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CHAPTER 1

THE FOLDED PAPER

CLAIRE

I found my husband's list because he trusted the wrong drawer.

Not because he left a browser open. Not because another woman texted him. Not because marriage had turned him careless.

Ethan was careful with everything that could hurt us.

Passwords. Receipts. The small fractures people pretended not to see until the whole thing split under their feet.

He was the kind of man who checked the stove twice before bed and placed my phone on the charger when I fell asleep reading. He remembered which shoulder tightened after long flights. He knew I hated pulp in orange juice and loved the first violent rain of a Miami afternoon.

He also kept a folded sheet of paper beneath the warranty documents for our air conditioner.

I was looking for the serial number because the unit had begun coughing warm air into the upstairs hallway. July had turned our duplex apartment into a sealed mouth. The windows sweated. My hair curled against my neck. Even the tile felt warm beneath my bare feet.

Ethan was downtown in a client meeting. I was home because a campaign review had been moved to Monday, and I had already spent forty minutes arguing with the thermostat.

The drawer stuck halfway open.

I pulled harder.

A stack of envelopes shifted. The white paper slid free and landed against my ankle.

It had been folded into quarters so many times the creases had gone soft.

I knew Ethan's handwriting before I opened it. Tight. Slanted. Controlled. The same handwriting that labeled leftover containers and wrote dry little notes in my birthday cards before the final line ruined me.

For my wife. My favorite place to come home to.

The paper did not contain a love note.

It contained three numbered sentences.

1. Watch Claire tease a stranger in a bar.

2. Watch another man undress her and fuck her while she looks at me.

3. Watch her use something bigger than me and tell me the difference.

I read them once.

Then again.

By the third time, the air conditioner had stopped making noise entirely.

The apartment went quiet around me.

I sat on the floor with my back against Ethan's desk and the list spread over my knees. Sweat gathered beneath my breasts and along the backs of my thighs. The ceiling fan pushed hot air from one side of the office to the other.

My first feeling was not disgust.

That would have been easier.

I felt seen.

Not the polished version of me Ethan introduced at dinners. Claire Hart professionally, Claire Cole on legal forms. Thirty-six, creative director, dark hair, brown eyes, five feet six in heels if anyone asked. The woman who wore fitted black dresses to client presentations and old cotton shorts at home. The wife who could close a deal before lunch and cry over a dog food commercial at dinner.

The list saw the other woman.

The one I kept under all that competence.

The one who noticed when men watched me cross a hotel lobby. The one who sometimes leaned a little farther over a bar because Ethan was behind me. The one who had felt his cock harden against my ass at parties when another man's gaze stayed too long.

He had never said why.

I had never asked.

The second feeling was anger.

Not because he wanted it.

Because he had written my name as if I were already arranged through his fantasy. Claire teases. Claire gets undressed. Claire tells him another cock is bigger.

Every line was about what he wanted to see.

Nothing about what I might feel.

Nothing about whether the stranger's hand would make me shake. Nothing about what happened after the other man stopped being a shape in Ethan's head and became warm skin, a voice, a cock, a risk.

He had imagined my hunger as a mirror held up to his own.

That part made me furious.

The third feeling came last.

Heat.

It moved low and slow while I stared at the second line.

Watch another man undress her and fuck her while she looks at me.

I pictured Ethan seated at the end of a hotel bed. His dark hair disordered from running his hands through it. His shoulders tight beneath a white shirt. His gray-green eyes fixed on me while someone else opened my dress.

My husband was not physically small. He stood six feet, lean through the waist, broader than his office clothes admitted. He ran three mornings a week along Biscayne Bay and lifted enough to keep his arms hard beneath my palms. There were silver threads beginning near his temples, and I loved them more than he did.

The list was not about Ethan being weak.

It was about watching strength become helpless.

That was what made my cunt tighten.

I folded the paper along the old creases.

Then I opened it again.

The third item made me smile despite myself.

Bigger than me.

Men could build entire religions around the fear contained in those three words.

Ethan had written them alone. Maybe late at night while I slept. Maybe after sex, with my head on his chest and my hand resting inches from the secret he could not say aloud.

I pressed the paper flat against the floor.

The truth is that I should have put it back.

I should have waited for him to tell me.

Instead, I carried it downstairs, poured a glass of water, and stood in the kitchen reading it beneath the hard white light over the island.

Our wedding photograph hung across the room. Ethan in a black suit, smiling at me as if he had just discovered luck could take human form. Me in ivory silk, twenty-five and certain I knew the man I had chosen.

Eleven years later, I held proof that marriage contained rooms we had never crossed.

I wondered how long he had wanted it.

I wondered which men he had imagined.

I wondered whether he had pictured my face when another cock first pushed into me.

The thought should have felt like betrayal.

It felt like a hand closing around the back of my neck.

I took the list to the bedroom.

The floor-to-ceiling mirror stood beside the window. Beyond the glass, Miami shimmered in afternoon heat. White buildings. Palm fronds. Traffic crawling toward the causeway. The city looked restless and overexposed, all glare and appetite.

I stripped in front of the mirror.

Not seductively. At first.

I removed my blouse. Then the bra. My breasts settled heavier without it. The fan found my nipples and they tightened before I wanted them to. Skirt next. Panties last. I stood naked with Ethan's list in one hand and studied the wife he had trapped in those sentences.

My breasts were fuller than they had been at twenty-five. My waist still curved sharply above wide hips. Years of squats and stubbornness kept my legs firm. There were pale lines near my lower stomach that only showed in certain light and a small brown mark beneath my right breast that Ethan kissed when he wanted to make me laugh.

Would another man notice those things?

Would he care?

Or would he see only a married woman spreading her legs while her husband watched?

I turned a little more. Looked at the place Ethan had mapped with his mouth for eleven years. The list made that private geography feel newly public.

I lifted the paper to the mirror so the words appeared beside my reflection.

Claire teases a stranger.

Claire gets undressed.

Claire takes something bigger.

I said my own name aloud.

It sounded too familiar.

I turned sideways and looked over my shoulder at my ass. Ethan loved it. He held it with both hands when I rode him. Slapped it when I asked. Watched it in mirrors when he fucked me from behind.

Had he pictured another man's hands there?

My nipples tightened.

I hated that.

I loved that I hated it.

I dressed before Ethan came home. Black trousers. Cream blouse. Hair straightened again. The list returned to its drawer, but not in the same condition.

There were now ten lines on the paper.

His three in black ink.

Mine in red.

4. Choose the man myself.

5. Be photographed by another man.

6. Spend one night alone, with no witnesses and no complete confession afterward.

7. Be wanted by another couple.

8. Choose the man Ethan hates.

9. Direct two men while my husband watches.

10. Let another woman have him while I watch.

I stared at the final line longer than the others.

It was the only one that frightened me more than it excited me.

Then I folded the paper and put it back beneath the warranty documents.

At six fourteen, Ethan opened the front door.

“Air conditioner still broken?” he called.

I stood at the kitchen island with a glass of wine and watched him loosen his tie.

“Completely,” I said.

He smiled, tired and handsome and unaware.

“I'll call someone tomorrow.”

“Good.”

He leaned in to kiss me.

I turned my face just enough that his mouth landed near the corner of mine.

The small refusal stopped him.

“Is something wrong?”

I looked at the man who had imagined me on my knees for someone else.

“I don't know yet.”

That was all I gave him.

The silence followed us through dinner.

CHAPTER 2

WHAT MY HUSBAND WANTED

CLAIRE

Ethan knew I had found something before he knew what it was.

Marriage teaches you the smallest alarms.

The pause before a familiar answer. The way a fork touches a plate. A kiss placed half an inch from where it belongs.

He watched me across the kitchen table while the air conditioner failed above us and sweat gathered beneath his collar.

“Bad day?” he asked.

“Interesting day.”

His hand stopped around his wineglass.

Interesting was not a word I used by accident. Ethan knew that too.

I had changed before dinner. A dark green dress, soft enough to move when I walked, fitted enough to remind him that I knew exactly where his eyes went. It was not new. I had worn it to a hotel launch the previous spring, where a man from Toronto had stared at my back through two cocktails and a speech about waterfront development.

Ethan had fucked me hard that night.

At the time, I thought the wine made him rough.

Now I knew better.

“You look beautiful,” he said.

“For you?”

The question came lightly.

His expression did not.

“I hope so.”

I crossed one leg beneath the table. The hem moved over my thigh.

Ethan glanced down.

There.

The list had trained my eyes in less than a day. I noticed the change in his breathing, the tension through his jaw, the way his thumb rubbed once over the stem of the glass.

He had always watched me.

I had never understood what the watching cost him.

“Do you ever imagine other men looking at me?” I asked.

No preamble.

No place to hide.

Ethan set down his glass carefully.

“Sometimes.”

“Sometimes is a coward's word.”

His gaze sharpened.

“Claire.”

“At restaurants? Bars? Work events?”

“Yes.”

“Do you imagine them wanting me?”

“Yes.”

The answer came quieter.

I leaned back.

“And then what?”

He looked toward the dark windows. The glass reflected us at opposite ends of the table, the married couple and their shadows sitting closer together than they were.

“Usually nothing.”

“Another coward's answer.”

A muscle moved in his cheek.

“What happened today?”

I let the question hang.

He wanted facts. A name. A discovery he could contain.

I wanted him to sit in uncertainty for a few more minutes.

“A man looked at me in the lobby,” I said.

It was true. The building manager had watched me leave that morning.

“What kind of look?”

“The kind you notice.”

Ethan's fingers tightened around the edge of the table.

“Did you like it?”

“Did you?”

“I wasn't there.”

“That has never stopped you before.”

The room changed.

He understood then. Not everything, but enough.

His eyes moved toward the hall leading to his office.

I saw fear arrive first.

Then heat.

The front of his trousers tightened beneath the table.

I stood.

“Bedroom.”

He did not ask why.

That obedience reached me more deeply than argument would have.

Upstairs, the air was hotter. The broken unit had left the bedroom thick with trapped afternoon. I opened the balcony door. Miami rushed in: traffic, distant music, the warm salt smell of the bay.

Ethan stopped near the bed.

“Did you read it?”

I faced the mirror and removed one earring.

“Read what?”

“Claire.”

I removed the other.

“Say what you wrote. I want the fantasy in your real voice.”

His silence lasted long enough to become an answer.

I turned.

“What did I read, Ethan?”

“A list.”

“Whose list?”

“Mine.”

“Who was it about?”

His eyes moved over me.

“You.”

I unzipped the dress.

The fabric loosened across my breasts but did not fall.

“Then perhaps it was mine too.”

Ethan's face went still.

I walked to him, close enough for the open back of the dress to brush his hands.

“How long?”

“Years.”

“How many?”

“How many times?”

“How many times have you fucked me while imagining another man watching?”

His mouth opened.

I placed two fingers against his lips.

“Do not give me a number you think a wife can forgive.”

The pulse in his throat moved beneath my gaze.

“I don't know.”

“More than ten?”

“Yes.”

“More than fifty?”

He closed his eyes.

“Probably.”

The honesty hurt.

That mattered.

I had expected power to feel clean. Instead, it came tangled with grief. I remembered nights when I had mistaken his hunger for proof that I alone had created it. I remembered compliments, positions, sudden roughness. Now another man's shadow stood behind some of those memories.

I wanted to slap him.

I wanted to make him kneel.

I wanted to become the woman who had been living in his head while he still believed she belonged to him.

“Look at me.”

He did.

I let the dress fall.

I wore black lace beneath it. Thin straps. No padding. A narrow strip between my ass cheeks.

Ethan's cock pushed visibly against his trousers.

“Which item made you write the list?” I asked.

“The first.”

“A stranger looking at me.”

“You provoking him.”

“There is a difference,” Ethan said.

“I know,” I said. “I felt the difference the moment I saw my name on your list.”

“Do you?”

I stepped closer until my breasts touched his shirt.

“A man looking is something that happens to me. Provoking him is something I choose.”

His breathing deepened.

“That was the point.”

“No. The point was what my choice did to your cock.”

He did not deny it.

I placed my palm over the hard ridge beneath his zipper.

Heat. Familiar thickness. The jump of a cock that had been hiding a list.

“This.”

His hips moved once into my hand.

“Hands at your sides.”

He obeyed.

I opened his belt slowly. Metal against leather. One small sound in the hot room.

I lowered his zipper but did not free him. The head pressed the cotton. A dark spot already showed.

“Tell me the first item exactly.”

“Watch you tease a stranger in a bar.”

“What would I wear?”

“A dress.”

“Weak.”

“Red. Short. Nothing underneath.”

I smiled despite the anger still burning beneath my ribs.

“Better.”

I pulled his cock free.

He was already slick at the tip. Hot. Hard enough that the head looked almost angry.

The sight gave me a cruel satisfaction. My husband had spent years hiding this from me, yet three sentences and a piece of lace reduced him to a hard, leaking confession in my hand.

I stroked once. Base to head. Slow enough to feel every inch I already knew.

His breath broke.

“Where would you sit?”

“Across the room.”

“Would you approach?”

“Only if you called me.”

“Would you touch yourself?”

“If you let me.”

That answer changed something.

He had not written obedience on the list, but it lived between every line.

I tightened my fist.

“And if I took the stranger somewhere private?”

Ethan's eyes locked on mine.

“I would follow.”

“If I put my mouth on him?”

His cock jumped against my palm.

I stopped moving.

“Answer me, Ethan. No safe version.”

“I would watch.”

“Would it hurt?”

“Yes.”

“Would you stay hard?”

“Yes.”

The word came rough.

I stroked him again. Slow enough to keep him listening. My thumb spread the wetness over the head until it shone.

“Tell me you want me to swallow.”

His face tightened.

“Claire.”

“You said my name to hide behind it. Answer me.”

“Yes.”

Jealousy moved through me in the wrong direction. I was jealous of the woman he had imagined. She was bolder than me. Filthier. She acted without consequence because she did not exist.

I wanted to punish him for giving her my face.

I wanted to replace her completely.

My hand moved faster.

Ethan's thighs tightened. His shoulders drew back. I knew every sign. Eleven years had taught me how quickly he approached the edge, how his breath shortened before he admitted it.

“Close?” I asked.

“Yes.”

I let him go.

He made a sound of pure frustration.

“No.”

“No what?”

“No coming.”

“Claire.”

I picked up the green dress and stepped into it.

His cock remained hard between us.

“You wrote a fantasy about waiting while another man had your wife. You can begin with waiting for your wife.”

I zipped the dress and looked at him through the mirror.

“Put yourself away.”

He stared at my reflection.

“Tonight?”

“Not tonight.”

“When?”

I adjusted the fabric over my hips.

“When I decide whether your first fantasy is big enough for me.”

I left him standing in the bedroom, trousers open, face stripped of every defense.

In the bathroom, I locked the door and pressed both hands to the marble counter.

My cunt was wet beneath the lace.

That was the part I did not tell him.

CHAPTER 3

SEVEN LINES IN RED

CLAIRE

I did not sleep much that night.

Ethan lay beside me in the dark, close enough that the heat of him reached across the sheet. He did not touch me. I had not told him not to. He understood the silence better than a rule.

At two in the morning, I opened my eyes and found him awake.

The city cast blue light across his face. He was watching the ceiling.

“Do you regret writing it?” I asked.

He turned toward me.

“No.”

The answer came too quickly to be kind.

I absorbed the sting.

“Do you regret that I found it?”

A longer pause.

“I don't know yet.”

That honesty was why I loved him.

It was also why I rolled away.

In the morning, I took the list to work.

I carried it beneath the cover of a black leather notebook between campaign budgets and a presentation about luxury condos. Every time I opened the cover, the folded paper waited beneath my notes like a second pulse.

Miami had turned white with heat by nine. Sun flashed from glass towers. Cars crawled along Brickell Avenue. Women in narrow skirts crossed the intersections with coffee in one hand and phones in the other, all of us moving as if humidity were not pressing wet palms to our backs.

From the thirty-second floor, the bay looked metallic and distant.

I should have been preparing for a client call.

Instead, I rewrote the seven red lines.

Not because the words needed improvement.

Because writing them again made them mine.

Choose the man myself.

I pictured pointing to someone Ethan knew.

Be photographed by another man.

I pictured a camera held by hands that did not love me.

One night alone.

That line remained the most dangerous. No husband in the room. No image sent home. No confession complete enough to let him own the memory afterward.

Another couple.

The thought of another woman looking at Ethan stirred a jealousy I had not expected.

The man Ethan hates.

I knew at least three candidates.

Two men under my direction.

I did not let myself picture that for long.

Let another woman have him while I watch.

The paper had begun to smell like the drawer where Ethan kept it: cedar, dust, and the faint trace of his cologne. My red ink looked too bright beside his cramped black lines. His fantasies had been hidden long enough to fade into shame. Mine were less than twelve hours old and already felt hungry.

I ran my thumb over the tenth line until the edge of the paper pressed a mark into my skin.

The first three asked what I would do for him.

The next seven asked what I might become without asking him to imagine it first.

That difference sat low between my thighs while a conference reminder flashed across my screen.

I closed the notebook.

At lunch, I walked three blocks to a boutique I had passed for years without entering.

The windows displayed clothing made for women who did not check price tags. Silk, narrow heels, dresses that assumed the person wearing them knew what attention was worth.

A saleswoman with silver hair looked me over once.

“Event?”

“A bar.”

Her eyebrow lifted.

“Then you need something that looks expensive in bad lighting.”

She brought me red.

Not bright red. Darker. The color of wine held to a flame.

The dress wrapped close around my waist, left my back almost bare, and ended high enough that sitting would become a decision. The neckline was simple from the front. The sides were not.

I stood in the fitting room and imagined Ethan seeing it for the first time from across a crowded room.

I imagined another man seeing the wedding ring.

I bought the dress.

Then I bought black heels and a lipstick the saleswoman called Ruin.

At three sixteen, I sent Ethan a message.

Friday. Eight thirty. The Black Rabbit.

His reply came before the typing bubble disappeared.

What are we doing?

I looked at the list beneath my notebook cover.

Item one.

A full minute passed.

Then:

You are serious.

The message irritated me.

Not because his surprise was wrong. Because he had enjoyed certainty when I was only imaginary.

I typed:

You were serious enough to write it.

He called immediately.

I watched his name fill the screen until the call ended.

Then I sent one more message.

Come separately. Sit where you can see me. Do not approach unless I call you. Do not touch yourself.

This time, he did not call.

Understood.

The word warmed me more than it should have.

That evening, I found him in the kitchen chopping limes for drinks we did not need. He wore a pale blue shirt with the sleeves rolled to his forearms. His tie was gone. His hair still held the shape of a long day.

He looked up when I walked in.

“You chose a place.”

“Yes.”

“Have you been there?”

“No.”

“Do you know what kind of men go there?”

“The kind who look.”

His knife stopped against the cutting board.

“How far are you planning to go?”

I placed my purse on the island.

“You did not specify.”

“Claire.”

“Your line said tease.”

“Yes.”

“I wanted to learn where your fantasy stopped and my choice began. Teasing means stopping before the thing someone wants. The question is whose stopping matters. Yours? His? Mine?”

Ethan set down the knife.

“I don't want you hurt.”

The fear in his face softened something in me.

I walked around the island and placed both hands on his chest.

“I know.”

He covered one of my hands.

“This was supposed to be a fantasy.”

“Then why write it on paper?”

“Because saying it felt impossible.”

“Finding it felt worse.”

He closed his eyes.

The guilt arrived, but it did not cool me. It made the night ahead feel heavier. More real. This was not a game floating above our marriage. We had placed it on the kitchen counter between limes and a bottle of gin.

“Look at me, Ethan. This is the wife who found your list,” I said.

He did.

“You wanted the first item.”

“Yes.”

“I want to know who I become when I do it.”

His hand tightened over mine.

“And if I can't handle that woman?”

I thought of the tenth line.

“Then you should have left the drawer empty.”

I kissed him.

Not gently.

My tongue pushed into his mouth while I gripped his shirt. Ethan caught my waist, but I removed his hands and placed them flat on the counter behind him.

“No touching unless I put you there.”

He breathed against my lips.

“You like this.”

“I like that you do.”

“That isn't the same.”

“No.”

The difference mattered.

I lowered my hand and felt him hard beneath his trousers.

“Still no coming,” I said.

His jaw tightened.

“Until Friday?”

“Until I decide.”

“You added rules that weren't on the list.”

I smiled.

“I added seven fantasies. Rules were free.”

For the next thirty-six hours, I made waiting part of our home.

I changed clothes with the bedroom door open. I bent over the dryer in lace panties. I sat beside him on the sofa wearing his shirt and nothing beneath it. Each time his hand moved toward me, I looked at it until he stopped.

The cruelty was not in denying him.

It was in letting him see how much I enjoyed being wanted by a man who could not take what he had asked to share.

On Friday afternoon, I placed the red dress on the bed.

Beside it, the folded list.

Ethan came home at six ten.

He stopped in the bedroom doorway and stared at both.

“You wrote on it.”

“Seven lines.”

He reached for the paper.

I covered it with my hand.

“After the bar.”

“Claire.”

“You waited years to show me three. You can wait one night for seven.”

I picked up the dress.

“Shower. Then leave.”

“You're making me go first?”

“I want to enter alone.”

His eyes moved over my face.

“Why?”

Because I wanted to feel the room before I belonged to anyone in it.

Because I wanted men to look without immediately knowing which one was my husband.

Because I wanted Ethan to experience the moment when his wife crossed a doorway and became available to every imagination except his hands.

I gave him only part of the truth.

“Because item one begins before you see me.”

CHAPTER 4

THE RED DRESS

CLAIRE

I made Ethan leave without watching me get dressed.

That was the first thing he truly hated.

He stood at the bedroom door in dark trousers and a black shirt, looking like the man I would have chosen across a room if we had never met. His wedding ring caught the light when he reached for the handle.

“No kiss?” he asked.

I sat at the vanity in a black silk robe and applied the red lipstick.

“Not yet.”

“You kissed me yesterday.”

“Yesterday, another man was not waiting to taste what you missed.”

The line came easily.

Too easily.

Ethan's face changed. Jealousy moved through him like a dark current beneath skin.

His cock showed through his trousers.

I turned back to the mirror before he could see how much the sight affected me.

“Corner booth,” I said. “Whiskey. Do not drink enough to become stupid.”

“And you?”

“Martini. Dry. One olive.”

“You planned the drink?”

“I planned everything.”

That was not entirely true.

I had planned the dress, the bar, the distance between us. I had not planned the man. I needed that part to remain alive. A stranger chosen in the moment, with no profile and no name capable of following us home.

Ethan did not move.

I met his eyes in the mirror.

“Go.”

He left.

The front door closed downstairs.

Silence moved through the apartment.

I removed the robe.

The dress took time. It required tape beneath the sides because a bra would show. The fabric pulled close across my breasts and hips, then fell in a narrow line that opened high over my left thigh when I walked.

I wore no panties.

That decision had not been part of Ethan's list.

It belonged to me.

I stood before the mirror and saw a woman I recognized only in pieces. My hair fell dark and straight over one shoulder. The lipstick sharpened my mouth. The dress made my waist look smaller, my breasts fuller, my ass more deliberate.

My wedding ring remained the only jewelry.

I turned my hand beneath the light.

Married.

Not hiding it.

Not asking another man to pretend I belonged nowhere.

The ring made the dress filthier.

I slipped the list into my purse.

Outside, heat rose from the building’s driveway even after sunset. Miami never cooled properly in July. It only changed from bright heat to dark heat. Palms moved against a purple sky. Music leaked from a passing car. Somewhere nearby, rain had fallen and lifted the smell of wet pavement into the air.

I drove with the windows up and the air conditioning too cold.

At every red light, I looked at my own reflection in the rearview mirror.

What if no one approached?

What if someone did?

What if Ethan looked at me differently afterward?

What if I looked at him differently?

The questions should have slowed me.

They made my cunt wetter against the leather seat. I shifted once and felt how little stood between me and the night. No panties. Just heat and the dress climbing my thighs at every light.

The Black Rabbit occupied the ground floor of an old hotel near the river. No sign beyond a black metal rabbit above the door. The windows were smoked. A line curled beneath red lights along the sidewalk.

I parked two blocks away.

Before leaving the car, I opened the list.

His handwriting looked smaller in the dim light.

Watch Claire tease a stranger in a bar.

I traced the first line with one finger.

“You should have been more specific,” I whispered.

The bar smelled of whiskey, perfume, old wood, and the warm press of too many people. A live band tuned beneath amber lights. Couples occupied the small dance floor. Men in loosened ties leaned along the bar, faces bright with the confidence of a night that had not refused them yet.

I found Ethan immediately.

Corner booth. Back to the wall. Whiskey untouched.

He saw me.

The distance between us tightened.

His gaze moved from my face to the bare side of the dress, down the slit, and back to my wedding ring. He gripped the glass without lifting it.

I did not smile.

I walked past him as if he were another man.

That hurt him.

I saw it.

The hurt made me feel powerful and guilty in the same breath.

At the bar, I ordered the martini.

Then I looked at the men around me.

A blond man near the taps smiled too quickly. A man in a linen shirt stared at my breasts and never reached my face. Two younger men whispered to each other, daring one another to approach.

None of them were right.

Then I saw the man in the dark jacket.

Alone. Broad shoulders. Dark hair a little too long. A close beard that sharpened his mouth. Late thirties, maybe forty. Taller than Ethan by an inch or two, heavier through the chest. His hands rested around a beer bottle. Large hands, clean nails, a pale scar across one knuckle.

He did not smile when he looked at me.

He simply let me see that he wanted to keep looking.

I sat two stools away.

My dress opened over my thigh.

His eyes followed the movement.

Across the room, Ethan saw him see it.

The first item began with silence.

I lifted my martini.

The stranger spoke first.

“You're overdressed.”

His voice was low. Calm. Amused.

“Or everyone else is underdressed.”

One corner of his mouth moved.

“Waiting for someone?”

I turned my wedding ring against the stem of the glass.

“My husband.”

The stranger looked at my hand, then at my face.

“Where is he?”

“Watching.”

He scanned the room.

I did not point.

His gaze settled on Ethan in the corner booth.

Ethan did not look away.

The stranger's smile finally appeared.

Not kind.

Hungry.

“Does he know you're talking to me?”

“I told him I would.”

“What else did you tell him?”

I took a slow sip. Gin burned down my throat.

“That I might dance with you.”

“Only dance?”

“That depends.”

“On what?”

I looked across the room at my husband.

“On whether you can make him jealous enough.”

The stranger laughed, low and private.

Then he stood and offered his hand.

“Let's find out.”

CHAPTER 5

THE DANCE

CLAIRE

His palm was warm.

That was the first detail Ethan could not have imagined correctly.

A fantasy contains shapes. A stranger's shoulders. A hand at a waist. A husband's face across the room.

Reality contains heat.

Calluses.

The smell of another man's skin beneath cologne.

I let him lead me onto the dance floor.

The Black Rabbit smelled of spilled whiskey, lime peel, sweat trapped beneath expensive shirts, and perfume warmed by too many people standing too close. Gin still coated my tongue. The martini glass had left cold moisture across my fingers, but the stranger's palm erased it when he closed his hand around mine.

The floor vibrated through my heels. Each beat traveled up my calves and settled between my legs before he touched anything intimate.

The band had begun something slow, all bass and brushed drums. The kind of song that made everyone move closer while pretending the music had decided for them.

The stranger placed one hand on my lower back.

Not my ass.

Close enough that the restraint felt deliberate.

His other hand held mine. My wedding ring pressed against his fingers.

“You really married?” he asked.

“Eleven years.”

“And he brought you here for this?”

“He wrote it down.”

The stranger glanced toward Ethan.

“Brave man.”

“You think?”

“I think he looks like he wants to break the glass in his hand.”

I looked.

Ethan's whiskey remained full. His grip around it had gone white.

My husband had seen men look at me before. At restaurants, conferences, beaches. Miami trained women to understand attention as weather. It arrived whether we invited it or not.

This was different.

I had chosen the storm and placed him beneath it.

The stranger's hand moved lower.

His thumb found the bare edge where the dress opened along my back.

My skin tightened beneath it. One rough pad. One slow drag. Cool air followed the path his fingers left.

“He can see that,” I said.

“That's why I did it.”

The answer sent a sharp pulse between my legs.

I should have been thinking only of Ethan.

I wasn't.

The stranger moved well. Not like a man performing skill. Like someone comfortable with a woman's weight against him. He guided without dragging, adjusted when I shifted, learned the rhythm of my hips in less than a minute.

I hated that I noticed.

I turned in his arms.

My back pressed to his chest. His hands closed around my hips.

Heat gathered between his shirt and the bare skin of my back. His jacket brushed my arms. Cologne gave way to salt near his throat, and the clean scent made the unknown man feel suddenly real.

The red fabric dragged across my nipples when I moved. They were already tight. Each shift of the dress scraped them just enough to send a pulse lower. My thighs were damp before his cock found the back of one of them.

I moved slowly against him.

The hard ridge beneath his trousers met the back of my thigh. Thick. Unmistakable. He did not rush. He let me feel it and wait.

He breathed into my hair.

“Your husband is still watching.”

“I know. That is why I have not looked away from him.”

“He looks like he wants to kill me.”

I rolled my hips again. The ridge of him dragged the back of my thigh through the dress.

“He looks like he wants to be you.”

The stranger's grip tightened.

Across the room, Ethan's jaw clenched.

That line hurt him.

I had meant it to.

The truth was more complicated. Ethan did not want to be the stranger. He wanted to remain himself and feel what it cost when another man occupied the place he had chosen not to take.

I understood that now.

Understanding did not make me gentler.

“What's your name?” the stranger asked.

“Does it matter?”

“No.”

“Then don't ask again.”

He laughed near my ear.

“Cold.”

“Married.”

The song changed.

I turned to face him. His mouth was inches from mine.

He looked at my lips, then over my shoulder at Ethan.

He lowered his mouth toward mine.

I stopped him with two fingers against his lips.

Not because my husband controlled the choice. We had crossed that threshold when he wrote the list and I decided to make it real.

I stopped him because I wanted the first kiss to mean something.

A stranger's mouth would not be a glance. It would leave taste. Memory. A detail Ethan could not unsee.

“Not yet,” I said.

The denial pleased him.

“What else did you tell your husband you might do?”

“More than dance.”

“How much more?”

I looked past him.

Ethan sat motionless.

I raised one hand and crooked a finger.

Come here.

He stood slowly.

The room seemed to watch him cross it, though no one else knew the distance mattered. He moved with control. His eyes did not. Jealousy had stripped them dark.

The stranger watched him approach with the calm confidence of a man who knew he had already been allowed farther than most husbands could tolerate.

“Ethan,” I said. “This is...”

“I don't need his name,” Ethan said.

The stranger smiled.

“Good. I don't need yours either.”

I stood between them.

Ethan was familiar heat at my front. The stranger was unknown heat at my back. For one breath, I felt both men arranged around me exactly as the list had promised.

My cunt tightened.

Ethan saw the reaction in my face.

That hurt him more than the stranger's hand.

I placed my palm on my husband's chest.

His heart pounded beneath the black shirt.

“You wanted to watch,” I whispered.

His eyes searched mine.

There were questions in them.

I gave him no answers.

“Now watch.”

I kissed his cheek.

Not his mouth.

Then I took the stranger's hand.

The hallway to the restrooms was narrow and dark. Red bulbs glowed above black doors. Music softened behind us until the bass became a pulse in the walls.

I did not look back.

I knew Ethan followed.

The men's room was empty.

The fluorescent light was harsh. A narrow gap beside the warped doorframe exposed a sliver of the room even with the lock closed. The floor sticky. One mirror cracked from the upper corner to the center, splitting my reflection into two women.

The stranger locked the door.

Ethan's shadow appeared beneath it a few seconds later.

He had obeyed.

The stranger looked at the crack, then at me.

“He really followed.”

“He always follows when I give him somewhere to go.”

The sentence affected both men.

The stranger stepped closer.

“On your knees.”

I shook my head.

“Not yet.”

His eyebrow lifted.

I reached for his belt.

“You don't give the orders.”

I opened the buckle slowly while staring at the cracked mirror.

The stranger stood behind me in the reflection. Ethan existed only as a shadow beneath the door.

My hands were steady.

The stranger's breathing was not.

I lowered his zipper.

The first item on the list stopped being a fantasy.

CHAPTER 6

THE BATHROOM

CLAIRE

His cock came free into my hand.

Heavy. Hot. Thicker than Ethan. The head was already wet. A vein ran under my thumb.

The comparison arrived before I wanted it and stayed after I did.

I wrapped my fingers around him. They did not meet. The stranger watched my face as I learned the weight, the shape, the small pulse beneath the skin. I stroked once and felt him thicken in my fist.

“You're big,” I said.

His smile sharpened.

“Bigger than your husband?”

The question was meant for the man outside the door.

I looked at Ethan's shadow.

“Yes.”

The word filled the bathroom.

No movement came from the hallway.

That silence made me wetter than the stranger's cock in my hand.

I stroked him once.

Then again.

“He can hear you,” the stranger said.

“That is the point. I want him to hear what you asked me to become.”

I lowered myself to my knees.

The room smelled of bleach losing a fight with old urine, damp paper towels, whiskey on my breath, and the stranger's cologne. Bass from the bar came through the wall as a dull blow I felt in my knees.

Cold tile pressed through my skin. Something sticky caught beneath one heel. The humiliation should have disgusted me. Instead it made the scene impossible to polish into fantasy later.

The tile was cold through my skin. The red dress climbed over my thighs. I arranged it carefully, not because modesty mattered, but because I wanted Ethan to see the shape of me through the crack. His wife kneeling on a filthy floor. Her back straight. Another man's cock level with her mouth.

I looked up.

The stranger's face had changed. Hunger had replaced amusement.

I opened my lips and took the head onto my tongue.

Gin and olive still lingered in my mouth. His skin changed the taste at once: salt, warmth, and the faint bitterness of soap. My lipstick left a red crescent below the head before my lips covered it.

His hand tightened in my hair.

I moved slowly at first. Learning him. Letting the sloppy pull of my mouth reach the door. My lips stretched wider as I took more. Spit ran to my chin. My jaw began to strain. He was long enough that breathing became a decision. When I took him farther, my throat closed and a small choke escaped me. I wanted Ethan to hear that too.

“Fuck,” he muttered. “Your mouth...”

I pulled back.

A line of saliva connected my lower lip to his swollen head.

“Tell my husband.”

The stranger looked at the door.

“Your wife has a good mouth.”

I tightened my hand around his base.

“Too polite.”

He understood.

“She's sucking my cock like she wants me to remember her.”

Outside, Ethan's shadow shifted.

One small movement.

Proof that the words had landed.

I smiled and took the stranger deeper.

His fingers gripped my hair. The pressure sharpened the rhythm, and I used it to move against him. My eyes watered when the head reached the back of my throat. Spit ran down my chin onto the red dress. I pulled away, breathed, returned. The fluorescent light made the shine on his cock look filthy and exact.

My knees hurt.

The grout cut into them each time I leaned forward. Sweat gathered beneath my breasts and along my spine. His fist pulled my hair just tight enough to keep my face tilted where Ethan could picture it from the other side.

Every wet pull of my mouth sounded louder beneath the fluorescent buzz. There was nowhere for the noise to hide.

My lipstick smeared across his shaft.

The bathroom mirror showed a woman I had never met: hair disordered, cheeks hollowing, wedding ring bright around the fist working another man's cock.

I wanted Ethan to see her.

I wanted to keep her from him.

Both hungers existed at once.

The stranger's thighs tensed beneath my palm.

His breathing changed.

I knew the signs even though I had learned them in less than ten minutes.

He was close.

“Fuck,” he muttered. “I'm going to—”

I pulled my mouth off him.

His hips jerked toward my face.

“Not in my mouth,” I said.

Confusion crossed his face.

“What? You just—”

“I changed my mind.”

I looked up at him, this stranger whose name I had not asked, whose life outside the bar did not matter. He was not a future. Not a threat I intended to keep.

He was muscle, heat, and a hard cock.

A tool.

A prop in the scene I was directing for the man outside the door.

And that description was a lie too.

Tools do not have heat. Props do not grip your hair. A man does not look down at you with hunger sharp enough to make your cunt pulse.

I did not tell Ethan that part.

“Where do you want it?” the stranger asked.

I let go of his cock and lifted my face.

“On me.”

His eyes widened.

“Your husband...”

“Is watching.”

I turned toward the door.

The shadow remained.

“Look at him,” I said. “He can hear everything.”

The stranger looked down at me, then toward the crack.

“You want me to come on your face while your husband watches.”

“I want you to come on my face while my husband watches, and then I want you to leave without saying another word.”

He stared for a long moment.

Then he laughed, low and dark.

“You're the coldest woman I've ever met.”

“I'm not cold. I'm married.”

I wrapped my hand around him again and stroked hard. Fast. His cock was slick from my mouth, hot and pulsing against my palm. Each stroke made a wet click in the small room.

I aimed him toward my face.

“Do it.”

His hand replaced mine.

I kept my eyes on the door.

On the shadow.

On my husband, who was about to hear another man finish on his wife's skin.

The stranger's breathing broke first.

Short pulls of air. A rough curse. His fist moved in front of my eyes, faster than my hand had moved, and the muscles in his stomach tightened beneath his shirt.

I kept my face lifted.

Waiting became its own filthy second.

From the hallway came the scrape of Ethan's shoe and one hard breath through the door. My husband was close enough to stop it. Close enough to leave.

He did neither.

The stranger groaned.

The first hot streak struck my cheek beneath my left eye.

The warmth startled me even though I had ordered it. It landed with weight, then began to slide toward the corner of my mouth.

The second crossed my lips. Salt touched my tongue before I chose to taste it.

The third marked my chin and fell in a thick line onto the neckline of the red dress.

His breathing filled the small room. Mine sounded calmer than I felt.

I did not close my eyes.

I did not flinch.

Another pulse landed near my jaw. The smell was sharp and intimate, mixed with gin, sweat, bleach, and the stranger's skin.

I watched Ethan's shadow move closer to the door.

The handle gave one small twitch.

For a second, I imagined him entering. Grabbing the man's shirt. Pulling me to my feet. Taking back the scene he had placed in my hands.

The handle went still.

A rough sound came through the wood. Not a word. Something caught between pain and hunger.

I pictured Ethan's palm flattened against the door, his other hand locked around his own thigh to keep from touching the cock straining in his trousers.

The stranger finished with a final shudder. The last drops gathered bright at the tip while warm come rested on my skin.

I caught his wrist.

“Leave.”

He looked at the door.

“Now. Do not look back.”

He tucked himself away and straightened his jacket.

For one second, he studied me as if he might ask who I really was.

I gave him nothing.

He unlocked the door.

Ethan stepped back into the dark hall.

The stranger passed him without a word.

The door swung shut again.

I locked it.

Alone, I faced the cracked mirror.

Fluorescent light showed everything without mercy. My lipstick gone. Hair pulled loose. Red dress stained. Another man's come shining on my face and chest.

I had never felt more powerful.

I had never felt less certain who that power belonged to.

Slowly, I wiped two fingers across my cheek.

Warm. Thick.

I turned so Ethan could see the side of my silhouette through the crack.

Then I opened my mouth and sucked my fingers clean.

I took my time.

The mirror showed my lips closing around them. My throat moving when I swallowed. My wedding ring touching my chin.

I wiped the come from my mouth. My chest. The edge of the dress.

I collected every drop I could find.

And swallowed.

All of it.

My knees hurt when I stood.

I fixed my hair with wet fingers, smoothed the dress, and opened the door.

Ethan stood inches away.

His right palm was red, as if he had been pressing it against the wall. Sweat darkened the edge of his collar. One hand trembled beside his thigh, flexing and closing around nothing.

A damp mark showed through the front of his trousers. He had obeyed, but obedience had not protected him from his own cock.

He looked like a man who had spent the last minute wanting to break down a door and run from it at the same time.

His face was pale. His eyes almost black. The front of his trousers strained so hard the outline of his cock was unmistakable.

I placed my palm on his chest.

His heart hit my hand.

“Did you see?”

“Yes.”

“Did you hear?”

“Yes.”

“Did you touch yourself?”

“No.”

The obedience sent a warmer rush through me than the stranger's come had.

“Good husband.”

Ethan's breath broke.

I kissed him softly.

His mouth opened beneath mine. I let my tongue move against his, let him taste what remained, let the bathroom become something neither of us could ever reduce to imagination again.

He gripped my waist.

I removed his hands.

“Not yet.”

“Claire.”

“That was item one.”

His eyes searched my face.

“There are nine more.”

“Who are you?”

The question was barely a whisper.

I smiled.

“Your wife. You just never knew what that meant.”

I took his hand and led him back toward the bar.

The cool hallway air dried the last trace I had missed near my collarbone.

I did not wipe it away.

I wanted the proof to remain until Ethan decided whether he could survive seeing it.

CHAPTER 7

THE SECOND KISS

CLAIRE

The Black Rabbit looked ordinary when I returned to the bar.

That offended me.

The same glasses waited beneath the lights. The same band dragged a slow song through the room. A woman in silver laughed at something a man whispered into her hair. Two bartenders moved between bottles as if a married woman had not just crossed a line in the bathroom twenty feet away.

My world had split.

No one else had noticed.

Ethan followed me to our corner booth. He did not touch my waist. He did not offer his hand. He walked half a step behind me, staring at the red stain near my neckline and the place where my lipstick had disappeared.

I knew what he saw.

His wife returning from another man's cock.

The woman who had left the table was still married. The woman coming back knew marriage could hold more filth than either of us had admitted.

I sat first.

Ethan remained standing.

“Sit down.”

He obeyed.

The word did not need to be spoken between us. He had already learned the shape of it.

Ethan had brought my martini from the bar. It waited on the table. Warm now. The olive rested against the glass like an eye that had watched everything.

I lifted the drink.

Ethan stared at my mouth.

“He came on your lips,” he said.

His voice was controlled. His hands were not. One gripped the edge of the table. The other lay closed against his thigh.

“Part of it.”

“And you swallowed it.”

“You saw me.”

“I saw enough.”

I took a slow sip. Gin passed over the same tongue that had tasted a stranger.

Ethan's throat moved.

“Do I look different?” I asked.

“Yes.”

The answer hurt more than I expected.

I kept my face still.

“Better or worse?”

He looked at me for a long time.

“More honest.”

That was my husband. Even ruined, he found the one answer sharp enough to reach me.

I placed the glass down.

“The man called me cold.”

“He spoke to you after?”

Jealousy flashed across his face.

I liked it. I hated that I liked it.

“He asked where I wanted him to finish. I changed my mind.”

“Why your face?”

The question came quietly.

I could have given him the cruel answer. Because I wanted the mark. Because I wanted you to see. Because your first fantasy was too small and I wanted to break it open.

All of those were true.

The deeper truth frightened me.

“Because I wanted to know if I would flinch.”

“Did you?”

“No.”

Ethan looked toward the hallway.

The stranger emerged from the hallway at that moment. Jacket straight. Hair smoothed. Face restored to the man who had walked into the bar alone.

He saw us.

His gaze paused on me.

I gave him nothing.

He walked past the booth and out through the front door.

No goodbye.

No name.

Exactly as I had demanded.

Ethan watched him leave.

“You will never see him again,” he said.

It sounded like a question he did not want to ask.

“No.”

“Does that bother you?”

I considered lying.

“A little.”

His jaw tightened.

“Why?”

“Because he knows something about me that no one else does.”

“I know what I saw.”

“You know what you watched. He knows what it felt like to have my mouth around him.”

The table seemed to narrow between us.

Ethan's eyes dropped to my lips again.

“Did you like it?”

There it was.

The question beneath every fantasy. The thing husbands pretended did not matter when they said they wanted to share. Not what happened. Not how it looked.

Whether the wife liked the other man.

I let the silence stretch.

Ethan's breathing changed.

“I liked choosing it,” I said.

“You answered around it. Did you like him?”

“That is the only answer you get tonight.”

He leaned back.

Pain crossed his face and disappeared behind hunger so quickly another woman might have missed it.

I did not.

The list had given me a new way to hurt him. Not by cruelty alone. By refusing to turn every private reaction into something he could own.

That realization should have made me gentler.

Instead, I reached into my purse.

The folded paper came out beneath my fingers.

Ethan recognized it at once.

He went still.

I placed it between us.

The original creases divided the page into four pale squares. His black ink occupied the top half. My red lines waited below.

“You found it,” he said.

“You knew I had.”

“I hoped I was wrong.”

“No, you didn't.”

His eyes lifted.

I tapped the first line.

“You hoped I would find this. Maybe not that afternoon. Maybe not in that drawer. But you wrote my name. You kept it in our home. You folded it until the paper softened. Some part of you wanted me to open it.”

Ethan said nothing.

The silence answered.

I slid the list toward him.

“Read the first three.”

His eyes moved over his handwriting.

“Out loud.”

The band changed songs. A drumbeat rolled through the room.

Ethan read.

“Watch Claire tease a stranger in a bar.”

I traced the rim of my glass.

“Done.”

His voice grew rougher.

“Watch another man undress her and fuck her while she looks at me.”

My cunt tightened beneath the red dress.

He saw the change in my face.

“Keep reading.”

“Watch her use something bigger than me and tell me the difference.”

The last words nearly disappeared beneath the music.

I leaned across the table.

“You wrote those because you wanted to feel small.”

“I wrote them because I wanted you.”

“You already had me.”

“Not like that.”

The answer landed hard.

I looked at the seven red lines beneath his.

I had written them at my desk while Miami burned outside the windows. Each one had begun as revenge against the arrogance of his list. By the seventh, revenge no longer explained anything.

I wanted them.

That was the secret I had not said aloud.

“Read number four,” I said.

Ethan looked down.

“Choose the man myself.”

“Five.”

“Be photographed by another man.”

His cock pressed visibly against his trousers.

“Six.”

He stopped.

The pause gave the line more power than my voice could have.

“Read it.”

“Spend one night alone, with no witnesses and no complete confession afterward.”

His face had gone pale again.

I felt guilt twist beneath my ribs.

I did not remove the line.

“Seven.”

“Be wanted by another couple.”

“Eight.”

His fingers tightened on the page.

“Choose the man Ethan hates.”

“That one hurts.”

“Yes.”

The honesty came without hesitation.

“Nine.”

“Direct two men while my husband watches.”

“And ten.”

Ethan looked at me before reading.

The final line was the only one that turned the danger back toward me.

It frightened me more than all the others.

“Let another woman have him while I watch.”

Noise filled the bar around us.

Neither of us moved.

Ethan's gaze stayed on that line.

“You want to watch me with another woman?”

“I want to know who I become when I am the one watching.”

“You wrote it.”

“I wrote what scared me.”

“That I might want her?”

I looked at his wedding ring.

Eleven years. An apartment near the water. Two careers built through late nights and bad coffee. His hand at the small of my back when rooms became too crowded. My feet in his lap on Sunday mornings. The ordinary architecture of a life I had never wanted to escape.

And a list that had made my mouth open for a stranger.

“That I want to know whether I can watch you choose something I cannot control,” I said.

Ethan stared at me.

The hurt in his eyes was not theatrical. It did not exist to excite me.

It was real.

So was the hard ridge beneath his trousers.

That contradiction had become the language of our night.

I folded the paper.

“The first three were yours.”

“And the rest?”

“Mine.”

“You expect us to do all of them.”

I slipped the list into my purse.

“I expect you to take me home.”

“You keep giving me the answer that hurts less.”

“No.”

I stood.

The red dress clung damply between my thighs. Ethan looked at the stain on my chest, then at my face.

“Claire.”

I held out my hand.

“You wanted a wife who would make you watch.”

His fingers closed around mine.

“You found her.”

CHAPTER 8

THE PARKING GARAGE

CLAIRE

We left my car near the bar to collect the next day. Ethan drove three blocks before I told him to turn.

“Where?”

“Left.”

He obeyed.

Miami moved around us in wet neon. Rain had fallen while we were at the bar, leaving the streets black and shining. Headlights broke across puddles. Palm trunks gleamed. Heat rose from the pavement in a breath that smelled of salt, gasoline, and summer rot.

The city looked dirtier after midnight.

So did I.

The stain on my red dress had dried near my breast. My lipstick was gone. My knees hurt beneath the fabric. When I crossed my legs, I felt the slick warmth between them and did not know how much belonged to the stranger, the power, or Ethan's face outside the bathroom door.

Ethan kept both hands on the wheel.

His knuckles were pale.

“Next right,” I said.

A concrete ramp rose between two towers. The sign read PUBLIC PARKING. Ethan took the turn without asking.

We climbed five levels.

The garage was nearly empty. Miami's skyline appeared through the open side in glass, red aircraft lights, and distant windows stacked against the dark.

“Stop near the edge.”

Ethan parked facing the city.

The engine idled.

Neither of us spoke.

I watched his profile. Strong nose. Tight mouth. A line of sweat near his temple. He looked older than he had when we walked into the bar, not by years, but by knowledge.

I had put that knowledge there.

“Turn off the engine.”

Silence replaced the low vibration.

Ethan's breathing filled the car.

“Look at me.”

He did.

I removed one heel, then the other. My bare feet settled on the floor mat. I lifted the red dress over my thighs and turned toward him.

His eyes dropped.

“I can smell him,” he said.

The words came like an accusation.

I touched my own mouth.

“On me?”

“In the car.”

“The windows stay closed.”

“Good.”

That answer sent a small thrill through me.

Ethan wanted the air trapped with us. My perfume. Gin. Sweat. The stranger's come. The smell of the fantasy after it stopped being clean.

I reached across the console and touched his belt.

Everything in him tightened.

“You did not touch yourself.”

“You told me not to.”

“I never said it at the bar.”

“You didn't have to.”

I opened the buckle.

The leather slid through metal with a quiet scrape.

“How long were you hard?”

“Since you walked in.”

“Before he touched me?”

“Yes.”

“Before you knew which man I would choose?”

“Yes.”

I lowered his zipper.

His cock pushed into my hand, hot and painfully hard. The head was dark. A thread of pre-cum already reached his shirt. Ethan groaned and closed his eyes.

“Open them.”

He looked at me.

I stroked him once.

Pre-cum shone at the tip. I gathered it with my thumb and held it beneath the garage light.

“My husband leaked while another man came on my face.”

His cock pulsed in my fist.

“Say every filthy word,” I whispered. “I want to hear what the sight of me did to you.”

“I leaked while another man came on my wife.”

The sentence shook on the way out.

I moved my hand slowly. Base to head. Twist. Back down. The rhythm I had used for years, now poisoned by a stranger's shadow.

Ethan's hips lifted.

“Tell me what you heard.”

“Your mouth.”

“What about it?”

“Wet sounds. You choking when he pushed too deep.”

His voice roughened.

I stroked harder.

“Keep going. Give me the part you are ashamed to want.”

“Him telling me you were good.”

“Did that hurt?”

“Yes.”

“Did it make you harder?”

“Yes.”

I smiled without warmth.

“My honest little cuck.”

Ethan's head fell against the seat.

I had called him jealous before. Possessive. Dirty. I had never used that word outside our bedroom, and never while another man's come dried on my dress.

It changed him.

His thighs tensed. His stomach tightened beneath his shirt. His eyes stayed on my face as if looking away might cost him the only part of me he still recognized.

“You wanted me to tease a stranger,” I said. “I danced with him.”

My fist moved faster.

“I felt his cock against my ass.”

Ethan groaned.

“I took him into a bathroom while you followed.”

“Claire.”

“I put my mouth on something thicker than you.”

His hips jerked.

“And when he was close, I changed the ending because I wanted his come where you could see it.”

Ethan caught my wrist.

Not to stop me.

To hold on.

“I'm close.”

I slowed.

His face twisted.

“No.”

“Please.”

The word was barely there.

I had heard Ethan beg during sex. For my mouth. For one more minute. For me to come before he lost control.

This was different.

He was begging to escape something he had built himself.

I leaned near his ear.

“Who made you this hard?”

“You.”

“Weak answer.”

I stopped moving entirely.

His cock throbbed in my hand.

“My wife,” he said. “My wife sucking another man while I watched.”

“Better.”

I resumed. Fast now. Tight enough to make his breath break.

“Look at my face.”

He did.

“Picture it marked again.”

His eyes darkened.

“Picture me on my knees, mouth open, waiting for a man whose name I never asked.”

“Fuck.”

“Picture your slut wife swallowing what ran over her lips.”

Ethan's hand locked around the edge of the seat.

“And come for her.”

His cock jerked.

The first streak hit my wrist. The second crossed my palm and the lower edge of the red dress. Ethan groaned through clenched teeth, hips lifting while I kept my hand tight around him.

More pulsed over my fingers.

I watched his face.

Not the come.

His face.

The relief. The shame. The love he could not hide even while his wife used another man to make him lose control in a parking garage.

When the last pulse weakened, I continued slowly.

Ethan shuddered.

“Claire.”

“Look.”

I lifted my hand between us.

His come shone across my wedding ring.

For a moment, neither of us breathed.

A stranger's come had marked my face.

My husband's marked the ring.

The symbolism was almost too perfect. I hated symbolism when it announced itself.

I licked my palm anyway.

Ethan watched my tongue move through his come.

“Back seat,” I said.

He blinked.

“What?”

I opened the passenger door.

Hot night air rushed into the car.

“Your wife has not come yet.”

Ethan followed me out.

The city spread beyond the concrete wall. Traffic moved far below in threads of white and red. Somewhere, music thumped from a rooftop. The air pressed damp hands over my shoulders.

I opened the rear door and climbed in.

The leather was warm beneath my bare thighs.

Ethan stood outside, shirt open at the collar, trousers still unfastened.

I gathered the red dress to my waist.

No panties.

His eyes fixed between my legs. I was swollen. Shiny. Open from a night that had not let me come yet.

“Come here.”

He lowered himself into the back seat.

I placed one foot on the floor and the other against the back of the driver's seat, spreading myself for him.

Ethan stared.

“Tell me what you see when you look between my legs.”

“My wife.”

“Too clean.”

His gaze lifted to mine.

“My wife soaked after sucking a stranger.”

“And making her husband come.”

“Yes.”

I touched my cunt with two fingers.

The first contact made my breath catch. I was swollen, slick, desperate after everything I had done without letting myself come.

I held my wet fingers near his mouth.

“Taste what watching you did to me.”

Ethan sucked them clean.

Then his hands closed around my thighs and his mouth found me.

The first stroke of his tongue broke something open. Broad. Hungry. He licked from the opening of my cunt up to my clit and stayed there.

I gripped the seat above my head.

“Fuck.”

Ethan ate me with the desperation of a man trying to reclaim a language before another mouth erased it. His tongue moved hard over my clit. His fingers opened me. I heard how wet I was against his mouth. His breath came hot against the mess I had carried out of the bar.

I looked through the rear window at Miami.

Buildings burned against the night. The city did not care whose mouth was between my thighs. It had watched worse through hotel glass, tinted cars, office windows high above the bay.

Ethan pushed two fingers into me.

I cried out.

The sound struck the low roof of the car and came back dirty.

“That's it,” I said. “Eat the wife who made you watch.”

His grip tightened.

“Clean your slut.”

A growl moved against my cunt.

The vibration shot through me.

I closed my legs around his head, then spread them again. I wanted to hold him. I wanted to display myself to the empty garage. I wanted every contradiction at once.

Ethan's fingers drove deeper.

My hips lifted from the seat.

“Tell me how much of him is still in your head,” he said against me.

The first words he had demanded all night.

“Tell you what?”

“Was he better?”

The question reached me through the heat.

It would have been easy to reassure him. A quick no. A kiss. A clean ending for a dirty night.

I refused.

“He was different.”

Ethan's mouth slowed.

I caught his hair.

“Do not stop.”

He looked up from between my thighs.

Jealousy sharpened his face.

“Different how?”

“His cock filled my mouth more.”

Ethan's fingers curled deep.

My back arched.

“Your tongue knows me better.”

That was the truth.

Not comfort.

Truth.

His mouth returned harder.

The orgasm built fast after that. Not gentle. Not romantic. My husband's tongue punishing my clit while his fingers worked the place that made my thighs shake. The red dress bunched at my waist. His come drying near the hem. My wedding ring gripping the leather seat.

I thought of the stranger's hand in my hair.

I thought of Ethan's shadow under the bathroom door.

I thought of the seven red lines in my purse.

The future crowded into the car until I could not separate fear from hunger.

“I'm going to come,” I said.

Ethan did not answer.

He knew the signs. The tension in my thighs. The shallow sounds I tried to swallow. The way my fingers tightened before the rest of me lost control.

He pushed deeper and sucked my clit.

I came with his name in my mouth.

Not the stranger's.

Ethan's.

My hips bucked against his face. My heel struck the seat. The orgasm moved through me in hard pulses, each one tied to the husband kneeling between my thighs after watching me kneel for someone else.

When the last tremor passed, I loosened my grip in his hair.

Ethan stayed there.

His cheek rested against my thigh. His breathing warmed the wet skin between my legs.

I touched the silver beginning near his temple.

For one fragile second, power stopped mattering.

“I love you,” I said.

He closed his eyes.

“I know.”

Not I love you too.

I know.

I should have enjoyed the missing answer. An hour earlier, I would have used it to keep him raw.

Instead, guilt moved through me so quickly that my throat tightened.

I pulled the dress down over my thighs and shifted until I was sitting beside him rather than above him. Ethan buttoned nothing. He remained bent forward, forearms on his knees, my taste still shining around his mouth.

A thin wet line had escaped the corner of one eye. He wiped it away before it reached his cheek.

I caught his wrist.

Not to control it.

To hold it.

“I almost called you into the bathroom,” I said.

Ethan looked at our hands.

“Why didn't you?”

“Because I wanted to know what I would do if you stayed outside.”

“And now you know.”

There was no accusation in his voice. That made it hurt more.

“What did you almost do?” I asked.

He laughed once without humor.

“Open the door.”

His fingers tightened around mine.

“And leave.”

Both answers cut deeper than anything the stranger had done.

I rested my forehead against Ethan's temple. The garage smelled of hot concrete, rain, sex, and the come drying between us. Far below, a horn sounded and disappeared into the city.

“I needed you there,” I whispered.

“You needed me watching.”

“No.”

I turned his face toward mine.

“I needed you to be the man outside the door. The one I could come back to after I became someone I didn't recognize.”

His mouth tightened.

“Did you come back?”

The question stripped the power from me.

I kissed him slowly. No performance. No stranger left to impress. Just the familiar shape of his mouth and the tremor he tried to hide when I touched his cheek.

“I'm sitting here,” I said.

It was not a promise about the other nine items.

It was the only truth I could give him that night.

We stayed in the back seat until our breathing quieted. I found a bottle of water beneath the passenger seat and held it while he drank. Then he held it for me. Our wedding rings clicked against the plastic.

Before we returned to the front, Ethan cleaned the dried streak near my collarbone with the corner of his shirt. His touch was careful. Mine was not when I pulled him against me.

For several minutes, we held each other in the open car while Miami glittered beyond the concrete wall, bright enough to make our private damage look almost ordinary.

The missing words followed us all the way home.

CHAPTER 9

THE WOMAN IN THE MIRROR

CLAIRE

I showered alone.

Ethan sat on the closed toilet while steam filled the bathroom and the red dress lay in a wet heap beside the sink.

He had offered to leave.

I told him to stay.

Neither of us spoke while water struck my shoulders.

The stranger came away in pieces. A white trace beneath my collarbone. Gin and sweat from my neck. The smell of the bar from my hair. Ethan's come from my fingers.

I watched everything disappear into the drain.

The power I had felt on the dirty bathroom floor had been immediate and enormous. Under clean water, it became harder to name.

I had used a stranger.

I had used my husband.

I had used myself too, though I did not yet know whether that should have frightened me most.

Ethan's shape blurred behind the glass.

He sat with his elbows on his knees, hands hanging loose between them. Shirt open. Hair damp from the Miami air. A man waiting outside another barrier while his wife decided what she would tell him.

I turned off the water.

The sudden quiet pressed close.

Ethan lifted a towel.

I opened the shower door and took it.

Our fingers touched.

He did not hold on.

“You didn't say it back,” I said.

He looked at me.

“In the car.”

“I heard you.”

“That was not what I said.”

Ethan stood.

The bathroom felt smaller with both of us upright.

“I love you,” he said. “I also watched a stranger come on your face tonight. Both things are true. Give me a minute to learn how they fit in the same sentence.”

I wrapped the towel around myself.

“Fair.”

“Do you regret it?”

The question did not sound like a trap.

That made it more dangerous.

I looked at the mirror. Steam had erased my reflection except for a pale shape where my face should have been.

“No.”

Ethan flinched almost invisibly.

I continued before tenderness could turn into dishonesty.

“I regret that part of me wanted you hurt.”

“Why?”

“Because the list made me feel like a character in your head. I wanted to prove I could do more than you imagined.”

“You proved it.”

“I know.”

The answer sounded colder than I meant.

I wiped a circle in the mirror with my palm.

My face emerged. Bare. Flushed. Hair soaked around my shoulders. No lipstick. No stranger. Only the woman who had chosen him.

Ethan appeared behind me in the glass.

“When he asked if he was bigger,” I said, “I liked saying yes where you could hear it.”

His gaze hardened.

“I know. I watched you enjoy every word.”

“When he called me cold, I wanted to laugh.”

“Why?”

“Because I felt everything. Too much. I felt guilty. I felt powerful. I wanted to stop. I wanted to see how far I could go if I didn't.”

Ethan watched me through the mirror.

“And now—what do you want before the guilt talks you out of it?”

I touched the place on my cheek where the first streak had landed.

“Now I want item two.”

The truth filled the room without decoration.

Ethan's jaw tightened.

“Already.”

“Yes.”

“You haven't even slept.”

“Neither have you.”

“That is not the point.”

I turned.

“The point is that you wrote a door and expected me to stand in it forever. I walked through. I am not going to pretend I didn't see the next room.”

He stepped closer.

“And if the next room changes you?”

“Tonight changed me.”

“That is what scares me.”

The admission stripped the anger from my reply.

Ethan had wanted jealousy in theory. A beautiful wound he could close when the video ended. Reality had walked home with us, showered in our bathroom, and looked back from our mirror.

I reached for his hand.

He let me take it.

“You are afraid I will discover another man gives me something you cannot.”

“Yes. I am terrified you will prove it.”

“I am afraid of that too.”

His fingers closed around mine.

Silence moved between us.

No promise could fix it. I could have said no man would matter. That I would always return. That the list was only a game.

The words would have sounded kind.

They would also have been lies about a future neither of us had lived.

I brought his hand to my chest.

My heart beat against his palm.

“This is still mine,” he said.

Possession darkened his voice.

I felt my cunt tighten despite the tenderness of the moment.

“Careful.”

“Why?”

“Because I may make you prove it.”

Ethan's eyes darkened.

The old heat returned, changed but alive.

I kissed him.

Not the bathroom kiss. Not a mouth offered as evidence. This one belonged to eleven years of knowing how he tasted when tired, angry, frightened, in love.

His hands found my waist.

I let them stay.

We did not fuck.

That mattered.

Ethan carried me to bed and lay beside me while my hair dried against his shoulder. His cock hardened once against my thigh. I felt it and said nothing. He did not ask for relief.

The list remained in my purse downstairs.

It felt present anyway.

At four in the morning, Ethan finally slept.

I did not.

I watched the ceiling until the dark softened over the windows. Miami woke in stages: a truck backing somewhere near the avenue, an elevator moving through the building next door, the first thin birdsong beneath the air conditioner's repaired hum.

I slipped from bed and went downstairs naked.

The red dress waited beside the laundry room sink. I lifted it by one strap.

The stains had dried into the fabric.

I should have thrown it away.

Instead, I folded it carefully and placed it in the bottom drawer of my dresser beneath the black silk robe Ethan liked.

Evidence.

Not of the stranger.

Of me.

In the kitchen, I opened the list.

Beside item one, I drew a small red check.

Not through the words.

Completed, but not erased.

Then I opened Ethan's laptop.

His password was our wedding date. It always had been.

I found the private profile he had created six months earlier and never used. No photographs. No messages. A biography written and deleted until only one line remained in the draft field.

Married man looking for the right man to help his wife become the woman she pretends she isn't.

I read it twice.

My anger returned.

Then my hunger.

I deleted the sentence.

I wrote my own.

Married woman. Thirty-six. Miami. My husband watches, but I choose what he sees. We are looking for one confident man for a first full experience. No romance. No rescue. No pretending the husband is not part of the room.

I paused.

The cursor blinked.

I added:

You will meet him before you touch me. You will understand why he is hard. You will not mistake my appetite for dissatisfaction with my marriage.

Then I selected CREATE PROFILE.

The site asked for a photograph.

I returned upstairs.

Ethan still slept on his side, one hand open on my pillow.

I stood in the doorway and looked at him.

The man I had chosen when choosing had seemed easy.

The man I might choose again when it was no longer easy.

I woke him with my mouth near his ear.

“Get up.”

His eyes opened slowly.

“What time is it?”

“Six twenty.”

“Claire.”

“I need you to take my picture.”

He became fully awake.

Twenty minutes later, I stood before the bedroom window wearing only Ethan's white shirt and my wedding ring.

Morning light spread pale gold across the bay. The city below looked clean from thirty floors up. Cars moved like small promises along the causeway.

Ethan held the camera.

“What is this for?”

“Item two.”

His grip tightened.

I opened the shirt to my waist.

“Frame me from the mouth down.”

“Why not your face?”

“Because the first man has not earned it.”

The answer affected him. I saw the small movement beneath his sleep shorts.

“Take the picture.”

The shutter clicked.

I turned, letting the shirt fall open over my bare ass.

“Another.”

Click.

I looked back over my shoulder.

“Get the ring.”

Ethan moved closer.

The lens caught my left hand gripping the shirt at my hip, wedding band bright against white cotton and brown skin.

Click.

“Now one for you.”

I faced him and let the shirt drop.

Naked in the new morning, I touched two fingers to my lips.

The same fingers that had wiped a stranger from my face hours before.

Ethan lowered the camera.

“I love you,” he said.

This time, I did not make him wait.

“I love you too.”

Then I pointed at the lens.

“Take the picture, cuck.”

The shutter clicked.

CHAPTER 10

THE FIRST REPLY

CLAIRE

By Wednesday noon, thirty-seven men had written to us.

Most eliminated themselves in the first sentence.

I know how to steal your wife.

Does hubby know what she really needs?

Send pussy pics.

One man attached six photographs of his cock and no photograph of his face. Another called Ethan weak before learning his name. A third offered to train me, own me, move me into his house, and rescue me from a marriage I had no intention of leaving.

I deleted them while eating lunch at my desk.

Miami blazed outside the windows. The bay reflected so much light it hurt to look at. The office air conditioning kept everyone wrapped in cardigans while the city sweated beneath us.

My assistant, Lena, placed a campaign deck beside my keyboard.

“You look different,” she said.

I closed the message window.

“Bad different?”

“No. Dangerous different.”

She smiled and walked away before I could answer.

I touched my lower lip.

The bathroom had left no visible mark. Neither had the parking garage. My dress was hidden. The stranger's face had already begun to blur.

Still, another woman had arrived at work wearing my face.

She sat straighter. Held eye contact longer. Noticed the men who noticed her and did not file the information away as harmless vanity.

At one fifteen, Ethan sent a message.

How many?

Thirty-seven.

A pause.

Any worth reading?

Three.

The typing indicator appeared and disappeared twice.

Send them.

I smiled.

No.

Claire.

You wrote the fantasy. I cast the man.

That line belonged to item four, not item two, but I wanted Ethan unsettled. I wanted him to feel the difference between offering a fantasy and controlling it.

His reply came after a full minute.

Then let me see the finalists tonight.

I did not answer.

The three men were different enough to expose what I was choosing.

The first, Andrew, was thirty-four, white, blond, built like a swimmer. His messages were playful and filthy. He wanted photographs before conversation and promised to make Ethan watch from his knees.

Rejected.

The second, Malik, was forty-six, Black, divorced, broad through the chest with a calm face and a scar near one eyebrow. He wrote in full sentences. He asked what role Ethan held in the experience and did not use the word cuckold once.

Saved.

The third called himself Roman.

Forty-one. Six feet three. Two hundred twenty pounds. Dark skin, shaved head, close beard. He owned a freight company in Doral and trained at five every morning. His photographs were simple. A black shirt at dinner. Gray sweatpants in a kitchen. A beach picture that showed thick thighs, heavy shoulders, and hands large enough to cover most of a steering wheel.

His first message contained no greeting.

Your husband wrote the profile first, didn't he?

I stared at the sentence.

How do you know?

Because the first paragraph wants a man. The second warns him not to misunderstand the marriage. That part is the wife.

My pulse changed.

What else do you think you know?

That you enjoyed correcting him.

I leaned back in my chair.

Outside, a helicopter moved toward the port. A container ship sat beyond the bridge, enormous and still.

I typed:

You are confident for a man who has not been chosen.

Roman replied:

You kept answering.

I closed the window.

For eleven minutes.

Then I opened it again.

Ethan came home at seven carrying Thai food and the expression of a man who had spent the entire day imagining strangers reading about his wife.

I had changed into a black pencil skirt, cream blouse, and the glasses I wore only when my eyes hurt from screens. Nothing underneath the skirt.

That detail belonged to me.

For now.

Ethan placed the food on the kitchen island.

“Show me.”

“Hello to you too.”

He kissed my cheek.

His mouth paused near my skin as if checking for a scent that should not be there.

“Hello. Show me.”

I opened a bottle of wine.

“Eat first.”

“Claire.”

“You waited years to write the list. You can survive noodles.”

We ate at the island.

Ethan barely tasted the food. I told him about a client meeting and watched him pretend to listen. His gaze kept moving toward my closed laptop.

Finally, I crossed my legs.

The skirt rode higher.

Ethan noticed the absence beneath it.

“Are you wearing anything under that?”

“We are discussing candidates. Stay focused.”

His face tightened.

I opened the laptop.

The first profile appeared.

“Andrew,” I said.

Ethan read the messages.

“No. I do not trust him.”

“Why?”

“He wants to humiliate me more than he wants you.”

I felt a small surge of pride.

“Correct.”

I deleted Andrew in front of him.

Malik came next.

Ethan studied the photographs. His jaw shifted at the picture of Malik in a fitted blue shirt.

“He is large,” he said.

“You mean built.”

“I mean large.”

I smiled.

“Jealous already?”

“You asked me to look.”

“I asked you to read. Your eyes went directly to his hands.”

Ethan said nothing.

He liked Malik's messages. I could tell. Respect made the threat more real. A crude man could be dismissed. A man who understood the husband might be invited back.

Then I opened Roman.

Ethan stopped breathing for half a second.

“Not him.”

The answer came before he read a word.

“Interesting.”

“He looks like exactly what you think this is supposed to be.”

“Meaning?”

“Bigger than me. Calmer than me. The kind of man you can turn into a symbol instead of a person.”

Jealousy and insight in the same sentence. Ethan had always been dangerous when afraid.

I moved to Roman's beach photograph.

He filled the frame without posing. Thick chest. Narrow waist. Powerful legs planted in wet sand. Not sculpted for a camera. Built by work and repetition.

I imagined that weight behind me.

The thought reached my cunt immediately.

Ethan saw the change in my face.

“You want him.”

“I have never heard his voice.”

“That was not my question.”

I closed the photograph.

“I want to know what happens when he enters a room with you.”

“You chose him.”

“Not yet.”

“You kept his message open.”

“So did you.”

The laptop sat between us.

Roman's final line waited on the screen.

You kept answering.

I looked at Ethan.

“Read the conversation aloud.”

He did.

His voice changed on Roman's words. Deepened, unwillingly imitating the calm he imagined behind them. When he reached the line about me enjoying the correction, his cock showed through his trousers.

I stood.

Ethan watched the skirt move over my thighs.

I walked around the island and stopped between his knees.

“You are hard because a man read me correctly.”

“I am hard because my wife chose the biggest profile.”

“I haven't chosen him.”

I took his hand and placed it beneath my skirt.

His fingers found bare skin. Warm. Smooth. No lace in the way.

Then slickness. He slid through it and stopped as if the amount surprised him.

Ethan inhaled sharply.

“Now tell me why I kept answering.”

His fingertips pressed between my thighs.

“Because he made you curious.”

“Keep going.”

“Because he spoke to you like you were already in control.”

“Not enough. Tell me why my body answered him.”

His fingers slid over my cunt.

“Because he knew the profile had your voice in it.”

I caught his wrist and held him still.

“And because I pictured those hands where yours are.”

Pain crossed his face.

His cock hardened further.

I let him go and stepped back.

“Write to him.”

“You want me to invite him myself?”

“From your account. Tell him you are the husband. Tell him you read every word.”

Ethan looked at the laptop.

“What do I say after that?”

“Ask where he wants to meet you.”

“Me?”

“Before he touches your wife, he looks her husband in the eye.”

Ethan began typing.

I watched over his shoulder.

My name did not appear in the message. Only wife. Husband. Friday.

Three positions waiting to become people in the same room.

Roman replied before Ethan closed the laptop.

Tomorrow. Eight. Hotel bar at the Marlow. Black shirt for me. Red dress for your wife. Come together.

A second message followed.

And tell her to sit in the back seat on Friday.

Ethan read it twice.

Then he looked up at me.

“He assumes we are taking him somewhere.”

I took the laptop and typed one line.

You assume too much.

Roman answered:

Then surprise me.

I closed the screen.

Ethan's hand returned beneath my skirt.

His fingers moved once through the slickness he had found.

“Tomorrow,” he said.

“Tomorrow, we meet him.”

“And Friday?”

I leaned close.

“Friday, you drive.”

On Thursday evening, we arrived at the Marlow bar. It occupied the top floor of a hotel built to make money look quiet.

White stone. Brass. Low amber light reflected in windows that faced the bay. The room smelled of polished wood, expensive perfume, and rain beginning somewhere beyond the glass.

I wore red because Roman had told Ethan to bring me in red.

That should have annoyed me.

Instead, I spent forty minutes choosing the exact shade.

Not the dress from The Black Rabbit. A darker one. Sleeveless. Tight through the waist, open across the back, the hem stopping just above my knees. Elegant enough for the hotel. Close enough to make every man in the elevator look twice.

Ethan noticed each look.

By the time we reached the top floor, his hand had settled at the base of my spine with more pressure than necessary.

“Possessive?” I asked.

“Observant.”

“Liar.”

The elevator doors opened.

Roman sat alone near the windows.

No profile had prepared me for the scale of him.

He was not sculpted like a man who lived for mirrors. He looked built by repetition and heavy things. Shoulders that pulled the black shirt tight. Thick forearms resting on the table. Hands wide enough that the whiskey glass seemed narrow between them.

His shaved head caught a warm line of light. A close beard sharpened his mouth. He looked forty-one in the best way: no boyish need to prove he had walked into a room, no softness around the eyes that asked to be liked.

He saw Ethan first.

Then me.

His gaze moved over the red dress without hurrying. My face. Bare shoulders. Waist. Legs. Wedding ring.

It did not feel like being admired.

It felt like being assessed.

My cunt tightened before he stood.

Ethan felt the change in my breathing. His hand pressed harder against my back.

Roman extended his hand to my husband.

“Ethan.”

His voice was deeper than I had imagined from the messages.

Ethan shook it.

“Roman.”

Their hands remained joined one beat too long. No contest. No childish squeeze. Something quieter. Two men measuring how much truth the other could hold.

Roman let him go and looked at me.

“Claire.”

I offered my hand.

He turned it once, wedding ring catching between his fingers, then lifted his eyes to mine.

“Red was the right choice.”

“You have seen one dress. Do not become arrogant.”

A slow smile moved across his face.

“You answer exactly the way I expected.”

“That usually means a man expected too little.”

Ethan pulled out my chair.

I sat between them.

That arrangement had been mine. Not opposite Roman. Not beside Ethan. Between. My left knee near my husband. My right near the man who might fuck me the following night.

The server brought drinks. Whiskey for both men. A martini for me.

Roman looked at the glass.

“Same order as the first item?”

Ethan went still.

I touched the olive with one fingertip.

“You read carefully.”

“I need to know what kind of room I might enter.”

“Tomorrow is not the same room.”

“No.” His eyes moved to Ethan. “Tomorrow has a husband in the driver's seat.”

The sentence hit both men differently.

Ethan's jaw tightened.

Roman's expression did not change.

I lifted the martini.

“Tell me what you think happens tomorrow.”

“Your husband drives. I sit with you in the back. He watches the mirror and pretends traffic is the reason his hands stay on the wheel.”

Heat moved through me.

Roman continued.

“You test how much you can do before the hotel. Not because you need the head start. Because you want him to arrive already broken.”

Ethan set down his whiskey.

“You speak as if she is not sitting here.”

Roman looked at him.

“I am speaking to both of you. She asked what I think.”

I watched my husband absorb the answer.

Roman did not erase him. He did not flatter him either.

That balance was why his messages had survived.

“And in the room?” I asked.

Roman's gaze returned to me.

“He watches another man undress his wife.”

The exact language of item two.

My pulse jumped.

“Then?”

“That depends on whether the woman in the red dress still believes she can direct every second after the dress comes off.”

The challenge was quiet.

My nipples tightened beneath the fabric.

Ethan saw. Roman saw Ethan see.

The triangle formed without anyone touching me.

“She can,” Ethan said.

The certainty in his voice surprised me.

Roman leaned back.

“You sound proud.”

“I know my wife.”

I turned my martini by the stem.

“He knew the woman who walked into The Black Rabbit.”

Ethan looked at me.

I let the silence finish the thought.

Roman studied us both.

“The woman who left?”

“I am still meeting her.”

That was the first moment Roman's confidence changed. Not vanished. Deepened. He had expected performance. The truth interested him more.

He lifted his whiskey.

“Good.”

Ethan's knee touched mine beneath the table.

Not reassurance.

A reminder.

I placed my left hand on his thigh and my right on Roman's.

Both men stopped.

Ethan's muscle tightened beneath my palm. Roman did not move, but heat came through the dark fabric of his trousers.

I kept my eyes on my husband.

“This is the first time I have touched him like this.”

Ethan looked at my hand on Roman.

“I know. You touch him differently now.”

“How?”

“You wanted me to see it.”

Roman's thigh flexed once under my fingers.

I turned to him.

“Do not mistake this for access.”

“I don't.”

“What is it?”

“A picture she is putting in her husband's head for tomorrow.”

Ethan's cock showed through his trousers.

I smiled.

“He does read carefully.”

Roman's gaze dropped to Ethan's lap.

“Your husband is honest.”

“His cock is. His mouth takes longer.”

Ethan caught my wrist beneath the table.

The contact carried jealousy, heat, and a small warning that made me want to push harder.

I removed my hand from Roman's thigh.

Not because Ethan pulled it away.

Because I chose the moment to end.

Roman noticed the difference.

“Tomorrow,” he said, “sit in the back seat.”

“You already wrote that.”

“You answered as if it was an assumption.”

“It was.”

“And now—what do I look like to you?”

I took the olive from my glass and placed it between my lips.

Roman watched my mouth.

Ethan watched him.

I bit the olive slowly.

“Now it is my decision.”

Roman smiled.

“Back seat, then.”

The meeting lasted another thirty minutes.

We discussed nothing ordinary. No jobs beyond the facts already given. No childhoods, favorite restaurants, or stories meant to turn a man into someone I might miss.

Roman was not there to become part of our life.

He was there to enter one room and change its temperature.

When we stood to leave, he did not kiss me.

That restraint affected me more than a hand at my waist would have.

He shook Ethan's hand again.

Then he looked at me.

“Tomorrow, eight.”

“Do not be late.”

“I won't.”

We walked toward the elevator.

I felt Roman's eyes on my back.

Ethan felt them too.

In the elevator, he pressed the button for the lobby and stared at the closing doors.

“You put your hand on his thigh.”

“Yes. I chose it.”

“You were wet.”

“Yes. Before you touched me.”

His reflection looked at mine in the mirrored wall.

“You like him.”

“I like what happens to you when he looks at me.”

“That is not the same answer.”

I remembered asking myself the same thing about the stranger.

The elevator began to descend.

I leaned against the mirror and lifted the hem of the red dress just enough to show Ethan the bare skin high on my thigh.

“Tomorrow,” I said, “you may get the answer.”

The doors opened into the lobby.

I lowered the dress and walked out first.

EPILOGUE

THE BACK SEAT

CLAIRE

Friday arrived wearing rain.

Miami disappeared behind silver water by six. The skyline blurred. Palm fronds bent beneath the storm. Traffic slowed to a red line across the causeway.

I dressed while Ethan waited downstairs.

Not the red dress from The Black Rabbit.

That one belonged to item one.

For item two, I chose black.

A narrow dress that closed at the throat and ended high on my thighs. No bra. No panties. Heels with thin straps. My wedding ring. Hair loose.

The woman in the mirror looked controlled.

My pulse was not.

Roman had met us the night before.

Black shirt. Dark trousers. Calm eyes. Taller in person. Broader too. His handshake with Ethan had lasted one second longer than politeness required. His gaze had moved over me once, slowly, then returned to my husband as if he understood that looking at the wife was easy.

Understanding the marriage was the test.

He had passed enough of it to be invited into the car.

Not the room.

Not yet.

I came downstairs carrying the folded list.

Ethan stood near the front door in a white shirt and dark trousers. He looked at my dress, my bare legs, the ring.

“Nothing underneath,” he said.

“You know me well.”

“I used to think I did.”

The sentence landed softly.

I crossed the room and fixed his collar.

“You know more now.”

“That is not always easier.”

“No.”

I kissed him.

The kiss stayed gentle because the night ahead did not need another threat.

Then I placed the list in his breast pocket.

“Keep it close.”

We drove to the Marlow in silence.

Rain struck the windshield. Wipers cut the city into brief clear pieces. My hand rested on Ethan's thigh. His muscles stayed tight beneath my palm.

Roman waited beneath the hotel awning.

Black shirt again. No jacket. Rain darkened one shoulder. He looked at the car, then at Ethan behind the wheel.

Then at me in the passenger seat.

He did not move.

I opened my door.

Ethan turned.

“What are you doing?”

I stepped into the rain.

Water struck my hair and bare shoulders. The black dress clung colder against my skin.

I walked around the front of the car.

Roman watched me approach.

“You said back seat,” I told him.

His gaze moved toward Ethan.

“I did.”

I opened the rear door and slid across the seat.

The leather waited cool beneath my thighs.

Roman looked at my husband through the windshield.

Ethan's hands tightened around the steering wheel.

For one second, no one moved.

Then Roman opened the other rear door.

He lowered himself beside me, filling the seat with heat, weight, and the smell of rain on dark cotton.

His knee touched mine.

The contact was small.

My whole marriage felt it.

Roman leaned forward between the front seats.

“Drive,” he said.

Ethan looked at me in the mirror.

I held his gaze.

Then I placed my hand on Roman's thigh.

“Item two,” I whispered.

Ethan started the engine.

KEEP READING HER FORBIDDEN LIST

FIRST BULL

The first fantasy was only the door. In Book 2, Claire and Ethan face the first bull and discover what watching costs.
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