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FOREWORD


This is my first collaboration with Paul Garland, although I’ve been both a fan of his work, and an unofficial collaborator and pseudo-editor to some of his earlier hotpast works. We connected through ACHE (Authors of Cuckold and Hotwife Erotica) on Medium, which is where I first read I Found A Box Of Photos Of My Wife… And Her Ex, and was immediately hooked on this idea of “hotpast.”

I could write a whole article on this subject, and maybe I will one day, but the concept of a wife with a secret and sexy past is not a new one. As hotwife fiction authors, we use this trope often. The Blonde in 3C, Party Girls, Bull’s Eye, and The Woman She Was all used the idea of wives with sexy pasts to some degree or another. Paul’s books, however, made the concept central. As I read more (I Visited My Wife’s Hometown… And Found Her Hidden Life first, and then I Know Who You Did Last Summer), I realized that I wanted to write something with him.

We kicked around a few ideas, and The Sugar Club was born, although it went by another name at the time, and existed only as a single chapter—kind of a pilot that lived on my Patreon for over a year before we both had time to focus on it.

One book became two, which is now three (currently being written and posted as early access on my Patreon and Ream), all collected into a series we’re calling “Her Secret Hotpast.” It’s an interesting blend of Paul’s flair for the dramatic, filled with suspense and drama, with my sense of naughty couple-centric romance. If you liked In Too Deep, it’s a bit like that, only with a larger cast of characters and a lot more erotic suspense and mystery. This one’s not about spies or undercover agents, but it’s got plenty of subterfuge, hidden agendas, and, of course, exciting sex.

For those of you who read the early releases and are back for more, thank you so much. For those of you just picking up The Sugar Club for the first time, well, hold on. You’re in for a real ride.

Kenny
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WHEN THE PAST COMES KNOCKING


Iwatched the young woman pull herself from the pool, water cascading off of her tight, bikini-clad body, which glistened and teased every guy around. I was thankful for the sunglasses because I couldn’t stop staring.

And I felt awful about it. I knew her. Raelynn was the neighbor’s daughter, home from college for the summer. She was a good kid, crazy smart, going to some Ivy League school, and always so responsible. She’d babysat our kids when they were just girls. But as I watched her emerge from the pool, all I saw was a hot blonde in a black string bikini that didn’t come close to hiding her flat stomach and her belly piercing, her narrow hips, or her full tits.

“Bryan, are you even listening?” My wife snapped me out of my lurid thoughts. I felt even worse because I definitely wasn’t listening.

“Umm… sorry, I must have dozed off there.” I laughed nervously. “Sun is so bright.”

Jennifer, my wife, followed the direction of my face to Raelynn and her coed body. I couldn’t entirely gauge her expression, but I didn’t have to. “The sun. Right.”

I braced myself for the you-know-she’s-old-enough-to-be-one-of-ours comment. Instead, she called out, “Hey, Rae. How was your second year at Cornell?”

The blonde teen turned to Jenn with a bright smile. “Oh, hey, Mrs. Turner. It was great, although I’m so glad finals are over.”

The girl seemed to have no idea how distracting she was, standing there, dripping wet in that suit. Or maybe she did, but she was just used to it.

“Oh, God, yes,” Jenn said. “I still remember my freshman year at Columbia. So much freedom, but also so much pressure.”

“Yeah, for sure.” She turned to me. “Hello, Mr. Turner. You get on any rocks lately?”

I actually blushed at her attention, and the fact that she remembered my climbing hobby. “Nothing outside in a while, but I try to get to the gym a couple times a week.”

“It shows. Lookin’ good, Mr. T. Bye now!”

Jenn snickered beside me. “Be careful with that one, dear.”

“I only have eyes for you,” I said, very purposely not following Raelynn as she skipped away.

“Aw, thanks, honey.” There was a healthy dose of sarcasm in her response. The whistle blew, marking adult swim. Jenn got out of her lounger as the kids streamed out of the water, and I stole a look at my wife.

“I’m not joking,” I said, checking her out.

We’d been married for 17 years and I’d definitely started to take her for granted, which was unfair. While she didn’t have the effortless, nubile sex appeal that 20-year-old Raelynn had, her athletic body was actually sexier to me because it did take effort.

“But have you considered talking to Raelynn about bathing suits?”

Jenn snorted a laugh. “I’m wearing a two-piece.”

Technically, she was, although the ‘tankini’ covered about as much of her as a one-piece. Even still, it showed off her toned arms and dancer’s legs, hewn from weightlifting and all those laps in the pool.

“You know what I mean,” I said suggestively.

“Oh, I know all too well, you pervert. But what kind of example would that set for our girls, hm?” She stood up. “I’m going to get my laps in. Try not to stare too much at the kids.”

Jenn was a woman who believed in leading by example. It’s what made her such a great COO at her small association, and such a wonderful mother. Having two girls at the dangerous ages of 14 and 11, she knew that they were always watching.

Even in the modest suit, she looked good—and not “good for a 43-year-old.” She still turned heads as she padded over to the lap pool. She liked to complain that her butt was too big and her thighs too thick, but I knew that she was just being modest. I’d caught her checking her ass out in the mirror after a workout and nodding. She worked out too religiously and ate too healthily not to know that she looked good.

We packed up and headed home in the afternoon. Greyson, our eldest teenage daughter, didn’t spend much time in the pool anymore, preferring to hang out with her friends playing ping pong and eating junk food from the concessions. Kristi, the eleven-year-old, could have stayed at the pool all day, although even she started to get hungry by the time they blew the 5 o’clock whistle.

We picked up some Peruvian chicken on the way home. Dinner was on our back patio, which we’d just finished having installed for the summer. We opened a bottle of white wine. Jennifer put on some ABBA over our Sonos speakers and got the girls to get up and dance with her.

As I sat there, mildly buzzed in the warm, evening air filled with the pop romance tunes and the people I loved, I realized that this was what a memory felt like as it formed. I wanted to remember this forever.

‘Dancing Queen’ by ABBA came on, and for a moment, I could almost picture Jennifer as she’d been when she was Raelynn’s age, even though I never knew her back then. Back when she was “Jenny,” young and free. Her hair had dried from the post-pool shower, flowing in dark blonde waves about her chin. She’d changed into a pair of khaki shorts and a short-sleeved blouse—embodying the suburban mom—yet as I watched her flash a smile at me, holding out her hand for me to join her, she might as well have been wearing a flowing summer dress and flowers in her hair.

I joined her, the magnetism of the moment too strong to resist, and soon we were prancing around the patio under the beer lights as ABBA filled us with joy.

Ooh, see that girl, watch that scene / Digging the dancing queen.

“I so don’t need to see this,” Greyson commented with a look of teenage distaste.

“I think it’s sweet,” Kristi disagreed.

The two started to bicker, and the mood ended as Jennifer shifted back into mom mode. Still, the sentiment lingered. We sent the girls inside, but remained on the patio, snuggled on a wicker loveseat, listening to the crickets sing.

“I love you,” Jennifer said. “And I love this life we have.”

“What’s not to love with a house filled with constant fighting?”

Jennifer laughed. “Even that is magical.” She looked around. We had a good home in a great neighborhood. “You know how little I had when I grew up. I love that we can give all of this to our kids.”

Unlike me, child of an upper middle class family, Jennifer’s parents struggled to make ends meet. Neither went to college, and it took all of their savings to send her to Columbia—and that was after Jennifer’s scholarship.

“You did all of this, you know,” I said. “No way could we have afforded this house on a freelance journalist’s salary.”

“We did this, you mean.” She kissed me on the lips, and I decided to turn it into something deeper. It had been too long since I’d felt her tongue in my mouth.

Jenn broke it off just as my cock started to stiffen in my shorts, reminding me of our kids somewhere in the house. “Later, when the girls are in bed,” she promised before getting up to start doing the dishes.

But the dishes turned into other chores. Those Girl Scout emails weren’t going to write themselves—Jennifer led Kristi’s troupe—which led down a rabbit hole of activity research. I got it. She had a lot going on, and it didn’t stop just because it was a Saturday night and I was suddenly horny.

I retired to bed, pulling up my phone and guiltily started browsing porn. Even worse, I searched up ‘bikini’ and ‘blonde,’ knowing how wrong that was. I heard Jenn doing something up in the attic, changing to my news app when she finally came into the bedroom with a mischievous grin on her face.

“What?” I asked. She had something behind her back.

“Nothing,” she said, quickly diverting into the master bath and shutting the door.

I shrugged and went back to my phone, this time actually reading my news app, when the door opened again and my breath caught.

“It still fits,” she said, looking simultaneously awkward and hot as hell. She was wearing a bikini, but it wasn’t just any bikini. The pink material seemed to shimmer like fish scales—where there was any material at all. The dental floss strap strained to hold her breasts up, and the bottom was so small that her light brown bush escaped not only the sides, but out of the top.

But she wasn’t wrong—it definitely did fit her. Other than the way that she slumped her shoulders forward and looked like she really wanted to cover herself, she could have been a model for the suit. All the hard work she’d put into her diet and exercise regimen was clearly paying off.

“Wow,” I said once I picked my jaw off the floor. “Where did that come from?”

“A younger me,” she said. “Is this what you had in mind?”

“Um, no! But I’m not complaining.”

The bikini tied behind her back, and high on her hips, in big, looping bows. She released some of her tension as she saw my reaction, rolling her shoulders back as she crossed over to me and took a seat on the edge of the bed. Her stomach was no longer as flat as it once was and her tits not as perky as Raelynn’s, but she’d never looked more sexy than she did right then. She was real, she was a woman, and she was my wife.

“So tell me,” Jenn said. “Do you really want your daughters wearing this?”

Any erection I had wilted. “Aw, come on, Jenn. Why did you take it there?”

“Because if they see mommy wearing this, how can we tell them no when they want to wear a bikini?”

“We drink wine. How’s this different?” I shot back. Any romantic thoughts were dead and buried now. We were parents again.

“Because it’s illegal? And we’re also setting a responsible example there, too, by showing moderation. This…” She shifted, showing the back of the very tiny suit, “is not moderation.”

The back was a thong. “Damn, that’s hot. When and why do you own this? And how the hell have I never seen it before?”

“You’re trying to change the subject,” Jennifer said.

“I am. I generally don’t like to think of the kids when I want to have sex with my wife.”

Even Jennifer couldn’t resist laughing at that one. “You’re such a man.”

“I mean, I don’t think the sentiment is exclusive to me having a penis.”

She shoved me playfully and got up, like she was going to get changed. I grabbed her by the waist, feeling all that exposed, soft skin, and tugged her back to me. “Where do you think you’re going?”

“I thought you weren’t in the mood.”

“Seeing your butt in this bikini got me back in it.” It was still hard to believe that this C-suite exec and my very type-A wife owned a thong bikini, but I wasn’t going to lose this opportunity. Before she could make this weird again, I pulled her towards me and kissed her.

This time, she gave in to my persistence, relaxing a little, kissing me back. I brushed her hair over one ear, caressing her soft cheek. We broke the kiss slowly, but didn’t pull away from one another. “I understand what you’re saying,” I said quietly. “I do, and I’m only kidding about the bathing suit stuff. But I do love that you own this.”

I ran my finger along the thin straps that looped behind her neck, right up to the bow. I pulled it, letting it fall open, releasing her soft breasts. She had small, caramel nipples that were hard, sitting high on her baseball-sized breasts.

I swooped in, knowing how much she liked it when I licked her nipples. She moaned softly, careful not to make noise—a habit we’d both gotten into over the years. When she slid her fingers over my head, through my hair which had just started going gray, I knew we were headed towards a good night.

We shifted. I laid her on her back, going back to kissing her. She tugged at my t-shirt, and together we pulled it off before returning to the make-out session. How long had it been since we’d done this? I couldn’t even remember the last time we had sex, and that was sad.

I kissed down her body, licking her nipples before moving lower. My cock was hard enough that I had to adjust it in my pants before ending my journey between her thighs. Rather than peel the bottoms off, though, I did the natural thing—I untied the bows on each hip.

“Oh, Bryan, mmm…” she whispered as I dove in. She trimmed her bush a little for the summer, but only enough for her more modest suit. This bikini was too small, but it did make me wonder about her past. At some point, in a time before me, she must have done a lot more grooming. My pants tightened even more as I considered my wife with a landing strip—or even less—or even… nothing at all.

“Uh!” Her cry broke through the hush of the bedroom before she clamped her hand over her mouth and quieted herself. I took a perverse pleasure in pushing her out of her comfort zone, though, and didn’t relent. I had 18 years of history with her, and even if we weren’t as active as we once were, I knew exactly what made her tick.

She moaned again as I pressed a finger inside of her and worked her clit in quick, short flicks. Reaching up with my free hand, I softly tweaked her nipples, not too hard, rolling them between my fingers as she gasped and shifted beneath my touch.

I knew I was close when she wrapped her legs around my head and started to squeeze. It was even closer when her hand returned to my head, her nails dragging along my bare skin as she lifted her hips up into my face. Her orgasm was quiet, but only through sheer force of will, and when she released me, I gasped for breath.

I sat back, sucking in oxygen once she finally released me from her taut thighs, and surveyed her heaving body. She looked good like that, her tits still half-supported by the flimsy bikini top, and naked from the waist down.

I stripped out of my pants and climbed over her, cock in hand. She shivered with each kiss I left along her body on my journey up—her hip bone, her stomach, the underside of her breasts, the side of her neck. I wiped my face on the pillow behind her, cleaning it of her juices before kissing her mouth.

Between us, she grabbed my dick and positioned it against her opening. It actually took a couple of tries before I could push myself inside of her—she was that tight and we were that out of practice. When I did slide home, though, I wondered why we didn’t do this all the time.

“You feel so good,” I sighed, starting to pump her.

“Oh, Bryan…” she mewed.

We did it in silence otherwise, serenaded by our gasping and huffing bodies. As good as Jenn felt, though, I couldn’t stop my mind from wandering to other sexy things. For a brief and guilt-inducing moment, I thought about Raelynn and her coed body, then her wearing the thong bikini, then a younger Jenn wearing it.

That’s where my thoughts snagged, caught in the swirling eddy of my wife’s past, which I knew only a little about. I understood that while she was in college, at Columbia University, she didn’t have time for boyfriends. That didn’t mean that she was celibate during that time, and while I never pressed her for many details—and she offered very little—I did know that she had at least one or two friends with benefits.

And apparently, she also had gone somewhere that allowed her to wear a racy bikini—presumably not a New York City public pool. This was so out of character for Jenn that it had to be for some guy, which only got me going even harder.

“I’m close, honey,” I gasped.

“Yes, Bryan…” She was humming beneath me. I felt one of her heels dig into my back. “Do it, honey.”

“Oh, Jenn… uhh…” I buried my face in her blonde hair. She smelled good, familiar, a return to the woman I was married to. I was there, pumping my come into her as she bit down on an orgasmic cry of her own.

“Bry…”

“Mmm…”

“Oh, that was…” She was out of breath. “That was good.”

“Yeah,” I agreed, flopping on top of her. My heart was racing with the exercise. “So fun.”

We kissed again as I rolled onto my side, taking my weight off of her. “You think the kids heard?”

I rolled my eyes. “Oh, stop with the kids.” Fingering the bikini top that was still tied around her torso, albeit now completely askew, I said, “You know we’re a couple, right? Not just parents. We need to take a vacation together, away from all of this.”

“Let me guess,” she said. “Somewhere that I can wear this bikini for you?”

“That would be fun,” I shrugged. “Who did you wear it for, anyway?”

“Someone who liked bikinis about as much as you do.”

I was starting to get hard again. “Do I know him?”

“Are we having this conversation? No, you don’t know him.”

“He must have been special to you,” I said.

“Why do you say that?”

I smiled, touching my face. “Baby, if I bought you a suit like that, you’d just laugh at me and tell me to return it. But this one, you actually held onto. That tells me he was special.”

“He… represented a different phase in my life, that’s all.” She untied the bikini top and held it up. “This did, too. I don’t know why I kept it… I just… Maybe I kept it so I could remember the young Jenn.”

“Sounds like a hell of a phase.” I toyed with her nipple, which had grown stiff again. “I would have liked to have known that version of you.”

Jenn looked guarded. She shook her head. “No, I don’t think you would have.”

“Why’s that?”

She considered me, her soft blue eyes calibrating the right thing to say. In the end, she deflected. “Because who would fold your laundry or clean the bathroom or bring you coffee in bed every morning? That version of me wouldn’t have done those things.”

She didn’t want to talk about it, and I wanted to respect that. We’d all done things that we weren’t proud of, even Jennifer.

Didn’t mean I didn’t wonder, though. Didn’t mean that when I dreamed that night, it wasn’t of a younger version of my wife, walking along a beach in that bikini, holding the hand of someone else.

[image: ]


The next morning, we were at breakfast when the doorbell rang. Greyson got up to answer it while I said, “Solar panel salesman?”

Jenn shook her head. “New windows.”

We played this game whenever we got a solicitor at our door, and we always sent one of the girls to answer it. Greyson was particularly good at telling them to go away.

This time, though, she called out, “Mom, it’s for you.”

Jenn looked at me with puzzlement. We were still in our PJs, and while Jennifer’s jersey shorts and buttoned-up top were perfectly acceptable for the family, they were still definitely pajamas.

“Be right there!” she shouted, going upstairs.

Kristi and I headed into the front hall, where an elderly man with a mustache and a charcoal gray suit stood patiently. If he was selling something, it wasn’t windows or solar panels.

Jenn was right behind us, tugging a robe around her. “May I help you?”

“Are you Jenny Olson?”

“That’s my maiden name, yes.” Her answer was more tentative than I was used to hearing, like she was expecting to be served a subpoena. For a moment, I actually wondered if that’s what was about to happen as he held out an envelope.

“Then this is for you,” the man said.

“What is it?” Jennifer asked without actually taking it.

Another man approached behind the first, this guy closer to our age. He had a beard with streaks of gray through it and astonishingly blue eyes. “It’s a gift,” this man said. “From Charles Wellington.”

“Danny?” Jennifer asked the bearded man. She knew the man?

I had no idea what was going on. Kristi, being Kristi, just asked it. “Mommy, what’s going on?”

The man—Danny—softened when he saw the family around her. “I’m sorry to be the bearer of sad news, but Mr. Wellington passed away.”

“Oh.” Packed into that one word from Jenn was a universe of emotion and grief. The hand clutching her robe went slack. Her face fell.

“He left you this letter,” Danny said. “And these.” He held out a set of keys.

Jenn took the keys from him. “Keys?”

“To Charlotte.” He stepped aside, and there, parked in the street, was a bright red, classic Corvette. Charlotte was the car.

“Whoa, Mom! Someone gave you this?” the girls squealed as they ran out to the sports car on the curb.

Jenn just stood in the door, loosely holding the keys, her face pale and her eyes lost.

The older man produced a tablet, handing it to her. “Please sign this. It just acknowledges that you received the gift and letter, and transfers ownership.”

Jenn signed it without reading—a very uncharacteristic thing for her to do. Then again, owning a red Corvette was about as uncharacteristic as it gets.

“It’s good to see you, Jenny,” Danny said. “Maybe next time we’ll meet under happier circumstances.”

“You may want to move the car into your garage,” the older man said. “This is a nice neighborhood, but you can’t trust teenagers anywhere.”

With that, the two men said their goodbyes, then got into a black Town Car and left.

“You going to explain any of this?” I asked Jenn.

“Remember last night, when we were talking about that phase of mine?” she said, careful because the girls were still within earshot.

“Yeah?”

“Well, Charlotte here was from that time.”

“And the guy… Charles Wellington?”

Jennifer didn’t reply. She simply stared at the red sports car and nodded.

I had so many questions but now wasn’t quite the right time. The bikini, the car… There was more to this phase than Jenn was letting on, and in that moment, I decided that I was going to find out what.
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NOT A MID-LIFE CRISIS


We all watched as Jenn drove the red Corvette into our driveway, the engine rumbling like we were in a James Dean movie. I didn’t know much about cars, and even less about classic ones, but something about this one made me think of a wilder time, of driving fast and letting your inner rebel out.

Maybe that’s what it meant to this Charles Wellington. Seemed like that’s what it meant for Jenn.

It was glossy red, like a fire engine, a two-seater convertible that looked fun to drive, but also probably incredibly unsafe.

Jenn lingered a moment in the car, her hands tracing the leather steering wheel, which was as red as the rest of the car, before finally opening the door and stepping out.

The woman who emerged was a total contrast to the flashy Corvette. She’d changed into her suburban mom uniform: beige blouse with the sleeves half-rolled tucked into a pair of loose khaki shorts. She wore white tennis shoes and ankle-length socks, and an expression that I couldn’t read.

“I’ll clear up some room in the garage,” I said. “We should probably park it there. What with the neighborhood riff-raff and all.”

My dad joke barely registered with my audience. The girls were already running over to the car, and Jenn looked like she was in some kind of trance.

“Right. Probably a good idea,” she said slowly. “Girls, girls, careful now.”

“Can we take it out?”

“Can I learn to drive in it?”

“Is it really ours?”

Their questions tumbled over one another. It seemed to help Jenn re-establish who she was in that moment.

“I’ll take each of you out. And no, Greyson, you’re not learning in this. And I suppose it’s ours for now. Dad and I will discuss what to do next.”

She gave me a significant look.

“For now, though, let’s help your father move all his junk out of the garage.”

“I just remembered that I have all this homework,” Greyson said apologetically.

“And Maggie wanted to know if I could go to the pool,” Kristi suddenly “remembered”.

Jenn just smiled as they disappeared as quickly as they’d shown up. That left me and Jenn in our driveway, awkwardly considering ‘Charlotte.’

It all felt so awkward. It reminded me of a time a few years back when Jenn had walked in and caught me looking at porn. I hadn’t even heard her until she’d said, “Oh, okay,” and laughed nervously before walking out. Afterwards, when I’d shut the browser down and joined her in the living room, it had hung there between us, unspoken yet definitely on both of our minds. She hadn’t probed more or asked about it then, and I was thankful. But could I do the same courtesy now?

I drifted over to the car and ran my hand over the glossy red paint job. Even the leather seats inside were red.

“So…” I glanced at Jenn, who seemed to be stuck in a perpetual state of fluster. I just lifted my brows in question.

“Charles was a… friend,” Jenn said awkwardly, knowing what the question was without me having to ask it.

A friend that she’d never mentioned to me once, but was close enough to leave her a car. I didn’t say that. I knew now wasn’t the time. Instead, I just kept quiet and let her work through her thoughts.

“I met him through his wife, Charlotte. She was a professor at Columbia.”

“The car’s named after his wife?”

“Late wife, yeah. She… she passed away. A real tragedy.” Jenn was somewhere far away as she relived it. She forced a smile and looked at me. “Charles was a kind of mentor to me at the time. I went to business school mostly because of his influence.”

There was more to this story. I knew Jenn well enough, but I also knew that now wasn’t the appropriate time to probe more. “Sounds like he was a good guy.” I walked up to her and wrapped my arms around her. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

She hugged me back, squeezing me tightly. I felt grief in that embrace. She’d lost someone, and maybe was suddenly thinking about losing more.

“It was a long time ago. Another lifetime,” she said at last, sniffing loudly. She hadn’t cried, but seemed like she would for a moment. “Anyway, let’s move your stuff and get her into the garage.”

“Maybe we can take a spin in it later?”

“You’re just as bad as the girls.”

“It might help you feel better.” I pulled back just enough to look directly at her. “Plus, I like pretty things.”

Jenn recoiled from me, her eyes wide.

“What did you say?”

“I… uh,” I replied, confused. “I like pretty things? What? Did I say something wrong?

Jenn shook her head, as if pulling herself together. “Never mind, you just reminded me of someone. I need to get my head out of my ass.”

“Hmm.” My eyes drifted to her ass as she bent over, picking up a box. “I wouldn’t mind getting my head in your ass.”

Jenn snorted. “Stop stalling and start picking up boxes, mister. And don’t forget, we’ve got Tess’s thing tonight.”

I stared at her blankly.

She said, “Don’t tell me you forgot.”

“Okay, I won’t tell you that.”

Jenn rolled her eyes with a smile. “I’m not sure what you’d do without me.”

After the excitement of the morning, the rest of the day was lost in the mundane necessities of suburban life. We cleared out the garage—throwing out most of the junk because I didn’t remember what half of it was. Charlotte took up residence in the now-spotless space, gleaming with the promise of stories yet to be told. When the garage doors shut, though, it was out of sight, out of mind.

The girls came and went. Greyson actually did have homework to do, and Kristi made it to the pool with Maggie, where she stayed until nearly dinner time. Jennifer moved through the day like she was on autopilot, making lunch, answering work emails, folding laundry.

Anyone watching would think all was normal. When Raelynn’s mom, Renee, swung by, she didn’t suspect that Jenn’s mind was a million miles away.

“Hey, Jennifer said something was sent here by accident?” Raelynn got her good looks from Renee. Same athletic build and bright smiles, same blonde hair, although Renee’s was cut shorter and highlighted.

“Oh, right,” Jennifer said, coming into the room. “Let me go grab it.”

She disappeared inside as I turned to our neighbor. Despite living next to one another for years, I didn’t really know the woman all that well. Single mom, she worked a lot and had a great laugh, but we traveled in different social circles. “You happy to have your daughter home for the summer?”

“So happy,” Renee said. “I miss my girl. This last year was easier than her Freshman year, but I’ll always love having her back in the house.”

“I bet. I can’t imagine them going off for so long.”

“Your kids are what?” Renee pushed a lock of hair out of her eyes. “14 and 11? It’ll go so quickly from here. Treasure it.”

“So I’ve been told.”

Jennifer came back into the room holding a shoebox-sized package. In fact, as I looked at the label printed across it—Christian Louboutin in white script—I realized that it was a shoebox. A very expensive shoebox. “This came yesterday. Definitely not ours,” Jenn said.

Renee took the box. “And definitely not mine. So she finally pulled the trigger and bought them. Rae’s been wanting a pair forever. I told her they’re impractical, but… well, we were all young once, right? Remember those days?”

I distinctly thought of Jenn in her pink bikini, driving around in that red car. I glanced at her, but again, she was lost in her own thoughts.

Blinking out of it, Jennifer smiled. “When you’re young, nothing is all that impractical, I suppose. My back hurts just thinking about wearing a pair of heels like that again.”

I swallowed. ‘Again.’ She’d worn heels like that before? I’d certainly never seen that.

“Tell me about it, girl,” Renee said with that boisterous laugh. “Although my butt could use some help these days. Wonder if I’m the same shoe size as Rae.”

With that, she went back to her place, the box tucked under the crook of her arm.

We ordered pizza for the girls, who were old enough to be left alone without a babysitter these days, and Jennifer disappeared upstairs to get ready for Tess’s ‘thing.’

“Hey, I was thinking…” I said as I entered the room. My sentence died as I walked in on Jennifer stripped down to nothing but a strapless black bra and matching thong.

She turned to me, lifting her brows when I didn’t complete my statement. “Yes? What were you thinking?”

“That…” I went to her as she pulled a dress out of the closet. Running my hand down her body, I finished. “...we should actually stay in.”

“Nope. What were you really thinking?”

“We should take the Corvette tonight. Make an entrance.”

“Do you even remember where we’re going?”

“Sure. It’s a thing… A thing involving Tess Raines.”

“It’s a PTA fundraiser, not an opening at the Met.”

“So you’ve gone to openings at the Met in this Corvette?”

She ignored my question as she stepped into a black dress, turning her back to me. “Zip me up, please?”

“Do I have to?”

“Yes,” Jenn giggled. “Stop being so horny.”

I took my time, tracing my fingers up her spine as I pulled the dress’s zipper into place. She held her blonde hair up so it wouldn’t get caught, revealing the smooth column of her exposed neck.

“I can’t help being horny when you look as good as this,” I sighed, before moving on, “Anyway. I still think we take the ‘vette out. Come on, it’ll be fun.”

Dress in place, she turned to me, regarding me warily—a look she normally saved for Greyson when she wanted to have a sleepover with her friends at the last minute—and nodded. “We don’t even know if it’s insured.”

I fixed her a stare of my own, and she relented with a laugh.

“Fine, fine. But I’m driving.”
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The PTA fundraiser was held at the Grand Meridian Country Club, an old-money establishment with manicured grounds and a white columned entrance. The sprawling clubhouse overlooked a golf course, and tonight they’d set up tables on the terrace overlooking the eighteenth hole, with string lights crisscrossing overhead and a modest bar at one end.

The evening was warm, the sun just beginning to dip toward the horizon, painting everything in shades of gold when we finally pulled up along the circular drive. Well, when Jennifer pulled the car up. Despite me asking, she’d still refused to let me get behind the wheel.

The moment we stepped out, though, I could practically feel the attention that the bright red car brought. When Jenn handed the young valet the keys, he looked like he’d been handed the keys to a spaceship.

“Please take good care of her,” she said.

He nodded, eyes wide, his attention going to the sportscar.

We entered the outdoor pavilion just off to the side of the clubhouse—me in a sportscoat and slacks, Jenn in her black dress, her blonde hair half-up. She looked composed, elegant, every bit the successful executive, but I could still feel the slight tension that had been chasing her all day.

The crowd was the typical PTA one: women in tasteful dresses and men in blazers, the ambient chatter of suburban small talk punctuated by the clink of wine glasses. I recognized about half of this crowd, although I only knew a handful of their names.

Tess was one of them, though, who spotted us immediately, her face lighting up as she made her way over in a flowing cream-colored dress that skimmed her athletic frame.

Jenn had met Tess Raines through a Mom’s club, back when Greyson was only three. The two had hit it off, and when Tess split up with her husband, she and Jenn only got closer. Divorce, it seemed, was treating the brunette well. She looked better than ever—her dark auburn hair in an elegant twist, her skin holding a dewy, well-moisturized glow that made her look even younger than her early forties.

What struck me most about Tess, though, was her energy. Where Jennifer was always reserved and organized, Tess seemed to move through the world with a lightness that I swear wasn’t there when she was with her cheating husband.

“Jenny! You came!” Tess air-kissed Jennifer’s cheek, then squeezed my arm. “And Bryan, good to see you. How are the girls? God, I feel like Greyson and Sophie aren’t even in the same universe anymore. Teenage girls, right? Totally fickle.”

Greyson had been so close to Tess’s daughter, Sophie, that the girls once announced that they were going to get married one day. Now Sophie was a cheerleader and Greyson never mentioned her old friend.

“I know, right?” Jennifer said.

Tess gestured broadly at the terrace. “Drinks are over there, and we’ve got a silent auction, some raffle games, the whole thing. Exactly how you want to be spending your Saturday night, I’m sure.” She laughed at her own joke. “But the school needs new lab equipment, so here we are.”

“Looks great, Tess.” Jennifer sounded her normal self, but I still felt like her mind wasn’t completely present. Her friend, though, chatty as ever, didn’t pick up on that.

“Oh, and you came in that gorgeous car!” Tess’s eyes widened as she touched Jenn’s arm. “Is that new? Very not-you, but I absolutely love it. Midlife crisis purchase? Because honestly, if I had the disposable income, I’d be driving something ridiculous too. My therapist says it would be ‘reclaiming my sexuality’ or whatever.”

“Something like that,” Jenn said noncommittally.

Tess turned to me. “Or are you behind the ‘vette?”

“No, no, that’s all Jenn here. Jenn and her midlife crisis.”

“Well, hopefully this means you’ll also help out the school before you leave.”

“We will. Thanks, Tess.”

After the storm that was always Tess, we drifted into the crowd, accepted glasses of wine, and exchanged pleasantries with some of the other parents. We wandered over to the silent auction tables. “Want another champagne?” I asked.

“I shouldn’t…”

“I’ll get you one,” I said, wanting to be helpful.

I didn’t want to drink too much, so I went to the bar to get both a glass of champagne and a club soda for myself. On my way back, though, I noticed that a younger guy had joined her already, and he’d brought her a refill.

“Jennifer,” he said with a warm smile, offering her one of the glasses.

He was young, probably early twenties, with a baby face hidden behind a beard of light brown hair. Judging by the way Jennifer looked up at him and smiled, the two knew one another. “Connor. Hey.”

I walked up beside her, curiosity getting the better of me. The kid turned to me with a friendly energy that was completely disarming. “Oh hey—you must be Bryan. Connor Walsh.” He held out his hand. “I work in the admin office at the high school.”

“Nice to meet you,” I said, shaking his hand. His grip was firm and his eye contact strong. He was definitely in his mid-twenties, with shaggy light brown hair that curled around his ears and a barrel of a chest that suggested weight lifting.

“Connor’s got an interview next Monday,” Jennifer said. “At a firm in the city.”

“Thanks to Jennifer’s introduction,” he said with a grin.

Not that this guy was a kid. He certainly wasn’t. But it still struck me as odd to hear him refer to Jennifer by her first name.

Then again, most of Greyson’s friends called me Bryan, so whatever. The world was changing.

To Connor, I met his friendly smile with my own. “That’s great,” I said. “Jenn loves connecting people.

“I do?” Jenn eyed me, that same weird reflex that she’d shown earlier. Why was she so on edge? Then again, it had been a weird day, with the news of her old friend’s death and the sudden adoption of a Corvette.

“Yeah, you do.” I frowned at her, then turned back to the young man. “What kind of work are you in?”

“Operations work in association management. Little of everything. Hopefully I can get some use out of my MBA.”

“Oh, the school loves you,” Jennifer said. “Don’t sell yourself short. You’re doing good work here.”

“How long have you been in the school admin?” I asked.

“Two years. It's fine, but…” He shrugged. “Not where I want to end up, you know? I’m not on track for principal—no education specialty—so my options here are limited. I’d love to be doing what Jennifer does. Building something, running operations at a higher level.” He leaned in to me, but his eyes were fixed on Jennifer’s. “Maybe one day afford a Corvette of my own.”

Jennifer looked flustered, shooting me a look that said, We shouldn’t have brought the ‘vette. She ignored the comment. “He's been picking my brain about the industry for months.”

Connor turned back to Jennifer, and I was once again struck by their eye contact. Where many men would have stolen looks at the rest of her, to check her out, Connor seemed focused on keeping his eyes on hers. Lot of confidence there. A vague sense of jealousy was building in my chest for some reason. “Did you get a chance to look at those questions I sent you?”

“I did. You’re overthinking the budget management piece. Just focus on⁠—”

“Systems and efficiency, I know, I know.” Connor laughed. “You’ve told me that three times now.”

I got a little lost in their business speak, instead watching Jennifer. She seemed lighter than she had been all day, more herself. She loved to geek out on this stuff and it seemed like this Connor kid gave her that outlet.

They certainly weren’t flirting—not right in front of me—but there was definitely a touch of chemistry there, if unacknowledged. Jealousy once again stirred inside me before I tamped it down. It was absurd.

“…thanks again for answering my questions.”

“They’re good questions.” Jennifer tucked her hair behind her ear, and Connor's smile widened slightly. “And you actually listen to the answers."

“Well,” he said, raising his champagne glass, “here's hoping I don't completely sell on this interview and waste all your excellent advice.”

“You won't,” Jennifer said with certainty.

“Thanks.” Connor definitely held her gaze a beat longer before glancing around the terrace. “I should probably make the rounds. School staff’s supposed to be ‘visible’ at these things." He rolled his eyes good-naturedly. "Good to meet you, Bryan. Jennifer, I'll email you after the interview.”

“You’ll crush it.”

Connor gave us both a nod and walked away into the crowd. Jennifer watched him go for just a second before turning back to the silent auction sheet.

“He seems like a good kid,” I said carefully.

“He is. Smart, too. He’ll do well.”

“Does he always bring you champagne at these things?”

Jennifer glanced at me sharply, then seemed to realize I was half-joking. “He was being polite.”

“Right. Polite.”

“What's that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing." I took a sip of my club soda.

“It’s not… he’s, like, five years old. You’re not actually jealous, are you?”

“You’re flustered.”

She held up her nearly empty glass of champagne. “I blame this.”

I let it go with a forced laugh to save face. As always happens at these things, eventually we got separated. Jennifer, still very much plugged into the PTA system, ended up talking with Tess and some of the other PTA board members. I ended up with the husbands, talking about sports and kids and what was happening in the news.

This is the part that I did not enjoy, but for whatever reason, since they all knew I was a journalist—even a freelance one—everyone wanted my take on the state of the world.

“So, what story are you working on right now?” someone asked from behind me and I turned to see an attractive young woman standing in the middle of the group of husbands.

“I… um,” I replied, caught out by the firmness of her handshake when I accepted the delicate proferred hand that she thrust almost into my midsection. “A piece on local zoning. Nothing exciting, unfortunately.”

“Isobel Morrison,” she introduced herself. I managed to pull my eyes away from the brunette’s impressive cleavage before she could see. “Nice to meet you.”

“Likewise,” I replied, my cheeks warming for some reason at the pretty woman’s proximity, equally grateful and regretful when she excused herself, disappearing into the crowd.

As I watched her curvy behind walk away, I saw Jennifer again, talking to a small group of younger professional-looking women, seemingly back to her usual self after her encounter with Connor.

Tess found me again at some point, cornering me, looking for gossip. “So tell me, what’s the deal with the red car? And if she’s covering for your crisis, I won’t judge.”

I laughed at her straightforwardness. “Honestly? I don’t know what the deal is, either. Someone left it to her in his will. Just this morning.” I watched Tess’s face for any recognition, but she seemed just as surprised as I was.

“Who?”

“Someone named Charles Wellington.”

Tess shook her head. The name didn’t register.

“Apparently he was an old friend from when she was in school.”

“I see.” It was rare to see this woman speechless or processing anything. She usually processed everything out loud. I wondered about that. “Must have been one special friend.”

“That’s… kind of what I was thinking, too.”

Jennifer chose that moment to rejoin us. Tess moved on fluidly. “I saw you and Connor flirting. You are having such a midlife crisis.”

“You’re terrible, Tess. He’s a kid.” There was definitely a flush in her face. She linked her arm in mine. “Ready to go?”

“Yes.”

“Have a good night, you two. And, if you’d like my personal opinion⁠—”

“I’m not sure we do,” Jennifer said with a smile.

Tess ignored her. “—you need to christen that new ride.”

“Okay, Tess. Thanks so much.”

We made our goodbyes, and went out to the valet to get the car.

“You good to drive?” I asked.

“So that’s what this is all about. You got me drunk on purpose so you could drive the ‘vette.”

I made a shrugging motion. “I mean… maybe? ”

“I should have known.” She was trying her best not to smile, and failing at that. “And you are good to drive?”

“Stuck to club soda.” I bounced on my heels.

The smile finally burst forth, lighting up her face just as the valet pulled the red sports car around. He seemed reluctant to hand over the keys. I took them and slid in behind the wheel. The red leather was supple in my hands, well-cared for even after all of these years. The chrome detailing was still shiny. When I turned the key, the engine purred.

“This is nice,” I said. Even gently pressing the gas gunned us forward. Jenn grabbed the door handle and yelped. “Sorry, sorry. Just getting used to all, this, power!” I revved the engine with each pause.

“Careful now.”

“Tess thinks you’re the one with the midlife crisis, but this thing is single-handedly giving me one.”

“Just drive, old man,” Jennifer said with a laugh. It was good to hear her laugh again. Like truly laugh.

I pulled out onto the country road, and silence once again descended between us as Jenn receded into her thoughts. The journalist in me wondered about that, about what could get her into such a funk. Who was Charles Wellington?

I decided to take the scenic route home, enjoying the feel of the car, the way it handled, the absolute control that it seemed to have over in the pedals and the wheel. The winding roads of New York’s countryside felt amazing.

I glanced at Jenn, at the way the cool night air whipped through her blonde hair, now out of its chignon.

She looked beautiful in the dim light from the dashboard, but also distant. Lost somewhere I couldn’t reach.

“You okay?” I asked.

She turned to me, seeming to come back from wherever she’d been. “Yeah. Just… processing.”

“Charles?”

She nodded.

“He obviously meant a lot to you. It’s okay to be sad.”

Jennifer was quiet for a moment. Then: “Turn here.”

“Here?” I questioned, looking at the fork in the road that seemed to lead to the middle of nowhere. ”This feels like the kind of place where you go to murder someone.”

Jenn didn’t bite at my joke. She seemed nervous.

“You’re not going to murder me, are you? We really don’t have to talk about this.”

“But we do. Because I know you, and you need answers. And… I owe you answers.” I followed the fork she pointed to, and then she pointed again, taking us down another unfamiliar road. “That way.”

“Are you sure this car will be able to handle these roads? She’s not exactly equipped for off-roading.”

“Oh, I’m sure.”

I glanced at her, suddenly realizing something. She’d done this before. She’d driven up here before. In this very car.

We pulled into a wooded area overlooking the valley. Way out on the horizon, the lights of the city glowed, more of a smear than anything distinct. There was a small parking area, big enough for three cars. We were the only ones here.

“This was the last place that I saw Charles in person,” she said quietly. “It must have been… what… twenty years ago? Maybe more.”

I remained quiet, letting her share at her own pace.

“You’re right. Charles was… important to me. When I was in school, he helped me. Supported me. Mentored me, like I said. But he was more than that. We had a relationship. Not boyfriend-girlfriend exactly, but it was a relationship.”

“Jenn, you don’t have to tell me⁠—”

“Things had run their course between us—Charles and I, I mean. That sounds more… transactional… than it felt at the time, but I wasn’t naive, even back then. He was a lot older than me… so it couldn’t last forever, and my life was moving on to the next phase, so I thought… yeah… things had run their course,” she repeated.

I tried to process my own feelings as she spoke. I knew that my wife wasn’t a virgin when we’d met, of course. We’d met in our twenties. She’d already come out of grad school, an experienced woman of the world. But whenever I thought of her ex-boyfriends, they were always generic guys her age. Guys like me.

But Charles wasn’t that, apparently he was older, and presumably rich, if owning a Corvette had anything to do with it. The older man/mentor/college girl wasn’t a dynamic that I ever expected my respectable, reserved wife to have ever experienced.

I put a hand on her thigh. “You loved him?”

“No, it wasn’t love.” She looked at me, and I saw emotion dancing in her eyes. Was she… lying? Either way, it didn’t matter now. He was dead. “But it was something. I cared about him.”

“I get it, Jenn.” My heart ached for her, despite the warring sense of jealousy and intrigue in my belly. “You don’t have to explain this right now. I’m sorry I made you bring the car.”

“I’m sorry, too.” She reached out and touched my face. “I’m sorry I’m being so weird. It’s just… with the news of his death this morning, this car, the past all coming back to me all at once… it’s just…”

“A lot.”

She nodded. “You know why I finally ended our… arrangement?”

Her ‘arrangement.’ She’d used the word relationship before. Now it was arrangement. The word made my gut squirm and, oddly enough, my balls began to stir. I seemed to be meeting a new side of the Jennifer I’d known forever, and it was a little thrilling.

I shook my head, letting her explain.

She said, “Because of you. I’d just met you. I liked you, and for the first time, I thought about what it would be like to date, properly date. To have a normal relationship. To one day have a family.”

A normal relationship. That was definitely what we were.

She pulled me in for a kiss. We’d done this so many times over the years that I thought it would be just another kiss—an I love you kiss, a goodnight kiss, a you’re my husband kiss. But it quickly turned into more as she pushed her tongue past my lips.

Her hand touched my thigh, fingers tracing the fabric of my slacks.

The kiss took on an edge, almost desperate, certainly wanting. I met her intensity with my own, and oddly enough, it was the thought of a younger version of her, up here on this overlook, making out with an older man, that fueled the flame.

When we broke apart, both breathing hard, Jennifer was already unbuckling her seatbelt.

“We’re doing this here?” I asked, even as my cock was already hardening at the thought.

“You heard Tess earlier.”

“Yeah, but⁠—”

“Do you have a problem with having sex in a car?”

“Uh…”

She shifted in her seat, reaching under her black dress so she could peel her thong off. Her bare legs looked hot. My cock twitched in my pants at the sight.

“...Uh, no. I don’t.” I fumbled with my own belt and slacks, suddenly feeling as clumsy as the teens who came up here.

Jennifer, meanwhile, was already straddling the center console with surprising agility, positioning herself over me. Her dress bunched around her waist, her bare ass exposed to the cool night air.

“Jesus, Jenn.”

“Shut the fuck up and kiss me.”

I did, pulling her down to me as she guided my cock inside her. She was already wet, and the sensation of sliding into her in this position—in this car, under the stars—was almost overwhelming. She started to move, slowly at first, then with increasing urgency.

“Oh God,” she gasped against my neck, her hands gripping my shoulders. I could feel the muscles in her thighs working as she rode me, her breath coming in short, sharp pants.

I kissed her collarbone, tasting salt and perfume. My hands found her ass, pulling her deeper, and she made a sound that was half-moan, half-whimper. Even out here, so far from civilization, she still didn’t want to be too loud.

“Look at me,” I said, and she lifted her head, her blue eyes meeting mine in the darkness. There was something almost feral in her gaze, something that reminded me, yet again, that I didn’t actually know this woman as well as I thought I did.

“I love you,” I said, and I meant it, even though this sudden, spontaneous sex was beginning to make me realize there were vast territories of her past I’d never explored.

“I know,” she whispered back, and then she was moving faster, her pace becoming almost frantic.

We fucked like that for what felt like an age. I didn’t want it to end, but eventually, Jennifer’s orgasm built, her moans finally growing louder. Then I felt her clench around me, her whole body tensing. That was all it took for me to follow her over the edge, my hips thrusting up into her as I came, burying my face in her hair.

We stayed like that for a long moment, breathing heavily, her weight on me, the night surrounding us. Gradually, the intensity of the moment faded. Her surprising moment of lust subsided, and she seemed to finally realize where we were.

“Did that really just happen?” I asked.

Jenn squeezed my softening member with her pussy. “Pretty sure it did.”

She kissed me, and as suddenly as it had started, the moment was ended, we were back to the people that we’d evolved into over the duration of our marriage: parents, partners, adults.

“I love you, Bryan.”

“You must if you gave up a man who drove a car like this for a beat reporter without any money to his name.”

It was a risky thing to say in light of all the emotional weight of this past day, but I couldn’t help it. That was who I am. I said stupid shit at the wrong times. I called it my Dad Factor.

Jenn just laughed it off. “Well, I had a hunch about you,” she said, then climbed off my lap. “And I guess I was right.”

“This is where I’m supposed to say, ‘You’re always right, honey’?”

“This is that moment.”

I laughed. “Well, I’m really glad you were right about me.”

Jennifer looked up at the stars above us and my eyes followed, enjoying the inky blackness of the sky, the tiny dots of light glimmering like pinpricks of hope. The romance of the moment wasn’t lost on me as she smiled at me.

“Me too,” she whispered into the cool night air. “Me too.”
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THE LETTER


Iwoke up early Sunday. Like, really early—close to 5:30 in the morning early. Jenn was still sleeping soundly beside me, her back to me, blankets up over her shoulders. She was usually the early riser, but we had an agreement that Sundays were “mommy’s turn to sleep in.”

So I just laid there, not wanting to wake her, not able to fall back asleep.

Naturally, my thoughts turned to Jenn and Charlotte, to Charles Wellington and their relationship… arrangement, as Jenn had called it, back in the day. All of it. Or maybe that’s what stirred me awake in the first place. I don’t know.

So she was with someone back in college. So what? I wasn’t exactly celibate. The fact that he was an older man was… interesting, but also not that unusual. That she’d never mentioned him also wasn’t unusual. We’d just never talked about past lovers. It was just assumed that we had them.

Then again, none of my college girlfriends or hookups were significantly older than me, nor gifted me a car, nor would I expect that. Whoever Charles Wellington was, he meant a lot to Jenn, and she meant a lot to him.

That made me think about the letter. So much had happened yesterday so quickly that I’d forgotten about it. Jenn had taken it, presumably read it, but hadn’t shared it. What was in there? Where was it now?

I gave up on falling back asleep. Not only was I wide awake, but my heart rate had started to pick up as I thought about that letter. Glancing one last time at the sleeping Jennifer, I carefully crept out of bed, smoothed my sheets down, and retrieved my robe.

The house was dark. The girls wouldn’t be up for hours, and even the early bird Jenn would probably sleep in to closer to seven—maybe even later after last night’s drinks.

She would have kept the letter in her home office, if anywhere. As I approached the room at the front corner of our house, I felt mildly guilty, like a burglar in our own home. I rarely went in here, and whenever I did, it felt like I was stepping out of the world of Jenn, wife and mom, and into the much more serious world of Jennifer Turner, COO.

The room was quintessentially her—everything in its place, everything serving a purpose. Her desk, a sleek piece of dark walnut, faced the window overlooking our front yard, giving her a good view of the neighborhood while she worked. The surface was nearly bare except for her closed laptop, a charging dock for her phone, and a single framed photo of the four of us from our last vacation to the Outer Banks.

I glanced briefly at the built-in shelves behind the desk, stretched floor to ceiling. That was the background of her Zoom calls, so everything was selected precisely. I remember helping her select the contents of those shelves during the Covid years—the books on business, the memorabilia, a few awards that she’d received. There was just enough personality to project a successful career woman who should be taken seriously.

To the left of her desk sat a filing cabinet. Inside were hanging folders, color-coded and labeled neatly. Bills, taxes, insurance documents, school records—all there in perfect order.

A credenza along the wall held her printer and a few stacks of papers in tiered trays, each tray also labeled: "To File," "To Review," "To Sign." Even her cables were managed, tucked away in fabric sleeves so nothing dangled messily.

Everything about the space said: I am in control. I have my life together. There is no chaos here.

Which made what I was about to do—rifling through her things looking for secrets—feel even more like a violation.

Before I could start my search, though, the lights of a car flashed across the windows. I actually ducked, like I really was a burglar about to be caught. My stomach rose up into my throat.

The sun was just beginning to rise, the weak light of dawn flattening out all detail in the street outside. The car that had drawn my attention had stopped next door, just outside of the neighbor’s home—Raelynn and Renee’s.

I wouldn’t have thought much about it except that I was thinking about everything now. The car was black and polished, a Mercedes-Benz S-class, maybe, something much fancier than anything I’d seen outside of their home.

I watched it for a few moments, wondering if it was Renee out with some new boyfriend, when the first ray of the sun crested the rooftops of our suburban neighborhood. I caught a flash of blonde hair inside the car and then, as she turned, the unmistakable profile of Raelynn, pixie perfect and cute. She was laughing.

Okay, none of this was my business, and the last thing I wanted to be was a nosy neighbor, but I couldn’t look away. Especially not when I picked out a few details of the man in the driver’s seat—graying hair, distinguished, older.

I’m not sure if that detail would have stood out had it not been for the events of yesterday. But as I watched my 20-year-old neighbor flirt with this older man, I couldn’t help but think of Jenn and Charles Wellington.

That’s when I watched Raelynn lean across the center console. Then, her blonde hair ducked out of view. Right into the man’s lap.

My eyes widened. Was she looking for something? Or…

No. She wasn’t. I actually leaned in, bracing an arm on the desk to get closer to the window, and watched the man’s shoulders tighten through the back window of the car. I watched his head roll back.

Wait. Was she…? Fuck. Yes, she was. Raelynn was going down on this older man, right there in a car parked in the street.

My heart hammered. I should look away. I really really shouldn’t be watching this. But I didn’t move. I couldn’t.

This was Raelynn, the sweet girl who used to babysit our kids, the valedictorian of her class who’d gone on to Cornell. I remember her wearing her graduation gown only a couple years ago, golden locks spilling out of that cap.

Now… now I could almost hear the wet slurping sounds that must have filled the cab of the Towncar.

And as I watched, cock stiffening, breath caught somewhere in my throat, I inevitably thought about Jenn. Jenn—organized, responsible, PTA-leading Jennifer—parked on a bluff in Upstate New York, giving Charles Wellington a sloppy blowjob.

The thought should have disgusted me. It should have stung with jealousy and irrational betrayal, a violation of the woman that I’d fallen in love with.

Instead, my cock hardened against the tie of my robe.

I imagined a younger version of Jenn—twenty-one or twenty-two—her hair shorter, blonder, framing her face as she went down on the older man in the front seat of the Corvette. Her cheeks hollowing as she sucked him. Her hand working his shaft. That little hum that she makes in the back of her throat when she’s really into it. Did she make that for him?

Movement in the car snapped me back to reality. Raelynn was sitting up, wiping the corners of her mouth with her fingertips. She’d swallowed, and even in the weak light of dawn, I could see her expression—she’d swallowed this man’s come, and she looked alive because of it.

They exchanged a few more words before she stepped out of the car. As she smoothed down her dress, Raelynn’s eyes scanned the quiet street, looking my way unexpectedly. I ducked away from the window, pulse spiking with sudden panic. Had she seen me? I was sure her gaze had lingered on the window where I stood, but it could have been my imagination.

I waited for a moment, then finally dared to look back out. Raelynn’s slinky black dress hugged her nubile curves—a far cry from the baggy sweats or the cheerleader shorts or the crop tops. It was a woman’s dress, not a college coed’s, with a long slit that ran up one leg, matched with a pair of stiletto-heeled, red-soled Loubs. Presumably the ones from the package that had come yesterday.

If she’d seen me, she paid it no further heed, turning to the car and waving one last time at the older man in the driver’s seat. He drove away, his headlights briefly illuminating the street. She traipsed up to her house and quietly let herself in.

I stood frozen at the window long after both Raelynn and the car were gone, my reflection staring back at me in the glass. My robe had fallen open at some point and my stiff cock stood out in front of me like a lance.

I was so hard, not just from watching what Raelynn had done, but because I’d fantasized about my wife doing the same thing twenty years ago.

When my dick jumped at the mere thought of Jenn doing that, of Jenn acting the way Raelynn just had, I… was confused. What was wrong with me? I should have hated that these rich, older men were taking advantage of young girls like Jenn and Rae. They were arrogant and irresponsible.

I shook my head, remembering why I was here, in my wife’s study in the dark. The letter. Right, the letter. I found it in the tray marked “To file,” naturally. Even when it came to letters from past lovers, Jennifer was organized about it. She’d set it under some paid bills, but it was still there, folded neatly in an envelope with handwritten script, “For Jenny.”

Reading this was a violation of my wife’s privacy. I knew that, even as I carefully lifted it out of the stack and opened it. But the same curiosity that drew me to journalism was working against me here. I couldn’t not look.

I wasn’t sure what I was expecting. Something typed, maybe, and formal. Instead, this letter was handwritten, the script decidedly masculine, yet there was an intimacy to that. I took a seat in Jennifer’s office chair and read in the light of the rising sun.

Dear Jenny,

If you’re reading this, then I’ve finally run out of time. I've known it was coming for a while now—the doctors gave me six months back in September, and I'm writing this in May, so I suppose I'm beating the odds already.

I wanted you to have Charlotte. She was always as much yours as mine because you encouraged me to buy her. I can still remember when we took her up the coast that Sunday morning. You wore that ridiculous sun hat and complained the whole time about your hair, but you were laughing. I still recall the sound of your laughter. When I close my eyes, I can still see the light in your eyes, smell the scent of your skin. Charlotte loved you that day. I loved you that day.

I know you built a good life, Jenny. I've kept tabs—not in a creepy way, I hope. I just wanted to know you were happy. That you were loved the way you deserved. That you got everything we talked about back then: the career, the family, the stability that comes with the love of children and a good man.

You gave me something I didn't know I needed after Charlotte died. You gave me a reason to keep going, and then you gave me the wisdom to know when to let you go. Not many people can do both.

Danny will handle the details. He's been with me through thick and thin and knows... well, he knows enough. The others send their regards, by the way. They wanted me to tell you that the door is always open, should you ever want to come back.

But I understand if you don't. You were always meant for bigger things than what we offered.

Take care of Charlotte. Take care of yourself.

And if you ever tell your husband about all this, tell him he's a lucky man. I certainly was.

With love and gratitude,

Charles

I stared at the letter in my hand like it was a live hand grenade that I wasn’t sure how to disarm. I read it again, teasing out more details, more threads to follow up on. Charles loved my wife, although it was complicated. Did she love him back? They’d talked about her future. Had he helped her achieve it?

Danny. He was the guy who’d given us the bad news and delivered the car to us. He knew enough. Enough what?

But most telling of all was the mention of ‘others.’ There were others? Other what?

I took my phone out and snapped a photo of the letter before tucking it back into the envelope and setting it back into the “To File” pile, exactly where I’d found it.

Then, more confused than ever, I carefully exited her office, shutting the door quietly, almost as if I was trying to close the door on the past, on the mysteries I’d uncovered.

I walked to the kitchen, poured my coffee and stood at the kitchen window, looking out at the quiet Sunday morning sunrise. Raelynn’s house was dark again, the black Mercedes sedan long gone. In a few hours, this neighborhood would wake up and the street would come to life: kids on bikes, lawn mowers, the normal rhythms of suburban life.

But I’d seen behind the curtain now. Seen what happened in the pre-dawn hours when everyone else was asleep.

I pulled up the photo of Charles’s letter on my phone one more time. The door is always open, should you ever want to come back. Back to what?

I was still puzzling over that when I heard footsteps upstairs. Jennifer appeared in the kitchen doorway, her hair tussled from sleep, wearing her summer PJs, her shorts barely covering her thighs.

“You’re up early,” she said, yawning.

“Couldn’t sleep. Coffee?”

“Please,” she yawned.

I busied myself, pouring her a mug from the French press, not trusting myself to look too long at her. All I could see behind my eyelids was a younger version of Jenn, twenty years ago, getting out of a car just like Raelynn had. Smoothing her dress. Wiping her mouth. Exhilarated.

“Everything okay?” She came up behind me, wrapping her arms around my waist.

I turned into her embrace, studying her face. My wife. The mother of my children. Someone I thought I knew completely. Someone without secrets.

“Yeah,” I lied. “Everything’s fine.”
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A BOOZY BRUNCH


Sunday awoke in customary, lazy fashion. Kristi came out first, starving and sleepy. Greyson took another hour to emerge, but when she did, she was already asking about the pool. Kristi perked up at that, too.

“Maybe Dad can take you,” Jennifer said as she cleared the bowls of cereal from the kitchen table. “I’m meeting up with Auntie Diana for brunch.” Jennifer looked at me. “You good taking the girls?”

I thought about Raelynn possibly being there and hated that the possibility was such a motivating factor. “Yeah, no problem.”

I’d already decided to take my laptop to the pool. My mind was still swirling with thoughts from the revelations of the past twenty-four hours. I needed to do some more research on this Charles Wellington, and I had a nice chunk of time on the pool’s WiFi to do so.

Jennifer kissed me on the cheek. “Thanks, babe. I should be back by one or two.” She headed upstairs to get ready, and I heard the shower turn on a few minutes later.

I helped the girls pack their pool bags—towels, sunscreen, goggles—while my mind started to formulate a research plan. If Charles Wellington was as wealthy as he seemed, he would have left some kind of trail across the media. There was also that guy, Danny, although I wasn’t sure how to approach him without rousing suspicion. Still, I’d figure out some way of following up on that lead.

Jennifer came back downstairs, her summer PJs exchanged for a sleeveless white blouse tucked into a pair of wide-legged black pants.

“You look nice,” I said as she grabbed her purse from the counter.

“Got to put in the effort with Diana. You know the drill.”

I did know. Diana, one of her oldest friends, was fashionable in a way that Jennifer wasn’t—at least not the Jennifer that I knew.

“You don’t have to put any effort to look gorgeous,” I said.

Jenn rolled her eyes, but smiled at me. She checked her purse, pulling out her keys, not even acknowledging the compliment. That’s how we rolled these days. “Thanks for taking the girls.”

“Of course.” I noticed that she had the keys to her SUV. “Not taking Charlotte?”

Jennifer glanced in the direction of the garage. “Uh, no. She’s for special occasions.”

“Right.”

“Have fun at the pool. Try to keep the girls from drowning.”

“That’s what the lifeguards are for.”

She laughed, gave me a quick kiss, and headed out.

“Dad! We’re ready!” Kristi called from upstairs.

Right. The pool. And my laptop, the portal to answering all the questions I needed answers to.
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I found Charles Wellington’s obituary without much issue. He didn’t have an active social media presence, but as I’d suspected, anyone as rich as Wellington had some sort of presence on the internet.

“Charles Bancroft Wellington, September 12, 1952 - June 8, 2025

“Charles Bancroft Wellington, prominent New York businessman, art collector, and philanthropist, passed away peacefully at his home in Manhattan on June 8th after a long illness. He was 72.”

So, he had been older than her, in his fifties when they would have been together.

The article went on to detail more specifics in his life: MBA from Columbia, early career in private equity, predeceased by his wife, Charlotte Morrison Wellington, who turned out to also be a professor at Columbia, as Jenn had told me.

Based on the obituary picture, Charles was a handsome man. He looked about 70 in the photo, although still had a healthy sweep of silver hair, worn longer than most men his age. There was a shrewd confidence in the way he regarded the camera, his eyes slightly pinched, his mouth set in a vague, toothless smile. He wore a crisp, tailored suit and looked fit, like a man who rode his Peloton until his dying day.

This was the man who’d fucked a young Jennifer. Had she blown him in his fancy car, the way Raelynn had that man this morning? Maybe more than once? Maybe even while he drove?

The prospect of my wife giving road head was laughable, yet made me uncomfortably erect—not something welcomed at a public pool while wearing a pair of swim trunks. I moved on, studying the rest of the obituary.

One thing I found interesting was his dedication to the arts. Apparently he was quite the patron, serving on the board of the Whitney and the New York Philharmonic.

“He was known for supporting emerging artists and frequently hosted salons at his Upper East Side residence to introduce young talent to collectors and gallery owners.”

The other interesting thing in the obit was the last line, about a private memorial service being held… today. Like now. That got me thinking about this lunch with “Diana,” and then I immediately felt guilty for thinking such a thing. Jennifer wouldn’t lie like that. Would she?

I put those thoughts aside and went back to my research. Charles wasn’t really active online, but I now knew enough to follow some leads. The easiest was looking up Charlotte Morrison Wellington through Columbia, but that didn’t yield much of use, other than that she was a professor of Economics, including the introduction lecture, so it was possible that Jennifer had taken her class early on.

I moved on to the arts patron thread, looking through the archived society pages of some Manhattan lifestyle magazines around the time that Jennifer would have been in school. The articles were mundane—gallery openings, charity galas, the usual circuit of Manhattan’s wealthy elite. Charles Wellington’s name appeared occasionally, usually in a list of other patrons and philanthropists. Facebook hadn’t taken off yet, and Charles wasn’t the type to have a MySpace profile.

I hit pay dirt when I found an article detailing the opening of a new gallery in SoHo around 2003. Being an article about art, most of the content were photos with captions. I skimmed through them until I found her: Jennifer.

No, not Jennifer at this time. Jenny. Jenny Olson.

In 2004, she would have been about 22 or 23. Her hair was lighter and longer than it was now, styled in waves that framed her face. But it was the dress that made my chest tighten. Black, with strategic cutouts that revealed more than they concealed—the side of her breast, the curve of her waist, her toned back. It was like someone had wrapped her in thick, black ribbon—a present to be unwrapped later that night.

Yet she looked like she belonged in the space, sophisticated, avant-garde, undeniably sexual. So very, very different from the woman in the Birkenstocks I’d spent this morning with before coming to the pool.

Charles Wellington stood beside her, his hand resting possessively on her hip, looking like a man who never questioned his place in the world. But it was Jennifer’s expression that held me. She looked… alive. The way Raelynn looked this morning after⁠—

“Hey, Mr. T. Doing work on such a gorgeous day?”

I jerked my head up from the laptop, my heart hammering.

Raelynn was standing before me, the sun haloing her lithe body, a beach bag slung over one shoulder. She’d pushed her sunglasses up into her long, blonde hair, and her large eyes sparkled down at me.

“I… uh… yeah. Work.” I said lamely, “Adulting sucks.”

Her bikini was different today, but just as tiny as the black one from Friday—this one was pink and white with a delicate floral pattern. It would have been innocent-looking had it not been so minuscule, barely covering her full breasts, sitting low on her narrow hips, the ties on either side resting like temptation.

She looked fresh, with no visible signs of having been out until dawn.

“The girls here, I assume?”

I waved vaguely in the direction of the pool. “Somewhere around here.”

She giggled. “Okay, I’ll go find them and say hello. You should get in the water, Mr. T.”

I swear there was an extra wiggle in her hips as she walked down the steps to the poolside, waving at some of her friends as she went. That bikini barely covered her butt, too—while not quite a thong, it was far from full coverage.

My heart was racing as I watched her go. Right there, on the screen, was a version of Jennifer who would have worn a bikini like that. Or, conversely, Raelynn could have worn a dress like Jennifer’s.

I closed the laptop, waited for my erection to die down, made my way to the lap pool and dived into the cool water, grateful that the shock of it helped steady me. I needed to burn off some of this tension, and nothing did that better than some physical exertion.
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After a satisfying number of laps, I went over and played in the main pool with Kristi. Greyson was with her friends and didn’t want to be seen with me, but Kristi still liked it when I tossed her in the deep end.

I did keep my eye out for Raelynn, trying my best not to stare too much. She was flirting with another boy her age. She was 100% too good for the cocky young kid, and yes, I knew that feeling was driven by irrational envy, but whatever.

Jenn’s letter came back to mind, about how Charles Wellington had kept tabs on Jennifer and her life… her life with me. Did he have similar thoughts as the ones I was having now while watching Raelynn with the boy? Did he see our wedding photos, two young kids in their mid-twenties, and think the same? To him, was I some cocky young kid who would never be good enough for his Jenny?

I didn’t go back to the research, but instead focused on Kristi and, once her friends left, on Greyson. We played ping pong during adult swim. We ordered a pizza for a late lunch. It was a wonderful summer day.

Jennifer texted a few times. Everything was fine. Diana says hi. Their brunch had run long, but they were finally leaving. I looked at my watch. That was a long brunch, putting her at leaving close to 2pm.

Again, that nervous thought that this ‘brunch’ coincidentally overlapped with Wellington’s memorial service fluttered through my gut. I thought about pulling up the Find My… app to see where she was, but I was with the girls and really, that was just paranoia.

When we got home, Jennifer’s Honda Pilot wasn’t in the driveway. It was nearly 3 PM. I was fairly sure that brunch was a portmanteau word of breakfast and lunch. Not mid-afternoon dinner.

I parked as my heart began to rise. If the service was in the city, that would be an hour each way driving, without traffic. Had she mistimed her secret trip? And why hadn’t she told me that she was going? It wasn’t like I didn’t know about Charles Wellington, or even the nature of their relationship. I would have understood her wanting to go to the wake of an old friend—even a past lover. No harm.

Unless there was more to their relationship than she was letting on?

“The others send their regards…”

Who were the others? Would they be at the memorial, too? Lost in my thoughts, I carried the pool bag up our walk, my damp towel draped over my neck and shoulders. When I opened the door, I was surprised to hear laughter coming from the sunroom at the back of the house.

Jennifer was here? The girls flowed around me, heading towards the laughter. I followed, slower, confused.

“Auntie Dee!” Kristi squealed before I’d even stepped out into the glass-paneled room. “Did you bring me any presents?”

“Oh, hello, Kristi.” I recognized Diana’s voice. She’d quit smoking years ago, according to Jennifer, but her voice still carried that sexy, throaty quality that made everything sound slightly naughty. “I always bring presents. What kind of auntie would I be otherwise?”

Even her inflexion hinted at her wealthy upbringing—trained in private schools and refined in Manhattan cocktail bars.

I stepped into the sun room to find Jennifer and Diana seated on the wicker furniture, wine glasses in hand, a half empty bottle of white on the coffee table between them, along with the remains of a cheese and crackers platter.

Diana was as beautiful, sophisticated, and put together as ever. Her dark hair was streaked with gray that she pulled off really well, and today she wore a pair of black linen slacks and a sleeveless emerald top that showed off her toned arms. She was Jenn’s age, 43, but where my wife had the whole girl-next-door-meets-MILF thing going on, Diana always looked like she’d just stepped out of a gallery in SoHo.

Which was an interesting analogy.

“You’re home,” I said, surprised. “I didn’t see your car…”

“Oh, I wasn’t…” Jennifer glanced at the girls. She looked flushed. “I didn’t want to drive.”

“Mommy’s drunk,” Greyson said gleefully.

“I’m not,” Jenn said with kneejerk speed. Then, realizing that she was torn between lying or admitting to being slightly irresponsible, she went with the latter. “Okay, fine, yes, maybe a little.”

“And ‘Mommy’ chose to take an Uber home, rather than drive,” Diana pointed out. “Remember that, girls.”

“It’s good to see you, Diana,” I said. “It’s been a minute.”

Jennifer’s old friend gave me a quick once-over, and suddenly felt self-conscious, realizing that I’d come in wearing just my swim trunks and the towel over my shoulders. She flashed me an appreciative smile. “So good to see you, too, Bryan.” To Jennifer, she said, “Good genes or a healthy diet⁠—”

“Diana,” Jennifer interrupted, glancing sharply at the girls.

Diana rolled her eyes, but acquiesced. She reached into her bag and pulled out a couple of books for our daughters. For Kristi, she handed her a beautiful, hardcover illustrated book of mythology. “I saw this and thought you’d love it. The artwork is gorgeous.”

“Wow, thank you so much, Auntie Dee!”

And for Greyson, older, more teenage, the gift was a leather bound journal. “I don’t know if girls your age still keep diaries or journals, but I’ve found that sometimes, writing out your thoughts can be quite therapeutic.”

We’d raised Greyson well enough that she was graceful in accepting the gift, if not as enthusiastically as Kristi. Then Diana added, “There’s also a gift card for Sephora in there.”

When Greyson checked and found it, the enthusiasm radiated. “Oh, thank you so much, Auntie!”

“Of course, girls. How else am I supposed to be your favorite Auntie?”

“Because neither Bryan nor I have a sister?” Jennifer said, although she was amused.

“Lack of competition doesn’t mean we shouldn’t always try to be our best, Jenn.” She refilled their glasses of wine.

The girls thanked Diana profusely again before going on their way, leaving us three adults together finally.

“So… brunch was good?” I asked. If Diana was here, that meant that Jennifer really had gone out to brunch, not into the city for the memorial service. I had been paranoid, after all. For some reason, the realization left me feeling… disappointed.

“Yes. And it’s been so good to catch up with Jenny,” Diana said. “It’s been too long.”

“I didn’t realize you were coming back here.”

“Last minute decision,” Jennifer said, her words just slightly loose around the edges. They’d definitely had more than one glass. “We finished brunch and Diana wanted to see the house updates, so…”

“I love what you’ve done with the place. Your new patio is gorgeous,” Diana said, looking around. Then, she swung back my way and smiled, checking out my bare upper body again. I found myself sucking in my gut, even though I didn’t have much of one. “You have a great view.”

“I’ll… um,” I stammered, feeling self-conscious again, “I’ll leave you two to your… catching up.”

“Oh, don’t leave on my account⁠—”

“Di,” Jennifer said, but unlike when the girls were here, she sounded more playful.

“Fine, fine.” Diana waved a hand harmlessly, shooing me away. “It was good to see you, Bryan.”

“You too.” I hustled away, going upstairs to shower off the chlorine as I listened to the two women friends giggle and laugh again. It was good to hear Jennifer like that, loosening up. Diana was always an… influence like that. Not sure if it was good or bad. I couldn’t remember the last time that Jenn had gotten drunk in the middle of the day. We didn’t even have alcoholic beer in the house anymore.

The shower was always a good place to process my thoughts, and as I tried to assemble the pieces of this jigsaw, I realized one thing: Diana, an old friend of Jennifer’s from her undergrad days, probably would have known Charles Wellington. If Jennifer was comfortable enough to go to art gallery openings with the man and be photographed, then surely she talked to her best friend about him at the time.

So it was, maybe, a possibility that they’d gone together to the service. Maybe. But again, why would Jenn keep that from me?

Under the shower spray, my thoughts drifted elsewhere. SoHo. The gallery opening. That dress, Charles Wellington’s hand on her hip. Involuntarily, my dick started to stiffen. I reached for the bar of soap, rubbing it along my length as I shut off my ideas and thought about that photo.

There she was, in my mind’s eye again. Just twenty-two, so young, so… confident. The dress showed everything—the curve of her breast, her toned waist, her back. She wasn't trying to be modest. She was showing off. And Charles Wellington, silver lacing his dark hair, enjoyed showing her off.

Why did I find this arousing? Why did it get me hard to think about my wife with another man—my wife with another older man, someone she should be nowhere near a relationship with. Why did that make me horny?

I didn’t know, but the way my cock ached told me that it did.

I thought about Raelynn this morning, her head disappearing into the lap of that guy. My cock surged, thinking about Raelynn, yes, but also the possibility that Jennifer had, too.

No, not just the possibility. The near certainty of it.

Then there was the pink bikini. She’d said it was from a time long past, from a different version of her. Had Charles bought it for her? Had she worn it for him as they cruised around the Caribbean in a yacht? Had my C-suite wife and PTA mom followed him around in a thong bikini? Maybe she’d removed the top. Maybe, probably, she’d gone to him, dropped to her knees, and thanked him for taking her on the trip.

Fuck.

I was beating off hard now, my fingers gliding over my soapy dick.

Stop thinking like this, Bryan.

What else had they done together? How many times had she sucked his cock? Was he big? Had they fucked, even? Was he good? Did she enjoy it? She had to. She wouldn’t do it for any other reason.

Or maybe… maybe there were other reasons…

Charles Wellington. Successful, powerful, wealthy. A man who could open doors for her. He knew people. He had connections.

The thought crystallized as I stroked myself faster under the spray. Jenn had said it wasn’t just a relationship. She’d called it an arrangement. What if she’d sucked his cock, fucked him, for something in return?

She was a scholarship student at Columbia. I knew how much her parents struggled to help with what that scholarship didn’t cover. But in that photo, she was wearing a dress that probably cost more than a semester’s worth of textbooks. She was at an exclusive gallery opening in SoHo. She even looked like she belonged there.

Something didn’t square. How did a broke college kid afford that?

Unless someone was paying for it. Paying for her.

Bryan, stop! This is fucking weird.

I ignored my inner voice. My hand moved faster, the thought of Jenn’s offering sex to this older man in return for help making me harder, even as part of me recoiled from some of it.

A snippet of conversation from Friday night returned: ‘He represented a different phase in my life…’ One that she didn’t want to talk about. One that she was possibly ashamed of?

Was that what Charles Wellington had been? Her boyfriend? Or her benefactor? Supporting her through school in exchange for⁠—

You know Jennifer better than that, Bryan. Stop thinking like this.

I pictured that younger version of my wife in that dress, leaning close to Charles, sharing a table at some expensive restaurant. I imagined his hand on her thigh, Jenn smiling at him with that confident, alive expression. I daydreamed of her going back to his place afterward. Showing him her gratitude in the only way she had access to. Letting her youthful desire out.

Or maybe it wasn’t about desire. Maybe it was purely transactional. Maybe she needed him, and that need made her willing to do things, wear things, be things to him she wouldn’t have otherwise.

The pink bikini. The car. The gallery openings. All of it: gifts, payments, rewards for being… his.

Even if that's true, it's in the past, Bryan. She did it because she had to, not because she wanted to. She probably didn't enjoy it.

But had she enjoyed it? The thought consumed me. Maybe she liked being kept, being shown off. Being his pretty young thing who dressed up and fucked him and made him feel powerful.

You’re disrespecting your wife even thinking these things, Bryan.

My conscience was right. It was so fucking wrong to think this way. Jennifer was a self-made woman. Top of her class at both Columbia undergrad and Columbia Business. I’d been to the company parties and seen the way all the employees respected her.

But had it all started this way? Had she been this older man’s… what was it called? Sugar baby?

The possibility crashed over me and I came hard against the shower wall, my forehead pressed to the cool tile, my hand working myself through it as, one more time, I imagined young Jenny on her knees for Charles Wellington.

The water washed away the evidence, but not the connections I’d made, not the curious arousal I’d felt, not the new questions burning in my mind.

If this was what had happened, how long had it lasted? What exactly had she done for him? Had he paid for her studies or given her cash? If so, how much had he paid her? How much had she been worth to him? What was a blow job worth? How much did her pussy cost him?

And most troubling of all: why was I so fucking turned on by the idea?

I stood under the spray for a long time after, trying to process it all. When I finally emerged, my legs shaky, I could still hear Diana’s husky laugh mixing with Jennifer’s.

Diana, who would have known Jennifer back then. Diana, who might know exactly why my wife referred to her relationship with Charles as an arrangement. Diana, who might know how my wife afforded to wear nice dresses, and where she got her confidence from, to mix and mingle with high society such as Charles fucking Wellington.

As I dried off, my pulse still racing despite having come several minutes ago, I realized I had my next lead.

Diana. I just needed to find a way to talk to her.
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FOLLOW THE FACTS


Itipped a spoonful of sugar into my coffee, contemplating the word.

Sugar.

Sugar baby. Sugar daddy. It was a thing. A quick Google search yielded more than I expected it to. There were whole networks and services that supported it: young women looking for “guidance” and “support,” older men offering “generosity” and “experience.” The language was coded but clear. Everyone knew what was really being exchanged.

It was Monday morning and I was sitting at my desk at home, ostensibly working on an article about local zoning changes, but really falling down a rabbit hole of research.

Seeking Arrangement. Sugar Baby University. Subreddits where young women shared tips on vetting potential daddies, negotiating allowances, setting and maintaining boundaries.

The terminology alone was eye-opening. PPM—pay per meet. Allowance. Arrangement. SR—sugar relationship. These women talked about it like a job, which I supposed it was, in a way. A very specific kind of job.

Hard to believe that Jennifer had been caught up in all of this once. Like, really hard to believe. But then my mind went to that photo of Jennifer in the black dress at the gallery opening, of Charles Wellington's hand on her hip. Rationally, I knew that there was another perfectly rational explanation for all of this, but once the idea of her being a Sugar Baby was embedded in my brain, I couldn’t shake it free.

My Outlook pinged. Email from the editor of a newspaper I was contracted with. Still good for that zoning piece today? Need it by 5 if possible.

I checked my watch, cursed under my breath at the time, and responded: Yep, almost done.

It wasn’t true. The zoning article was more of a barebones concept of an article than an article. I’d done the research last week, but it still had a long way to go.

This was bad. I wasn’t focusing on work. Worse, all I could think about were some very not safe for work websites. I closed the browser that I had open and refocused on my actual job…

Although… what if…? A thought blossomed in my mind, maybe an article on this industry wouldn’t be that bad of an idea. Something posted on Medium, perhaps, I couldn’t pitch it anywhere.

My phone buzzed. A text from Jennifer.

[Jennifer]: Board meeting ran long. Home by 6:30. Can you pick up girls from their camps?

I stared at the message. My wife, the COO, in her sensible business attire, running board meetings and managing staff. My conscience told me again that it was a total disservice to her to think that Charles Wellington had funded her MBA, helped her get her first job. She didn’t owe her success to anyone but herself, and it was fucked up to even question any of that now.

I typed back.

[Me]: No problem. See you tonight.

Finally, the voice in my head said. You’re realizing how out of order this is. Get this stuff out of your head and focus.

“Enough,” I replied, as if speaking out loud would actually work.

It kind of did, though. Kind of. At least enough to get me through Monday with only minimal thought of sugar babies and daddies and blowjobs in sportscars. I finished up the article, then picked the girls up their respective camps, which I found organized neatly on our family calendar.

Back at home, I worked on dinner, grateful for the distraction, as the girls disappeared into their own worlds.

“Mmm, that smells great,” Jennifer said when she came in around 7. The food I’d cooked was almost ready—fish tacos tonight with my own home made salsa verde.

“I thought I’d do my special.” I smiled as she stood on her tiptoes, pressing her lips to mine.

The kiss lingered long enough to make my cock twitch. “You’re so good,” she murmured softly.

“Just trying to make the breadwinner happy.”

“Oh, please,” she said. “You know, that drive we… enjoyed made me think. We should go out more often. Just me and you.”

“Like a date night?”

“Yeah. Next week’s the board meeting, and after that, we drive the girls to sleep away camp, so I was actually thinking we could do something this Friday, before it gets all crazy.”

“What did you have in mind?” I asked, spooning the fish and salad into the warm shells.

“Still working that out,” she said, her eyes on the tasty food in front of me. “Not the Caribbean, but maybe somewhere more… private than just a restaurant.”

“That sounds fun.” There were so many things that needed to happen: I had all the follow-ups on the story I was behind on, there were chores that I was neglecting, I was supposed to meet up with some friends at the gym, but I liked what Jennifer was suggesting. “We should see if Raelynn’s available to watch the girls.”

“Actually, I already checked, and she’s busy.”

“That sucks.”

Jennifer stole a taco, stuffing it into her mouth and giggling when I gave her a chastising look.

“So, I also checked with your dad. He’s free.” She stepped closer, swallowing the mouthful of fish. “He says he’s happy to watch them the whole night, if we like.”

“Oh.” I grinned. “So you really do mean something more than dinner at Chipotle.”

Jennifer laughed. “We could do that, if you wanted. I was just thinking about something fancier.”

I thought of SoHo. Of that wild black dress. Of what she must have done after. “I could work with fancier. Should I get my suit dry cleaned?”

“Again, I already had it sent.”

“You’ve thought of everything.” I drew her close, close enough that I could see the sparkle of her makeup, her mascara, her eyeliner.

“It’s kind of my job.”

And mine was to discover things. To investigate mysteries. Just never thought that my wife of twenty years would be my subject.
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I didn’t sleep well, although when I awoke I only had the vague impressions of a dream that was definitely sexual, and involved either Jennifer or Raelynn or some amalgam of both. Either way, it made me feel guilty. Ashamed of myself. Confused.

In the past, whenever I’d felt… burdened, whenever I’d struggled, the only thing that had helped was talking. Sharing the burden with someone. But that someone couldn’t be Jenn, for obvious reasons. I needed to talk to Diana, but she wasn’t the right person either, not for this. I picked up my phone from the dresser and scrolled through the list of contacts. There really was only one someone that I felt comfortable with: my closest friend from college, Marcus Navarro.

I spent way too long composing an opening text. Did I give him context? Did I open with some pleasant nothing? For a professional journalist who writes for a living, this was ridiculous. In the end, I settled on something simple.

[Me]: Hey, you around? Need to run something by you.

His response came quickly. Marcus was popular, always chatting to someone or other. But I could trust him. He was a good guy, always had been.

[Marcus]: I thought you’d never ask. It’s the summer. I’m a teacher. I’ve got literally nothing going on. What are we talking? Beer? Coffee?

A beer was tempting, but also not very responsible. I wasn’t in my twenties anymore.

[Me]: Coffee sounds good. I can come out to Stamford. The place on Birch Street? Like… 10:30?

[Marcus]: I’ll be there, brother.

After dropping off Kristi and Greyson at their respective camps, I headed straight into the city. Stamford was the closest city to Greenwich, only about 20 to 30 minutes depending on traffic. Marcus taught at Stamford High, and Jennifer’s association was downtown.

I sometimes went up there when I wanted to write in a coffee shop that wasn’t filled with affluent clientele of Greenwich, or just wanted to change it up, and when I did, Birch Street Coffee was my go-to.

I got there way before 10:30, which gave me time to pull out my laptop, check emails, make sure that all was good with my rushed-but-finished zoning article from yesterday.

Then I dove back into more research that my conscience would no doubt tell me I shouldn’t be doing. I had the sense not to load up any sugaring sites on a semi-public WiFi, but I did look more into that gallery opening, hoping to find more images of Jennifer. I didn’t, and unfortunately, my other searches of Charles Wellington didn’t produce any more gold like that.

Charles seemed to be a man who stayed out of the spotlight, mostly, and other than his wife, Charlotte, there were no records of him having any other relationships.

When Marcus walked in—all 6’2”, barrel-chested, fully dark-bearded lumberjack of him—I suddenly felt nervous. Could I really voice these concerns to someone else? It was pretty out there, even for a buddy as close as him.

“Well, you look like shit,” he said, grabbing me and pulling me into a slightly-too-tight bear hug.

“Thanks, man. Love you, too.”

Marcus was the coach of the varsity wrestling team at Stamford High, as well as teacher of Humanities. After he got his predictable espresso and was seated across from me, he looked me square in the eyes and said, “So what’s going on? And don’t start by asking me how work’s going. I know you, Bryan Turner. Something’s up.”

“How’s work going?”

Marcus laughed, then raised an eyebrow. “Work’s good. Now tell me what’s up.”

I sighed. I’d hoped for at least a modicum of conversation before I started discussing my suspicions that my wife might have been a sugar baby. But looking at Marcus’s patient face, I knew he’d seen right through me. So I launched into it. It’s why I’d reached out, after all. “It’s… about Jennifer.”

Now, both of Marcus’s thick brows went up. He hadn’t expected that little twist. He knew Jenn well, of course. He was the best man at our wedding. He’d been the first guy that I told when I realized that I was falling in love with her. He’d vetted her as surely as my own dad had.

“Okay. What about Jennifer? Is she okay?” Of course his first thought was about her well-being. When I nodded reassuringly, his second was closer to my concerns. “Are you two okay?”

“I don’t know.” When I said it, he winced, and I realized I was leading too much. “I mean, sorry, that’s not quite right. Yes, we’re okay. We’re great. I just… I learned some stuff. About her past, and I… I don’t know what to do with it. It’s got me kind of on tilt.”

“Okay.” He leaned back, his chair creaking under him. “I’m listening.”

So I told him about the bikini—which he took great interest in—about the two men turning up on our doorstep, telling us about the death of Charles Wellington, the gift of the car, the letter that had come with it. I showed him the photo of the letter, let him read it, then delved into my research, even showing him the photo I’d found of young Jennifer and the dress.

Finally, another americano and espresso later, with a deep breath, I lowered my voice, leaned in, and I told him about my sugar daddy theory. “I think that maybe she was his sugar baby?”

Marcus listened to it all, his face mostly neutral, processing. When I finished with that conclusion, he took a sip of his coffee, and then a deep breath.

“I’m hearing a lot of ‘I think’s in your story,” he said at last. “You think that Jennifer was a… what did you call it? A sugar baby? You think Jennifer had that kind of arrangement with this guy… based on a photograph and a cryptic letter?”

My face went hot. “And the car. The car most of all. Why else would he leave something like that to a woman he hadn’t seen in decades?”

“Right, the car. Decades.” I heard the skepticism in his voice, and actually, hearing myself voice these thoughts out loud, it did sound very speculative at best. Crazy, at worst.

“Bryan,” he said, using my name pointedly. It was a tone that he normally used when he was going to tell me that I was being overly dramatic. “You’re a journalist. What would you tell someone who came to you with this evidence?”

“That they were jumping to conclusions.”

“Right.” He nodded. “What you should be doing is stripping this back to the facts. Then draw conclusions logically from those facts. Anything else is what?”

“Are you, like, some kind of teacher?”

“Speculation,” Marcus wiggled a finger at me. “It’s called speculation. And yes, I am a teacher. Still hard to believe, isn’t it?”

“Even after twenty years, yes,” I agreed with a tight laugh. Truth was, it wasn’t. Marcus was an amazing teacher, even winning Teacher of the Year in Connecticut a few years back. “Okay, let’s do it your way. Let’s examine the facts. A man called Charles Wellington left her a car. He was older, wealthy. There’s a photo of her at a prestigious gallery opening wearing a dress she shouldn’t have been able to afford when she was in college as a broke student from a poor family. And there’s a letter telling her that he loved her, but was happy for the life she now led.”

“It sounds to me like she was his girlfriend and things didn’t work out. But, from all of that, you instead concluded that she was once a sex worker.”

That statement drew a couple glances from the neighboring tables. I blushed. “Lower your voice, man.”

“Don’t try to change the subject. We’re getting close to a breakthrough here.”

“Fine. Okay, you’re right, it does sound bad when you put it like that.”

“Because it’s a big leap.” He unfolded his arms and finished off his espresso. “I love you, man, and I’m not even saying that you’re wrong. Knowing Jennifer, it’s pretty damned far fetched, but who knows? We were all young once. She clearly had something going on with this guy, and maybe there was some kind of… arrangement. But you don’t actually know that. You’re filling in the gaps with assumptions. It could simply be that he loved her and enjoyed spoiling her with gifts. The car held special memories and as a parting gift, he left it to her in his will. Simple as that.”

He was right. If I was teaching Journalism 101, I would have failed myself. “So, what do I do?”

“I think the answer to that question depends.”

“On?”

“What’s your end goal here? You’re not writing a piece on Jennifer. If you do discover something, what then? What do you do with that information?”

“I…” That was a good question and one I hadn’t thought of. “I’m honestly not sure.”

“Whatever happened between Jennifer and this Charles guy, it was so long ago, it’s ancient history. Even if she was some guy’s sugar… baby… or whatever, she’s definitely not the same woman that she was back then, just like you’re not the same gym bro you were at college.”

“That’s a good point,” I conceded, taking a gulp of my Americano. “Thanks, man.”

“Any time.” He finished the espresso and put it down slowly on the table, his finger tracing the edge of the small cup. “You’re not going to stop looking, are you?”

“No.” I shrugged. “I don’t know why I need to know… I just do. My mind won’t rest until I know the truth. It’s, like, cathartic or something. I don’t know.”

Perhaps it’s because it turns you on to think of Jenn sucking someone else’s cock.

I tried to silence the voice in my head and focus on Marcus as he considered me for a long moment.

He just shook his head and grinned at me. “Well, do me a favor, okay? Use your training, Bryan. Follow the facts. You’re a journalist—investigate properly. Find actual evidence, not just circumstantial bullshit. And hopefully by the time you discover whatever you discover, you’ll know what to do with it.”

“Good advice,” I admitted. “I knew you’d talk some sense into me.”

“That’s what best friends are for,” he replied without any smugness. “Hey. I didn’t tell you yet, but I’ve started seeing this girl. She’s gorgeous. Izzy. Young, dynamic, brunette, big tits. Wait until you meet her.”

“Oh, yeah?” I nodded, grateful to him for drawing the conversation away from me being an idiot. “How young, exactly?”

“She’s younger than us,” Marcus conceded with a wry grin, “Twenty-three. But mature for her age. I’m telling you, she’s amazing.”

I rolled my eyes. “Twenty-three? Wow. But fair enough, if she’s mature, go for it. Just don’t come running to me when she leaves you in ten years time for a younger man.”

“Never gonna happen,” Marcus laughed, but I actually saw his cheeks redden slightly. He really did like this girl.

“Go ahead then,” I sighed at my clearly smitten friend. “You obviously want to tell me more.”

“It’s only been a month, but… she’s pretty amazing in bed,” he bragged. “She’s got it all, dude. I’m telling you, I know it’s early, but she might be the one.”

Now it was my turn to laugh skeptically. “Every girl you meet is the one, Marcus. Then you dump them after six months. What makes Izzy different?”

My best friend’s eyes widened, showing mock-hurt at my lack of faith. “I’ll tell you what,” he suggested. “Coffee is all well and good, but let’s meet up next week for a beer. You bring Jenn. I’ll bring Izzy. Then you’ll see what makes her different.”

“You know I don’t drink like I used to,” I tempered his expectations. “But sure. A beer sounds good.”

We talked the usual guy stuff after that, work, hobbies, sport and then we went our separate ways. I left the coffee shop feeling marginally better. Marcus was right, I needed to be more methodical here. I’d immediately jumped to unfair conclusions, diving into researching things like sugaring sites, my imagination running while.

Getting into my car, I decided to head over to Jennifer’s office and surprise her. The NFSA headquarters were just a few minutes away, and it had been a while since I’d popped in. Maybe we could grab a late lunch and be normal and I could begin to stop obsessing about crazy conclusions.

I pulled into the parking lot of her building and was about to text her when I saw her, walking down the sidewalk towards the entrance. But she wasn’t alone.

An older man walked beside her. He was probably in his late sixties or early seventies, his silver hair receding yet distinguished, with the rich tan of someone from southern Europe. Something about him seemed familiar, but I didn’t know him. As they spoke, they seemed very intent and animated with whatever they were chatting about.

When they got to the entrance, they stopped walking, but the conversation continued. He said something, Jennifer laughed, reaching out to squeeze his arm affectionately. When they hugged, they held it longer than two professionals hugging in a parking lot. It was more like a hug you’d give a close friend or family member.

My stomach dropped.

“You’re jumping to conclusions again,” I said to myself aloud, pre-empting my inner voice.

They pulled apart. She said something else, still smiling. He nodded, squeezed her shoulder, and the two parted. Jennifer went into her building. Then the man started to make his way towards the parking lot. Towards me.

“Follow the facts,” I said, repeating Marcus’s sound advice. My heart began to hammer as I watched this man approach, but if he saw me and recognized me, he didn’t give anything away. He got into a sleek, black Mercedes sedan, sliding into the driver’s seat, closing the door behind him. I knew what I was about to do, and it no longer involved me surprising Jennifer at work.

When he pulled out of the lot, I followed, maintaining a safe distance. This wasn’t the first time I’d tailed a source. I knew how to do it without rousing suspicion, but I was extra cautious here.

He drove through Stamford, heading toward the water. Past downtown, through tree-lined streets where houses got progressively larger and the lots more private. We crossed into Shippan Point, a wealthy peninsula neighborhood that rivaled even those in Greenwich.

I followed the Mercedes as it turned onto a quiet street lined with mature oaks, then pulled into the circular driveway of a substantial colonial. I noted the address as I drove past, watching in the rear view mirror as he parked and stepped out, stretching a knot from his lower back and turning his face into the warm sun.

I slowed to a stop and watched as he took out his phone, tapped on it and lifted it to his ear. A call started. Then, talking jovially, he disappeared through the imposing front doors and inside what was presumably his palatial estate.

I restarted the car and headed to the first coffee shop that I could find, repeating the address over and over so as not to forget it. Inside, I ordered another coffee, this time a decaff, opened my laptop and brought up the county tax assessor’s website, searching the database by address.

Owner: Giovanni Russo

Purchased: 2003

Purchase Price: $3.2 million

Giovanni Russo. Now I had a name. Before I could stop myself, I Googled the name, and unlike Charles Wellington, Russo had quite an online presence.

Former managing director at Goldman Sachs, hedge fund manager, board member of multiple financial institutions including Northeast Financial Services Association. NFSA. Where Jennifer was the COO. That was how she knew him, but there was something in that hug that told me they weren’t just distant work acquaintances.

There were photos. A lot of photos, taken over many years. Galas, industry events, vacations in warm looking locations. “Gio,” as he was often referred to, didn’t seem to age much over the years. His hair had thinned out and grown more gray, but it was always the same shrewd eyes and dark confidence in every single picture. Again, I felt a ping of familiarity. I’d seen him somewhere before, but I had no idea when or where.

I kept scrolling through images, wondering if this was what doom scrolling really was, scanning for pictures of Jennifer.

I found one from just last year at an NFSA event, where they were naming new members to the board. I remembered that night, although only vaguely. I’d just been let go from the newspaper after working my ass off for them, and was in free fall. I remember drinking a lot. I remember the anxiety I felt every time someone asked what I did for a living. Vaguely, maybe, I remember Jennifer standing on stage next to the CEO as they welcomed Russo onto the board. That explained the slight familiarity that I’d felt.

I kept scrolling.

Then I found it.

An archived photo from a 2005 article in Manhattan Magazine about “Summer in the Hamptons: Where Finances Meets Leisure.” The photo showed a group on what looked like a yacht—several men in linen shirts and designer sunglasses, a similar number of women in bikinis or tiny dresses.

And there, center frame, was Jennifer. Or Jenny, I supposed, at the time. Even in a pair of oversized designer sunglasses and looking in her early twenties, I’d recognize her anywhere. She wore a white bikini top and a sheer white cover-up that did almost nothing to cover her up. Her hair was longer, sun-lightened, wind-blown. She was laughing, head thrown back, one hand holding a champagne flute, the other resting on⁠—

Giovanni Russo's chest.

He stood just behind her, one arm draped possessively around her narrow waist, the other holding his own drink. The photograph captured a man who had everything he could ever want, right there, the absolute peak of his life.

The photo also oozed sex. The way she pressed herself against him. The way the strings of the white bikini met in big, loopy bows at her hip and just behind her neck. This wasn’t a formal gallery opening. This wasn’t a professional networking event. She was there as the girl-on-the-arm. She was eye candy. And she didn’t seem to mind it.

I stared at the photo, my mouth dry, my cock stirring despite the confusion and jealousy churning in my gut.

That was my wife, half-naked, on a yacht, in another man’s arms. And, no doubt, shortly after in another man’s bed.

The caption read: “Investment banker Giovanni Russo and friends enjoying a summer sail in the Hamptons aboard the Salty Dog.”

It took me a moment to realize that The Salty Dog was the name of the yacht. I scanned the article again. Jennifer wasn’t named. No one else was. The only reference to the group was “And friends.” But that wasn’t the point, and she wouldn’t want to be named anyway. She was part of the scenery in the eyes of the article. This was all about Gio.

I looked at the byline of the article and recognized the name. Sarah Park. We’d both gone to Vassar, both studying English lit with a focus on journalism. I’d written for the newspaper there, and she’d focused on the literary magazine. She was cool, if I recalled correctly. So she’d been to this party?

I looked her up on LinkedIn. She was still in New York City, still writing, although now freelance like me. Another possible lead.

I cleared my head and stepped out into the summer sun, leaving the decaf americano behind unfinished. I was shaking, and I realized that I’d only consumed coffee since breakfast. It was almost 2 in the afternoon. Where had the day gone?

As I got back in the car, tossing my laptop onto the backseat, my mind ticked through these new discoveries. Marcus had told me to follow the facts, and now I had a new fact. A big one, in the shape of Giovanni Russo.

The assumptions that I’d made from the letter hadn’t been confirmed, but Charles’s line about there being others suddenly came to a sharp focus in my mind. Had Russo been a sugar daddy to Jennifer, too? Before or after Charles?

As well as his advice to follow only the facts, Marcus’s question also rang in my ears: What's your end goal here? What will you do with this information when you find out?

I still didn't have an answer. But I was closer to finding out.
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OFF THE RECORD


“How was your day?”

Jennifer’s question was innocent enough, a throwaway question that we asked each other every evening after work. Only this time, as I searched for an answer, I tripped over myself.

I confirmed that you liked wearing tiny bikinis in your early twenties.

I discovered that you seemed to have a taste for rich older men, too.

And I know that you saw one of them today, and kept it from me for some reason. It’ll be interesting to see if you mention it.

“Fine.” And then, when I realized that I sounded more like Greyson than my usual self, added, “I met up with Marcus for coffee.”

“Oh yeah? How’s he doing?”

Jennifer had changed out of her work clothes and into a more casual pair of shorts and blouse. She’d pulled her hair back into a casual ponytail. She was… Jennifer. I couldn’t even squint and see that vixen in the white bikini, Gio draped all over her. Maybe I’d been mistaken. Maybe it really was some other blonde.

Who are you trying to kid? You know full well that it was Jenn.

“He’s doing well,” I replied honestly. “Summer freedom and all that. He’s got another new girl in tow.”

“Well, that’s no surprise.” She removed a can of Spindrift from the fridge and cracked it open. “He come out here? Or did you meet him in Stamford?”

“Birch Street. The coffee place.”

“Oh, you like it there. You should have swung by the office.”

Just like that. Nothing to hide. I was careful how I answered, not wanting to get caught in a lie. And I most certainly had to lie.

Oh I did, then I followed the man you hugged back to his fucking mansion and found out that you’ve got a past with him. Another past you’ve never told me about.

“I just worried you’d be busy. But yeah, next time.”

I immediately felt guilty for lying and covered it by setting the table for dinner. Tonight was Chinese takeout because I was just too preoccupied to cook.

Over dinner, Jennifer informed the kids that “Poppy,” as they called my dad, would be staying with them Friday night. “Your dad and I are going out.”

“Where?” Greyson asked.

Jennifer just looked at me and smiled. “It’s a surprise.”

Kristi was more focused on her grandfather coming to visit. “Oh, it’s so fun when Poppy visits. He lets us stay up late and eat junk food⁠—”

“Kris, shut it,” our older daughter said, worried that we’d add some rules. I just laughed, looking at Jennifer. It wasn’t like we didn’t know how much he spoiled the girls.

“I’m actually going to see Poppy tomorrow,” I said.

“Oh yeah?” It was Jennifer who asked, looking at me curiously.

“Yeah. I’m headed into New York to meet up with another reporter, and since I was in the city, I figured I should stop in to see how he’s doing.”

After returning from Stamford, I’d looked up Sarah Park’s email address and sent her a speculative message.

‘Hi, Sarah. I don’t know if you remember me, we both studied English Lit at Vassar. The reason I’m getting in touch is that I’m doing a profile piece on a guy called Giovanni Russo and saw that you’d covered him in the past. Is there any chance that I could pick your brain?’

Almost as soon as I hit the send button, I got a reply. She must be at her computer, working. She’d been a hard worker back at Vassar, if memory served.

‘Sure. Always happy to help out a fellow journo, especially anyone from Vassar! Where are you based? I’m happy to meet up if you’re local.’

We’d exchanged a couple more messages and set up a time and place. Now I just had to figure out how I was going to approach it.

Back in the moment, Jennifer said, “He’ll like that. I sometimes worry about him, living all by himself in that city.”

“Oh, he’s living his best life. You know how Poppy is.”

Probably had a new girlfriend, too. My dad was almost as prolific with the ladies as Marcus was. I couldn’t keep up anymore with either of them. Jennifer seemed to read my thoughts, smiling slyly. “True, very true. But still, he should move out here.”

“He’d die in the suburbs.” And honestly, I didn’t think I’d love it if he was any closer.

Later that night, I watched Jennifer get ready for bed. She wore an oversized t-shirt from some 5K we ran years ago, and a pair of PJ shorts. I bet she hadn’t packed an outfit like that to the Hamptons and the Salty Dog

I fell asleep, thinking about that, and wondering what I’d learn tomorrow from Sarah.
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Sarah Park looked practically the same as the last time I’d seen her, back at Vassar almost two decades ago. Maybe better.

She’d grown into herself. She was more polished, more mature, yet she didn’t seem to sport a single wrinkle, like time hadn’t touched her porcelain skin. Compliments of her Korean ancestry, no doubt.

She was waiting for me at the restaurant when I arrived, dressed in a black silk blouse and a pair of tailored slacks that fit her petite frame perfectly. She smiled when she saw me, flicking a finger through the sleek bob of dark hair that hit just below her jawline. Closing the distance between us, she extended her hand.

“Bryan Turner. What a blast from the past. God, how long has it been?”

“I’d prefer not to think about it,” I said with a smile. Her return smile was radiant. She definitely hadn’t had this kind of confidence back when I knew her. She’d been hard-working, determined and a bit of a geek. “You look great.”

“So do you.” She held my eyes for a moment, then tilted her head toward the back of the restaurant. “Come on, I have a table.”

We settled in. She ordered a cocktail. I stuck with a club soda. “You’re going to make me drink alone?” she asked, raising a delicate eyebrow.

“You don’t have an hour-long drive back home after this.”

“That’s fair.” She settled into her seat and fixed her eyes on me. “So you’re doing a piece on Giovanni Russo, huh?”

“Yes. Early stages. Just some background stuff.”

“Interesting character, that one.”

“That’s why I’m writing a piece on him” I pulled out my phone. “Mind if I record this?”

“I don’t, but you’ll get a censored version if you do. I’d rather this be off the record.”

“Ah, okay.” I put the phone away and replaced it with a notebook and pencil. “How about this?”

“Sure, that’s fine.”

“So, how do you know him?”

“I've covered him over the years. Parties, galas, charity events. He’s part of that Manhattan finance scene I write about.” She took a sip of her cocktail. “What’s the story? What angle are you taking? Do you have a scoop on him?”

“I’m… not ready to disclose that. Not yet, but let’s just say that I came across his name while researching something else, and he seemed… interesting.”

“Mmm. No scoop.” Sarah studied me with those sharp, dark eyes. “So, what were you researching that led you to Gio?”

Shit. She was good. I kept my breathing calm and spread my hands. “Just following some threads,” I said vaguely. “You know how it goes. One source leads to another. We research, put things together, work it back…”

“Sure. Following some threads. Right.” She didn’t believe me, but let it slide. “Well, if you’re not going to give me your scoop, hit me with the questions. What do you want to know?”

“You wrote a piece about him back in... 2005? Summer in the Hamptons?” Like I didn’t know exactly when the article was written and exactly what it was titled. Like I hadn’t read it three times already.

Her eyebrows went up slightly. “You did your homework. That was forever ago. I was just starting out at Manhattan Magazine.”

“I saw the photos. The yacht party looked pretty impressive.”

“It was." She leaned back, remembering. “That was peak Hamptons excess. Pre-financial crisis, when these guys were spending money like it would never end. Gio threw incredible parties.”

“You went to a lot of them?”

“A few. I was dating someone in finance at the time, so I got access. It was good for my career—I learned how that world worked, who the players were, how to write about them in a way that didn’t piss anyone off.” She pulled the stir straw from her cocktail and pointed it in my direction. “That’s something to think about when you’re writing this piece, whatever your scoop or angle is: don’t piss anyone off. Especially not someone like Giovanni Russo. Not unless you’re going to get a nice return on it.”

“He’s dangerous?”

Sarah laughed. “No, not dangerous like he’s… mafia or something. But he’s got enough money that you need to be wary. That’s all. Just something to bear in mind.”

I nodded. “Point taken. Which is why I’m here, picking your brain and asking for advice. So, tell me more about him.”

Sarah reeled off everything she knew about Gio, his humble beginnings to his meteoric rise in wealth and his continued presence in the city. I pretended to take notes, pausing at the end to ask my next question when I already knew exactly what I wanted to ask. Now or never. “That photo from that yacht party... there were some young women.”

Sarah’s expression didn’t change, but something flickered in her eyes. Recognition, maybe. Or wariness.

“There were,” she said carefully.

“Is that who he was? One of those older wealthy men who enjoyed partying with younger women in their twenties?”

“Bryan.” She set down her drink. “What is this profile really about? You’re not looking for the next Harvey Weinstein, are you?”

That idea was a terrifying one. That my wife had been mixed up in something like that was⁠—

“Because it wasn’t like that. Not even close.”

I felt the rush of relief. “No? So, what was it like?”

“Not like what you’re imagining. Not escorts, nothing crude like that.” She took a measured sip of her drink. “These women were Ivy League. Driven. They could hold their own at a dinner table, hold their own at a negotiation. The men knew it. That was part of the appeal for both sides.”

“That’s very tidy framing.”

She tilted her head. “Meaning what?”

“Meaning a twenty-two-year-old can know what she’s getting into and still be in a situation where the power isn’t as equal as she thinks.”

Sarah was quiet for a moment, her finger tracing the rim of her glass. “Maybe,” she said, finally. “But that’s true of most situations, isn’t it.” It wasn’t quite a question.

I pulled out my phone. “Off the record still?”

“Of course.”

I pulled up the article, found the image—the Salty Dog yacht party, Gio’s arm around a woman in a white bikini and a sheer cover-up, sun on their bodies, both of them squinting into the light. I turned the screen to Sarah. “The woman there. She’s my wife.”

“Oh.” Her mouth opened slightly, her hand going to the necklace at her throat—something delicate and expensive—before she caught herself.

“Do you remember her?” I asked.

She picked up the phone, studied the photo for a long moment before setting it back down carefully.

“There were a lot of women that weekend,” she said finally. “Lot of blondes.” She tilted her head, studying the image. “I don’t remember this one exactly, but if she’s with Gio…”

My heart was beating a little faster. “Yes?”

“Rumor was that Gio kept very exclusive company. And that he liked strong women to tell him what to do. Not the other way around.”

That sounded like the Jennifer of now, not the girl of the past that I’d been forming in my imagination.

Sarah looked up at me. “Does she know you’re here?”

“She knows I’m meeting up with a journalist friend.” That much was true, but Sarah was perceptive enough not to let me off the hook.

“You know what I mean. Does she know why you’re here?”

“No. You see, until recently I had no idea she was ever mixed up in this world. How did you put it? Rich old men, beautiful young women.”

“I see.” Sarah passed me back the phone. “And how about this photo? This article? Does she know you’ve discovered them? Does she know you’re looking into her past?”

Heat was building up under my collar like something fierce. “No. She doesn’t.”

Sarah leaned back. “You already know what you think happened. You’re not here for background. You’re here for confirmation. So before I give you that, I want to know why. Because if this is about a divorce, I'm not your source.”

“I love Jenn,” I swallowed. “This is purely for my peace of mind. There’s something happening and I need to understand it. She doesn’t want to talk about it and I respect that.”

I took a long drink, gathering myself, then found her gaze, trying to convince her that I was being sincere. “Call it the journalist in me, Sarah. I just want the truth.”

“The truth about what? About whether your wife was sleeping with Giovanni Russo twenty years ago?” She said it bluntly, without judgment. “Like I said, I don’t remember that blonde, but if she was on his arm like that, chances are that she was. But this was before you got together, right? So what does it matter?”

The words hit me hard, even though I’d known. Hearing it confirmed made it real.

“It matters. I don’t know why. Was she just there as his girlfriend?” Asking the question felt ridiculous.

Sarah was quiet for a moment, staring at me, measuring me. She took a breath. “I had an experience once. With that world. A guy named Richard. Older, charming, successful. I met him about a year after the Hamptons party, as I was covering this gala for the magazine. He was charming, seemed interested in my work. Gave me a card and said that he’d love to continue the conversation over dinner.”

I knew where this was going, but was riveted.

“I actually thought of it like a networking opportunity. And it was. We had a lovely dinner. He paid for it all. He asked me about my career goals, offered to make introductions for me. At the end of the evening, we went our separate ways, except… he asked me if I’d like to go to Paris with him next month. There was an art auction there that he thought I’d love to cover. He would pay.”

“You went.”

“I did. First class, all expenses paid. Separate rooms, but I wasn’t stupid. And it was…” She paused, smiling at the memory. “Look, it was good, okay? He was good looking, attentive, knew what he was doing. He seemed to know everyone. The auction itself was extraordinary. I wrote a piece I was genuinely proud of. The next morning, there was a Hermès scarf waiting for me at reception. A note: Something to remember Paris by.”

She touched the necklace at her throat without seeming to realize it, then dropped her hand.

“I sat with that scarf in my lap for a long time. And I thought that I could do this. I could keep doing this. The doors it would open, the life it would give me.” She looked at me evenly. “And then I thought: and then what? Ten years from now, what exactly will I have built? A career that started with a man’s money and a man’s introductions.” She shook her head. “I didn’t want that to be the answer. I wanted to know it was mine.”

“So you walked away?”

“I walked away. Wrote Richard a very gracious thank you note.”

“And you never saw him again?” I asked.

“Oh, no. That world is a small one, and I kept covering it. Still am. I saw him from time to time after that, at a gala or an opening. It was business as usual for both of us. He’d moved on, always with a new woman on his arm.” She picked up her drink. “It honestly made it easier.”

I thought about Jennifer in contrast to Sarah. Sarah seemed to pick up on that, too.

“Look, I’m not judging what your wife did. Her choices were her own, and they seemed to work out pretty well for her, based on her LinkedIn profile.”

“So you did look me up.”

Sarah shrugged, as if to say, Of course. Didn’t you look me up? “All I’m saying is that we made different choices. If you really want to understand her, you’ll need to ask her.”

I hesitated. She was right, of course, but there’d been a reason that she’d kept this from me for so long. Sarah gave me an out.

“There was a woman from the party that I did remember. Dark hair, very striking, knew everyone in attendance. She was a regular at these events, and seemed to enjoy being the center of it all. I think someone called her ‘Dee.’”

“Dee,” I repeated.

“If she was close to that circle, she might know more than I do.” Sarah paused. “The men obviously knew more, but I doubt any would talk to you.” She gathered her purse and stood. “Thanks for this trip down memory lane. I haven’t thought about those days in over ten years, maybe more. Wilder days.” Then, after meeting my eyes, she added, “Talk to her, Bryan. Whatever else you do, you need to talk to her.”

She kissed both my cheeks.

“Good luck, Bryan. And if you do write something about all this…” She smiled. “Let me know. I’d love to read it. And remember, none of it came from me. I wasn’t even there.”
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Stepping out onto the street after such a long and eye-opening lunch, I was surprised to see that it was still day. That people still went up and down the sidewalks, doing whatever they do. Life went on. Mine had to as well.

[Poppy]: Still coming?

My dad’s message, helping me along. I had the valet bring my car around and drove up into the Upper Westside. My dad, Patrick Turner, lived in the Westmont, a pre-war Art Deco building just off Central Park West. I always thought of the Arconia from Only Murders in the Building whenever I visited.

The doorman—because of course this place had a doorman—knew me by name. “Mr. Turner, your father's expecting you.”

I resisted the urge to call him Lester. “Thank you,” I said with a nod, heading for the elevators. Riding up to the tenth floor, even this elevator with its mahogany paneling and brass fixtures felt like stepping into a piece of New York City history.

Dad wasn’t exactly rich, although he liked brushing up against the rich. He did well for himself in real estate, and could only afford his condo at the Westmont because he’d purchased it in the 80s on a deal and it was rent controlled, but he liked it that way. I understand why he’d be reluctant to come live out closer to us, even if Jennifer worried.

“There’s my boy,” Dad said when he opened the door, pulling me into a hug. At 73, he was still fit, still had that energy that made him seem younger. His silver hair was perfectly styled, and he wore an expensive button-down like he was heading somewhere after I left. Which he probably was. Dad always had plans.

“Hey, Poppy.” I could never resist calling him by the girls’ name.

He just laughed, getting a kick out of it. “Come in, come in. I just made coffee. You want some?”

“Sure.”

The apartment was exactly as I remembered—tasteful, masculine, expensive without being showy. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the park, leather furniture, abstract art on the walls that were all gifts from some big name or another. He had jazz playing on a record player—that was in turn hooked up to a fancy Sonos speaker that we’d gotten for him two Christmases ago. Old meets new.

He handed me a cup of coffee and settled down into his chair, slapping his knees.

“So what brings you into the city?”

“Can’t a son just want to come by and say hello to his dad?”

“Sure, just not this son. You’re always on the move.”

I felt bad for that, thinking about what Jennifer had said. He was alone out here. I should make more of an effort. “I was meeting with a source. A story I’m working on. But I did want to see you while I was in the city. It’s been too long.”

“Jennifer know you’re playing hooky from dad duty?" He grinned.

“She’s not my keeper,” I said. We both stared at one another for a moment, then shared a laugh. We both knew that wasn’t true. “She knows I’m in the city, yeah. Girls are at camp anyway.”

“Right, right.” He took a sip of his coffee. “Can’t wait to see them this weekend. They must be getting tall.”

“They are. And they’re excited to see you, too. You better not spoil them too much. I heard about the candy.”

My dad grinned. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” He sipped his coffee. “And Jennifer? Is she good? Work going well?”

“Yeah, she’s good. Busy.”

“She’s a remarkable woman. I hope you know that.”

I swallowed, the entirety of my conversation with Sarah flashed dizzyingly by me. “I do. Of course I do.”

“Good. Don’t take her for granted.” He watched me over the rim of his cup. “You seem distracted. Everything okay?”

“Just work stuff.”

“This story you’re working on?”

“Yeah,” I replied. “You know how it goes.”

He didn’t push, just nodded. We talked for another twenty minutes about nothing important—his latest girlfriend (a woman named Elsa, apparently), the Mets, some new bagel shop that opened a few blocks east. Normal conversation.

But I couldn’t focus. My mind kept drifting back to Sarah’s words, to that photo, to the yacht and the white bikini and Giovanni Russo's arm around my wife's waist.

“You sure you’re alright?” Dad asked as I was leaving.

“Yeah. Just got a lot on my mind.”

He squeezed my shoulder, his grip still strong. “Well, if you need to talk, I’m here. Always. It’s good to see you, son.”

“Thanks, Dad. You too.”

He walked me out to the elevators, patting me on the back. I felt like a kid again. “Oh, before you go… Any idea what your wife’s got planned Friday?” he asked.

“Actually, I was hoping that you’d know. It’s some sort of surprise.”

“I have no clue. But knowing Jenny, it’ll be worth the wait.”

If only my dad knew just how full of surprises Jennifer actually was.


7


AURELIO’S


“Poppy!” Kristi squealed as my dad stepped into our home, practically launching herself into his arms.

“Easy there, Kris-Kris,” Patrick said, catching her. “You’re getting too big for me to lift you like this.”

She giggled, squeezing him hard. “No I’m not.”

“Not yet.” He set her down and turned to Greyson, who was smiling despite her too-cool-for-school attitude.

“There’s my other favorite girl. You are definitely too big for me to lift. Settle for a hug?”

Greyson actually giggled. I hadn’t heard her giggle in a long time. “I suppose so,” she said, giving her grandfather a tight squeeze.

Dad was dressed casually in khakis and a navy polo, a small duffle bag slung over one shoulder. “So what’s the plan tonight? Movies? Pizza? Ice cream for dinner?”

“Yes!” Kristi pumped her fist.

“No,” I said, shaking my head.

“Your dad never was any fun,” my father said to the girls. He lowered his voice, adding, “Even when he was a young boy your age, he was always the sensible one.”

“Yes, Dad is boring,” Greyson giggled.

“Hey!”

My dad ignored me. “Whereas Poppy was always the fun one,” he continued. “Ice cream for breakfast then.”

Greyson’s giggles were now full-on laughter.

‘Poppy’ turned fully to me, giving me an appraising look. Per Jennifer’s instructions, I hadn’t put on a suit, but had put on a tie to match my sports coat and slacks. Apparently I passed muster with my dad, who nodded approvingly. “You clean up well, Bryan. I almost see what Jennifer sees in you.”

“Thanks?” I said.

“Daddy might be boring, but at least he’s handsome,” Kristi reassured Patrick.

“He certainly is. He gets it from me.” My dad smiled warmly. “So where’s Jennifer?”

“Upstairs getting ready. She’s been up there for an hour.”

Patrick nodded. “You two must be going somewhere special.”

I held up my hands. “Apparently. She won’t tell me.”

Patrick chuckled. “Well, knowing Jenny, it’ll be worth the wait.”

“Skip!” Jennifer’s voice came from the top of the stairs. “You’re right on time.”

“When have I ever been late?” he asked as we turned to look up the stairs.

My breath caught and my eyes must have gone wide. She’d transformed in the last hour, slipping into an emerald green dress that molded to her body. It hit just above her knee, showing off more leg than her usual PTA gala dresses, but it was the neckline that had me fixated. She could have pulled it off at one of those PTA galas. But it also definitely showed off some… décolletage, as they call it.

She looked like the woman who’d been on the arm of Charles Wellington at that gallery opening, only older, more sophisticated. This was the woman that that girl had grown into.

“Wow, Mom!” Greyson said. “You look amazing.”

“Thank you, sweetheart.” Jennifer descended the stairs carefully, one hand on the rail, the other holding a small clutch purse that I’d never seen before. To Patrick, she said, “And you were late for our wedding, if I recall.”

My dad was staring at Jennifer, clearly as equally stunned as I was. “I… yes, okay, other than that one little occasion, when have I ever been late?”

Jennifer smiled. “It’s good to see you, Skip.” She pulled him into a hug, and I almost laughed as I watched him awkwardly try to figure out what to do with his hands. He ended up putting them gingerly on her sides, touching her like she would burn him. She was damn hot.

“Always good to see you, Jennifer.”

“Poppy, why does Mom call you Skip?” Kristi asked.

Patrick started to respond, but I stopped him. “This one’s better to show than to tell,” I said. “Hold on.”

I stepped into the living room and grabbed a photo off one of the bookshelves in there. It was an old picture of my dad in a sailor hat. His beard had already started to grow gray, and he looked like Captain Ahab. I carried it back into the foyer and showed the girls.

“Back when I went to college, after my mom moved away, your Poppy had what’s called a midlife crisis⁠—”

“I did not.”

“And decided to take up sailing,” I pressed on.

“Gross misrepresentation.”

“You bought a captain’s hat.”

“For sun protection.”

“And you joined a sailing club.”

“I wanted to surround myself with like-minded hobbyists." He grinned at the girls. “We didn’t have TikTok back then.”

“Mommy saw this photo and called him Skip as a joke. And it just stuck,” I finished.

“Oh, don’t judge you two,” my dad said. “It’s about your turn to get your own captain’s hats.”

Kristi thought that idea was hilarious. We all did. “Here, let me take your bag up to the guest room,” I said.

“Oh, could you grab the overnight bag?” Jenn asked.

“We’re staying the night somewhere?” I still had no idea what the plan was.

“You’ll find out soon enough,” she said mysteriously. Then she cracked a smile. “But yes, we’re staying the night somewhere, and I think I forgot to grab your toothbrush.”

I went upstairs, carrying Dad’s overnight duffle to the guest bedroom before walking into ours. There was Jennifer’s overnight roller bag, stylish and feminine, with a handle that could be retracted to turn it into a tote. I lifted it off the bed. Not fully packed, but I did wonder what fun surprises it held.

I could have unzipped it and checked myself. The curiosity raged within me, just as it had all week long. But I resisted.

Like I’d been resisting for the last couple days—resisting the urge to ignore my actual work and investigate my wife’s past. But I did have work, and even though Jennifer made more than enough to support us, I had a job to do, a reputation to maintain, and failing to deliver on a piece wasn't a good way to keep either.

I had thrown myself back into work, finalizing the zoning article and did a segment on a local podcast about it. There was also the logistics to work out for the kids' upcoming summer camp at Camp Leader Brown in the Berkshires. I kept my hands busy, my mind occupied. Anything to avoid obsessing over the photos—the yacht, the gallery opening, my wife with older men—or Sarah’s words, her confession about a world that I never knew existed.

I told myself I would wait. That Friday, today, would give me answers. Jennifer and I didn’t randomly have dinners like this anymore, and we certainly didn’t do overnights on things that weren’t special occasions. She was getting ready to tell me more, and I was ready to receive.

Just thinking about what I might learn had my heart beating faster and my cock starting to rise. I cleared my head and grabbed the bag, almost forgetting to grab my toothbrush.

“Get yourself together,” I murmured to myself, circling back to grab it. I stuffed it into a side pocket. Going to the door, I called down, “Do I need a change of clothes?”

A moment later, Jennifer called back up, “Nope. I packed that. Just the toothbrush.”

Of course she had. That was my wife. She always thought of everything.

I started downstairs, bag in hand. The girls had disappeared. Jennifer was standing in the kitchen doorway, my dad just behind her. I caught the tail end of their conversation as I descended.

“—seemed a little off when he came by,” Patrick was saying, his voice low. “Is everything okay?”

Jennifer glanced towards the stairs, saw me, her expression shifting into a bright smile. “Everything’s fine. He’s just stressed at work. Tonight’ll be good. For both of us.”

My dad looked wary, nodding slowly. “Well, if you need anything⁠—”

“We’re good. Really.” She squeezed his arm. To me, she said, “He worries about you all the time.”

Dad glanced back at me. “Oh, hey, Bryan. Sorry, just telling your wife here that⁠—”

“I heard. And I’m good, Dad. I’m not a kid anymore.”

“I know, I know. But sometimes I forget. You’ll understand that, too.” He relaxed. “Shortly after you get through your midlife crisis.”

We made our goodbyes after that. The girls seemed more excited than broken up to see us go, although Kristi at least gave us big hugs. “Have fun, you two,” Dad said. “Your kids are in good hands.”

“Uh huh.” Jennifer seemed skeptical. “No ice cream for breakfast.”

Patrick turned to the girls and couldn’t hide his smile. “Of course not, right girls?”

“We’ll be on our best behavior, Mommy,” Kristi said.

“It’s not you I worry about,” she said.

“Get out of here. Go have fun, and stop worrying.”

I slipped my hand inside Jennifer’s and guided her to the car. “Come on, before you change your mind.”
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We actually took Charlotte, and this time, Jennifer let me drive her. “Really?”

“Really. I know you’ve been wanting to try her out. And I want to relax and enjoy the ride.”

I didn’t need to be told twice, sliding in behind the wheel, the red leather warm from the afternoon sun. Jennifer settled into the passenger seat, then pulled a CD from her bag.

“What’s that?”

“That is a compact disc. They used to use it before music became digit⁠—”

“I know what a CD is,” I said, putting Charlotte into drive and revving the engine, loving the growl of the engine and enjoying the feeling of power beneath my foot. “I mean, what’s on the mix?”

Jenn glanced at the silver circle in her hand. Written on it in black marker were the letters ‘S.C.’

“Songs for Charlotte,” she replied simply before sliding the CD into the console. As we pulled out of our neighborhood, Britney Spears’ Baby One More Time came on over the surprisingly good sound system of the Corvette, and Jennifer knew every single word. “Just some stuff I used to listen to.”

“Where am I going?” I asked.

“Head towards the city. I’ll direct you when we get closer. And honey? Charlotte was built for speed. Don’t be shy.”

I wasn’t, pressing on the accelerator as we hit I-95, feeling the Corvette respond eagerly. The engine purred, handling like a dream, and for the first time in days, I felt some of the tension ease from my shoulders.

Nelly Furtado’s Promiscuous came on next, and Jennifer turned it up, her shoulders rolling to the beat. It was particularly hot as she mouthed the words, "Promiscuous girl, wherever you are, I’m all alone, and it’s you that I want.”

“Wiser words have never been spoken,” I shouted over the music.

Jennifer fell back into the bucket seat. “I burned this in college.” She ran her fingers through her blonde hair. “God, I haven’t listened to this in forever.” She reached out and put a hand on my chest. “Tonight’s going to be so much fun.”

I glanced over at her, so free, her blonde hair wild and windblown from the drive out. I loved the feeling of the wind on my face but she wound up the side windows to lessen the breeze. It was like the last 20 years had fallen away from her, and once again I wondered if I was looking at the woman that Charles had been so taken with.

Maybe that was the point of this whole weekend: for Jennifer to share that slice of her life with me.

I became even more sure of it when she directed me out to Long Island, and then towards Southampton. This was the woman from the photos, from that other life, and we were driving back into her past.

As Charlotte roared down the highway, the sun setting behind us, I felt ready to learn more. Ready for answers.
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We slowed down as we got into Southampton—the wealthiest part of the Hamptons, which were already very expensive. Jennifer actually pulled up the GPS for the last leg of the trip, as the roads grew smaller and darker.

The boisterous music of our drive in had yielded to slower ballads to fit the mood. Gwen Stefani and Destiny’s Child became Goo Goo Dolls and Coldplay. The houses got bigger, the hedges more private. The sun had fully set and Jennifer quietly watched the world roll by.

Property values were some of the highest in the country where we lived in Greenwich, but this neighborhood was on an entirely different scale. “Wonder how much that place costs,” I said as we drove past a ‘beach house’ that was more estate than beach-side rambler.

Jennifer didn’t say anything, lost in her thoughts.

The GPS led us off the main road, onto what looked like a private driveway. “You sure this is right?” I asked, the crushed white gravel crunching beneath Charlotte’s tires. Tall hedges lined both sides.

“Yeah, this is it.”

We emerged from the hedge tunnel into a parking area that was filled with cars that made me happy we brought the Corvette. Our Honda Pilot would have immediately disqualified us from dining here. A black Bentley Continental sat beside a silver Aston Martin. Two Ferraris—one red, one yellow—occupied the far corner. A Rolls-Royce was parked near the entrance.

“Jesus, what is this place?”

“Aurelio’s.” Jennifer patted my knee. “I used to come here. With Charles.”

Ah. So we were diving back into her past. I parked between a Porsche 911 and what I was pretty sure was a Lamborghini and killed the engine, turning to my wife. “Thank you,” I said to her in the dark.

I could see her turn her head, her features cast in shadow. “Why are you thanking me?”

“Just… for letting me into… this world.” I smiled. “I just hope we’re not going to have to take out a second mortgage for tonight.”

Jennifer chuckled. “Come on, I’m hungry.”

Outside, Aurelio’s looked like a converted estate house, all weathered brick and dark wood trim. Ivy crawled up the side, and warm light glowed from tall windows. Inside, the restaurant was exactly what I’d expected: more dark wood paneling, brass fixtures, tables set with white linens and crystal stemware. The lighting was low and intimate, and it smelled…

“God, it smells so good,” I said.

Jennifer grinned at me. “The chef’s new, but I’ve read good things about him.”

A young hostess in a sleek black dress who kind of reminded me of Raelynn greeted us. “Good evening. Do you have a reservation?”

“Turner,” Jennifer said. “Table for two.”

The hostess didn’t even need to check her table. She smiled. “Of course, Mrs. Turner. Right this way.”

I looked at Jennifer, impressed, and then followed as she led us through the dining room, seating us in a more private section in the back. I noticed heads turning as we passed—men looking at Jennifer, women appraising her dress, everyone trying to place her.

“Your server will be along shortly.”

“Thank you,” Jennifer said, settling into her seat and smiling across the table at me.

I mouthed, “Impressive,” to her and she beamed at me, obviously delighted that I liked her ‘surprise.’

A man approached our table shortly after, late fifties, with salt-and-pepper hair swept back from a handsome face. Judging from his tailored suit and his wide smile, I guessed that this wasn’t our server.

“Jenny?” He had a slight Italian accent. “My God, it is you.”

Jennifer’s face went through several expressions in rapid succession—surprise, pleasure, something like nervousness, before settling on a warm smile. “It’s me,” she said. “Didn’t think you’d be here tonight.”

“I wasn’t supposed to be.” He took her hand, kissed it with old-world charm. “My daughter runs the restaurant now, but when I saw your name on the reservation list for tonight…” He shook his head. “I had to come make sure you were properly taken care of.”

Jennifer stood, and he pulled her into a tight hug. “It’s good to see you, Aurelio.”

Aurelio. As in the name of the restaurant. Definitely not our server.

“And this must be the lucky husband.”

“Oh, sorry. Yes, this is Bryan. Bryan, this is Aurelio Conti. He’s the owner of… well, Aurelio’s.”

“I figured,” I said, standing and holding out my hand. “Pleasure to meet you. This place is quite something.”

Aurelio grinned. “Oh, yes. Thank you. Just wait until you taste the food. Definitely try the cubed potatoes. Chef Paolo has a magical touch.”

He turned back to Jennifer. “I was so sorry to hear about Charles. Mr. Wellington was a very special man. A great supporter of this restaurant from the very beginning.”

Jennifer’s smile faltered. “Thank you. It’s been… it was a shock, you know? I hadn’t thought about him in years, and now that he’s gone…”

As if to include me, Aurelio explained, “Mr. Wellington introduced us many years ago. Jenny was quite young then, just starting out in the world.” He smiled at her. “But look at you now. So successful, so elegant. Time has been very kind.”

“You’re too generous,” Jennifer replied, but was clearly pleased.

“It is but the truth. Now, please.” Aurelio gestured to our table. “Sit, sit. I will send over something special. The Barolo—you remember the Barolo, yes?”

“I remember.”

“Perfecto. And the chef will prepare something wonderful for you both.” He squeezed her shoulder. “No need for menus. You trust your friend, Aurelio, yes? We always take care of our friends. Now sit. And it was good to see you, Jenny.” He nodded at me. “Nice meeting you, Bryan. Enjoy your evening.”

He swept away, moving through the dining room with the ease of someone who owned the place—which he literally did.

I sat back, studying Jennifer across the table as she studied me. I finally felt the full weight of the evening, of her bringing me out here. She was making herself vulnerable to me. She was doing what I should have done last weekend, when our lives were turned upside down: she was opening up communication.

“Not that I’m complaining about any of this—the food, the evening away from the kids—but what’s the occasion? What are we celebrating?”

“Actually…” She looked nervous. I felt nervous. So nervous that my Apple Watch buzzed an alert. I silenced it. But before Jennifer could continue, the sommelier appeared with a bottle of wine, presenting the label for Jennifer’s approval. She barely glanced at it before nodding. He opened it with practiced efficiency, pouring her a taste. She went through the restaurant ritual, sniffed it, sipped, and nodded to him. He filled both our glasses before disappearing.

Jennifer raised her glass, more of a crystal goblet, really, than a glass. “We’re celebrating a night where we get to be the people we were when we first met. No kids. Just us. Jenn and Bryan.”

“I’ll drink to that,” I said, clinking my drink against hers. “I love you, Jennifer Turner.”

I wasn’t much of a wine guy, but the Barolo—I think that’s what he called it—was amazing. Rich, complex, probably obscenely expensive. It warmed the inside of my chest. I already felt light on my feet, and the evening had only just begun. Staring at Jennifer, beautiful, mysterious, about to tell me secrets that I’d been chasing all week, I couldn’t wait.

Our appetizers—antipasti, Jenn corrected me, when I said it aloud—arrived before I could press for more details, some kind of seared scallops that melted in my mouth. My stomach rumbled at the smell alone, and I realized just how hungry I was.

Just as we finished, shoving the small plates aside and smiling at each other in delight at how good the food was so far, Jennifer’s phone buzzed in her clutch. “Sorry, I don’t know who could be calling,” she said, fishing it out. When she glanced at the screen, though, something in her face changed. It was subtle, but I could see her jaw tighten and the cadence of her breathing shift. “Sorry, I have to take this.”

“Now? Jenn⁠—”

“It’s work. I’m sorry. I’ll be quick, back before the main course.” Before I could object further, she was already moving toward the entrance, phone pressed to her ear.

I sat there, confused and suddenly alone. Work? On a Friday night? At eight-thirty?

“Everything alright?”

I looked up. A woman had approached the table, early thirties, dark hair pulled back in an elegant twist. She wore a black dress similar to the hostess’s, only more expensive. She had Aurelio’s warm smile and aquiline nose.

“Yeah, just… my wife had to take a call.”

“I’m Alessia, Aurelio’s daughter.” She gestured to Jennifer’s empty chair. “My father and Chef Paolo asked me to check that everything was satisfactory so far, but on my way over I couldn’t help but see your wife step out. Can I get you anything while you wait?”

“No, I’m good. Thanks. The appetizers… sorry, antipasti, were wonderful. My compliments to the chef.”

“I will tell him and papa that you enjoyed it. Your first time at Aurelio’s?”

“Yeah. My wife’s been here before, apparently. With… an old friend.”

Alessia’s expression softened. “Mr. Wellington. Yes. He was a regular here for many years. We were all very sad to hear of his passing.” She glanced toward the entrance where Jennifer had disappeared. “He and your wife were close?”

“I’m… learning about that. Yes.”

She seemed to understand there was a story there, but was too polished to pry. “Well, the next course will be out shortly. And if you need anything at all, just let me know.”

“Actually, do you have a minute?”

She hesitated, reading something in my expression, then slid into Jennifer’s chair. “Of course.”

“Mr. Wellington… I’ve heard so much about him. Sounds like a good man. How long did he come here?”

“Since we opened. 2001? Maybe 2002. He was one of our first patrons.” She smiled fondly. “Very generous man. Always brought interesting company.”

“Interesting company?”

“Well, you know. Business associates, friends. My father appreciated that Mr. Wellington trusted us with his entertaining.”

The way she said “entertaining” made something click in my mind.

“He brought women here.”

Alessia’s smile didn’t falter, but I saw a flicker of wariness. “Mr. Wellington had many friends.”

“Including my wife. When she was in college.”

“Your wife is lovely,” Alessia said carefully. “I’m sure they had a wonderful friendship.”

I leaned forward. “Did he bring in many women with equally wonderful… friendships?”

She studied me for a long moment, hardening a bit. “I run a restaurant, Mr. Turner. I don’t pry into my guests’ personal arrangements.”

“But you know.”

“I know that Mr. Wellington was always a gentleman.” She chose her words with the practiced care of someone who’d grown up in a discreet business. “He brought guests with promising futures. Male or female, they tended to go on to impressive things.” She paused. “My father has worked hard to create a place where wealthy patrons can dine privately. We don’t ask questions about what brings people to the table.”

“But my wife came here. Multiple times?”

“We don’t ask questions,” she repeated. Then she seemed to soften. “Scusi… Senti… Listen, it sounds like you should ask your wife these things. She clearly loves you very much, Mr. Turner. She brought you to a place that means something to her.”

She rose.

“Thank you,” I said. “And I’m sorry for prying.”

Alessia smiled and touched my shoulder lightly. “For what it’s worth, Mr. Wellington was a good man. All the people he brought here were special to him, and he to them. Sometimes the past is complicated. Especially when it involves people we’ve lost. She brought you here now. She seems ready to tell her story.”

Then she was gone, moving through the dining room with grace, checking in with the other diners dutifully and diligently.

I sat back, my heart pounding, processing the confirmation that Alessia had made. I was still processing it when Jennifer returned, sliding back into her seat. Her face was carefully composed, but I could see the tension in her jaw, the way her fingers overgripped the stem of her wine glass.

“Sorry about that,” she said. “Board member stuff. Apparently it couldn’t wait.”

“Everything okay?”

Jennifer blinked, seemed to remember herself, and sighed. “Not really. It’s this whole thing with the audit committee. We’ve been dealing with it for weeks, but tonight, Edgar… he’s worried about this new certification we’re launching and how to square that with our Form 990 and the meeting is Monday—” She seemed to realize that this wasn’t the time and place for this conversation and shifted. “—and you don’t care about any of my work drama, do you?”

I let my shoulders relax. She’d been stressed about this for weeks. The call was legit. “Life follows us even here, doesn’t it? No worries. Do you need to go back? Handle it tonight?”

“No. No!” She took out her phone, turned it off, and slipped it back into her purse. “There. No more distractions.”

The main course arrived—perfectly plated lamb. Alessia came over to explain the dish, where the ingredients came from, all very professional. She and Jennifer were friendly enough, but they clearly didn’t know each other.

My blood pressure hitched up through the entirety of dinner. That younger version of my wife was less of an abstraction. I could see her now, not like some naive victim, bright eyed and corruptible.

What had Alessia said? ‘She clearly loves you very much, Mr. Turner. She brought you to a place that means something to her.’

Alessia left us, and Jenn looked over at me, staring at her with a goofy smile. “What?” she asked.

“This is really good wine,” I said, swirling the Barolo in the glass.

“You’re drunk.” She giggled.

“So are you.”

Her cheeks were flushed. “We’re such lightweights now.”

I nodded. “Cheap dates.”

“Ha.” Lifting her own glass, she looked at the rich red. “Definitely not cheap.”

That gave me my opening, which I blundered through like the drunk and horny man that I was. “So, you came here with Charles a lot.” Not a question, although I nearly turned it into one.

“A few times, yes.” She set her glass down. “But I already told you that.”

“Aurelio seems like a nice guy. And you’re on a first name basis with him.”

“I’m also on a first name basis with the owners of Whitmore’s, The Belmont Room, and Ivy back home. Connections open doors.”

Jenn was dodging. She also knew she was dodging. Before I could probe more, she added, “Yes, I know Aurelio well. Charles helped him set up his other business, in the city. And yes, I came here with Charles a lot. He has… had… a beach house just down the road.”

The implication there was clear should I choose to take it, and Jennifer knew me well enough to know that I would.

“A beach house? Right.”

“You have more questions.” Jenn arched an eyebrow at me.

I did, only now that I was invited to ask them, I wasn’t sure where to start. Accusing my wife of trading sex for opportunity in such a romantic venue hardly seemed like a good plan.

“He meant a lot to you,” I said, choosing my words carefully. “And you meant a lot to him.”

She nodded slowly. I saw the corners of her mouth turn down, just slightly, and her eyes grow unfocused, and in that flicker of an expression, I saw this past week through her own eyes. She’d just lost a dear friend, a lover, a man she cared deeply about, even if she hadn’t seen him in decades. How would I have felt if my own dad had died last week?

“I’m sorry. It must be hard for you, being back here.”

“Don’t be sorry. I’d be curious too if some older woman that you’d never mentioned left you an expensive car in her will. And I’m not nearly as curious a person as you are. It’s innate for you. Part of what makes you so good at your job. I’m just still…”

“Processing.”

She nodded, her eyes drifting away from me, taking in the room. “Bringing you out here, to this place… it’s me saying goodbye, I suppose, in my own way. I wanted you here, to ground me in the present and the future, not just my past.”

It was exactly what I needed to hear, and when she looked at me again, I felt guilty for all the sneaking around and investigating. But I also wasn’t about to tell her about that.

“So what else do you want to know?” she asked.

“You’ve said that you and Charles had a relationship, but then you changed it to an arrangement. What does that mean?”

“It means what you think it means.” She didn’t sound defensive. She wasn’t covering anything up anymore. “He took care of me when I was in school. Helped me find my footing, make connections. And I was his companion. We… enjoyed each other’s company. He liked having someone to share his world with.” She glanced around. “This world.”

“And did he share it with anyone else?”

Jenn hesitated for a moment before conceding. “Yes. I wasn’t his only companion. I like to think I was his… special one. But yes. There were a… few others.”

“And how about you? Was Charles your only one?” I wouldn’t have asked it were it not for the Barolo. We were already on our second bottle, and as soon as I said it, I reached for the glass and took a swallow.

“Charles was special.” She seemed to take a slow, barely perceptible breath. “What we had was different.”

Not exactly an answer. I pressed. “But were there others? Other… arrangements?”

Her expression shifted slightly. “What are you asking, Bryan? If I was with other men in college?”

I felt the sudden desire to swallow hard. Instead, I sipped my expensive wine and fought to keep my breathing steady.

“No, I mean… you were, of course,” I stammered.

She watched me with delight, smiling as I found my footing.

“Just… more like… did you have other, um, arrangements. Or whatever. It’s cool if so. I’m just curious.”

“No.” There was no hesitation there this time. She didn’t blink. “I wasn’t a…” She lowered her voice. “I wasn’t a hooker.”

“I’m sorry, I wasn’t implying⁠—”

“You kind of were.”

I winced. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it to sound that way.”

She stared across at me as things tensed up between us. Then she let whatever she’d been holding go. “You grew up comfortable, Bryan. Even after your mom left and your dad was on his own, he had the real estate money. There was always a floor under you. I didn't have that. Columbia was a scholarship and whatever I could cobble together.” She said it simply, without self-pity. “Charles came along at a moment when I needed someone. And what we had, it wasn’t just financial. But I’m not going to pretend that wasn’t part of it.”

I heard her words, but something else was echoing inside my head. Her no. Her definitive no. Had I been mistaken with Giovanni? The yacht photo taken here at the Hamptons? I had a photo of the two of them, his arm around her, but that didn’t mean that what she had with him was the same as what she had with Charles. I was jumping to conclusions again, only… only…

Before my buzzing brain could connect those two dots, Aurelio came by with a Polaroid photo in his hand and a gigantic smile on his face.

“I found this in the office,” he said. “We used to have that corkboard at the front. For the photos. You remember?” he asked Jennifer.

“I do.”

“I thought you’d like to have this. A memory of better times.”

He handed it to her. Jennifer took the Polaroid, her fingers gripping it at the edges. She stared at it, silent, her breathing shallow. Her thumb traced the corner.

“Oh, my. I remember this day,” she said quietly.

“You were so young,” Aurelio said warmly. “I remember taking it. It was a good day.”

Jennifer blinked rapidly, pressing her lips together. “Thank you, Aurelio. I can keep it?”

“Of course.” He squeezed her shoulder fondly, a silent moment between them, then left us alone.

I leaned forward. “Can I see?”

Jennifer glanced up at me through her lashes and passed me the photo. “You’ll like this one.”

My breath caught. It was Jennifer, of course, some twenty years ago. She was sitting in Charles Wellington’s lap somewhere outside, ivy crawling up a brick exterior. Her hair was lighter blonde, she was definitely younger, and she was wearing the pink bikini. The pink bikini.

Well, not just the pink bikini, but the white cover-up she wore didn’t cover much—all white crochet—and it was highly unlikely that she owned two bikinis that small and that shade of pink.

She also said, “Yeah, that’s the same suit. The one you liked when I showed it to you the other day.”

“You look… really tanned.”

“I spent a lot more time in the sun back then.”

“Is this here?”

“Yeah. When Aurelio first opened this place, this room was actually an outdoor patio.”

Even in that wrap, I could tell how tiny the bikini was. The fabric barely existed, those same tiny triangular cups, the looping bows at her hips visible through the crochet. But what made my cock strain against my slacks wasn’t the bikini.

It was the way she was sitting in his lap, and the way his hand rested on her leg. She was leaning back against him, her sunglasses pushed up into her golden hair, her head tilted, mid-laugh.

“You look happy,” I said, handing it back.

She took it back and studied it. “I was.” She slipped it carefully into her clutch. “It was a good summer.”

“Yeah, Aurelio said that. Which summer?”

“I’m… not sure.” Her eyes shifted up and away, as if trying to recall the exact year. “I’d just gotten into Columbia Business. Things were really, you know, looking up then.”

“So 2004?”

“Something like that. You know how time is. All those years kind of jumbled together.”

“Did he buy you the bikini?”

Jenn blushed. “He paid for it. I picked it out.”

“You did?”

“I know, I know. Terrible.”

“Terribly awesome,” I grinned. “I bet he was more than happy to give you his platinum card.”

Jenn scooped up her wine glass and sipped. “He gave me my own card with my name on it. But I had to promise to model anything I bought.”

Heat coiled beneath my shirt as I thought about this young woman in that photo modeling skimpy things for this handsome older man. “You know, I’m okay with that arrangement, too,” I said, my mouth dry. That drew a smile from Jennifer. “Did he ever disapprove of something you bought?”

Jennifer looked at me, her eyes wide, as if asking, ‘We really talking about this?’

“My guess is no,” I said, wanting to know.

“No, he never did. But there were… guidelines. Expectations. Not quite rules.”

I gulped, shifting in my seat, trying to rearrange my erection. “Like what?”

“Nothing boring, for one thing. And nothing cheap. He wanted me to practice projecting this polished, confident look.”

“Like tonight.”

Her eyes met mine. “Like tonight.”

“He liked dressing you up.”

She shook her head. “No, it wasn’t like that. He understood that presentation and confidence went hand-in-hand. He taught me to dress for places like this, how to order wine, how to talk to people like Aurelio.” She glanced around the restaurant. “Before Charles, I would have felt ridiculous walking into this restaurant, in this dress and these heels.”

“He really was a great man,” I said solemnly.

Jennifer shot me that tolerant look that every man recognizes. The one that simply said: Men… “I know that a board room is different from a fancy restaurant, but I honestly owe so much of who I am today to Charles.”

“I totally agree. You really should run the next board meeting in that bikini.”

She actually threw her cloth napkin at me across the table, laughing. I caught it and grinned. “Maybe he didn’t teach you manners.”

“He taught me when to be on my best behavior…” She leaned forward deliberately, drawing my eyes into the front of her dress. “And when to misbehave.”

My cock throbbed. I lifted a finger and said, “Check please?”

“We are not leaving before dessert. It’s always been one of my favorite things here.”

“I’m looking at dessert right⁠—”

“Nope. Put your Dad jokes away for tonight, Mr. Turner. I’m having dessert. You can sit there and just watch, if you’d like, but there’s no way I’m skipping out on whatever Chef Paolo comes up with.”

“You know I’m always happy to just watch you⁠—”

She held up her finger in mock warning, and I lifted my hands. “Sorry, sorry,” I continued. “But you know it’s true. Thanks to Charles.”

Jennifer snorted, but she was feeling as good as I was. “You’re a goofball.”

“A loveable one, at least?”

“Mmm… definitely lovable.”

“You sure you want to stay through dessert?”

“Yes, but don’t worry. Really good things come to those who wait.”
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The dessert—some kind of deconstructed tiramisu that was almost too beautiful to eat—came and went. We ate it along with freshly poured coffee, savoring the moment, enjoying every bite.

When we finally left, Aurelio walked us to the door himself.

“Take care of her,” he said to me, then to Jennifer: “And you. Don’t stay away so long next time, yes? Don’t be a stranger.”

“I won’t,” she said, kissing his cheeks.

“I called you a car. It’ll take you wherever you’re staying.” When I glanced at Jenn, about to ask the obvious question, he already had the answer.

“Don’t worry,” he reassured me. “Charlotte will be safe with us tonight. Many of our customers leave their vehicles with us for safe keeping overnight.”

“Is that okay?” Jenn asked, putting her hand on his arm gratefully.

“Of course,” Aurelio smiled. “If I never did this, I would never sell any wine.”

“Always looking out for me. Thank you for making tonight magical.”

“I have a feeling that the magic is just beginning,” he said, glancing between us. “Goodnight, Jenny.”

Outside, the night was still warm. I could smell the water somewhere beyond the trees. Jennifer slipped a hand around my waist, steadying herself as we stepped down the flagstone steps to the waiting car.

I grabbed our overnight bag from the Corvette and slid into the backseat with her. She’d positioned herself in the far corner, legs crossed, dress riding up slightly on her thighs. In the dim light of the restaurant, I could see the curve of her neck, the way her chest rose and fell. I thought about Charles Wellington sliding into the back of a town car just like this, finding my wife waiting for him in the shadows, that same anticipatory smile on her lips.

“I’m… drunk,” I announced.

“You better not be too drunk,” she said, sidling close to me. “I have plans.”

“You’ve certainly been planning this little getaway.”

“Mmm hmm. It’s been too long since we could just be us. Not that I mind anything about our life,” she quickly added.

“No, I get it.” My eyes drifted to her breasts again. “I totally do.”

She reached into her purse and pulled out a little black foil packet, handing it to me. “My first gift to you.”

I took it from her and turned it over. “BlueChew?” I read.

“It’s a⁠—”

“I know what it is. Viagra, or something. I’m only 41. I don’t need this.”

“Put your ego away. I’m not questioning your manliness. I just want to remove any chance of whiskey dick.”

I studied Jennifer in the dark, glancing quickly at the driver, wondering what he made of all of this—only to realize that I was too drunk to care. “Okay, sure. Why not?”

I tore the packet open and popped it in, biting into the little blue tablet. The taste was bitter. “Gross. That tastes like⁠—”

But Jennifer didn’t let me finish. Her lips were on mine, her tongue pressing home. If she had an issue with the bitterness, it didn’t register. She still tasted like coffee and cream, and she smelled like something expensive. I knew that the ED drug didn’t work that fast, but I swear my cock sprang up so fast that it was almost painful.

Her hand found my thigh, fingers trailing upward slowly, deliberately. She broke the kiss, her lips moving to my ear.

“God, I want you,” she breathed.

Her hand moved higher, pressing against the bulge in my slacks. I groaned.

The car turned onto a darker road, trees pressing in on both sides. Her hand squeezed me through the fabric. She pressed her whole body to mine, kissing me harder, pressing her breasts against me.

I was very aware of the driver up front, and that we weren’t alone. I wasn’t sure if Jennifer was, or if she cared. Her hand stroked me through my pants, and for a second, I wondered if she was going to unzip me and go down on me, right in front of the driver.

“You’re already so hard,” she whispered.

Before I could answer, the car slowed, turning onto another dark drive, the gravel crunching beneath the tires. Through the window, I could see a white Victorian house with a few windows lit.

“We’re here,” Jennifer said as we passed a sign that read, ‘The Seagrove Inn.’

The driver gave us an amused look as we got out—how much had he heard and seen?— and then a woman in her sixties greeted us at the entrance, handed us a key, and directed us to our room at the back wing of the house. “Breakfast is between seven and ten. The pool is heated. Enjoy the rest of your evening.”

I barely had time to thank her before we were on our way through the house. It had charm and could have been called quaint were it not so huge. The floor boards creaked beneath our feet. It felt lived in. The door unlocked with an actual key.

As Jenn fumbled with it, I pressed myself right up behind her, running my hands along her hips and kissing the back of her neck. She smelled amazing. My cock was hard against her ass.

“Someone’s horny,” she giggled.

“Two someones,” I said. She finally got the door open. “I thought you were going to go down on me in the back of that car.”

“If the drive had been any longer…” She pulled me inside the room, turning to wrap her arms around my neck. She let the implication linger for a moment before she started kissing me again. My mind went to work, though. If the drive had been any longer, she would have gone down on me? Like she’d done it before?

“Oh,” she gasped as I lifted her up and carried her over to the four-poster bed. She held onto my shoulders as I groped her ass, tracing the edge of her thong. “So strong.”

Let’s see Charles Wellington do that.

Depositing Jennifer onto the bed, I pulled off my jacket and loosened my tie. She watched me, propped up on her elbows, her eyes glittering in the darkness of the room. We hadn’t turned on any lamps. The only thing lighting the room was from the underwater pool lights just beyond the enormous windows. It gave everything an ethereal glow.

I tugged the tie off, and Jennifer finally sat up, scooting to the edge. “Here, let me help,” she said, reaching out. She opened my belt with efficiency, the sound of the metal clinking open echoing through the room.

“You’re so hard. This the BlueChew?”

“Pretty sure no.”

She fished out my cock, her hand encircling it, as she looked up at me.

For a moment, I thought she might just stroke me, the way she sometimes did as foreplay. But the way she was looking at my cock, the way her tongue darted out to wet her lips, told me this was going to be different.

“So hard,” she whispered, almost to herself.

Before I could say anything, her mouth was on me. “Fuuuck,” I groaned as she took me deep, right away, no tentative licks, no gentle buildup. She just wrapped her lips around me and slid down, taking the tip of me into her throat. One hand worked the base, the other cupped my balls, massaging them gently.

I tangled my fingers in her blonde hair. She glanced up at me without stopping, and the sight of my wife at the edge of the bed, taking me like this almost undid me. She pulled off with a wet pop and stroked me slowly, her thumb circling the head. “I don’t do it enough for you. I know I don’t.”

“Jenn, you don’t have to⁠—”

“I want to.” She licked up the underside of my shaft. “God, I forgot how much I like this. Being here, like this…”

She took me deep again, and this time she didn’t hold back. The blow job was deep and messy, filled with enthusiasm. Saliva dripped down my shaft. She gagged slightly, but didn’t pull away, and the sound was even more erotic.

“You did this,” I gasped. “For him.”

With my dick in her mouth and her eyes locked on me in the ghostly light, she didn’t deny it, and she didn’t get weird. She just bobbed faster, encouraged by my swelling dick and the way my fingers tightened in her hair.

I was so turned on by the idea of her blowing her mentor, and she knew that I was.

“Jenn, I’m close…”

She didn’t slow down or pull away. She took me even deeper, her hand working faster at the base.

“Fuck, Jenn, I’m⁠—”

The orgasm hit me hard. My hips jerked forward and she took it all, her throat working as I came. She didn’t pull back, didn’t flinch. Just kept her mouth on me, swallowing, her hand still gently massaging my balls as I emptied myself into her.

When I finally stopped shaking, she slowly pulled off, licking her lips. A drop of saliva connected her mouth to my cock for a moment before breaking.

“Jesus Christ,” I breathed, my legs trembling.

She wiped the corner of her mouth with her thumb, then licked it clean. With a smile, she rose up off the bed, her hand reaching for the zipper behind her back.

Her dress pooled on the floor in front of me. Beneath, she wore a black lace bra and a matching thong that I’d never seen before. Her breath smelled like come as her lips hovered near mine. Her hand traced my cock, which hadn’t gone fully soft. That had to be the BlueChew.

“I was going to save it for the morning, but…” She glanced out the windows, at the pool. “She did say the pool was heated, right?”

“Hm?”

She glided past me, grabbing the overnight bag and wheeling it into what was presumably the bathroom. “Sorry, I forgot to pack a suit. You’re just going to have to skinny dip.”

“What?”

She didn’t clarify. The door shut behind her, leaving me alone. I went to the window, looking out at the pool.

It was tucked into a private courtyard at the back of the inn, surrounded on two sides by the building, the other two by tall hedges that had to be eight feet high. The rooms that I could see from here were all dark, curtains drawn. Above, stars scattered across the clear inky-black sky.

The pool itself was small, maybe twenty feet long, not something built for fitness. Underwater lights cast an ethereal blue-green glow across the flagstone deck, carrying into our room. Steam rose from the surface in wispy curls. Heated, just like the innkeeper had said.

A wrought-iron fence bordered the far end, beyond which I could see nothing but dark trees. No neighboring houses, no streetlights. Just the pool, the hedges and the night.

I kicked off my pants and shorts, which were already down at my ankles, and pulled off my shirt as I turned back to the room. A bottle of champagne sat in a canister of ice on the desk. I didn’t need to drink anything, but that was the funny thing about being drunk—when you’ve had a few, having more was suddenly a great idea.

Just as I’d worked the cork open, the doorway to the bathroom opened. I turned, finding her standing there, backlit, wearing the pink bikini.

My breath caught.

The last time I’d seen her wear it, exactly one week ago, I had no context. It had been sexy because it was so out there, so unlike anything that I knew about the woman I’d married. It was in total contrast to the COO that she’d become. Now I had more context, and it made the bikini even hotter.

She’d bought it for another man. An older man. A man that she was fucking in exchange for mentoring and money and access. She’d last worn it here, in Southampton, in a semi-public place as they celebrated her getting into grad school.

And I’d now seen what she looked like in that bikini—at least through her coverup. Were there other photos of her wearing it? The thought got my heart racing even more.

“You brought it,” I said.

“Of course I did.”

She stepped slowly out of the doorframe, rolling her womanly hips.

Twenty years had changed her body—softer in some places, fuller in others—but somehow that made the tiny triangles of fabric even more obscene. The bikini had been designed for a twenty-two-year-old’s body, taut and firm.

On Jennifer, now 43, it was almost pornographic. Her breasts strained against the triangular top. The bottoms rode low on her hips, just as tiny as I remembered. Only now, she must have done some trimming, because the skin around the fabric was smooth.

“Pour us a couple glasses,” she said. I’d completely forgotten that I’d opened the champagne bottle. “Let’s drink it by the pool.”

“I’m… naked.”

She opened the French doors that lead out to the pool. The night was still warm and refreshing. “No one’s watching. It’s just us.”

“But what if someone does see?” I hissed looking up at the darkened windows, the other rooms with doors that led out onto the pool area. “We could get in trouble. Kicked out, even.”

“Oh, hush,” Jenn said with a mischievous smile. “Live a little.”

I swallowed, distracted once again by the size of her suit. She didn’t wait for me. She knew I’d follow. I quickly poured two flutes of champagne, shoved the bottle back into the ice bucket, and followed her out, dick bouncing before me.

I stepped out onto the flatstone deck, the cool stone beneath my bare feet contrasting with the warm night air. Jennifer stood at the edge of the pool, looking over her shoulder at me. The underwater lights cast rippling blue-green patterns across her skin, making the pink bikini glow. I could see every curve, every line of her body. The thong disappeared between her ass cheeks, leaving almost nothing to the imagination.

“Bring those here.”

I crossed to her, pressing myself against her from behind as I offered her a flute of the champagne. She took it from me, leaning back until my cock nestled between her buttocks. “To tonight,” she toasted.

“To tonight.”

Jennifer actually tipped the glass back and chugged the whole thing in one go. I laughed, following suit. “Thanks for taking us somewhere that you could wear this,” I said, fingering the delicate string at her hip.

She hummed happily. “I like the idea of the two of us taking a trip somewhere exotic, but I know how impatient you can get sometimes. Didn’t want you to wait.”

She passed her empty glass to me, gave me a quick kiss, and dove head first into the pool. I watched her form glide beneath the water, the pool lights refracting and distorting around her, transforming her into a nymph.

I huffed a happy sigh, setting the glasses down on a table. Taking one last look back at the house around me, the dark windows, the closed curtains. Then I let the alcohol carry my nerves away and dove in after my wife.

The water was perfectly heated, almost body temperature, and felt good as I swam through it, coming right up beside Jennifer on the far side. “God, this feels good,” she said, pushing her wet hair back over her scalp.

I moved closer, the water making us both buoyant. I reached for her, pulled her against me, and kissed her. She wrapped her arms around my neck, her legs around my waist, and kissed me back hard.

My hands roamed her body, her back, her ass, her thighs. The wet fabric of her bikini was slippery under my fingers. I grabbed the strings at her hips and felt how easily they could be undone. “Charles appreciated the easy access,” I said.

She pulled back enough to look me in the eyes, seeming to see something there. She certainly felt something pressing between her legs. “He liked that feature as much as you.” She reached behind her and untied her top. “Very easy access.”

I kissed her again, tugging the tie on her bottom. She laughed huskily, wiggling out of my arms and diving beneath the water again. The scraps of her pink bikini floated to the surface. I dove in with her, chasing her through the warm water.

I finally caught her in the corner, both of us naked now. Our arms entangled, lips finding one another once again.

The water made everything feel dreamlike, weightless. I pressed her against the smooth tile wall of the pool, my hands on her hips. She wrapped her legs around my waist again, and I could feel myself press against her entrance. She was so smooth. Too smooth.

I pulled back. “Did you…?”

“Yes,” she said, grinning ear-to-ear. She wiggled and I slid inside her. She was so slippery, even despite the pool water, and I was hard enough to drive into her. “The bikini demanded it.”

“Fuck, Jenn…” I gasped as I pushed further, the feeling of her heat compounded by the cool water around me.

“You like?”

She was so smooth.

“Is it all gone?”

“Completely bare.”

If I hadn’t just come in her mouth, I probably would have lost it then. She’d never done that during our whole time together. She’d only ever trimmed up, and I’d never pressed the matter. Her body, her choice.

“Were you like that before? With… with him?”

She nodded, watching for my reaction. She must have seen something—or more likely, felt something—because she tightened her arms around my neck, squeezed her pussy around my cock, and nuzzled her nose to mine. “You can say the word, Bryan. Yes, I waxed for Charles. He preferred it that way.”

I sucked in a shuddering breath.

“And honestly, it was easier to go all the way than leave some cute patch.”

“Always the practical Jennifer, even back then.”

Sex in the water was tricky. We had to work together to fuck, with her gently bouncing and me thrusting her up against the side of the pool. It was a good thing that I was so hard, and even despite that, I slipped out of her a couple of times. The third time, I gave up.

“Up,” I said, lifting her higher in the water.

“What are you⁠—”

“I need to see it myself.”

She giggled, hoisting herself up onto the edge of the flagstones, the water cascading down her breasts, her hips, her thighs. “Hope you don’t intend to just look,” she said, opening her legs slowly to give me an unobstructed view of her smooth mound.

She was perfectly bare. Smooth. Glistening from the pool water.

I moved between her thighs, pushing them wider, pressing my mouth to her. She gasped, her fingers moving through my wet hair. “Oh, God⁠—”

The taste of chlorine mixed with her. I licked along her slit, feeling the unfamiliar smoothness, the lack of hair. My tongue found her clit, and she jerked.

“Bryan—fuck!”

“Shh…” I said, grinning from up between her legs. I didn’t really care, and I don’t think Jenn even heard me. The woman I saw above me was wild and uninhabited. She didn’t care who saw. She didn’t give a fuck. Who was this woman?

Her fingers tightened in my hair as she ground herself into my face. “Uhh… yes…”

When that became too much, she leaned back onto her elbows, head thrown back, damp hair dripping behind her. I looked up along the glorious landscape of her naked, wet body, dramatically cast by the pool lights, and thought about other men seeing her like this, experiencing her like this.

With my hands gripping the tops of her thighs and my tongue working her, she came in a gasp, her head rocked all the way back.

She was still trembling when I pulled her back into the water. She gasped as the warmth enveloped her again, her legs wrapping around me instinctively.

“God, you’re so sexy,” I whispered against her neck.

Her hand closed around my dick. “And you’re still so hard.”

I turned her around, pressing her chest against the smooth tile wall of the pool. She braced against the edge with her hands, looking back at me as I positioned myself behind her.

“Do it,” she hissed. “Fuck me.”

I pushed inside in one smooth thrust. She cried out, the sound echoing off the hedges and the Victorian walls around us. I glanced around at the windows but none of the lights came on, none of the curtains twitched open.

“Fuck,” I groaned. The angle was perfect—deep, tight, and I could feel every inch of her smooth skin against me.

I gripped her hips, pulling her back onto me with each thrust. The water sloshed around us, splashing against the tile. She pressed her cheek against the wall, her breath coming in short gasps.

“Did he fuck you like this?” I asked, my voice rough.

“Yes—oh God⁠—”

“In a swimming pool? In his pool?”

“Yes—“ She was panting now. “At his beach house—just like this⁠—”

The image flooded my mind. Young Jenny, bent over just like this, Charles behind her in the heated water of his private pool. The pink bikini discarded on the deck, just like it was now. Had they done this later that night from the photo? The idea surged through me, right up the tip of my cock.

Jenn lifted one arm onto the flagstones, half turning in my arms, her lips seeking out mine. Our kiss was loose and sloppy, eyes closed, both gasping as we fucked. I kept rubbing her clit as I pumped into her. She clung to the edge of the pool, holding on for dear life.

“He made you come?”

“Mmm… oh yes…” She opened her eyes briefly, checking in on me, perhaps, checking to see that I wasn’t freaking out. Then added, “He might have been older than me, but he had a nice cock, and he knew exactly how to use it. Age equals experience.”

The words undid me. My wife—my proper, professional, PTA-mom wife—telling me about how good another man was un-fucking-did me.

“Uh!” She gasped.

She lost it first, her whole body going rigid. She choked off a scream as the walls of her pussy clamped down on me. That was it. I couldn’t hold out any longer.

“Fuck—Jenn⁠—”

I came inside her, my hips jerking against her ass, burying myself as deep as I could go. Wave after wave of pleasure crashed through me, and the fucking BlueChew kept me rock hard even as I emptied everything into her.

We collapsed against the pool wall together, shaking and gasping for air.

“Holy shit,” she breathed.

I was still inside her, still hard. She felt it, glancing back at me and batting her lashes. “I love modern medicine,” she whispered.

I looked around at the windows. They were still dark, but that didn’t mean we hadn’t woken someone.

“Let’s get back in our room. I’m getting all pruny.”

I resisted the urge to joke that maybe she liked pruny men. Even the dad in me wasn’t going to ruin this moment.

We got out of the pool, Jenn scooping up her bikini as we dripped water along the stone. There were a pair of towels by the door, and we quickly toweled off before trailing water everywhere inside.

I paused just inside the door to watch my wife. As sexy as any of that had been, it was even hotter seeing her standing there, a white towel wrapped around her body, long legs exposed, her hair damp.

“What?” she asked, seeing me stare.

I shook my head. “Nothing, just… this is fun.” I shut the door gently behind me and went to her. “Tonight’s been really… fun.”

She met me halfway, running her hands along my bare upper body. Unlike her, I’d just wrapped my towel around my waist. “Mmm, I’ll say. I’m sorry I take you for granted. I’ve got a fit, handsome husband and I don’t always appreciate you enough.”

Jenn trailed her hand down between us, over my pectoral muscles and across my stomach. While I no longer had the six-pack of my twenties, I hadn’t yet fully succumbed to a dad bod.

She opened my towel, finding my cock semi-erect. Stepping closer, she wrapped her fingers around my length. “There’s still life in you yet, huh? You must like hearing stories about me doing things with other men.”

God damn the BlueChew. In any other circumstance, after coming twice in such a short amount of time, I would have remained limp, no matter how exciting the idea. I could have kept that weird fantasy hidden from her. Instead, as soon as the idea entered my brain, my cock leapt back to stiffness.

“I… yeah,” I admitted. There was no other way out of this. “I guess I do.”

Jennifer studied me in the dark, reaching up with her free hand to trace my face. Her fingers ran along my jaw, my cheek, as if discovering some new side of me. I knew the feeling. My face flooded with heat. Had I upset her? Shit.

Trying to recover, I quickly added, “But I’m sorry. I shouldn’t… I mean, I should be upset. For you. For having to do… things… back then.”

She didn’t divert her eyes. She wasn’t embarrassed, even if I was. Instead, she said, “But you weren’t.”

“No.” I swallowed. “I wasn’t.”

Her hand on my cock stroked me slowly. “You were the opposite,” she said.

“Jenn, I said I’m sorry. I don’t know what’s wrong with me⁠—”

“Nothing’s wrong with you. I liked doing those things too.” She smiled, and there was something new in it. Something I couldn’t quite place. “Do you know what a hotwife is?”

I shook my head.

“Look it up later. But there’s nothing wrong with you, honey. You’re not the only man who likes the idea of his wife doing things with other men.” Her jerking hand moved faster. “Maybe things she doesn’t normally do with her husband.”

My cock throbbed in her hand.

“There’s something exciting about it, isn’t there?” Her voice was soft. “The idea of your wife being desired. Being wanted. Being… used.”

“Jenn—”

“It’s okay.” She stepped closer, her body pressed against mine, her mouth so close. “I like the idea, too.”

The confession hung between us, our breathing heavy, our bodies on the verge of exploding.

Then we were on each other.

I grabbed her, lifting her off the ground. Her legs wrapped around my waist, her arms around my neck. Our mouths crashed together as I carried her to the bed, nearly stumbling in my haste.

I dropped her onto the mattress. She bounced once, yelping breathlessly, and I was on top of her before she could move. My cock found her entrance immediately—no fumbling, no adjustment. Just one hard thrust and I was buried inside her.

“Fuck!” she cried out.

I didn’t give her time to adjust. Just started pounding into her, harder than I’d ever fucked her before. The bed frame slammed against the wall with each thrust.

Her nails raked down my back. Her legs locked around me, heels digging into my ass, pulling me deeper. “Yes—God—yes⁠—”

I grabbed her wrists, pinned them above her head. She arched beneath me, her breasts pressed against my chest. The smooth, bare skin between her legs made everything more intense—more friction, more heat, more sensation.

“Harder,” she gasped. “Fuck me harder⁠—”

I did. Driving into her with everything I had. The headboard banged rhythmically against the wall. If anyone was in the room next door… but I didn’t care. Neither of us did.

“Yes—yes—just like that—don’t stop⁠—”

Her pussy was gripping me so tight. She was close. I could feel it in the way her whole body tensed, the way her breathing changed.

“Come,” I growled against her neck. “Come on my cock.”

“Bryan—oh fuck—Bryan⁠—”

She came with a scream, her back arching off the bed, her body convulsing beneath me. The feeling of her clenching around me triggered my own orgasm. I thrust deep one last time and exploded inside her, groaning into her shoulder.

We stayed locked together, both shaking, gasping for air. My arms gave out and I collapsed on top of her. She held me, her fingers running through my hair, both of us trembling.

“I think…” I gasped. “I think three times is my limit, even with the help.”

Jennifer pulled me into a hug. “Three times is more than enough for me, too. I’m an old lady.”

“Please.” I rolled off of her and onto my side, my hand palming her bare breast and soft nipple. “You’re a hot middle-aged lady.”

“Middle-aged? Thanks, dear.”

“No problem.” I kissed her shoulder, and she rubbed my hair affectionately.

We lay there quietly, lost in our own thoughts. For a moment, I thought that she may have drifted off to sleep, when she said at last, “This last week has been… not good, that’s definitely not the right word. A reminder, maybe? Of life, of how short it can be. And how easy it can be to get stuck in our routines.”

I ran my thumb along her smooth thigh. Had her skin always been so soft? I gave her space to think through it.

“Don’t get me wrong, I love what we’ve built. I love our kids and my job, I love our life…”

She didn’t seem to want to say the next thing, so I helped her out. “But sometimes you get tired of folding laundry every other day, or making lunches every single morning.”

“Yes,” she said emphatically. “Well, you make the lunches, but that’s exactly it. I have the same board calls every Monday, the same senior staff meetings on the first of every month. It’s like clockwork.” She paused, considering, then continued. “And that’s by design. I’ve always preferred the predictability of it all, the structure.” She met my eyes, blue and clear and filled with love. “But this week’s been a reminder that sometimes, it’s important to mix it up.”

I trailed my hand up the rise of her hip and down between her legs. “That mean you’re growing this back?”

Jenn sighed as I skimmed along her smooth rise. “Maybe,” she said, heavy-lidded. “Or maybe I’ll keep it…” She leaned in towards me. “Just…” Closer. “Like…” Her lips inches from mine. “This.”

We kissed until I pressed two fingers into her. She gasped, peeling her lips away.

“Okay, okay—” She gently pushed my hand away. “I meant what I said. I’m tapped out. A girl needs to work her way back up to all this sex.”

Like you had, once upon a time, I thought. I didn’t have the guts to be that straight forward. “Fair enough,” I said, withdrawing my hand. I brought my fingers to my lips, tasting her. We were close enough that I could see her pupils dilate.

“You’re trouble.”

“You like trouble.”

“Apparently.” She settled back against the pillows, pulling the sheet up over both of us. The blue-green glow from the pool lights painted shadows across the ceiling. “I’m going to sleep so well tonight.”

I propped myself up on one elbow, looking down at her. Her hair was still damp, spread across the pillow. Her face was flushed, makeup long gone, looking more relaxed than I’d seen her in months.

“Can I ask you something?” I said.

“Mmm?” Her eyes were already closing.

“About Charles. About that time in your life.”

She took a deep breath. “Okay. But I think you know… everything now.”

“How long did it last? The… arrangement with him.”

She was quiet for a moment, her fingers tracing patterns on my chest. “That’s… difficult to answer. We weren't really… it wasn’t exactly like that.” She knew that answer wasn’t going to satisfy me, though, so she tried again. “I met him during my freshman year at Columbia, through his wife… I think I told you this.”

I nodded. “His wife, your professor, who later died.”

“That’s right. The original Charlotte. She… she kind of set us up together. She was concerned for him.”

That was a revelation. “Like… she encouraged you to sleep with her husband?”

“Well, not in so many words. It started as a mentorship, but… I mean, we were all adults with our eyes wide open.”

“Including yourself.”

“Yes. I wasn’t naive.” She looked like she was far away, lost in the memory of those days. “But eventually it ended. We both knew that it wasn’t a permanent thing, that I’d move on to the next phase of my life.” Something unreadable crossed her face. “That’s what he said, anyway. That he wanted me to be happy.”

“Surprisingly selfless of him.”

There was definitely something in her expression that I couldn’t read. Bitterness, perhaps? “He could be. He really was a good man. I know it’s hard to understand, given what our relationship was, but he helped me become who I am.”

I pulled her close. “I’m glad you knew him. That you had that with him. Even if it’s weird for me to say that.”

“It is weird for me to hear it. But I’m glad, too.”

We lay there in comfortable silence for a moment. I felt myself start to drift off when she said quietly, “Bryan?”

“Hm?”

“Thank you. For tonight. For listening. For not… judging.”

“I’m not judging. I’d never judge you.”

“I know. She kissed my shoulder. “I knew that from the moment I met you. That’s what makes you so special.”

I thought about all my snooping around and suddenly felt very guilty. I should tell her. I should confess.

And I was about to, when I heard a soft snore come from her lips. I gazed down at her, eyes closed, face peaceful. So, I closed my eyes and within seconds, I was asleep at last, too.
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UNEXPECTED PARTIES


The hangover really hit me somewhere around the Bronx. Despite the amazing breakfast and the necessary coffee, I was still feeling the Barolo from last night. The champagne certainly didn’t help.

For her part, Jenn looked a little ragged around the edges, but nothing like the way I felt. She ended up driving Charlotte home, her sunglasses on and a look of determination on her face.

“You okay over there?” she asked.

“Define okay.”

She laughed softly. “Are you going to vomit in the car? Because I’d rather not have to clean up the mess.”

“No, not going to throw up,” I said, staring out the window. “Unless we keep talking about it.”

“Fair enough.”

We’d woken up late, catching the very end of the breakfast part of the B&B. Afterwards, we’d walked down to the beach, took our shoes off, and held hands as we strolled, padding through the gentle waves lapping on the shore. The ocean was cold, despite the summer day, the sand empty except for a few joggers.

Jennifer had been relaxed and happy, like she’d gotten something off her chest. I hadn’t realized how guarded she’d been since the previous week, how much she’d had on her shoulders, weighing her down, until I saw her at this moment.

I should have felt it, too. I now knew more about Charles. She’d admitted that she’d been his sugar baby without using that phrase. She’d told me more about what kind of arrangement, and that it had started early in undergrad. I knew that they’d slept together for money, for sex, for privilege.

“I’m sorry you had to do that,” I’d told her, squeezing her hand.

She’d been introspective before answering. “Don’t be sorry. I knew what it was when I entered it. I wasn’t some naive, doe-eyed coed.”

That’s what stuck with me on the rough ride back into our regular lives. She wasn’t naive, even back then. That was the picture forming, as surely as the polaroid that Aurelio had given us. Jenny from Columbia wasn’t someone who was taken advantage of, just as Jennifer from Greenwich wasn’t.

And I wasn’t, either, but I also wasn’t ready to show my cards just yet—about her and Giovanni at the yacht club, about her going into the city to the memorial service without telling me, about the casual mention of “others” in Charles’ letter.

By the time we made it home, beneath the sickly film of my hangover was my own distress. If Jennifer’s weight was lifted, it had been lifted right onto my shoulders.

There would be a time for that conversation. Soon. But I wasn’t ready to have it just yet.

“You’re quiet,” Jennifer said as we pulled onto I-95.

“Just thinking.”

“About?”

“Last night.” I turned to her. “We need to do it more.”

“Maybe we can get away again when the girls go to camp.”

We listened to the radio on the ride home, rather than her mix CD, with me doing my best not to think about puking everywhere. Beyond that, though, it was a pleasant ride back into the reality of our lives. By the time we pulled into our Connecticut suburb, we were back to being Bryan and Jennifer Turner, responsible parents and upstanding citizens. Semi-public swimming pool sex was a distant memory.

My dad’s car was still there, parked beside our Honda Pilot, but there was another car parked in the street, a familiar sea green Rivian R1S.

“Tess is here?” I asked.

“Not sure who else owns that car,” Jenn said, although she looked just as surprised.

We got out, unloading the single bag, and headed for the house. Before we reached the door, it opened and Kristi came bounding out.

“Mommy! Daddy! You’re back!” She threw her arms around Jennifer’s waist.

Jennifer laughed, hugging our youngest daughter close. “Of course we’re back. You have a good night?”

“Oh, it was so much fun.” The three of us headed for the house. Kristi prattled on about how late they’d stayed up and how they really did have ice cream for breakfast, while all I could think about was going upstairs and finding some aspirin.

“Why is Miss Tess here?” Jennifer asked.

Kristi shrugged. “She showed up with bagels and Poppy made her coffee and they’ve been talking forever.” Then, with the bluntness of an eleven-year-old: “I think she likes him.”

Jennifer blinked at our daughter, as if thinking, ‘I can’t deal with this right now…’

Greyson, who met us just inside the door, course-corrected. “It’s about Sophie.”

Jennifer and I exchanged a glance.

Tess was leaning against the kitchen counter, right beside my dad. She looked tired. Her dark hair was tied back in a messy ponytail. She had a mug of black coffee in her hands. Relief washed over her face when she saw us enter.

“Jenn, thank God.” She pushed away from the counter, noting the overnight bag and our own state of exhaustion. “So sorry to just show up like this, but I’ve been out of town and I just got back this morning and—” Her voice cracked slightly. “Sophie had a party last night while I was gone. The neighbors called the cops.”

I winced. My dad, who was still leaning against the counter with his coffee mug, straightened slightly, giving Tess a glance—specifically, giving her Lululemon-clad ass a glance. Really, Dad?

“God, I’m so fucking embarrassed,” Tess said. Then, her eyes darting to Kristi, she added, “Sorry, language.”

Jennifer was there right away, wrapping her arms around her friend and hugging her close. As the two women embraced, it was my turn to see Tess’s backside. To be fair to my dad, she did have a nice, curvy ass. “Is everything okay?” Jenn asked, holding her friend at arms’ length, looking at her sympathetically. “Did anyone get hurt?”

“No, it was fine. And honestly, I’m glad someone called the cops.” Tess tugged at her ponytail, her Cartier Tank watch catching in the overhead lights. “Sophie said things were getting, like, totally out of hand. She said she didn’t mean for it to get like that. She just invited a few friends, and they invited their friends, and so on. You know how it is.”

“Yeah,” Jennifer said.

I looked at Greyson, who was listening in on the conversation while pretending not to. When she looked at me, I got the distinct impression that Sophie’s version of this story wasn’t completely genuine.

“Did you know about this?” Jennifer asked Greyson.

“Hm? Oh, no. We’re not…” She glanced at Tess and modulated her words. “No, no party invites for this girl.”

I had never been so proud of my sullen teen.

“Sorry for talking your ear off, Patrick,” Tess said to my dad, touching his arm briefly. To me: “Your dad’s been great. I wasn’t sure where to go or what to do, and he’s been so…” She smiled at him. “Patient.”

Dad cleared his throat. “Happy to help. And you weren’t talking my ear off.”

“I definitely was,” Tess said, but she was still smiling.

“Definitely not.” My dad reached up, touching both earlobes. “See? Still attached, both of ‘em.”

Tess giggled at the ‘dad joke’ and I looked between these two. Was my dad hitting on our PTA friend? And was she… into him? Ughhh. No. No, I didn’t like this.

Jennifer was more focused on the actual crisis, asking, “Where’s Sophie now?”

“With her dad, where she should have been last night. But he told me he wasn’t available at the last minute and I had this trip already planned and…”

“Shh, shh…” Jennifer squeezed Tess more tightly before she could start into another tailspin. “It’s fine. No one got hurt, except for some embarrassment, and she probably learned a lesson.”

A quick glance at Greyson confirmed that her one-time friend probably didn’t learn anything other than to be more careful.

“So, I wondered if perhaps we should put it on the agenda for a PTA meeting sometime?” Tess suggested. “Parents being aware of their children organizing parties, letting each other know, that sort of thing?”

“I mean,” Jenn shrugged, “If you think that’s a good idea, then⁠—”

The doorbell rang, cutting her off mid-sentence.

“Now I’m starting to feel like your daughter,” I said to Tess. “We having a party I didn’t know about?”

I went to the door, leaving Jennifer to help her friend, once again happy that we hadn’t come home to our kids with the police.

I opened the door to a man who looked vaguely familiar, but it took me a long moment to recognize. Salt-and-pepper beard. Blue eyes. Mid-forties-ish. He wore a golf shirt tucked into a pair of jeans, and was holding a large cardboard box.

“Can I help you?”

Something passed across the man’s features. He took a slow breath before saying, “Sorry, hi. I’m… is Jenny here? I’ve got some things for her.” Then, realizing that I wasn’t sure who he was, he added, “You don’t remember me. I’m Danny Moreau. I knew your wife a long time ago.”

The guy who turned up at our door last week. Just like this, only instead of a cardboard box, he had a set of car keys. “You were the one to bring Jenn the sad news.”

I watched him mouth the name ‘Jenn’ without actually saying it, like he was getting used to it. There was something tragic in everything about this man. “You do remember. Yes, that was me. It’s been quite a week.”

I’ll say. But I didn’t actually say that. Instead: “I’m sorry, where are my manners? Come on in.” I stepped aside. “I’ll warn you, it’s a bit chaotic at the moment. We just got back from a trip to Southampton, my dad’s here, our other friend just showed up, and now you. So, like, yeah.”

I realized that I was word-vomiting, but it was better than blurting out all the real things that I was thinking. Like how this man, Danny, had turned my whole life upside down. How he’d been mentioned in the letter Charles left, how Danny “knew enough.” How Jennifer’s face had looked when she saw Danny after so many years, and how he’d looked back at her.

I led Danny inside, through our foyer, and into the kitchen, where the group was still situated, and announced, “I thought the crowd in this kitchen wasn’t big enough, so I grabbed this random guy off the street.”

Jenn turned, her smile faltering when she saw who I had in tow. “Danny, hi.” She took half a step towards him, like she wanted to hug him, then halted. “What are you…?”

“Hey, Jenn…ifer. Just dropping off a few things from Charles’ estate that… I thought you may want.”

I watched Jennifer very carefully, all the while trying to keep my face composed. Her eyes flicked to mine, as if seeing that I was watching, as if I could see the instant chemistry that she shared with the newcomer. She formed a tight smile and turned to our gathering. “Danny, these are my girls, Kristi and Greyson. Kristi, Greyson, this is Mr. Moreau.”

“Hello,” they said together, politely.

“This is my friend Tess, and this is Patrick, Bryan’s dad. He was watching the girls while we were away.” She turned to Dad, giving him a look, then the girls. “I knew Mr. Moreau—Danny—back in college.”

“College? That was a very long time ago,” Kristi added.

“Yes, thanks for that.” Jenn shook her head. Greyson giggled.

Danny smiled, too, but he looked as overwhelmed as I—and I’m sure Jenn—felt. “Nice to meet everyone.” Jenn took another step towards him, almost protectively, as if in sympathy with his awkwardness.

My dad didn't say anything. He looked at Danny as if sizing him up. I knew why. He’d sensed the same chemistry between this stranger-to-me and Jenn, and he probably disliked it just the same.

After the awkward introductions, and an offer of some coffee for Danny—politely declined—my dad excused himself upstairs to gather his things. “I should head out, too,” Tess said. To my dad, she said, “Thank you for listening. It’s a good perspective. Sophie’s still grounded for the rest of her life, though.”

“We’ve all been there. Like I said,” my dad reassured her, “We all make mistakes. It’s important that we learn from them.”

I swear he glanced right at me as he said it, which made me raise my hands and look around, like what? I never threw parties or got wild. Danny was there behind me, watching the whole exchange, and I felt the need to say to him, “He’ll always see me as the kid who tracked dirt into the hall.”

Danny didn’t say anything, instead watching my dad make his way upstairs.

“You don’t have to go,” Jennifer said to Tess. “Stay. Let’s go grab some coffee or something.”

“Already had plenty of that,” the brunette said. “And besides, you look like you’re about to pass out yourself. If I’d known you’d been on a road trip, I would never have imposed. Let’s get together next week. I’m already feeling better.”

“Okay.” Jenn gave her friend a hug. “Good to see you.”

“You too.” She glanced between the two of us, the playful Tess back, and seemed to want to say something suggestive before seeing Greyson standing there. The mom in her was back. To our daughter, she said, “Your dad’s great. I wish I had a man who swept me away on romantic weekend breaks.”

I stared at her, then turned to Jennifer, who looked just as incredulous. Before we could say anything, the woman swept the two kids into a hug, then breezed out of the kitchen, leaving only a trail of expensive-smelling perfume.

“I seem to have come at an awkward time,” Danny said, snapping me back to reality, reminding me that he was even there.

“No, no…” Jennifer said.

“...this is just what our life is like…” I continued for her.

Jennifer finished our collective thought: “...all the time.”

“Well, I’ll be quick. Let you get your breath back after your… romantic trip. I’m helping Gregory deal with Charles’s belongings, and found a few items that I thought you’d like.”

“Another car?” I joked.

Jennifer looked at me disapprovingly. Not now, honey.

“Nothing like that. Nothing of real monetary value. More sentimental things.” He set the box down on the kitchen counter. “I have one more box in the car.”

He came all the way out here just to hand deliver a couple boxes that easily could have been FedExed. Interesting.

“Thank you, Danny. I’ll come with you to get them,” Jennifer said.

I didn’t follow as the two of them headed out front. I didn’t feel like I was invited to, and besides, there was a big box just sitting there on the counter that my reporter’s curiosity couldn’t resist.

I stood there in the kitchen, staring at the cardboard box. The girls had left when Tess went home, Greyson disappearing upstairs, Kristi heading into the living room with her iPad. How long would Jenn and Danny be outside, collecting the other things? I was alone with whatever Danny Moreau had driven all the way from… wherever he lived… to deliver personally.

The snoop in me won.

I pulled back the flaps. The first thing on the top made my heart jump. It was a leather-bound journal, well-worn, clearly loved. I picked it up before I could think twice, already racing ahead to all the secrets that this would uncover.

A distinctly masculine handwriting was inside—not my wife’s. Charles Wellington’s. My excitement and nerves spiked. My hands actually shook.

Then I started paging through it only to realize that it was Charles Wellington’s wine journal. I turned to a random page.

Brunello di Montalcino, Biondi-Santi 1997

Opened July 23, 2003

Nose: Dark cherry, leather, tobacco, earth. Tight on opening, needed 45 minutes to show its character.

Palate: Full-bodied, high tannins, excellent structure. Dark fruit, dried herbs, hint of tar. Long finish.

Note: ’99 vintage worth acquiring. Hold minimum 10 years.

94/100

Flipping through it revealed much of the same, each page a different entry. Some of them had more details: what it was paired with, whether he’d had it before, who he shared it with. That was promising. There were a few mentions of “J.” but nothing too revealing. “J. enjoyed it with her salmon,” or “I didn’t care for it, but J. appreciated the cherry undertones.”

I shut the journal and set it back in the box, disappointed.

Other than the journal was a small wooden box. It was locked, secured by a small padlock that needed a four digit code. Leaving it alone, I found a few photos, still in their frames, most of them featuring Charles and Jennifer together—a charity gala, a candid at a beach house, my wife all of twenty-three in a pale blue sundress, looking happy, carefree.

The one that struck me most was a framed photo of Jenn alone, the camera tight on her face. She was mid-laugh, her head thrown back, sunlight catching in her golden hair. I could only see one shoulder, a man’s white collared shirt already falling half-off, baring her neck. The light washed out the colors, but the photo was perfect. There was Jennifer—there was Jenny—unguarded and full of life.

I set it all back into the box, remembering that I was in the kitchen, my dad upstairs, my kids in the next room, and I was once again snooping. Closing it all back up, I walked to the front of the house. Jennifer was still outside? How many boxes did Danny bring?

I looked through the window, seeing them standing there, talking closely. Danny was doing most of the talking, his hands gesturing as he made his points. Jennifer listened, arms crossed, but not in a defensive way. She was thinking through it all, the way she got when considering her company’s strategic plan, or what to tell the board.

As the conversation seemed to come to an end, Danny reached out and put a hand on her forearm. She didn’t flinch or step away, but she did start to glance towards the house.

I stepped back before she saw me looking. Danny said something else to capture her attention again. She nodded, said something that Danny took stoically, and gave him a hug.

Over her shoulder, when he thought no one could see him, I saw the look of devastation on his face. I understood now. Danny was in love with my wife. Had he always been? A very long time ago, Kristi had teased. It was a long time ago, and yet he clearly held feelings for her. What history did she have with him? More secrets.

After, he quickly found a neutral expression, then turned, retrieved another box from the backseat of his car, and handed it to her. She balanced the box against her hip with one hand and touched his shoulder with the other. A goodbye.

Danny got in his car. Jennifer stood there watching him back out of the driveway, the box in her arms, her expression unreadable.

A hand touched my shoulder, and I jumped. “Jesus Christ!”

“Relax.” It was my dad. “Spying on her?”

“No.” But I was, and we both knew it. He had his duffel bag with him. “Thanks again for watching the kids.”

“No problem. You know I’ve always loved watching them. You two have done a great job raising them.”

“All Jennifer.”

“Please. I see your influence there. Especially in Greyson. She has your independent streak.”

“She has both of our independent streaks.”

“Definitely fair.”

Outside, Danny was gone and Jennifer was walking back up the drive with the box, looking lost. When she stepped inside to see the two of us standing there, she blinked and came back into herself.

“You okay?” I asked.

“Yeah, just… a lot of the past coming back is all.” She gave us a tight smile, a glance at my dad. “Danny’s gone, he asked me to say bye.”

“We saw him go,” my dad replied. “I bet you two are dying for some rest time, so I’m going to get gone, too.”

Jenn glanced at the window behind me, her expression betraying that she was wondering how much I’d seen of their exchange. She turned back to my dad. “Sorry, Skip, it’s not always this hectic around here.”

He waved it off. “I wouldn’t expect any less. And don’t worry about me. I live in the city. I understand things being hectic.” He seemed to remember something, that little thing he did of suddenly raising his chin. “Oh, speaking of the city, I briefly saw Dee the other day at a gallery opening but didn’t have a chance to talk to her. How’s she doing?”

My ears perked up at that, although neither my dad nor Jennifer seemed to react the same way.

“Oh, you know Diana. Always keeping busy, juggling three projects at once.”

“Still in Chelsea?”

“Yeah, same place.”

Wait. What had he called her? Not Diana… Dee—as in the ‘Dee’ that Sarah Park had mentioned being present at the yacht even in the Hamptons. The dark-haired woman she’d talked about—Dee was Diana. I’d had the slightest suspicion that Diana might know about Charles and Jenn’s past, but…

“Well, next time you see her,” Dad was still talking, “Tell her I said hi.”

“I will.” Jennifer turned and shouted, “Kids! Poppy’s heading out!”

We said our goodbyes in the foyer, then on the front steps, the four of us waving goodbye as Poppy Skip drove back to his life in the city.

And then we were back to the family unit, just the four of us alone again. Back to normal.

Although not really. Nothing had been normal since Danny had turned up on our doorstep that day. But now he’d visited a second time, things were starting to come together.

My mind was racing. Dee. Diana. Gallery owner. Sarah’s words came back to me: “There was this woman, Dee, I think her name was…”

Jennifer’s best friend had been the woman with her on the Salty Dog. Diana had been at that yacht party.
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Iwas reeling. I’d cast my lure, something huge had latched on, and now I was reeling out of fucking control.

Everything that I knew had been turned on its head. Jennifer had admitted that she had been a sugar baby to Charles Wellington. Sarah had said that Jenn was ‘one of those women,’ implying there were others, including Dee. If Dee was Diana, which she had to be, then Diana was a sugar baby, too. To who? Charles as well? Giovanni?

Then there was Aurelio, now that I thought about it. He’d been a friend of Charles. He lived in the same area where the wealthy man owned a “beach house” and where Giovanni Russo had his yacht. Was he involved in this somehow?

I started to construct a timeline in my head. The gallery opening had been in 2003, and if they were celebrating her business school acceptance at Aurelio’s, that was only the next year. The white bikini at the Hamptons and the yacht party with Gio was 2005.

I would meet her two years later, in 2007, and we started dating seriously at the end of that year. Was she still involved with that world at that time? Was she still seeing Charles? I didn’t think so, but I wasn’t sure about anything anymore.

I needed answers, and the advice that Sarah Park had given me finally resonated: ask your wife, talk to her.

As soon as the house was our own, though, Jennifer’s cheery facade broke down. The exhaustion from the previous night seemed to hit her hard. “I need to lie down, honey.”

For a second, I wondered if this was some elaborate way of avoiding my questions—like she knew that I was going to continue to probe. But no, she really did look like she was fading.

“Go take a nap. I’ll get some takeout for the girls.”

Jennifer gave me a kiss before slipping upstairs. As she did, wrong though it was, I thought about the second box that Danny had brought in. Now was my chance to snoop there, too. I’d already crossed that line.

Only when I went to look for it, I found that Jennifer had carried it upstairs with her to the bedroom. I saw it sitting by the side of the bed when I peeked in. She was asleep, her chest gently rising and falling beneath the sheets, but I wasn’t about to risk getting caught taking the box right in front of her.

Besides, there were other lines of inquiry I could follow. Such as Danny Moreau, now that I had a last name.

But first, I had to be a responsible parent.
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“So it looks like it’s just the two of us,” I said to Greyson as I watched Kristi skip out the front door on her way to a sleepover that I didn’t know about but Jenn had apparently arranged weeks ago. “It’s nice out. Maybe the two of us could go for a walk or something.”

“Yeah, that does sound nice,” Greyson said, hedging. “Maybe another time though? I was kinda going to meet up with some friends.”

I thought about Tess and her daughter Sophie and the party, and made a face. “Meet up with friends?”

“Yeah. We were going to run a raid tonight. New expansion dropped yesterday.”

“A raid?”

I recognized the look that she fixed me with. I got it from Jennifer all the time, mostly when she was reminding me of something that I should have remembered. Greyson had adopted it when explaining something obvious, usually around her hobbies. “It’s a dungeon. In a video game.”

I bit my tongue before I could ask her when she got so serious about video games. It was a far better alternative to throwing secret parties and underage drinking. This was a girl raised by Jennifer Turner, true to form…

…but not Jenny Olson.

“Okay, right. I’ll order Panera then. For dinner.”

“Awesome. Thanks, Dad!”

I left her there and went to my computer to put the order in. But of course, that wasn’t the first thing I did. Unlike Jennifer, I didn’t have my own home office. I liked the freedom of a laptop and working wherever I pleased. Usually that was out of the house. That afternoon, I sat down at the kitchen island and brought up Google, typing: Danny Moreau.

The results came back quickly. There weren’t that many people with that name in the New York City area.

The first hit was a LinkedIn profile. Daniel Moreau. Estate Manager. Previously: Assistant to Charles Wellington, Private Wealth Management. I clicked through. The profile was sparse—no photo, minimal details. Just his current position and a brief work history. Before working for Charles, he’d apparently been in finance. Before that, Columbia Business School.

I kept digging. Not a whole lot beyond a professional profile until I came upon an obituary from 2007.

Richard Moreau, 57, investment banker and philanthropist, died unexpectedly at his home in Manhattan, survived by his son, Daniel Moreau.

Investment banker. Philanthropist. Wealthy enough to have a home in Manhattan. That led me down another rabbit hole, this time chasing the ghost of Richard Moreau. The results were much more voluminous, akin to Giovanni Russo. Articles about successful deals. A profile in Forbes from the late ‘90s. Photos of Richard at various events.

He had Danny's build—barrel-chested, squat, on the shorter side. Not overweight, just solid. A man who enjoyed his pints. He had the same striking blue eyes as his son, though unlike Danny's salt-and-pepper hair, Richard had been completely bald with a graying goatee and no mustache.

I found Charles Wellington in one of those photos a few pages in, the two men at some charity event, looking great, smiling, holding drinks. They knew each other. 2007 was also the year that I’d first met Jennifer.

I sat back, staring at the screen, letting my mind wander like this was a new story I was beginning to construct. Jenn joked that this was me going to my Mind Palace, but I was no Sherlock Holmes. I was just a guy grasping at straws and decent at writing about said straws.

And the straw currently in my grasp? Estate manager Danny Moreau was the son of a man named Richard Moreau. Something about that name… Richard. Where had I heard it before?

My phone buzzed with a text that pulled me out of my thoughts before I could connect it. Marcus reaching out.

[Marcus]: Game tonight? Meet up at Casey’s? Yankees vs. Sox.

The last thing that I was in the mood for was more drinking. In fact, even as I sat there browsing the internet, my eyes had begun to droop. I rubbed my eyes and texted back.

[Me]: Tempting, but raincheck? Jenn and I went out to the Hamptons last night and I’m beat.

[Marcus]: I bet you are! Cool, cool. Maybe I’ll see if Izzy’s around, but she’s a Sox fan, if you can believe it.

I chuckled to myself.

[Me]: You’re dating a Boston fan? What is happening in this world?

[Marcus]: When you meet her, you’ll understand.

I gave his text a thumbs up before turning back to the computer and looking over my current search. “Richard Moreau, who are you,” I said to myself.

He died at age 57. That was pretty young. What had happened? I dug some more, but only found a passing reference: “Mr. Moreau collapsed at his home late Tuesday evening, according to sources close to the family. The cause of death has not been disclosed.” Nothing more.

What I did find was a photo of Richard, Danny, Charles, and Giovanni Russo all hanging out at a familiar location: Aurelio’s. There was one other man that I didn’t recognize. Same age—late 40 to mid 50s.

He had a Mediterranean look—olive skin, dark hair going silver at the temples, a strong jaw with a neatly trimmed beard. Handsome in that weathered, Old World way. He stood between Richard and Charles, holding a glass of wine, laughing at something off-camera.

I stared at his face—Richard Moreau—and a different thread tugged at my memory. Sarah, in the restaurant, describing a man who’d swept her to Paris for a weekend, an older guy, connected, generous.

“Richard,” she’d said. No last name.

How many rich, well-connected Richards with a taste for younger women and European getaways could there be in that orbit?

I picked up my phone and opened our message thread before I could overthink it.

[Me]: Hey. Random question. The Richard you mentioned—the one who took you to Paris. Was his last name Moreau?

I watched the typing indicator stubbornly not appear. The minutes ticked by. Nothing.

Eventually, I set the phone face down on the coffee table, telling myself she was busy, in a meeting, asleep, anything. For now, Richard would remain another mystery. One that I was just too tired to deal with right now.

I yawned, closed down my browser, and shut my laptop. Time to throw in the towel. I considered going up to the bedroom, but didn’t want to wake Jenn, so I ended up crashing on the couch. The plan was to shut my eyes just for a moment.

Next thing I knew, it was dark outside and I was feeling groggy.
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“Welcome to the world of the living,” Jennifer greeted me as I stumbled back into the kitchen. She was dressed in pajama pants and an oversized t-shirt, leaning against the counter with an open bag of Panera in front of her. Greyson was there, too, eating a Greek salad.

“How long was I asleep?”

“Few hours, I think,” Jennifer said. “I just woke up myself. You can thank your daughter for the food.”

Greyson crunched on her salad and waved her fork at the two of us. “I came downstairs, hungry and found both of you asleep, so I just went ahead and ordered it.”

“Very resourceful.” I wandered over to the bag. “What did you order me?”

“Same thing as always. Turkey Bravo and a bowl of tomato basil soup.”

“Baguette?”

Greyson pulled a piece of bread from the bag. “Man who loves his carbs.”

Jennifer snickered. My stomach grumbled. “We did a good job raising this one,” I said. “Could do without the snark though.”

“Not my fault my parents were literally sleeping on the job.”

“Correct use of literally, too,” Jennifer said.

I scooped my sandwich and soup and carried it over to the kitchen table. “I’m going to eat over there.”

We ate together, the three of us, making small talk. Greyson launched into an explanation of how her raid went—apparently it went poorly. Someone named “Stabitha” kept “pulling aggro” too early, whatever that meant, and their healer kept standing in fire.

Jennifer and I exchanged a look over our food, and had a whole conversation in that look.

Do you understand any of this?

Not a word.

Me neither.

We grinned at each other. For a moment, it felt like old times.

“Anyway,” Greyson concluded, “we’re going to try again after dinner. Hopefully we can get our sh—stuff together.”

“I’m sure you’ll get it this time,” Jennifer said supportively. I nearly laughed out loud.

“Totally,” I added, nodding solemnly.

Greyson rolled her eyes at both of us. “You two have no idea what I’m talking about.”

“You’re not completely wrong,” I said.

After we finished dinner, Greyson headed back upstairs to rejoin her friends. Jennifer started cleaning up, moving slowly, deliberately.

I helped her out, although cleanup for takeout was easy. Really, I wanted to ask her some of the many questions swirling in my head. Danny. Richard. Giovanni.

I started with a softball. “Hey, how did you and Danny know each other?”

Jennifer turned from rinsing Greyson’s salad bowl, but didn’t hesitate more than a moment. “We went to school together. Grad school, I mean. I think he went to undergrad somewhere in the Midwest.”

“And he was also close to Charles Wellington?”

“His dad was.” She placed the bowl in the drying rack and shut the water off. “But he passed away shortly after we graduated. A real tragedy. Charles took Danny under his wing.” She stepped up to me. “But that’s not what you’re curious about.”

The back of my neck heated up. “And what do you think I want to know?”

Jenn glanced towards the stairs. “You want to know if I slept with him?”

I wetted my lips, then wished that I hadn’t. “Did you?”

Jennifer grinned at me, her eyes dipping to my lips before locking onto mine. “We were friends.”

Her answer was… interesting. It wasn’t exactly a denial. Was that why Danny was in love with her? And why was she looking at me like that?

“I’m going to take a shower,” she said. Her kiss lingered on my lips as she stepped away, as did her gaze.

I was about to follow her when my phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out and glanced at it absent-mindedly, intending to swipe away whatever nonsense alert when I saw that it was a text. From Sarah Park.

[SP]: Sorry I didn’t answer earlier. Yes, Richard’s surname was Moreau.

There it was. Danny was Richard’s son. Richard had been Sarah’s sugar daddy. And he was also close to Charles. Danny “knew enough.” Did he know everything?

I heard the sound of water rushing through our pipes as the shower cut on upstairs. I glanced at my phone, not sure how to respond.

[Me]: Thanks.

This time, her response was much quicker.

[SP]: I’d ask why you’re asking, but have a pretty good idea. Busy now. Will call you later. I’m on to something.

So am I, I thought, my legs taking me up the stairs before I knew what I was doing. Entering my own bedroom like a ghost, I glanced towards the bathroom door, which was cracked just enough to let out steam.

I could see Jenn as I slipped past the door, her form blurred through the steamed up glass, her movements vague yet still sexy. I watched as she ran her hands through her wet hair and arched her back slightly, humming to herself.

Again, I thought about joining her. I should have. But my eyes were drawn to the opposite side of the bed, where those two boxes were still stacked, one on top of the other, right where she’d left them. The pull was too strong.

Glancing one last time to the bathroom door, I opened the flap of the box on top. My heart started to climb up my throat. Inside, there was a scarf, dark blue, cashmere, maybe, but masculine. I ran my fingers along it until I encountered the monogrammed letters: C.W.

Of course it was his. I traced the stitching with my thumb, whispering to myself, “What did you mean to her?”

That’s when I realized that the water was no longer on. My heart made it the rest of the way up my throat as panic set in.

Shit.

The bathroom entrance was between the door and the bed. No way I could slip out without her seeing me, and while I could have played it off as totally a normal thing—it was my bedroom, too—I wasn’t thinking straight. I closed the box and slipped into my walk-in closet, pulling the door shut until only a crack of light bled through.

As soon as I did that and Jennifer stepped out, towel wrapped around her body, humming to herself, I realized just how cooked I was. Now I couldn’t play this off as “Oh, I’m just in my room like a normal fucking person.” Now I’d be creeping out of my own closet, which was dark, and having to explain that.

I held my breath and watched like a total perv as Jennifer shut the door to the bedroom completely and twisted the lock. Yes, I was really and truly fucked now.

Casually, she pulled off her towel and hung it on the knob of the bathroom door. Okay, I thought, this wasn’t all that bad.

In the low light cast from the bathroom, the water beaded on her shoulders and ran down between her breasts. She turned, reaching for something on the dresser, and I got a full view of her—the curve of her hip, the way her ass had gotten fuller over the years in a way that I loved. And between her legs, still smooth and bare from yesterday. My cock stirred in my gym shorts despite the absolute insanity of my current situation.

She moved to the bed, to the second box sitting there. Bent over it, and Christ, the angle gave me a perfect view of her ass, the backs of her thighs taut. My hand went to my cock without thinking.

Jennifer pulled the scarf from the box—Charles’ scarf. She held it to her face, breathed in deeply, her eyes closing. A small smile played on her lips. I felt a pang of… something… watching that connection.

She set it aside carefully, almost reverently, and rooted through the other contents of the box as the water dried on her naked body. She removed a stack of photos, shuffling through them slowly before setting them back into the box.

The next thing she pulled out was a… an iPod? It was one of the old ones, white with the click wheel and matching white earbuds wrapped around it. She practically giggled as she turned it over in her hand. Tapping something, the screen glowed faintly in the dim light.

She unwound the earbuds and popped them in, rotating through the selection of songs before selecting one. I started to worry just how long I would be stuck in here. What if Greyson came looking for me? What if my phone suddenly started to ring?

My phone. I pulled it out of my gym shorts and made sure that it was silenced. It already was, but I could breathe a little easier.

When I looked back out into the bedroom, Jennifer had climbed onto the bed, settling back against the pillows, legs stretched out. Was she just going to lie there and listen to music⁠—

Oh. I almost gasped out loud, although it wouldn’t have really mattered. She had those earbuds in and more to the point, she was… touching herself?

I had never seen Jennifer masturbate. Not in all the many years that we’d been together. I figured that she probably did, I’d just never seen her do it, and never asked if she had. Here, though, hiding like a peeping Tom in our own closet, I watched as Jennifer's hand moved to her breast, cupping it, thumb brushing over her nipple. Her other hand slid down her stomach. Lower.

Had whatever she was listening to transported her back to a different time and place, the way music always could? Was she Jenny once again, if only for a few minutes?

Did I even care? No, no I did not.

What I cared about was how hot she was as she parted her legs and her fingers found her pussy, still bare. What I cared so much about was how she caressed herself, as if marveling at her own softness, teasing her mound before her fingers finally found her clit.

Her breathing shifted. She gasped, hips rising, chest jutting out.

I was rock hard now, my hand wrapped around my cock through my shorts.

Her fingers moved faster. Circling, pressing. Her other hand released her breast, joining the first between her legs. She curled two fingers inside of her. “Fuck,” she whispered. Barely audible, but I heard it.

Her back arched more. She fingered herself faster as she rubbed her clit, mewing and gasping on the bed. Her eyes were closed hard. She was lost in memory. Lost in the past, as the wet sounds of her masturbation carried in the quiet room.

She was close. I could tell by the way her thighs tensed, the way her breathing went ragged and desperate.

Then she came, her mouth falling open in a silent cry, her whole body going rigid. She shook, her hand still moving, drawing it out. Finally she gasped, loud—too loud before she could stifle it.

She lay there, chest heaving, eyes still closed. Slowly, she pulled the earbuds out. Set the iPod aside. I stayed perfectly still in the closet, barely breathing, my cock aching, once again very aware that I could be discovered.

I didn’t need to worry. She dropped the iPod back into the box and closed it up before disappearing back into the bathroom. This time, she shut the door all the way. I heard the sink cut on.

I counted to about ten before slipping out of the closet and moving briskly to the door; remembering at the last minute to unlock it. Silently, I eased it open, stepped out, and shut it behind me.

In the kitchen, I stood at the sink, hands braced on the counter, trying to process what I'd just seen. I was shaking. That was the hottest thing that I’d witnessed in a long time. Jenn had been so uninhibited. So sexy.

The grogginess of my nap was gone, replaced by restless energy. I paced through the kitchen, busied myself wiping down the counter tops, the kitchen table. I kept glancing at my phone, at Sarah’s texts, at Marcus’s invitation. Maybe a beer wouldn’t be a bad idea.

Heading back upstairs, this time much more loudly, I entered the bedroom just as Jennifer was stepping out of the bathroom, towel wrapped around her body, her hair wet and darkened, dripping onto her collarbone.

“Good shower?” I asked, although all I could think about was her playing with herself on the bed.

“Yes.” A finger teased the spot where she’d tucked her towel between her breasts. She seemed to consider something, her eyes unfocused before she glanced up at me. “You should have joined. I could always use help… getting clean.”

With that, she opened the towel and let it drop. It hit the carpet with a soft thump, and she stood there naked, skin still flushed from the hot water, nipples peaked in the cooler air. Or maybe from her self-pleasure session?

I drew in a breath, my cock springing back to full length. “I… was… cleaning up downstairs…”

“Uh huh.” She closed the distance between us and slid her hands up my chest, pushing me gently back toward the bed.

The backs of my knees hit the mattress and I sat, almost automatically. She climbed onto my lap, straddling me, her thighs warm against my hips. Her breasts were right there, soft and heavy against my chest as she leaned in to kiss me. The vision of her touching her pussy, making herself cum on this very bed floated before my eyes.

Her mouth tasted faintly of mint and lotion. I kissed her back, my hands finding her waist, then her ass, fingers digging into the curve of it. For a moment, the house, the car, Charles, all of it fell away. There was only her, damp hair brushing my cheek, the slow roll of her hips over the bulge in my gym shorts.

“Next time,” she murmured against my lips, “come help me get clean.”

My cock throbbed, very much in agreement. I slid a hand up her back, the other cupping a breast, thumb brushing her nipple. She cooed happily.

Then, from down the hallway, Greyson yelled out in frustration. “Where are my heals!? Already popped all my potions and—Oh my God, are you kidding me?”

Jenn froze.

“When do they go to summer camp again?” I said with a groan.

The moment was over, the spell broken. Jenn’s body tensed on top of me, the mom in her shoving the lover aside. She sighed and rested her forehead against mine for a second. “Next week,” she said.

“Not soon enough!” But I was a dad again, too, and as much as it was fun to complain in moments like this, I wouldn’t trade the kids for anything.

She slid off my lap, reaching down to snag the towel and wrap it back around herself. The air where her body had just been felt suddenly cold.

At the same time, my phone buzzed. I pulled it out and checked. It was from Marcus.

[Marcus]: Dude, this game! Already 7 to 7 and it’s only the second inning. I know you’re tired and shit, but hair of the dog and all that. Say goodnight to your old lady and come join us. Casey’s Tavern.

So Marcus. I smiled.

“Who’s that?” Jennifer asked, shifting around enough to look at my phone. I was very happy that it was Marcus, not Sarah, who’d texted.

“Marcus is inviting me out to watch the game at a bar in Stamford.” I tilted the phone toward her to prove it, as if I needed to, then suddenly worried that Sarah might send a more incriminating text at that very moment.

“You going?”

Our little moment on the bed was in the distant past now. Domesticity had returned.

“I don’t know. I’m pretty tired after last night.” But the thought of trying to sleep, with everything running through my head, was probably not going to happen.

“You sure?” Jennifer asked. “You look like you want to go.”

I gave her a tight smile. There was no hiding from this woman. She knew me too well. But what if she really knew what was on my mind?

“What I should really do is catch up on my zoning article follow-ups. I’m behind. The overnight stay was great and all, but…”

“But you want to hang out with your friends. Go. Work can wait.” She reached up and booped me on the nose. “Go. And say hi to Marcus for me.”

“I will.” I hugged her. “Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

As I passed by Greyson’s door, I said, “I’m headed out. Good luck not standing in the fire with Stabby.”

“Stabitha!” came a muffled response.

I headed for the door.
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SCHRODINGER’S MARRIAGE


Casey's was packed when I arrived, which wasn't unusual for a Saturday night during baseball season. I found parking on Shippan Avenue and headed inside, letting the comfortable, dive-bar atmosphere wash over me. Marcus and I had been coming here for years, and the worn wooden bar with its neon beer signs and the smell of hot wings and cold beer were as synonymous with summer as the game itself.

The TVs over the bar had the Sox-Yankees matchup going, volume fighting a losing battle against the crowd noise. I caught a fragment of it as I squeezed past a group of guys near the door—the pretty dark-haired sideline reporter, her familiar voice with its slightly British accent crisp and professional as always, “...and I’m Lori Gass reporting from the Fenway sideline, back to you in the booth,” before the bar swallowed it whole again.

I spotted Marcus at our usual high-top near the back, a pitcher already sweating between two pint glasses.

He wasn't alone.

The brunette sitting with him turned when I approached, and I did a double-take. Long dark hair, big brown eyes, wearing a fitted black dress that made it really hard to keep my eyes on her face. I knew her. I recognized her, but where⁠—

“Mr. Turner,” she said, smiling, and that’s when it clicked.

The PTA. The fundraiser. The champagne and the handshake that had gone on just a little too long. I searched my memory for a name.

“Isobel?”

Her smile widened. “You remembered! Though most people call me Izzy.”

She shifted half off her stool, offering a hand. Her grip was firm, nails painted an expensive, neutral nude.

“I—wow. What are the chances?” I said. “You were at the PTA thing.”

“Yeah. Mom dragged me along. I was bored,” Izzy said lightly. “I asked you about what story you were working on, remember? Zoning?”

“Right, right.”

Marcus stood up, grinning. “You two have already met, huh? My job here is easy.” He clapped a hand on my shoulder. “Bryan, this is my girlfriend, Izzy. Izzy, this is the poor bastard I told you about.”

“Hey,” I protested. What had he told her about me?

She had a husky laugh that I liked hearing a little too much. “He technically called you tortured, confused, maybe having a spiralling existential crisis, but also…his best friend and a great guy.”

I looked at Marcus. “Thanks, buddy.” I slid onto the empty stool. “And for the record, I am not in an existential crisis.”

“Yet,” Marcus said, pouring me a beer.

I took a sip. It was a cold, crisp American lager. Baseball beer.

“Hey,” I said, turning back to Izzy, “Tell me again, I was only half-listening, what were you doing at a PTA event? You’re too young to have kids, right?”

“Kids? God, no,” she said. “I have a younger sister still in school, though. My mom’s… very involved. PTA is kind of her natural habitat.”

Something in the way she said mom had an edge to it. I made a note to ask Tess or Jenn about her later.

“And you?” I asked. “What do you do for a living?”

“She’s famous,” Marcus said, grinning. “Internet-famous, anyway.”

Izzy rolled her eyes, but was smiling. “I’m a content creator,” she said. “Social media. TikTok, Insta.”

“Influencer,” Marcus translated. “She’s got, like, three hundred thousand followers or something insane.”

She ignored the praise. “I mostly focus on how fucked up the whole ‘elite pipeline’ thing is in New York society. Old money, new money, how it all trickles down and either screws you or helps, I guess, for some.”

I blinked. “So… what, you do exposés on rich people?”

“Think of it as literacy,” she said. “Financial and social. Stuff no one tells you. How the game is actually played in this city. Who funds what, who pays for whom. How that intersects with college, internships, networking. The invisible curriculum.”

I was impressed with the girl, but the words who pays for whom brushed a little too close to home. Charles. Gio. Aurelio. My wife, twenty years younger, in that black dress on the SoHo gallery floor.

“I know someone who used to look into that sort of thing. She warned me that it can be a dangerous place to comment on,” I said lightly. “Rich people don’t like being looked at too closely.”

“Oh, no, they love it,” Izzy corrected me. “As long as you don’t use real names and you flatter their sense of being ‘in on the joke.’ My content is, you could say, more light-hearted. Believe me, if I actually wanted to burn things down, my account would have been deleted months ago.”

She watched me as she said it, like she was gauging how that landed.

“And the education angle?” I asked. “Why that, specifically?”

“Because that’s where the rot starts,” she said simply. “Who gets into the Ivys, who doesn’t. Who can afford to take an unpaid internship, who can’t. Who gets a sugar daddy to make up the gap… and who gets judged for doing what everyone else is doing, just without a trust fund.”

A little shiver went through me. Sugar daddy. She’d said it so casually, but my brain caught on it.

She smiled over the rim of her glass. “Anyway. It’s content. It pays the bills. Mostly.”

“You live in the city?” I asked.

“Mostly,” she said again. “I bounce around. Couch surfed for a while, then I got lucky with a sublet downtown. Better for filming. Backgrounds matter, right?” Her big brown eyes flickered over me again, curious. “You work out of the city, too, yeah? Marcus said you’re a journalist.”

“Freelance, so I technically ‘work’ everywhere,” I said. “Mostly local, politics, zoning, human-interest stuff. Nothing glamorous.”

“Don’t sell yourself short,” she said. “There’s nothing more glamorous than actually knowing how to use public records.”

Marcus laughed. “See? Told you she’d be into your nerd shit.”

Izzy shrugged, but there was a spark in her eyes. “You’d be surprised how useful a guy like you is, if you know where to look.” Was she… flirting with me? “You’re married, right? The lady you were with at the PTA?”

“Married. Yes.” I nodded. “Jennifer.”

“Ah, yes.” She was standing close now. I could smell her perfume. I could see the small beauty mark on her top lip. “She’s with NFSA. I know of her… because of what I do, you know?”

Her words drifted over my head. Marcus cleared his throat and I realized I’d allowed my eyes to gravitate onto the swell of her cleavage. I pulled my gaze upwards as he spoke, hoping neither of them had noticed. “Anyway. I figured we’d have a couple of drinks, let you meet, then I’ll drag him outside and talk about cars like real men.”

“Sexist,” Izzy said.

“Lecture me later. You know how much I love it,” Marcus winked, drawing a blush from Izzy. “You good if I steal him for a smoke later?”

Izzy slid off her stool, grabbing her phone. “I’ll be at the bar. I want to say hi to my friend, then I need to post a new story. Always a slave to the algorithm.” She touched Marcus’s arm as she passed, then looked at me. “Nice to properly meet you, Mr.—sorry, I mean Bryan. I’ve got a feeling we’ll be seeing more of each other.”

It was probably nothing. Just politeness. But the way she said it made my stomach tighten.

When she was out of earshot, Marcus leaned in and lowered his voice. “So?” he asked. “What do you think?”

“She’s…” Intense? Super smart? Frighteningly close to a world that I’m just learning of myself?

“Hot?” Marcus helped me out.

Leave it to Marcus to say the most guy-thing. “I am a very happily married man,” I said, hand on my chest. “But yeah, she’s hot.”

He smirked. “Come on. Let’s grab some air. It’s loud as hell in here.”

We took our beers and stepped out to the small side patio—an enclosed concrete rectangle with a couple of metal tables, an ashtray mounted on the railing, and a view of the parking lot. I loved summer nights—the chirping of the crickets, the smell of the night air. Even Marcus, lighting up a cigarette took me back to my twenties. I was a different man back then.

Marcus took a drag, exhaled, and studied me through the smoke. “Talking about being happily married… the Corvette. Jenn. Sugar Daddies. Hit me with the updates, bro.”

I stared at the bubbles in my beer for a moment, then sighed. “Stuff has happened. I guess it’ll be good to get it off my chest.”

Marcus looked at me expectantly. I just laughed and gave him the highlights: Gio, the photos in Manhattan magazine, and then about Sarah, our trip to Southampton and the polaroid of Jennifer in the pink bikini.

“You saw her in it from back then?”

“I did. And she was in this guy, Charles’ lap. Apparently they were celebrating her getting into grad school.”

“I bet they were celebrating…”

“Marcus…”

I ended with today, with Danny showing up and the boxes he’d brought. And how badly I wanted to look into the second one. I left out the part where I’d watched her play with herself.

“And have you?” Marcus asked.

I shook my head. “Not yet. I mean, the first box was boring—old receipts, some legal paperwork, a couple of framed photos, there was a trinket box that I couldn’t get into. But the second box…” I took a sip, buying time. “I haven’t had the chance yet to see what’s in there.”

“Yet,” he repeated.

I stared at the dark shape of my car out in the lot, my mind working overtime, feeling guilty but knowing I could trust the man next to me. That’s when I almost did tell him about watching Jenn touch herself after smelling Charles’s scarf, listening to music that obviously reminded her of her past.

But I didn’t. I kept that private for now. He’d think less of me if I told him I’d hidden in the closet like that. Hell, I thought less of me.

“I’m already in deep, man. I went into her office at dawn to read that letter. I’ve been digging into her past without telling her. If I start cracking open boxes she thinks are hers, that’s another line crossed.”

Marcus flicked ash over the railing. “You already fucking did crack open one of those boxes.” He looked out over the parking lot. When he looked back at me, he looked annoyed. “I told you to stick to the facts. Be a good journalist. If you can’t do that, brother, you just need to talk to her.”

“That’s the problem,” I said. “The longer I wait, the worse it gets. If I’d gone to her after the letter, maybe… I don’t know. Maybe she would’ve sat me down and just… told me. But now I’ve got images in my head, I’ve got these half-answers from Sarah, and every time Jenn lies about something stupid, it feels bigger than it probably is.”

“Like this Giovanni guy,” he said.

“Like Giovanni,” I echoed. “Who, by the way, Sarah confirmed fucked my wife. And Jenn looked me in the eye and said he didn’t. Which means she’s not just omitting stuff. She’s actively rewriting history for me. Which makes me wonder, why?”

He was quiet for a moment, the only sound was the muffled bassline of music through the tavern wall and the occasional shout from inside when someone’s team scored.

“Alright, real talk,” he said. “Open the fucking box.”

“Marcus—”

“I’m serious. You’re sitting here obsessing about what might be in there. Your brain’s already writing the worst possible version. Just look at it and deal with what’s actually there instead of what you think is there.”

I grimaced. He wasn’t wrong.

“You should also probably talk to her about this. Like, should have done it last week⁠—”

“She’ll be furious.” My chest tightened.

“Yeah, she will. She’ll be pissed you snooped, that you went to Sarah first, all of it.” He took a drag. “But she’s probably as anxious about this as you are. She’s kept this stuff from you since you met. Ever stop to think why she did?”

“Yes,” I blurted, kneejerk. But had I? “I mean… she…”

“Was worried that you’d judge her. We all have shit that we’re ashamed of and don’t just lay it out there on our first date. Did you tell her that you used to steal Playboys from the news stand on 87th when we were kids?”

“I mean, of course not. But that’s different⁠—”

“Yes, it is. Society judges her secret way fucking worse than yours. So right now, she’s watching you get closer to the truth without knowing what you actually know. Or that you’re actually pretty cool with it all.”

“I am?”

Marcus chuckled and put a hand on my shoulder. “Someone needs to be the first to lay it all out there.”

I swallowed. As I put myself in my wife’s shoes, I saw how much sense he was making. She’d worked for years to keep her past in the past. Surely she had some anxiety.

But I could be stubborn sometimes. “What if she doesn’t tell me? What if I lay all my cards on the table and she still feeds me a… a… a curated version?”

“Then you’ll know what you’re dealing with,” Marcus said. “Right now, you’re, like, in Schrodinger’s Marriage. She’s both honest and dishonest, both the woman you think you married and someone else entirely. But dude, you can’t fix something you’re afraid to look at.”

I laughed, short and humorless. Schrodinger’s Marriage was a pretty damn good analogy.

“Seriously, man.” He tapped ash. “I get it. If someone dumped a secret sports car and a dead millionaire on my doorstep connected to my wife, I’d be balls-deep in her emails by now, too⁠—”

“I haven’t gone into her emails.”

He ignored me. “But this isn’t some kind of story or expose. It’s your fucking wife.”

“Couldn’t have said it better. My fucking wife.”

“I didn’t mean it like⁠—”

“I know, I know. She’s lying. For a reason.” I chewed on that for a moment. “She didn’t have to lie about Gio. She could have said they’d been close, that things got complicated. But she shut it down. That’s not nothing.”

“Yeah. Whatever happened with Gio and Charles and whoever else… she doesn’t want you knowing about it.” He shrugged. “Maybe it scares her. Maybe she thinks it’ll change how you see her.”

“I mean, yes?” I ran my hand through my hair. “I can’t stop thinking about it. About her. About… all of it.”

He gave me a look. “Yeah. I clocked that. That’s the other reason you need to stop drip-feeding yourself this stuff. You’re mainlining your own jealousy kink without your wife’s consent.”

“Jealousy kink?”

“You’re turned on and terrified, and you haven’t given Jenn a chance to actually participate in that. She might surprise you.”

“Or it might be a fucking car crash,” I said.

He shrugged. “Staring at a closed box and stalking your wife’s past is its own way of crashing. You’re just doing it slowly.”

We stood there in silence for a minute. Through the window, the bar lit up with boos and cheers as Boston tied up the game. Marcus glanced over and muttered, “Aw, fucking hell.”

“So,” I said. “I open the box, see what I’m dealing with. Then I talk to her.”

“Sounds like a plan,” he nodded, stubbing out his cigarette. He was ready to get back to the game.

I thought about the second box, what it might hold. About my phone in my pocket with photos of a young Jenny and screenshots of a dead man’s love letter.

“And if what’s in there… changes everything?” I asked.

“Then everything needed changing,” he said. “You just get to find out sooner.”

Through the window I could see Izzy at the bar, phone in hand, ring light clipped to the case. As she spoke into the camera, I could see why she had such a large following, and why Marcus was so smitten.

For a moment, it felt like everyone else already knew how this worked. I was the only idiot still pretending it was just about a car. I wanted to know what Jenn had done, and with whom, when and where. I wanted to know what she’d been thinking about when she masturbated earlier. And I wanted to know it for me. That made me feel weird. Dirty and weird.

We went back inside. Marcus clapped me on the back as we found our seats, and I realized how much I’d needed this—someone to tell me I wasn’t crazy.

We stayed another hour. The conversation wandered between work, the girls, that tired story about Marcus puking in a trash can in Prague. Izzy drifted in and out, talking about some school she was researching, then disappearing back into her phone. I nodded in the right places, laughed when I should, but my mind kept looping back to the box.

Eventually, I had to call it. I settled my tab, hugged Marcus, promised we’d do this again soon, and headed outside.

The summer air was thick and warm. I crossed the parking lot to my car, keys already in hand.

My phone buzzed in my pocket.

I smiled, expecting Jenn asking where I was.

But it wasn’t Jenn. It was Sarah.

[SP]: You free for a call now? I’ve been doing some digging. Got something big.

I stared at the screen, my heart pounding. The world around me faded away. I forgot to breathe.

[Me]: Yeah. If you call now. I’m just on my way home.

I got in my car and sat there, waiting for her to call. I didn’t have to wait long. Sarah’s name popped up on screen. I answered through the car’s system.

“Hey.”

My stomach tightened at her tone. “What’s up?”

“Did some digging after our chat the other day.” There was Sarah’s voice, clear and articulate and no-nonsense. Straight-to-the-facts, ma'am. “I went to see a photographer I used to work with back in the day. He actually took those photos in the Hamptons—the Giovanni Russo ones.”

Of course. Why hadn’t I thought about tracking down the photographer? “Does he have more photos?”

“Let me finish explaining,” she said curtly.

I nodded, even though she couldn’t see me. I turned the car on. I needed to move. I pulled out of the parking lot, heading for home.

“When I told you about those girls at the yacht party—how they were all Ivy League, ambitious, smart—got me thinking. What if these weren’t just random arrangements? What if they were connected somehow? So I asked him about it.”

“And?”

“At first, he didn’t want to talk. Said he was under an NDA. But then he realized that Wellington is dead. The NDA doesn’t matter anymore.”

I was not drunk. I’d had a couple of beers over several hours and switched to water. But in that moment, I felt hazy enough that I almost pulled over by the side of the road.

“He talked,” Sarah continued. “And Bryan, what he told me… it’s not what I thought.”

“What do you mean?”

“They’re part of something. He called it ‘The Sugar Club.’”

“A sugar club?”

“The Sugar Club. That’s what they called it. It wasn’t random coeds meeting random rich guys at parties. It was organized. Thoroughly organized.”

“Organized how?”

“NDAs. Protocols. Vetting processes. Sex parties on yachts, in private villas, exclusive clubs. The photographer said that these women weren’t being exploited. That they were the ones setting the rules. I don’t know how much of that is his read on it versus what was actually true, but that’s what he said.”

I stayed silent, trying to process. I was also very aware that I was driving slower and slower. A car honked behind me. I sped up.

“Bryan, are you listening?”

“Yeah. Yeah, I’m here.”

“They had code names. ‘Honeys’ and ‘Moneys.’ Cute, huh?”

“And Charles Wellington was a Money?”

“He sure as hell wasn’t a honey. I’m still trying to figure him out, but he’s central to all of this. It’s just… not what I was thinking. What I had with Richard was transactional. I knew what it was.”

“And this wasn’t?” I said. “You can’t possibly believe that I’m that naive. That this was, what, true love?”

“No, of course not. It’s just that it all seems more… I don’t quite know. Hedonistic, maybe?”

My hands tightened on the wheel. “And Jenn?”

“She was definitely a Honey.”

“How certain?”

“I can prove it. But not now, not over a call. Come to my place. Tomorrow, Monday, whenever you can. I'll show you everything.”

My stomach sank. Marcus’s advice floated up to me. ‘Ever stopped to wonder why she never told you?’ What had Jenn gotten herself involved in back then?

“I have to go, but listen, Bryan, this is big. Like, really big, so… just keep it to yourself, okay?”

“Sure. Right, okay.” I definitely didn’t just tell my best friend all of that stuff. “You said you had proof. What exactly⁠—”

“Not now. Not like this.” She was rushed. “Call me when you’re free. I’m in Queens. I’ll give you the address then.”

“Sarah—”

“I have to go. Just… call me.”

The line went dead.

I drove the rest of the way home in silence, my mind racing.

The Sugar Club. Honeys and Moneys. Charles Wellington at the center of it.

And Jennifer—my wife, my Jenn—had been part of it all.

Maybe I wasn’t going to need what was in the box after all.
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DESTINED FOR GREAT THINGS


Istartled awake in the bright morning light. I’d been having a nightmare. I think. My heart was still hammering in my chest as I shot to a seated position. My body was covered in sweat. Only… only as I ran my hands through my hair, I wasn’t sure if it was a nightmare at all. I had the vague impression of Jennifer laughing, sighing… moaning.

I closed my eyes and I could just catch a glimpse of the last scraps of the dream. She was walking away, on the arm of an older man. She was happy. She looked back at me, and I saw her eyes…

I opened mine again. Jenn had left the curtains slightly open last night. It was a habit of hers. She’d explained it once, something about circadian rhythms and natural light. I mostly didn’t mind. I was an early riser like she was. Only after two nights of indulgence and the summer sun cutting straight across the pillow, I was less thrilled.

At least compared to yesterday, my headache was pretty mild, just a dull pressure behind my temples. Still sucked. Still made me wonder why I ever drank at all.

The other side of the bed was already empty and cool. Jenn's pillow held the faint indent of her head, her scent still on the cotton. She'd been asleep when I'd gotten in, the room dark and quiet, and I'd undressed in the bathroom so I wouldn't wake her.

I rubbed the pillow now, wondering if I could get back to sleep when I smelled the glorious aroma of freshly brewed coffee. I crawled out of bed, found my gym shorts on the floor, and shuffled downstairs.

God, I loved the smell of coffee. The French press sat on the counter, still warm. Greyson’s cereal bowl was already in the drying rack. Kristi’s sat on the counter, half-full of milk. With the windows open, I could hear the birds chirping, a lawnmower rumbling, and smell the cut grass.

Jennifer was at the kitchen table. A small carry-on suitcase sat by the island, a folded blazer resting on top of it. She was on her phone, but looked up when I came in. “Morning,” she mouthed, listening to whatever was being said.

She was going somewhere? I poured myself some coffee as I contemplated that. That was unexpected. And suspicious.

“Thanks,” she said into the phone. “Yes… I’m about to get on the road… yes, you can gather them. I’ll be ready.”

She tapped her phone and set it down, looking up at me, her brow creased with stress.

“I thought your trip wasn’t until tomorrow.” Her quarterly board meeting in downtown New York City was tomorrow. Typically, it was an all day thing. Everyone flew in from around the country, they’d talk through operations, budgets, initiatives. Boring stuff that Jennifer was at the center of. They’d then go out to a fancy dinner and Jennifer would spend the night. I would sometimes go in and join her for the social part, but hadn’t in the past few years.

Jennifer sighed. “That was the plan. Unfortunately, there’s an emergency board session in the city. The auditors are there. Remember the new certification launch?” She rubbed at her temple. “Edgar found a major problem with how we’ve structured the revenue. Something about nonprofit compliance and our tax exemption. If it’s not fixed before Monday's quarterly filing deadline, we could lose our five-oh-one C six status. He wants the C-suite in the city to sort it out with our attorneys.”

It all flew over my head, mostly. What didn’t was that this was real. She’d been talking about certification since the end of last year. I knew that she was already anxious about the enormity of the launch.

“It’s all…” She glanced towards the upstairs, where the girls were. Lowering her voice, she said, “It’s all totally fucked. This is going to fall on me. I greenlit this idea.”

I went to her, pulling her into my arms before she could spiral further. “Hey, hey, it’ll be okay. You’ve surrounded yourself with amazing people.” I hugged her tightly. “It’ll be fine.”

Jennifer hugged me back, just as hard, like she was trying to wring all the air out of my body. “Thank you,” she murmured. “It’s just the timing…”

“I know, but when is the timing ever ideal?”

She squeezed me one last time and pulled back, her hands sliding down my arms and into my hands. She met my eyes and nodded. “You’re right. I’m just…” She drew a long, deep breath in through her nose and released it slowly. “Yes, I can do this.”

“And if you can’t, then we’ll make something else work. I am a pretty big deal in the world of local freelance journalism. Did you read my piece about the new housing development on the west side of Stamford?”

Jenn actually snorted. “I did, actually. People really didn’t like the yellow bricks.”

“Of all the things to hate about it, that’s what they fixated on.” I nuzzled her nose, our lips close. “People are weird.”

She closed the gap and kissed me. “I love you. And I’m really sorry I need to go. But I really do.”

“I know.” I did. Whatever secrets and omissions she had about her past, this was what was happening right now, and this was real. “Go and do your thing. I’ll take care of things here. I’m guessing, based on the suitcase, that you’re staying tonight, too?”

She nodded, looking apologetic. “I don’t know how long it’s going to last, and our meeting starts early Monday.”

“It’s okay,” I reiterated.

What I didn’t voice aloud—and what made me feel very guilty—was the realization that this would give me the chance to investigate the contents of those boxes completely uninterrupted.

“We always knew this was going to be a stressful beginning of the week,” I said. “Don’t worry about home. Focus on sorting things out at work. You always do.”

She relaxed slightly, the small tension leaving her shoulders, and for a moment, she just looked at me. “You’re a good man,” she said. “I’m lucky to have you.”

“I have my moments,” I replied, quieting the voice that accused me of being a total fraud.

The girls joined us as I carried her suitcase out to the Honda Pilot. They said their goodbyes, hugging her and telling her that they loved her. Jennifer did this a few times a year, so her leaving for a night or two wasn’t that momentous anymore. In fact, they headed back inside before Jenn was even in her car.

“Emergency contacts are on the fridge.” She loaded her laptop bag into the passenger seat, tucked her sunglasses into her hair, and turned back to me. “Don’t forget Kristi’s swim pickup, and don’t let her wear the⁠—”

“Purple goggles. I know. I’ve taken her to the pool more than you.”

“I made a lasagna this morning. It’s in the fridge now. Forty minutes at three-fifty.”

“When did you get up?”

She smiled, touching my arm. “I didn’t want you to worry about cooking.”

I met her smile with one of my own because I knew where this was going. It was a shared joke of ours. “You know I can cook.”

“And I know that you’ll take this opportunity to get fast food with the girls instead.”

We laughed together. “It was one time.”

“I better not find Burger King wrappers in the trash when I get back.”

“You won’t, don’t worry.” I lowered my voice, as though talking just for me. “What else have you got for me?”

She took a deep breath. “I know you’ll be tempted, but please don’t take Charlotte out.”

“The Corvette?”

“She’s not insured for other drivers, and I don’t want her sitting out in the heat on the driveway. Just… leave her locked up. There have been break-ins.”

“Now you’re getting paranoid.”

“Just humor me, okay?” She gave me a quick, final smile. “Just keep her in the garage, okay? That’s all I ask.”

“Okay,” I said. “I wouldn’t go out and leave the girls home alone anyway.”

“About that,” Jenn smiled, opening the Honda door and tossing in her handbag. “I called Renee and arranged for Raelynn to come over. She’s going to take the girls out for a few hours.”

“Huh? Why? I can take them out.”

“I remember what you said last night. You’re behind with your zoning article. That’s my fault, for taking you to the Hamptons. So, this is my way of making it up to you. A few hours all on your own. The house to yourself. Some peace and quiet.”

“You didn’t need to do that.”

“I know.” She got in, lowered the window. “Love you.”

“Love you too. Drive safe.”

I stood on the driveway for a moment after the SUV turned the corner, the morning warmth already pressing down on the street. A sprinkler started spraying water on a lawn opposite, the light catching in a tiny rainbow in the mist. From the backyard, I could hear Kristi laughing, probably playing in our own sprinkler.

I looked at the closed garage door.

Keep her locked in the garage.

Not ‘don't scratch her.’ Not ‘don't let the girls eat in her.’ Just keep her locked up, with the particular firmness she used when she was done negotiating. The car meant more to her than she'd ever properly said out loud, I understood that much. It was a reminder of a piece of her life she'd folded away very carefully.

I went back inside.

So Raelynn was coming over. Jennifer had arranged it herself, which meant she'd thought about me before she left, thought about me having a few hours alone, the house to myself, time to catch up on the zoning piece I'd been neglecting. Jenn was ever generous, always considerate.

The fact that it also gave me uninterrupted access to the boxes was a bonus.

I topped up my coffee and stood at the kitchen window. Kristi had, indeed, turned our own sprinkler on in the backyard and was fully inside of it. Greyson was reading a book on the patio. At least she was outside. That was nice.

I thought about the boxes upstairs. They’d been sitting on Jenn’s side of the bed when I’d gotten home from Casey’s, close enough to her that I couldn't have moved them without waking her. Not that I hadn’t put serious thought into trying, but after fifteen years living with kids, she always slept lightly.

Now I had my opportunity. Setting my mug down, I went upstairs.

The smaller box was still there where I’d seen it last, on her side of the bed. One box. I crouched down and checked the gap between the nightstand and the wall, ran a hand under the bed frame.

The second box was gone.

I straightened up slowly.

She’d moved it. Sometime between midnight and this morning, she’d moved that particular box. My breathing shortened. I checked her closet for the missing box. Nothing. I checked her office, the hallway cupboard, the laundry room. Each time I found nothing, my pulse sped up.

Had she taken it with her? I didn’t carry it out, and I didn’t remember seeing it in the back of her Honda. Then again, I wasn’t looking for it, either.

I took a break from snooping to have lunch for Kristi and Greyson. We talked about things that I barely remembered, my mind processing all the places I needed to check in those few hours when I’d have the house all to myself. Around two, the doorbell rang.

“Hey, Mr. T,” Raelynn greeted me as I opened the door. The sun lit up her hair, turning the loose golden waves near white. Today, she was dressed down again, the casual version of Raelynn that I’d watched grow up. She wore trendy, baggy sweatpants that probably cost more than my whole outfit, paired with a white crop top that showed off her tanned, flat stomach and pierced navel.

She pulled her white earbuds out. “Jennifer called my mom, asked her if I could do something with my two favorite girls today.”

I stepped back to let her in. “You’re a lifesaver, Rae.”

She was carrying a tote bag, which she set on the floor briefly as she popped her earbuds into their case and slipped them in. As she crouched down, her low-slung sweatpants rode even further down her hips, and I swear I caught a glimpse of a cotton thong just at her tailbone.

I looked away, finding a spot on the wall behind her and counted to three, getting control of myself. Raelynn straightened up back.

“Where are they?” she asked, straightening up, completely oblivious, now holding a granola bar.

“They’re in the backyard,” I said, grateful my voice came out normal.

Raelynn nodded as we walked through the house, towards the backyard. She’d been here a hundred times, of course, back when we actually needed a babysitter for the kids. She was a good kid, and until recently I’d always thought it would be nice for our girls to grow up like her. But now…

“Mrs. T. said you’re working on an article?” she asked.

“Follow up to this zoning piece I did last week,” I said. “Thrilling stuff.”

“Sounds like it.” She smiled as we entered the kitchen. She scooped up my empty coffee mug that I’d left out and carried it over to the sink. One of the girls must have looked up from outside, because Raelynn waved through the window. “Don’t worry about us. I’ve got you covered. You need a few hours?”

“That should do it. I’ll text if things change.”

“Take your time.” She pushed her sunglasses on and headed for the French doors that led out back. “We’ll be fine.”

I stood there for a moment after she disappeared outside, listening to her greet the girls through the back door.

Jenn had arranged this. She’d called Renee, organized Raelynn, handed me a clear afternoon and a quiet house, all while preparing a lasagna, packing a suitcase, and fielding calls about governance documents. She’d thought of everything.

A couple of weeks ago I wouldn’t have thought twice about any of it. That was Jennifer being Jennifer. Now my imagination was wild with speculation. Why was she being so accommodating? Was it really because she felt bad about leaving me and my zoning article? Or did she feel bad about something else?

It took just under an hour to get everyone moving, which was something close to a miracle based on the standards of our household. Greyson actually seemed thrilled to hang with Raelynn. Kristi was always enthusiastic, especially after Raelynn fashioned her hair into two loopy braids.

“Don’t you love them?” Kristi said.

“Nice work.”

“I don’t have sisters, but I do have four younger cousins,” Raelynn said. “Who love their cuz-cuz.”

That made me smile. Raelynn was a good kid. Too good to get caught up in the same life that my wife had been caught up in. I winced at the judgment in the thought, but there it was.

“You guys ready?” Raelynn asked once the snacks were packed.

“Yes,” Kristi announced.

Even Greyson seemed excited to go wherever Raelynn had planned. I walked them to the door and bid them all goodbye. “I’ll have them back by five-ish,” she said, turning at the bottom of the porch steps. The afternoon sun caught her hair, the loose pieces around her face going almost white in the light. This time, I kept my eyes fixed on her face. “Text me if you need longer.”

“Five’s perfect,” I replied. “Thank you, Rae. Really.”

She waved it off and the three of them piled into her old Toyota Prius. A moment later, they were gone and I was alone. I went inside, pausing in the hallway, listening to the silence of an empty house.

I had roughly three hours.

I went to find the box.

I started in the bedroom again, this time more methodical, like this was research for a story. I started with the obvious places first, then worked outward. Under the bed (again). On the closet shelves. Atop the wardrobe.

Nothing.

I returned to her office, taking my time this time, pulling the filing cabinet drawers all the way out to check behind them. Checked the back of the credenza. Even lifted the printer. There was nothing unusual anywhere. Nothing incriminating. Just the usual stuff that a successful COO would have in her home office.

I stood in the hallway, hands on my hips, thinking.

She’d moved it before she left. That meant she’d moved it last night, or this morning before I came downstairs, or both. She’d had the suitcase, the laptop bag, the mental load of an emergency work trip. And still she’d taken the time to relocate that one cardboard box to somewhere I wouldn’t immediately look.

Somewhere I wouldn’t immediately look… I chewed on that idea, going back downstairs, to the kitchen, thinking through it all. I’d already checked the utility room and the basement—twice, in fact. I glanced along the cabinets. A box that big would be obvious atop those, but I climbed up onto the counters to look just in case.

Then I glanced at the door that led out to the garage. I’d checked there, too, although we’d emptied most of it out when we’d moved the Corvette in.

The Corvette.

Keep her locked in the garage.

It hadn’t been a request. It was a direct instruction to not go anywhere near the Corvette.

I went to the garage.
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Charlotte, the car, sat in the dim garage, her red paint catching light from the high windows. Even in shadow, she was beautiful. I ran a hand along the driver’s side door as I passed, feeling the cool metal, the chrome handle.

There was nothing in the front, nothing in the footwells. The trunk release was just inside the driver’s door. I reached in, popped it, and walked to the rear of the car.

The trunk opened with a soft mechanical exhale.

The box was inside, wedged against the spare tire well, a folded picnic blanket placed over it. Bingo. She’d hidden it there deliberately. My hands shook as I pushed the blanket aside and took the box out.

Carrying it to the hood of the car, I set it flat in the better light and opened the flaps. Inside were the contents of my wife’s other life.

The dark scarf was on top, the one that I’d watched Jennifer pull out and smell. It was dark, heavy silk, monogrammed C.W. at one end. I lifted it to my nose, just as Jenn had. Was that Charles, the cologne he wore, the musk he gave off? Had his scent transported her back to her wilder years?

Beneath that sat a small sheaf of papers, things from college, Columbia letterhead, an old course schedule with lectures circled in red pen. There were a bundle of loose photos. I remembered Jennifer shuffling through those last night. They were all candids from her time in school. I studied one, a photo strip from an old mall booth, four frames stacked on one another, of Jennifer and Diana, side by side. First frame: both pulling serious, model-straight faces. Second, Diana covering her mouth, Jenn’s eyes squeezed shut. Third frame, Diana kissing Jenn on the cheek, Jenn’s expression a mixture of surprise and delight. Final frame, both of them pointing directly at the camera with big grins.

These were just kids, happy, ordinary, laughing kids in a photo booth on some unremarkable afternoon. I thought of Raelynn now, out somewhere getting ice cream and enjoying the sun. Whatever else this box contained, those four photos grounded me.

Next was a large, square portfolio, the cover stiff and bound in off-white leather, softened with age. There was no title on the cover, no label on the spine. I lifted it out and opened it.

The inside cover was blank, but I immediately knew what this was as soon as I turned the first page. A scrapbook. Only… not quite. That first page was made up of photographs, arranged in a grid, three rows of four, with a final row to spare. All women. All beautiful women.

Jenn was at the top right, the very first. Next to her was Diana. Beneath each photo was their first name—printed, not hand-written, in the same serifed typeface. Like a⁠—

“Yearbook?” I said aloud in the confines of the garage.

I carried the box, contents and all, into the kitchen. Pouring myself a cup of cold coffee, I sat down at the island counter and flipped the book back open.

“What is this?” I said to myself. It was like a sorority yearbook, but Jennifer wasn’t in a sorority. It also didn’t feel like a model portfolio or anything. It didn’t titillate the way a page off of Model Mayhem or OnlyFans did.

I turned the page beyond the grid, and there was Jennifer on that first page, listed as “Jenny” next to a photo of her in a simple black dress, her chin tilted up just slightly, wearing a younger version of the half-smile that I knew so well now. She was in her early twenties, her hair lighter and her face rounder.

Along the right side of the photo was a write up that I thought, at first, was like a Playmate Data Sheet, like in the old Playboy Centerfolds. Stuff like bust and body size, turn ons, turn offs, their dream date, their fantasies. It was kind of like that, only without any of the physical attributes or sexy asides. It was far quirkier.

Jenny. Columbia. 2003. Zodiac: Taurus. Favorite Drink: Dry Martini, two olives. Favorite Movie: Wild Hearts Can’t Be Broken.

And below that: Jenny is a true Taurus. Reliable, hardworking, stubborn, she represents the best of us and is destined for great things, whether it’s killing it in the classroom or in the clubs. She may seem bright-eyed and innocent. We know better.

I re-read that last line. We know better. Who was the “we”? I had my theories, but in the end, it amounted to one realization that truly mattered: my partner of nearly twenty years had hidden so much of who she was from me. Had I been duped all along? It didn’t sit well with me that these people knew twenty-something Jennifer better than I did.

I sighed and turned the page.

Diana’s photo was a candid, caught mid-laugh, her dark hair cut sharp at the jaw. I vaguely remembered her that way, back when I’d first met her.

Dee. Columbia, 2003. Zodiac: Scorpio. Favorite drink: Negroni. Favorite Food: Pasta. Any kind of pasta. Do not ever tell her she’s wrong about pasta.

Dee has strong opinions. About everything (see pasta above). No idea how the girl keeps so thin. It goes well with the intensity that she brings to everything, from art to school to men. She can be mysterious and passionate, she doesn’t suffer fools, but if you get into her good graces, she will always have your back.

Yeah, that basically summed up what I knew about Diana. She doesn’t suffer fools. I wasn’t a fool, was I? I never got that impression, and she didn’t seem like the type to humor anyone, but I was starting to second guess everything.

I didn’t recognize the woman on the next page, a pretty Puerto Rican named Lorena who went to Fordham and wore her dark hair in a long braid. She did look vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t place her. Nor did I know who the fourth was: Cordelia, also Columbia, although one year after. Her beauty was delicate, as was her pale English skin and soft brown hair. But not those eyes, gray and striking. Even through the photograph, those eyes said, “Don’t fuck with me.”

The fifth, though, was someone that I knew. Or did know. I’d forgotten about her until that moment, staring at her in this… yearbook.

Hannah had been a college friend of Jennifer’s. I’d met her more than a few times back when we’d started dating. She was a quiet girl. I remembered that. I remembered thinking that she was cute, although I was so infatuated with Jenn at the time that everyone else kind of lost focus.

The photo was a candid shot of Hannah wearing a green dress and holding a solo cup. She was smiling quietly at something off-camera, her copper hair down. That was the girl I remembered.

Hannah. Columbia 2005. Favorite Drink: Prosecco. Favorite Movie: Lost in Translation.

There is no one sweeter than Hannah, although she’s much stronger than anyone gives her credit for. That’s her secret power. She listens. She processes. And she uses what she observes. Oh, she also speaks four different languages, and can swear fluently in all of them. Impressive girl.

I flipped through the others—three more—but it was all more of the same. Friends writing about friends, like an early Facebook. What the hell was this?

I glanced one last time at Jennifer’s photo before closing it. When was this taken? Early on? At twenty? Twenty-one? Whoever she was looking at, her head tilted just so, she clearly knew them, and she liked what she saw.

I sighed and closed the portfolio, setting it gently aside. There were other things in the box, but nothing of interest. A slim notebook of study notes from some class. There was the old iPod, the white earbuds still wrapped around it the way that she’d left it last night. I picked it up and chuckled. That thing was so high tech at the time. One thousand songs in your pocket. Hilarious now.

On the back, interestingly, written in faded Sharpie was S.C.

Same as the CD case in Charlotte's glovebox. Same initials. She'd told me it stood for Songs for Charlotte.

I turned it over in my hand, then put it to one side.

That’s when I saw it. The last thing in the box. A USB drive, small, matte black, no branding. A strip of white electrical tape wrapped around one end, and on it, in Jenn’s handwriting, were two letters. The same two letters.

S.C.

I stared it for the longest time. Songs for Charlotte. On a USB drive?

A USB drive required a computer.

I had my laptop open before I could stop myself, or talk myself out of this being a bad idea. I was so deep in it now, anyway, might as well go all the way. I plugged the drive in, double-clicked on the drive when it became available, and⁠—

Password required.

I sat back. “Of course,” I said aloud, staring at the prompt.

I tried the obvious. Jennifer. Turner. Columbia. Charlotte. Charles. I tried her birthday, the girls' birthdays, our wedding anniversary. I tried Charlotte1969, the year the Corvette was made. I tried Jenny and JennyO and Olson.

Each time the field turned red.

I sat back, rubbing my face with both hands.

The wooden box from the first cardboard had been locked with a four-digit padlock. Now this. She’d layered it, the box hidden inside the car, now an encrypted drive inside the hidden box, buried beneath everything else as if to hide it even further. Whatever was on this stick, she’d decided it needed protecting.

I tried a few more combinations. SugarClub, one word. Two words with a space. With an underscore.

Nothing.

I had nothing. A locked trinket box, a scarf, the photos, a useless yearbook, a locked drive I couldn't crack, and an iPod full of early 2000s pop songs.

There had to be a reason she’d hidden it. A reason the box was locked. A reason the drive was encrypted. There had to be.

I tried SugarClub one more time, different capitalization. The field turned red.

I closed the laptop harder than I needed to.
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Raelynn brought the girls back just after five, flushed and laughing. They were carrying bags from the mall. Now I got why Greyson was happy to go along on this Sunday afternoon expedition.

“You get your article done?” Raelynn asked as they entered the house.

“I did. Thank you.” It was true. After I couldn’t actually get into that USB drive, I’d carried it up to the bedroom to deal with later and threw the last of my energy into actual work.

“So what did you three get up to?”

“Raelynn took us to an escape room,” Kristi blurted. “Runaway Train.”

“It was so cool,” Greyson added with an enthusiasm that I hadn’t seen her exhibit for something not related to World of Warcraft in forever. “It was, like, these three different rooms, but they all looked like train cars. And we had to solve puzzles to get into the different rooms, all while this timer was ticking down and the train was going to crash.”

Raelynn was smiling as she watched the girls bubble on.

“So did you three escape?”

The girls both looked at Raelynn, letting her make the reveal. “With 12 seconds remaining,” she said.

“It was so close,” Kristi whispered.

“Kristi kept yelling the code at me and I could barely think,” Greyson added.

Raelynn giggled. “I’m not gonna lie, with three, it was pretty hard. But your girls are smarties⁠—”

“So are you,” Kristi interrupted.

“Anyway, the escape room’s in the mall, so we spent the rest of the time shopping.”

“Can Raelynn stay for dinner?” Kristi asked. “Please? Please?”

“It’s okay, girls, I should hang out with my mom,” Raelynn said.

Kristi was relentless. “Invite her over, too. My mom made lasagna, and it’s enough for all of us.”

Raelynn looked at me, checking in with how I felt. I shrugged. “If you and your mom are free, there’s more than enough.”

The girls—even Greyson—cheered. Raelynn nodded and ran her fingers through her hair. “Let me go ask, but it sounds like a plan.”
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FOR AN OLDER GUY


“Hey, how’s your day been?”

“Still going.” Jenn sounded exhausted on the other end of the line. “But now we’re just working through the details. It’s going to be okay. You were right. There are some pretty amazing people working on this.”

“I’m glad.”

“How’s your day been? Productive, I hope?”

I felt mildly guilty that I had spent a good chunk of the time she’d gotten me going through her past—and coming up mostly empty at that. I scratched the back of my itching neck, glad that this wasn’t a Facetime. “Made all my deadlines. Thanks again for having Raelynn over. The girls had a blast.”

“I’m glad.”

“I invited her and Renee over for dinner. I made lasagna.”

“Uh huh,” Jennifer deadpanned, then laughed. “Hope it was good. I threw it together really quickly.”

“I’m sure it will be. How about you? Now that the problem is behind you, going out to celebrate? Free night on the town in New York City?”

Jenn snorted. “More like going to sleep. The actual meeting starts tomorrow.”

“You should at least get one drink. Maybe… maybe Diana’s around. I’m sure she’d meet up with you.” Why was I suggesting that? Like a man running his palm over an open flame.

Jennifer was quiet for long enough that I wondered if she’d heard. “She actually did text me…” I heard the consideration there. “I don’t know. It’s never just a single drink with that one.”

The yearbook came back to me. …the intensity that she brings to everything… I cleared my head with a quick shake.

“You’re probably right. Sleep now. Play later.”

“Well, finish up the minutiae of bylaws and state tax code now, then sleep, then, maybe, some playing. Put the kids on? I should go ahead and say goodnight now, before dinner. I don’t really know how long this next meeting will last.”

I called the kids. They came down, said goodnight to their mom. Then she was back on with me. “I’ll say goodnight to you, too,” she said. “Love you. Miss you. Enjoy the lasagna, and say hello to Renee for me.”

“Will do. I love you, too.”

When I hung up, I sat there, more confused than ever. I thought of the Corvette in the garage and all the chaos that it had produced. Then I thought of the letter that he’d written. ‘I just wanted to know you were happy. That you were loved the way you deserved. That you got everything we talked about back then: the career, the family, the stability that comes with the love of children and a good man.’

If he cared so much about her wellbeing and her happiness, then why throw a bomb into it with the car? With the letter? With all of it? That didn’t sound like the selfless man that Jennifer seemed to paint Charles Wellington.

If he hadn’t sent the car, I would have been going about my life as blissfully ignorant as I had before, not scouring the house for secrets, or trying to hack into a 20-year-old USB drive, or, or…

I had to stop myself. I went to the kitchen and turned on the oven. 350 degrees, just as Jenn had said, and got ready for our guests.
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Renee and Raelynn came back about an hour later, arriving around six. Renee brought a bottle of wine, even though we were the only two who could legally drink it. Raelynn still wore her sweatpants and crop top, but she’d grabbed a zippered hoodie that kept slipping off one shoulder.

I heated the lasagna up and we ate it on the back patio, enjoying the summer evening. My girls talked about the escape room some more, going over their favorite puzzles. The girls bickered a little about punching in the final code, but that was usual sisterly stuff.

After dinner, Greyson and Kristi offered to do the dishes, letting us grownups talk outside.

“So your second year at Cornell went well?”

“It did. I think I’ve finally hit my stride there, although things are now getting real.”

“Welcome to being an adult, dear,” Renee said.

“I remember my Sophomore year. I went to Vassar, and will admit, I didn’t really get my act together until… well… I guess after that.”

“Mr. T, a party animal,” Raelynn said.

I blushed. “No, not exactly that. But those first years were a transition. My mom and dad split up the year before, so I was a little… unmoored, let’s say.”

I still remembered those years. Things hadn’t been great between my dad and mom for a while, and while I wasn’t surprised, it was devastating nonetheless. I’d just gotten into Vassar, and was still excited about college when I woke up that day and Dad told me that Mom was gone. She just… she just left. Without a goodbye. There was someone out in California. She’d been going back there a lot. After that, coming home between semesters to just Dad was weird.

“Parental splits can be hard on a kid,” Raelynn said, shooting a glance at her mom. “But I’ve had six years to adjust.”

“Your father was a⁠—”

“I know, Mom. I know. I used to see him every other weekend, remember? I know he wasn’t a great guy.” She glanced at me. “You went to Vassar? I thought Jennifer went to Columbia. How did you two meet?”

“Oh, we didn’t meet in college.” And if we had, I did not think that I would have been the kind of man that she’d have been drawn to. “We actually met at a Habitat for Humanity thing that my dad was sponsoring. He was in real estate back then and liked buying up abandoned lots and rehabilitating them. I was there covering it for a piece—helped that I had an in. Jennifer was volunteering.”

“So the first time you saw her…”

“She was holding a hammer and wore a toolbelt, yeah. It was actually very sexy.” I could still remember that day, seeing her for the very first time. Flannel shirt unbuttoned over a tank top, the sleeves rolled up, wearing jeans and work boots that looked like she’d just removed them from the LL Bean box. I blushed as our neighbors smiled at me. “She’d graduated by then, had her MBA, and was working for the Urban Development Alliance, so was partnered with Dad.”

“That’s so sweet,” Raelynn said.

Sweet wasn’t the word I would have used. She was the sexiest person on site, and I remember how our eyes kept meeting. “The first thing she said to me was, ‘Why don’t you have a hammer?’ When I told her that I was there as a journalist, she said that the best way to understand was to participate. Next thing I knew, I was helping frame a house.”

“So who asked who out?” Renee said. “I bet it was Jenn.”

“I bet it was Bryan,” Raelynn said. “The man’s got game.”

Her mother looked at her daughter and shook her head. I answered for them before things got too weird. “I actually did. But not that day. Despite having such a great time, I forgot to get her number. I figured that was that, but I couldn’t stop thinking about her. When my editor wanted me to get some quotes from UDA, I got her number through the organization, called her up and asked to meet her over coffee.”

“Coffee?” Raelynn said. “Bro…”

“I knew what I was doing.” I glanced towards the house. The girls were still in there. “Coffee for the interview. Dinner as a thanks. And then after…”

Some of the hottest sex I’d had to date, and I had some experience in that department.

“So romantic,” Renee said. “I met Rae’s father at a bar. Maybe that’s why things didn’t work out.”

“I do not want to hear about this,” her daughter said.

Kristi and Greyson came back outside around that time, carrying a tray covered in bowls of ice cream and toppings to make sundaes. “Sunday Sundaes,” Raelynn said. “We used to do this all the time.”

“She gets it,” Kristi mused.

It was nice to spend time like this. Calm after the whirlwind of my afternoon. The sun set. Renee and I finished off the bottle of wine. The girls eventually went inside to get ready for bed, and Renee excused herself to get home. “We should get home. I’ve got an early day tomorrow, and unlike the college kid or the freelance writer, I’m on a schedule.”

“I’ll be right behind you,” Raelynn said. “I just want to say goodnight to the girls.”

Renee nodded and Raelynn watched her mom head down the path and out of sight. When we were alone, I turned to her, feeling good after a half-bottle of wine. Such a lush these days. “Thank you,” I said. “Sincerely. You saved me today, and the girls adore you.”

“Thanks for dinner. And for inviting Mom over. Kristi and Greyson are amazing. You should be proud. Such smart girls.” She reached for the bottle of wine, pretending to read the label as she seemed to turn something over in her mind. She glanced from the label to me. “I made an excuse to stay back for a minute because I wanted to ask you something.”

“Sure.”

“The other night, a friend of mine dropped me off at home.” She held my gaze steadily. “You were in the front window.”

I kept my face neutral, even as my face flooded with heat and a riot of emotion. “I… couldn’t sleep. I saw headlights and just looked out to see what it was. It was really late.”

“Or really early,” she said.

I realized then that this was as hard a conversation for her as it was for me.

“Did you see me⁠—”

“Rae…” I said it gently. “I’m not your dad. I’m not judging you. But whoever that was dropping you off at that time in the morning, in a car like that…” I hesitated. She was a good kid, so smart, so capable. The idea of her with some guy like Giovanni Russo, doing things for a pair of shoes… “You should be careful. Guys like that tend to take advantage of⁠—”

“He’s not taking advantage of me. It’s not like that.”

“Right, I know. Just… sometimes… older men… they don’t fully account for the position all that puts you in.” Was I talking about Raelynn and my fears for her? Or a much younger Jennifer? “I’m just saying, be careful, okay? Does your mom know?”

“No. God no.”

“Good. But she’ll figure it out. Eventually. She’s not stupid, and right now, while she lives in denial, she’ll make excuses for the shoes and the late nights and the things that a college girl shouldn’t be able to afford.” Had I missed the signs for Jennifer, my own wife? Had I made up excuses? “Just be careful. For her, for you. Okay?”

Raelynn looked at me for a long moment, processing my unsolicited advice. Then again, she’d brought up that early morning. Then she smiled. “You know, for an older guy, you’re pretty good at this.”

“For an older guy,” I repeated.

“It’s a compliment.” She stood up and stretched, drawing my eyes once again to that band of flat skin beneath her crop top. “I like older guys, in case that wasn’t obvious.” She said it lightly, a joke designed to make sense to exactly two people in that moment. “I better go. Tell Mrs. T I said hi.”

I straightened up the back patio, carrying the dirty sundae bowls in. True enough, my girls had done all of the dishes, although I suspected Greyson of steering that effort. All I had to do was load the bowls in, my mind thinking about Raelynn now, and Jennifer back then, and feeling strangely, uncomfortably flattered.
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After bedtime routines, I said goodnight to each girl. Greyson would be up much later, logging in to hang with her friends, but that was the way things were these days. I texted Jenn that I was heading to bed, which was true, thanks in no small part to all the wine.

[Me]: I’m beat. Turning in early. Did you get all the minutiae sorted out?

She responded almost immediately.

[Jennifer]: Yes, sorted. Everything is all good now.

[Me]: Great. I love you. Sleep tight.

[Jennifer]: Love you, too.

Trodding up to my bed, I looked at my laptop sitting there on the dresser, the USB drive plugged into the side from my earlier attempts to hack it. I felt bad about that now. The will to snoop was over. When she was back, we’d talk. We’d have the whole conversation out in the open.

Brushing my teeth, I climbed into bed in the dark, feeling the absence of Jenn’s weight on the other side. Whatever she’d done, I loved her. I needed to stop all of this obsession. She seemed to be carrying some secret shame with her. Judging from the yearbook, she had a community back then, but had never shared it with me.

At dinner in the Hamptons, she’d tried to open up. She’d shared things with me that I knew she hadn’t wanted to. She’d made herself vulnerable. There was still more, but she was making an effort to step in the right direction. I needed to do the same.

I’d carried the box up to the bedroom after this afternoon, and on a whim, I pulled out the iPod and unwound the headphones. It took me a minute to remember how to even turn this thing on, and when it did, the greenish glow lit up the room, the menu in gray lettering coming on.

There was only one playlist on here, although it wasn’t named. Clicking in, I saw that none of the songs were named, none had associated artists or album artwork. Like it was all ripped from… what was it back then? Napster? Limewire? But those had names.

Earbuds in, I laid back in bed, scrolled to a random file name, and pressed play.

Then everything changed.
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SONGS FOR CHARLOTTE


Static.

The click and hiss of a recording starting.

A knock at a door. A man’s muffled voice, accented. Maybe Greek. “Come in. It’s open.”

The door opened. I heard heels clicking on hardwood.

This wasn’t music. What the fuck was it?

“Stefanos!” That was definitely my wife’s voice, only younger, higher-pitched and more playful. Hearing her through the headphones hit me harder than I was expecting. I was transported through time. I merely had to shut my eyes and I was in the room with this man, Stefanos.

A new man. Someone I’d never heard of yet.

“Sorry we’re a little late,” she continued. “Traffic was horrible.”

We?

“No apologies necessary. You’re here now, that is all that matters.”

“This is Natasha,” Jennifer said.

My breath caught. Natasha. I’d seen her. In the yearbook.

“Hello,” said a woman, her voice a little deeper, a little huskier, with a distinct Russian accent. “Jennifer has told me so much about you.”

Natasha had dark red hair, if I remembered from that portfolio. Red like it was dyed. She went to Columbia as well, if I recalled, although was a few years behind Jennifer.

The recording played on, with Stefanos saying, “All good things, I hope?”

“Very good things.”

“Please, come in. Champagne?”

“We honeys never say no to champagne,” Jennifer replied with a girly giggle.

This was followed by some more movement, the clicking of heels on hardwood—two sets of heels, now that I knew what to listen for. My mouth was dry as I listened to the cork pop, glasses clink. I could just make out the hiss of the champagne filling flutes.

“Dom. Very nice,” Jennifer said.

“It is a special night. We drink to Natasha.”

They seemed to taste and drink. I thought I heard the crunch of leather as they settled into sofas. I let myself build that scene. “Tell me about yourself, Natasha,” Stefanos said. “Jennifer mentioned you’re studying at Columbia?"

“Art history. Second year.”

“You chose the right school then. Columbia-Barnard is one of the best in the world. And you're from…”

“Moscow originally.”

“Your English is excellent.”

“Thank you. I work hard at it.”

“She’s been speaking English since she was little,” Jennifer said. “And she’s brilliant.”

“You are too kind,” Natasha said.

“Please excuse me a moment,” Jennifer announced. “I need to freshen up.”

I wondered about that as I listened to the sound of my wife’s heels clicking away. Seriously, what was this audio file?

After a brief pause, Natasha said in a low voice, “She speaks very highly of you.”

“The feeling is mutual. Jennifer is… remarkable.”

“She is. I’m grateful she thought to introduce us.”

“As am I. She has excellent judgment.”

Another pause, then Natasha said, “Shall we discuss the arrangement?”

She didn’t whisper. She wasn’t being shy. But she wasn’t broadcasting, either. Now I understood why my wife had left them alone.

Stefanos chuckled. “Direct. I like that.”

“I find it is easier that way,” the Russian woman said.

“Agreed. What are you looking for, Natasha the Art Historian?”

“Pleasure,” she said simply. “A man who knows how to satisfy a woman. I demand satisfaction.”

“A woman like you deserves to be satisfied.”

“I also enjoy travel. I was told you are looking for a traveling companion?”

“I am. I spend time in Athens, Halkidiki, Crete. I have a yacht that I like to take out to the Ionian islands. Sometimes further out into the Mediterranean. It would be nice to have company.”

“This is acceptable.”

Again, the man couldn’t help laughing at the Natasha’s take-it-or-leave-it attitude.

“But it must not interfere with my studies,” she said. If this man didn’t work out, she had other options, it seemed. This was more an interview for Stefanos than for Natasha.

And to my surprise, there was no further negotiation. Stefanos, it seemed, also understood the balance. “Of course. Education first. Pleasure second.”

“Close second. And I am glad you understand. It’s important to know that you understand the rules.”

“I know them by heart.”

I heard the sound of Jennifer’s heels returning. “Everything all set?” she asked, her voice some distance from the microphone, wherever that was.

“Yes,” Natasha said.

“Natasha is a very interesting young woman.”

“Were you expecting anything less, Stefanos?” Jennifer chided.

“I should not have, no.” He chuckled. “Let’s move this somewhere more comfortable, yes? You know what I like, Jenny?”

“I do, Stefanos,” my one-day-to-be-wife replied, a purr in her voice. “You like pretty things.”

Footsteps followed along with my racing heart. This was it. I pushed my boxers down to my thighs, no longer caring about the shameful feelings of listening to this, of listening to what I might hear next. I’d thought that pictures were what I wanted, but this was so much more intimate.

A door opened. A bed creaked.

“Uh, uh,” Jennifer said. “You sit there. I’ll undress her.”

I swallowed hard. This wasn’t what I expected. Maybe Jennifer moaning as a man fucked her, maybe Jennifer crying out for a big cock. Not… not the rustle of fabric, a zipper sliding down, clothing hitting the floor.

And certainly not the soft, wet sounds of kissing.

“Mmm,” Natasha hummed. “You taste like champagne.”

“So do you,” Jennifer replied.

My hand froze on my cock.

Jennifer was kissing her. Jennifer was kissing another woman.

Holy fuck.

More sounds. The gentle rustle of hands on skin, underclothing being removed. Small gasps. The wet sounds of mouths and tongues.

“Beautiful,” Stefanos murmured. I pictured him on the bed, hands behind his head, watching the girl-on-girl show. “You both have incredible bodies.”

The sounds of kissing intensified. Soft moans—both women murmuring. There was movement on the bed, followed by a sharper gasp from Natasha. “Oh⁠—”

What was happening? My ears strained as I tried to listen, but there wasn’t anything but Natasha, gasping, her voice ragged. “Yes—don’t stop… yes!”

Was my wife going down on another woman? My cock was so painfully hard. Jennifer, my wife, had been with other women?

“I think you are going to make her cum, Jennifer,” Stefanos commented, his voice almost wondrous.

Natasha cried out, a long moan, high and tight. An orgasm.

There was a brief pause, filled with the shifting of bodies on the bed. “She is good, yes?” Stefanos asked.

“So… good…” Natasha sighed, out of breath.

“Want to return the favor?” Jennifer asked. “No presh—ohhh…”

Natasha’s voice followed a moment later, thick and husky. “I’ve wanted to do this since I met you.”

Jennifer actually giggled, which was cut off a moment later by a wet kiss. Then⁠—

“Oh, yes!” my wife gasped. “Right there… yes…”

Natasha seemed to pull away long enough to say, “You do not have to just watch, Mr. Vardis. Why don’t you join us? The bed is very comfortable.”

He said something in Greek that I didn’t understand. The bed creaked, and a moment later, Natasha gasped as well.

“Stefanos!” she murmured. “Jenny, you did not lie. He has very big cock.”

“And so very hard too,” my wife added.

The picture was solidifying in my head, this older, Greek man enjoying himself in a hotel room with two beautiful young ladies.

I listened to the three of them moan and gasp together, pumping my dick as I rode my own edge. Through the jumble of heavy breathing and desperate cries, I heard Jennifer—Jenny—right there in the midst of it, receiving sex from another woman, her moans building. I thought of the young woman on Charles Wellington’s arm at the opening, or Gio’s on the yacht. Natasha asking why Jenn hadn’t warned her about the size of his cock—though they could be merely flattering him—told me that clearly she’d been with this new man, Stefanos, before this recording was made. So now there was Charles, Gio, Stefanos… How many others?

Jennifer crested first. “Oh, God! Yes… yesss…”

Things got more confused after that. Three people on the bed, their sounds overlapping. There was kissing, gasping, the rhythmic creaking of the bed, alongside male groans that told me someone was pleasuring Stefanos, too. But who? Natasha or Jenny? Were they just jerking him off? Sucking him? My mind was working overtime as I listened, unable to make sense of the scene other than that Jennifer was still in the midst, and still a willing participant.

The abstraction helped me cope, until things refocused into crystal clarity.

“You have been a good boy,” Jennifer said. “And you have earned your reward.”

Stefanos moaned happily, the bed breaking again, bodies shifting, moving. Then the rhythmic sound of skin slapping against skin, his grunts and groans, the unmistakable sounds of sex. They were fucking.

“In the drawer, by the bed,” Jenny instructed, her voice tight with pleasure. “Mmm, you’re so hard, Stefi. Eager?”

“Always. For you.”

“I know what you want,” younger Jennifer said.

There came the sound of a drawer scraping open, followed by more shifting on the bed. I tried to make sense of what was going on. My wife helped me clarify. “Thanks, Natasha. Have you ever…?”

“Nyet.”

“You know what they say about the Greeks—AH!” She gasped. “Just go… slow…”

“Always.”

“Ohhh…” I had never heard Jennifer make a sound quite like that before—almost painful in its ecstasy. When she found her breath, she sounded careful and controlled, almost like she was in labor again.

“Doesn’t it hurt?” Natasha asked softly.

“Not once you’re used to it,” Jenn replied, then moaned again. “Once you do…”

It took a moment to figure out what was going on. He was in her ass. This man was fucking my wife in the ass.

“Fuck,” she gasped. “That's—oh fuck⁠—”

I’d never asked her for that. Never tried. I’d always assumed that she wouldn’t be into it. Now?

“Good?” Stefanos asked.

“So good—don’t stop—harder⁠—”

The rhythm intensified.

I heard Natasha say something in Russian. I heard more kissing. I heard Jenny gasp harder. “Ohhh, yes, you two…. Fuck me. Finger me. Uhhh…”

Listening to Jennifer, my Jennifer, at the center of all that pleasure, I knew I wouldn’t last much longer. The revelations were coming too fast, too quickly

“I’m close,” Stefanos groaned.

“Come inside me,” Jennifer gasped. “Come inside my ass!”

Fuck. I jerked harder, feeling my balls tighten.

Stefanos was right there, shouting loudly, barking as he came. Jennifer followed, her orgasm tearing from her throat.

My own come arced all over my pajama shirt, some reaching my chin in its pressure. I didn’t care. I could clean the mess up later. I just kept jerking off, listening to my wife come hard. Listening as the recording filled with nothing but heavy breathing and bodies collapsing together.

I lay there, my own come cooling on me as the post-orgasmic hangover started to take hold. On the audio, in my earphones, I heard the sound of a lighter flicking. “Cigarette?” Stefanos offered.

“If you haven’t got anything stronger,” Jennifer said, then when Stefanos grunted that this was all he had, “Sure. I’ll take one.”

“God yes,” Natasha added.

It was a testament to where I was that the fact that Jennifer was asking for what… weed? … and then smoking a cigarette barely registered as a transgression.

“This was… excellent, Jenny,” Stefanos said. “Thank you for this introduction.”

“Is that what you call it? An excellent introduction? I’d rather call it a ‘damn good time’,” Jenny gave a playful laugh. “Anyway, I should get going.”

“I would like to stay a little while longer,” Natasha said. “To explore these Greek-Russian relations.”

Stefanos chuckled. “You’ll need to give me a little time to recover, but you’re more than welcome to explore all of my geography.”

That brought a laugh out of the two women. I heard the sound of my wife getting dressed, zippers, fabric rustling, heels on hardwood. “Be good to our newest honey.”

“If he doesn’t,” Natasha said, “I will crush his balls.”

Stefanos groaned, like she was squeezing him at that moment. Jenny giggled. “He may actually like that. See you around, Mr. Vardis.”

The recording only had a few more seconds left.

“You’ll be at the Midnight Reserve, I hope?”

“You know you don’t have to hope.” There was the sound of kissing—Jennifer kissing this man, Stefanos? Or kissing her friend? Both?

“I’ll call you tomorrow, Jenny,” Natasha called out, “And let you know how this has all worked out.”

There was the sound of a door opening and closing, and then the recording clicked off.

I lay there, headphones still on, my cock soft and messy in my hand.

My wife. With another woman. With a man. Sex. Anal sex.

Sarah was right. Moneys and Honeys. There were other men beyond Charles and Gio. There were other women besides Jenny and Dee.

Why was there a recording of this? Were the other audio files the same? Was this what the Sugar Club really was? These clearly ambitious young women using rich old men for favors and pretty things?

What was the Midnight Reserve?

But rising above all of that, a thought so loud and chaotic that it drowned out all the other musings, was this: Jennifer wasn’t just part of the Sugar Club. She wasn’t just a honey in this hive of hedonism.

She might just be the god damn Queen Bee.


AN EXCERPT FROM BOOK 2


The padlock was a standard four-digit combination. I could probably cut it off with a pair of bolt cutters, but there was no hiding what I’d done then. It sat threaded through the hasp of the dark wooden box, which was smaller than a shoebox, but heavy.

I turned it over in my hands, tracing the worn lacquer, shaking it. There were things inside. Papers, or cards, based on the sound, but the casing didn’t give away anything about the contents.

I tried the obvious combinations first. 1234. 0000. Jenn’s birthday. The girls' birthdays. Our anniversary. Nothing worked. I shook it again, turning it and glaring at the seam like I could blast it open with my focused frustration. That was where I was at now: I had so many questions and so few answers and I was ready to explode.

That was when I noticed it. A sliver of white at the base of the lid, where it met the body of the box, a thin crescent of paper, barely visible, caught in the joint. A corner or something. An edge. Less than a millimeter of white poking out into the light.

I got my thumbnail against it first, then my index fingernail, pinching it. The paper was smooth, slightly glossy. Photo paper. It was a photo. My heart skipped three beats.

I eased it out slowly, bit by bit, terrified of tearing it.

It came free.

The photograph was black-and-white, with a white border, the shadows and contours of the image dramatic, artistic, almost like a professional boudoir photo. A boudoir photo of Jennifer from her days in the Sugar Club.

She was younger, her hair longer, lighter—although it was hard to tell in grayscale—falling in loose waves around her bare shoulders. Her face was smooth, softer. She didn’t have the laugh lines around her eyes that I loved so much. She didn’t have the curvier hips. She didn’t quite have the poise.

But young Jenny was hot as fuck.

Especially since she was completely naked, tight body exposed, bald pussy on display, kneeling on the polished hardwood floor.

Even more, she had her lips wrapped around a cock.

A very large, black, veiny cock. A man’s hand rested in her hair, and her eyes were focused upward, meeting the man’s just out of frame.

I don’t know how long I sat there.

The photograph lay flat on my palm, and the house was completely silent except for the usual creaks and electrical hums of the lights and the appliances. I was happy to be sitting down. I don’t know that I could have stood steady.

I’d listened to her have sex. I knew all about the Sugar Club. I’d even heard about this very photo. But I hadn’t actually seen the act, and there it was: my wife, kneeling before some stranger, with her lips wrapped around another man’s dick.

I turned the photograph over. On the back, in handwriting I didn’t recognize—not Charles’s from the letter, not Jenn’s—were three words in blue ink.

Our girl. Always.

And below it, in black pen, and what could definitely be from Jenn’s hand:

Approved for the Reserve.

My cock ached, throbbed at the sight of my wife giving head to another man. There were other photographs inside this box. I had to get into it… But how?

Coming Soon from the pens and minds of Kenny Wright and Paul Garland: The Sugar Club #2: The Midnight Reserve


ALSO BY KENNY WRIGHT

Like what you just read? Check out these other books by Kenny Wright (or browse my catalog at http://www.kennywriter.com/books/).

While We Were Apart
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This is my slow-burn origin story of how Nathan and Morgan became a hotwife couple. It currently spans three books, many years, and is still being written. There are so many more stories to tell.

She came back changed, but could he handle it?

When Morgan returns from her year abroad, Nathan expects to pick up where they left off. But the woman who comes back isn’t the girl he remembers. She’s bolder. More confident. And she has stories to tell—stories Nathan isn’t sure he wants to hear.

Part hotpast novel, part hotwife origin story, While We Were Apart: The Early Years is a slow-burn romantic erotica series tracing three pivotal moments in Morgan and Nathan’s relationship. It begins with a year of secrets and separation—and unspools into a sensual journey of jealousy, longing, and the raw ache of love strained by time, distance, and desire.

They were meant to be—just not the way they expected.

Read the series now!


Bull’s Eye Series (5 books)

[image: Bull’s Eye book series]


Paul Sharpe, self-avowed bachelor, works hard and plays harder—always looking for a new conquest. Blondes, brunettes, redheads, he enjoys them all as long as the pursuit is fun and they’re up for a good time. He’s fine being disposable. Life is simpler that way.

Until he meets a woman who opens his eyes to a whole new world—the world of hotwives and cuckolds and the games that they play. After that, he sees it everywhere. At bars, at clubs, at his company’s gala, he sees men furtively watching other men hit on their wives.

Can he be the other man? Can he be the bull?

Follow Paul’s epic journey over five books as he evolves from the bull to so much more.

Bull's Eye 1: Discovering the Hotwife Fantasy

Bull's Eye 2: Exploring the Hotwife Fantasy

Bull's Eye 3: Enjoying the Hotwife Fantasy

Bull's Eye 4: Consequences of a Hotwife Fantasy

Bull's Eye 5: Beyond the Hotwife Fantasy


These next two books are in another new and burgeoning sub-genre of hotwife erotica that’s, I guess, hotwife thriller? I don’t know, but I’m into it, and so I’ve written a few books (with more in the works).

In Too Deep
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David hasn’t seen his wife, Amanda, in two months—not since she went undercover on a dangerous, highly secretive case. He doesn’t know where she is, what she’s doing, or who she’s pretending to be. He only knows he misses her—her laugh, her touch, her kiss.

Then one night, David finds himself in a strip club... and finds her on stage.

Seeing Amanda like this—seductive, confident, and far more uninhibited than he ever imagined—awakens a cocktail of emotions: confusion, desire, jealousy... and a craving for more. And then suddenly he's dragged into Amanda’s dark and thrilling new world, where every move could shatter her cover—and their marriage.

Can they survive the lies, the danger, and the temptation? Or has Amanda already crossed a line that neither of them can undo?

Packed with explicit, pulse-pounding passion, intrigue, and a unique take on not just the hotwife genre, but the mystery-thriller genre, this is one story you won’t forget.

In Too Deep is a two-part book series available everywhere that you purchase your ebooks.


Caught in the Act
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Married seducers-for-hire, Logan and Abigail have built a lucrative business exposing cheating husbands—using charm, temptation, and each other. But their latest honey trap assignment takes them to the sun-soaked decadence of Valencia, Spain, where the line between roleplay and reality begins to blur.

Their client, the elegant and enigmatic Kristiana Vanderkamp, wants proof that her husband Elias is unfaithful. It should be routine. But as Abigail slips deeper into the game—and into Elias’s charms—Logan is forced to confront just how far he’s willing to go… and what it means to watch his wife become someone else’s fantasy.

In a world of lies, lust, and layered agendas, everyone has something to hide—and no one wants to get caught in the act...

Buy it online


Training to Love It Series (3 books)
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Can a wife-watching fantasy be trained?

When Erin comes home from the gym and lets slip that her new personal trainer is a man, Tom doesn’t know how to react. When he overhears Erin admitting that she’s attracted to AJ, her trainer, he becomes even more confused. He wants to be supportive, but he feels jealous. He wants to be understanding, but he doesn’t even understand his own feelings. Every time he thinks of Erin with AJ, his heart begins to race. Every time she says his name, his breath catches in his chest.

AJ ends up pushing more than just his wife’s physical limits. As Tom watches this newer, stronger, more assertive woman emerge with each training session, he realizes that this other man is pushing the limits of their marriage and their happy life. How far would they go for a fantasy? And whose fantasy is it? And what happens when things go too far?

Training to Love It series


ALSO BY PAUL GARLAND

X/O: Hotwives Have Never Been So Super

X/O

Mister Ordinary (pre-order now)

How My Pin Up Wife Became A Hotwife Series

Bombshell (pre-order now)

The Hotwife Diaries Series

The Hotwife Diaries #1: Sinner Minnie

The Hotwife Diaries #2: Racy Daisy

The Hotwife Diaries #3: Good Girl/Bad Girl

The Hotwife Diaries #4: Educating Daisy

The Modern Husband’s Guide Series

The Modern Husband’s Guide To Wife Sharing, Part One

The Modern Husband's Guide To Wife Sharing, Part Two

The Modern Husband’s Guide To Wife Sharing, Part Three

The Modern Husband’s Guide To Wife Sharing, Part Four

The How To Turn Your Trad Wife Into A Hotwife Series

How To Turn Your Trad Wife Into A Hotwife In 10 Days, Book One

How To Turn Your Trad Wife Into A Hotwife In 10 Days, Book Two

How To Turn Your Trad Wife Into A Hotwife In 10 Days, Book Three

How To Turn Your Trad Wife Into A Hotwife In 10 Days, Book Four

A Hotwife Story Series

Her Husband’s Homework

His Wife’s Arrangement

Cheat Codes

Book I: Cheat Codes

Book II: Hard Core

Book III: Safe Word

The Formula

Skin Deep

I Know Who You Did Last Summer

I Know Who You Did Last Summer, Book 1

I Know Who You Did Last Summer, Book 2

I Know Who You Did Last Summer, Book 3

I Know Who You Did Last Summer, Book 4

The ‘My Wife…’ Series

I Visited My Wife’s Hometown… And Found Her Hidden Life, Book 1I Visited My Wife’s Hometown… And Found Her Hidden Life, Book 2

I Visited My Wife’s Hometown… And Found Her Hidden Life, Book 3

I Visited My Wife’s Hometown… And Found Her Hidden Life, Book 4

I Explored My Wife’s Fantasies… And Found A New Kind Of Love, (Book 5)

I Found A Box Of Photos Of My Wife… And Her Ex, Book 1

I Found A Box Of Photos Of My Wife… And Her Ex, Book 2

I Found A Box Of Photos Of My Wife… And Her Ex, Book 3

I Found A Box Of Photos Of My Wife… And Her Ex, Book 4

I Caught My Wife In Bed… With My Boss

I Caught My Wife In Bed… With My Boss, Book 2

Best Hotwife Erotica Anthology

1: Friends & Lovers

2: Fun & Games

3: Empty Nesters

4: Wives At Work

The 1st ACHE Collaboration

The Hotwife Key Party: Tina

The 2nd ACHE Collaboration

The Hotwife Games: Inescapable

The Hotwife Games: Insatiable

The 3rd ACHE Collaboration

The Hotwife Cruise: Maria

The Wishing Faery Chronicles

A Second Bite At The Cherry

The Holiday Hotwives Series:

Tina: Taking One For The Team

Tina Takes Another One For The Team

Kelly: Takes Two To Tango

Stacy: Three’s A Crowd

A Hotwife’s Christmas Roast

Gemma: Four Letter Words

Gemma: More Than Words

Sarah: Give Me Five (coming soon)

The Improper Investigations Series:

A Hotwife’s Love Letter

The Detective Hotwife

The Thirst Trap (coming soon)

A Size Queen Story Series:

Part 1: Great Lengths

Part 2: Hard Feelings

Stretched Out (coming soon)

Filled Up (coming Soon)

The Cuckold Collection Series:

Size Matters

Ex Appeal

Dark Curiosity

Locked Up

Access Denied

Access All Areas

Cleaning Up

The No Angels Novels Series:

The School Reunion

Dawn’s Dark Desires

The Photo Shoot

The Bad Crowd

Katie’s Casting Call

Sara’s Shocking Secret

No Angels: The First Collection

No Angels: The Second Collection

The No Angels Stories Series:

Tales of the Black Cats Club:

#1: The Cat That Got The Cream

#2: Cat Got Your Tongue?

#3 Cat And Mouse

The Photographer’s Secret Portfolio:

#1: The Camera Doesn’t Lie

#2: Camera Shy

#3: Lights, Camera, Action

The Sexy Season Stories Series:

Tracy’s Trick or Treat

A Cuckold’s Christmas Carol

A Hallowe’en Hotwife House Party

The Cerulean Archives Series:

Hannah’s Helping Hands

The One That Got Away… Until He Didn’t

Perfectly Cucked!

Over Cucked!

The Cerulean Erotica Presents Series:

The Dream Holiday Nightmare

What Would You Do?

A Seduction in Sorrento

A Friend in Need

Beth and her Boss

Costa Del Cuck

The Complete 6-Book Bundle


ABOUT KENNY WRIGHT


Kenny has been publishing hotwife erotica for over ten years (and writing for much longer than that). He writes what he likes to read: steamy, explicit erotica that’s just crazy enough to be true. He believes in a world where men read and appreciate erotica, and hope to contribute to it word by word.
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Ream: reamstories.com/paulgarland
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