brooke had laughed, this delirious, breathless laugh, and said “I don’t think I can survive one more,” and Adrian had said, “Let’s find out,” and turned her over onto her hands and knees.

And this was the version of my wife I’d never met, and I fell in love with her all over again on the spot. On her hands and knees at the edge of the bed, facing me, facing the chair, her tits swaying heavy beneath her, her blonde hair hanging in her sweat-damp face, and Adrian behind her, his tan hands framing the round of her ass, spreading her open, and when he lined himself up and drove back into her, that thick cock sinking into her slick pussy in one long stroke, she dropped her head and made a sound that was pure animal, and faint pink marks rose under his grip on her hips, and I thought about later tonight, my own thumbs settling into those same soft prints in the dark of our bed.

He gave it to her hard now, both of them past patience, his hips snapping against her ass, that heavy cock pounding into her, and Brooke braced against the mattress and took it, her whole body rocking forward with each thrust, her tits swinging heavy beneath her, the slick sound of him driving in and out of her under the steady knock of the headboard against the wall. Her hair had gone dark at the temples with sweat and it swung in a curtain around her sweat-damp face, and when it fell forward Adrian swept it back with a knuckle and angled his body a fraction, slow and easy, so the chair kept its view, and I caught the deliberateness of it, the way all night he kept quietly clearing me a sightline without once breaking his rhythm. She lifted her face, and the talk came unspooled out of her, filthy and helpless, every word of it flung across the room and aimed at the chair.

“Look at me,” she gasped. “Ryan, look at me, look what you did, look what you gave me. I’m getting, oh, I’m getting fucked, I’m getting fucked in front of my husband and I love it, I love it so much, are you watching, baby, are you watching me?”

“I’m watching.” I could barely get the words out. My whole body was one clenched ache, hard to the point of pain, and I breathed through it, holding still by sheer will, because the plan mattered, the plan was the one discipline of the night. “God, Brooke, look at you. Look at what you are. You’re the sexiest thing I’ve ever laid eyes on. I’d give you this every day of your life.”

“I’m yours,” she said fiercely, rocking back into every thrust now, meeting him, taking it, the word wrenched out of her on every impact. “I’m yours, I’m doing this because I’m yours, and I’m gonna come again, Ryan, I’m gonna, watch me, watch me come…”

She came apart for the fourth time with her eyes locked on mine and my name in her mouth, and it tore through her, her arms giving out, her face dropping to the mattress, her whole body seizing and shuddering, and Adrian gritted his teeth and held her hips and drove through it, and I watched my wife shatter into radiance ten feet in front of me, every muscle in her strung tight and then breaking loose at once, her whole body lit and shaking with it.

Adrian pulled out, and I heard him loose a long unsteady breath, the first time all night the unhurried calm had cracked, and it hit me that he’d been holding himself back the entire time, the same as me, all that patience a discipline and not an accident.

He stripped the condom off fast, breathing hard, his bare cock huge and dark and slick in his fist, and Brooke, still trembling, understood and rolled to her back and reached for him, and he rose up over her on his knees and stroked himself fast, and Brooke arched up and put her tits together with her hands, offering, wanton, her eyes flicking to me one more time, needing to know I was still with her, and I gave her the nod, and she smiled, wrecked and shining, and turned her face back up to him. Adrian groaned low and came, his cock jerking in his fist, thick ropes of it striping her stomach and her chest, spurt after spurt hot across the golden-fair skin, pooling in the dip of her sternum and running down over the swell of her tits, marking her, and Brooke gasped and shivered and reached down and dragged her fingers through it, spread it on her own skin, and looked at me with the night written on her face, and she was doing it for the chair, for me, I could see it plain, one last performance for her audience of one, showing me the evidence, look what we did, look what you gave me.

Then it was quiet, just the three of us breathing, and the room smelled like sex, and my wife lay marked and glowing and spent in the lamplight, and Adrian sat back on his heels and dragged a hand down his face and huffed out a soft, warm laugh.

“Brooke,” he said, reverent. “You are something else. Truly.” He looked at me, and there was nothing but respect in it. “Both of you. Thank you for letting me be part of that.”

I crossed to the bed. I couldn’t not. I sat on the edge of it and looked down at my wife, marked and flushed and smiling up at me, her chest still heaving, her eyes glassy and full, and I brushed the sweat-damp hair back off her face.

“Hi,” she whispered.

“Hi,” I said.

Adrian was already moving, already easing off the bed, already gathering his clothes, calm and easy, reading exactly when the room had stopped being his. He pulled his jeans on and picked up his shirt and paused at the foot of the bed.

“I’m going to give you two the room,” he said gently. “That’s the best part, if you ask me. Brooke.” He waited until she looked at him. “That was a gift. You were incredible. No pressure, ever, but I’m around if you two ever want to again.” He nodded at me, warm, an equal, a host thanked by his guest. “Ryan. You’ve got a hell of a marriage. Take care of her.”

“I’m planning on it,” I said.

And then he was gone, the door clicking shut soft behind him, and it was just me and my wife alone in the lamplight after everything, and she was marked and warm and full of all of it, and she turned her face up to me with her eyes wet and shining, and she said the words that started the next part:

“Take me to bed, baby. Right now. I need you. I need you inside me right now.”


Chapter 8: Reclaim

I didn’t let her shower.

She started to, in the loose boneless way of a woman who’d just come four times, to swing her legs off the bed toward the bathroom, and I caught her wrist, gentle, and shook my head, and she went still and looked at me, and understanding moved across her face.

“You’re sure?” she said, quiet. She was still marked, Adrian’s finish drying on her stomach and her chest, the flush not yet faded, faint pink shadows surfacing on her hips where his hands had been. She glanced down at herself and then back up at me, and there was a flicker of something newly vulnerable in her face, the after-the-fireworks question surfacing now that the fireworks were done. “I’m kind of a mess, Ryan. I’m covered in, I mean…”

“I know exactly what you’re covered in,” I said, and my voice came out low and certain, and I saw it land, saw her breath catch. “Come here.”

She came back to me across the bed, uncertain, and knelt in front of me, and I could see her looking for the answer to the real question in my face, the question under all the others: did I go too far? Are we okay? Did I ruin something? Eight years of loving her had taught me to read that question anywhere, and I was not going to make her ask it out loud.

I took her face in both my hands and I kissed her, and I put everything into it, and I felt the fear go out of her all at once, felt her sag against me with relief, and when I pulled back her eyes were wet.

“Did you love it?” she whispered. All of her was in the question.

“I loved it,” I said. “I loved every second of it. Watching you was the best thing I’ve ever seen in my life, and I have never wanted you more than I want you right now. Do you understand me? Right now. Like this. Marked and wrecked and glowing. I have never in eight years wanted you the way I want you this second.”

Her face crumpled with relief and then reformed into something molten, and she surged up and kissed me, and that was the end of talking for a while.

She kissed me like she was drowning and I was air. She kissed me with the taste of the night still on her, with another man’s finish drying on the skin between us, and I felt every last one of the small honest jealous flinches I’d swallowed all evening come roaring back up at once, and then, the way they had all night, they caught fire, they became the fiercest wanting I’d ever felt, and I understood the reclaim wasn’t consolation and it wasn’t jealousy either. It was completion. It was the second half of it. I’d given her away for an hour so that I could take her back now, and the giving and the taking were the same act, two beats of one heart, and I’d never wanted anything the way I wanted my wife right then, marked and breathing hard beneath me.



I laid her back on the bed and came down over her, and I didn’t bother wiping her clean, didn’t care about the mess, some possessive animal part of me wanting the evidence of the night right there between us as I took her back. I got my clothes off in a graceless hurry, because I’d been rock-hard and aching for over an hour and holding it deliberately, saving it for exactly this, my cock straining and leaking against my stomach, and Brooke reached down between us and wrapped her hand around me and guided the head of me to her slick swollen pussy, and I pushed in.

She was different. That’s the honest, filthy truth of the reclaim, the part the fantasy never quite prepared me for. She was wetter, looser, warmer, well-used, my cock sliding into her in one easy stroke where a night ago she’d have gripped me tight, and sinking into my wife right after another man had stretched her open and worked her for an hour was a sensation so overwhelming that I had to stop, buried to the hilt, and press my forehead to hers and just breathe for a second, feeling her flutter around me, because I was already dangerously close.

“Oh,” she breathed, her legs coming up around me, her heels locking at the small of my back, pulling me deeper. “Oh, Ryan, you feel, you feel so…”

“I know,” I gritted. “I feel you. God, I feel all of it. Tell me. Tell me everything. Talk to me.”

And she started to talk, and this was the beat I’d been waiting for without knowing I was waiting for it, the retelling, my wife narrating the night into my ear while I moved inside her, and every word was gasoline.

“He was so big,” she whispered, her voice timed to my thrusts, hitching each time I drove into her. “When I first got him out I couldn’t believe it, I looked at you, did you see my face? I’ve never, Ryan, the stretch of it, I could feel every inch, it hurt so good, I didn’t know it could…” She broke off on a moan as I sped up. “And you were watching me the whole time. You were watching me the whole time and I could feel you watching and it made it a hundred times better, I kept opening my eyes to find you…”

“I saw you,” I panted, thrusting into her hard now, the bed starting to knock the wall. “You kept finding me. Every time. You’d have his mouth on you and your eyes would come open and land right on me. You never stopped coming back to me.”

“Because you’re the reason it felt safe,” she gasped, clutching at my back. “That’s just it, Ryan, I couldn’t have done any of it without you in that chair, you being there is the whole reason I could let go, and then I’d let go and look at you and you looked so proud of me and I’d just, I’d come again, I came so many times looking at your face…”

“Did you ever forget I was there?” I breathed against her temple, driving up into her. “Even for a second. With him inside you. Did you ever lose me?”

“Never,” she gasped. “I’d never, I was getting fucked by another man and all I could think was Ryan’s watching, this is for Ryan, I’m his, I came so many times, baby, I lost count, I’ve never come like that in my whole life and I did it for you, I did it so you could watch…”

I got an arm under her and pulled her up against me and drove into her deep and desperate, and she wrapped herself around me completely, arms and legs, her marked chest sliding slick against mine, her mouth at my ear.

“Tell me about riding him,” I gritted, because the image was branded into me and I needed to hear her say it. “When you sat up. When you took over.”

“God,” she breathed, shuddering. “That was, Ryan, I’ve never felt like that in my life, I looked down at him and then I looked at you in that chair and something just, it clicked, I stopped being scared and I just, I took it, I rode him exactly how I wanted and I watched your face the whole time and you looked like you were going to combust, and I felt so, I felt so powerful, I’ve never felt like that, I did that for you, I wanted you to see me like that…”

“I saw you,” I said, my voice breaking. “Shoulders back, head up, lit like the whole room ran on you.”

“How many times?” I heard myself ask then, some greedy part of me needing the number.

“Four,” she breathed. “Four times, Ryan, and every single time I was looking at you. And when he came on me, when he finished all over me, I looked right at you, I wanted you to see, I wanted, oh God, I wanted you to see me covered in it and know it was for you…”

That did it. That very nearly ended me right there. I made a sound against her throat and fucked her harder, and she cried out and clung to me, and the night rose up in me at once, the kiss, the size of him in her hand, her riding him with her shoulders back, this is for you, the four orgasms, the marks, the mess between us right now, all of it flooding through me, and I felt the base of my spine go electric.

“I’m gonna come,” I told her, breathless. “Brooke, I’m gonna…”

“Inside me.” She grabbed my face and made me look at her, and her eyes were fierce and wet and absolutely certain. “Come inside me. Right now. I want you inside me, I want to feel you, I want to go home with you in me, come on, baby, give it to me, fill me up…”

There was a whole world in that, in her demanding it, and we both knew it. Adrian had worn the condom, her rule, her line, the safe first step, and it had been right. But this was different. This was mine. This was the one thing that was only ever going to be mine, and she was asking for it, pulling me toward it, telling me to leave the proof of the marriage inside her body where it belonged, and the difference between the two, between the careful stranger and the husband she was begging to finish in her, was the entire architecture of the night made physical.

“Say it again,” I gritted, right at the edge, holding on by nothing.

“Fill me up,” she breathed against my mouth. “You’re the one, Ryan, you’re the only one who gets this, come home, come home in me…”

I buried deep and came, my cock jerking and emptying inside her, and it went on and on, harder than I’d come in years, maybe ever, pumping into her, filling her, adding what was mine to everything the night had given her, while she held me there with her legs locked at my back and her arms around my neck, and I heard myself say her name over and over into her shoulder, and she came again around me, her pussy clamping and milking every pulse out of me, softer than with him, more intimate, a shudder and a sob and a clench, the two of us finishing together, wrapped so tight around each other there was no telling where one of us stopped.

We stayed like that a long time. I stayed inside her. She wouldn’t let me pull out, kept her heels hooked at my back, kept me buried in her, holding me there, and I understood that this was part of it too, this claiming-in-return, this you’re the one who gets to stay.

“Don’t move,” she whispered. “Stay. Just stay a minute.”

So I stayed. I stayed inside my wife with both our hearts slamming and the incredible night draped over us like heat, and she turned her face into my neck and pressed her lips to my pulse and whispered the words that locked it all in place, the ones I’ll carry to the end of my life.

“You’re the one I come home to,” she breathed. “Him, tonight, whoever, ever, it doesn’t matter, Ryan. You’re the one I come home to. You’re the whole home.”

I couldn’t talk for a second. When I could, it came out low and rough against her hair. “I was so scared,” I admitted. “Two weeks ago. Sitting on the edge of our bed. I thought if I said it out loud I’d lose you. I thought there was a version of tonight where I watched you and felt the marriage crack down the middle, and I couldn’t put it back.” I pressed my mouth to her temple. “And instead I’ve never felt closer to you in my life. I got you back tonight, Brooke. The whole you. I got to sit in a chair and watch you come all the way back.”

She made a sound against my throat, half sob, and held me tighter, and after a moment she started to laugh, soft and wet and undone, and it moved through both of us where we were still joined.

“What,” I managed.

“I just, I can’t believe we did that.” She pulled back enough to look at me, and her face was doing the thing it did when she was genuinely, greedily happy, opening all the way up, and there were tears on it and she was laughing anyway. “I can’t believe that was real. I can’t believe I did that, and I can’t believe you watched me do it, and I can’t believe it made me want you more, how does that even work, it doesn’t make any sense…”

“It doesn’t have to make sense.”

“I feel like I found something,” she said, quieter, wondering, tracing a finger along my jaw. “Something I lost, or put away, or, I don’t know. I feel like me. More me than I’ve been in years. And you’re the one who, you gave me that, you sat in that stupid chair and gave me back to myself.” Her eyes welled up again. “God, I love you. I love you so much it’s embarrassing. I’m lying here covered in another man and I have never loved you more, is that insane?”

“If it’s insane,” I said, “then I’m right there with you, because I’ve never loved you more either, and I got to watch a man I met last week make you come four times, so we’re both clearly out of our minds.”

She laughed, that helpless wet laugh, and buried her face back in my neck, and I finally, gently, eased out of her, and she made a small sound of loss and then pulled me down beside her and wound herself around me, and I gathered my flushed, marked, sated wife against my chest and held her.

We were quiet a while. The lamp was still on. The city glowed outside the window. Somewhere down the hall Adrian was probably in the elevator, gone, exactly as gracious in his leaving as everything else, and the room was ours again, just ours.

My wife lay heavy and warm against my chest, still marked, still smelling of the night, and she fit the exact shape she’d fit for eight years. I traced the line of her spine and felt her go boneless under my hand, and that was the whole of it, that easy weight, that unhurried breathing.

“You’re thinking loud,” she murmured. “I can hear it.”

“I’m just trying to hold onto it,” I admitted. “Every second of it. I don’t want a single part of tonight to blur.”

She breathed out long and slow against my throat, and I felt some last thread of tension release with it, and she pressed a kiss to my collarbone. “Then hold onto all of it,” she whispered. “The best present of my entire life, and my husband’s the one who handed it to me. It’s ours now, Ryan.”

She settled back against me then, warm and heavy and content, and I lay there in the dim gold light with my wife in my arms, wrung out and wide awake and happier than I could remember being.

She was almost asleep when she stirred one more time, and I felt her mouth curve into a slow smile against my skin, and she murmured it into the dark, half-dreaming, so quiet I almost missed it.

“Ryan?”

“Mm.”

“Don’t let me forget how this feels. Any of it.”

“You won’t,” I said, and reached past her to kill the last lamp, and gathered my wife in close against the dark, and held on.


Chapter 9: The Morning After

I woke up before her, which never happens, and for a few seconds I just lay there in the strange hotel light and waited to see what daylight would do to it.

Part of me had waited for the morning to change the verdict, for the cold clarity of it to arrive with a what did we do the dark had let us dodge.

But when I turned my head and looked at Brooke asleep beside me, all I felt was a warmth so simple and total it almost embarrassed me. She was sprawled on her stomach, one arm thrown over my chest, her honey hair a wild mess across the pillow, her back rising and falling slow, and there were still the faint fading shadows of grip-marks on her hip where the sheet had slipped down, and I looked at those marks and waited for the sting and felt only a low, proud heat. That happened. We did that. She’s still here, drooling slightly on my shoulder, and she’s mine, and last night we made our marriage bigger instead of smaller.

I lay there a long time just looking at her, the way I’d forgotten how to do somewhere in year four or five, really looking, cataloguing her the way that stranger had catalogued her across a backyard three weeks ago. The small honey hairs at the nape of her neck. The beauty mark below her collarbone that I could just see where her arm was flung. The soft even weight of her breathing. The faint smell of the night still on her skin, sex and hotel sheets and, under it, just Brooke, the smell I’d know in a dark room anywhere on earth. Three weeks ago I’d stood at a kitchen counter and realized I’d stopped seeing her. And here she was, and I was seeing her again, all of her, and it had cost me one terrifying confession and one night in a chair, and it had been the cheapest thing I’d ever bought for how much it was worth.

She stirred. Her hand tightened on my chest. And then her eyes came open, hazel-green and unfocused, and she blinked at me, and I saw her remember, the night arriving back in her face, and I braced one more time, this time for her drop, for the flicker of shame or regret.

Instead she smiled. Slow and sleepy and radiant, her face opening up all at once.

“Hi,” she croaked.

“Hi.”

“Is it weird?” she whispered, and I loved her for asking it straight out, for not hiding from it. “Tell me the truth. In the daylight. Is it weird now? Do you look at me different?”

“I look at you exactly the same,” I said. “Which is to say like I can’t believe my luck. Except now I’ve also got about forty new mental images that are going to get me through some very boring insurance calls.”

She laughed, a rusty morning laugh, and pressed her face into my shoulder, and I felt the relief go through her.

“It’s not weird for me either,” she said, muffled. “I thought the morning might make it feel like a mistake, and instead I woke up feeling like I ran a marathon and won the lottery at the same time. I feel amazing. Is that allowed? Am I allowed to just feel amazing about it?”

“You’re allowed to feel however you feel.” I kissed her hair. “There’s no right way to feel. There’s just us.”

She lifted her head and looked at me for a long moment, and something soft and certain settled in her eyes, and she leaned up and kissed me, slow and drowsy, morning-breath and all, and it turned, the way these things turn, into more.



This was the tenderest it got. After the fireworks of the night before, the morning after was a different kind of heat entirely, low and sweet and secure.

There was nothing performative about it. No audience, no fantasy, no one watching, just the two of us in the tangle of hotel sheets with the sun coming gold through the gap in the curtains. She rolled onto her back and pulled me over her and I settled between her thighs and slid into her slow, and we both sighed at it, at how easy and known and right it was, my wife’s body the one map I’d never need to relearn.

I took my time. I moved in her slow and deep, face to face, my forearms bracketing her head, and she wrapped her arms around my back and her legs around my hips and held me close, and we didn’t really talk, just breathed together and kissed and rocked in the gold light. Her tits pressed soft and warm between us. Her hands stroked up and down my spine. Every so often she’d tighten her arms and pull me impossibly closer, like she was trying to close the last quarter-inch of space between us, and I understood the impulse and matched it.

This was the oldest kind of heat we had, the kind eight years builds, nothing to prove now and no one to prove it to. I knew every inch of her and she knew every inch of me and we moved together the way only long years let you move, sure and slow, a thousand times done and a thousand more still coming, and I thought, with her breath in my ear and the sun on the sheets, that this was what the fantasy had never threatened. This was the fixed point. The Aldmere was the adventure and this was the home, and a man could have both, it turned out, could have the loud and the quiet, and wake up in the gold light with the whole of it still in his arms.

“This,” she murmured against my mouth, her hips rolling up to meet mine, unhurried. “God, I love this too. I love that we get this. The loud stuff and this. I don’t ever want to lose this part.”

“You’re not going to lose it,” I said. And rather than explain it, I just gathered her closer and moved in her slower and deeper, letting the answer land in her body instead of in words, letting her feel that I wasn’t going anywhere, that nothing was being traded away.

She went quiet at that, moving slow beneath me, and I felt her soften under me, some last held worry going out of her all at once. “That’s the part I was scared of,” she admitted, her voice small and warm in the gold light. “Never the other stuff, the loud stuff. This. I was scared that once we opened the door, the door would eat us. That we’d become people who needed the loud stuff to feel anything, and this, the quiet thing, us, would just, dry up.” She tightened her arms around my back. “And instead I wake up and I want this more than I’ve wanted it in years. It’s like the loud stuff turned the volume up on everything. Even the quiet. Even you making coffee. I don’t understand it and I’m going to stop trying to.”

“Stop trying to,” I agreed, kissing the corner of her mouth. “Just have it.”

She smiled against my lips and tightened around me, and I felt her build toward it slow and easy, no urgency in any of it, and when she came it was gentle, a long soft shiver and a sigh into my mouth, her fingers pressing into my back, and I followed her a minute later, sinking deep and still, and we stayed there tangled and warm and joined, breathing each other in, the sun climbing the wall.

“I want to do that again,” she said, after a while, drowsy, her fingers combing through my hair.

“We just did.”

“Not this.” She pulled back to look at me, and her eyes were clear now, awake, certain, none of the fog left, and there was a slow grin building at the corner of her mouth. “Well, this too, always this. But I mean that. Last night. I want to do that again.” She said it plain and steady, in full daylight, sober, no fantasy-haze to hide behind, and she decided to own it all the way. “I’ve been lying here thinking about it and I keep waiting to feel like I should take it back, and I don’t. I want to do it again. And I want to know what else is out there. I want to know how far this goes.”

I looked at my wife in the morning sun, clear-eyed and warm and reaching for more, and I felt the delighted architect in me sit up and pay attention.

“Then we’ll find out,” I said. “As far as you want to go. Every step you want.”



We got breakfast in the hotel, and it was one of the best meals of my life, and nothing happened at it, which is exactly why it mattered. We sat across a little table in a bright hotel dining room full of business travelers and families, ordinary people eating ordinary eggs, none of them with the faintest idea what the couple in the corner had done twelve hours ago, and there was a strange delicious secret pleasure in that, in being folded back into the normal world carrying something wild and private under our clothes. Brooke ordered an obscene amount of food and ate all of it, ravenous, and I teased her about it, and she said “I earned these hash browns, Ryan, I earned every single one,” and the woman at the next table definitely heard and definitely misread it and we had to look at our plates to keep from laughing.

We debriefed, which sounds clinical and was the opposite.

“Okay, honestly,” she said, forking eggs, “worst part. For you. No secrets. What was the worst part?”

I chewed on that for a second before I answered. No secrets meant no easy ones either. “The first kiss,” I said. “When you first kissed him. There was about half a second where I thought I might lose it. Genuine jealousy. Real. It grabbed me by the throat.”

Her face went careful. “And then?”

“And then it turned into the best part,” I said, and watched her relax. “That’s what I didn’t understand until last night. The jealousy didn’t go away. I just felt it turn into something else, right there in my chest, over and over, all night. Every time it grabbed me it flipped into, God, into wanting it more. It was small and it was real and it made everything hotter. Reid told me at Vela that the marriage is what the night runs on, and I thought he was being profound, but he was just being accurate.”

Brooke reached across the table and took my hand and held it, and her eyes were shining.

“Okay, best part,” she said. “For you. Same question. What was the best part?”

I thought about it, and there were a hundred answers, the first kiss, the this is for you, the reclaim, but only one of them was the truest. “When you rode him,” I said. “Sitting up. Taking over. Running the whole room.” I turned her hand over in mine. “I’ve spent eight years watching you shrink yourself down, Brooke. Ducking out of photos. Letting louder people take the floor. Talking yourself out of a room before you’d even walked into it. And last night I watched you sit up over a man you met at a lounge and take exactly what you wanted with your chin up and not one apology in your whole body, and I thought, there she is. There’s the woman I married. She was in there the whole time.” My voice caught, embarrassingly, over eggs. “That was the best part. Not the sex. Watching you not hide.”

Her eyes filled, and she pressed her lips together, and squeezed my hand hard.

“My worst part,” she said, after a second, recovering, “was right before. In the room. When I set my glass down and said I was ready. I was so scared I thought I might throw up. I almost said cornhole just from nerves.” She squeezed my hand. “And then I looked at you in that chair, and you looked so, you looked so proud of me already, before I’d even done anything, and I just, I stopped being scared. You made it safe. You sitting there made the whole thing safe.” She shook her head, wondering. “I never thought getting fucked by a stranger would be what made me feel closest to my husband, but here we are.”

“Here we are,” I agreed, and lifted her hand and kissed her knuckles, and an older couple two tables over smiled at us the way people smile at honeymooners, and we let them think whatever they wanted, because they were closer to right than they’d ever know.

Her phone buzzed on the table. She glanced at it, and her whole face went soft, and she turned it so I could see.

It was Adrian. Good morning, you two. I don’t want to intrude on your morning, so just this: last night was genuinely wonderful, and you’re a remarkable couple. Brooke, you were incredible, and Ryan, I meant what I said, you’ve got something special. No pressure of any kind. I’m around if you ever want to again, and if you don’t, it was still one of the best nights I’ve had in a long time. Take care of each other.

Brooke read it twice, and then she looked up at me, and there was a warm question in her face, and I recognized the shape of it: the door he’d left open, hanging there, gentle.

“He’s a good man,” she said. “That’s a good text. That’s not a guy angling for something. That’s a guy who meant it.”

“He is a good man,” I agreed. “Renee knew what she was doing.”

“Text him back later,” I said. “Something warm. He earned it.”

“I will.” She set the phone down and wrapped both hands around her coffee. “You know what’s funny? Two weeks ago I’d have told you the idea of my husband being friends with a man who’d, you know, with a man who’d had me, would be the strangest thing in the world. And it’s not strange at all. He was kind to us. He gave us something and asked for nothing back and left when it was time to leave. I don’t feel weird about him. I feel weird about how not-weird I feel about him.”

“That’s Renee’s whole thesis,” I said. “It’s just people.”

“It’s just people,” she agreed, and then she was quiet a moment, turning her mug, and I could see a bigger question building behind her eyes. “Do you think we will?” she asked. “Again. With him. Or someone else. Do you think this is a thing we are now?”

I looked at my wife across the wreckage of breakfast, radiant and greedy and mine, and I thought about the fantasy I’d kept locked in the dark for years, and how small it had turned out to be next to the actual woman grinning at me over her hash browns.

“I think,” I said, “that we should text Renee back about that couples’ night.”

Brooke’s face lit all the way up.

She grabbed her phone off the table and started typing, fast, her thumbs flying, that breathy delighted laugh spilling out of her, and I watched my wife eagerly message a woman she’d known a little over a week about the next rung of an adventure we’d started only three weeks ago.


Chapter 10: The Open Door

We came home to the same house, and it was the strangest, best thing, how completely ordinary everything was and how completely different it felt.

The mail had piled up. The HOA had sent a notice about a recycling bin left out too long. There was a dishwasher to unload and a work week bearing down on me and a Tuesday pilates class Brooke had to prep for. All of it exactly as it had been. And underneath all of it, threaded through every hour, a new low hum in the house, a charge, a brightness, like someone had come through while we were gone and turned up the color on everything.

Brooke was different, and it showed in the small things first. She walked differently. I’d read that in one of the guides and rolled my eyes at it, and now it was happening in my own kitchen: a looser roll in her hips, a confidence in how she carried herself, none of the old inward curl to her spine. She caught me looking, more than once, and instead of ducking away she’d hold my eyes and smile, slow, and once she crossed the kitchen just to kiss me for no reason and then went back to chopping vegetables like nothing had happened, humming.

Three days after the hotel, I came out of my office for coffee and found her at the counter in the gray band t-shirt, braless, hair up in the messy bun, pouring into two mugs, exactly the way I’d found her the morning this all started, and for a second the symmetry of it stopped me in the doorway.

Except she wasn’t the same woman in the same shirt. She was standing taller in it. And when she turned and caught me in the doorway and clocked me clocking her, she didn’t blush and shrink. She tipped her chin at me, slow and pleased, pushed a hip out against the counter, and said, “You’re staring again.”

“I’m appreciating,” I said. “There’s a difference.”

“One of them is legal, I remember.” She slid my mug across the counter, and then she leaned on her elbows so the neckline of the t-shirt fell open, deliberate, watching me watch, enjoying it, and the color that rose in her face this time was pure pleased mischief, not a scrap of the old shyness in it. “You know what’s funny? I used to hate this shirt. I used to put it on because it hid everything. Now I kind of love it.”

“I’ve always loved that shirt.”

“You’ve always loved what’s under it, you liar.” She grinned, and drank her coffee, and it was such a small thing, a woman being easy in her own body in her own kitchen on a Tuesday, and it was everything, and I understood that this was what I’d actually wanted for so long, this exact ordinary radiant moment, and the wild night at the Aldmere had just been the key that unlocked it.

“How’d you sleep?” I asked, because it was the morning and it was the law.

She considered it, blowing on her coffee, and a slow smile crept up. “Clear skies,” she said, which was my line, which she’d never once stolen in all our years of weather reports, and she watched me clock it. “Warm front moving in. Zero percent chance of hiding.”

“That’s my forecast.”

“I’m keeping it,” she said. “It’s a better forecast. You can have overcast for a while.”

And she carried her coffee off toward the shower with a roll in her hips that hadn’t been there a month ago, and I stood in the kitchen grinning like a fool at nothing, at a woman, at a Tuesday.

I noticed the change out in the world too, and it was the change I’d wanted most, the one the long fantasy had really been about, underneath the sex. It wasn’t that other men looked at her now. Other men had always looked at her. It was that she let herself be seen. For years I’d watched my wife perform a kind of magic trick where she made herself smaller in public, folding down, dimming, and for years I’d never once dared to ask her to stop. And now, without either of us saying anything, she’d simply stopped. She walked into rooms at her full height. She wore the dress instead of the tent. She laughed her loud laugh and didn’t clap a hand over it. The Aldmere hadn’t given her that, not exactly; the Aldmere had just been what finally gave her permission, and now that she had it, she wasn’t giving it back.

We went to the grocery store together that weekend, and a guy by the produce gave her the head-to-heel look, tracking Brooke down the aisle, and I watched it happen, saw Brooke clock it too, and she didn’t shrink. She met his look head-on and put a little extra sway in her walk and shot me a private grin over the endcap of the cereal aisle, wicked and warm, and I felt the pride swell up in my chest clean and uncomplicated. No flinch this time. Not even a small one. Just a man in a grocery store, quietly delighted that other men could see what he got to bring home.

“You liked that,” Brooke murmured, falling into step beside me, low so nobody could hear. “Produce guy. You liked it.”

“I liked it,” I admitted.

“I liked that you liked it.” She bumped her hip against mine. “God, we’re a couple of weirdos.”

“The weirdest. Get the good cereal, we’ve earned it.”

We put the good cereal in the cart. We bickered about which pasta sauce, the same bicker we’d been having for a decade, both of us knowing we’d buy both jars like we always did. A woman I half-recognized from Brooke’s pilates studio waved at us from the deli counter and Brooke waved back and made small talk about a schedule change, and the entire time I stood there holding a bag of good cereal thinking: nobody in this store has any idea. Nobody looking at the two of us debating red sauce would ever guess that three days ago my wife had ridden a man named Adrian in a hotel suite while I watched from a chair and loved every second. We looked exactly like what we were, a happy suburban couple doing the Sunday shop. We just happened to also be something else now, something secret and warm and ours, and the secret sat under everything like a pilot light, and I found I couldn’t stop smiling about it.

“You’re doing the face,” Brooke said, tossing a thing of yogurt in the cart.

“What face.”

“The grin-or-cry face. Renee named it. You do it constantly now.”

“I contain multitudes,” I said. “All of them delighted.”



Renee called on Sunday, and Brooke put her on speaker while she folded laundry, and I sat on the edge of the bed and listened to my wife and her bawdy coppery mentor debrief the entire Aldmere night in a level of detail that made my ears go hot.

“He did NOT,” Renee was crowing. “Adrian went down on you before anything else? That man. That’s his signature move, he’s ruined more first-timers with that mouth, it’s practically a public service. Reid! REID! Adrian did the thing to the newbie!” A distant deadpan response I couldn’t make out. “Reid says welcome to the club.”

“I nearly died, Renee,” Brooke said, flushed and laughing, folding a towel badly. “I have never made those sounds in my entire life. Ryan was in the chair the whole time and I forgot to be embarrassed, I just, I don’t even know who I was.”

“You were YOU, baby. That’s the whole trick. That was you all along, she was just under there waiting.” Renee’s voice went warm in a way that made Brooke go still with the towel in her hands. “I saw it on you at Vela the second you walked in. Some women hide a bonfire under a bushel their whole lives. Not on my watch.”

Brooke’s face did something soft and complicated at that, and I clocked it, the way she went quiet under Renee’s warmth, the same way she’d gone still under Renee’s hands at the lounge.

It wasn’t the first time I’d noticed it, either. In the days since the Aldmere, Brooke and Renee’s texting had gotten constant and easy, and once or twice I’d caught Brooke reading one with a particular soft expression, a small private warmth she’d smooth away when she noticed me looking, and when I’d asked, teasing, “what’s Renee saying,” she’d said “girl stuff” and changed the subject, a faint warmth rising at her collarbone for a reason I couldn’t quite name and didn’t push. I didn’t push it. It wasn’t mine to push. But I noticed it, the way I’d trained myself to notice everything about her now, and I tucked it away with the rest, a small warm thread left humming in the corner of the room, and I thought, not for the first time, that this new world we’d stepped into was bigger than I’d counted on.

“So listen,” Renee said, brisk again. “Here’s what I actually called about. Reid and I do a couples’ night, low-key, our place, just a couple of pairs we like, wine and hot tub and whatever happens happens or doesn’t. No pressure, no performance. We’d love to have you two. There’s a couple we think you’d really click with. And it’s a whole different animal from what you did with Adrian, it’s, mm, it’s a couple. Two of you, two of them. A different kind of adventure entirely.” A pause, and I could hear the grin in her voice. “But no rush. You just had your first big night. Sit with it. The offer’s open.”

Brooke looked at me across the bed, the towel forgotten in her lap, and the question moved across her face, and under the nerves, unmistakable, the appetite. The reaching.

“Can we think about it?” she said to the phone, still looking at me.

“Take all the time you want, baby. The world’s not going anywhere. Neither are we.” A rustle. “Okay, Reid’s giving me the look that means dinner’s on the table. Go be adorable, you two. Brooke, text me. Ryan, take care of my girl.”

“Always,” I said, and Renee made a delighted noise and hung up.

The room was quiet. Brooke set the phone down on the folded laundry and looked at me, and neither of us said anything for a moment.

“A couple,” she said finally, testing the words. “Two of them. You and, and the other woman, and me and, the other guy.” Her breath had gone shallow. “That’s, that’s bigger, isn’t it. That’s a whole other thing.”

“It’s whatever you want it to be,” I said, the same as always. “Or it’s nothing. We can just do Adrian again. Or nobody. There’s no ladder we have to climb, Brooke. There’s just what you want.”

“I know.” She tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear, and I watched the wheels turn, watched her be nervous and want it anyway, the exact expression she’d worn before the confession, before the mixer, before the chair. “But I keep thinking about it. That’s just it. I keep thinking about all of it. I lie there at night now and I think, what would that be like, what would that be like.” She blew out a breath. “You did this. You opened a door in my head and now I can’t stop wandering around in there.”

“What’s in there?” I asked, genuinely wanting to know, sitting down beside her on the bed. “When you wander around. What do you find?”

She was quiet a moment, folding a towel very badly, not looking at me. “Everything,” she admitted. “Adrian again. A couple, like Renee’s talking about. Two of them, two of us, all in one room, and you not stuck in a chair for once, you actually in it with me.” Her voice dropped, and warmth rose into her cheeks. “And other things I don’t even have words for yet. Things I didn’t know I wondered about until you cracked me open and now I wonder about them all the time.” She glanced up at me, quick and shy and greedy all at once. “Is that okay? That I want a lot? That now that it’s open I keep wanting to go further in?”

“It’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me,” I said, and meant it to my bones. “I like your head. I want to wander around in there with you. I want to see all of it.”

She laughed, and threw a rolled pair of my socks at me, and I caught it, and something in the throw was so purely us, so eight-years-married and easy, that I felt the shape of what we had, the ordinary and the electric both, and how neither one had eaten the other. That was what I kept marveling at, three weeks in. I’d been so afraid the adventure would come at the cost of the marriage, that you only got so much of a person and every night in a hotel chair was a night stolen from the quiet Sundays. And it had turned out to be the opposite. More heat and more socks-thrown-across-the-bedroom. More Aldmere and more grocery-store bickering over which pasta sauce. Somehow the house just had more room in it now, and neither of us could quite explain why.



That night, late, we lay tangled in our own bed, in our own room, the every-other-Sunday bed that hadn’t been every-other-anything in three weeks, and Brooke was drawing lazy circles on my chest, and I could feel her thinking.

“Ryan,” she said into the dark.

“Mm.”

“What if next time we did the couple thing. Renee’s couple.” She said it quietly, feeling it out. “Not because we have to. Because I want to know. I want to know what it’s like when you’re not just in the chair. When you’re, you know. In it. When it’s you and me and them, all of us.” She propped up on an elbow to look at me, and even in the dark I could see her eyes shining, could see the woman who used to dim herself in every room now reaching, with both hands, for the next thing. “Would you want that? To be more than the watcher? Would that be too much?”

I turned it over in the dark before I said anything, giving it the room a question like that was owed. The watching had been the fantasy, the entire long crawlspace of it, and it had delivered beyond anything I’d imagined. But I found, lying there in the dark, that the fantasy had already grown in the three weeks since I’d first said it out loud. It wasn’t a fixed thing anymore, a single image I’d worn smooth. It was a door, and past the door was a hallway, and the hallway had more doors, and I wanted to walk down it with her hand in mine and open every one and see what was inside.

“There’s another couple,” she went on, quieter, “and Renee says the wife is, she says we’d click, and I keep wondering what she means by that, and I keep wondering about a lot of things, Ryan, things I would’ve been too embarrassed to even think three weeks ago.” Her voice had gone soft and daring at once. “I feel like I just got started. Like the Aldmere was the first page. And I want to read the whole thing. With you.”

I looked up at my wife in the dark, at the greedy, glowing, unhidden woman the last three weeks had let all the way out, and I thought about the man I’d been three weeks ago, terrified on the edge of the bed, sure that saying the truth out loud would cost me everything.

“Ask me again in the morning,” I said, and I felt her smile in the dark, because she remembered. “If you still want to find out when the sun’s up.”

“I already know I will.”

“Then no,” I said, pulling her down against my chest, pressing my mouth to her wild honey hair. “It wouldn’t be too much. Nothing’s too much. As far as you want to go, Brooke. Every step.”

She settled against me, warm and heavy and content, and just before she drifted off I felt her mouth move against my skin, that slow secret smile, and she murmured the words that I already knew were going to launch us into whatever came next.

“I want to know how far we go,” she whispered.

And in the dark, holding my wife, I was already thinking about how far that would be.


Thank you for reading!

Hey, it’s Kai Holt. If you enjoyed this story, here are a few simple ways you can keep the energy going:

	Follow on Amazon
By following Kai Holt on Amazon, you’ll get notified whenever a new book is published. No emails, no spam, just a quiet alert for the next release.

	Explore more stories
If you’re curious what else might be waiting, more books from Kai Holt are just a search away. Kindle Unlimited reader? Every page you read helps support more wild ideas becoming real stories.



Thanks again for spending your time in this world. It means more than you know.

Kai Holt
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