

THE MIDNIGHT RESERVE


HER SECRET HOTPAST
BOOK 2


KENNY WRIGHT
PAUL GARLAND


[image: KW Publishing]



Copyright © 2026 by Kenny Wright

All rights reserved.

Cover design by Kenny Wright

Edited by Miles Evans

First digital edition electronically published by KW Publishing, September 2026

No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

[image: Vellum flower icon]
Formatted with Vellum



CONTENTS

Foreword (From Paul Garland)
1. The Beekeeper and the Queen
2. Quite A Story
3. Approved For The Reserve
4. From the Unpublished Memoir of Ned Sheffield
5. Volta
6. This Life—Our Life
7. The Younger You
8. The Suspects
9. Rule Number One
10. The Man Behind the Mirror
11. More Than Arm Candy
12. Dress Rehearsals
13. Nox Venari
14. The Midnight Reserve
15. One Last Secret
Excerpt from Book 3: The Pretty Things
Also by Kenny Wright
Also by Paul Garland
About Kenny Wright
About Paul Garland



FOREWORD (FROM PAUL GARLAND)


Back in 2023, I was talking to a friend of mine, who’d just discovered that his wife of almost twenty years had a secret past as a stripper. The reasons she kept it from him and his (positive) reaction to it were fascinating to me and made me curious about how common this phenomenon might be.

And so, I stumbled upon the term ‘hotpast.’

A month or so of research later, enjoying the various real-life and fictional forums and subreddits, I knew I had to write a story based around this trope. And so, ‘I Found A Box Of Photos Of My Wife… And Her Ex,’ came to be.

One book became a series, and four successful books (and a spin-off) later, I realised this sub-genre of erotica had a surprising amount of depth and possibilities, and so I wrote another two hotpast series, which also performed way beyond my expectations.

I published it as a serial on the popular Medium website, and my author friend, Kenny Wright, got in touch to say how much he was enjoying the books and that he'd love to throw in some suggestions, and maybe even edit and add the odd scene.

To put this in context, Kenny was someone I looked up to greatly when I started my journey as an erotica writer. I discovered his work in the Best Hotwife Erotica anthologies, then went on to devour most of his back catalogue while writing my early books.

So, his offer to help and advise while completing ‘Box Of Photos’ and my subsequent ‘I Visited My Wife’s Hometown…’ series was an opportunity I couldn’t turn down.

Fast-forward through my ‘I Know Who You Did Last Summer’ series to when I decided to return to my more conventional suburban hotwife stories, Kenny expressed an interest in writing his own hotpast story, intrigued by the unexplored territory the subgenre presented.

And when he asked if I’d like to collaborate on such a book, once again, I wasn’t going to say no. The chance to work on a fun story with my inspiration (and current muse) was a dream come true.

And so, ‘The Uncles’ was born. A story name we soon dropped because of the familial connotations (the titular Uncles became The Moneys in the book) but it was a sugar baby story from the start, the word ‘sugar’ finding its way into the eventual title: The Sugar Club. 

A shared Google document was created, ideas were passed back and forth, and a ‘pilot’ chapter was written, which was received encouragingly on Kenny’s (fabulous) Patreon. 

We both already had projects in the works, so the development of the story was slow. In fact, it was a full year later before we finally commenced work on the book proper, with a list of characters, relationships, and a fully-fledged backstory in place before a word of Chapter 2 was written.

It became apparent early in the project that this would be more than just one book. A standalone novel became a duology, became a trilogy, and now… well, I’ll let Kenny let you know the final shape of the series, but I can safely say that the set (as we write, almost finished) is one of the best things I’ve ever had the privilege of putting my name to.

Her Secret Hotpast: Book 2, ‘The Midnight Reserve’ is a product of love, passion, detailed research, late-night writing and back-and-forth discussions that resulted in as many ‘eureka’ moments as I’ve ever enjoyed while penning a novel (and as many author-to-author arguments, too!)

And the most satisfying thing of all is that the major set-pieces, character arcs, plot threads and their endings (there are several) stayed mostly true to our original vision; a sign that the plot nucleus — the first idea that Kenny and I had that fateful evening when we decided to do this — was a good one.

Blood, sweat, and tears (and one worn-out laptop keyboard) went into the planning and writing of this book, so, as I often say, I hope you enjoy reading it as much as Kenny and I enjoyed writing and editing it together.

Thanks for giving me this opportunity, Kenny. I had a blast!

Paul Garland, September 2026
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THE BEEKEEPER AND THE QUEEN


“God, my feet are killing me,” I heard Jennifer say.

Her voice was crystal clear through the earbuds, almost like I was there with her, although she was younger in this recording, a half-pitch higher. I closed my eyes, picturing her, picturing Jenny, from over twenty years ago. Before I knew her.

A man’s laugh followed. “The price of beauty.”

“I feel like there’s an inverse relationship between the cost of shoes and how comfortable they are,” she said, slightly breathless, a little tipsy. There was some shuffling over the recording. I imagined the scene. Jennifer in tall heels, probably a dress⁠—

“That dress,” the man said, helping me out. “I’ve been thinking about taking it off you all night.”

So definitely a dress—something tight and revealing and tempting enough that this man wanted to strip her out of it. But who was he?

Jennifer’s response—no, Jenny’s response—was laced with playful sarcasm. “Oh, Charles, you know exactly how to sweet-talk a girl.”

My heart leapt. This was Charles. Charles Wellington. The man who’d ruined my life by literally driving a car into it from beyond the grave. I hated this man for so many reasons—this so-called mentor to my wife when she was younger, a man who opened doors, but for a price. A man who’d created a whole fucking club around it.

“I wasn’t the only one looking,” he said.

“I thought you were above showing me off.”

Footsteps on hardwood flooring, heavy ones, not heels. “You like all of them looking, too.”

I thought about what Jennifer had said while we were at dinner in the Hamptons, about how Charles had given her confidence. It was being forged at this moment.

I paused the recording and looked around. I was alone in my own bedroom once again. Right now, my wife was in the city, supposedly attending an emergency work meeting. But what if it wasn’t work-related? What if it was related to this… to the Sugar Club?

My New York society reporter connection had said something about an NDA being void. Was that the crisis? Was my wife’s past life about to be outed? And if so, why hadn’t she told me? We should be dealing with this together.

You’re one to talk, buddy.

It was true, I hadn’t been as open as I should have been.

Follow the facts, my friend Marcus had reminded me, so there, in the dark, I laid out to myself what I knew.

A week ago, a former lover of my wife’s had died. A man named Charles Wellington. He’d been my wife’s mentor back in college, and helped her open doors and find opportunity. In exchange for being arm candy and more—as evidenced by this audio recording.

Charles wasn’t the only man, nor was Jennifer the only woman. It was a formalized club, with Charles Wellington at the center. And, in fact, Charles Wellington was probably the center. And if what I’d gathered so far was correct, Jenn was right by his side and some sort of ‘Queen Bee’ among the rest of the girls: The Honeys, as they were nicknamed.

Others involved included Jennifer’s best friend, Diana, along with a man named Giovanni Russo—one of The Moneys, the male members of the club—who was now on the board of Jennifer’s current company⁠—

Wait. Did that mean Giovanni Russo was also at this emergency meeting?

There was nothing I could do right now if he was. I settled back down, continuing with my reflection on my current state of affairs. There was a guy, Danny Moreau, who was the son of a Money and who, I was pretty sure, still carried a torch for my wife. He’d come with the news that Charles had passed away, along with the gift of a red Corvette named Charlotte, left in Charles’s will for Jennifer. He’d also come bearing more gifts the next week: two boxes of old belongings from the Wellington estate, which included, among many things, this iPod filled with audio recordings of Jennifer’s sexual escapades.

And that led me right back to this moment, lying in bed, turned on by all of these revelations in a way that made me feel ashamed. My wife was wild back in the day. I loved the stable, in-control woman that I’d married. I wouldn’t trade her for anything. But to not only learn, but to listen to that same woman enjoying a fucking threesome with another woman and then let a man fuck her ass was… was… was getting me hard all over again.

I couldn’t help myself. As soon as the first ended, I’d scrolled to another random recording and listened to that one, too. And it turned out to be this one. Featuring Charles Wellington himself.

Jealousy surged through me, but it wasn’t the only emotion. Betrayal was there also, itching at the back of my scalp. She’d lied, hidden this entire world from me. First had been the lies of omission, but this last week… this last week, I’d finally opened my eyes.

The thing was, there was one other muted emotion puttering beneath the surface. I couldn’t quite put a label to it. Desire, certainly, undoubtedly. I’d jerked off listening to her take a cock in her ass just now. That excitement was real. But this emotion ran deeper than that. It was almost like… like permission, maybe? As if discovering her past gave me license to want things I’d never admitted wanting, or to imagine scenarios I’d never let myself imagine.

“You’re overthinking it,” I said to myself. I hit rewind for a few seconds where I’d drifted so far into my thoughts that I hadn’t been listening, then hit play again.
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“You like all of them looking, too.”

“I like you looking,” Jenny said. “And I like how excited you get when they look.” A couple clicks of her heels. “This dress… so hard to get into, yet so easy…” There was a quiet swish. “…to take off.”

“More exciting than any art at the opening.”

Art opening. Complicated dress. This had to be the night of the gallery opening. I had an image from that night, I knew the dress—like bands of black wound strategically about her body.

I heard them kiss, deep and wet, so clear in my ears. My chest tightened. My cock surged, despite the jealousy and innate sense of betrayal.

“Let’s make it even more exciting.” Jenny’s throaty suggestion was followed a moment later by the rasp of a zipper, more fabric rustling, and Charles’s sharp intake of breath.

“Christ.”

It took only an instant to understand what was happening. When I did, the image snapped through my mind like a surge of adrenaline.

She was sucking his dick. I could hear the wet gags, sloppy and unmistakable as they mixed with Charles’ moans.

“You are… so good at that…”

There was more slurping, then: “You’ve got a very suckable cock, Mr. Wellington. Big, but not too big to suck, you know? Some guys with huge cocks… they can be hard to get your mouth around.”

Dicks. Plural. How many had my wife sucked? See, a statement like that should have disgusted me. But it didn’t. No. Instead, I needed to make sure I didn’t jack off too fast. As shameful as it was, I wanted to savor this. Jenn would be back from her trip the day after tomorrow and then the iPod would be back in the box, where it belonged, leaving me with only the memories of what it held.

Jenny returned to blowing him until Charles groaned and begged off. “I’m going to come if you keep that up.”

“Did you take your medicine?” Jenny asked.

“Yes.”

“Then come.”

Fuck, but I nearly joined him. Instead, I managed to stave off my own release as I listened to Wellington finish coming, and my wife-to-be swallowed it all.

That was followed by more kissing, more sighs and moans. “Bedroom,” Jenny whispered. “Now. I want to sit on your face.”

I stilled my hand on my cock as the sounds washed over me, coming at me like a disaster that I just couldn’t avoid. I heard footsteps. I heard a door opening. I heard the creak of a bed, followed by more kissing, more moaning.

“Oh, yes, Charles. Right there. Lick me right… there!”

Jennifer and I had been married for close to 17 years. We’d made love, we’d fucked, we’d played. I knew the way she sounded when she was on the brink. I knew her excitement. The woman in this recording was my wife—Jenny, a younger version of her, yes—but her excitement was Jenn, her gasps and moans, her pleasure, were of the same woman I’d fallen so hard for.

To listen to her make them with another man was like taking a shot of rocket fuel.

Another conversation overlaid itself, wiggling its way through my wife’s demanding whimpers. A conversation from just two nights ago, with Jenn in Southampton. About hotwives.

You’re not the only man who likes the idea of his wife doing things with other men. Maybe things she doesn’t normally do with her husband… The idea of your wife being desired. Being wanted. Being… used.

“That’s it, baby,” Jenny from the iPod moaned. “Your tongue on my little clitty is… yes, yes!”

I was stroking myself again. I knew it was wrong. I knew I was doing the equivalent of a hundred on the freeway, enjoying the rush while risking a crash but I didn’t care. She was complicit, and this was fucking hot. So was that conversation. Hotwife. Not the only man… wife being desired, wanted, used…

I like the idea, too.

“Oh, fuck!” Jenny cried out, coming, breathless, voice strained. I imagined the younger version of her rising over Charles, her thighs on either side of his head, her hands threading through her long, golden hair as she came.

Despite having just come, listening to the first .mp3—the threesome with Natasha and Stefanos—I jerked off swiftly, wanting to join my wife in her recorded orgasm like we were actually together. In the private space of my imagination, I was there, in the room, watching from a safe distance.

“Thanks for being my date to the opening,” Jenny said.

“Thanks for putting up with having an old man at your side.”

Jenny giggled softly, and when she spoke, I heard the affection there. “I happen to really like this particular old man.”

“Careful now,” Charles said lightly. “Rule number three⁠—”

“I know,” she said quickly. Even through the distance of space and time, I could hear the tension. Then, gentler this time, she repeated, “Of course I know it.” There was a kiss. “But aren’t rules meant to be broken?”

“Don’t tell the others that.” More sounds of kissing, followed by a gasp from Charles.

“Now,” Jenny said, “I’m ready to ride this big, beautiful dick of yours. You’re hard again. This Viagra stuff really does work.”

Charles’ chuckle suddenly cut off.

I glanced down at the iPod sitting beside me. It was dark. Had I accidentally turned it off? I tapped the button at the center of the dial, where I thought it turned on. Nothing. I pressed the side button. It was a brick. The battery had finally gone out. Fuck.

Sighing, I turned the device over in my hands, examining it in the dark. It had one of those old, 30-pin charger ports. I didn’t have one of those cables, and was pretty sure that there wasn’t one in the house.

That didn’t stop me from looking, though. I tucked away my throbbing dick and got up, sneaking down to the basement, to the plastic storage box where old cables and tech went to die. We had coax cables, old HDMI cables, block chargers for three different camera batteries, but no old iPod charging cable.

Fine. It was late already. Like really late. I should probably go to bed.

Giving up, I finally turned in, wound the iPod up, slipped it all back into the box, and tried to sleep but my still-hard dick wouldn’t let me.

I sighed, took myself in one hand and finished the job, completing the missing ending of Charles’s audio recording in my head. Once I’d emptied my balls, I rolled over and tried to sleep again.

It didn’t come for a long time.
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QUITE A STORY


Monday morning arrived way too early, and it was then that I realized how poorly I’d been sleeping these past few nights. I was cranky. Worse, I knew that I was cranky but was cranky enough that I couldn’t adjust.

I barked at Kristi when she didn’t immediately get out of bed. “We need to get to swim practice, Kris. Let’s go!”

It wasn’t fair. She was still dragging from her sleepover Saturday night and was probably functioning on even less sleep than I was.

I dropped her off and then went out to get coffee. I checked out Google calendar for what needed to be done. Kristi went to day camp. Greyson was going to a pottery camp with some of her friends. Jennifer wouldn’t be home from her business meeting until Tuesday morning.

That gave me a good part of the day to follow up on things. And I had a lot of things that needed following up on.

First and foremost, I needed to meet up with Sarah Park. She had something she wanted to show me, something important enough that it required me to meet her in person. I couldn’t imagine what that could be. I texted her.

[Me]: Hey, I’m free until around 3 or 4 pm if you still want to meet up.

Hearing nothing immediately, I went over the list of other loose ends that I now had. I had names for some of the honeys. That yearbook wasn’t just some casual collection of friends. I knew that three of the women were part of the Sugar Club, which meant that the others probably were, too, and while I only had first names for most, I had other clues.

I also knew one of them. Hannah, Jennifer’s school friend. It wouldn’t be too difficult to trace her, I was sure.

Beyond that, there was a new man added to the equation: Stefanos… what was his last name? They’d said it on the recording. I was sure that I’d heard it. I needed to go get a new charger for that old iPod. Another thing added to my mental to-do list. I wondered if Best Buy had them, or if I’d need to order one online.

I had another phrase: The Midnight Reserve. Was it a place? Another club of some sort? “See you at the Midnight Reserve,” I think he’d said. It sure sounded like a place. I did a quick Google search, but the only things that came up were bottles of wine. I added “club”, but the results were even less helpful. Maybe Sarah would know something about it.

There was also the plethora of old stuff that Danny had so helpfully delivered, including a locked box and an encrypted USB drive.

And what about Danny? Danny’s father knew Charles and was in that club, one of the Moneys. Was Danny a Money himself? If not, what was his role in all of this, beyond obviously pining for my wife?

My phone buzzed.

[Jennifer]: Hey, checking in. You get Kristi to swim practice? And remember that the girls are in different camps.

[Me]: Yup. Pottery and day camp. Got it.

I suppressed my annoyance at that. I was the one who’d been chauffeuring the girls around all summer. Of course I knew where they needed to go.

She attached a heart emoji to my reply, then responded.

[Jennifer]: I’m not sure what I’d do without you. Thanks so much. Love you.

I felt guilty for being annoyed. She was just stressed, and she tended to get a little micromanagey when she got stressed. Had it been like that when she’d been running a fucking sugar daddy club? I hated that the thought turned me on.

[Me]: Love you, too. You ready for today?

[Jennifer]: Ready for it to be over.

[Me]: Soon. You’ve got this.

I finished my coffee. Kristi’s practice was ending. Time to get her home, dressed, and get both girls off to their camps. As fascinating as this mystery was, family had to come first.
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Best Buy didn’t have any chargers for very old Apple devices, and the best that the internet could do was deliver tomorrow. I clicked yes for overnight shipping. It would have to do.

Sarah got back to me just before 10 am, actually calling again, rather than texting.

“Sorry for calling instead of texting, maybe I’m being paranoid, but I just don’t want any written record of this conversation.”

“Understood, though it’s making me even more curious about what you’ve got to tell me.” As a journalist, I understood the caution that she was coming from, although there had only been a handful of my own stories that required this level of care. “You said that you had proof, about Jenn and this… Sugar Club. Can you talk about it?”

“I need to show you. Can you come to my place?”

“Your place?” I thought for a second. I could go to her place, sure. “Yeah, I’m free for a bit.”

“Okay, you have a pad of paper? I’ll give you my address. I should be free around noon. Come then.”

“Sure thing.”

“And Bryan? Make sure you’re not followed.”

My heart skipped a beat. What was going on here? “Um… okay.”

I hung up after writing down her address, wondering what the hell had her so worked up. The last time we’d talked, it had been public and without fear. Now I needed to make sure that I wasn’t being followed for some reason.

So an hour. She lived in Astoria, in Queens, which didn’t give me much time before I needed to drive out there.

I straightened up a few things in the bedroom. Jennifer’s boxes were still up here beside a wad of tissues that made me blush. I flushed the tissues, set the iPod back into the bottom of its box, and relocated everything to my home office. I’d deal with it all later.

Or maybe not. Maybe I’d just let Jenn find out that I’d discovered all of this stuff. It would force the inevitable conversation that I knew had to happen.

But that was tomorrow’s problem. More immediately, I needed to get into the city.

It was about a 45 minute ride to her Queens neighborhood, Astoria. It was very New York City: a densely populated residential area with restaurants and shops on the first floors of tree-lined streets, all full of rich culture. It reminded me of Brooklyn before it had become Brooklyn. When I was younger, I always saw myself as living in a neighborhood like this.

I found a parking spot a few blocks from Sarah’s walk-up apartment building. I was still a little early, but that should be fine. I stepped out into the sun, and stretched, enjoying the feeling of the sun on my skin. Remembering that I needed to watch out if I was being followed, I did a surreptitious look around. There was someone walking a whole bunch of dogs down the sidewalk, a few joggers, random people walking along the street, none of them looking particularly shady.

What was I even looking for, anyway? An unmarked van? Someone smoking a cigarette across the street and not moving? A man sitting on a bench pretending to read a newspaper? Silly.

Her place was down a side street, a modest five-story apartment building with a green awning reading, “The Artisan.” I did one last glance over my shoulder before pressing 1A.

There was no answer at first. I could see into the entrance hall from outside. A row of brass postal boxes lined one side, and way in the back were stairs that led up to the higher floors. I could see Sarah’s door.

I pressed on her number again, holding it down longer this time. When she still didn’t answer, I started to get nervous. I pulled out my phone to text her when the intercom crackled.

“Sorry, sorry. I’m here. You’re early,” Sarah said.

“Yeah. Traffic was lighter than I thought it’d be.”

“One second.” The door buzzed and clicked open. “Come on in.”

I made sure the glass doors of the front entrance were closed before heading to her door. It opened before I even knocked, and there stood Sarah… with only a short, mid-thigh length robe wrapped around her, her black hair wet. “Oh, I’m sorry,” I said, slowing.

“You caught me just getting out of the shower. As I said, you’re early. Come in.”

I was very aware of the beads of water dripping from her hair and down her neck to her decolletage and shoulders, and how her pale blue robe clung to her still damp body, outlining her nipples. “I can wait outside⁠—”

“How old are you? Twelve?” She laughed and reached for my hand. “I told you I don’t want you seen here, so get inside.” With that, she pulled me into her apartment. As she did so, her robe slipped open ever so slightly, granting me the flash of the inside of her breasts. Which of course I looked at. I couldn’t help myself.

She ushered me inside and shut the door behind her.

I swallowed, forcing my attention anywhere but my scantily clad reporter friend. Her apartment was a modest one-bedroom, minimally decorated. She had a midcentury modern style sofa and coffee table with some fashion magazines carefully laid out on it. A Peloton bike sat by the large front windows, the shades drawn now.

“Sit there. Let me get dressed. Before you pass out from embarrassment.”

“Of course. Take your time.” I made the mistake of looking over at her as she disappeared into her bedroom. The robe was short enough to show off most of her toned legs, compliments of the Peloton, no doubt.

She emerged a few minutes later, her hair still damp. She’d swapped the robe for a sleeveless white top that she’d paired with some trendy, wide-legged pants and flat-soled sandals. “I have a Monday morning spin class.” She gestured towards the stationary bicycle. “Helps with the stress, and right now, I’ve got quite a lot of that going on.”

I thought about how I hadn’t gotten enough exercise myself. I hadn’t been to the climbing gym in nearly two weeks now.

Sarah said, “It’s great exercise but I didn’t want to welcome you into my apartment stinking of sweat. Anyway, thanks for coming out to meet me.”

“Thanks for inviting me. Must be important, for you to be so worried.”

She met my eyes and nodded. “It’s pretty significant.” Moving over to the kitchen table, she opened her laptop. “I’ve learned a few things. Things you need to know.”

“Same.”

“Come on, sit.” She gestured to the chair beside her. “We can compare notes.”

I sat, doing my best not to think about how good she smelled—the shampoo, body soap, maybe the hint of some perfume. She didn’t notice me breathing her in, focused on the computer, pulling up some documents.

“So like I said, I reached out to a photographer friend of mine. The guy who covered the Hampton piece I did. Ned Sheffield. Good guy, a few years older than us. He’s been around a while and has actually done a lot of work with the society folks—family portraits, covering events, that sort of thing. They trusted him, so he got to see… a lot.”

She opened a folder filled with Word documents. A knot started to form in my stomach.

“In fact, he was writing a memoir about his career as a society photographer once Charles Wellington had passed. Charles had created a nondisclosure agreement, you see, that protected the whole group. But now⁠—”

“It’s null and void on his death,” I finished. I put my hand on my gut as the knot tightened.

“Yes, exactly. Wellington’s health hadn’t been great for the last year, so Ned had been compiling material for his book, kind of a tell-all memoir about some of the wild stuff that he saw. He left names out, but anyone doing a little digging could figure out who most of the players were.”

The players. Jenn. Diana. The women in that yearbook. The men who they’d been with. The whole club, exposed, and all the lives that it would shatter.

She double-clicked on one of the documents. “Here’s an example of one of the chapters.”

This one was entitled ‘The Real Summer in the Hamptons.’

I was at a shoot for a magazine I was working for at the time—look it up, you can figure out which. We were covering what was supposed to be a “casual summer gathering” down in Southampton, aboard a yacht owned by the man at the heart of it all.

And it was just that, for sure, just your usual outdoor party of wealthy people enjoying life. Pardon the pun, but everything was above board. The champagne was expensive. The women were… expensive. They talked about the fancy vacations they’d taken or were planning on taking. About how their stock portfolios were doing. The usual stuff like that.

Then we had dinner in the house. The sun set. And things got a lot more interesting. Many went home, including the reporter I was working with. But others stayed. The women stayed. They knew me well enough that they asked me to stay, although I was to put my camera away. I’d been to these things before. I readily agreed.

As I listened, all I could think about was how others would read this, inserting Jennifer Turner into the scene. I pushed those thoughts aside, glomming onto the safest fact. “You were there.”

“You consistently amaze me with your journalistic brilliance,” she said sarcastically, but she was only teasing. “You see why I chose this entry to show you. Keep reading.”

I wasn’t the only younger guy who stayed. These women liked to have fun, and as good as the rich old men were with their private chefs and personal trainers and ED drugs, they couldn’t keep up with a young, virile man. I fit that bill, and nights like that were always fucking amazing.

It was pure hedonism. These guys were known as the Moneys for a reason. They provided the best venues, the finest dining, the most expensive booze, the drugs… but it was the Honeys who gave them something that they couldn’t easily purchase.

I ended up outside in the pool at the estate, lights off, water dark except for the ripple of a naked brunette as she swam over to me. I’d been with her before. She knew what she got from me beyond amazing photographic framing. One of the guys joined us, but not until later. At first, it was just me and this fucking perfect coed, her long legs wrapped around me. I was just there for the ride.

I remember that night in particular because of how they treated the older guys. I used to think that the women were playthings of the rich and powerful. But the way this young brunette made that old guy sit and watch us, teasing him before he could join, was eye-opening.

Moneys and Honeys, and I was just a tourist in that world. A tourist without my camera, too. But at least I had some fantastic memories.

This was bad. If this ever got out, if it hit a publisher’s desk, this would be really fucking bad. Of course, me being me, that’s not the first thing to come out of my mouth. “I don’t know about this going out as a book.”

“Is that really what you’re going to focus on? That he needs an editor? How about we focus on the damage this could cause?” Sarah pulled her laptop over to her, opened another document and started reading aloud.

“‘No one talks about the origins of the Sugar Club, but from what I’ve pieced together, it was actually started by one of the Honeys, a Columbia student who was into older guys, into the lifestyles that they lived, but not into being taken advantage of. She wanted the sex, the travel, the access and the excess, but on her terms. She vetted all the men personally, and no one was admitted who didn’t agree to the rules.’”

Sarah paused to look right at me, then finished the passage.

“‘And I can personally attest that while I never even got close to qualifying as a Money, her “vetting” led to some of the best sex that I have ever experienced in my life to date.’”

I just stared at Sarah, trying to will myself to say something skeptical, like, Well, that could have been anyone. We both knew the woman he was writing about was Jennifer.

“You okay?”

“The Queen Bee,” I said to myself.

“Hm?”

“If this got out…” If this got out, someone would put together that Jennifer was at the center of it. That Jennifer was the Honey who started it. And if that were to happen, then our lives as we knew it would be shattered. “Tell me this is it.”

Sarah hesitated, but slowly shook her head. Of course there was more. “There are… photos, too. He took photos. He was a photographer, after all.”

“On there?”

She nodded. “Some.”

Some. What did that even mean? “Show me.”

She nodded, navigating around the laptop, opening another folder full of images. I could already tell from the thumbnails that many featured women wearing very little. She opened one, and there was my wife, Jennifer, sitting in some Manhattan lounge wearing a very short, almost diaphanous white dress, holding a flute of champagne like a scepter.

There was no masking. Her face wasn’t blurred out—none of them were. It was my wife, younger, but still Jennifer, more carefree yet still in command.

Despite the fact that she was dressed about as opposite as it could get the first time I met her—flannels, jeans, work boots—it was the same poise that drew my attention. The same confidence that inspired my own bravado when I first approached her, all those years ago.

The next few images were more of the same from that night, Jenny in the white dress, socializing. Diana was there, wherever there was, her hair cut in a short dark bob back then, wearing a sleek black dress. It looked very much like the two friends were conspiring together, seeking out prospective new Moneys, perhaps?

But they weren’t the only women in the photos. Others from the yearbook were also there. Natasha I now knew, her dark red hair pulled into a high ponytail, her designer red dress leaving little to the imagination. Hannah was there, Jenn’s quiet friend, flirting with a man that looked somehow familiar, even though I was sure I’d never seen him before.

“That’s Richard,” Sarah said, noticing my scrutiny. I’d almost forgotten that she was there. “Ned talked a lot about Richard.”

“Richard,” I repeated. Danny’s father. That’s where I recognized his features, he looked a lot like his son. “He’s the one who took you to Paris.”

“He’s the one.” Sarah said evenly.

“But you never met this group or any of the others?”

“No, never. I chose a different path. It wasn’t always easy, but it was mine.”

That raised the hackles along the back of my neck. “You don’t think Jennifer earned it?”

“No, no, that’s not what I’m saying. I’m sure she did.” Her dark eyes widened slightly as she realized what she was saying could be misinterpreted. “And before you go there, I’m not implying that she earned it on her back, either. What she’s started here…” Sarah gestured to the screen and sighed again. “I hadn’t fully realized it was like this until I started looking into it. It’s… not at all what I thought.”

I watched Sarah for a moment, noting her posture as she leaned over the laptop, how she straightened her shoulders, lifted her chin to look back at me. She had mixed feelings about this, too.

“Having second thoughts about your past choices?”

Sarah snorted. “Oh, no. But…” She gestured to her screen, clicking to the next image. This one showed Jenny and Diana, Hannah, Natasha, some other women I recognized from the yearbook, all laughing together, holding their glasses high in a toast. “Look at them. These women supported each other as much as the men, just in an emotional way, rather than a financial sense.”

“And if Ned had published the book, they would have been ruined.”

“Ned won’t be publishing anything. The NDA is in effect once again, even harder now. The lawyers called him yesterday. This time, they came with actual threats. I guess someone else knew he was putting together this book? He has to turn over everything that he had on the club: notes, photos, negatives… his entire fucking manuscript.”

It was a relief, honestly, even though it pained me in principle that someone would have to do that. “Did he?”

“Pretty sure they came and got them from his place already. This wasn’t, like, a volunteer situation.”

“But you have a copy…” And like that, Sarah became as much a threat as Ned. More of one.

She held my gaze for a quiet moment. “You think I’d do that?” She pointed back at her monitor, where Hannah was flirting with Richard Moreau. “I may not be as big a part of this story as your wife, but I have connections to it, too. Connections I’d rather remain buried.”

Could I trust her? Did I have a choice?

“What else did you learn?”

Sarah nodded, appreciating that we were moving on. “I looked into the organizations surrounding Wellington, Russo, and Moreau. I found a shell company, The Wellington Benefactor Foundation, which was tied to another company called Russo/CAPRI Holdings. This company made payments to a smaller business near Columbia University, registered as S.C.HQ.”

Russo was Giovanni’s surname. Capri was in Italy, probably where he came from. Or maybe an off-shore bank account. S.C. was short for Songs for Charlotte? No.

“Sugar Club…”

“Headquarters. Yeah. But it closed in 2005.”

“Scandal?” I asked.

“None. It just shut its doors and vanished. But… I’m pretty sure it just relocated somewhere else, because, according to Ned, the Sugar Club was just hitting its peak at that time.”

She clicked on a thumbnail I’d glossed right over. It was a photo of several men sitting at a banquet table. Charles, Giovanni, Richard, Stefanos, someone I didn’t know, and… Aurelio? The restaurant owner was a Money? There was one empty chair between Charles and Richard, behind which Danny stood. Was he being inducted?

“This was taken in late 2006. After the SCHQ closed,” she said.

You’ll be at the Midnight Reserve, I hope. Stefanos’ words on the recording.

“They relocated.” I considered that. “Does the name The Midnight Reserve mean anything to you?”

Sarah shook her head. “No. Should it?”

“I don’t know. Just something I heard.”

Sarah lifted her brows. “Going to share?”

I hesitated. Again, it was a matter of trust. Could I trust Sarah now? She already had enough to hang me and Jennifer on. And she didn’t need to share any of it.

So I told her about everything that I found in the boxes, the Yearbook, the encrypted drive and how I’d listened to the iPod. I recounted to her what I’d heard, but didn’t tell her that I’d jerked off twice listening to it.

“Wow. Okay.” She sat there processing. “So they recorded the encounters. Interesting. For blackmail or control?”

“I don’t know. Proof of consent? Or insurance, maybe?” I offered. It was hard to imagine my wife going that route. I turned back to the photo of the men. “Who’s this?” I asked, pointing at the one man that I didn’t recognize. He was tall, clean-shaven and serious looking.

"That's Ian Gass," Sarah said, zooming in on the photo. "He’s one of the Moneys that worries me. British, originally. Back then he was deep in the New York tech scene, early social media but the technical side, sounded boring until I realized it made him about two hundred million dollars before he was forty."

"Then, around 2007, 2008, he drops off the New York map entirely. Gets married, goes back to the UK, and reinvents himself as a politician. Stood as an MP for some remote constituency. Two terms, reasonably undistinguished, didn't set the world on fire. Now he's back in tech, a start-up called Elysium Industries. Cybernetics, neural interface stuff. Brain and memory augmentation. Very bleeding edge, very serious money, very secretive."

"He sounds like the type who wouldn’t want his past to be dug up." I nodded, understanding now why she was so wary.

"I’m not too worried about him, he seems to like keeping a low profile. But his wife..." Sarah typed a name into Google, then watched my face as her picture lit up the screen. "Lori Gass. Sportscaster. Sideline reporter, mostly baseball and football. She’s based here now, though he splits his time between London and New York."

Lori Gass. Lorena. I’d seen her in the Yearbook. She was younger then and looked slightly different—she’d probably had work done over the years—but it was definitely her. Wow.

“So he married his Honey?”

“Yeah,” Sarah nodded. “Imagine if that got out. Glamorous TV wife exposed as a former New York society gold-digger student, indulged in wild sex parties back in the mid 2000s. Ended up marrying for money, MP British billionaire tech giant and his millions.”

“That would be quite a story.”

“Quite the story,” she repeated. “And interestingly, he’s here in New York right now.”

“What?”

“From what I can put together on social media. He came in Saturday, according to posts from his wife. She’s quite active on Instagram and is one of those that loves to post pictures of what and who with and where she’s having lunch every day, especially when it’s somewhere swanky and expensive.”

My blood went cold. That was another of the Moneys, suddenly back on the scene. He just happened to fly all the way from the UK, the day that Jenn had an emergency meeting in the city.

“And I’m not done yet. Look at this.” Sarah went back to the pictures, this time pointing at the one with the honeys together raising glasses in a toast. Her finger landed on the pretty redhead that I recognized.

“I know her,” I said. “Hannah. Quiet girl. Hard to believe she was mixed up with any of this. She was friends with Jenn back in the day.”

“Ever wonder what happened to her?”

When I nodded, Sarah swiveled the laptop away, back to Googling, then turned it around to me again with a Wikipedia profile now on the screen.

Hannah Dumont (born c. 1981, Saratoga Springs, NY). Founder and CEO of Dumont Pacific Group, a privately held real estate and hospitality firm specializing in ultra-high-end residential and resort development. Grew up in modest circumstances, attended Columbia University on partial scholarship. Made her first moves in Manhattan real estate in the mid-2000s, acquired distressed assets during the 2008 crash, and built a fortune estimated—conservatively, according to the footnote—at somewhere north of eight billion dollars.

I looked back at the photo at the top of the page. The same watchful eyes from the portfolio. Older, sharper, considerably richer. Someone who meant business and you wouldn't want to cross.

"It seems our Honeys did rather well," I said.

"That," said Sarah, "rather seems to have been the plan from the start. Oh, and she’s currently in the city, too. Some sort of meeting with old friends, according to her X profile."

I wondered if I should keep it to myself, but it was nice to have a co-conspirator. “Jennifer had a big emergency meeting in the city yesterday. Think it’s related?”

Sarah seemed to process it. “I mean, I don’t want to jump to any conclusions, but it all seems very coincidental. Especially if you consider the NDA and the threats to Ned that were also yesterday. That would constitute a ‘big emergency,’ right? But… I have to ask, Bryan, you really think that she wouldn’t just tell you? She told you about her and Charles.”

“But not the rest of it. Not the whole… organization. Hannah, how well she’s done for herself. Lori. The shell companies. The foundations. Capri Holdings. Wellington Benefactors. This Midnight Reserve. There’s still so much more and I just… argh.”

“You know what I think?”

“What?”

“I think you’re hungry.”

My stomach had growled twice while we talked and I hoped that she hadn’t heard it. Between getting the kids to where they needed to be, tidying up and getting ready to head here, I hadn’t eaten much beyond a piece of toast and a lot of coffee. “Maybe you’re onto something.”

“Want to grab lunch?”

“I thought you were being followed or watched or whatever?”

“I think I am, but I have to eat, don’t I? It would be more suspicious if I broke a routine. Even so, we do have to be careful. You leave out the back. Meet me at Sarajevo Grill on 38th Street. Get us a table inside. I’ll be right behind you.”

I stood and went to the window. What I should have done was just go home, but there were still things I wanted to talk to Sarah about and I was sure she still had more to tell me. I looked outside, through the curtains. Nobody was loitering across the street or sitting in a car, or sitting on a bench with yesterday’s newspaper. I shrugged and my stomach growled for a third time. Sarah raised her eyebrows, clearly hearing it, if she hadn’t before.

“Okay,” I grinned, “see you in a bit.”
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“You know, you intimidated me back in school,” I said. We were sitting in the back of a small restaurant on 38th, and I’d just inhaled my chicken kebab. My noisy stomach had finally been silenced.

Sarah looked up at me, brows raised. “You were intimidated by me? If memory served, you were pretty popular with the girls around campus.”

I blushed. I did have a bit of a reputation back then. “I wasn’t…”

“You want to know something?” Sarah asked. “I had a crush on you.”

“No. You?”

“Me, yes.” She grinned, leaning across the table. “But I was seeing my hedge fund boyfriend at the time, and honestly, you also kind of intimidated me.”

“No shit,” I said.

“I didn’t know how to deal with someone so… I don’t know… friendly? Charismatic? You didn’t seem like someone easily… seduceable.”

I laughed, mostly because I wasn’t sure what else to say, and I was very keenly aware of the way she was leaning in, and how nice of a smile she had, and how warm her brown eyes were.

“If we’d gotten together, I wonder how different life would have been,” Sarah mused.

“Maybe I would have been investigating your mysterious past instead.”

Sarah snorted. “If you had tried, I’m pretty sure I would have figured it out.”

That was an interesting thought. Jenn must have known that I’d look into all of this. She knew me. Was that why she’d taken me out Friday night? To feed my curiosity just enough to satisfy me? But also, surely, she’d know that there were still enough breadcrumbs scattered about that I’d keep sniffing. So why⁠—

“What?” Sarah asked.

“Just thinking about Jenn, that’s all.” I looked around. I didn’t think I would have come to the Sarajevo Grill were I on my own. It didn’t look like much from the outside: a corner deli with a red wrap-around awning. Total hole-in-the-wall. The food, however, was amazing. “This is my first time trying Bosnian food. It’s amazing.”

Sarah smiled across the table at me, lifting her glass of red. “I love this place. Been coming here for years.” She glanced briefly toward the window. Outside, the lunch crowd moved along 38th in both directions. Locals, mostly, men and women going about their lives, caught up in their own issues.

Now that I was fed, I could think more clearly through some of the revelations from this morning. The one that rose to the top was Ned Sheffield and the sheer volume of damaging evidence he had. Or did have. And that Sarah now possessed a portion of.

“So what are you going to do with all the stuff that Ned shared?”

Sarah pointed to my cheek. “You have a bit of… something.”

I wiped it away, looking down at my finger to see a blob of sauce. Was she trying to change the subject?

She fiddled with a piece of hair in the way of her eyes, pushing it back. “You worried that I’m going to write a story on it?”

A bead of fear trickled down my spine. “Are you?”

“I told you already, exposing this kind of story would hurt a lot of people—possibly myself. As far as I can tell, there weren't any victims involved, not in the true sense of the word. No one was exploited or forced to do anything they didn’t want. Seems like quite the opposite, judging by the success of people like Hannah Dumont and Lorena Gass.”

“Which is exactly why it would make such a sensational story.”

“Sounds like you want to write this story,” Sarah said.

“Me? No. God no.”

“You know, maybe twenty years ago, I would have gone for it, published that story and blown it open. But I’m not that reporter anymore. I’ve got my career—the one I earned, remember?—my spin class, and yoga, and friends who play pickleball.”

“And you’d prefer to keep it that way.”

“Yes, I fucking would. Plus I don’t want to be sued into non-existence by any of these goddamn Honeys or their Moneys, whoever they’re attached to now.”

I nodded, watching as she picked her wine glass up by the stem, swirling the dark contents and studying it as she settled back into her chair again, smooth and unagitated.

“I get it,” I said softly. “I don’t want Jenn exposed either. Is this why you’re so on edge? You don’t want any of this to come out any more than I do.”

“Something like that. There were… other photos that Ned had in his collection.” Color blossomed in her cheeks. She glanced up at me, holding my gaze steadily.

“You have them? Why didn’t you start with those?”

She shook her head. “I don’t. He didn’t share that particular set. These photos were actual prints, developed, I guess, by him. They were all artistic black-and-whites, but they were…” Her breath came shorter as she spoke. “...they showed a lot.”

“A lot of what?”

“Fucking.” The blush in her face was brighter now, and her warm brown eyes had seemed to lighten as well. “I saw them fucking.”

“They? Who’s they?” But I knew who they were.

“Your wife. Ned. Other Honeys, too.” She licked her lips.

My heart constricted. My cock surged. “You saw Jennifer? In these porn photos?”

Sarah leaned forward, and I found myself leaning in too, holding my breath, listening.

“They weren’t porn. They were artistic. But yes. Just a couple.”

“What was she…? Was she…? Who was she…?”

She tipped her head to the side, waiting for me to complete my tirade of unfinished questions, but her lack of answers was all I needed. I wanted to know more about them, about what she saw, every detail she could recall, but I suddenly felt sheepish. She’d read my curiosity as interest. Sarah was astute, perceptive. She’d see that interest for what it was. Arousal. And I didn’t want to stand up in the deli with a bulge in the front of my jeans.

Instead, I asked, “Why did he have photos like that? Blackmail?”

Sarah was already shaking her head before I’d fully formed the last question. “Those photos… they weren’t secret. The women—your wife—they all knew the camera was there. If anything, they seemed to play up to it. I think that one of the Moneys, maybe Wellington, maybe more than one, just liked collecting dirty photos. Just like someone liked recording the audio.”

I wanted to ask for more. I really wanted to. Instead, I waited, fumbling with what to say when Sarah went still, looking at me, watching me. She’d read me, just as I’d been scared she would.

“Your wife was on her knees. On what looked like hardwood. A man stood in front of her, but the image was cropped. She was holding his… holding him in her hand, her fingers barely able to wrap around it.” She glanced away from me for the briefest of moments. “She wasn’t looking at the man though, or his… She was looking right at the camera, this self-satisfied smile on her face.”

The color in Sarah’s cheeks had deepened. She took a sip of her wine, her hands shaking.

“The next photo was from the same series. Only this time, she had him in her mouth.” She said it in a rush. “And this time, her eyes were locked on his, lips stretched around him. She was very… posed.”

Sarah wet her own lips, as if imagining it was her mouth the cock was in. No, she wasn’t thinking that. Get a grip, Bryan.

Everything in the restaurant—in the whole world—blurred away except the motion of Sarah’s moist lips, opening and closing, her white teeth, the flush that had climbed all the way up her neck.

Get a fucking grip.

“There was one taken in bed,” Sarah said, snapping me back to reality. “Same artistic style, but… explicit, too. Like, you wouldn’t hang them in a gallery, they were definitely more suited to a personal collection. Her on her hands and knees, the man behind her, holding her hips. She was staring right at the camera in that one, too.”

I swallowed. “Who was she with? Charles? Giovanni?”

Sarah shook her head. “No, I don’t think it was one of the Money men. This guy was younger, a black guy I didn’t recognize.”

Black guy. My heart hammered wildly in my chest. I’d tried to avoid getting a hard-on in the diner, but I was failing now. Jennifer had been with a black guy. “Just one photo?”

“No, there were a couple more. All taken on the same night. She seemed to be really enjoying herself, put it that way.”

I could almost picture it: young Jenny on her back, legs spread wide, as some muscular black man drove his big dick into her… with another man standing by the bed, taking photos. Young Jenny squatting over her lover, bouncing on his cock, her skin glistening with sweat…

Sarah cleared her throat, pulling me back to the present yet again. “You okay?”

I cleared my throat too. “I… yeah. Just need a drink.” I took a sip from the glass in front of me. “I’m good. I mean, it was a long time ago.”

She was watching me closely, and when her hand crept out and covered mine, I didn’t immediately pull away. “Just because it was a long time ago doesn’t mean you have to be okay with it.”

But I was okay with it, wasn’t I? More than okay, according to the hardness in my pants.

“Thanks for looking into all of this and for sharing. I kind of wish you’d gotten those photos, though. I feel kind of weird, knowing a stranger has sexual pictures of my wife.”

“He doesn’t know she’s your wife.” Her fingers squeezed mine. “She’s just one of many women in the pictures.”

“I know, but still I’d like to have seen them. You know?” I risked giving her a wry grin, opening up just a little.

When Sarah laughed, it was like a release valve had been opened. I sat back, pulling my hand from hers and running my fingers through my hair, feeling the tension drain away. She was very pretty when she laughed.

“Sadly, all I have are mental copies,” she said, tapping her temple. “But… Ned did write about that one particular night in his memoir. If you’re interested.”

“I mean, you really need to ask that?”

“I wasn’t sure before. If you could handle it, I mean.”

I looked at my watch, and only then realized the time. “Oh, shit, I need to get home. Girls are getting out of camp in an hour.” I needed that story. “Can you send it to me?”

“I promised Ned that I wouldn’t share and I told you, I don’t want to leave any traceable trails behind me. If the lawyers came down hard on Ned, they’d come down doubly so on me.”

“I understand,” I sighed.

“But… if you’ve got time, I can print it for you.”

I glanced at my watch again. I really didn’t have the time, but I also couldn’t pass up this opportunity. “I’ll get the check.”

“Thanks,” Sarah said, standing up and dusting a few crumbs from her lap. “Let’s swing by my place, I’ll print out your… reading material, then you can get back to your kids. I’ll head out first. You tie your shoelaces or something, then set off in five. Okay?”

“Before we go,” I kept her back for a moment before she could leave. “As soon as you print out the story, I’ll have to leave, so I might as well ask now. What’s next?”

“I’m going to do some digging into this Midnight Reserve,” she waited until I’d finished paying. “I’ll let you know what I find. As for what’s next for you? Well, that’s for you to figure out.”

I nodded, turning to her. She looked so short, now that we were side by side.

“And if you want to know what I think you should do, I think it’s time to talk to her about all this. Get her take. Work through it together.”

I knew that she was right. Marcus had said the same. But it was scary. And the risk of it all turning into a disaster was too great. I’d talk to her, once I had the full picture.

Before I could respond, she pulled me in for a hug, tight and supportive and lingering. I was all too aware of her breasts crushed against me, and I wondered if she could feel my hard-on. I hoped not. “It’ll be okay. Maybe even more than okay, based on how you reacted to these revelations.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Sarah smiled. “You’re allowed to be turned on by her past adventures.”

Fuck. She had felt my erection. She was right though. And it made me feel better to know that she wasn’t judging me. “Thanks. I’ll keep you posted.”

I watched her leave, pretending to tie my shoelaces, as she’d suggested. Then I went to the men’s room, counting five minutes before stepping outside. I blinked into the afternoon sun. It felt like waking up from a wild dream, the imagined images of my wife still lingering in the periphery.

An unassuming silver sedan sat across from me, engine idling. A man behind the wheel, baseball cap, sunglasses. Facing my direction.

You’re imagining things, Bryan. Stop being paranoid.

I set off towards Sarah’s apartment.
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There was also no way I was going to make it home in time to get Greyson from pottery camp. I was pretty certain of that when I left Sarah’s apartment twenty minutes later, after she was finally able to get her printer working. I was certain of it when I hit traffic on 278.

[Me]: So sorry, Grey. Meeting ran long.

Kristi was fine. She always went to her friend’s house from day camp, but Greyson didn’t know many people in hers.

[Greyson]: no worries. getting a ride home with Sophie and her big sis.

Sophie as in party girl Sophie? So they were friends again? I didn’t know how I felt about that.

Not that I was thinking much about any of that. I had a stack of printed pages from Ned Sheffield’s book that I was tempted to read every time I slowed down in the bumper-to-bumper traffic. I was just getting out of the mess when my phone rang. It was Jennifer.

I answered it over the hands-free speakers.

“Hey,” I said as calmly as I could. “Uhh, how’s your day been?”

“I’m so glad it’s over. This past week… it’s been a lot.” She sounded like a weight had been taken off her shoulders, which was ironic because I felt like I was shouldering a fucking elephant.

“Board meeting was good?”

“Yes. It went really well. They saw a lot of promise in the new certification—especially since we overcame those filing and legal issues from yesterday.”

Legal issues. Like NDAs. Was that why she was so relaxed now? Both the board meeting and the Sugar Club situation were resolved? She could go back to her quiet life as executive, as PTA mom, as suburbanite normie?

“That’s great. You were so worried.” Why was I being so chill?

“I was a mess. And I’m sorry. Things will… it’ll be better now.”

I didn’t respond to that. I couldn’t. I had no idea what to say. I glanced at the folder with Ned’s papers before creeping forward in the snarl of traffic.

“You have the board dinner next, right?”

“Yeah. And I’m meeting up with Diana for drinks after.”

My heart skipped a beat at that. Had they talked about it yesterday when they were together? Was I being a total paranoid buffoon?

“Let some steam off. You’ve earned it.”

She earned it? What was I saying?

“Thanks. I’ll call you later, after the dinner. Tell the girls hey for me. And you better get moving. Camp ends soon.”

“On my way now⁠—”

“Where are you?” She no longer sounded relaxed.

“Oh, I’m just heading back from the city. Was following up on a… lead on this story I’m working on.”

“A story?” Was she getting more anxious by the moment? She didn’t even try to sound casual. “What sort of story? Anything interesting?”

Shit. I needed to calm her down. “Not really. A follow up on the zoning article. I’ll tell you when you’re home.”

“Fine, but look, I don’t think you’re going to make it. Let me call someone to go get Grey⁠—”

“I’ve got it. She’s all good.” I put on my most reassuring voice. “Don’t worry about home. I’ve… I’ve got it. It’s all in hand.”

Jennifer was quiet a moment, but let it go. “Okay, of course. I’m sorry, just… old habits.”

Old habits indeed.

The traffic finally thinned out. I got up to the speed limit, and it felt like flying.

“I’m driving, so I should go,” I said. “I’ll talk to you later, and see you tomorrow.”

“Okay. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

I did. That was the sticking point here. I loved her so much, even when I knew she was withholding so much.

Back home, it was dad mode for the night. Greyson was on her computer when I walked in. When I asked if she made anything cool at pottery camp, she answered simply, “Yeah.” I didn’t push for more information.

I picked Kristi up a couple of hours later. We reheated Jennifer’s lasagna and ate at the kitchen table. We talked about her day, Kristi excited to show off about how fun today had been, Greyson less enthusiastic. I mentioned that I was working on a new story, that I’d been doing some journalistic stuff on the road, adding to the story I might need to sell to Jenn tomorrow. Not that they were interested. Unlike when Jennifer was there, dinner was short and the three of us quickly went our separate ways.

I went through the house, straightening up so that Jennifer didn’t come home to a messy house tomorrow. Not that it was all that messy to begin with, but I needed to distract myself. I cleaned up all the dishes that we'd created, wiped the kitchen counters down and vacuumed the floors. Kristi had some project going on in our rec room, and cardboard scraps were everywhere. I picked the glue gun off the floor—thankfully unplugged—and set it back into its container, stacking the rest of the cardboard into a semi-organized pile.

Renee, from next door, and I had left our wine glasses outside from last night, along with the empty bottle of wine. I collected those, too, and carried them into the kitchen, setting them by the sink.

“Dad! Can you get me some water?!” Kristi called from upstairs.

“Me too!” echoed Greyson.

I found their water bottles in their camp bags, refilled them, and carried them upstairs. “You know you’re also capable of getting water, right?”

“But it’s so much yummier when you do it,” Kristi said.

Always the same, and the routine domesticity was nice to come home to.

Eventually, I was in my home office, confronted by the boxes that I’d put there earlier. Confronted with the big decision to leave them out, or rehide them. I could probably do it. Jennifer would never know.

I wandered over to the first one, the one with the framed photos, the wine journal, the locked lacquer box with its frustrating padlock.

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?
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FROM THE UNPUBLISHED MEMOIR OF NED SHEFFIELD


Istared one last time at the photo before slipping it into the wine journal. I glanced at the printed pages from Ned Sheffield’s book, hidden inside of a folder on my desk. I wanted to read it more than anything right then and there, but I had more pressing things to do, like getting the kids to bed.

Jenn called when she said she would, and we passed the phone around as she said goodnight to the girls. She’d only been gone for one night, going on two, but I missed her. All my revelations lately only made me want to see her more.

“Still meeting up with Diana?” Why did I almost call her Dee? It was like I was subconsciously trying to mess up. Maybe I was.

“Yeah, although a big part of me wants to call and cancel and just go back to the hotel and crash.”

“Long day. You going to?”

“Diana would never forgive me. Besides, she’s already staking a claim on a table at some cocktail bar named Volta. Apparently it’s the place to be and tables are hard to get.”

“Well, have fun.”

“Of course. Hard part is finally over. Love you. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Love you, too.”

It wasn’t too late, just after 9, when I finally shut Kristi’s light off, told Greyson not to stay up too late, and retired to my office, shutting and locking the door. I looked at that crazy photo again, tucked into the wine journal so that no one would stumble upon it, and it was still shocking to see again. My Jenn, with a huge cock in her mouth. Not my cock. I forced myself to hide it back away, then reached for the folder, the sheaf of papers, demanding my attention, whispering salacious promises like a siren. I was hard just thinking about what it held. I sat down at my desk, pulled the documents from their folder, and read.
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From the unpublished memoir of Ned Sheffield

In the beginning there was J, and J was the beginning.

That night, she walked in at ten o’clock wearing this green dress that I’d never seen on her before. As I’ve said countless times before, I’m no writer, so I won’t try to describe it other than to say that it was short. And tight. And did I mention short?

As a photographer, I understand light and shadow and how to use those things to my advantage when capturing a subject. J was like that, only with men. She knew what that dress was going to do to the room, and because she knew, it meant that she was looking for some fun.

I knew J before, and I knew her if you take my meaning. She smiled at me as she entered. Even came over and said hello as she asked for her drink—she didn’t pay for it, she never did at this place. This was the place to be if you wanted fun, real fun, and, of course, if you qualified, or had a friend that could get you in.

I watched her exchange pleasantries before she moved about the room. God, how she moved. I could have watched her forever. She was a photographer’s dream, and luckily enough, in those days, I was permanently in that dream.

She seemed to know everyone there, even though I knew that it was impossible. She moved from group to group with ease. The Moneys were there, all vying for her attention. The top man himself, of course, but by this point in the story of the Sugar Club, she knew how to work them all up, their different tics, their varying kinks. She knew every button these men had, and when to push them.

On this night—the night of the green dress—though, she found her fun in a man visiting the place for the very first, and very last, time. Lucky guy. We’ll call him D. For the same reasons we call our female friend J.

He was tall, well-dressed, confident, and black. I noticed him when J noticed him. She was mid-conversation with some other man, the son, laughing at something, and then her eyes moved across the room and found D and she just stopped. For maybe two seconds she stared, so I turned to stare and there he was.

By the time I looked back, she was back to her conversation like nothing had happened. But something had happened. Something had changed in the room.

It took her about twenty minutes to make her way over to him. She didn’t rush it. She finished her conversation and dismissed the guy—poor guy was always getting dismissed—refreshed her drink, and made her move.

D was happy to say goodbye to his friends and direct all of his attention to her. The rest of the room’s attention was on the pair. On them. The woman in the green dress and the tall man with dark skin.

I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but I could read their body language. With her chin tilted up and D leaning down slightly, the two were clearly into each other. Everyone knew what was about to happen. Any casual observer could see their chemistry.

Even so, it took thirty minutes of drinking and flirting before things moved to the next level. She excused herself and found me, of all people, and when she walked up, I knew the score. I’d done this before, and knew I was in for one hell of a night.

“You free?” she asked.

“For you, always.”

She slipped me a keycard to one of the rooms upstairs. Told me the room number, to give her ten minutes.

The rooms were nice. Exclusive. Patrons only. Dark wood with an old-world European vibe. Only it wasn’t old, because this place was so new back then that hardly anyone even knew it existed. I could still smell the paint and the sharpness of the cut lumber beneath.

I set up my things, retrieving my camera and checking that I had enough film. True to her word, J and D arrived about ten minutes later. She introduced me to D, but the fact that he showed no surprise that another man was present—and with a camera—demonstrated that she’d already talked to him about what we did, or he was fully under her spell. Probably both. Either way, the man was chill about everything.

J poured three glasses of bourbon, handed one to D, took hers, and left me to claim mine from the top of the minibar as she moved into his embrace. I’ve never met a woman quite so self-assured as J. She was always the mistress of her own destiny.

They didn’t get right into it, but they did get close, settling on the couch beneath the window, curtains drawn. They talked, they touched, they got familiar. I took photos. It’s what I did, documenting the intimate moments, watching it like a pot of water slowly being brought to a boil.

D had a memorable laugh, deep and low, and he seemed totally enamored with J. They drank their bourbon. Poured another. Did a little coke. Things got silly. Things got real.

J stood, looked at me when it was time. “Here we go.”

D undressed her as they stood, kissing, hands moving slowly, savoring every moment. I knew that these photos would be amazing, that the black-and-white film would capture the contrast of his skin, dark against her lily white. The green dress came off. She was bare underneath except for her heels. She kept those on.

His clothes were next. Once they were on the floor, next to hers, J appraised his body, liking what she saw: his thick arms, the muscular ridges of his chest, his long, dangling cock. She sank to her knees before him and then looked at me. I’d forgotten to photograph. She lifted a brow. I lifted my camera, hit the shutter button, capturing the ‘before moment.’ The game was now on.

J’s hand around him closed, her fingertips barely meeting around the girth. I captured that. She looked up at him, their eyes meeting, her pose subservient but she was in no way submitting to anything. I captured that, too. Then she had him in her mouth, eyes never wavering from his, even when they watered from the sensation of it hitting her throat. I captured the hell out of that.

She worked him for a long time, stroking what she couldn’t swallow—which wasn’t much—rubbing her thumb along the sensitive underside. D threaded a hand into her hair, taking control of her movements. She seemed to grant him that, dropping her hands behind her back and using just her mouth and tongue on him. Hands-free blowjobs were J’s specialty. One of them, anyway.

But that was all just foreplay. The pot wasn’t fully at a rolling boil, not even close. No, that came when they moved to the bed. The lens of my camera tracked them. I wasn’t allowed to miss anything. J would never forgive me.

They started with her on her back, D on top, their faces close as he entered her. I captured that moment. It’s one of my favorite things: to see the shift in her body, the tightness in her face, the clenched teeth and widened eyes, to capture in an image, the quiet gasp of a new man spreading her open for the first time.

J was vocal. That’s something I still remember, too. Controlled, yes, deliberate, yes, but vocal. She encouraged D to fuck her. She wouldn’t break. She wasn’t fragile. He could let go. Enjoy her.

He flipped her onto her hands and knees and got behind her, entering her doggy-style. I got some great photos of that, too, of her looking right into the camera, a sheen of sweat making her skin glossy, her mouth open, eyes half-lidded, as her lover fucked the shit out of her.

Her gaze shifted from the lens to me at that point. “Ned.”

I knew what that meant. I set the camera on the table. Documentation was over. Now it was time for my payment, for services rendered.

I won’t get too much into what happened after that. As I said, not a writer. But I’ll tell you this much: there’s nothing quite like getting a blowjob from a woman of J’s skills, while she’s plowed by another man. That's as poetic as I get.

The thing about that night, and the reason I’m dedicating this whole chapter to the woman named J, is because of a particular memory I have.

Right there, in the middle of the sex, in the height of the scene, the thrust and shudder of passions, the sound of bodies on bodies, I witnessed something. I saw the real version of J emerge. D brought it out of her, a louder, messier, less-managed version. This was her, the real her, and it was everything the Sugar Club seemed to be, wildness dressed up as control, but in a safe place, a place where people could do this. Where they could let their real selves out.

J came with D fucking her from behind again, his hand pulling her long blonde hair as she furiously rubbed her clit between her legs. She was saying things she wasn’t choosing to say—don’t stop and please and holy fuck and words I won’t write down. I was close enough to feel her shaking, to see the beads of sweat on her tits, to see the rivulets of her wetness running down her thighs. When she screamed, I was thankful for the soundproofing.

After, she collapsed forward and lay still for a moment, the only movement the rise and fall of her chest as she fought to regain her breath. D and I stayed where we were. The room was quiet.

D slipped out of her, his dick softening. She turned, crawled over to him, and kissed him. She was all smiles, which meant all of us were soon smiling with her. “I needed that,” she whispered, voice throaty. “Fuck. Like, really fucking needed it.”

I picked up my camera again. This moment was just as important to capture: the warmth, the post-sex snuggle, the way her damp hair clung to her face as she nuzzled against another man’s sweaty chest.

D said something in her ear. J laughed. She turned her head and looked up at him, then at me, with an expression I can only describe as radiant. Twenty-two years old and completely fucking radiant.

That was the best photo of the night.

“Fuck,” she said. “You know how much I love one-night stands? This was fucking awesome.”

And that was J in a nutshell. She wasn’t a madam. She wasn’t a sex worker. She wasn’t purely a connector, either. She was her own thing. She was special. But she was there from the beginning. And she was the beginning.
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I set the pages down. Unlike Jennifer’s office, mine faced our backyard with its nicely landscaped lawn and garden. A high fence and trees way in the back separated us from our backyard neighbors. The lots out here were large. It was peaceful.

Not that anything I was feeling was peaceful at all. My phone call with Jennifer still lingered. Love you… love you, too. But that was now overlaid with a younger Jennifer, naked, staring at the ceiling between two equally naked men. I love one-night stands.

I thought about her out in Manhattan right now. And Diana’s drinks. And all the men who’d be drawn to a couple of attractive women like that. Would they approach? Of course they would. Would they make her laugh? I could almost hear it now, and it… did something to me. I hadn’t found release when I’d read Ned’s memoir and I was still so hard.

The woman she’d once been was so shocking on the one hand, yet I could believe it. Jenn was always in control, even when she let go, and she’d demonstrated that with D, whoever he was. She was the type of woman who demanded to be worshipped, even when it was her that was on her knees. She was my wife, my Jenn, even when she was someone I’d never met. She was a dichotomy, and I loved her for it.

I re-read it, poring over the words, the things Ned chose to say, and the things he chose not to. The things that were written in ink, and the things that were written between the lines. She picked up men in bars and let herself be photographed, for reasons unknown to anyone but her and the man with the camera. She’d been with two men at once. She’d done drugs.

For whatever reason, that last one hit me hard. The woman who’d made lasagna for her family before she’d left on an emergency work trip, who cultivated an image of responsibility and maturity, who held a position of responsibility and respect in her career and her neighborhood… had done cocaine? Loved having sex in front of the camera?

I looked at that fucking locked box again, and thought about the single photo that I had, the one I’d managed to pry from the minuscule gap between the box and lid. Was this one of Ned’s pictures? Was it from the night he wrote about? Or was that a different black guy that she’d chosen to fuck. Another black guy. Another stranger. Another one night stand.

She loved one night stands, and right now, she was downtown with her former partner-in-crime, Diana. Had they ever done a one-night-stand together? The two of them, two strangers, a foursome in a dimly lit hotel room?

My mind was running away with me, out of control. I knew that, but I couldn’t stop it, a snowball rolling down a hill, getting bigger and bigger. More and more unstoppable.

Once again I thought about pulling out the bolt cutters and forcing my way into the locked box. No. That would be stupid.

Instead, I did something far more stupid.

“Hey, Marcus?” I said, calling my friend, only half expecting him to answer, but he did.

“Bryan?” There was music playing in the background, wherever he was. “What’s up?”

I took a deep breath, knowing there’d be questions but I needed to do what I needed to do. Things had gone too far.

“I need a huge favor, man… It’s about Jenn. Can you come by the house and hang out here, in case the girls wake up?”

“Umm, I’m out at the moment, but yeah, I guess. Why? Is everything okay?”

I’d explain to him later. I needed to do this before I changed my mind.

“Everything’s fine, except it’s not. I just need to go into the city. Can you come over or not?”

“Sure. I’m just having drinks, not far away.” I heard him say something to someone else, muffled as if he’d put his phone to his chest, then: “I’ll be there in fifteen. I have a ride.”

“Great. I owe you one.”

I hung up, put everything back, the photo, the papers, all hidden safely away where no one would accidentally find them. Then I sat and waited.

It was time to have this out with Jenn.
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VOLTA


Maybe the bar, Volta, was originally set up like some prohibition era speakeasy. By day, the front of it was a coffee shop. At night, the shop was closed and dark, with a single door leading to the bar itself. It was a cool concept. There was even a Judas window in the center of the door where someone could give a password.

But the idea of the speakeasy was quickly lost. Speakeasies didn’t give themselves away with the long line of nicely dressed men and women before that door, or the valet parking out front, or the fact that the speakeasy door itself was propped open and a bouncer was checking IDs with a flashlight.

I gave my keys over to the valet and got into line. By that time, though, my impulsive decision to leave the house—telling Greyson to both go to bed and that Uncle Marcus was coming by if she needed anything and not even waiting for my best friend to show up—had dissipated.

What the fuck are you doing? I asked myself, and not for the first time since driving in. I considered turning around three times, but that would have meant needing to face Marcus, answering his inevitable questions, and I just wasn’t in the mood. Not anymore. I didn’t want to answer anything. I wanted my own questions answered, goddamnit.

Once I’d checked in with the valet, and watched as he drove my car away to whatever lot they parked it in, I was committed to this confrontation.

What was my end game here? So she liked one-night stands once upon a time, years ago, before me. Didn’t I also like one-night stands back then?

But she’d already kept so much from me. She’d already lied to me, and not just about things from her past. She’d come into the city twice now on Sugar Club business. Diana’s presence all but confirmed that. Clearly there was some kind of situation brewing here, and she hadn’t included me in that crisis management. We’d always done everything together. When Greyson had broken her arm in sixth grade, we’d been there together in the ER. When she’d found a lump on her breast—benign, turned out—we’d been scared shitless, but we were scared shitless together. When the newspaper had shut down and I’d lost my job and I was spiraling, we’d managed it all together.

So why the fuck hadn’t she brought me in on this one⁠—

“Sir?”

I blinked. I was at the front of the line all of a sudden, and the bouncer was looking at me expectantly. “ID?”

I almost laughed in hysteria at that. I was a 41-year-old-man. Did I look like I needed to show ID? But I kept my mouth shut, fished it out of my wallet, and showed it to him. He let me in.

At the end of a long, narrow hallway, the bar—Volta—opened up into a spacious, yet intimate-feeling room. With its exposed brick and antique light fixtures that flickered like candlelight, it felt like stepping into history. Quite a packed history, at that. All of the green leather booths were filled, and that’s where I saw her.

Jennifer sat on the far side of the room, wearing a sleeveless cream-colored dress that she probably wore to the board dinner. Here, with her hair down and those arms exposed, she looked like a temptation.

Diana was with her, although I barely noticed her. It was the presence of the men that stole the rest of my attention: one man for each, paired off, flirting. The man beside Jennifer looked vaguely familiar. He was young, good looking, with a beard and an easy smile that he had fully focused on my wife.

And Jennifer was beaming right back at him.

My fists balled as something moved in my chest. Jealousy. Rage, maybe? But also arousal at the situation. How did we get here?

I love one-night stands. I pushed the memory of those words out of my mind. Not tonight. I wasn’t going to stand in the closet and just watch this time. The time for observation was at an end.

Diana saw me first as I wove my way through the crowd. I took a little pleasure in the panic behind her flared eyes. Yes, Diana, Jennifer’s husband isn’t quite such a simpleton.

“Hey. Long time…”

Jennifer looked up a half-second later, her guiltless smile draining from her face along with the color. Her lips parted in a silent gasp as her eyes went wide and her fingers tightened on the stem of her cocktail glass.

“Bryan,” she said, her voice calmer than her expression. “What are you doing here?”

“I was in the neighborhood.” I was proud at how calm I sounded, even as my heart seemed to throw itself against my ribcage like a trapped animal.

Jennifer glanced at Diana, then back at me. “Sit down,” she said. “We can⁠—”

“You look great, by the way,” I said. I turned to the young man at her side. It was the eyes, so confident and inquisitive, that were so damn familiar. “Doesn’t she look great?”

“Bryan—”

“Connor,” I said, finally putting a name to a face. I stabbed my finger at him. My face getting hot. “From the PTA thing. Bet you’re not happy to see me show up this time.”

“Okay,” Jennifer said, and now there was an edge to her voice. “That’s enough.”

“Is it? That’s a pity because I’ve only just started.”

“You’re about to say something you can’t unsay, so I’m asking you—” She glanced towards the neighboring booths, lowering her voice further. “Sit down. Please. We can talk about whatever this is.”

“What this is,” I said, and I could hear myself losing control, “is that you’ve lied to me. Multiple times. I’ve been letting it go and letting it go and… Waiting for you to explain. But you never, so⁠—”

“Wait,” Jennifer fixed her eyes on me as if willing me to sit down and calm myself. “Bryan, listen to me for a moment. You’ve come storming in here unannounced. Don’t you think you should get a drink, sit down and then tell me what it is you think you know? What it is I’ve lied about?”

She was using her corporate management skills on me, trying to de-escalate the situation but I wasn’t having it. I’d gone too far. There wasn’t any backing out of this. Not if I wanted to salvage a shred of dignity.

“I know all about the Sugar Club.” It was oddly satisfying to see her gasping reaction at the name, and the way she shot a look at Diana. “Yes, all about it. I know you were Charles’s sugar baby. And the other men too.”

“How the hell—” Jennifer let go of her wine glass, her fingers slowly unraveling from the stem, coming up to her mouth. “Have you… have you been going through my stuff?”

“I’m not as dumb as you think. I know about Giovanni, I know about Stefanos. I know about…” I realized I didn’t know the black guy’s name, “about D.”

Jennifer glanced at Diana, shaking her head, as if to say, “I didn’t say anything.”

Diana’s eyes turned to me. Where Jenn’s were cool, hers were ablaze. “So you know about me being in the Sugar Club. Big deal. Jenn and I were roommates in college and⁠—”

“Not you, Dee, although yes, I know that. I mean the other D, the D with the big dick. You know what I’m talking about.”

Jennifer went pale. “You know about me and Danny? I’m sorry, I was going to tell you, but it was a long time ago. Before we…”

Wait a second. Danny? It was like my brain stuttered there. She thought D was for Danny. I didn’t remember the man who’d brought the boxes by, but he definitely wasn’t a black guy with a big dick. She’d been with Danny, too? “You fucked Danny?”

“Isn’t that who…?”

“While we were together?!” I stormed on.

“You need to stop,” Jennifer said, her confidence clearly shaken, all the cool gone from her eyes. “This is not the place.”

“You picked the place.”

“I didn’t pick it for a fight.”

“No, you picked it so you could fuck Connor while I was home managing the girls⁠—”

Jennifer looked aghast. “I can’t believe you just said that.”

“Oh, he just happens to be in the city at the same time as you?” I snorted in derision. “What a coincidence.”

Diana leaped to her defense. “That’s fucking rich of you, Bryan. You want cards on the table? Let’s do cards on the table. I know you’ve been investigating your own wife. Spending time with a reporter—a very pretty female reporter, I might add—digging through your wife’s past like she’s some story you’re working on. Talking to everyone except your actual fucking wife. And you want to stand there like you’re the victim? You might think you know what’s going on here, Bryan, but you don’t know the first thing about what’s going on, trust me!”

“Stay out of this, Diana.” I didn’t look at her. I kept my eyes on Jennifer. “Maybe if my wife had been straight with me from the start, I wouldn't have needed to.”

Jennifer winced.

“I won’t stay out of it.” Diana stood up, her brow knitting together in fury. “I know about you and Sarah Park. Unless you want this to get real messy, I’d apologize, Bryan. Apologize. Now.”

What was she talking about? I had nothing to apologize for.

“My wife has lied to me for our entire marriage.” I should have left it there, but unfortunately, I didn’t. “At least with Sarah I know exactly what I’m getting.”

Connor stood up. “Okay, that’s enough⁠—”

“Sit down.” My voice carried around the room. The booths around us had gone quiet. Everything had gone quiet.

Connor said, “Hey, man, I’m not sure what you think is going on⁠—”

“I said sit the fuck down.”

Jennifer was on her feet, too, rising behind Connor. She touched his arm. “Connor, it’s okay.”

He looked back at her, then back at me. The white fucking knight.

The tension between us all simmered for a long moment. Then, Jennifer said, “We’re leaving.”

Diana moved in beside Jennifer, as if to guard her from me. Her own man had evaporated at some point during this whole exchange.

I stared at Jennifer, incredulous. “You think you can just walk away from this? With him? Where are you going?”

“Somewhere I can think.” She met my eyes, her jaw set. “There is nothing useful left to say tonight, Bryan. Not like this. You’ve embarrassed me. And yourself. Good night.”

“I’m coming with you. There’s no way I’m letting you go with⁠—”

Before I could say more, though, a hand landed on my shoulder, heavy and hard like a vice. I turned to find a security guard staring down at me.

“Sorry, pal,” he said firmly. “We gotta break this up.”

I started to open my mouth, but before I could say anything, he looked at the others. “You three first.” He shifted his eyes to me, his brows low. “You get to wait with me until they’re gone.”

Connor, Jennifer, and Diana moved past me, and as Jenn passed, I could see how wound up she was. Just as much as me.

“I’m her husband,” I said to the bouncer.

He didn’t relinquish his hold on my shoulder. “Great,” he said impassively. “In that case, you’ll know where to look for her once you leave. Because it won’t be here.”

I tried to shrug him off of me, but I might as well have been trying to shrug off a bear. He didn’t let me go until the trio had left the bar, and even then, he kept me waiting until he heard something in his earpiece.

By the time I made it back out onto the street, they were no longer in sight.

I pulled out my phone. Marcus had left some texts, but I ignored them for a moment. I brought up Jenn’s number and hit call, pacing up and down the street until she picked up.

“Bryan, this is Diana.” Her voice sounded like cold steel. “I think you’ve said enough for one night. Go home, sober up. Cool down, whatever it is you need to do. Nothing good is going to come out of the two of you talking while you’re like this.”

“Sober up? I’m not drunk, Diana. I’m fucking angry. In fact, I’m not even angry. I’m hurt. Put Jenn on. Please.”

“I understand. You’re hurt. But she doesn’t want to talk to you, Bryan. Not like this. Go home. You can talk tomorrow when she’s home, when you’ve both calmed down.”

“Is she fucking Connor?” I asked, my voice tightening, my emotions sinking as the gravity of what I’d started hit home.

“Connor is in the city for his interview. Jenn set it up for him. She told you at the PTA thing, remember?”

I remembered. That wasn’t a denial. It didn’t mean she wasn’t fucking him.

“But she cheated on me with Danny.”

“Connor was staying at a different hotel from Jenn.” Diana’s voice was calm. “He got in a different taxi from us just now. Ask the doorman, he’ll tell you. Jenn is coming back to my place for the night. She’s upset. Now go home and talk in the morning, when your head is clearer.”

“But—”

The line went dead. I called back but it went straight to voicemail. Diana had turned it off.

I slid my phone back into my pocket, fingering the valet ticket that I felt in there, considering going home. No, not yet. I wasn’t safe to drive feeling like this. I turned and walked down the street, finding a less crowded bar. My heart was still racing, my breathing still shallow, but it was getting better now. By the time I ordered my drink—a thankfully non-alcoholic beer—I was realizing just how colossally I’d fucked up.

I wrapped my hands around the beer and stared into the frothy head. “What the fuck, man?” I muttered to myself, then remembered Marcus’s texts. I got my phone back out, opened them up.

[Marcus]: Damn, man, in a rush much? Didn’t even stick around to say hello. Everything okay?

[Marcus]: Whatever’s going on, I’ve got your back. Take all the time you need. I can crash on the couch if you need me to.

[Marcus]: Greyson finally shut her lights out.

[Marcus]: Okay, settling down on the sofa. Text me when you can. It’s not like you to not reply to my texts. I’m concerned.

I sighed. I’d put my buddy in a mess of shit. I’d put myself in an even bigger mess, and drawn others into it, too. Yet I couldn’t help myself. I pulled up the Find My app and looked for Jennifer.

Nothing. Her phone must be turned off, but the last location was in the other direction from the hotel, on the other side of the city. I’d been there. I knew the place. She was heading towards Diana’s. Or at least, her phone was.

My brain, being my brain, went to work immediately. She could have sent her phone with Diana, while going to the hotel with Connor…

Stop.

I needed to stop. I was being paranoid. I put the phone face down on the bar as things began to spin out of control again. I sipped my drink, thankful that it wasn’t alcoholic.

Where to go next with this mess? If she wasn’t fucking Connor now, she might have fucked him already. And she’d definitely fucked Danny at some point in the past, she’d admitted that much and Diana hadn’t denied her cheating on me when I mentioned it. A long time ago, before... Whatever that meant. But based on her reaction, her surprise, her guilt, before didn’t mean “before we were together.” So she’d fucked him and not told me. She’d… cheated? Had she cheated?

I ground my teeth. I know about you and Sarah Park. Diana thought I’d cheated. Had she planted that seed in Jenn’s mind too? How could she even know…

I fingered my phone again, considering Sarah. Astoria wasn’t too far away. Just across the bridge. Closer than it was to home.

They think I’m fucking her anyway. Why not?

Because it wasn’t true, that was why not. Because whatever I’d just idiotically implied back there in that booth, it was not true. Making it true tonight wouldn’t balance any ledger. It would just be one more thing I’d done that I couldn’t take back, and I was already at my limit on those.

I picked up the phone, but didn’t message Sarah with a late night booty call. Jenn’s dot hadn’t reappeared on my phone. She was at Diana’s house now. Or in the hotel with Connor…

I sat there, not wanting to complete that thought, then sighed. I went to my text threads.

[Me]: Hey man. Coming home. Thanks for checking in.

I finished my NA beer, settled my tab, and went to get my car.
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Marcus was asleep on the couch when I came in, one arm thrown over his face, our cozy throw pulled over his muscular body. The TV was on, playing sports highlights on ESPN, although it was muted.

I tossed my keys onto the counter, and stood there for a moment, looking at my good friend, a man who’d dropped everything to come babysit my daughters because I’d lost my mind and driven into the city.

I picked up the remote and switched off the TV. Marcus stirred. “Bryan?”

“It’s me.”

He sat up slowly and rubbed his eyes. “You okay? What’s going on? I was worried.”

I considered telling him that all was good. That I hadn’t just taken my marriage, which I’d previously thought had been so fucking strong, and driven it off a cliff. But it was too late to hold back the truth—it was clearly not a night where I was holding back anything.

He studied me, reading into my silence. “This about Jennifer?”

“Yeah.”

He nodded, absorbing it without judging. Rubbing the sleep from his face, he unfolded himself from the couch and headed into the kitchen. I followed. He filled a glass of water and set it in front of me, then leaned against the counter, thick arms crossed.

I picked up the glass and drank.

“Want to talk about it?” he finally said.

I glanced away from the big man. The kitchen looked more cleaned up than when I’d left it. The dishes were put away, a couple pint glasses sat on the drying rack. I took a breath and looked back at him. “I asked her about Charles. About her past. I said some things.” I set the glass down. “Things I can’t really take back.”

Marcus grimaced. “Not good. Where is she now?”

“Still in the city. Staying at Diana’s. Or so she says.”

He nodded, processing it all. “Well, at least you finally confronted her. That’s a good first step.”

“Doesn’t feel like it,” I said.

“Not now. But I think you needed to. To quote James Baldwin, ‘Not everything that is faced can be changed, but nothing can be changed until it is faced.’”

“I’d forgotten that you’re a humanities teacher.”

Marcus spread out his hands. “I think in quotations. It’s a curse.”

I managed a laugh, despite the feeling of complete and utter defeat sitting in my gut.

“I think she’s cheated on me.”

Marcus’s face softened, sympathy etched in the wrinkling of his eyes. “You think? Or know?”

I shrugged. “She didn’t just fuck Charles for her college fees. She fucked a whole load of guys. I’ve been digging and even found a photo of her sucking a cock. A black guy. There are other photos. Loads of them. And recordings and… Fuck, Marcus. I feel like I don’t even know who she is anymore.”

“She’s Jennifer,” the big man replied, putting his hand on my shoulder and squeezing it. I flinched. It hurt. The security guard must have bruised it earlier. “I’m sure this stuff is all in her past, bro. If you think she’s cheated then that changes things. But if there’s a chance she hasn’t… You should at least listen to her explanation. I take it the confrontation didn’t get that far, if she’s at Diana’s and you’re back here.”

“She was in a bar with Diana, and two guys, one of whom she knew,” I sighed. “Security kicked us out. Separated us, sent them off in a taxi so it didn’t continue outside. My head is all over the place.”

“I can imagine.” Marcus stretched his arms above his head, working out the stiffness from curling up on the sofa. “Maybe you should show me this photo sometime?” He risked a grin and I laughed again. “There we go. That’s the Bryan that I know. But listen, right now, I’m beat. I should head home. We can talk some more tomorrow. When your head’s in a better place, yeah?”

I looked at my watch. It was almost two in the morning. Damn. With all the driving and all the adrenaline, I hadn’t realized it was so late. “Yeah, sure. Thanks again for coming by on such short notice. Hope I didn’t screw up your night.”

“Nah. Izzy’s a cool chick. She gets it. She gave me a ride, dropped me off. It’s all good.”

He was out with his new girlfriend. “Sorry about that. I owe you.”

“Sure, maybe that photo might cover your debt. Now, go upstairs and get some sleep. You’ll need a clear head when she gets home in the morning.”

Right. More things to dread.

I walked him to the door as he called himself an Uber. “Night, Marcus.”

“Night, man.”

I waited until he got in the Uber, the red lights tailing away up the street, then stood in the kitchen for a while, surrounded by the quiet of the house. Our house. Still our house. I busied myself clearing the dishrack, doing it as quietly as I could—pots and pans in the drawers, glasses and mugs in the cabinets. I carried the beer pints out to the hutch in the dining room, then went upstairs to the empty bed.

Tomorrow was going to be a big deal. A huge deal. But at least the truth was finally out. Now we’d see if Jenn’s skeletons would emerge with it.
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THIS LIFE—OUR LIFE


Tuesday morning arrived like a slap across the face. I didn’t want to open my eyes. I didn’t want to deal with the mess that was now my life.

But Kristi needed to get to swim practice. Greyson had pottery. And I had Jenn’s return.

I dragged myself from bed and stumbled into the shower. Standing beneath the hot water with my eyes shut, cocooned in all that warmth, I wished that I could remain there forever.

The moment of quiet contemplation was gone by the time I stepped out of the shower and got dressed. I hadn’t washed Kristi’s bathing suit yesterday—“Sorry, you’ll have to wear it again today.” We were out of cereal. I couldn’t find my fucking car keys.

Somehow, I managed to get through the morning routine. Somehow, even though I was on some sort of auto-pilot. The entire time I was dropping the girls off, my mind was churning over and over, going through the confrontation last night. Wondering what damage I’d done to my marriage.

I needed to stop. To breathe. To find the calm of the man that I had been—before I’d learned that my wife had been some kind of escort nymphomaniac who’d cheated on me in our early relationship.

“You okay, Bryan?” Tess snapped me out of my wild thoughts, and I realized that I was just standing outside of the pottery shop, zoned out.

I looked up at her. Tess Raines was the picture of Greenwich suburban life. The last time I’d seen her—just a few days ago, although it felt like another lifetime—she’d been out of sorts, upset that her daughter had thrown a party while she’d been out. Now she was back to being totally composed, and for Tess, totally composed meant a matching olive green pair of yoga tights and a sports bra—with a light zip-up that was half unzipped—dark hair up, catching in the morning sun just enough to reveal shades of rich auburn in her curls.

She looked annoyingly put-together, when I felt the opposite.

“Late night. Tired.”

“This is the board meeting week, right? Jenn’s been in the city? You didn’t also throw a party when she was away, did you?”

Like I was equivalent to her teenage daughter. “No. No parties. I had to make a couple of trips into the city, work stuff, no big deal, just wore me out.”

“Hmm.” Tess eyed me up and down, unconvinced. “If there’s anything you want to talk about, Bryan, you know where I live, right?”

“I’m good. I promise, but thanks.”

“You could swing by for a coffee and a chat. I’m a good listener. I don’t judge.” Tess waited a moment but I didn’t say anything to that. I simply shrugged and smiled. “I can bring Greyson home for you if you want to nap⁠—”

“I’ve got it.” That sounded harsh. I didn’t mean to cut her off. “Thanks though, I do appreciate it.”

“Okay then.” She glanced at her watch—Cartier had been exchanged for a stylish Garmin this morning—and said, “I better run. Class starts in ten. You should join me sometime. HIIT is an amazing way to reset.”

She turned and left, and I tried my best not to check her out in the tight Lululemons. My best didn’t win out.

Raelynn was out front mowing the grass when I got home. She wore a pair of cheerleader shorts and an oversized t-shirt, and waved at me as I pulled into the driveway.

I waved back, but didn’t linger. I had to get organized. Both my head and the house.

Inside, I moved through the rooms like a ghost, straightening things up without really knowing what I was doing, back on auto-pilot, all the while thinking about Jenn’s impending return. Even that was tough. I was so tired I could feel it in my face, behind my eyes, in my bones.

I lost track of time, and the next thing I knew, the front door was opening. I heard the wheels of her bag on the hardwood before I saw her. I heard the door closing. Then quiet.

I was in the kitchen, my blood pressure spiking, my mouth going dry. I was frozen where I was, listening, listening as her footsteps drew nearer, heels clicking, her keys rattling on the hall table.

“Bryan?” she called out, sounding weary.

“In here.”

She appeared just at the entryway into the kitchen, stopping there. She looked as tired as I felt—beautiful, but tired—her hair down, the cream dress from last night exchanged for a pair of jeans and a loose blouse.

I’d hoped that the time apart and some sleep had softened some of the edges for her, but as soon as our eyes met and I saw the way she set her jaw, I knew that it hadn’t.

She didn’t say anything right away, so I didn’t say anything. We stared at one another, a battle of wills. Jennifer’s anger was always quiet rather than loud, although she could get loud when she wanted to. She was controlled, even in a fight.

But I wasn’t going to shrink away, despite feeling like I was already on my back foot. Maybe I’d done some stuff that I shouldn’t have, maybe I’d acted on impulse, but she wasn’t the fucking victim here. She’d started this by lying to me for two decades.

I spoke first, and it felt like stepping into a trap, but whatever. “How was the rest of your night? Your white knight take care of you?”

Of course, as soon as the words were out, I cringed with regret.

Jennifer finally entered the room, closing the distance between us. I resisted the urge to take a step back. She stopped close enough that I could see her eyes, red-rimmed, that the tiredness wasn’t just from a late night or restless sleep.

“His name is Connor, Bryan. He’s twenty-six years old, he was in the city interviewing for a job that I helped him get—and you knew about it, if you’d paid as much attention to what’s going on now as you do about my past. We were celebrating his interview, that’s all. And you stood there in front of my friends and implied⁠—”

She stopped herself, hearing her voice begin to rise. Taking a deep breath, she reset.

“Do you have any idea how humiliating that was?”

I swallowed, not wanting to let her get on top, but she was right. I’d made a public exhibition of things and that wasn’t right. “I’m… I’m sorry for that. I wasn’t really thinking⁠—”

“No, Bryan. You weren’t thinking. You haven’t been thinking for the past couple weeks⁠—”

Okay, no. That was enough of that.

“What the fuck, Jenn?” I interrupted, “I’ve been like this since I learned that you ran a fucking sugar baby club or whatever the fuck.”

Her brow tightened, lips pursing as she stared at me, blue eyes full of fury. When she spoke, though, her voice was as cool as ever, as though I hadn’t spoken. “And you have been going around, turning over every stone around me except the one that I’ve been standing on.”

“Okay then, let’s talk about that stone you’re standing on.” I actually looked down at her feet, as if she really was standing on a stone. She wore white sneakers this morning, projecting the casual executive.

When I looked back, she was smirking at me, a brow raised, as if to say, Come at me. If that’s what she wanted.

I opened with an easy one: “Charles Wellington wasn’t just your mentor.”

“No, but I told you that already.”

“You created a whole… club around sugar daddies.”

“Not my favorite term, but it’s one way of describing it.”

“You’re not denying it?”

She sighed, and at last, I saw that the fight in her was maybe more of a front. Kind of like my own fight. “I did some things in the past that I’m not proud of, but I won’t deny it.”

We were both leaning back on our respective counters—her on the island, me beside the sink. The gulf between us felt both cavernous and yet close enough to reach across.

“And yet you kept it from me. All these years, you never said anything.”

She nodded, rubbing her hands over her face, clearing away the sleep and the anxiety. Pulling her hands away, she blinked at me, composed. She knew this question was coming. I wondered how long she’d been practicing her response.

“This life—our life—means everything to me. When I met you, I wasn’t looking for a new life. But the more that I got to know you, the more I realized that I wanted you in my life, and the life that I wanted was this.” She gestured around her. “And this life has no room for my past. So I buried it.”

“But you never told me. Not even in the beginning.” I’d heard a version of this already. I needed more answers now. “To me, you were the Columbia grad, focused on her career.”

“Do you know why we formed the Sugar Club?”

I was taken aback by the question. “To… support the lifestyle of excess that you always dreamed of?”

Jenn shook her head. She went to our electric kettle and refilled it, glancing once at me before launching into a story. “When I first got to college, I had… fun, let’s say. Didn’t hurt that my roommate was Diana—Dee at the time—who’d grown up near the city and knew her way around.”

She reached for the French Press, which I’d used this morning already, and dumped the coffee grounds into our compost tin before washing it out.

“It was my first time living in a city that big, all on my own. Things got a little wild. We were students. It happens.”

Despite my still-simmering anger, my cock started to swell. Despite literally seeing a photo of young Jenny with a black dick in her mouth, I still had a hard time connecting the woman scooping fresh coffee grounds into our stainless steel French Press with the party girl of her past.

“I met Charles through his wife. I told you that already. She arranged it. She knew that he had certain… needs, just as I had needs—although mine were financial. But I was lucky. Charlotte warned me that so many men—and women—with power and means take advantage of girls like me.” She poured the boiling water into the press. “I’d seen it myself, and now that she’d opened my eyes to it, I saw it everywhere.”

She looked at me, meeting my eyes meaningfully, holding it there as she settled the lid over the hot liquid. The coffee, even as it brewed, made my mouth water.

“The… Sugar Club wasn’t, like, some kind of sorority. Not at first, anyway. It wasn’t that formal. In fact, the name was a joke between Dee and I, who were the only two ‘members’ at the start. And even that was kind of an accident. I’d already been seeing Charles and a few other older men. Sugaring, I guess you could say.”

“Older men?” My throat was dry enough that I had to clear it.

“In their forties or early fifties. I didn’t go for them that old, but yes. They weren’t college guys.”

“Giovanni Russo?”

She didn’t look away, even as I revealed that I knew that much. “Gio was actually the reason we formed the club, in a sense. The Sugar Club and the Rules for Girls Who Want In. It was a joke, like I said. It’s what we told people like Gio, but the rules weren’t for us. They were rules for the men. For the⁠—”

“Moneys,” I finished.

“You’ve been doing your research. I’d be impressed if I wasn’t so fucking pissed off at you.” Despite the words, she sounded less put out now, although when she turned and plunged the French Press, I could still sense the anger. “Yes, the Moneys. Moneys and Honeys.” She laughed. “God, I haven’t thought of that in years.”

She poured two mugs of coffee and slid one across the island to me. I took it gratefully, even though I hadn’t asked for one. “So Russo was the reason you formed the club?”

“Kind of. He fucked up, got a girl pregnant. It caused a lot of problems… So, we made him Diana’s sugar… daddy… What a ridiculous name, by the way. Anyway, Diana kept him under control, so he couldn’t fuck up any other girls’ lives. Charles introduced me to him, and we’d…” Now she actually blushed, despite everything about this story. “We went out.”

“You fucked.”

“These exchanges weren’t just about the sex. It was about companionship.” She lifted her mug, but before she took her sip, added, “But yes, we fucked. Charles was cool with it, too. But I had other plans, so Diana took the reins of Gio and things went from there.”

I gulped, but held back my questions. Jenn was on a roll and I didn’t want to stop her now.

“Gio had certain appetites. He had a history, as I said, he’d already fucked up—so we put together the rules that he needed to follow if he wanted to keep getting some.”

“Why didn’t he just say ‘fuck off’ and find someone else?”

“We were that good,” Jennifer replied with a nonchalant shrug. The blush was gone now. “We pushed back, and I think that was a turn on for him. He agreed. We kept him in check. We kept them all in check. Charles, Gio, their other friend. They called themselves the three amigos. We called them the three idiots.”

The room was quiet except for the sound of the kettle ticking as it cooled. I was gripping my mug and barely breathing.

“Who was the other… amigo? Richard? Danny’s father?”

Jenn tipped her head to one side, studying me, puzzling out just how much I knew. “There were several of them involved over the years—the Moneys. Richard, yeah. I’m guessing you figured out Aurelio, too?”

My eyes went wide. Aurelio? The restaurant owner?

Seeing my surprise, she said, “Guess you haven’t uncovered everything. Yeah, Charles helped him start up his restaurant in Southampton. He’s a good guy. Most of them were.” She smiled to herself at the memory. “It was fun. A lot of fun. At the time, we didn’t even see it as all that transactional. Work hard, play hard. I was going to do it anyway. Why not do it on yachts, wearing designer clothing, sipping expensive cocktails and champagne?”

“How many men were there?” I couldn’t not ask the question, even though it made my cock stiffen in my pants. “Ten? Twenty? A hundred? Did you lose count?”

“Bryan, seriously.” Jenn eyed me but I didn’t say anything. I waited for the answer.

“If you’re talking about the Moneys, there were less than ten. If you’re talking about all the sexual encounters I had with men… more than ten, less than a hundred. I don’t fucking know. We’re talking about the old me, Bryan. A past long left behind. And I’m not making excuses for it, but it has nothing to do with the Jenn I am today.”

“And now?” I lifted my chin, waiting for the answer to the big question. “Are you still involved with this Sugar Club?”

Jenn took a deep breath, shook her head gently. Her eyes softened. “No, Bryan. I quit the Sugar Club when I met you. Because of you. Diana took over, but she left, too. A few years ago.”

“How can I believe you? After all these years keeping it from me?” My blood started to heat up again. Emotions were rushing through me, anger, betrayal, arousal. “You weren’t just part of it. You ran it. You managed it. You helped it expand beyond the initial joke.”

“And now do you see why it was so hard to tell you?”

“I do. I get it. But Jenn, I’m your husband. Your partner.”

“And you still are. I hope?”

There. I finally saw the crack through her hard-charging exterior. I saw the vulnerability. She’d been scared of losing all of this, and she still was.

I almost let it go. I almost forgave her. I could feel myself heading that way. So of course I threw one last barb.

“So your ultimate defense for not telling me anything of this is that you were a slut for old men with more money than sense.”

Jenn didn’t back down. She didn’t flinch. “If you want to be reductionist, sure. I was a slut and I was afraid that you wouldn’t love me because of it.” She glanced at the way I was gripping my mug and the tightness in my face and my shallow breathing. She held my eyes and said, “But if we’re reducing ourselves to simple explanations, then here’s one: you can’t stop looking into my past because it turns you on.”

I didn’t deny it. She didn’t deny it.

“Yes, I loved sex.” She started to circle the island counter, trailing her left hand along the granite. “I loved men. I loved the way they looked at me. I loved knowing exactly what they wanted and deciding whether or not they’d get it.”

She stopped when she was close, when she could reach out and place a hand on my chest, looking up at me. “And it doesn’t bother you.”

I grabbed her wrist, intending to pull it away. But I froze, meeting her blue eyes. “You think this is funny?”

“Do you see me laughing?” She wasn’t, although she was smiling. “But I do think that you’ve been hard since I started talking. Is it the number of men that have had me? Does that turn you on? Some men like this sort of thing.”

I’d had enough of this. She was manipulating me. I knew she was, just as surely as she’d manipulated all those men in the past.

But also, fuck it.

I kissed her hard, loving the sound she made against my mouth as I looped my hand behind her neck and pulled her closer.

When we broke apart, she was breathing fast. So was I.

“At least you didn’t call me a whore,” she panted.

“No. You’re a slut.”

“If I’m a slut, and you’re hard because of that, what does that make you?”

She drove her hand down between my legs, tracing my erection, squeezing it as our mouths found one another again. The anger was back, for both of us, but so was the need.

I didn’t have an answer for her. Or maybe I did, but didn’t want to say it aloud, didn’t want to give it a name. Instead, I directed my fury and shame at Jennifer. I actually ripped open her blouse, hearing the expensive cloth tear with satisfaction. Jenn looked up at me in fury. “Asshole.”

But she didn’t back down. She yanked at my shirt, stretching it as she pulled it over my head.

We kissed more, like we were sparring, shedding clothes, groping at one another, getting naked. She smelled good. She must have showered this morning. To cover up last night’s indiscretions? Had she been with Connor after all? Had Diana been covering?

The swirling, taunting questions only drove me on, harder, like a rider pressing their spurs against my flanks. We fumbled to open our pants, to get naked, and once we were, I lifted her onto the island counter, cock in hand, and pressed it between her legs.

It was Jennifer who guided me into her, helping me find her pussy, wrapping her legs around me to pull me forward.

“Fuck!” she cried out.

The height was awkward. I climbed up onto the counter with her, the cool granite on my knees, and placed my hands on either side of her. I dared to open my eyes, to look at her as she watched me, defiant.

“You want the truth?” She pulled me down to her, her lips against my ear. “I fucked a lot of men, Bryan. I stopped counting at twenty. Yes, I was a slut. Now fuck me like one.”

My cock surged inside of her. She felt it, hissing a “yesss” as I rammed my hips and took her. She held me against her body, her tits crushed against my chest, one hand on the nape of my neck, the other raking fingernails along my back.

“Fuck me. Fuck me!”

I did. I fucked. I thrust. My knees hurt. My back stung. My ears rang from her cries, so close, so loud.

“Fuck me as you think about what a slut your wife was back in the day. Twenty-plus different cocks have been inside this pussy. A lot of them were good too. Some big, some small, but all fun. Come on, Bryan. Get off on it. Do it. Come. Come now!”

I did as told, emptying myself into her without thought or hesitation. She was saying all the right words—although they were so fucking wrong. I was helpless. I was hers.

We lay there in silence, me slumping over her as the raw intensity of the sex cooled. Around us resolved the life that we’d built together—the open-plan kitchen, sunlight streaming in from outside, the smell of coffee—and there we were in the midst of it like wreckage.

I was no longer mad at her, but I still had questions.

After climbing off of her and swinging down from the counter, I said, “Sunday. You didn’t really have a crisis related to your job, did you?”

“I did. None of what I said was a lie.”

“You lied to me when you said Charles was the only one.”

Jenn sat up and reached for my t-shirt. “Okay, yes, that was a lie. And also, in full disclosure, the job crisis was only one of the reasons I had to go into the city early. I mean, there really was an issue with the new certification and the tax codes and all that. But also…” She pulled the t-shirt over her head, covering her nudity, though it barely skimmed her ass. “You probably put this together, but with Charles’s death, the wheels really started to come off.”

“There were NDAs.”

Her eyes found mine, assessing me, filing away that I’d done my research, as she’d put it. That I knew a lot.

“There were. But that wasn’t all. There was someone contesting Charles’s will. A member of Charlotte’s family, actually. Esther someone or other. She was making accusations that the will had been changed illegally.”

“Someone coming out of the woodwork for money?” I said.

“Happens more than you think with these rich guys.” She sat on the countertop, her legs crossed, thighs catching the soft beams of light filtering in through the window. “Gregory Wilson, the lawyer, is dealing with it.”

“He’s the guy that put the NDAs in place?”

Jenn nodded. “The new ones, yes. And yes, we know that NDAs don’t really hold water. But it’s the threat of litigation that does. And now it’s not just the rich men who have a vested interest in keeping the past buried. It’s all of us, the men, the women, everyone involved.”

I thought about what I’d learned from Sarah Park about how successful so many of the former Honeys were. “Is that why they were all in town?”

Jenn nodded. “Wish we’d had the reunion under better circumstances, but honestly? It was awkward. No one suggested drinks or dinner or any of it. I’m not the only one who’d moved on.”

“But it still exists, right?” Jenn eyed me as I asked, raised an eyebrow. “The Sugar Club.”

“Yes. It exists. But you have to believe me, I have nothing to do with it anymore. I told you.”

And so had Charles’ letter. “I do.”

She hopped off the countertop and turned to stare at me. “You’re still naked.”

I gestured to her. “You’re wearing my shirt.”

She curtsied, and it rode up her thighs, flashing me her smooth sex. “Looks better on me.”

“It definitely does.”

She stepped closer, running her hands along my thighs as she leaned in to kiss me. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before, years ago. Honestly, I was scared. Like, I’m still scared.” She took a deep breath. “If the existence of the Sugar Club ever got out… people wouldn’t understand. They’d see the worst version of it and that would be all they’d see. I promise you, we set it up to protect the girls from the men. Sugaring happens. We were just trying to keep it all… civilized. Safe, for everyone.”

“I get it.” There were more questions I had, more I wanted to know. “You don’t have to hide any of this anymore, you know. From me, I mean.”

“Turns out, I probably never had to hide it.” She ran her hand over my cock, which hadn’t gone fully soft. “Oh, the irony.”

“In your defense, I didn’t know I’d… react like this.”

“You want to hear more, don’t you?” Jenn read my mind as she often did.

I blushed. “Maybe.”

She kissed me again, then stepped away, leaning against the counter. The light was directly behind her, shining through the thin material, revealing the silhouette of her body straight through. “Okay then, but first, you need to tell me about Sarah.”

My chest tightened at her name. “What do you want to know?”

“Are you fucking her?”

I stared at Jenn. Is that what she thought? “Of course not. You really thought that?”

“Diana does.”

I shook my head. “I thought Diana trusted me more⁠—”

“Dee doesn’t trust anyone. But you’ve got to consider why. I don’t think Diana’s been faithful to any of the men she’s dated long-term. Her view on men isn’t the most optimistic.”

“Really?”

“Come on. You know Diana.” Jenn shrugged. “She’s got commitment issues. And she thinks that everyone else should, too. Okay, so if you’re not sleeping with Sarah, what are you doing with her?”

“She’s been helping me…” Okay, this next part was going to sound bad. I wanted to look away, but forced myself to hold Jenn’s straight gaze. “I went to college with her, studied alongside her. She’s been helping me look into you. And the people around you.”

“Look into me? You’re such a… journalist.” She shook her head. “Who else did you get her… investigating?”

“Giovanni Russo, for one. When I first started looking into Charles, wondering why he’d leave you something like a Corvette, I found a piece that she wrote years ago for Manhattan Magazine. About a party in the Hamptons that Russo threw. Charles was there. And you.”

I watched as Jennifer’s eyes went soft, paging through her past. “Gio threw a lot of parties.”

“This one referenced the Salty Dog.” Which Charles Wellington owned, I realized. Why had I only just put that together?

“What?” Jennifer asked, seeing me make some kind of connection.

“Nothing,” I started to say, only to realize I was doing it again. “I mean, just that your Charles owned the yacht is all.”

“My Charles?” A small, sad smile tweaked at the corners of her mouth. “He owned a few, yeah.” Then she prompted me to get back to my story. “Okay, so you found this article written by Sarah. And what happened from there?”

“As I said, I recognized her name from school. So I reached out to her. We had lunch last week, she told me what she remembered from those days and I thought that was it. But then, I guess I’d reawakened her interest in it all, and she kept looking into it after the meeting. Reached out to me over the weekend, wanted to talk. So yesterday—” Was it really only yesterday? “—I met up with her. But I swear, that was it. We’ve done… nothing. It’s not like that. I wouldn’t⁠—”

“Diana had photos of you coming in and out of her place,” Jenn interrupted, her eyes leveled on me, “and she’s wearing nothing but a small little robe in one of them.”

I grimaced. There were photos? Sarah had been right. She was being followed, but not by the Moneys. It was my own wife’s best friend’s doing. “You believe me, don’t you?”

“She’s pretty.”

I stared at her flatly and repeated, “You believe me.”

Jenn sighed. “I do. I’m sorry. I didn’t sleep well last night.” I could see the bags under her eyes, the way she squinted, the slow blinks. I felt that way, too.

“I’m sorry, too. For accusing you of sleeping with Connor.” I sighed back, wishing I could turn the clock back. “I was going crazy. Everything I’d found out, you’d been lying to me all these years and it just… looked bad. Connor being there with you, Diana and the other guy… I overreacted.”

“You sure did.”

I looked up at her sharply, ready to defend my reaction all over again. She headed it off before we spiraled again—this was a sore point that wasn’t fully healed.

“And I understand why you did,” she said. “I see that.”

I felt a confession squirm inside of me. If we were going to rebuild, I should probably tell her everything. “There is something you should know.”

Jenn looked me up and down, chewing her lip in the way she did when she was reading me. “You mean how you watched me while you were in the closet?”

I blushed. That wasn’t what I was going to tell her. “Wait… You knew?”

“No. I had a hunch, but now I know.” She went quiet, turning something over, then studied me. “So you like to watch?”

“Watch you masturbate? I guess… I do. Maybe. Yes.”

She chewed her lip thoughtfully again before refocusing. “Okay, but that wasn’t what you were going to confess to, was it?”

“I… It,” I stammered, caught off guard by her knowing I’d watched her. “I didn’t learn everything I found out from Sarah and digging around on the internet.”

“No?”

“I kind of went through your stuff.”

She went still, but when she spoke, she’d lost the warmth in her voice. “What stuff?”

“The boxes that Danny brought by. I saw the yearbook. Also… there’s a box of photos, I guess, and I… one kind of slipped out.”

“Did it now?” Jenn remained very still. “And what was this photo of?”

“You. Younger you. On your knees. With another man.”

Her smile slowly returned, almost as if relieved it wasn’t something worse. “That’s… interesting. And what was I doing? While I was on my knees?”

That question only had one obvious answer, and she knew it. And the way she asked it suggested she knew I liked it, as shocking as it was. “You were giving him a blowjob.”

“How naughty of me.” She stepped in close and her hand found my cock, which had begun to stiffen again. “And how did that make you feel? Seeing me suck another man?”

“Well, I just admitted that I like to watch, so you do the math...”

She flipped her hair over her shoulder. “Do the math, huh? Well, this is all starting to add up.” She bent forward, lowering her lips to my dick. “How about we try a little equation right now?” She kissed the tip. “Watch this and let your imagination wander.”

With that, she wrapped her lips around my cock and sucked. I groaned at the sensation, watching as her cheeks caved and her eyes fluttered shut. Was she remembering, too? Like she had while listening to the iPod?

I let my imagination wander, as instructed.

I thought about the photo first—younger Jenny on her knees, that self-satisfied smile, with D, presumably, tall and dark and confident. I thought of the way she’d crossed the room to him in the green dress, picturing her the way Ned had written her—radiant, completely at home in her own wildness.

Then Danny. Those blue eyes, that salt and pepper beard—but no, not now. Then. He was younger back then. A long time ago, before… Before what, exactly? Before me? I still didn't know for certain. I needed to ask her to clarify, but not now. Not while I was in her mouth.

And then, God help me, Connor. Shaggy hair, barrel chest. The way she'd looked last night at Volta in that cream dress, her hair down, her arms bare. The way he’d stood up when things got heated. The way she’d touched his arm. Connor, it’s okay. The easy familiarity of it. The taxi they’d shared. Diana’s voice on the phone, too calm, too measured. He got in a different taxi.

Maybe.

I’d apologized to her for the accusation. I had no evidence. I had no reason. But my cock surged anyway, and Jennifer felt it, humming softly around me in a way that suggested she knew exactly where my mind had gone.

She pulled away from me. “Come on. Let’s go to the bedroom. My knees are sore.”

The second time we had sex was softer than the first. Things had calmed down. Tempers weren’t out of control. But the passion was no less real. I watched her come as she rode me, legs on either side, early afternoon light streaming in through the curtains to highlight her naked body.

Everything would be okay. We had too much history together. We had our kids. We had this life. Our life, as Jenn had said. I liked that. The wounds were still there, and they would take time to heal, but they were going to heal. I knew it.

The shower cut on. I thought about joining her, but was totally spent. Instead, I got dressed and went out to check the mail. My stomach grumbled. So much had happened already today and it was only just getting into lunch.

A package was waiting for me outside, sitting on the front porch. I’d nearly forgotten that I’d ordered the old iPod charger until I opened the box and saw it sitting there. I chuckled at that, carrying it into my office where I’d left the boxes out. No sense in hiding them anymore.

I reached into the box to fish out the iPod. Now that things were more in the open, I wondered if we could listen to some of the recordings together. That could be fun, if a little awkward… for her. Next week, with the kids at sleep-away camp and out of the house, we’d have plenty of opportunities.

Only the iPod wasn’t there.

Odd. I opened the other box, thinking that I put it in there instead, but… no. No iPod.

“Huh,” I said. “Swear I put it back in there…” I went back to the first box and dug around. I emptied it out. I emptied the other out. The iPod wasn’t there.

Nor was the Sugar Club Yearbook.

Nor was the USB drive.

Fuck. Oh, fuck.
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My hands were shaking. I’d emptied both cardboard boxes twice now, as if the missing items would materialize if I just looked hard enough. But they weren’t there. They were definitely not fucking there.

At least the locked box with the photos was still in place, although I wasn’t sure how much consolation that would turn out to be. Whatever was on that password-protected USB was probably far worse. I pulled out the wine journal. The photo of Jenn’s blowjob was still hidden away, tucked inside.

The sound of the water shut off. Jenn was done with her shower. I quickly repacked the boxes as my mind went to work.

When is the last time that I remember seeing the iPod, journal, and drive? I moved them down here before meeting up with Sarah, but I pulled the photo from the box after coming home, right? Yes, now that I think about it, I’m sure of that. Did I see the iPod then? The journal?

Had I seen them Sunday, for that matter? Or were they in the box already? Or maybe not in the box at all?

I pressed the tips of both forefingers to my temples. It all jumbled together now, memories overlapping—not just present events, but past ones lapping like waves, smoothing everything else away.

Think, Bryan. Think. Let’s start narrowing down the possibilities.

Raelynn and Renee were over for dinner Sunday night, but I was pretty sure that I’d seen the iPod since then. Yes, I’d listened to it that night, after they left. It had run out of batteries.

Who else? Marcus. Marcus had been here last night, but he wouldn’t have gone through my things, would he? He’d been eager for me to share that photo that I’d found of Jennifer, which was still in the box. Would he have gone looking? No, he didn’t know about that photo until we talked just before he went home. He’d asked me to show it to him. He wouldn’t have, if he’d already seen it. No. I’d seen him get in an Uber, and I was pretty sure that he wasn’t carrying anything.

Who else had been in here? The girls, but while they may have been interested in the iPod, the rest of the stuff would have been boring. Right? A yearbook? Even if it had a funny picture of their mom. Ho hum, whatever. A USB drive, even a password-protected one? Probably just one of their parents' work things. The thought that they’d found anything about their mother’s past, though, drove my levels of panic even higher, but I was certain it wasn’t them.

I set the lids on the boxes, shut off the lights to the office, and went out to get some water. I needed to think. I needed to figure out what the hell happened. I must have misplaced them, but when and where?

Jennifer came downstairs, her hair wet from her shower, wearing one of her own, more fitted, t-shirts and a pair of shorts.

“Shower good?” I asked.

“I didn’t want to get out.” Jennifer sighed. “It’s good to be home.”

Marcus. I think it must have been Marcus who took it, which made no sense. Why would he do that? He was my best friend. He wouldn’t just… take stuff like that. Right? And how? Did I miss the shape of a yearbook under his T-shirt? An iPod in his pocket?

“...should go take one, too,” Jennifer was saying. “You look like you’re about to collapse.”

I nodded, happy that was how she was reading my clawing anxiety. “I’m actually really hungry. Want to go grab something?”

“Wildacre?”

My stomach grumbled at the name of our favorite lunch spot.

Favorite lunch spot.

That triggered a memory. Sarajevo Grill. Sarah. She’d suggested lunch. She’d suggested lunch just after I’d told her about the iPod. Then, she conveniently told me to go ahead of her. To call someone? Someone who could break in while the place was empty and take it, and whatever piqued their interest?

That had to be it. But why? Sarah, I trusted you.

Jennifer, of course, heard none of this inner dialogue. She just heard my growling stomach and laughed. “I’ll take that as a yes.”
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I did my best to stamp out the panic clawing its way up through my ribcage. Here was the part where I should have just told Jennifer. Things were still on shaky ground, but we were headed in the right direction for the first time since that damned Corvette showed up. I should tell her.

But also, maybe I could fix this. Maybe I could⁠—

“Talk to me, Bryan. What are you thinking about?”

We’d arrived at Wildacre Rotisserie, one of our favorite casual places to go in Greenwich. It was exactly what we needed after the morning that we’d had. Bright, unpretentious—yet still kind of like an Ikea catalog come alive—it served some of the best rotisserie chicken I’d ever had. It was also mostly empty at this time of day, on the other side of the lunch rush.

I looked across the sunlit table at Jennifer and realized that I couldn’t tell her that I’d lost her things. Not yet. Not after I’d just managed to stabilize the ship. But I did have other things on my mind. Many other things. Rising to the top of them were two big questions in the form of two very different men: Connor and Danny. They were like the alpha and omega of a fantasy that I didn’t realize I had until now.

Danny was the past, but not as much of the past as I’d thought. He’d been there at the beginning, but how much of the beginning? I still remembered the look of shock when I mentioned “D” and Jenn thought that I’d discovered her affair with Danny.

Affair. The word lanced through me like fire. Was that the right word for it, if we’d been casual and he’d come first? Depends on how long, I suppose.

And then there was Connor, who was part of her present. Why was he there last night? Why had they looked like they were all celebrating until I’d shown up like rain on their sunny afternoon?

“Last night…” Present day first. Danny was the past, and we could explore that together. But if something was going on with Connor, that was a different matter. “Connor, your smiley PTA friend, he just happened to be there?”

“He had an interview⁠—”

“At 9:30 at night?”

“No, it was in the late afternoon. He was staying in the city.” She knew where this was going, of course, pinching the bridge of her nose. “I thought that this was clear. I’m not sleeping with him. I’m not having an… an…” She lowered her voice, even though we were the only ones around. “...an affair. Do you really think that I’d do that to you?”

That was the heart of the question, and what my heart said was: “No.” As I said it, I knew it to be true. But there was still something going on, and I wasn’t going to let her off so easily. “I don’t think you’d do that, but that still doesn’t explain why you were having drinks with him so late on a Monday night in a trendy New York City bar.”

“That was Diana’s idea.”

“She knew about Connor?”

“She helped me secure his interview. I make connections because I know people. Diana does, too. It’s our network. And no, it’s not like the Sugar Club network, although sometimes I feel like Dee forgets that.”

“What’s that mean?”

“What do you think it means?” Jenn said with a grin. Then, realizing she was answering a question with another question, she clarified: “Dee felt entitled to collect a… finder’s fee from Connor. That’s all.”

“She wanted to sleep with him.”

Jennifer glanced around again, checking that no one else could listen in, and confirmed it with a nod. “That was the idea. But then he showed up with his friend, and we kind of paired off, and things got awkward.”

“Things got awkward? And you just… went with it? What I saw when I walked into that room was not you shutting it down.”

“I was going to.”

My gut squirmed at all of this—and not in an entirely bad way. It squirmed even more as I said, “You like him.”

Jennifer laughed breathily, but judging by the way she averted her eyes and the slightly flustered look, I knew I was on to something. “He’s harmless,” she said. “A puppy dog.”

I decided that keeping quiet and just looking at her was my best response.

When the laughter faded and I was still looking at her, she said, “What? He’s so young.”

“He’s twenty-six, as you said earlier. Older than you were when you were with Charles.”

“Charles was older than I am now.” But she knew the defense was thin. “Fine. He’s cute. And in another life, things would be different.” She forked a piece of white meat and raised it to her lips, but before she took the bite, she said, “Were you hoping that I had a different answer?”

“I…” I cleared my throat. Did I? No, of course not. I tried a different tack. “In another life, you and Diana would have rewarded him together?”

With her eyes fixed on mine and a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth, she leaned in and said, “You listened to the iPod, didn’t you?”

My blood froze at the mention of the iPod. Shit. Didn’t want to start talking about that. I needed to steer things away from that subject, so I dove deeper into this line of questioning. “You know, one of the biggest shames of you keeping your past hidden all those years is that I never knew you were so into women.”

Jennifer didn’t stop smiling. She didn’t deny it, either. Not at first. She just let me sit with the idea of her and Diana and what could have been, then speared a piece of cauliflower. “Women can be fun.”

“Fun how?”

She gave me a look. “Women know a woman’s body. I’ll put it this way: I never had a woman leave me unsatisfied.”

I squinted at her, the sunlight getting in my eyes momentarily. “But you’ve had men leave you unsatisfied?”

“Of course,” my wife nodded, then nudged me playfully with her toe under the table. “But not you, before you ask.”

My eyes went wide. Jennifer laughed.

“So you and Diana…”

“I guess you didn’t listen to all of the iPod contents,” Jennifer said.

“Damn thing ran out of batteries.” The panic I felt as the iPod kept popping back up was real. “You’ll have to paint a picture with words.”

Jennifer snorted. “Dee and I have a long history. We were young, and we were wild, and yes, sometimes that included each other.” She looked up at me. “It wasn’t like we were in a relationship or anything. We were just having fun. It’s not that unusual for girls to experiment at that age, you know?”

My dick stiffened. I slid my chair a little closer beneath the table. “Oh come on, you can’t just leave it like that.”

“You want a story?” she asked. “Okay then. I’ll give you a story. Dee and I were roommates freshman year, right? I’m not sure who was the worse influence, but together, we were trouble.”

I could imagine it.

“We’d gone out this one night in, like, early November, I think? This little club in the Village, looking for guys to hook up with.” She smiled at the memory. “And there were plenty of guys, but none that had the kind of confidence to approach us that night. I don’t know. It happens. We got drunk, we danced some, then went back to the dorms. I remember lamenting that I was bummed that I wasn’t going to get laid, and I distinctly remember Diana saying something like, ‘We don’t need guys to get laid.’”

“And you said?”

“I laughed. I thought she was joking.” She looked up at me. “She wasn’t joking. Back in the dorms, we did another shot and sat there on the bed, laughing at how nervous the guys were that night, and she leaned over and she kissed me. I was so shocked. At first, anyway. But her lips felt good, and I said fuck it. Next thing I knew, I was waking up in bed, snuggled up against my best friend, naked.”

She looked up at me then, reading my face. A small smile returned.

“You okay over there?”

“I… uh… Did you…?”

“You really want me to spell it out, don’t you? Yes, we had sex.” Jennifer winked at me, but at least she was blushing too. “Next morning, though, we kind of went on like it was no big deal. No awkward conversation or anything. We just went to class.” She chuckled. “That’s why it worked so well between us. We have an understanding.”

“And what was the understanding?”

“That it was just fun.” She sat back. “That it didn’t mean anything beyond what it was.”

“And what was it exactly?”

“Sex.” She shrugged and grinned. “We got each other off when we needed it. As I said, a woman never left me unsatisfied, especially Dee.”

“What kind of… sex?”

“Bryan, if I tell you this here and now,” Jenn shook her head, “You’ll be lifting the table with your hard-on. Let’s save this conversation for bed.”

She wasn’t wrong. My dick was so hard it was threatening to tear open the front of my jeans. “Why didn’t you tell me you liked other women?”

It was kind of a joke of a question, but Jennifer took her time before answering. “Because I don’t. Not really. It wasn’t about women. It was about the pleasure.” She paused. “It did help when the woman knew how to make me scream.”

I opened my mouth. Nothing came out. Jennifer tilted her head, amused. I took a breath and reset. “I wish you’d told me about this years ago. We could have enjoyed it together, rather than it come out like this. And why tell me now?”

“I… should have told you before. I realize that now.” She reached across the table and took my hand. Surprisingly, hers was as clammy as mine. “Maybe for the same reason that you’ve kept your secret from me.”

“Hmm?”

“You never told me that you liked the idea of watching me masturbate. Or that the thought of me with others turns you on.”

My face went red. “It… doesn’t…” The denial came easily, and before all of this had started, it would have felt genuine. But I knew it wasn’t true. Not anymore.

“It’s okay, Bryan,” Jennifer said. “If you expect me to divulge the dirty secrets from my past, shouldn’t I expect the same back? It’s time for honesty. Don’t you think?”

I nodded. “I think, yes.” But maybe not about the missing stuff. Not yet. I focused on this other confession. “And honestly? I didn’t know that I had those… fantasies. Of you with other men. Not until I started… learning about your past.”

“Digging into my past, you mean?”

“Investigating.”

“Sticking your nose in.”

“Researching.”

We both laughed.

“Maybe there was something there all along,” I finally admitted, “But before this, I wouldn’t have said that I actually liked the idea of you with others.”

“And now?”

Time for the honest truth. “Now I do. And… and not just you with women.” I squeezed her hand and whispered, “Although I really like that idea, too, now you’ve brought it up.”

“Well, it’s reassuring to hear you say that, but…” She trailed off for a moment. “Remember that was the old Jennifer. It’s who I was, not who I am now. Just like this is the new you. So to put a bow on it, we invited Connor out last night so that I could connect him with Diana. I didn’t think he’d bring a wingman.”

“He thought you were inviting him out for you.” My heart jumped at that thought. “Poor guy. You’ve been leading him on.”

“I swear, I never⁠—”

“It’s okay, Jenn. But I’m not going to let you off so easily. I did see you flirting with him at the PTA meeting⁠—”

“I was not flirting.” But she was blushing up a storm.

“You were just chatting. In a flirty way.”

Jennifer grinned, looking like she wanted to throw her napkin at me. “You’re terrible.” She pushed her empty plate away and signaled for the check. “Well that hit the spot. Ready to get out of here?”
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We ran into Raelynn on her way out as we got home. Our pretty neighbor had transformed from earlier, wearing a white pleated skirt that was very short, and a matching white fitted top. “Hey, you two. Welcome back, Mrs. T. Your lasagna was amazing.”

“Oh, thank you, Raelynn. Going out?”

Raelynn smiled, smoothing her skirt. “Heading into the city. Meeting some friends. There’s a party later.”

“Oh, to be young again,” Jennifer said. “Have fun. Be safe, okay? I mean that.”

Raelynn laughed, catching my eyes briefly before saying, “Always, Mrs. T.” She gave us a little wave, heeled sandals clicking on the driveway as she headed towards her car.

Jennifer watched her go for a moment, arms crossed loosely over her chest. “I remember those days,” she said. “The city in summer. Nothing quite like it.”

I tore my eyes from Raelynn as she swung her toned legs into the car. It was hard not to stare. I was still nursing a semi-hard cock from the conversations in the restaurant earlier. “Nostalgic? It’s okay if you are.”

Jennifer shook her head. “No, not at all. I’m way too old for that. I’m more worried, honestly. Raelynn’s a good girl. I wouldn’t want her to make the same choices I did. Not without someone looking out for her.”

“Someone like you?” I inquired. “Like you used to do.”

“Maybe.” Jenn watched as Raelynn’s car pulled away. “She’s just a kid.”

“She’s not a kid anymore,” I corrected.

“Oh, I know. And I think maybe… I mean, someone bought her those Louboutins that were delivered here. Renee said there’s other stuff too. She might not see it, but⁠—”

“I saw her.” This was a secret I could confess.

“Hmm.” Jenn turned to me with a frown. “You saw her… what?”

“I saw her. With someone. Last weekend, really early Sunday morning. She got out of a fancy car—not hers—in this tiny dress…”

I wasn’t sure where to take it, so I left it there. “An Uber?” Jenn suggested.

I shook my head. “Pretty sure not. She got out of the front seat and…” In for a penny… “And I’m pretty sure she gave him a beej before getting out.”

Jenn was quiet as she processed it all. I wasn’t sure if I was in trouble or not—for watching our neighbor, for not telling Jenn, for any of it. So I quickly added, “She actually saw me. Or guessed. We… um… talked about it. I was trying to be neighborly, give her some advice, you know? She said not to worry about her.”

“Wow.” Jenn blinked at me. “You just keep on surprising me, Bryan. What else have you been up to lately? Anything else I should know? Working for the FBI? Selling state secrets?”

I might have lost your secrets. I did everything I could not to think about the missing stuff. “It’s been eventful. But no working for the FBI just yet. Maybe next time.” Humor, again. Then I did my best to shift the subject. “Your protective instincts kicking in? This how the Sugar Club started?”

“Actually, yes. Kind of.”

“Want to send her an invitation?” I joked.

“I told you, I’m not involved anymore.” Jennifer looked at me, seeing the joke too late. “I kind of want to track her down and tell her to just stop. To stay away from these men in fancy cars who buy her designer shoes as thanks for sucking their dicks.”

It was funny to see the more mature version of my wife war with the vixen who’d started a sugar baby organization. “And would the younger you have taken that advice?”

“She would have laughed and said the equivalent of ‘okay boomer.’” But Jennifer wasn’t laughing now. She was chewing on her lip. Her “worried” tell.

“You’re not going to follow her and make sure she stays out of trouble, are you?”

Jennifer turned to me and slipped her hand inside of mine. “No. It’s not my place. But I may have a talk with her later.”

For whatever reason, I felt a sense of pride in my wife. A slut she may have been, but I could see now that it was for the right reasons. As hard as that might be to believe when you’ve seen a picture of her with a black cock in her mouth, and listened to her in a threesome.

“I think she’ll be okay. She’s a smart one, just like you, and you turned out fine.”

Jennifer nodded, like she really wanted to believe it. “She is smart. That might be the problem.”

We went inside.


8


THE SUSPECTS


As soon as we walked into the house, the crushing anxiety of those lost things returned. The lunch had settled my stomach. Jennifer’s reassurance that she wasn’t fucking Connor settled my suspicions. I still had questions, especially about Danny, and I’d get to those in time, but it was all noise against the manic need to find those fucking missing items.

Marcus or Sarah. Or someone else. Who was it? Why did they do it? What was this going to mean?

I waited until Jennifer left to go pick up the kids from camp before calling Marcus. He’d be easier to deal with than Sarah, and I also was pretty certain it wasn’t him. Couldn’t be him.

“Another call?” Marcus said when he picked up. “Need to race back into the city again?”

“Uh, no, nothing like that. I’m just kind of in a hurry, making this call while Jenn’s out. I need to ask you something…”

“Okay. Sure. Jenn’s back? Did you talk?”

“Yeah, we’re cool, it’s not about that. I’ll fill you in when I have more time.” I tried to figure out how best to approach this. I didn’t want to just accuse my best friend of stealing. “Did you see an iPod anywhere, when you were here last night? Or a yearbook? Or a USB Drive?”

“What?”

He sounded genuinely confused. Which meant that he hadn’t. Which made all of this even more problematic. If Marcus hadn’t picked them up, then who?

“Oh, thank God,” I said to myself.

“An iPod and… what else? What’s this all about, man?” Marcus asked.

“Just… I can’t find them. I lost them and they’re Jenn’s. She’s going to go ape if she knows I lost them.”

“You think I took them?” Marcus didn’t sound too happy about being accused. “Why would I take an iPod?”

“Because it’s got… recordings on there. Of Jennifer, from back in the day. Like, sexy ones.”

“Now I’m more intrigued, but dude, you have to know that I’d never take your shit, right? You told me about recordings, but not about an iPod, and even if you had told me, I’d maybe ask you if I could borrow—hell, probably beg. But take it? The fuck kind of friend do you think I am? I literally dropped everything and came to babysit your kids last night.”

“Whoa, slow down,” I urged him, trying to soften my tone. “I’m not accusing you of anything. I just wondered if you’d seen them. Maybe you picked them up, wondering what they were, then put them down somewhere. Somewhere I haven’t looked.”

“But I wouldn’t even do that,” Marcus insisted, still irritated. “I’d never go through your stuff, curious or not. I literally stuck my ass on the sofa when I got to your place and stayed there. I never even⁠—”

He went quiet for a moment.

“What’s up? Did you remember something?”

“I’d been there for like, what, half an hour?” he mused as if to himself, “And your neighbor came over. Blonde. Our age-ish. Hot. Said she saw you head out in a rush. Came to check everything was okay. She saw me through the window, wondered what was going on.”

“Renee?”

“Yeah I think that’s what she said her name was.” Marcus hesitated. “I invited her in, told her who I was. That there’d been an emergency. You’d had to go out for an hour, but it was nothing to worry about.”

“And what did she say? Did she go anywhere? Do anything suspicious?”

“No. I mean, I don’t know.” Marcus went quiet again, probably thinking, trying to remember. “I made her a drink. We were in the kitchen. Then we were in the lounge. I really don’t remember, but maybe you should ask her.”

“Shit,” I cursed softly. Would Renee really have looked around the house and taken stuff? It seemed incredibly unlikely. “I just can’t believe this. If you didn’t take or move anything…”

“I didn’t, bro. How many times do I need to tell you?” The annoyance was back in Marcus' voice and I instantly felt bad.

“I know, I know. I’m sorry. I’m kind of tilting here. What is it the kids say now?”

“Throwing? Crashing out?”

“Yeah, those things.” I could feel the walls closing in around me. Was it Renee? Sarah? “I’m pretty fucked if I don’t find this stuff.”

“I’m sorry, dude. I promise I didn’t move anything but if there’s anything I can do, let me know.”

“Not right now. But thanks. And Marcus? Sorry if it sounded like I was accusing you. I really didn’t think you’d take anything, but I needed to be certain.”

“You know how you could really show that you’re sorry?” I knew where this was going. I could hear the smile in his voice, even if I couldn’t see him. The same in-joke. “You could share that photo⁠—”

“Funny.” I forced a laugh. “I’ll talk to you later, man.”

I hung up, feeling even more desperate, but at least now I had Renee to talk to, as well as Sarah.

The Korean investigator was a trickier prospect to question. If Sarah had taken it, then I couldn’t be so direct. If my suspicions were correct, she’d deliberately kept me out of the house so that she could send someone else to get it. Which meant that she wasn’t working alone. Was she working with Ned? I recalled the man in the cap and sunglasses, sitting in the unassuming silver sedan, thinking how he must have been the one to have taken the photos for Diana. But maybe he was working for Sarah? Now that they’d confiscated all of his stuff, were the two trying to put together their own memoir?

I didn’t know who to trust anymore, and that was a terrifying thought, especially since I’d just fed Sarah so much fucking information to fuel that possibility.

I considered calling her, but that was too direct. I didn’t want to arouse her suspicion. If Sarah wasn’t as friendly as she appeared, then I’d do well to stay close to her, retain her trust. Let her think I wasn’t on to her so I could⁠—

So I could… what? I didn’t know.

Fuck.

I composed a few texts to her: Any luck finding the Midnight Reserve or I read that memoir… holy shit… I deleted them all and never sent anything. I wasn’t sure what to do with her, so I did nothing. I’d come up with a plan, but first I should go speak to Renee.
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“Bryan, nice to see you.” Renee leaned against the doorframe, taking a bite of her celery stick. “Come in. Is everything okay?”

She looked great, wearing a pair of frayed denim shorts and a loose, pink t-shirt that hung off one shoulder. “Yeah, everything’s good.” I smiled, not wanting to give anything away. “I just wanted to say thanks for checking in last night. My friend, Marcus, told me you swung by last night.”

“Just being neighborly.” She shrugged, making her t-shirt slide even more from her shoulder, baring the black strap of her bra. “Coffee? Lemonade?”

“Coffee would be good.” I followed her into the kitchen, enjoying the sight of the lower part of her back above the denim cut-offs she wore. A delicate, floral tattoo peeked out on her lower back, and when she bent to choose a mug from the lower cupboard, I saw even more of it. Also, I caught the flash of her black thong like a sexy whale.

I scratched the back of my neck and averted my eyes, looking around the kitchen instead. It wasn’t as tidy as our place. Breakfast dishes were still sitting out beside the sink. A frying pan with the remnants of scrambled eggs was on the range. I quickly scanned for the missing items, although I was doubtful that she’d leave them out if she had taken them.

That said, there was a tall water bong of colorful blown glass just sitting out on the counter, catching in the afternoon light. So I guess she wasn’t all that discreet.

Renee rose, following my eyes. “Oops, should have put that away,” she said, although she didn’t move to do so, and she didn’t seem particularly embarrassed by the drug paraphernalia. “Dark roast okay?”

I looked away from the drug paraphernalia, blushing for her. “Oh, dark roast is fine.” She slotted a K-Cup into her Keurig. I wasn’t sure where to look anymore, so I forced my eyes on her face. “Your hair is nice. Did you get it cut?”

She flicked her fingers through her blonde hair. It was chin length, straight, a shade lighter than I remembered. “Just yesterday. Thanks for noticing. Most men don’t.”

My coffee hissed away, pouring into the mug that she’d chosen. “How are things, Bryan? I got worried when I saw you get in the car and drive away. I didn’t mean to spy, but I was just standing right here last night.” She nodded towards the window in front of her, which offered a clear view of our driveway.

“No need to apologize.” Especially considering the things that I’d seen through my own window.

“I would have left it alone when I saw some stranger wandering around inside. Thought I better check it out.”

“I appreciate it.”

She pulled the mug from the coffee maker and passed it to me. “Cream? I have Oatly.”

“Perfect. And one scoop of sugar.”

Sugar. Was that word going to sound naughty from now on? Even here?

I took a sip and said, “That stranger was Marcus, my best friend. He’s a good guy. Came over at short notice to look after the girls.”

“Yeah. I met him. He’s very cute. Is he single?”

I opened my mouth but wasn’t sure how to reply. I did my best not to openly check her out, but as I considered her question, it did occur to me that Renee and Marcus would be a good match. In another life. “He’s got a girlfriend. Umm⁠—”

“I’m just messing with you.” Renee fixed herself a cup of coffee, turning to me as it brewed. “So… is everything okay with you and Jenn? The speed you drove up the road at…”

“She was in the city,” I explained. “Big meeting. Then realized she’d left a folder of important documents. I didn’t want to risk trying to get them to her in the morning, with traffic and all, so headed out late.”

She narrowed her eyes slightly. Didn’t she believe me?

“The things we do for our partners, huh?” I forced a laugh. “Anyway… the other, umm, thing I wanted to ask was… I seem to have misplaced a few things. Rushing out like that, you know? An iPod. You know one of those old music devices? A yearbook, Jenn’s old one from college and a USB drive. I’m sure I left them lying around somewhere but can’t find them.”

I looked through the doorway into the living room, scanning all the surfaces but couldn’t see anything that might suggest she had them, then another drink of the coffee while she listened, responding with a shake of her head.

“I asked Marcus if he’d seen them, maybe moved them and he mentioned you’d been over. I thought I’d ask you if you spotted them anywhere while you were around.”

I tried to keep any sense of accusation out of my tone and it seemed to work better than it had with Marcus, because she just smiled at me and shook her head again, her blonde hair sliding over her exposed shoulder.

“I can’t help. Sorry.” She glanced out the window. “I’m sure you have already, but maybe check your trash? The number of times I’ve thrown something away accidentally.”

If Renee had taken the items, or had anything to hide, she was doing a good job of keeping it from me. “Ah, well,” I nodded, finishing the drink and placing the cup on the counter top. “If you think of anything, let me know. Oh, and don’t tell Jennifer. She’d go mad if she knew I’d lost her precious college yearbook.”

“It can be our secret,” Renee giggled, almost girlishly. “By the way, thank you for looking out for Raelynn.”

I almost choked on the last sip of coffee. Had she told her mom about the chat we’d had, that I’d seen her giving a blow job in some stranger’s car? “Raelynn?”

“She said you had a chat with her the other night. Gave her some advice or something. I think she might have a crush on you, Bryan.”

The way she laughed made me feel uneasy, but I managed a smile and a soft laugh. “She’s a good kid,” I replied. “Jennifer and I will always look out for her. Anyway, I should get back. I just wanted to say thanks for stopping by last night.”

“You’re welcome,” Renee walked me to the door. “We’re lucky to have such wonderful neighbors as you and Jennifer and the girls. You take care, okay?”

“You too.”

As I rounded the garden path and headed back home, I glanced over my shoulder. Renee was still standing in the kitchen, watching me leave through the window. I couldn’t help but feel that something was going on with her, but what it was, I wasn’t sure. Maybe I was being paranoid. I couldn’t rule her out, but I had no idea why she would have taken them.

I sighed. Time to figure out how to crack Sarah Park.
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Before I could address that, though, Greyson and Kristi came home from their day camps with Jennifer. Seeing them all walk in through the door, Kristi chattering away, Greyson interjecting with an actual laugh, took me back to happier times. Jennifer had shut the whole world out except for her two daughters, giving them all of her focus.

I felt warmth flood through me, and when Jennifer looked up and met my eyes, I felt part of me melt. This was real. Whatever had happened before, whatever had been going on since, this feeling was real, and shared, and fucking profound.

“It’s good to be home,” Jennifer said, hugging the girls to her. “Family hug?”

“Family hug!” the girls squealed like they were young girls again.

I joined them, feeling the tightness in Jennifer’s embrace.

“You’re crushing me,” Kristi giggled.

“Sorry.” Jennifer’s eyes flashed, growing watery. “Just… I love you, you guys.”

“I love you, too,” I said, her emotions infecting me as well. “Come on, I’ve got chicken thighs marinating, and rice going.”

“Oh, yum.”

“My favorite.”

We ate at the dining table. The girls filled Jennifer in on camp, and about Raelynn taking them out to the escape room and the mall. She talked about the city, about the hotel room, about seeing Auntie Diana.

After dinner, we wound up in front of the TV, eating bowls of ice cream and getting caught up on missed episodes of Castaway. It was trashy reality television, but we loved it as a family, getting caught up in both the drama and the physical challenges the castaways do to earn immunity. We’d been watching it season after season since the girls were young.

“Mom, you should go on this show,” Kristi said after we finished an episode. “I think you’d do well.”

“I’d be so old,” Jenn replied with a shake of her head. “Everyone there is in their twenties.”

“Not true,” Greyson said. “You’re in great shape, and you’ve got a strategic mind. That’s super important.”

She can also lie really convincingly, I thought, but didn’t add. Or, at the very least, lead people on. It was a bitter and spiteful thing to think, but there it was. That was a wound that would take some time to heal. But I couldn’t not say anything. “I think she’d do pretty well, too,” I said. “Castaway’s all about crisis management, and she’s certainly got that.”

Jennifer’s eyes met mine meaningfully as I said it, but didn’t press the matter.

After the show, we talked about next week’s camp trip. The girls were really excited to go and see their summer camp friends. Kristi teased Greyson about some boy, and judging from the way that Greyson blushed and stammered, I wondered if that was true. Looking at Jennifer, it also seemed like she knew a bit about this, too, although she just smiled cryptically and didn’t get involved.

I was driving the kids out on Saturday morning to the Berkshires, which was a few hours away, and the girls would spend the next two weeks in the woods. More importantly, it would give Jennifer and me time alone to work through everything that had happened. That was, if I found her lost items.

“I’m going to miss you two, though,” Jennifer was saying as we led them upstairs to get ready. “But I know you’re going to have so much fun.”

Later, after bedtime, Jennifer came into the kitchen while I was loading the dishwasher. She didn’t say anything at first. She simply leaned against the counter, looking introspective. “I…” she began to say, then stopped.

I turned to her, seeing the real vulnerability in her face. Tonight, with the kids home, put things into perspective for her. It certainly had for me. We had a good thing going, and it wasn’t just the kids. I still had questions, so many questions, but we were finally getting to a place where I could start to ask them, and Jennifer was ready to answer.

But not tonight. No, tonight, any talk of her past could easily swing back to the missing things. Like, she may want to bring out the yearbook, or listen to the iPod together.

I said, “I’m glad you came home.”

“Of course I did.” She approached me, putting her arms around me from behind. The heat of her body was comforting. She smelled like Jenn, fresh out of the shower, clean, natural. Her hair smelled faintly of shampoo. “You know, I’ll give you as much space as you want. I’ve lived my whole adult life with this… guilt. But I am the same Jennifer that you married, all those years ago. My history doesn’t define me.”

I nodded, feeling her arms tighten around me from behind, her body melding into mine.

“You’re right.” I turned to face her. Her hands slid up to my shoulders as mine found her hips.

“Good.” She squeezed me. My shoulder ached. That fucking bouncer. “But I get it. I do. And I’m here to fix it, Bryan. No more secrets. When you’re ready.”

But I had secrets. The iPod. The USB drive. The Sugar Club yearbook.

I nodded, unable to speak because I didn’t trust myself.

That evening, I tried to be Bryan. I tried to be the dad, the husband. I tried to manage my emotions, to find some stable ground to stand on while I worked all of this out.

While Jenn got ready for bed, I got out my laptop and pretended to work on the zoning story, doing my best to act like nothing was wrong, like someone hadn’t stolen evidence that could cause a shitstorm to end all shitstorms.

What I was really doing was composing an email to Sarah. Marcus’s reaction told me that he was innocent, and I was pretty sure Renee wasn’t involved, which left Sarah as the only suspect, for now, at least.

I owed Marcus an apology. I’d swing by to see him tomorrow when Jenn was out of the house at work. But right now, it was time to see if I could tease something out of Ms. Park.

Hey, thanks for all your help so far.

That’s how the email began. I stared at the screen. Why was this so hard? I was a clever guy. I’d proven that to Jenn and Diana by tracking them down and catching them having their little secret meetings. Now it was time for me to prove it to Sarah.

I thought I’d drop you a note and see if you’ve found anything else out. Jenn knows that I know about her past. I came into the city and confronted her. She’s told me about Gio, about her being the one that ran the club for a time. She says she’s out of it now. Her and Dee. I don’t know who’s running the show now.

I paused. Did I even need Sarah anymore? I knew what I needed to know, right? I could take it from here. I didn’t know if Sarah really was working with her old photographer friend behind my back, preparing the story to end all stories, or to make a fortune with his explosive expose of a memoir. But it was probably safest to end this now.

Anyway, I don’t think you should waste any more time looking into it all. Now that things are out in the open between Jenn and me, I think I’ll be able to sate my curiosity in the right way. I should have done this the right way from the start. And like you said, if this was to get out, it could be dangerous, so maybe we should just leave it.

By the way, I looked into the boxes of Jenn’s old belongings. I got into the USB drive, it was just the names, people we knew already from the yearbook. Nothing of interest. I guess I was worrying over nothing. Jenn and I are going to listen to the iPod together tonight. I got a new charging cable for it, just tested it. It works. We just looked at the yearbook, a trip down memory lane for her. I might let her read the excerpt from Ned’s book, too. Perhaps Jenn and I can embrace this thing together. Make it work.

If she had the yearbook, USB drive and iPod, she’d know I was lying. She’d know I was onto her. If she didn’t have it, she wouldn’t react.

Maybe you could call me tomorrow. I’ll give you the full debrief.

I signed off and hit send before I could change my mind. If Sarah Park was playing some elaborate game of 4D chess and thought she was three moves ahead of Bryan and Jennifer Turner, she was wrong.

It was time to up my game. Before this whole thing blew up in my face.
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I was dreaming about my wife from the Sugar Club days, the younger Jenny, smiling like a cat as she sank to her knees. Only it wasn’t that guy, D, that she was with. It was me. She said, “Such a nice cock, Bryan.”

Her mouth descended on me, but I didn’t feel it. In the dream, I was watching, out of my own body, like I was Ned Sheffield or something. Watching as Jenny wrapped her lips around my dick, hands free, and started to suck.

“Bryan…” she moaned around my cock, muffled to my ears. “Oh, Bryan…”

I blinked, and it was the morning. The thin curtains didn’t do a great job at keeping the early morning sunlight out. It was early. Disoriented, I wondered what time it was for about half a second before I heard it again: Jenn, though not in a dream.

“Bryan…”

I looked over, and there she was, my wife, her sleep shirt pushed up over her breasts, her shorts completely gone. A line of golden sunlight stretched across her body, a stripe that led from the hand cupping her left breast all the way down to her fingers, two of which were buried in her pussy.

She looked over at me, a lazy, lusty smile on her face. “Finally awake,” she whispered. “I woke up horny.”

I was still waking up myself. Or maybe I hadn’t woken up at all. Was this still a dream?

I rubbed my eyes, getting used to them being open.

“You don’t have to watch from the closet,” she said. “You can watch me any time.”

“Am I dreaming?”

She reached out, pinched me on the arm.

“Ouch!” I definitely wasn’t dreaming.

Jenn laughed. “Now shut up and watch me.”

I did, turning onto my side and pushing myself up onto one elbow. Her fingers glided in and out of herself, her thumb flicking her exposed clit. Without the coverage of her bush anymore, I could see everything. She wasn’t gentle with herself, especially not with the way she twisted her nipple with her other hand.

She gasped, rubbing faster, her hips lifting from the bed as she shifted her fingers to focus fully on her swollen clit, circling it, moving rapidly, shivers running through her body. I was hard. So hard. I pushed my boxers down and circled my own cock as I watched.

Jenn came, clenching her teeth to swallow her orgasm. I watched her throat strain to keep quiet. I watched her back arch, her chest rise, her thighs clamp down around her own hand.

At last, breathing hard, trembling, she sank back onto the mattress with a giggle. “Want to know what I was imagining?”

I nodded.

She glanced down where my hand gripped my own cock. I felt myself blush, like I’d been caught. I thought of that moment so long ago, when she’d walked in on me masturbating to porn, and how mortified I’d been then. How the times have changed.

“Play with it,” she said. “Let me watch you come while I tell you.”

She tugged at the covers as I rolled onto my back, shoulders propped up on the pillows. We’d never done this, yet it felt so natural. I wrapped my hand around my cock and started to stroke.

“I had this dream…” she began, her eyes on my stroking hand. “I’m with someone else. But you’re also there.” Her gaze shifted to meet mine, and she smiled. “The guy doesn’t see you though, for some reason. Even when we go back to his place. Even when we go up to his room.”

I felt my cock grow harder in my hand as I listened to her story. I was there, too, the wisps of my own dream mixing with her narrative.

“I keep looking over at you,” she continued. “Meeting your eyes, even as I… as I get naked for the other guy. As he strips me. Gets behind me.” She bit her lip, finally finishing, “As he fucks me.”

My balls tightened. I was close. On the edge. I could see it—Jenn on her hands and knees, staring at me as someone gripped her by the hips and plowed her. Her blue eyes were locked on mine, both in the vision and in real life.

“You were watching,” she said. “Just like that.” She looked down at my hand, a blur as I jacked off. “Just like that,” she repeated.

She sidled closer, her body warm against my bare skin. She kissed my shoulder. “We keep watching each other the whole time. It’s so intense. And when the other man makes me come, you come too.”

I came too. In that moment, thinking about doing this in real life. My balls tightened, releasing a rope of come across my belly. Jennifer dodged it, shifting back with a giggle.

“Oops,” she grinned. With a kiss on the cheek, she slid from the bed without any further dirty talk. “I need to shower, and someone needs to wake Kristi up for swim club. We can explore this new Bryan tonight.”
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Reality arrived shortly after that, after dropoffs and Jennifer going to work. The unexpected treat from Jenn had been enough to distract me, but as I walked back into the house, it all came flooding back.

Retrieving my laptop from my office, I opened up my emails. Her reply sat at the very top of my inbox, time stamped around 5:30 in the morning. Early morning or late night?

“Okay, Sarah,” I said to myself. “Was it you?”

Sarah Park. Re: Your Message.

An email? I thought we were good enough friends for a call. I’m joking.

Great news that you’ve cleared the air with your wife. I bet that was awkward, but I’m glad it happened.

If it’s okay with you, there’s still a few personal things I need to work through regarding Richard and the truth of the Sugar Club. I’ve not managed to locate what or where the Midnight Reserve is yet. Ned won’t tell me anything further, but I might have a different lead. I’ll let you know. And in the meantime, I’ll try not to kick the hornet’s nest for you and Jenn.

Shit. That wasn’t what I wanted to read. The email continued:

It sounds like you’ve also embraced the fact that Jenn’s past turns you on. Listening to the iPod will be fun together, I’m sure. I’d love to hear some of those recordings sometime. And after all that, the USB drive just had names? I’d still be interested in seeing those names, for my own personal reasons. I promise not to do anything with them that could cause trouble. I promise you, I’m staying away from that hornet’s nest.

Let’s grab some coffee to discuss it. Sometime this week, when you’re free? Even though your investigation into Jenn’s past is done, I hope we can stay friends now we’re back in touch after all these years. Let me know. S x

That wasn’t what I was hoping for, either. Fuck. She didn’t have the items. I couldn’t be sure, she could be playing a clever game, but I had a feeling it wasn’t her.

And if it wasn’t her, wasn’t Marcus, wasn’t Renee, then who the fuck was it?

But it had to be one of them, which meant one of them was lying. But who? And how was I going to figure this out on my own?

I started typing a reply, but stopped. I needed an ally.

Those three were out, naturally, even Marcus. While I was 99% sure that he wasn’t involved, I still didn’t want to confide in him completely. I’d already told Sarah way too much, and I didn’t really know Renee that well.

As allies went, I didn’t have many options. Diana would go right to Jennifer. She also probably hated my guts after the Volta incident.

I considered calling my dad. He was always there to bail me out, always at my side. He’d be there for me without hesitation, bending over backwards to find out who did this. But that meant letting him see a side of Jennifer that I didn’t think he’d believe. Just because my reality had been shattered didn’t mean it was okay to smash everyone else’s.

There was Danny Moreau, who I didn’t know at all, but the man had brought the boxes to Jennifer, so probably wasn’t involved in stealing specific things back. Unless he didn’t know exactly what was in there until⁠—

Stop. Stop. I was spiraling again. Everyone could be a suspect. No one could be trusted.

Except for one person.

The most obvious person. My constant. The first person I should have turned to the moment that I realized these things had gone missing.

I needed to tell Jennifer.
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RULE NUMBER ONE


Wednesday. It was Wednesday. Only a week and a half had passed since Charlotte the Corvette had arrived, and yet it felt like I’d lived an entire life since then. Funny how time dilates in moments of crisis like that.

Sometimes, time just flowed like water, and we were just leaves floating atop it, caught in the current, blissfully unaware of where we were going. Sometimes, we got caught in an eddy, swirling and stuck, moving apart, moving together.

Last year, when the newspaper had shut down and I lost my sense of identity, I’d been stuck. I hadn’t been in a good place. I’d never been the primary breadwinner. I was fine with that. But I’d helped support us in some way. Losing my job had been hard. Jennifer had helped pull me back out, helped me start my freelance career and find the current again.

We needed to find our current again.

I went to the climbing gym. It had been almost two weeks since I’d last been there, and while I sometimes climbed with Marcus, I needed to be on my own right now. I packed up my shoes and my chalk and drove out to the gym to throw myself at some boulders for the next two hours. It was exactly what I needed, and by the time I got back home, my body was sore and my hands were callused and I felt great.

Jennifer wasn’t going to work late, telling me that she’d be home at 5 sharp like she was making a point, but that still meant I was on camp pick-up duty. I also went over the list of supplies that the girls needed for this weekend, swinging by Target to make sure they had all the necessary things we were missing.

I did this all, mostly, so that I didn’t have to think about the real task in front of me: telling my wife that I’d lost—and someone had possibly stolen—some possibly incriminating things.

With the girls home, I put them to work packing things into their camp trunks. Jenn came home at five, true to her word, greeting me with a kiss and the girls with a hug. To her, everything was behind her. She’d weathered the board meeting, the Sugar Club crisis, and we were on the road to working it out. Oh, to be naive like that again.

Instead, I helped the girls pack, discovering that Kristi’s sleeping bag had a tear in it. When I held up the rent nylon, our eleven-year-old looked sheepish. “So right. I meant to tell you about that after the sleepover last weekend, but…” She shrugged. Like that would mend this fairly critical piece of packing.

I glanced at Jennifer, who looked back at me with an expression that said, How is she my daughter?

We couldn’t be upset with her. This was the kind of problem I was used to dealing with. Not ones that involved the words, I lost your stuff. Your iPod. Your yearbook. Whatever was on that fucking USB drive.

“I’ll swing by REI tomorrow,” I told them. “We’ll get you a new one. But… next time, please tell us.”

Please tell us. Like I should have told Jenn. I sighed. Like daughter, like father. The kids eventually went to bed. Night eventually settled. When Jennifer emerged from the bathroom in her PJ shorts and top, her hair brushed out, a look of exhaustion on her face, I knew it was time.

“Jenn?” I felt like I wanted to vomit.

“Hmm?”

“I need to tell you something.” I felt blood in my ears, pounding, pounding. I felt like someone was squeezing me from behind, trying to push all the air from my lungs. The last time I’d felt this way was that moment that I’d told her that I’d lost my job. Before that, it was when I’d asked her to marry me.

Jennifer detected it, too, her smile fading. Her brows knitted together in worry. “What is it?”

“I…” I laughed nervously.

“You can tell me. You can tell me anything.”

I swallowed. “I lost something…” She frowned at me. A deep breath. “Maybe I lost it. But I think…”

“Bryan, you lost what?” She put the hairbrush on the dresser and stared at me. “You’re not making any sense.”

“I think someone stole the iPod from the box. And… that yearbook.”

“Yearbook?”

“It had photos. Of your… friends.”

“Right. ‘Yearbook.’” She looked dazed.

And yet there was more. “Also, a USB drive. That’s, um, gone, too.”

At the mention of that, the rest of the color drained from Jenn’s face. Her eyes flared. She glanced at me, her lips parted, looking lost. “With S.C. on it?”

I didn’t want to confirm, but I had to. I nodded, wincing, waiting for her to explode at me. This was the fuse burning down. This was the spark finally disappearing into the bomb.

Jenn shut her eyes and pinched her nose, mouthing the word, Fuck, to herself. I just sat there on the bed, watching her, waiting for her to go ballistic, unable to figure out what else to say.

She drifted to the window, looking lost, opening the curtain and looking out into our neighborhood.

“Jenn?” I chanced.

She didn’t say anything. Not right away. She just stood there, looking out without actually seeing anything. “You’re sure they’re gone?” she said at last.

“I’ve looked everywhere.” I rose from the bed and went to her. I half expected her to flinch when I put my arms around her, to pull away, to start pacing, start trying to retake control of the situation. But she didn’t. She melted back into my embrace, sighing into my hug. “I’m… I’m so sorry.”

She shook her head quickly. “You don’t have to apologize. I was careless with it. So fucking careless. I should have destroyed it all.” There was the anger, but it wasn’t directed at me. “How long have you known?”

“Since yesterday. I thought I’d just misplaced it. But…” I shook my head. “I don’t think I lost it here.”

“You have suspects?”

“A few. But… I don’t know. I’ve followed up on them, and…” I shook my head again.

At last, she turned in my arms, looking up at me. I saw fear in her eyes and worry knitted in her brows. This was more than the stress of the past week, of the board meeting and of the mess that Charles Wellington’s death had brought. This felt existential.

“Who are your suspects?” Her voice was so soft.

“Sarah, for one.”

At the journalist’s name, Jenn took a deep breath through her nose. “How? You brought her here?”

“No,” I replied quickly. “Never. I met her for coffee, lunch. Went to her place. She’s never been here. I never gave her our address.”

“But that would be easy enough for her to figure out,” Jenn said, giving voice to my own thoughts. “Why do you think it’s her?”

“Just… she’s the one with the motive. On Monday, she asked me to come to her place. Specifically her place. In Queens. She could have sent someone around, knowing you were in the city, so the house would be empty. They could have got in somehow, got the items and got out before I got home.”

“But why?”

“For a story, maybe? You know that photographer, Ned Sheffield, was writing a memoir. Maybe she wants to finish it for him. It would be a big story.”

“It would.” She slipped out of my arms, her analytical side taking over. I could see her donning it like a suit of armor, covering that vulnerability she’d just shown. “Okay, you said suspects. Who else?”

“Marcus, I suppose. He watched the girls while I drove to… confront you and Diana.” Still not my finest moment, but Jennifer was past that. “But I just can’t believe he’d take it. I saw him leave. He didn’t have anything with him.”

She was quiet for a moment. I watched her reach up and touch the curtain, pinching the edge of the fabric between her fingers. Then she let it go. “Anyone else?”

I nodded. It felt good to get these things off my chest. It felt even better to have a partner again. “Renee. Marcus says she came over to check everything was all right. She saw me drive away. I was in a state.”

“Renee,” Jenn murmured to herself. “Why would she…?”

“I don’t know,” I replied. “She has no reason to take anything. Neither does Marcus. Well, I know he’d like to see these photos and⁠—”

I shut up, realizing I’d just said too much.

“What… did you tell Marcus?”

I winced, but, in for a penny… “Kind of everything? I needed someone to talk to, and I know that I shouldn’t have but he’s cool with it. He understands, and… and… he actually told me to talk to you, right from the start.”

Jenn sighed, nodding, but rather than get angry or matter-of-fact, she flopped onto the bed and issued a quick laugh to the ceiling. “If you’d have listened, things certainly would have been different,” she said. “But I get it. I do. Just… okay, let’s figure this out.”

“It’s not good, is it?” I crawled onto the bed with her. She turned to look at me.

“Not really, no.” But the problem-solver in her had taken over, and she was turning this over and over. “The iPod… those were my own recordings. A contingency plan to keep the Moneys in line.”

“Extortion? Blackmail?”

She shook her head. “They agreed to it. Signed papers. It was one of the rules, although we never spoke about the recordings, and most probably forgot.” She snorted. “Oh, how ironic if that was used against me now.” She turned to me. “I suppose there’s room for some denial, though. It’s just audio. Just voices.”

“There were names.”

“I didn’t say it was great,” Jennifer conceded. “But just first names.”

“And the yearbook?” I got into bed next to her.

“Just names and pictures, but taken with the audio, the situation gets worse.” She reached out and turned off the bedside lamp, plunging the room into darkness. “The USB drive though. That has… stuff we don’t want people seeing.”

“Like what?” My voice seemed distant in the darkened room. “Videos?”

Jenn’s silence told me the answer.

“I’m sorry,” was all I could think to say.

“Nothing else?” Jenn fixed a look at me. “Nothing else was taken?”

I shook my head. “I don’t think so.”

“How about the locked box with the photos? The one you pulled that one out of?”

I’d completely forgotten about the photos. I’d forgotten about a lot of things: that box, the contents of it, Danny and the timing of when they’d slept together. They’d all been gnawing at me, but this crisis had taken over. My head was a hot mess. “The box is still there,” I replied.

“Good. Tomorrow,” she said, slowly, firmly. “We’re going to search the house one last time. If we don’t find anything, you’re going to visit Marcus. Use all your journalistic skills to work out if your best friend is up to something.”

She snuggled closer to me.

“I’ll call in on Renee,” she continued. “And then, if we’re still no wiser, you’re going to take me to see this Sarah Park. Together.”
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Thursday arrived, bright and early. Jenn took the day off work. She was the COO. She could do whatever she wanted, within reason. Once the girls were out of the house, at their various camps, we had one more look around the house. A thorough look. Every cupboard, every drawer, under the beds, in the garage, in the car.

Nothing.

“I don’t think you lost it,” Jenn said at last. “Someone took it.”

My heart sank. My wife, however, was all business.

“Okay, you need to go talk to Marcus. Maybe swing by there while you’re out getting Kristi’s new sleeping bag.”

“Right. Okay.” I hesitated. “Do you think it’s time to… to bring others in? A lot of your past… associates have a lot of resources. Lawyers, investigators, that sort of thing. Better than me, anyway.”

Jennifer considered it. “They… do. And if we need to, I’ll make some calls. But that’s the nuclear option.”

“What about Diana?” I hated to admit it, but she could help. “Apparently she’s connected enough to have a tail put on Sarah. Or me?”

“Like I said, nuclear option. I’ll go talk to Renee. You talk to Marcus—and don’t take any shit from him, Bryan. This is serious. Please treat it that way.”

“Of course.”

She walked down the drive, rounded the hedge to visit Renee.
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I texted Marcus, asking if he was at home or working today, then dropped the phone onto the passenger seat and headed out.

I rolled into the east side of Stamford then pulled off the highway and into Marcus’s neighborhood. I checked the phone. No reply. He must be at work. I had two versions of this plan. Plan one: if my friend was at home, I’d call in. I owed my friend an apology. Coffee, a talk. Trying to be serious, like Jenn told me to be.

Plan two: Marcus was at work. Well, I’d owe him even more of an apology but I had to do what I had to do.

I’d visited my friend many times. He lived in a modest garden apartment in a community just a few blocks away from a fun little shopping district. It was also, conveniently, not too far from the high school where he worked when it wasn’t the summer. He had two cats, Felix and Fluffy. When he went away, he sometimes got me to feed them while he was gone.

His truck was parked in the lot, but that didn’t mean anything. He often walked or cycled to the school, fitness-driven as he was, especially in the summer months. The guest lots were full, so I parked around the block and entered from the back. If life had taken a different path for me, I could see myself living somewhere like this. It was quiet, yet still walkable. There was a small, private pool behind a chain link fence that caught the sun and sent shimmering reflections along the empty apartment balconies. Made me think about the Hamptons and The Seagrove Inn. That felt like ages ago.

I passed between two of the garden apartment buildings, heading for Marcus’s, who lived on ground level, reaching the small, tidy patio, with the three terracotta urns, a conifer in one, six feet tall and still growing. The other two were filled with flowers, all different colors, species I didn’t know.

I lifted the middle urn, felt beneath it. There was his emergency key, the one I used to get in and feed the cats. The one I was going to use to let myself in and search his apartment.

This wasn’t a totally bad thing I was doing, I told myself. I came to his place often. I’d crashed here a few times when we’d been out drinking and I couldn’t drive. I was welcome to come around any time, he always said. Let myself in, make a coffee while waiting for him.

I looked through the window. The kitchen was empty. I checked my phone. No reply. He must be at work. I slid the key into the lock then with one last look over my shoulder to make sure no one was around, I quietly entered. The cats were there, Fluffy rubbing against my ankle, Felix trotting off down the hallway ahead of me.

I should have known I’d made a mistake when my eyes glided past the two half-full glasses of soda on the kitchen counter, when I saw that the door from the hallway to the bedroom was ajar.

But it wasn’t until I saw them that I realized. I heard them too late.

I almost didn’t look. Almost. But as soon as I saw through the doorway gap into the bedroom, the flash of warm, tawny skin and dark hair, I couldn’t stop myself.

Izzy was on her hands and knees on Marcus’s bed, her dark hair hanging forward and swaying with every vigorous impact. Marcus was behind her, one hand fisting her hair, the other gripping her hip, as he fucked her so hard that it drove the headboard against the wall.

I could hear Izzy’s cries, too, echoing down the hallway. “Uh! Uh! Uh!”

Marcus’s jaws were set, eyes shut tight, as his hips thrust in a blur, fucking her hard and fast.

Sunlight through the window caught everything. Her skin was smooth and tanned, unblemished, tempting. Every impact rolled through her body, her full breasts swinging heavy beneath her, her hair swaying, the muscles in her back shifting as she drove back to meet Marcus’s hips.

They were both drenched in sweat, Marcus’s chest and shoulders gleaming, her whole body catching the light like something poured. They’d been at this awhile, like two pro athletes sparring.

I should have looked away. I should have turned around and gone back to my car, waited for Marcus to text me back then come back, do this properly. I knew that, but I couldn’t leave. Just like I couldn’t get out of that closet when Jenn had played with herself.

The rhythm built. Izzy dropped her head, her hair falling in a dark curtain, her sharp, urgent cries so fucking sexy to hear. When Marcus pulled out, I saw his cock, thick and long, wet with her juices. And she loved it, whimpering every time it drove into her. He gripped her hair tighter, pulling her head back, and I could see her face now, lips parted, throat exposed, sweat-damp tendrils of dark hair stuck to her neck and cheeks. Her breasts swayed and bounced with every thrust, heavy and full, dark nipples erect, the sunlight highlighting the curves of them.

The headboard knocked harder. Her cries climbed. Marcus groaned something I couldn’t make out, jaw clenched, eyes still shut. He released her hair and grabbed her hips with both hands, pulling her back onto him with everything he had. Izzy braced her hands on the headboard, her knuckles whitening, her whole body shuddering forward with each impact and rolling back to meet the next one.

Then it crested and broke. Her head dropped back, her back arching deep, a long shaking cry that I felt in my sternum. Marcus pulled out of her, his impressive cock standing out in front of him, dripping with her wetness, and flipped her over before she had a chance to fully recover.

I’d seen my friend shirtless, of course, and knew he was large and muscular, built like a wrestler. But I’d never seen him naked and didn’t realize just how imposing he was. I now fully understood where his confidence came from.

He opened Izzy’s shapely thighs, giving me a brief glimpse at the trimmed triangle of dark hair above her slit, before he was burying himself back in her, and she was arching her back as she accepted his girth again.

He lifted one leg up over his shoulder. She wrapped the other around his back, digging her heel in, and they were back to hard fucking.

I needed to go. I needed to get out of there. My phone buzzed in my pocket. I ignored it, starting to turn when Izzy rolled them in the bed. Suddenly she was on top, riding him harder, feet planted on either side of him.

Izzy riding Marcus cowgirl, big tits bouncing, long hair flying around her shoulders, was mesmerizing.

My phone buzzed again. I pulled it out without thinking, the screen lighting up and throwing pale blue light across my face. I saw a message from Jennifer before I could darken the phone.

Then I saw Izzy look up.

I stepped back quickly, retreating down the hallway as fast as I could while trying to keep my footsteps quiet on the thick carpet. I paused, listening for them coming out, to see what the hell I was doing in his apartment, but the only sound was the resuming ‘Uh, uh, uh,’ of Izzy’s moans.

I was sure she’d seen me, but she hadn’t. Phew. I took a quiet deep breath, pocketed my phone and got out of there, pulling the door closed, locking it and putting the key back in its hiding place. I moved down the path faster than I’d come, not quite running, but definitely thinking about it. I found my car around the back, dropped into the driver’s seat, my breathing hard and my heartbeat fast.

Fuck. I’d nearly messed up hugely. How had I been so reckless? These missing items were driving me crazy.

I checked my phone. It had been Jennifer.

[Jennifer]: Renee didn’t give me any guilty vibes. Everything okay? You’ve been gone a while.

I stared at the message for a moment.

[Me]: All good. I stopped by Marcus’s place, thought he wasn’t home, so I used the spare key to check his place. Only thing was that he most certainly was home, having sex with his girlfriend. They nearly caught me. I’ll talk to him later. On my way home now.

I started the engine and pulled out into the empty street, leaving Marcus’s building behind me in the rearview mirror. The ‘apology chat’ could definitely wait.
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With the sight of Izzy, naked and fucking, still etched into the inside of my eyelids, I drove north up 95 to the REI in Norwalk, taking comfort in the distinct smell of the outdoor store. I loved this place, and despite knowing exactly what I was going to buy—the same sleeping bag that Kristi previously had—I spent way too much time browsing the climbing section and fantasizing about a trip to the Gunks that I’d never taken. I texted Jenn as I walked out, a few extra items that I couldn't resist buying under my other arm.

[Me]: Got Kristi’s new sleeping bag. Heading home.

That earned me a heart emoji as I climbed back into the car, and almost wrote back that it was nice to deal with a more domestic crisis than the other shitstorm going down, then thought better of it and pulled out onto 95.

But just as I did, Marcus finally texted back.

[Marcus]: Yo, I missed you. I was busy, sorry. I’m home the rest of the day if you want to swing by. Is everything okay?

Fuck. I texted Jenn, telling her Marcus was free now. I should go see him. Talk. Then I’d head home for dinner. Then I replied to my best friend.

[Me]: On my way. I’ve been on a shopping mission to REI. Girls’ summer camp, last minute supplies. A drink would go down real nice.

I pulled off 95 again and wound my way back through Marcus’s neighborhood. The sky had slipped toward that mid-summer blue-gray, the kind that made everything feel a little unreal. My stomach tightened as his building came into view.

Please don’t let her have seen me, I thought. Please let this be one of those things I get away with, just this once.

I parked in the same spot around the block and walked in the back way again. As I rounded the corner between the two garden apartment buildings, I saw her.

Izzy was coming down the walkway from Marcus’s patio, dark hair up now, shorts and an oversized t‑shirt, a large tote slung over one shoulder. She was mid-text, head down, and for a second, I actually considered ducking behind the stupid conifer in the terracotta pot.

Too late. She looked up. Our eyes met.

“Hey, B-Man.” Her smile was relaxed, unlike the last time I’d seen her, on all fours, taking my best friend hard from behind.

“Hey, Izzy.” My voice came out almost normal, but inside, everything was clenched, waiting for her to broach my voyeurism.

She adjusted the strap of her bag on her shoulder. “Can’t stay, sorry. I’m just running to the store before it closes. Marcus is inside if you’re looking for him.”

“Yeah, we were gonna grab a drink,” I said. “I was in the neighborhood.”

“Cool.” She took a step past me, then glanced back. “See you around.”

“You too.”

And that was it. No flicker of recognition, no narrowed eyes, no “So what were you doing sneaking around earlier, Mr. Turner? Did you enjoy watching me fuck?” She just headed toward the street, thumbs already flying over her phone, the late sun catching the smooth line of her calves as she jogged across the lot.

Relief washed through me so fast I almost had to brace a hand on the wall.

I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding, then went the rest of the way to Marcus’s place, walking in through the open door.

Inside, the apartment smelled faintly of coffee and Marcus’s Axe Body Spray—a scent that always made me think of high school locker rooms. He was in the kitchen, two mugs on the counter, kettle just clicked off. Fully dressed in gym shorts and a t‑shirt this time, thank God.

“Yo.” He slid a coffee toward me without even glancing up, then leaned back against the counter with his tea. “Everything okay? Just passing, or am I in some sort of trouble again?”

“No, it’s not you.” I took a sip, grateful for the caffeine kick. “I’m in the shit.”

“With Jenn?” He arched an eyebrow. “You didn’t find the stuff?”

“Nope,” I said. “I told her, and she took it about as well as you’d expect.”

“Which is to say, like a COO finding out someone left a million-dollar client file on the subway.”

“Pretty much.”

He nodded slowly. “So she sent you to interrogate me personally.”

“‘Interrogate’ is strong.” I set the mug down, rubbing a hand over my face. “She asked me to come see you. Ask again if you’d seen anything, remembered anything. I told her you already swore you hadn’t, but…” I shrugged. “You know Jenn. Due diligence.”

Marcus blew out a breath. “Bryan, I’m telling you the same thing I told you the first time.” He met my eyes, steady. “I haven’t seen any of it. If I had, I’d have told you. And I sure as hell wouldn’t have taken it. I’m not that stupid.”

I believed him. I’d believed him the first time. “I know,” I said. “I do. I just… needed to tick the box.”

“Did you see Izzy on your way in?” He took a sip of tea, looked at the open door. Reached out and closed it. “She left right before you got here.”

“Yeah. She said hi.”

He took a deep breath, then put the mug down. Fluffy jumped up onto the counter. He rubbed behind her ear affectionately. “She came over this morning and broke up with me.”

My mouth fell open. That’s not what it looked like earlier. Also, I thought they were happy together. Gathering myself, I offered my condolences. “I’m sorry. I thought— I mean, it seemed… serious.”

He shrugged one muscular shoulder. “It was what it was. She decided it wasn’t working for her anymore. I asked for one last hurrah, she said yes, and we ended up spending the whole day fucking like rabbits. Then she packed her bag with the few things she’d left here and headed out.” He smiled, not unhappily. “I’ve had worse endings.”

“You okay?” I asked. “Just last week, you were talking about her like she was maybe the one.”

“I was. And…” He sighed. “And I guess she wasn’t. But hey, the sex was incredible while it lasted. We had fun. We’re not each other’s forever. She’s twenty-three and has an app full of men with even better abs than me.”

“I doubt that,” I said. “About the abs part, anyway.”

He snorted. “Point is, I’m not going to cry into my protein shake. There’ll be another one.”

“…and another one…” I added automatically, the old joke sliding in on habit.

“And another one.” Marcus laughed, the sound easing my concern for him. “Exactly. See? You remember how this works.”

We stood there for a moment, the easy silence of long friendship settling back in, the earlier weirdness smoothing out under it.

“I really am sorry I made you feel like I suspected you,” I said. “I’m just… going through some shit right now.”

“You are,” he agreed. He tapped his temple. “Just don’t let it eat you alive, okay? And tell Jenn I said I’m offended she thinks I’d steal her porn.”

“It’s not—” I stopped, shook my head. “Yeah. I’ll pass that along.”

I finished my coffee, rinsed the mug in his sink, and we did the half-hug thing men do when they don’t know what to do with their hands.

“Text me if you need to yell into the void,” he said as he walked me to the door. “Or, you know, if you find this mystery thief and need an alibi for whatever it is you do to them.”

“I might take you up on that.”
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Outside, the air had cooled a little more. I walked back to the car feeling no more clued up than I had when I arrived. Marcus hadn’t flinched. He hadn’t hedged. Whatever was going on with the missing items, it wasn’t him.

I was at a light when my phone buzzed. The sun was dipping low, the sky half blue, half pink. I glanced at my phone, expecting it to be Jenn wondering what time I was getting home. Instead, it was an audio message from a number that I didn’t recognize.

I clicked play before I could stop myself. A moment later, a voice—male, but clearly run through an audio filter to disguise their identity—started to play over the car speakers.

“Hello, Bryan. You’ve been looking into your wife’s past. So have I. The difference is that I have something to show for it—in large part thanks to you.

I have your wife’s iPod. I have a folio of the Sugar Club members. I have the USB drive.

The folio has all the names I needed. The iPod and the USB drive have the proof to go with them. Thank you.

I don’t want to use any of these things, but I will if I must, and I have the means. I just want one thing, and then you never hear from me again. I will return the items to you in a discreet and safe manner.

There is something called the Midnight Reserve. Your wife knows what and where it is, though I’d strongly suggest you don’t ask her or anyone connected to The Sugar Club. You need to find a chair—cherry wood, hand-crafted, ornate and one of a kind. You’ll know it when you see it. There’s a sealed pocket on the underside of the chair. I need whatever’s in that pocket.

How you find the Midnight Reserve and get through the door is your problem, along with locating the chair. What’s in it is mine. Charles Wellington and Jennifer Olson took something from me, many, many years ago. I want it back.

Get it for me and I won’t ruin your wife and everyone connected to the Sugar Club.

And I have to remind you, in the strongest way possible: Do not take this to anyone connected to The Sugar Club or the authorities. This is for your eyes only. If I find out you’ve backstabbed me, everything I have in my possession will be made public.

Your wife’s career can kiss its (admittedly very sexy) ass goodbye, along with all her disgusting friends and connections.

I am not playing with you. Do not test me. Some of the videos on that USB drive are just… chef’s kiss. Your wife was quite the performer. The iPod is almost as much fun.

Don’t reply to this address. I’ll be in touch. You have one week.

And to show you that I’m serious, here’s a fun one off the iPod. Enjoy.

The masked voice ended, and another recording started right after. Unlike the ones that I’d listened to on the iPod before, though, this one didn’t start at the beginning. It picked up right in the middle, with the sounds of heated kissing. Then the unmistakable sound of my wife, her voice slightly higher, softer, but still her.

“Uhhh, yes, Charles, that feels… yes…”

They were fucking. I could hear the rise and fall of their bodies, the rhythm of it, Jennifer’s sharp cries climbing and climbing before plateauing as things slowed.

“God,” she breathed. “I love how you fill me up. You feel just… right…”

“I thought you liked them big,” Charles said with a laugh.

Jenny giggled. “Correction. I like telling you that I like them big.”

Charles murmured something I couldn’t make out.

“You know what my favorite thing about tonight was?” Her voice was so intimate, so close. Jealousy warred with arousal, which swirled just above my panic. “Walking into the Reserve, knowing that every single person in that room wanted to fuck me. And that I could have any of them.” Her laugh was low, throaty. “Rule fucking number one, baby. Women call the shots.”

“You call the shots,” Charles corrected, emphasis on you. On her. On my wife. And then, most incriminating of all, he added, “Jenny Olson calls the shots.”
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THE MAN BEHIND THE MIRROR


Ientered the house, trying to pretend that everything was okay. But it wasn’t okay. Not even close. The other shoe had finally dropped.

Jennifer knew something was up as soon as she saw my face. She was in the kitchen, preparing a pasta dinner that smelled garlicky and delicious, and saw my shellshocked expression. She quickly glanced at Kristi, who was reading a comic book series, her favorite, the British superheroine, ‘Atalanta,’ then said measuredly, “Your visit to Marcus’s was… educational?”

Marcus. Right. She thought I was shocked from my visit with Marcus. “Uh, no. He broke up with his girlfriend, so we had coffee. He’s innocent.” I glanced at Kristi again. “Well, as innocent as he ever is. But… I need you to hear something.”

I brought up the voice message, made sure that it wasn’t on speaker phone, and handed it to Jennifer. She looked at me curiously before lifting it to her ear and listening. I knew exactly when the threat ended and her own recording started. The color drained from her face. Her eyes flared wide.

The recording ended, she handed the phone back to me, her hand trembling, her lower lip quivering. I pulled her into my arms, feeling her shake and squeezing her hard. “It’s okay,” I whispered, kissing the top of her head. “We’ll… we’ll figure this one out.”

She nodded, already filing her vulnerability away and putting on her braver face. “We’ll talk.” She glanced at Kristi. “Tonight, after…”

“After,” I agreed.

We had dinner together. I did my best to be cool. Jennifer did better, talking to the girls about camp in two days. Their trunks were loaded up and all set. We just needed to do one last check tomorrow night. They were excited to go, ready to see their summer camp friends again after a year apart.

I appreciated the normality of it all while I could. I couldn’t help but feel like soon, this illusion would all crumble. The worst thing about it? I was largely the catalyst of my own demise. Yes, if Jennifer hadn’t kept secrets from me, this story would be very different. But also, if I’d just approached her, talked to her, maybe I wouldn’t have dug up the past in a way that allowed this blackmailer to have their way with us.

Kids in bed at last, Jennifer and I decamped out onto the back patio to talk. The string lights were off tonight, but the solar lanterns along the garden path had clicked on automatically at dusk, throwing soft pools of light across the flagstones. The hydrangeas Jennifer had planted three summers ago were enormous now, heavy and blue in the dim light.

I pulled the sliding door shut behind us. The crickets were loud tonight, a true July evening, the air thick with humidity.

Jennifer had brought two glasses of water outside. Not wine, not alcohol. That wasn’t what either of us needed right then, despite both of us really wanting a drink. She set them on the small table in front of one of the two-person patio loungers on our back patio, and patted the spot next to her.

“Okay… so we now know that we didn’t lose the items,” she said, trying to sound matter-of-fact. I could still hear the worry in her voice. “And at least they’re not asking for money.”

She reached out and held my hand, meeting my eyes.

“Money would almost be easier to deal with than this,” I said.

Jenn shook her head. “If they wanted money, then we’d never get the stuff back, and they’d just want more. No, this blackmailer has a different kind of motivation. They want something that only we can give them.”

“Whatever’s hidden in that chair.”

Jenn made a noise in the back of her throat, it sounded somehow… ironic. “It had to be the chair.”

I frowned at her. “What do you mean?”

“I know the chair they’re talking about. Charles had it in his office originally, before he moved it.”

“To the Midnight Reserve, whatever that is.” I watched Jenn’s face as I said those words. She didn’t flinch. She was deep in thought, so I continued, “I’ve wondered about that ever since I read it on the back of that photo I found.”

“Right. The photo.” She stood, her distracted demeanor focusing. “Stay here, I’ll be right back.” She left me for no more than a few minutes. I looked around, enjoying the soft glow of the path lights in our backyard. We’d planned on throwing a BBQ out here while the kids were away. I remember being caught up in the logistics of that, back when it was the most arduous thing to worry about.

She returned with the small locked box that I’d pulled the photo from. Only now, the lock was gone. My heart skipped a beat, despite our dire predicament.

“You knew the combination,” I said dumbly.

“Of course I know it. It’s my lock. I’m surprised you didn’t figure the combination out, though. The code’s hidden in the wine journal.”

Of course. I’d meant to go back through that.

“It’s hidden in the wine journal?” I waited for her to explain the riddle to me, but instead, she smiled, lifting the tension somewhat.

“Of course it’s not hidden in the wine journal,” she laughed softly. “I’m joking. Who’d hide something in a wine journal? Seriously, you journalists love your mysteries. Sometimes, things are just hidden in plain sight.”

I stared at her, still waiting for the answer.

“Duh, it was 1903,” she shrugged. “S is the nineteenth letter of the alphabet. C is the third. S for Sugar, C for⁠—”

“Club, yeah. I get it. I’m clearly not as clever as you give me credit for.” I looked at the box in her hands, wondering what she was going to show me. “Alright then,” I nodded at the box and asked the ten thousand dollar question: “What’s in there?”

Settling onto the lounger, she opened the lid in a way that blocked me from seeing what was inside of it, fished around, and pulled out one of the photos. She studied it, took a deep breath, and handed it to me.

“The Midnight Reserve is more of an… event… than a place. Although it’s also a place. It was originally created as a joke—a ‘punishment’ for the Moneys who broke a rule.”

Rules. I kept hearing about these rules but I only knew of one: the women call the shots.

The photo was of Jennifer, standing at a bar out of a European noir film. She wore a tight little black dress and was flanked by Charles on one side, and Aurelio on the other. They all looked thrilled.

“In the beginning, the headquarters of the Sugar Club was in an office, just a small room, Charles arranged it, next to the campus where I was based. We outgrew it, as the club became larger, so we moved it to a new venue. A place Aurelio opened, following on from his success with the restaurant. This was the bar.”

“The Midnight Reserve?” I ventured.

“No, it was actually called Aurelio’s on 5th. It closed down in 2009 or 2010. Didn’t last through the recession. The Sugar Club headquarters moved again, but I have no idea where it went. Or if it kept moving. It probably did.”

“I’m not following. So what is the Midnight Reserve?”

She retrieved another photo from the box and handed it to me. Like the first, it was old, slightly faded, scuffed around the edges. This one was of a young Jenny, perched on the arm of a chair that Charles was seated in. Behind them was a well appointed room of dark mahogany. A stocked bar cart was just out of focus. There didn’t appear to be any visible windows. The younger Jenn wore a navy blue silk dress that finished higher than her knees, showing off her smooth legs; Charles looked distinguished in a finely tailored black suit.

“The Reserve was a special VIP event, an exclusive section of the venue hosting it, open once a week, run by the Sugar Club honeys. It varied from time to time, but it always involved a small room with a two-way mirror. One room for the men, sometimes in there voluntarily, and sometimes tied up and forced to sit and look into the empty room. Until⁠—”

“Midnight,” I said. “And what happens at midnight?”

My cock started to stir when Jennifer reached back into the box.

She plucked another aged photo from it, stared at it. I could see her own cursive script on the back of it, just like the first that I’d seen. She turned it over, chuckled at what she’d written, then handed it to me.

I read the inscription first: Dee was right. Yummy.

My cock stiffened even more. I glanced up at Jenn, who was watching me carefully, her cheeks bloomed bright pink as I turned over the print.

I actually gasped. She was on all fours, naked on a bed. Her pale body was covered in sweat as a man held her hips and drove into her from behind. I couldn’t see his face, but from the neck down, he looked like a male model—muscles, a smattering of chest hair, broad shoulders. Very… 2000s porn stud.

Jenny’s eyes were closed in the photo, her head lifted, her jaw clenched. Her tits hung beneath her, squeezed together between her arms, her nipples so hard they could have cut glass.

I glanced up at Real Life Jennifer. She was studying me, measuring my reaction, worrying at her lower lip. When our eyes met, she lifted a brow.

“I… wish you’d shown this to me earlier. Who is he?”

“Honestly? I don’t even remember his name. This was the only time I was… with him.” She looked at me with the same expression that Kristi had when she told us about the rip in her sleeping bag. “It was like that with a lot of guys back then.”

I reached over and squeezed her hand. “I get it. And I thought I was the one who’d racked up all the notches in my bedpost.”

“You were a bit of a man whore when we met,” she giggled, her eyes still bright, her cheeks glowing.

“I had a few girlfriends,” I conceded. “But you made an honest man out of me and calmed me down.”

“I could say the same,” Jenn was still chuckling.

It was good to share a laugh. I looked at the box, remembering how heavy it was, how full, how many possible fun photos there were in there. “What else do you have? Anymore like this?”

“A lot more, yes.” She pulled out another photo and handed it to me, continuing her explanation of the Midnight Reserve. “So at midnight, their Honey enters. With another man. Or men. Or women. Really, whoever they feel like that night. And then the Money watches from behind the mirror as she gets fucked.”

The photo that she handed me was confusing at first, until I realized that it was a photograph of a reflection of the room. The two-way mirror. In the reflection was ‘Jenny’ again, still on all fours, only this time her eyes were open. She was staring directly at herself—or, maybe, at the man hidden behind that mirror. Her lips were parted, her brow tight. The man behind her had his fist in her hair, damp with exertion.

“Who’s behind the mirror?” I asked. “Do you remember?”

“Of course, I do,” she replied. “Charles. It was always Charles, although sometimes… sometimes he was joined by others.”

“Other Moneys?”

Jennifer shook her head. “Other women. To keep him company.”

I swallowed. “And did that make you jealous?”

“Jealous?” Jenn’s eyes unfocused, as if thinking how to phrase it correctly. “Jealousy is a part of it, but for the Moneys. Not the Honeys. No. The women didn’t mean anything to Charles, just like these guys didn’t mean anything to me.”

“But he meant a lot to you.”

Jennifer took a long moment before responding. “He did.”

I glanced at the box. There was something… someone I’d been meaning to ask about and now was as good a time as any. “And what about Danny? Did he mean a lot to you? Back then? Are there any photos of the two of you in there?”

Jenn shook her head. “No. Danny never was invited back then.”

“But you did… fool around.”

“We did.”

I took a breath, opened my mouth to ask something then changed my mind. I didn’t want it to feel like I was probing, but, at the same time I wanted to know, no matter how painful the answer might be.

“Ask, Bryan.” Jenn’s eyes were on mine, waiting. “Ask the question.”

“Danny and you…” I swallowed, dreading the answer. “Did you⁠—”

“Did I cheat on you?”

“You said you slept with him,” I defended the question. “At Volta. I said ‘D’ and you⁠—”

“There was… I was seeing Danny, on and off, when you and I met. That carried on for a while, after we started dating. But once things got serious… when you first called me your girlfriend⁠—”

“I remember that,” I smiled. “We’d been out for a drink, we came back to my place⁠—”

“We made love,” Jenn smiled, too, fondly. “Then you told me you were getting feelings for me.”

“And you asked me what you were to me.”

“Yeah,” she replied softly, “And you said you saw me as your girlfriend.”

We were both silent for a minute, then Jenn continued. “It was never serious between Danny and me. I mean, he wanted it to be. But I never saw him that way. He was just… a good time. A good time I had a tough time giving up.”

She was telling the truth. An honest, if somewhat brutal truth. I don’t know how I knew, but I knew it was true, and I chose to go with my intuition.

“Look, Bryan, I’m so sorry that you had to find out this way. We never said we were exclusive at the beginning. You were a lot of… fun…” She smiled at that, and I knew exactly what she was talking about. “...but I wasn’t sure where it was going. Danny’s father passed away around the time we got together, and it was a real wakeup call for me. For all of us, I think.”

She was talking about Richard. “How did he die?”

“Heart attack was the official report, but it was caused by an overdose. Too much excess. He lived a fast life. We all did.”

“So you… what? Sobered up and quit the Sugar Club?”

“More or less. It was the beginning of the abrupt end of my involvement. After the funeral, I felt so sorry for Danny. We ended up in bed together that night, and I immediately regretted it. I knew I was leading him on, and what kind of person did that make me?”

“I think I remember you telling me you’d been to a funeral,” I recalled vaguely. We’d been dating for maybe a year? “And that was the last time you had sex with him?”

Jennifer bit her lip. “I shouldn’t have, but… it was an emotional time. For all of us. But I had you, and though you didn’t know it at the time, you helped me through it. Someone… normal. Someone stable.”

I nodded, reaching out to squeeze her hand. I’d take ‘normal’ and ‘stable’ for now.

“But seriously, Danny was never you.” She smiled at me. “And once it became clear that you and I were… well, this…” She waved her hand, encompassing not only the two of us, but the house and the life we’d built around us “...we had a serious talk, Danny and I. And that was that.”

“You friend-zoned him.”

“I guess that’s one way to put it. But honestly, for me, it was never more than that. He was always in the… I guess you could call it, ‘the friend with benefits zone.’ But yeah, I ended things, got myself out of the Sugar Club and that was that. No more Charles Wellington. No more Daniel Moreau. And I never really thought about him until… well, until a couple weeks ago, when he showed up with the car.”

“Okay.” I glanced at the box of photos. “Danny’s not in there. But… any other surprises?”

She smiled deviously, opening the box back up again and pulling a few more photos. “Depends on how you’re defining ‘surprise,’” she said. “There are some… fun surprises in here. But I think they’re all ones that you’re going to like.”

She handed me the first of the photos. I took it from her, and my breath caught in my throat. Of course it was a shot of a young Jennifer and a young Diana, walking into the now familiar room, holding hands, wearing matching, very small, very tight velvet dresses. Behind them were two guys, just out of focus, but clearly cut from the same cloth as all the other men: tall, good looking, virile. And probably chosen especially for those qualities.

“These were all taken by the same photographer? Ned Sheffield?”

“Not always him. Sometimes it was us. Sometimes, the men behind the mirror took them. We usually had someone document when we wanted to tease a Money who couldn’t make it.” She handed me the next photo in the series. “These were for Gio.”

This next photo was of the two guys—stunt cocks—sitting on the edge of the bed as Jenny and Diana kneeled between their legs, their long hair blocking the action, but it was clear what was going on.

She handed me another photo, third in the set. It must have come just after. Same framing, same position, only this time, the women were leaning in together and kissing. The men were no longer obscured, their dicks huge and hard, held in the hand of their respective partners.

“Fuck. Please tell me there’s more,” I said, my voice tight.

Jennifer smiled wickedly, obviously pleased that I was enjoying this. “Oh, there’s more.” She handed me three more photos. “That night was quite memorable.”

On top was an image of the women in profile, lying on their backs, their heads close but pointed in opposite directions. On either end of the photo, the men held their legs open, their cocks buried inside their pussies. “Wow.” I looked up at Jennifer, who was watching me with a fingertip held between her teeth. The next, also in profile, was Jenny and Diana sixty-nining. Only one guy was in the frame here, but he was fucking Jenny, who was on top, from behind. My cock throbbed in my pants. This was insanely hot and simultaneously surreal. Was it even really happening?

“I can’t believe what I’m seeing,” I murmured, staring at each picture in turn, before flipping over the final one.

On it, Jenny on her back, sucking one man while the other fucked her, his thick shaft splitting her completely shaved pussy wide. Diana was there, too, lapping at Jenny’s tits as she fingered her pussy, which was equally hairless.

“Are you enjoying looking at Diana more than me?” Jenn asked quietly.

I felt my cheeks burning up, feeling suddenly awkward at seeing Diana totally naked, at getting excited by the sight of her full breasts, her long legs.

“No, it’s just⁠—”

“Relax, I’m teasing.” Jennifer laughed, but the sound didn’t make me feel any less embarrassed. “Dee’s hot, I’ll give her that. I’ll share all of the photos with you. In fact, here.” She handed me the box. “No more secrets. But before we get completely distracted, we need to talk about that message you received.”

“Obviously.” She was right. I reluctantly put the photos back in the box and closed the lid. The pictures could wait. “Who do you think is behind this? Do you have any… enemies? What did they mean when they said you’d stolen something from them?”

“Oh, I made a few enemies along the way,” Jenn folded her arms beneath her breasts, her brow knitted in thought. “A few men, the ones who thought they could play me, that didn’t take me or Diana seriously.” Her eyes met mine. “But mostly women, the ones who were envious of what we had going. Who thought it was wrong, who thought it was… whatever, they just didn’t like us.”

“So you’ve got some ideas who it could be.”

“Not really, no.” Jenn’s bluntness caught me off guard. “But it doesn’t matter. I’m going to deal with this crisis the way I would any other crisis. First, we deal with the immediate danger. Then we figure out why it happened and who’s to blame.”

I gazed at my wife, seeing the steel she had behind the softness, catching a glimpse into how this respectable, well-spoken woman had once been the top dog in something as ruthless as the Sugar Club.

“Time to take the nuclear option?” I posed, thinking of calling in all of her connections.

“Not yet. Well, not completely. I have an idea.”

“Good,” I replied, trying to lighten the mood, which had gotten deadly serious now, after the excitement of looking at the photos. “Because I don’t.”

Jenn smiled. “First of all, you need to believe me, I haven’t even been tempted to go back to that life. What I have here is everything, you understand?”

“I get it.” I believed her. I might not know the Jenny of old, but I knew the Jennifer of now. “You love what we’ve built. The house, the girls, our life together.”

“I truly do,” she stood, smoothing down her skirt, pacing the patio, working it all out in her head. “But over the years, there have been… offers. Diana, for one, tried to get me to return. Gio, too. I’ve always shut it down.”

“Where is this going?”

Jenn took a deep breath. “We’re not going Robert Oppenheimer just yet. But I do need to call in a favor. I told you the truth when I said that I don’t know where the Midnight Reserve is. It’s very exclusive. Its very existence is a secret only those in the Sugar Club are privy to. And it’s strictly members only. Moneys, Honeys, the bulls, certain friends, like photographers, all bound by NDAs and made to swear an oath of discretion. At least, that’s what it was like back in the day.”

And just like that I finally felt I knew where this was going.

“And even inside,” she continued, stopping to look up at the full moon glowing high above us, “gaining access to the Watch Room will be next to impossible for you to do alone. As our nerdy teen would say, ‘One does not simply walk into Mordor.’”

“Then what do we do? How do we find the Midnight Reserve? And then how do we get in?”

She looked at me meaningfully. “There is one way.”

I knew her way. Of course I did. Question was: would I be able to handle it?

She lifted one finely shaped eyebrow and said, “How would you like to witness my return to the Sugar Club?”
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The picture I held in my hand, the one now imprinted on my brain, wasn’t one of group sex, or of Jennifer with Diana, or any of the other Honeys she’d taken into the Midnight Reserve. It wasn’t her with a bull—or even the one of her with two of them.

After retiring inside and back up to the bedroom, we’d gone through the stash again. There weren't as many photos in there as I’d thought there was, the box was only half full, but still, what photos were in there were hot as hell, and she’d let me flip through it myself now. The careful doling out of photos was over. I could feast if I wanted to, and feast, I did, as Jennifer settled between my legs and sucked my aching erection.

But the image that did me in was taken from the man’s POV, pointed down at a kneeling Jenny, her blonde hair tied back in a tight ponytail, her lips stretched around an older cock—Charles Wellington’s cock.

And on the back, written in Jennifer’s cursive script: Always yours, even when I’m with them. -J

The way she stared up at the camera, her eyes wide, unwavering, made me shudder with need. This photo was full color, capturing how her deep blue irises softened before a man she clearly cared a lot for. I knew that look. When I pulled the photo away and stared down at her in the quiet of our bedroom, I saw it now. There were a few laugh lines at the edges of those eyes now, but they were the same eyes. They might be wrapped around a different shaft but they were the same lips. The same face, the same expression that gazed up at me.

It was love. Jennifer had been in love with Charles Wellington.

It was a connection that I should have made long ago. It had been staring me in the face, of course, and deep down, I knew. But now, I couldn’t deny it.

I groaned, unable to hold back any longer. I came, dropping the box on the floor, my hands gripping the bedsheets as pulse after pulse shot into her mouth, but Jennifer held me, swallowing my come greedily. When she lifted her lips away, she wasn’t racing for the bathroom to spit it out. Instead, she just rubbed her lips with the back of her thumb and smiled—the gesture of a woman who reveled in giving pleasure. The look in her eyes that of a woman remembering past times.

I looked at the photo one last time. She must have done the same for Charles, just after this was taken. She’d been thinking of him then, I could tell. Imagining it was his cock, or perhaps a bull’s, while he watched her. The notion made me start to stiffen up all over again.

Jennifer moved up my body, her task complete, snuggling against me. I was still clutching that last photo, and she took it from my hand, looked at it herself. She didn’t blush or look bashful. We were past that, now.

“Charles liked hearing about my exploits, too. He liked these photos, he liked listening to the sex that he wasn’t allowed to watch.”

“The iPod?”

“Yes,” she sighed. “That’s why he kept it, I guess. Charles was a cuck until the end.”

I pondered her words for a moment, looking up at the ceiling in the dark of the bedroom.

“So that’s what this was all about? The Moneys all got off on watching? That’s what they had in common? They got off on sharing you, and the other Honeys? Like it was a… a… hotwife situation?”

“Some version of it, yes. That’s what made it special. That’s what made all of these men come back.”

“You used the word, cuck. They were… cuckolds?”

“Mr. Journalist has been doing his research,” Jennifer said with an appreciative smile. She picked up the box, put the photos back inside and shut the lid. “Some were into that. Some were more… stags, would be the term. But yes, that was the dynamic. That was the whole point of the Midnight Reserve. Reserved for Midnight.”

“Wow.” The sound of a car driving past filled the silence for a second, a reflection of the headlights sweeping across the ceiling above us. “So how do we get back in there when we don’t even know where it is?”

“We know people who know.” She took the padlock from the bedside cabinet, affixed it into the hasp, then slid it beneath the bed.

“I’ll find somewhere more secure to hide it tomorrow,” she said, sliding back under the covers next to me. “Before we head out.”

“Head out?” I turned, gazing at her face in the dark. “Where?”

More headlights flashed across the window, illuminating her for the briefest of moments, but enough that I could see a new expression on her face: resolve.

“To the people that know, of course,” she whispered. “It’s time to call in that favor.”
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MORE THAN ARM CANDY


Jenn killed the engine and looked at me.

“Before we go in,” she said carefully, “Gio is an old friend. A very good businessman and an absolute character. But he’s also a terrible decision-maker in his personal life, which is why I’m saying this now and not later.”

It was Friday. The girls were once again at camp, and Jennifer had once again taken the day off work. She hadn’t told me where we were going until we pulled into Shippan Point, where I’d followed Giovanni Russo just a couple weeks ago. So this was the man we were going to get to help?

“From what I’ve gathered about this man, I’m not sure that I’m going to like him. Did you say he was a big problem? Got a girl pregnant? Needed to be kept in line?”

“Those things are all true, but he’s still the best opportunity we’ve got. But I’ve got his number. Just let me do the talking, okay?

That was, in my experience, never a sentence that led anywhere good, but I nodded.

The front door opened before we’d even made it up the steps.

Giovanni Russo filled the doorway like an actor on stage. Sixty-something, broad through the shoulders, dark hair, waxed, silver at the temples. He wore a charcoal shirt open at the neck, a hint of chest hair, no tie, no nonsense. He looked like he could be a businessman, a politician, and a mobster all at the same time.

“Jenny.” His face broke into a grin that was warm without being soft. “You came. Don’t stand there like a stranger. Come in.”

“Nice to see you too, Gio.”

He kissed her cheek, then turned to me and took my hand in a grip that was firm enough to break a knuckle.

“So this is Bryan.” I recognized this kind of man. I’d grown up with the type all my life, having lived in the New York area. He leaned into his New York Italian accent. Probably spent a lot of time watching the Godfather or the Sopranos. He spoke with his hands as much as his mouth. “The husband. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

“Good things, I hope.”

He shrugged. “Some good. Some bad. In my experience, that’s better. No one’s all good, am I right?”

I shared his smile. Guys like this don’t respect a man who shrinks into himself, and I wasn’t about to do that. “I got ya,” I said.

Gio stepped aside and called over his shoulder, “Eddy. Come say hello.”

A stunning redhead appeared from deeper in the house like she’d been waiting for the cue. Twenties, maybe late twenties, big blue eyes, glossy copper hair, and an almost cartoonish hourglass figure. She wore cream trousers and a silk top with buttons making a heroic effort to keep her huge breasts contained.

“This is Edwina,” Gio said. “My girlfriend.”

Edwina smiled brightly, a little vacant around the edges in a way that would have seemed alarming on someone else, but somehow fit her perfectly.

“Hi,” she said brightly. Her teeth were very white and perfect. “You’re Jenn’s husband.”

“I am. Bryan.”

“That’s so nice,” she said, as if she hadn’t heard anything I’d said.

Jenn’s mouth twitched. “Edwina is a sweetheart. Gio’s been with her two years now.”

“Two and a half,” Gio said.

“Longest relationship he’s ever had,” Jenn added, glancing at me. “Probably.”

Gio immediately lifted a thick finger. A large gold ring glimmered in the light. “That is slander.”

“It’s not slander if it’s true.”

“But you have to be able to prove it’s true.”

Edwina looked between them, smiling pleasantly, though it was clear she’d drifted a little out of the conversation already. She seemed perfectly content to be decoration to the proceedings.

Gio waved a hand toward the back of the house. “Eddy, why don’t you take Jojo for a walk? I need to talk business with Jenny.”

“Okay,” Edwina said, as if being sent away was her idea. “Come find me if you need me.”

“I always need you,” Gio soothed her, and there was affection there, real enough to notice. “But I think Jojo is about to shit on the Isfahan rug. That thing cost me twenty fuckin’ large.”

I looked along the corridor to see a guilty-looking white pomeranian staring back at us. Eddy tottered down the hall in her stilettos, scooping up the offending animal and disappearing out of sight, scolding the poor thing before it had even done anything.

When she’d gone, Gio ushered us through a hallway lined with black-and-white photographs and old jazz records in frames. The place was incredible. Heavy art books filled floating shelves of polished, dark wood, and the view from the double windows opened out over manicured grounds to a pool that looked more like something from a private club than a home.

Gio caught me looking and gave a half-smile.

“Nice, huh?”

“It’s beautiful,” I replied. “You must have a great job.”

“I do okay, you know?” He shrugged. “I like having people over. It’s about time Jenny brought you. I’m a good host.”

Jenn pulled a face. “Gio,” she said flatly. “We’re here on business.”

“Hey, you want lemonade?” Gio arched an eyebrow. “Bryan, you like lemonade? I have the best lemonade. Made with fresh Sicilian lemons. Nonna owns a farm. I get them shipped in every week.”

Gio left us for a moment, during which I tried to talk to Jenn, but she silenced me with a look. I pretended to be interested in a replica Picasso sketch—at least I thought it was a replica, maybe not—until he returned, a tray with three ice and lemonade-filled crystal glasses in his hands.

Drinks in hand—and he was right it was the best lemonade I’d ever had—he led us into a sitting room that was all leather, stone, and amber wall uplighters. Only once we were settled on his deep Italian leather sofas did he look properly at Jenn.

“So,” he said, leaning back. “You’re here about ADJ Russo.”

I glanced at Jenn. ADJ Russo?

Gio gestured to a sheaf of papers on a polished oak coffee table. “I've got the paperwork ready.’

Jenn turned halfway toward me. “Before Charles died,” she said, “he transferred his shares in Aurelio’s hospitality business to Gio. Gio brought Diana and me into the fold after that.”

I stared at her. “You didn't tell me,” I finally said.

“I never had the chance,” Jenn explained, “It just happened last Sunday. When I was in the city.”

“You girls deserve it,” Gio added, “Everything you've done for me over the fuckin’ years. Least I can do.”

Jenn ignored him. “ADJ stands for Aurelio, Diana, Jennifer. Gio likes his acronyms.”

“I do not like acronyms,” Gio said flatly. “Whatever they are. I like efficiency.”

“You like making names out of everyone in the room.”

“I like knowing who’s who.”

Jenn waved it off. “Anyway, we're not here to sign the paperwork.”

Gio frowned, deep creases in his perfectly tanned forehead. “So what do you need?” he asked.

Jenn turned back to him, all business now. “Your help. And your discretion.”

“My middle name is discretion.” He leaned forward slightly, elbows on his knees. Serious again now, his edge back in place, the warmth underneath it never quite gone.

“Tell me what you need, Jenny. Anything for my favorite honey and her handsome fella. Whatever it is, Gio Russo will make it work.”

Jenn set her glass down, the ice clinking softly. “We need to get into the Midnight Reserve,” she said.

For a second, Gio just stared at her. Then he made a sound somewhere between a scoff and a sucked-in breath.

“Madonna mia,” he muttered. “You don’t ask for much, huh?” He shook his head, looking at her like she’d suggested robbing Fort Knox. “Jenny, you ain’t in the Sugar Club no more. You haven’t been for a long time. You’re… what’s the word… alumni, okay. Cool. But your boy here?” He tipped his chin at me. “He’s not. He never was. Even with the connections.”

“I know,” Jenn said evenly. “That’s why I came to you.”

“Why you not askin’ Danny?” Gio spread his hands. “He’s runnin’ things these days. He’s always there. You know he’s got that soft spot for you.”

“Because I need to get in and out,” Jenn replied. “Quietly. There’s something in there I need to take. And if Danny knew I was there to get something, he’d never let me leave without knowing what it was and what was going on. He’d get exactly the wrong idea about why I’m there. Start thinking I’m… rejoining. I’m not.”

Gio made a face, rubbing his jaw. “You know I’m only an honorary member now, right? I don’t do that shit no more. I’m with Eddy, I’m settled.”

Jenn stared at him. Gio grinned.

“I mean, okay, sure, maybe I still do that sort of thing on occasion. I’m not dead from the waist down. But not in the MR, not in the SC. I write checks. I show up when they need someone respectable at the table. That’s it.”

“You’re the only person I trust with this,” Jenn said quietly. “And it’s in your best interests.”

That made him look at her differently. “This about what we talked at the board meetin’?” He flicked his gaze to me. “He knows, yeah? About your past. All of it.”

Jenn hesitated, then turned to me. “Can you give me a minute?” she said softly. “Gio obviously doesn’t feel comfortable. Let me talk to him outside.”

I nodded, even as something in my chest tightened. “Sure.”

She squeezed my shoulder and stood. Gio drained the last of his lemonade, set the glass down with a small thunk, and got up after her.

“Two minutes,” he said to me, almost apologetic. “I don’t like talkin’ certain things in front of civilians. You understand.”

“Am I a civilian?” I asked.

“Compared to her?” He snorted. “Yeah.”

They stepped out onto the patio, sliding glass door whispering shut behind them. I could see their silhouettes through the glass, Jenn standing close, gesturing like she was in the boardroom, Gio’s big frame angled toward her, hands moving as he spoke. Every now and then, he glanced back at me, then away again.

I took another sip of lemonade. It really was obscenely good. Normal lemonade would never taste the same now. The room around me was equally obscene: low leather sofas, art that made me wonder how much his monthly insurance must be, a bar cart that could have stocked half of Casey’s. This was how men like Gio lived. With women like Edwina. Crazy.

Out on the patio, Jenn touched Gio’s arm. He stopped talking, listened, then nodded once, slowly. Whatever she’d told him, she’d got her point across.

I wondered what, exactly, she’d kept back from me this time. But the door slid open again before I could get too far down that road.

Gio came back in first, expression lighter, and crossed the room in three easy strides. He put a heavy arm around my shoulders, the weight of him friendly and impossible to ignore.

“Listen,” he murmured, his breath warm on my ear. “I’m glad you’re… how you are about all this. About Jenny. Takes a certain kinda guy to handle it. To accept her ways.”

“My ways?” Jenn echoed dryly as she stepped back into the room, glass in hand.

“You know what I mean.” Gio squeezed my shoulder, making it ache yet again. “She tells me you been… what, watchin’? Gettin’ into the sharing thing.” His mouth quirked. “Charlie was like that. Loved to watch his women with other guys.”

“Wasn’t just Charles who enjoyed it,” my wife said.

Gio ignored her. “It was different, but sure. I get it.”

Heat built up in my cheeks. “I wouldn’t say⁠—”

“Hey.” He tapped my chest with two fingers, gentle but firm. “It’s cool. You’re not the first. You won’t be the last. There’s a whole… ecosystem to sex, yeah? Takes all kinds.” His tone shifted, more serious. “I’m sorry if I seemed off before. I don’t like talkin’ business in front of extra ears. I’m on the board of the company with Jenn now. There’s a lot at stake if certain… things… get out.”

Jenn’s eyes flicked to mine, then back to him.

He let his arm fall from my shoulders and picked up his empty glass, turning it in his hand. “Jenny told me what’s goin’ on. The stolen stuff. If that shit hits the wrong screens, it’s bad for everybody. Old Moneys, former Honeys, you name it.” He set the empty glass down with a soft clink. “So. I’ll make some calls. We put your names on the door. It’s at Nox Venari, a special place, I’ll send you the deets. You get in, you do what you gotta do, you get out. Quick, yeah?”

Relief and something like dread tangled together in my chest. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet,” he replied. “Just don’t make me regret it.”

He glanced at the clock on the wall. “You wanna stay for dinner? Eddy had the chef do somethin’ with swordfish, I dunno. Aegean sea salt, some shit. You’ll like it.”

Jenn shook her head, regretful but firm. “We can’t. The girls will be home soon.”

Gio nodded, like he’d expected that. “Another time, then. You’re always welcome at Casa Russo.” He clapped his hands once. “All right. I’ll walk you out.”

We followed him back through the hall. As we reached the front door, Edwina appeared again, carrying the dog.

“You’re leaving?” she asked, a little pouty.

“Yeah, sweetheart,” Gio consoled her. “They gotta go. Business never sleeps.”

She set Jojo down. The little white pomeranian ran in an excited circle around her feet, nails click-click-clicking on the polished floor, tail a white flag of delight. Then it trotted forward onto the pale rug, immediately squatted right in the middle of it and produced a small, perfect pile of poop.

“Jojo!” Edwina squeaked. “No! Bad doggy!”

Gio closed his eyes briefly, then looked at me. “See? This is my life now.” He sighed. “Used to be problems gettin’ the right champagne. Now it’s cleanin’ dog shit off a twelve-grand rug.”

Jenn snorted, covering it quickly with a cough. I bit back a laugh that would have been entirely inappropriate.

“We’ll get out of your hair,” my wife said, suppressing a giggle.

“Yeah, go,” Gio waved us off, already bending to grab some tissues from the console table. “Talk to you tomorrow, Jenny. We get this thing done.”

We stepped out into the humid afternoon, the door swinging shut behind us on Gio, Edwina, and Jojo, frozen mid-crime on the rug.
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Jenn didn’t say anything until we were back on the road. “Okay,” she said. “That was good. He’ll make some calls and get us in.”

“He seems like a lot,” I said.

“Yeah. That’s Gio.”

We navigated through the neighborhood of gigantic houses as Jenn chewed on the meeting. I had to ask. “What did you need to talk to him about? Alone?”

“I warned him about the recordings, some of the stuff that I know’s on there. But that he needed to let us do the work first before he called in the cavalry. I can usually talk him out of his worst instincts.”

“You also told him that I was into the… the sharing thing. The watching.”

She was quiet about that for a moment, finally seeing it from my perspective. “I told him what he needed to hear so that he could trust me.” She released a sigh. “I’m an outsider here. I’ve been out of the game for a long time.”

“So has Giovanni, as he tells it.”

“That’s much more recent. He still has connections. He has access, if he ever wanted it.”

“And now he thinks I’m some kind of weirdo⁠—”

“No. Not weird at all. Not in this world.” She risked a glance my way as she drove. “Look, in Gio’s world there’s only one reason a husband would ever walk into the Reserve, and it’s not investigative journalism. If I told him the full truth, he’d get cagey. Besides, I’m not entirely wrong, am I?”

I looked out the window. “No, you’re not.”

The homes were large out here and the cars on the wide streets were fancy, even for us, who were used to living in Greenwich. A pair of BMWs rolled past us. A Lexus was parked along the road, just in front of a Tesla with a custom pearl white paint job.

“I should have told you first. I didn’t mean to presume,” Jenn said. “And don’t mind Gio. He’s a lot, but he understands the world. In a lot of ways, you two are alike.”

That made me laugh.

“I’m serious.”

“How so?” I asked.

She glanced over at me with a smile. “He likes to pretend he’s not into it, either.”
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Dad made a surprise visit Friday evening.

“Hi,” I smiled, opening the door for him to step inside. “I didn’t know you were coming. Everything okay?”

“I hope so,” he smiled back, then stepped to the side. An attractive woman with light brown hair that just reached her chin was standing behind him. “This is Elsa.”

Elsa. I remembered dad briefly mentioning his latest girlfriend. Ladyfriend was a more apt term. Unlike Gio’s much younger girlfriend, Elsa was closer to our age, if a little older, but she was still very much a younger woman when compared to my father.

“Hello, Elsa,” Jenn said from my shoulder. “Welcome. We had no idea you were stopping by, or we’d have prepared something.”

“Oh no, we should apologize for dropping in unannounced,” Elsa had a soft German lilt to her voice. “It is so nice to meet you two. Patrick has told me so much about you.”

I tried to remember what he’d told me, but it wasn’t much. “Well, I’m glad you came. Meeting the family’s a big step.”

My dad smiled over at Elsa. “She’s special.”

“Oh, you,” Elsa beamed, returning his smile.

We followed them into the house, where the girls immediately came running to see ‘Poppy’ as soon as he called out their names. He’d brought them gifts to take to camp, some books, and each of them Stanley water bottles, the kind that were so popular at school. He’d even had their names engraved.

“Wow, so cool,” Kristi beamed. “It’s got my name on, look!”

Even Greyson, who thought everything was “mid,” squealed in excitement when she saw hers.

“Very generous, Poppy. Those are like, $45, right?” I said.

He shrugged. “I wanted to spoil my grandkids. Girls? This is Elsa. My… special friend.”

“Ooooh, Poppy’s in love,” Kristi giggled teasingly. Greyson just rolled her eyes.

“Fine,” Dad sighed. “You got me. Yes, she’s my girlfriend.”

It was nice to see my dad like this. It had been years since he’d met someone he really liked, and Elsa seemed like such a down-to-earth match for him. We learned that she was a nurse in the city, that they met through his building, actually, and that they bonded over sailing when he told her he used to have a boat, back in the day. Her father had a boat, when she was a kid. Fond memories.

I thought of the different stages of our life. There was a time when I could not have imagined my dad with anyone else but my mom. As a kid, I thought they were inseparable. By the end, though, after the arguments, the disconnects in our family, things were so tense I didn’t even want to be in the same room as her. As I looked at Elsa, whose smiles came easy and seemed to enjoy squeezing Poppy’s arm every time she could, I just couldn’t imagine her hurting him the way Mom had.

Then I looked at Jennifer, seeing her without hearing the conversation she was having with the others. I couldn’t imagine my life without her, either. Was that how my dad had felt about Mom, once, when he was my age? So much had changed in the last two weeks. So much more could change in the next five years. I didn’t want to meet the same fate as my parents.

Later that night, after everyone was in bed and Poppy and Elsa were on their way back into the city, Jennifer found me brushing my teeth for too long. “You’re pensive.”

I nodded, rinsing out my mouth. “There’s a lot going on. I… I don’t want to lose this. I don’t want to lose any of it.”

“You’ll always have me,” she said, coming to me, putting her arms around me.

But there had been a time when I hadn’t had her, and probably a time when she’d said those same words to some other man. To Charles?

“And you’ll always have me, too,” I told her.

“Come on, let’s get to bed. You’ve got a long drive tomorrow.”
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DRESS REHEARSALS


“Are you sitting comfortably?”

Jenn’s voice was muffled through the two-way glass but I could hear her well enough.

“Yes,” I replied. The chair was soft, leather bound with exquisite stitching, but I wasn’t here for the upholstery. “I’m ready.”

Jennifer, my wife of so many years, stood before a four-poster bed looking like she was about to shoot for Victoria’s Secret. She wore classic black lingerie—garter belt and stockings matching the lacy bra and thong, heels, and nothing else. She looked at me, even after I answered, and I wasn’t sure that she could hear me. I felt the separation. I felt the wall of glass and mirror that separated us.

The door opened to Jenn’s right and a man walked into the room on the other side of the mirror. Tall and so broad and very, very naked. His cock was long and thick, already semi-hard, a cock ring tight around the base and balls.

Jenn put a finger to her lips and smiled at me as the stranger approached her. My breath hitched and I shifted in the chair. I was naked, too, and my cock had grown hard as I watched this stranger unclip her black bra and free her tits.

I reached for my dick, but stopped myself. I wasn’t going to touch it. Not yet. I wasn’t sure how long I’d last.

The man cupped Jenn’s tits, feeling their weight, and dipped his head down to suck a nipple into his mouth.

Jenn sighed in pleasure.

I groaned. Fuck, this was hot.

The man’s hand slid down Jenn’s body, hooking the waistband of her tiny panties, dragging them down, but leaving on the garter belt and stockings. He seemed to appreciate what he saw as he ran his fingers up and across Jenn’s smooth sex.

Fuck. It was going to happen. I was going to see Jenn get fucked.

Then he turned to look my way, and I recognized him instantly.

“Marcus?” I gasped. What the hell was my friend doing in the Midnight Reserve?

If he heard me, he gave no indication. He flexed his arm, admiring himself in the mirror. Did he even know I was there?

Jenn knew I was there. Her eyes turned my way for a moment, then she dropped to her knees, and took his long, heavy cock in her mouth.

Did I really want this? This was Jenn… Not the Jenny Olson of old. My wife. The mother of my children. And my best friend. This wasn’t right. I should stop them, before it went too far…

But I didn’t.

Marcus’s fingers tangled in Jenn’s hair, pushing his cock deeper into her mouth, making her gag on it.

I reached out instinctively, protectively, touching the glass. When I pulled back, there was a handmark. My palms were sweating.

He made her stand. Bent her over. She shuffled her feet apart, offered him her pussy from behind…

“Bryan,” she said, looking sideways at the mirror. At me, as Marcus slid his huge cock into her pussy. “Bryan. Wake up. You’re dreaming.”

I sat bolt upright in bed, the morning sun coming through the curtains making me squint.

“What the…?”

“You were dreaming.” Jenn was standing by the bed, a steaming cup of coffee in her hand. “Tossing and turning. A nightmare?”

“Something like that,” I murmured, not wanting the dream to fade. It had looked so damn hot, Jenn bent over, Marcus feeding her his cock. I pushed the vision out of my mind, swung my legs out of bed.

“I’m not sure what kind of nightmare gives you a boner,” she laughed, pointing at my erection, doing its best to fight its way out of my boxers.

I cleared my throat and took a sip of the hot coffee, not wanting to divulge the fact that I’d dreamed of her cuckolding me with my best friend.
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I had a lot of time to reflect after that. We finished getting everything ready for the girls’ camp, then I drove them out to the Berkshires where they were staying. It was a shame that the Corvette was only a two-seater. It was sunny, but not too hot, a perfect day for a sports car drive, a good two and a half hours out, then back. That was plenty of time to let my mind drift as we made our winding way through the beautiful landscape of western Massachusetts.

When the paper where I’d been working for decades announced it was shuttering the previous year, I’d been devastated. That paper had been my identity. I didn’t recognizse it at the time, but I fell into a bad place. A spell of depression. I’d drunk more than usual, as if that fixed anything. I’d been irritable, defensive, a bit of a jerk, if I was honest with myself. I became distant with Jenn, we had a couple of big fights, before something changed and I pulled myself back together.

It was Jennifer who had helped me through it. I knew I’d pissed her off, pushed her to her limits, but she had the patience to see it through. She helped me see the upside of my change of circumstances. This was an opportunity for me, she said. This could be the making of me, she said.

Now we faced another crisis. And yet, as I thought about the Midnight Reserve, the upside of this problem started to come into focus as well.

Jennifer clearly loved sex—back in the day, certainly, but even now. We’d just grown complacent about it as life and family took over. The trip to Southampton had awoken me to that fact—sex in the pool, sex in bed, the bikini, all of it. We still had it, Jenn and I, whatever it was.

But it wasn’t just that. I liked the idea of her liking sex. We’d always been compatible that way, but I’d thought that it was me with the notched bedpost, not her. When I’d met Jenn, she was being fast-tracked to management, so I assumed she’d got lucky, worked for it, been in the right place at the right time, climbed that ladder herself.

Well, I’d assumed wrong. Now that I knew the truth, that she’d earned it in a different way… I was into it, if I was honest. Very into it. She just liked to have sex. Why shouldn’t she have used that to her advantage?

And she still likes sex, I reminded myself. Maybe a part of her was nostalgic for her past life’s thrills. She’d definitely been flirting with Connor at Volta, whether he was there for Diana or not. I’d seen the way she’d looked at the younger man, and the way he was looking at her in return. She was turned on by his attentions, I was certain of it.

“Turns you on, too, buddy,” I said to myself, now that the passions of last night had cooled and I was alone in the car. The dream I’d had this morning confirmed that. I was glad that she hadn’t cheated on our marriage with Danny, and that she wasn’t doing anything behind my back, but what about doing something in front of me? Sounded like she had plenty of experience with that, prior to me. What if she still had fantasies about that?

The house was empty when I got back, although Jenn came home before I had a chance to wonder where she was—and before I had a chance to jerk off to the photos again. She had a number of shopping bags with her, but it was her hair that drew my eyes first.

“How did drop-off go?” she asked, dumping the bags on the kitchen table.

“They barely said goodbye. Already running off to meet up with their summer friends.” I walked up to her, eyeing her from head to toe and back up again. “Wow, you look…”

“You like it?”

I brushed her blonde hair away from her face. She’d had it cut and lightened into a soft, white gold that didn’t quite touch her shoulders. “I do. Kind of reminds me of… of Jenny.”

“Jenny?” She tipped her head to one side, causing the light strands to fall naturally.

“Jenny versus Jennifer. It’s how I think of the two in my head. The old you and the new you.”

“Ah, I see. Though the new me is kind of old too,” she smiled, “I guess I did kind of phase that name out. Jenny. It’s not really me, is it?”

“Hmm. I don’t know,” I stroked my chin playfully. “I kind of like it. But when we met, you introduced yourself as Jennifer.”

“Did I? I really don’t even remember doing that consciously.” She smelled great, too, like a salon. “But I did lighten my hair thinking of my times back then.” She kissed my lips softly. “I bought a few things, too. Let me show you.”

She picked up the bags again and headed upstairs. I followed, sitting on the edge of the bed as she disappeared into the en-suite without another word.

She emerged a few minutes later wearing a dress that made my mouth drop open. It was red. Very red. And so short, and so tight. The satin clung to her body, leaving absolutely nothing to the imagination.

“Wow, that’s…” I was lost for words, “...a dress.”

“This is the kind of dress that I used to wear all the time. You’ve seen the pictures.”

“I have. Thanks for reminding me. I was going to have another look at them before you got back,” I admitted, “You know… just to pass the time.”

“Just to jerk off, more like.” She turned, giving me a full exhibition of the dress. It was so tight that I could even see the outline of her thong stretched across her ass. She glanced back and down, frowning. “Makes my ass look too big.”

“Are you kidding me? I love that booty.”

Jennifer snorted, but there was an extra swing in her step as she disappeared back into the bathroom again.

I paced the room, that red dress burned into my mind. I could picture her walking into a room—wherever this Nox Venari place was, where the Midnight Reserve was held—and commanding every eye in the place. It had my heart racing.

The door opened, and Jennifer stepped out again, this time in the dress that I knew she’d be wearing tomorrow night if we got in. It was just as sexy as the red one, but was much more understated.

Black, strapless, and nearly floor length, it fitted snug against her body, leaving her arms and shoulders bare, before falling in a clean line to the floor. She stepped forward, her long leg emerging from a high slit up one side. She’d pinned her newly lightened hair up loosely, exposing the nape of her neck, while a few strands fell free.

If the red had been Jenny, this was Jennifer.

“I like that,” I said dumbly.

Jennifer covered her mouth as she laughed. “Me too. This one’s more… me.” She turned slowly, giving me a glimpse of herself. There was a zipper that ran down the back—a zipper that was too tempting to resist.

I stepped up to her before she could get away and found the dainty zipper pull. “Did you get something to go under it?”

“I did. Want a preview of that, too?”

“My favorite part of going to the movies.” I just couldn’t help cracking dad jokes, even now, “Is always the trailers.”

Jenn rolled her eyes and came closer, turning her back. “Well, are you going to help me?”

I unzipped the dress and watched her shimmy her shoulders free. Beneath, she wore a bra, strapless, constructed of soft, black lace. I lowered the zipper all the way to the base of her spine, sliding the dress to her waist, where another band of black lace revealed itself. Pushing the dress all the way down, I discovered it was a garter belt, and beneath that, a black thong that plunged between her tight cheeks.

I took a deep breath and stepped back to admire the full effect. I felt a moment of déjà vu at what I saw. It was so close to what she’d been wearing in my dream from this morning that for a second, I wondered if I was still dreaming. Similar garter belt, similar stockings, only difference was that the bra was strapless, and her heels were Christian Louboutins, the red soles contrasting against the stygian leather.

I wasn’t sure what to say, so I fixated on the heels. “Those are new, too?”

Jennifer glanced down at the glossy shoes, grinning as she turned towards me. “I wanted to treat myself.”

“It’s as much a treat for me as it is for you. You’re so sexy.” She was. It was such a classic look: black lingerie of expensive lace, black heels. “So fucking sexy.”

“You’re sexy yourself.” She stepped up to me, swinging her hips. Placing her hands on my chest, she met my eyes. “And I love the way you’re just… staring at me. Like your eyes are devouring me.”

She leaned in, as though to kiss me, but seemed to decide otherwise at the last moment. As I turned to accept the kiss, she pulled back, smiled wickedly, and caressed my shoulder and neck.

“I know we have the house to ourselves,” she purred, “But first, I need to tell you what Gio said.”

“He called?”

Jenn nodded.

“And he’s got us in?”

She nodded again. My heartbeat accelerated.

“He sent me the address. Fixed it all up for us. You remember how I told you that the Midnight Reserve happened only once a week?” Jenn was standing there in the sexy underwear set, her eyes fixed on mine now. “The next event is tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow. Okay, so it’s on.” I knew it could all go quick, but it still felt dizzying. “And what, exactly, is the plan?”

“We get in, we find the chair—it could be anywhere—then I distract everyone while you get the thing.” Jenn shrugged. “Gio’s given me as much information about Nox Venari as he can, but until we get in there, we really don’t know what we’re facing.”

My heart raced. “So, as soon as we get inside, that’s when we make the plan?”

“It’s going to have to be that way,” she nodded. “You trust me, don’t you? This is going to be a big deal for me. Like going back in time. I have no idea how I’m going to react, or how you’re going to react either.”

“How I’m going to react to what?”

“To people maybe recognizing me.” She reached down, her hand groping along the bulge in my pants. Her hand found my zipper and tugged. The rasp of it echoed in the room. She chewed her lower lip before looking up at me. “Of people possibly hitting on me.”

My heart skipped. “Hitting on you?”

She nodded slowly, never breaking eye contact. “Yes. The Midnight Reserve is going to be full of horny men.” She sank to her knees before me, but never seemed to relinquish control. “And women.”

I watched, stunned and buzzing, as she opened my pants and pulled down my boxer briefs. Her hand wrapped around my cock, which was fully erect, her index finger just barely meeting her thumb. “You’re so hard,” she whispered, leaning forward and running the tip of her tongue along my glans.

I convulsed, moving my legs a little wider to remain stable on my feet.

“You should prepare yourself for a side of me you maybe haven’t seen before,” she teased. “I’m going to have to play the part of Jenny again. Will you be able to handle that?”

I nodded. I couldn’t think about anything else.

She took me in her mouth. I groaned, feeling my eyes start to flutter shut. But no. I wasn’t going to miss this. Not with the way she kept her eyes trained on mine. My hand found her hair and I held on as Jennifer worked me. Her tongue felt like a fucking miracle. Both hands handled my cock and balls. At some point, I hit the back of her throat and entered. She didn’t gag, like she’d gagged on Marcus’s big cock in my dream.

I could hear my own breathing getting ragged. I could feel myself edge closer to release.

And still she stared, daring me to think about anything but her—anything but her tomorrow night. Doing whatever it was she had to do to give me the chance to find the chair.

I let myself go, thinking of the photographs, the room, the two-way mirror with the chair and another man on the other side of it. That other man could be me, sitting in the dark, watching as she led someone else in. As she did this to another man. Not Marcus, but some random stranger in Nox Venari.

I shuddered. I was so close. “Jenn—” My hips moved involuntarily. My hand tightened in her hair. “I’m going to⁠—”

She pulled back before I could find my release. My dick throbbed before her, wet and hard and ready to explode.

“Tomorrow,” she said.

“You’re really going to leave me like this?” My cock was throbbing. Saliva dripped from the tip.

Jennifer rose and giggled, but didn’t say a word. Okay, if she was going to play that game…

“What are you—” she started to protest as I lifted her up and carried her to the bed. She was laughing when I deposited her on her back and sank down between her legs.

I loved stockings. I loved the feel of the silky nylon beneath my hands. The lace tops of the ones she wore were so soft, so fucking sexy. Higher, I followed the garter straps that fixed into the garter belt. The lace was so delicate, matching her thong. Unlike in my dream, she’d put her panties on under the garter belt, making it difficult to remove.

“Tomorrow, put this on last,” I said, running my fingers along the hem of her panties. “Easier to take off.” Tugging the lacy gusset to the side to reveal her smooth pussy, I lowered my face between her legs. “Now, let me return the favor.”

Jennifer gasped, arching her back as my tongue found her sex. “Uh, fuuckk…” she groaned, more sound than words.

Her skin was so soft. She’d been shaving. She hadn’t stopped shaving. I loved that. I loved how fucking sexy this woman was, and wanted to show her how much I appreciated it.

“Yesss…” she gasped as I found her clit, tugging the panties even more to the side, and pushed two fingers into her sex with my free hand. She arched off the bed, draping one leg over my head as I ate her. “God, Bry, that’s so… uhhh…”

I pulled away enough to ask, “You close?” I didn’t stop fingering her.

She nodded. “So… close…”

I pulled my hands away and eased the thong back over her slit. Her eyes shot open and she looked down at me. “See? I’m just returning the favor.”

She sighed, flopping onto her back, and issued a laugh. “I suppose I deserve that.”

I rubbed her mound through the lace. She was so slick, so slippery, that the thin fabric glided over her sex. “Tomorrow,” I said, wiping my mouth and winking at her.

Jennifer was smiling as she dragged me up to her and gave me a sloppy kiss, tasting herself. “Tomorrow then.”

She changed out of her lingerie, slipping into more practical PJs. I did the same. She fell asleep before I did. I lay there listening to her breathe, thinking about tomorrow, thinking about that room, about Jenn with a stranger, thinking about the man I was becoming.
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NOX VENARI


It had started to rain when we pulled up outside of Nox Venari in Charlotte. The place didn’t look like a club at all. “You sure this is the address?” I asked as I peered up at the brownstone. It looked like any other fancy home on the Upper West Side.

“Pretty sure,” Jenn said, glancing past me and out the window. Two men emerged from the front door, both wearing black suits with black shirts, both holding umbrellas. I looked over at Jenn. These guys were definitely security of some sort.

The taller of the two men knocked on the glass of the passenger side window. “Mr. and Mrs. Turner?”

“Guess this is the place,” I said to Jennifer as I rolled down the window. “That’s us.”

“Apologies for the rain,” the man said, as if he could do anything about it. “We’ll take your car. Please, take these umbrellas to stay dry.”

The other man had gone around to the driver’s side, where Jenn was. She opened the door as he held the umbrella over her head. “Be careful with her,” Jennifer said as she handed the man the keys to the Corvette. “She doesn’t handle well in the rain.”

“Of course.” He grinned as he took in the Corvette’s classic lines. “She’s a beautiful car.”

“She sure is,” Jenn smiled back.

We let ourselves be escorted up the nondescript flagstone stairs and into the most understated, most exclusive club I’d ever entered.

“Was it always like this?” I whispered to Jennifer after we’d been frisked just inside the front door, and then turned our phones over to a strikingly beautiful, golden-skinned woman who introduced herself as Syma.

Jennifer just shook her head. Clearly the Sugar Club, or was this the Midnight Reserve, had evolved since she’d left so long ago.

“This is the symbol of Nox Venari, and proof of membership,” Syma said, her Indo-British accent feeling like a caress as she handed us two small silver fox head pins. “You must be very special. Most new members undergo quite a rigorous vetting process to be granted these.”

Syma gave both of us a once over, seemingly liking what she saw. “I have heard a thing or two about you,” she said to Jennifer.

“Oh, really?” Jenn arched an eyebrow.

But Syma didn’t elaborate.

“Someone is here for you, waiting inside. She will show you around. But before you enter, did you bring masks?”

“Oh, yes.” Jennifer reached into her bag and removed a couple of masquerade masks. This was the silliest part to me, but apparently Gio had insisted that it was part of the protocol at Nox Venari. It wasn’t like the masks did much to hide anyone’s identity. Jennifer’s was black and lacy, more decoration than mask. Mine was a simple, black Zorro-like mask that paired well with my tuxedo—which I was pleased still fit me.

“Have fun, you two. Hopefully I’ll see you around.” I wasn’t sure if that was directed at me, or at Jennifer. Either way, it set the tone as Syma held the curtain aside and welcomed us into Nox Venari.

My mouth fell open as we stepped inside. It felt like stepping into a salon in old world Europe. Mahogany everywhere, with brass sconces throwing soft, yellow light. The ceilings were high, adorned with ornate crown molding and crystal chandeliers.

The hall opened on either side into two rooms. On the right was a small lounge with a well-stocked bar. An attractive blonde was shaking a martini for a man engaged in flirty banter with her. But it was the room to my left that made my mouth fall open.

Inside was a circular bed on a raised dais, the linens bright red. A spotlight hung over it, casting all attention there, where two men were fucking a woman for all to watch. And many were watching.

Nox Venari was a sex club?

Before I could stop myself, I whispered the thought aloud: “Nox Venari is a sex club?” Glancing at Jennifer, she was just as riveted by the scene as I was.

Jennifer sucked a tight breath in through her nose. “Keep it down. We don’t want to appear like complete noobs to everyone,” she whispered back, but I could tell she was just as wide-eyed and surprised as I was. It was nice to see that she wasn’t completely unflappable, even using a word that our teenage daughters had stopped saying years ago.

The woman on the bed was gorgeous, her creamy, pale skin a stark contrast to the two muscular black men on either side of her. She was on her hands and knees, getting taken from behind by one of the men while she sucked on the other man’s large dick. All three were wearing masks, but otherwise were completely naked.

“You made it,” a familiar female voice greeted us.

I reluctantly looked away from the show in the next room to a redhead wearing an understated black mask and a tiny black dress that drew my eyes right into her deep cleavage.

“Edwina?” Jennifer said. Gio had promised that there would be someone there waiting for us, but even Jennifer didn’t seem to know who it would be. We definitely weren’t expecting his vapid girlfriend.

“Surprise,” she smiled. “Come on, let’s get you into the Midnight Reserve. That’s the part you’re interested in, isn’t it?”

“This isn’t it?” I asked, my eyes going back to the sex show on the bed. Things had picked up there. The man fucking the woman had his hands on her hips now, his fingers digging into her flesh while he pounded her hard. She was moaning, unable to keep sucking the other man’s cock, although she was jerking him off.

“This is Nox Venari,” Eddy said, as if that explained it all. “You ain’t seen nothing yet.”

She turned and guided us towards the back, where a security guy even bigger than the two who’d greeted us at the front door guarded yet another curtained off area. In fact, he was even bigger than the guy at Volta who’d almost crushed my shoulder. I looked at Jennifer, who shrugged. I wasn’t getting much from her.

The man-mountain didn’t question us, although he did glance at the tablet in his hand as we approached and said, “Welcome to the Reserve, Ms. Turner.” I didn’t get the same greeting, like I was an accessory here. Her accessory. In a way, I supposed I was.

Beyond the curtain was another lounge. No sex room in here. Just like stepping off the street into Nox Venari felt like passing from one world into another, the transition between these rooms was similar. The lighting was dimmer, the atmosphere was different somehow. More… intense. Men and women were gathered, sitting on glossy leather sofas or standing, talking, sipping champagne or expensive-looking liqueurs from crystal brandy glasses that glinted in their hands. They wore masks, the same as the club goers in Nox Venari, but if anything, the people here looked more… professional, more composed.

I looked around, first at the furniture, trying to determine if the chair we were searching was among them, but that quickly shifted to the people occupying them. I didn’t recognize anyone—the combination of the masks with the low light made them all strangers—but they all seemed to be looking at us as we entered. Or, more accurately, all eyes turned towards Jennifer. A few people leaned in and whispered to one another. The room buzzed, a low murmur rippling around the room under the soft jazz music playing through the speakers inset into the high ceiling. I swear I heard someone say, “That’s her. That’s Jenny Olson.”

Jenn turned to Eddy, whispering, “Did Gio tell anyone that we were coming?”

Eddy looked at us with those wide eyes and shook her head. “No one that didn’t need to know. But you know how this works. There’s gossip.”

Jennifer nodded. “You’re a member here. A…”

Eddy leaned in, her flowery perfume intoxicating, and smiled. “You want to know if I’m a Honey?”

“I’m just curious,” Jenn said smoothly, but she was already off-balance. She had been since we’d walked in.

“I was. Now, I come here for funsies. Gio doesn’t mind. He likes the stories I bring home.”

“Or the men?” Jenn joked with a smile.

Eddy gave us a fun, appraising look. “Or the couples.” She laughed at our expressions, then shook her head. “I’m only fucking with you,” she said, adding, “Unless you’d like that.”

“I just didn’t expect you to be here,” Jenn replied, ignoring the obvious flirtation.

“What? You thought I was the busty airhead that I always act like around Gio?” The corner of Eddy’s mouth twitched into a half-grin. “I have a master’s in engineering. I’m more than just arm candy.”

A masked couple approached before I could process any of that, and while the woman’s arm was linked in the man’s, it was clear that she was the one leading. “Jenny, twice in one week,” the woman said in a voice as smooth as pure honey.

Her mask was small and golden, complementing her pale beauty, and her long green dress looked expensive, even though I didn’t know anything about fashion. I recognized her in spite of disguise. I’d seen pictures of her recently—Hannah Dumont. For all that she looked different than she had on either her Wikipedia page or the Sugar Club yearbook.

Her hair was a similar shade to Eddy’s, although that’s where the similarities ended. Edwina was sexy in a bold, slightly sloppy way, like a fruity cocktail filled to the brim, in danger of overflowing. With her hourglass body and voluminous red hair, she was Jessica Rabbit with a Pilates membership. Hannah, on the other hand, was sleek and pale and expensive, a beautifully carved, ivory queen chess piece. I vaguely remembered a quiet woman, sweet and innocent, from my early days dating Jennifer. Now I understood that it was just another mask, as surely as the gold one covering her sapphire-colored eyes.

“Hannah, it’s nice to see you again,” Jennifer said. “And in better circumstances than last week.”

“If by ‘better’ you mean ‘fun,’” Hannah looked around at our surroundings and smiled. “Then yes, so much better, although the masks are a bit silly, don’t you think?”

“Agreed.”

Hannah turned to her companion, looked from him to my wife, and said, “Jenny, I want you to meet my husband, Tate.” I couldn’t have picked a more perfect name for Hannah’s husband. He was tall and broad across the shoulders, his tuxedo had to be tailored to fit a neck as thick as his. I thought of that Gigachad meme from a few years back. Tate even had the jaw for it.

“Tate,” Hannah continued, “this is Jenny and her husband, Bryan.”

“It’s nice to meet you,” Tate said, his resonant voice matching the body. He was mostly speaking to Jennifer, who seemed flustered under this strapping man's attention.

Hannah didn’t seem to pay him any mind, focusing on me. “And you are Bryan. You know, I remember you.”

“Have we met?”

She had deep blue eyes that never left mine as I spoke. She was very good looking, and I hoped I wasn’t blushing.

“I attended your wedding. Don’t worry if you don’t remember me. I was way at the back and didn’t stick around for long.” Those eyes drifted down my body and back up. “I just wanted to see the man who tamed Jenny Olson. I remember thinking you must be pretty remarkable.”

“Well, I guess I didn’t realize that she needed taming. Not at the time.” I was vaguely aware of Jennifer chatting with Tate. I wanted to look so badly, but resisted. I didn’t want to come off as rude or possessive. Not here. Not under Hannah’s gaze. “I’ve heard you’ve done quite well for yourself. You must be pretty remarkable, too.”

“Oh, no. I just got lucky,” she said, waving her hand like being worth eight billion dollars was no big deal. “You two have the life we all envy.”

Jennifer laughed at something. Now I did look. She had an arm on Giga Tate’s massive bicep as they flirted. It was probably just her blending in. Probably.

“...everyone connected to the Sugar Club has heard of you, Jenny,” he was saying. “There have been rumors of your return. I’m just stoked to be here when it actually happened.”

Eddy, who was still by her side, nodded in agreement when Tate looked her way.

Beside me, Hannah said, “Tate wants to be your wife’s personal welcome committee.”

Jenn’s cheeks flushed the color of pink roses beneath the black mask as she looked from Tate to Eddy to Hannah. “Oh, there’s no need. We’re just… going to check things out for ourselves,” she stammered.

The last thing we wanted was an escort while we looked for the chair and the item we needed to steal. A waitress in a fox mask walked past, and Jenn swiftly took a glass of champagne from the silver tray in her hands, taking a larger-than-normal sip.

“Not that it isn’t nice to meet you, Tate,” she managed to recover from the stammer, but her cheeks were still glowing.

Hannah laughed lightly. “Jenny Olson, blushing. I never thought I’d see the day.”

“Come on,” Jenn didn’t respond to the tease. She nodded politely to Hannah and Tate, then looked at Eddy. “We should keep circulating.”

“See you around, you two,” Hannah said as Eddy continued our tour.

I reached out and took Jenn’s hand, our fingers lacing. We’d hoped to get in and out, like Gio said, without being recognized but things were moving quickly. I could see how easy it would be to get lost in all of this.

“So this is the lounge and bar,” Eddy gestured with a hand, a gigantic diamond on her finger glittering colorfully in the lights. “It’s tame out here. Good place to mingle, to flirt, to meet others.”

A few people were at the bar, talking quietly. One of the men, I realized, I did recognize. Danny, drinking alone, wearing a Phantom of the Opera half-mask. When he saw me looking, he raised his half-empty glass in a toast.

I wasn’t sure if Jenn even saw. Edwina was already ushering us into the next room, pulling a curtain aside, back in full sexy tour guide mode.

The next room was made up of small alcoves that offered even more privacy. Some had their curtains drawn all the way. Others were only partially shut. “This room,” Eddy said, “is where you can get to know your new friends more intimately.”

Soft sighs and deeper moans carried just over the sound of the soft jazz. I glanced into one of the alcoves as we passed. The heavy curtain was mostly drawn shut, but I saw enough—a man sitting near the entrance, his back to us, watching as a topless blonde undulated in another man’s tented lap. The blonde looked familiar, though I couldn’t see her face from where I was.

I looked away. Eddy caught me, smiling wryly. “You can look. If they wanted privacy, they would have shut the curtain all the way.”

“I’m… good. Curious, is all.”

“Or maybe you’re just looking for an empty alcove?” She seemed to enjoy making me uncomfortable. This was not the Eddy I’d assumed her to be when I met her at Gio’s.

Jennifer came to my rescue. “This setup is… a lot different than it was before. The original location was mostly a bar with a couple rooms above.”

“Oh, it’s much more than that now. Club members are welcome to visit the rooms of Nox Venari, which offer all kinds of kinks. And some of that shit is wild.” Her big eyes were like a doll’s, although without any of the innocence. She glanced at me. “But if your kink is to watch—which I’m guessing it is—then that’s where the Reserve truly shines.”

“What’s in the next room?” Jennifer asked, looping her arm through mine possessively. This room had no chairs matching what we were looking for, and she was ready to move on before anyone else could recognize her, before Eddy could sink her teeth into me.

“Let me show you.”

I swallowed, noticing that Jenn’s nipples were hard through her top. There were no curtains separating this room, only double doors that led into a short hallway. A door was off to one side, marked ‘Staff Only,’ and a set of stairs on the other side. Ahead of us, the hall turned and let out into a much larger room than the last. We must have been in the next brownstone over.

Red was everywhere. Red velvet on the walls, red linens on the large bed, red furniture along the perimeter. The bed, if you could call it that, was low to the ground, and on it, an orgy was in mid-flight.

“Oh,” I heard Jenn say beside me.

Oh was right.

In here, a few people still wore masks, but they were mostly discarded. As were nearly everyone’s clothes. And definitely everyone’s inhibitions. Here, I did recognize a few people, although it hardly seemed real.

There was Ian Gass, clean shaven, serious looking and looking the same as he had twenty years ago. Maybe whatever tech he was investing in now had made him immortal. He was sitting in the outer ring, on a bench draped in plush red like the rest of the room, watching the action on the bed. I followed his eyes, and there, of course, I found his wife, Lori.

She was one of the few still wearing a mask, not that it hid her identity at all. I’d watched enough Yankee games to recognize that face anywhere, with or without the pearl-encrusted masquerade disguise.

Lori Gass was on her back, legs splayed, as a guy held her knees open and fucked her smoothly waxed pussy. She was as hot in real life as she was on the screen—same age as Jenn, but with the benefit of personal trainers and private chefs and dietitians—and some expensive surgery, based on how perky her tits were—she had the body required of the TV spotlight.

A second man approached her from the opposite end, pulling her until her head hung off the bed. She opened her mouth as his hands caressed her throat, and sucked his ready dick in.

I remembered something that Sarah had told me so long ago. Imagine if that got out. Glamorous TV wife exposed as a former New York society gold-digger student, indulged in wild sex parties back in the mid 2000s. Ended up marrying for money, MP British billionaire tech giant and his millions.

She’d spoken in the past tense, but here it was happening in the very real present.

“It’s not here,” Jenn whispered to me.

“What?” I asked. Beside Lori Gass were a couple of women scissoring each other, bodies arched away from one another, their legs locked, their pussies rubbing. One of them was twisted away and was sucking on a cock. The other was kissing a third woman.

Jenn put her arms around me, holding me close, like we were just voyeurs here. “The chair,” she whispered. “It’s not here.”

Of course. I’d been so distracted that I’d almost forgotten what we were here for. I did a quick scan of the room. Jenn was right. There were no single chairs at all here. Only red couches and benches and beds. How was she so focused when there was a fucking orgy in front of us?

“No chair. But there is an orgy,” I whispered back, unable to stop myself.

Jenn giggled. “I noticed.”

“So how does this work?” I asked Edwina, after clearing my throat, making sure she hadn’t heard us talking about the chair. “Do you have to make an appointment for the orgy, or…”

The busty redhead laughed. “You start by asking fewer questions, silly.” She looked me up and down. “And you need to wear fewer clothes.”

I wondered if she was going to start stripping down right there and join the fray. Instead, she pushed between us, offering each of us an arm. We accepted, letting ourselves be ushered out. I couldn’t help but look over my shoulder at the naked ruckus behind us, and noticed a few eyes looking in our direction curiously.

Back in the short hall, the “Staff Only” door opened just as we rounded the bend, and out stepped a strikingly beautiful woman. She was extremely tall, with long, straight black hair that hung to the small of her back, and skin dark enough that I almost overlooked her black mask.

“Oh, hello there,” she said. She spoke with a posh British accent that suited her upright and elegant posture.

“Oh, hi,” Eddy chirped. “I’m just giving these two the tour. Mercy, this is⁠—”

“Jenny Olson,” the woman, Mercy, interrupted. She had dark blue, almost violet eyes that contrasted with her ebony skin. “I have heard so many things about you.” She glanced at me. “As I have your husband.”

Behind the mask, Mercy’s eyes seemed to stare right through me.

“I’m sorry, I don’t think we’ve met,” Jennifer said.

Looking between the two, I felt something frosty pass between them. I understood a moment later.

“I’m sorry, I’m Mercedes du Paul,” Mercy said. “But everyone calls me Mercy.”

“Mercy took over when Dee left,” another voice explained. Stepping out of the office was Danny. He closed the door behind him, adjusted his phantom mask. “Hey, Jenny. It’s good to see you again.”

I heard the words, but for some reason, he didn’t look like he was happy to see her. Not here. And not with me.

“Danny, hey,” Jennifer replied. “You’re here.”

He nodded, acknowledging the obvious. “Mercedes has done a lot with the Sugar Club and the Midnight Reserve.” So Mercy was now in charge, taking over the role that Jenn once started. That’s what this was: old guard meets new.

“I can see that.” Jenn stiffened, almost imperceptibly. “Like moving it into a sex club.”

I grimaced, squeezing her hand, which I hadn’t let go of since we’d entered and left the orgy room. “Thank you for putting us on the list tonight,” I said, trying to defuse the tension.

Mercy’s dark eyes moved to me, a smile breaking across her face. “It’s the least I can do for the two of you. No one is supposed to talk about your wife, yet everyone remembers her. And you are the man who tamed her.”

Mercedes was the second person to say that, after Hannah. I glanced at Jenny. Had I really tamed her? Was she that… wild, before we met?

“Your story is practically legend,” Mercy continued. “As for the partnership with Nox Venari, we thought it fitting. We do not judge. We do not shame. And Nox Venari is all about sexual exploration.” Mercy paused for effect, then waved about the room. “The Sugar Club has evolved since your time, Jenny. But one thing that has not changed is that we always protect the Honeys. And we have you to thank for that. Rule one.”

“The women make the rules,” Jenn nodded. So there was still tension, but also some form of respect. “Seems like you’ve kept the things that mattered,” Jennifer replied. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend. It’s just… I still remember when the Midnight Reserve was just Charles’ old chair and a bed.”

“Oh, Mr. Wellington’s chair is still there. In the Watch Room. However, I’m fairly sure it’s not the same bed.” The otherwise icy-serious Mercy allowed herself a small smile.

“I would hope not.” Jenn’s eyes met mine through the mask. “Danny, Mercy, Eddy. Could I have a word alone with my husband, please?”

“Of course,” they all replied, almost in unison and Jenn pulled me gently away, to the far end of the corridor, a darker area where the lights barely reached.

“This is what I feared,” my wife murmured, her eyes still on mine, searching, asking the question I knew was coming before she even voiced the words. “You know there’s only one way to get into the Watch Room, don’t you?”

I felt my heart skip a beat. “You have to go into the Mirror Room.”

Jenn nodded. For a second, the photograph of Jenn in the old Mirror Room, the reflection of her being fucked, floated in front of my mind’s eye. I forced it away, only for it to be replaced by the image of her fucking Marcus.

“And I can’t go in there alone,” she added.

“I know.” I could barely breathe. “Which means that⁠—”

“Do you trust me?” she asked, interrupting me because Danny was walking towards us.

“Of course I do,” I replied quickly and Jenn turned to face her old friend.

“Could I ask?” Jenn began, pulling me by the hand back towards the group, Danny falling into line with us, “Is the Watch Room booked for tonight?”

Danny stiffened at that, shooting a look at Jennifer. For her part, she played it off with ease.

“Recent events have my husband… interested,” she continued, as casually as if she was talking about the Yankees rather than me watching her with someone else.

“Then you’ve come to the right place,” Mercy said. “The Midnight Reserve’s Mirror Room is free, as it happens.”

“Fabulous,” Jenn smiled. “Could I ask something else? Have you ever thought about allowing women in the Watch Room? And having the men in the Mirror Room? The women watching their men with someone else, rather than vice versa?”

I nearly did a double take at Jenn’s suggestion, and was proud that I kept my cool. Was she really thinking about watching me with someone else? I glanced at her, but she was fully focused on Mercy.

“Cuckquean play?” Mercy said, those violet eyes swinging from Jennifer to me, then back. “A lot has changed since I took over. However, only full members would be allowed to swap roles like that. With the greatest of respect, you’re only a guest here tonight, Mrs. Turner.”

Jenn was quiet for a moment. She really had been suggesting that. Was it to protect me? Would she really have been okay if I fooled around with another woman, even if just as a distraction?

“But I think that Bryan here likes watching,” Mercy said, looking at me. “I can tell. He has that look about him.” I simultaneously wanted to look away from her and yet keep looking at her forever. “Perhaps he’ll make a good Money one day.”

I knew what I needed to do. It took an effort to look away from Mercy, like breaking a spell. I squeezed Jenn’s hand and smiled at her. “We talked about this, sweetheart. I’m good with it. I want to watch. I’m ready.”

As I said it, I realized that I was. Something about this place, the atmosphere, the smell of jasmine and liquor, the reverberation of the bass through the walls, made me realize that I did want it. Or maybe I was still caught up in the spell.

Mercy looked at her Bulgari. “Then you should get to mixing and mingling. You have an hour and a half, but I’m sure the legendary First Honey will have her choice of anyone in the club tonight.”

“I will also leave you to it,” Danny said, dipping his chin apologetically. He pointed to the office door behind him. I thought about how he’d looked at her when dropping off the boxes. Even now, as a very real part of this club, he was on the outside looking in. “Paperwork. A few calls to make. You know how it is.”

“I remember,” Jenn replied, squeezing my hand for some reason.

Along with Edwina, Mercedes led us back towards the main room, pausing before the heavy curtains. “Bryan, why don’t you hang back,” she suggested. “This sort of thing works better when you’re not by your wife’s side.”

I felt a surge of panic, but she was right. These were the roles we needed to play. It helped when Jenn nodded and squeezed my hand one last time before letting go. I’ll be fine.

“I’ll walk you out there,” Mercy said to my wife, putting a slender dark-skinned hand on her shoulder. “I can introduce you to some very pretty people.”

“I’ll show Bryan some of the rooms upstairs,” Edwina said. She'd been so quiet I’d almost forgotten she was shadowing us. “Plenty to occupy his time, and after all… that’s where he’ll end up when the clock strikes midnight, yes?”

Right. In the Watch Room. Where the chair was. Where I needed to be. I felt so nervous I wanted to throw up. Jenn wasn’t actually going to do anything. She had a plan, I could tell. A ruse, a way to buy some time in the Mirror Room, while I grabbed what I needed to grab in the Watch Room. Then, I’d knock on the glass, she’d stop whatever it was she was doing, and we’d leave.

Only we hadn’t had a chance to talk about that plan. I stared at her, willing her to read my mind, hoping we were on the same wavelength. She nodded, recognizing something, although what, I couldn’t relate. Not with Mercy and Edwina right there, waiting for us to go our separate ways.

I gave her a kiss before the Head Honey could pull her out of reach. “Don’t have too much fun without me.”

“I won’t,” she promised. “I’ll see you at midnight.”

“Yes,” Mercy added. “You most certainly will.”

Then the two women, former and current Queen Bee were gone, through the curtain and out of sight.

“I could use a drink,” Edwina said brightly, as though everything was absolutely fine. “There’s another bar upstairs. Smaller, more intimate. Shall we?”

She beckoned towards the stairs that led up to the next floor. I could use a drink, too. More than one. But I was driving and even if I wasn’t, it’d probably be best to keep a clear head.

Perhaps Jenn was wrong. Perhaps there was a way I could sneak into the Watch Room with no one watching. If I could get rid of Eddy for just a few minutes…

“Lead the way,” I replied.
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THE MIDNIGHT RESERVE


“So this is the infamous Midnight Reserve,” I said, touching the heavy wooden door. The handle was brass, worn over the years. How many men had touched it in the moments before watching their companions get fucked in the next room over?

Edwina poured us a couple glasses of bourbon from the bar along the end of the room, where we’d concluded this part of my tour. “It’s the room where the real fun happens,” the redhead said, handing me the drink. She was standing so close I could almost feel the warmth of her through her dress. Her hand lingered on mine before pulling it away. “But the Reserve is more a state of mind.”

She sipped her drink. I did the same, welcoming the sweet bite of the alcohol, pretending to ponder on her words. “So, um, you’re an engineer?”

Eddy had a high, nasally laugh that was oddly erotic. Or maybe it was just her tits pressed against my arm. “Is that what you want to talk about right now?”

“I… just… why the act around Gio?”

“The act?” She blinked at me with those big blue eyes. “Oh, you mean how you thought I was a bimbo?”

“That’s not what I mean.” Now I felt bad.

“It is, but that’s okay. I don’t really care what you think about me. I like being underestimated.” She ran a finger up the buttons of my shirt. “Just like you. It’s way more fun this way, and besides, who the fuck cares what people think? I like my life, and with you being here and married to a woman like Jenn, I’m guessing you like it, too.”

“I’m… coming around.” It was hard not to be anything but honest with this woman. “Can I ask you something?”

“You like asking questions, don’t you?”

“You’ve met Jenn before?”

“Once. Last year, around the time she asked Gio to join her board. She came by, asking him for advice on some new line of business. It was all legit and, if I’m being honest, boring.” She leaned in, her perfume intoxicating. “Frankly, I was hoping for a threesome. Especially when I realized who she was.”

“Oh… kay.” I looked at the door to the Watch Room. “Can we go in there?”

“You and me?” Edwina’s eyes lit up. “Now you’re talking my language, Bryan.”

“No!” I said, a little too forcefully, causing the redhead to pout playfully. “I mean just for a look around.”

She shook her head. “Not yet. Too early. But if you want a little privacy⁠—”

“I’m… I’d actually like to check up on Jenn. From a distance.”

“Ah, yes, you really do have the makings of a hotwife husband,” Eddy said. “Come on, we can make our way back down to the main lounge of the Reserve… through Nox Venari. You have to see some of this shit.”
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I wasn’t sure if I had to see some of the shit, but it was certainly wild. There was a room designed to look like a doctor’s office, although no one was in there and I didn’t really want to think about that. There was a room filled with sex toys that was occupied—two women using a strapon, pegging a guy wearing a ball-gag. Mostly, though, there were bedrooms on the third and second floors, some closed, some open and empty, some not empty at all.

We were in a totally new world to me, a world where I thought I knew the language, only to realize that I was lost. It was nice to have Eddy at my side. It was nicer still when she left me on the main floor to go have her own fun. “Seeing as you don’t want to play,” she pouted again, “I’ll let you explore on your own. Enjoy. And make sure you get up there around 11:50. I’ve been told that those last ten minutes are the sweetest agony.”

The performance room at Nox Venari was unoccupied now, and more people were mingling in the lounge. There were some moving in and out through the interior curtains that led to the even more exclusive Sugar Club rooms. I scanned the room, looking for my wife, but didn’t see her.

In all of this anonymity, I could be anyone, and everyone around me could be anyone, too. Was the blackmailer among us? No, if they could get in here, they would be able to get to that chair themselves, most likely. They may not even know where the Midnight Reserve was. Well, now they probably did. Had someone followed us? Was that the point of all of this, and whatever was in the chair was just a ruse to get us to reveal the Reserve's location?

Too late to worry about any of that. We were here. The boulder was rolling down the hill and there was no stopping it now.

I went into the bathroom and made sure my mask was still on straight. I took a breath, taking a moment to center myself. Whatever was going to happen would happen now. And deep down, Mercy was right, I did want to watch.

A couple barged in, laughing, their hands all over one another. “Oh, shit, I’m sorry,” the woman said. “Didn’t realize this was occupied.”

“It’s all good,” I said. “I’m just leaving. All yours.”

“You hear that, baby?” she said to her companion. “All ours.”

I left them to it, my moment of respite over, and re-entered the Midnight Reserve.
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It was a lot more crowded in here, too, now that we were pushing midnight. This felt closer to an actual bar, if it wasn’t for the masks and the sense that sex was an inevitability, not a possibility.

I didn’t see Jenn at all at first, my eyes flicking towards the next room, with the curtains and the private booths. Was she in there, auditioning men to take her upstairs already?

I went to the bar, intending to order a drink, when I saw her. With Danny. It looked like they were having a heartfelt conversation, just like they had when I’d seen them through the window last week. And just like then, it seemed like Jenn was gently letting the man down.

I sneaked closer, standing behind the man-mountain bouncer, using his bulk as cover. I needed to hear this. I needed to know what they once had.

“...come back. We’ve all missed you. I’ve missed you,” I heard Danny say.

My heart seized up. I ordered a drink at the bar quietly, but kept listening, watching furtively out of the corner of my eye. Jenn put a hand on Danny’s and squeezed. “In another life, things might have been different, but we’ve gone over this. We had fun… a lot of fun, but Bryan was always the one. I knew as soon as I met him. I don’t know how many times I have to tell you this.”

Danny seemed ruffled by that. He turned his hand over in hers, their fingers lacing. “We could have had it all, Jenny. Like Lorena and Ian, only more. So much more. We could have run this place together. Bryan took you away from all this.”

“I know.” She wasn’t wistful. She had no regrets. I heard her response and knew it to be true. “But I wouldn’t have done a single thing differently, other than maybe tell Bryan about this life sooner.”

“I’m just going to say it.” Danny’s face tensed. “You know I still have feelings for you, Jenny. They never went away.”

“I know,” Jenn squeezed again but he took her hand, held it for a moment.

When she didn’t say anything further, his chin dipped and he glanced away, seeing me there as the bouncer moved away. Danny didn’t acknowledge me, just closed his eyes, took a quiet breath, and put on a smile. “I’ll leave you to it, then. It was fun catching up. We should do it more often.”

He nodded, a certain set to his shoulders as if he’d made a decision, then left Jenn sitting there alone and lost in her thoughts until I moved over to her.

“I thought you were supposed to be looking for a man.”

She jumped at my voice, not realizing that I was there. “Bryan, hey. Danny and I were just⁠—”

“He loves you, you know.”

“I… do.”

“And I think a part of you cares for him right back.”

“He’s one of my oldest friends. Once upon a time, I did consider what life with him would have been like.” She looked right at me, and I wished that she didn’t have that silly mask on. I wanted to see all of her, the vulnerability and the honesty. “But things changed.”

I smiled and kissed her softly. I was glad things had changed but now, having overheard that conversation, I couldn’t help but wonder what would have happened if we hadn’t met.

Would the two of them have wound up together? Did I get in the way? I dismissed the thought as soon as it came to me. Danny had shown he didn’t look at Jenn and see Jenn. He still saw “Jenny.” And even if she hadn’t met and married me, people are not static. Change is inevitable. Did Danny understand that? Or was he, like the proverbial Gatsby, still eternally hung up on a long-ago image of his own Daisy?

“So what’s the plan? Going to keep reminiscing down here with old friends? Or are we getting that… thing we talked about.”

“We’ll get it. I have it all arranged, actually,” she said, the nostalgic melancholy giving way to mischief.

“Who?”

“You’ll just have to find out, won’t you?” She glanced at her watch. “Almost time. Get on up there, my sexy stag husband. When you get what you need, knock on the glass. I’ll hear it, stop what I’m doing and we’ll get out of here.”

I swallowed hard, coating my suddenly very dry throat. I took a sip of my bourbon and took a breath. “And what if I don’t want you to stop?”

Jenn wasn’t surprised by that, either. She just smiled. “Then don’t knock.”

My second breath was even deeper, my whole chest rising and falling. I nodded.

“But seriously, Bryan, we don’t have to do this tonight. We have the rest of our lives to explore, okay? Tonight is just a… distraction. We get this thing, get out of here. Then we figure out who the hell is blackmailing us.”

“Okay. I love you, baby.”

“I love you, too.”

I rose, straightening my pants and shirt. Now, for the Midnight Reserve.
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My heart was in my throat as I arrived back at the large mahogany door, the brass handle glinting in the light.

“Right on time,” Mercy was standing at the small wet bar, where Eddy had fixed me a drink earlier. “Do you want a drink to take the edge off? You must be nervous.”

“No, thanks.” I put my hands in my pockets to hide the fact that I was shaking. “I don’t want to get any more buzzed than I am right now.” I didn’t. This next part was going to be intense.

“Your first time, huh?” Eddy spoke next and I turned to see the voluptuous redhead and two other masked honeys that I didn’t recognize, an overly-tanned blonde and a petite Asian standing to the other side of the door. The honeys are in charge, I reminded myself.

“Oh, poor baby,” Mercy grinned, stepping up to me and stroking my cheek with a slender finger. “You’re in for quite the treat.”

“Or punishment, depending how you look at it,” the blonde giggled.

“Your wife has quite the reputation,” the asian purred in my ear. All four women were gathered around me, penning me in. “Apparently she used to put on the naughtiest shows.”

“And I’m sure she still does.” Eddy was the last to speak, her voice low and seductive.

Then a chime rang out and I looked upwards, seeing the clock above for the first time. Both hands were pointing to twelve.

“It’s time.” Mercy nodded towards the door.

I reached out and tried the handle, almost expecting that it would be locked. It wasn’t. The handle yielded. The latch clicked. And the door opened onto the Watch Room.

“Good luck,” one of the Honeys called out as I stepped inside and closed it behind me, heard the latch click. Fuck. I’d have to wait for Jenn to let me out, I guessed.

I turned and looked around. It was a bigger room than I was expecting, although not large. The lights were very low in here, an ambient glow from a set of dim uplighters on the back wall. Another stocked bar sat off to one side, crystal tumblers catching in the dull light.

And there, in the center of the room was the chair. It had to be the chair. It looked like a fucking throne crafted from dark cherry wood. The top of it had ornate carvings and flourishes. The legs were stout and thick, designed to last the test of time. It sat on an oriental rug, facing a window.

No, not a window. The mirror. My chest tightened even more. While the Watch Room was dark, the lighting low, the Mirror Room glowed with a warm, sensual illumination that felt like a caress. In the center sat a great four-poster bed, king-sized, adorned in rich, dark linens. The angle of the mirror to the bed was off to one side, perfect for… watching.

Which I was going to do.

Beyond the bed and off to the right was a similar door to the one that I’d come through. As of now, it remained closed and the room empty.

I was here for a reason. To retrieve something from the chair. Right. That’s why I was really here. Not to watch whatever could happen beyond the glass. If I got it now, we could leave before anything could happen. Jenn wouldn’t have to do anything. I wouldn’t have to watch.

It felt too easy, and yet, as I took a step towards the chair, why did I feel this profound sense of disappointment?

As I stepped onto the plush rug, I was hyper aware of everything around me—my breath, too shallow, the soft music, a Spanish guitar, the smell of lavender and old leather, the feeling that I was completely and utterly on my own in this room. It was a safe space, a place where men with money and power could come and yield all of that power to another without fear of exposure or humiliation.

What was under the chair? Time to find out.

Just as I was about to kneel down and search beneath, though, a door clicked open. My heart jumped. It was time.

I turned to the mirror, that glowing window into an even more fantastical world, only to find the room was still empty.

“They’ll be along shortly,” a woman said.

I nearly jumped, my eyes darting to the door that I’d just entered through, and there stood Hannah Dumont. Her mask was gone, and I was acutely aware of how low the green wrap dress cut between her breasts, held in place with a tie that was begging to be pulled.

“Oh, hi. I didn’t expect… I thought this room was for…”

“Watching?” she finished for me, shutting the door behind her. As it clicked into place, I suddenly felt like a lamb caged in with a wolf. “That is precisely what it’s for.”

I swallowed. “So…” I lifted my brows. What was going on?

Hannah floated over to me, a split up the front of the dress showing off her long legs and tall stilettos. The air felt thick. It became hard to breathe. When she reached me, she lifted a hand to my face and caressed my skin. “So we watch,” she whispered.

As if she’d summoned them, the door into the Watch Room opened and in stepped my wife.

And Hannah’s husband, Tate.

For one moment, I was falling, my stomach in my throat, the air rushing past my ears as I dropped and dropped and suddenly I was sitting in the chair—Charles Wellington’s chair—and my wife’s familiar laugh pulled me out of my nosedive.

She was in there, resplendent in her strapless black gown, the mask gone now and her hair loose and tousled around her bare shoulders. She had her head tipped back as she laughed at something Tate had said to her on the way in, and I could hear it as clear as if I was in the room.

Jenn glanced towards me, through the glass, and my heart jumped as our eyes met. Or as my eyes met hers. “Can they…?”

“No, they can’t see us,” Hannah said, settling onto the arm of the chair. “They can’t hear us. They don’t even know if we’re in here. That’s part of the game.”

I realized that the sounds in the Mirror Room were coming through small speakers set into the wall. That’s how we could hear them but they couldn’t hear us.

Jenn turned away from the mirror, towards Tate, who loomed over her, tall and strapping. “Your drink, madame,” he said, handing her a glass of something clear.

“Madame? I like that.” She raised her drink. “What shall we toast to?”

“How about the return of Jenny Olson?” Tate’s voice was bassy and resonant through the speakers, and his own crystal tumbler looked tiny in his hand. “Legendary First Honey of the Sugar Club?”

My wife laughed. “It’s Turner. Not Olson. And no, that’s a bit overstated. Let’s drink to…” Her eyes drifted back to the mirror. “...a brighter tomorrow.”

“To optimism, then,” Tate said, tipping his glass against Jenn’s. “Although we can make tonight plenty bright.”

I expected Jenn to laugh that off, too. I’d watched her handle other men over the years. This was before I knew anything about her past, but she always defused. Even when she flirted back a little—like with Connor a few weeks back at the PTA meeting—she never escalated.

Instead, though, she reached out and ran her hand along the placket of his tuxedo shirt, feeling the hard contours of the man’s muscular upper body. She spread her fingers out across his chest, over his heart and just inside of his jacket.

My cock, which had been semi-erect almost all night, stiffened tight against my pants as I watched. “I bet you’d like that,” Jenn said. She raised her glass between them and sipped, then turned and stepped away, leaving the big man practically gasping for more.

“She’s good,” Hannah said beside me. “I forgot how good she is. Poor Tate.” It was a funny thing to say about someone who looked like Adonis with an even better chin. “Maybe I should have let her choose DeShawn after all. I just thought it would be fun to share this with you. How are you doing, Bryan?”

The way she said my name made my cock twitch. “I’m good,” I lied.

“Just good?” She reached out and brushed my hand with the back of her fingers. Her skin was so soft. “Want me to make it better, while you watch?”

“I’m…”

“Good,” she finished for me with a smile. “Okay then. Plenty of time for that later. I also want to watch this.”

Back in the other room, Jenn was making a slow circuit of the perimeter. It was larger than the one we were sitting in, although not much larger. The curtains were drawn tight. Neoclassical paintings hung on the walls. Jenn sipped her drink casually as she went to a stocked bar on the opposite side of the bed, her fingers playing along the crystal decanters. There was a lacquer box that she opened briefly, smiled when she saw the contents, and softly closed it.

“Different room, but some things haven’t changed,” she said. “Tell me, Tate, have you been up here before?”

“I have. A few times.”

“Just a few?”

He had an amazing grin, with a row of bright white teeth that worked for him. “We don’t get to New York all that often, so yes, just a few… here.”

This seemed to catch Jenn’s interest. “Are there other Midnight Reserves now?”

“Not exactly Midnight Reserves, but they follow a similar format.” At last, he unrooted himself from his spot and slowly moved to her. She stayed where she was, letting him come to her. “We have one in our home in LA.”

“Very kinky.” She took another sip of her drink, watching him move closer and closer. Her eyes flicked towards me—or towards the mirror, I supposed, and I realized what she was doing. She was stalling. She was giving me time to find the package under the chair, to knock, to shut it all down.

Only I couldn’t. Hannah was right fucking there, sitting beside me, one hand resting on my shoulder as we watched the shared scene before us.

Hannah picked up on it, although she misinterpreted the true reason. “She’s giving you time to get comfortable,” the redhead noted. “See the stop button there, beside the mirror?”

I looked, and I did see it, like an ornate doorbell just to the right of the two-way mirror.

“Press that, and a chime will ring inside the room, along with a little light. We can’t use safewords from here, obviously, so we use that instead.”

I nodded. That was comforting. No knocking, pounding on the glass, nothing crass. “Elegant,” I said. My mouth was so dry. “Have you ever used it?”

“I haven’t, no.”

Of course not.

As Tate arrived at my wife, his muscular frame nearly blocking her completely, my finger itched to press the button, even as my cock tightened even more. It was an oddly contradictory emotion, but the longer I sat there, the more the excitement seemed to overtake the dread.

“You are so beautiful,” Tate said, his voice dropping to a low rumble. He reached out and touched her cheek. Jenn’s eyes were locked on his. My eyes were locked on them. “Stunning.”

“But Tate, you’re a married man,” Jenn said with faux shock.

“You’re right. I am, Mrs. Turner.”

Jenn laughed at how he emphasized the word, reached up, and put a hand on the back of his thick neck. She pulled him down to her, and despite all those muscles and all that masculinity, he bowed to her touch. Their lips met, soft at first, eyes closed, a moment made for a romance cover.

Jenn pulled back, but didn’t release her hold on Tate. She swallowed the last of her drink, set it on the bar top behind her. Then took his drink and repeated the act.

She looked past Tate, towards me. One last time. One last check in. My eyes shifted to the button, the way to stop this moment before it developed further. I didn’t move.

Jenn smiled and turned back to Tate. “Now that our hands are free…”

Her other hand joined the first behind Tate’s neck. This time, when she pulled him in for a kiss, it was volcanic.

“There she is,” Hannah whispered, more to herself than for me. “Go get him.”

Even at this angle, almost all of Jenn blocked, I could see the passion, could see their heads tilt and their mouths open to one another. Jenn’s hands walked down Tate’s broad back, slipping under his tuxedo jacket. A moment later, they shrugged it off together.

Jenn broke the kiss again, but not to end it. Things were only just beginning. She said something I couldn’t quite hear, moving past him, catching his hand in hers. She led him towards the bed, her eyes once again on the mirror as if to ask, Shall I continue?

I nodded, as if she could see me, shifting in the chair as I subtly tried to adjust myself. It was futile.

“I haven’t seen Tate this excited in a while,” Hannah said, reminding me that she was there. I didn’t take my eyes off the mirror, just like Tate couldn’t take his eyes off my wife. “You know, it’s funny to think that he was once reluctant to be a shared husband?”

Jenn moved into the space between mirror and bed, facing us, as Tate took his place behind her. Even in heels, he dwarfed her.

“Hope you’re enjoying the show,” Jenn said to her reflection in the mirror, knowing I was behind it, listening. “Because things are about to get spicy.”

That was Jenn’s last warning. From her perspective, I must have had time to retrieve whatever was under this very chair. The fact that I hadn’t knocked—or pressed the button—meant that I wanted to keep watching. She had no idea that Hannah was here with me, preventing me from searching.

What was it she used to say in meetings at work? Silence was compliance.
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She glanced over her shoulder, and Tate took the hint, tugging at the zipper that ran down the back of her dress. With a shimmy, the dress slithered to the floor, pooling at her ankles and leaving her clothed in nothing but the rich, lacy black lingerie she’d teased me with last night.

In other circumstances, maybe I would have knocked. Maybe we would have aborted this whole mission before Tate and Jenn had even entered the room. Now that we were here, I wanted to see how far things would go.

Tate enveloped her from behind, bending down to kiss her neck as his large hands explored her body, taking his time—over the soft lace of her bra, down across her stomach, along the top of her garter belt. Jennifer tilted her head, offering him her exposed neck. He took it, bending down to kiss it.

I watched his hands travel that last, short distance between her garter belt and her delicate, lacy thong. I held my breath, waiting for Jennifer to shut this situation down—hoping that she wouldn’t. Instead, she turned her head, twisting to look up and back at Tate. Their mouths found one another, tongue meeting tongue, hungry and passionate.

Tate completed the journey, sliding his hand inside of Jennifer’s thong. Her body went taut, thrusting her chest outward as his fingers found her sex. Her panties blocked the view, but I could see the man’s large hands move beneath the lace, rubbing her, exploring her, dipping into her.

Jenn gasped, breaking the kiss just long enough to moan. Then they were kissing again, her pressing against him as he fingered her, his free hand cupping her breast through the bra.

“I can help with that,” Hannah said, her lips pressed to my ear.

I realized that I was rubbing myself through my pants, in time with Tate’s movements. Hannah had noticed, her eyes tracking down between my legs.

“I would love to help.”

I didn’t stop her as she moved from her spot on the arm of the chair down to her knees between my legs, those brilliant blue eyes fixed on me the whole time. Silence was, indeed, compliance. I didn’t stop her when she reached for my belt, unbuckling it, opening the top of my pants.

“Keep watching,” Hannah said. She flipped her long, copper hair over one shoulder and proceeded to unzip me. “And don’t worry, I’ll make sure you don’t come too early.”

Jenn and I hadn’t talked about this. We’d barely talked about any of this. I should have stopped Hannah, told her I was just a voyeur, but fuck it, I didn’t want to just watch. I was tired of being just a passenger, and if Jennifer got to be Jenny for the night, then I got to be the Bryan that she’d first met, too. The Bryan with a bedpost full of notches.

“I knew you’d be a big boy,” Hannah said as she pulled out my very hard cock. “Jenny wouldn’t settle for anything else.”

With that last statement echoing in my ears, the billionaire and former Honey swallowed my dick whole, taking it right into her throat without so much as a flinch, as if to demonstrate just how good this was going to be.

“Mmmnhh, yes!” Jennifer’s gasp brought me back to the mirror, to her. Her bra was now gone and she had one arm over her head, clinging to Tate’s back as he drove his fingers in and out of her pussy. Her other arm, I realized, was down between Tate’s legs.

I glanced at the stop button—the panic button, as I’d started to think of it—but there was no fucking way I was going to press that. Not now. Not with Hannah blowing me, not with Jennifer on the verge of a climax, not with what may come next.

“Yes! Yes, Tate, I’m so… so…” She boiled over, throwing her back against him hard enough that even this boulder of a man shifted. A little. As she came, shuddering on his hand, I nearly joined her. I would have, had Hannah not pulled her mouth off of me and pressed a finger against my perineum, preventing me from popping.

“Not yet,” she said, lapping at my balls. “We’ve only just started.”

That’s what scared me.

And excited me.

Hannah sat back, reached up and slipped the dress from her shoulders in one fluid motion. Unlike Jenn, who was adorned in lingerie, Hannah wore nothing beneath her dress. She was completely naked, all porcelain skin, not so much as a freckle in sight. Her tits were perfectly proportioned to her slender body, sitting high and round, capped with stiff, pale nipples.

“As much as I love sucking on this beautiful cock,” she said, stroking my length, “and I do love it, I need to watch your wife’s face when she sees Tate naked.” She rose before me, treating me with a view of her full, glorious nudity. Like the rest of her, her pussy—billionaire pussy—was smooth and creamy, completely bare and completely perfect.

This was escalating quickly. I could see the rest of the night playing out before us: Hannah would straddle my lap, guide my cock into her, and suddenly we’d be fucking while we watched our partners fuck. I’d come, I’d make Hannah come. Jenn and Tate would put on a show, wild and explosive and hot. We’d spill out of the rooms, reunite with our partners, discuss our feelings, reclaim one another, remind each other who our real partners were.

But none of that would result in me getting what was under the chair. I had a small window, and that window was closing fast. So I acted, leaving no time to consider whether this was good or bad. It just needed to happen. I rose up out of the chair, offering it to Hannah.

“Oh, you don’t have to be a gentleman, Bryan. I don’t mind using you as furniture.” She said it straight-faced, looking right at my cock.

I grinned, but didn’t sit down. I just shook my head. “I was taught to always return the favor. Please, sit and enjoy the show. You said you wanted to see Jenn’s face when Tate gets naked.”

“Okay,” Hannah said with a grin. “You sure you don’t want to see this, too?”

I glanced over my shoulder, seeing Tate feed his fingers into Jennifer’s mouth as she pressed her ass against him. Reluctantly, I nodded. “I’m sure.”

“Take off your clothes first,” Hannah said as she sank into the chair. “I never like being the only naked one in the room.”

I swallowed, obeying her command. In the Mirror Room, Jenn turned into Tate’s arms and started to work open his shirt. This was happening. Here we go.

I moved a little faster, tugging off my pants. Hannah laughed. “Eager?”

I checked her out as I finished getting undressed. Never for a moment did I think tonight would end up like this, but I wasn’t complaining. Hannah was incredibly hot. With all her money, she clearly looked after herself. Her slim but toned body spoke of hours at the gym, her nails were perfectly manicured. There wasn’t a single hair or blemish on her body.

“I am, and you should be, too. I’m pretty good at this.”

“Better than your wife? Jenny Olson knew how to please a woman.”

Was I competing with my wife? Fuck, that was hot.

I got onto my knees before I lost my nerve. Hannah smiled down at me as she draped one leg over the arm of the chair, the other over my shoulder to curl around my neck. She flexed her leg, tugging me deeper in between her legs.

Her pussy looked tight, pink, glistening with moisture. I looked up at her, smiled, and said, “Don’t look at me. Look into the room. You’re the eyes for both of us. Describe to me what’s happening in there.”

She winked at me. I grinned at her. Then, eyes open and watching her, I leaned in and went down on a new woman for the first time in over fifteen years.

She smelled different. She tasted different. She was different. There was no fooling myself, and my ears burned with the shame and guilt of it, but damn did it feel great watching her gasp and arch her back at my tongue’s touch.

“She’s undressing him,” Hannah commented, breathlessly.

Her pale thighs muffled some of what was happening behind me, but not all. I heard Jennifer gasp herself. I heard her giddily say, “Now that’s a washboard stomach. Jesus Christ.”

Tate chuckled. “You can do your laundry on me any day.”

“They always like his abs,” Hannah said above me. She was riveted. I wanted to watch, too, but I had a mission.

Keeping my mouth and tongue on her sex, I reached under the chair with my left hand, feeling around for… something. I wasn’t sure what. An envelope taped to the bottom seemed a little too obvious.

“The way your wife is touching him, running her fingers like she’s counting each individual muscle…”

It was so hard not to look, but I was close. On a roll. The chair had a fabric lining and felt old beneath my fingers, threadbare in places, torn in others.

Torn in others, I thought, my hand seeking out those tears, those rents, looking for something wide enough to⁠—

There. Along the right side, an opening large enough to fit my hand.

“There she goes,” Hannah said, continuing her narrative. “She’s working open his pants now… Fuck, that’s hot.” She looked down on me, her eyes heavy-lidded. I froze as she reached out.

“Put your fingers in me. Touch me… the way your wife is touching another man. Make me come.”

I nodded, cheeks burning, heart hammering. I focused on Hannah again, swirling my tongue across her clit as I lifted my left hand slightly awkwardly between her thighs.

“There she goes. Go on, take a peek. You’ve almost earned it.”

I did as I was told, looking over my shoulder. What I saw would have knocked me to my knees, had I not been there already. Jennifer was on her knees now, topless, stocking-clad, with her lips stretched around Tate’s enormous erection.

It was like someone had physically kicked me in the gut. My breath came in short gasps. I went light-headed. I watched her head bob, in and out, her blonde hair bouncing, before Hannah pulled me back between her own legs. “The Honeys make the rules. Do you understand that, Bryan?”

Christ. I was living in a surreal world; a world I couldn’t decide whether it was a dream or a nightmare. Whatever it was, it wasn’t my world. Not the world I was used to, even if the members of The Sugar Club were.

“She’s sucking his cock,” Hannah continued her commentary.

“Good. Now, get ready to scream.” I dove back in between her legs, pushing two fingers into her, curling them up and inside of her, making her squirm.

“Oh, yes!” she gasped.

I forgot about the chair, about the hole and the space behind it. Instead, I focused on Hannah, on my task, of making this billionaire’s eyes roll back into her head. I ate her until my tongue was in danger of cramping, a muscle that used to be strong but hadn’t been readily exercised.

“Fuck, she’s really going at it. Not many women can take that much of his cock.” Hannah groaned as I pulled away for a second, catching my breath. I wanted to turn and look but I couldn’t. I needed what was under the chair. I worked her G-spot with my fingers, while reaching under with the other hand.

Where was it again? There. A rip big enough to hide something in. I fumbled inside, finding another layer of material and knew immediately I was searching in the right space. It was stitched, but loosely, the thread hanging down in small loops. I pulled at it, feeling it come away easily.

Then something fell out, hitting me on the fingers. It felt hard but smooth, making a gentle thud as it hit the oriental rug.
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“Are you okay?”

I looked up to see Hannah looking down at me. My heart lurched. For a second, I thought she’d heard the item drop, thought that I was caught.

“I’m, ummm…” I let my eyes roam the length of her, taking in that pussy, those perfect breasts. “Savoring this. It’s not often you get to go down on a billionaire.”

“Is that all you’re going to do?” Hannah said softly. Softly enough for me to hear the sound of Jenn’s ‘gluck, gluck, gluck’ as she sucked Tate’s cock in the room behind me.

“It’s just…” I paused, turning my head to look over my shoulder.

“No, you don’t,” Hannah said sharply, her fingers in my hair, gently pulling my face back between her thighs, where it belonged. “Finish what you started, Bryan Turner.”

I did as instructed, letting my tongue go back to her clit, flicking against it until her fingers tightened, almost painfully in my hair, and she came, shuddering against me, moaning loudly.

I took the opportunity to reach beneath the chair, my fingers wrapping around some sort of material-covered tube. I let my eyes drift sideways, to where my clothes were in a heap, and deftly slid the tube towards them. To my relief, it slid into them, beneath my shirt and out of sight.

“Yes!” I said without thinking.

Hannah’s blue eyes twinkled down at me. “Yes, indeed. Now get your ass up here. You’re going to want to watch this.”

I turned, not sure what to expect. Jenn still on her knees, still blowing another man? But no, she was back on her feet, in her heels, kissing Tate, her hands still jacking his dick. “I… want… this,” she said. To Tate. To me? She turned to look over her shoulder, towards the glass. “But I don’t need it.”

I rose. She was waiting, staring at me, even though she couldn’t see me. I went to the glass, the two-way mirror, my finger hovering over the button. I had what we’d come for. I could press this now. End it. Get out of here.

“You’re not actually going to press that,” Hannah’s voice came from behind me. “Are you? Surely you’re not going to deny your wife the best fuck she’s had for years.”

Jenn in the mirror held my gaze longer than she needed, waiting for me to knock, to press the button, to stop it, to do something. I didn’t. I did want to see, and Jenn, she wanted to fuck. So why not let her fuck?

I felt Hannah’s hand in mine. She pulled me away from the glass. Away from the button. I let her guide me to the chair—Charles’s chair—let her push me down into it and turn so her back was towards me.

Beyond her, Jenn had turned back to Tate. “Guess that’s a yes. Let’s fuck.” She hooked her thumbs into her thong and pushed them off.

“Let’s definitely fuck,” Hannah said from this side of the mirror. She lowered herself down into my lap, reaching between her legs to guide my cock into her heat.

“Hannah…” I said, stiffening as my cockhead rubbed along her smooth furrow.

Jenn moved to the bed, pulling Tate along by the hand.

I needed to press the button. This had gone too far. But then Jenn crawled onto the bed, on her hands and knees, assuming doggy position right in the center. Just like my fucking dream. Tate climbed onto the bed with her, and I caught a glimpse of his dick. It was huge, shaved bare and curved upward like a fucking saber.

“Do you want to fuck me?” Hannah asked. “Say it.”

“I…”

Tate moved into position behind Jenn, who turned to look at him over her shoulder. Their eyes locked, two performers about to put on the show of their lives.

“Yes,” I said at last.

Hannah sank onto me, her wet pussy feeling fucking fantastic as it enveloped my dick. “Fuck, yes!” She took my hands and put them on her lush breasts as she started to ride me. “You’re so… so fucking hard.”

I was, and it made me ashamed to admit that it wasn’t just because I had a glamorous redhead riding my cock, it was because I was about to watch my wife get fucked by someone she’d only just met.

Tate set one hand on her hip, the other hand holding himself as he edged closer on his knees. I watched as Jenn bit her lip, feeling the pressure of a new cock, a new man, a new experience. Once placed, he reached out and grasped her by the shoulder. With one quick tug, he was in her.

“Oh… fuck!” Jenn cried out.

There was no going back now. The deed was done. I’d fucked someone else. Jenn had someone else inside her. Our marriage was changed. Forever.

Tate didn’t hold back. There was no working up to it, no going slow to start. Jenn was wet and ready. He was hard as steel. With one hand still on her shoulder and the other on her waist, he immediately started to pound Jenn hard, and my wife did nothing to stop him. The sounds of her moans filtered through the speakers.

“Oh, my… fuck. Fuck. Fuck!” she wailed, her fingers gripping the luxurious sheets as Tate drilled her pussy relentlessly, the muscles of his back flexing with every thrust. I’d never seen anything like it.

Hannah’s fingers were on her clit, brushing against the underside of my shaft as she rode me. I felt her nipples stiffen against my palms. I was close. Too close.

Tate flipped Jenn onto her back. She spread her legs willingly for him, too willingly. I saw her pussy for the briefest of moments before he got between her legs—smooth, gaping, puffy. Not my pussy anymore. At least not exclusively.

The room was filled with obscene sounds. Hannah’s cries, my moans. Jenn’s repetitive cursing as Tate plowed her with total abandon, his ass cheeks stiffening as he rammed himself into my wife, using her pussy right in front of me, on the other side of the glass.

“She likes his big dick,” Hannah said through gritted teeth. She was close. I was at the end of my own fuse. “They all do.”

She rubbed her pussy faster, saying, “And they always want more.”

I’d been pent up for so long. I hadn’t come last night after our game of denial. I hadn’t come when Hannah had gone down on me. I’d been holding it all in, not just the orgasm, but the emotion, the fantasy, the desire. It had built and built and now, now…

I rammed my hips up off the chair and came, exploding all of that energy into Hannah. She arched in my lap, pushing down on me, her pussy walls clenching, gripping, milking. She joined me with a gasping scream so loud that surely Jenn and Tate had heard it, too.

Not that they were hearing anything. They were still fucking, in the throes of their own final climax. Jenn’s stocking-clad legs were over Tate’s shoulders now as he drove into her again and again. Her fingers were white-knuckled as they gripped the sheets on either side of her, her eyes shut tight.

“Oh, I’m coming,” she wailed. Her legs started to tremble as her orgasm swept through her. “I’m fucking coming!”

“Me, too,” grunted Tate.

“Oh, fuck! Oh, fuck!”

Tate pulled free of Jenn, my wife, releasing her legs and giving me an unobstructed view of his huge cock. He pumped himself with his hand twice before sending a rope of come all over Jennifer’s body, from her pussy to her breasts to her neck.

Hannah rose from my lap with grace, like we hadn’t just fucked like wild animals as we watched our spouses do the same. She turned to me and held out her hand. “The man who tamed Jenny Olson. I understand it now. I only wish I’d gotten to you first, all those years ago.”

“So what happens now?” I asked, standing up, feeling like I was staggering. I glanced one last time at the button. It was too late to press now. What was done was done.

“Now, we get dressed, make ourselves presentable, and meet them back downstairs.” She drifted over to me and caressed my face. “And fuck like rabbits. Reclamation sex is the fucking best.”

She reached for her dress. I went to get my own clothes, carefully getting dressed again and keeping the tube that I’d retrieved hidden from Hannah. She slipped back into her dress and went to a mirror by the wall and made sure that her copper hair wasn’t a total mess.

Next door, in the room, Jennifer was still flopped on her back, her breasts rising and falling as she fought to regain her breath. When Hannah looked into the room, I slipped the mysterious tube—black, covered in velvet—into my inside pocket.

“Next time, maybe we can do this in the same room,” Hannah suggested. “It’s been a minute since I’ve had two men at once.”

“Should we wait for them?” I asked, looking toward the room.

“They’ll be along, don’t worry. Unless… you want me to go in there and join them. Keep the Midnight Reserve going?”

I licked my lips and flushed. I could have suggested that earlier to get her out of the room. Why hadn’t I thought of that?

Because you wanted to have some fun, too? a little voice whispered.

“Uh, no. I’m ready to get to the reclaiming.”

Hannah laughed, offering her hand to my arm. “Come on then. I’ll escort you back to the main room.”

I glanced one last time into the Mirror Room, into the Midnight Reserve, into the heart of the Sugar Club. Jenn was finally stirring, sitting up on the bed. Tate had found her a towelette to wipe herself with.

The fantasy was over. Now it was time to get back to reality.
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ONE LAST SECRET


Hannah left me when we got to the main level, telling me she needed to fix her makeup. “Thank you for letting us be your first,” the stunning redhead said, kissing me softly on the lips.

My ears burned. Did anyone hear that? I looked around, seeing only the masks beyond the blur of intense emotion. I wore my mask again, too, clinging to the illusion of anonymity. But no one here would judge, nor would they care. It was literally a club that catered to men—and women, apparently—who enjoyed this very thing.

I watched Hannah glide away, then went to the bar. I considered going to the one outside, in Nox Venari proper, just to get away from the patrons of the Midnight Reserve, but this was where Jenn would look for me, so this was where I’d stay.

It didn’t take long. I’d just ordered a club soda when I saw my beautiful wife—now hotwife—emerge from the curtain. She was back in the strapless black dress, her hair slightly mussed, her lacy mask back on. She looked relieved when she saw me there.

“Worried I left?” I asked.

“Kind of.”

I took her into my arms. She smelled like another man’s cologne, and booze, and come. Definitely come. My cock started to harden.

“Because you fucked Tate.”

Jenn winced. “I kept waiting for you to stop us⁠—”

I kissed her, and I kissed her, and I kissed her. I didn’t believe a woman could ever be owned, that they were possessions, but I wanted her to feel like she was mine. Reclaiming was a funny word, especially when applied to a woman like Jennifer.

“I didn’t want you to stop,” I said when our lips finally parted. Now it was my turn to get nervous, though. My turn to confess. “Jenn, I… I wasn’t alone in there.”

“Hannah.” She said it like it wasn’t a question.

“You knew?”

“I suspected, but I didn’t know. I only found out as we were headed upstairs that Hannah has cuckquean tendencies.”

“What?”

“She gets off on sharing her husband, just like… other men like sharing their wives.”

Other men like me. That’s what she was going to say. “It’s okay. If tonight proved anything, it definitely proved that.”

Jenn lowered her voice, walking her eyes along my lips as she asked, “Did she seduce you?”

“She did. We… we had sex.” I had to tell her. No more secrets. Secrets would eat away at everything we had. There had been too many between us already. I wasn’t going to add one more. There wasn’t room for one last secret. “I had sex with Hannah.”

Jenn just stared at me, quietly processing. We were so close together, I could see the fine sheen of sweat on her brow, the worry lines around her mouth, the texture of her highlighted blonde hair.

“I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have⁠—”

It was her turn to silence me with a kiss, and hers was a thousand times more possessive. I felt like her tongue was going to find its way all the way down my throat. Even when she broke the kiss, she didn’t release me, holding me close, her fingers caressing the back of my neck. “Did you make her come?”

“Twice.”

“Good boy.” She kissed me again. “I want her dreaming about you for years to come.”

“So you’re not mad?”

“I’m a lot of things,” she said. “And it’s going to take some time to unpack, but no, I’m not mad. Not even a little.” She seemed to remember why we were there, and once again her eyes went scanning. “Unless you didn’t get… it.”

I patted my breast pocket and nodded. “With Hannah there, I had to… improvise.”

Jenn’s smile finally touched her eyes. “Sounds like a fun story.” She glanced around the room. “For later. Right now, let’s get the fuck out of here. I need your cock in me.”

“I’m sure we could find a room here,” I said, but we both knew that our time at the Reserve—and at Nox Venari—was done. I looked around at the lounge, crowded as ever, although now slightly wilder. People spoke louder, touched more readily, like a powder keg had been set down next to a fire. Danny was out of the office now, loitering at the curtains, watching us from behind that Phantom of the Opera mask. “Yeah, let’s go.”

Jenn followed my eyes, looking over her shoulder. “I suppose I should deal with that,” she said. “Wait here, I’ll be right back.”

I remembered their conversation earlier tonight. God, that was the same night? “Let him down easily.”

She smiled. “Always. Be right back. Two minutes, tops.”

I sat down, watching her walk—as quickly as she could in those heels and with her legs still weak from what she’d done in the Mirror Room—over to Daniel Moreau.

A woman slid into place at my side, attractive, with dark hair and olive skin, full lips, and, unlike most of the patrons here, no mask. That helped me place her. “Alessia?”

Alessia Conti, Aurelio’s daughter. Aurelio, who I now knew had been a Money. Was he still?

“It’s good to see you again, Bryan,” she said softly.

“I wasn’t expecting you… here…” Maybe because of where we were, or my mask, or just the sexual buzz in the air, I brazenly checked her out. I remembered thinking how beautiful she was back at her father’s restaurant when we’d first met. But here, wearing a black dress that seemed more constructed of bands of black cloth than anything else, she fit right in with all the pretty people.

She just smiled at that, signaling to the bartender with a finger. He set a glass of wine in front of her like he’d been waiting to deliver it all night. To me, she said, “I heard you and Jennifer were here, but didn’t believe it. My father didn’t think your wife would ever return. That she’d truly retired from this life.”

“I’ve learned a lot about my wife’s past. She keeps surprising me.”

Alessia’s eyes flicked over into the seating area, where Jenn and Danny were still talking, their heads bent close together. Danny nodded at whatever she was saying, looking like a man doing his best to keep a stiff upper lip.

“So this is a learning exercise,” she said. “And what did you learn?”

The top of her dress was made up of two bands that crossed first at her neck, then spread outward, crossing behind her back. It left most of the lower half of her breasts bare, and I couldn’t stop staring. She was very distracting.

“That we still have a lot of adventures ahead of us.”

Alessia smiled and raised a glass. “A statement worthy of a drink. Can I get you one?”

“We’re just leaving.”

“A shame.” She reached into her clutch and drew out a small black envelope, my name written in neat cursive script across the front in gold metallic pen. “This was left at the bar for you.”

“A gift?” I glanced at the envelope, then at her. “From who? What is it?”

“I’m not sure, Bryan.” She let my name linger on her lips but I didn’t respond to her flirting. “I don’t run this place. Just the bar. Where I’ll be sitting, all alone, sad and lonely.”

I laughed at that. “Doubtful,” I said, checking her out one last time before glancing towards my wife. Jenn had her hand on Danny’s chest. Her old flame had his head dipped towards her, listening intently to whatever it was she was saying. I slipped the envelope into my pocket just as Jenn finally stepped away, turning to look for me.

“Let’s go,” I mouthed, hoping she could lip read.

“I’m coming,” she mouthed back, then turned back to Danny, leaning in to kiss him lightly on the cheek before leaving. Her old friend gazed straight at me for a long moment, then smiled, before turning and disappearing down the corridor and out of view.
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The rain had eased to a drizzle by the time we slipped out a side entrance of Nox Venari, guided by one of the silent, suited security men.

Charlotte waited under a discreet overhang, her red paint gleaming wetly under the streetlights.

“Your car, Mrs. Turner.” The valet handed Jenn the keys, nodded once, then left us, finally alone.

“I’ll take those.” I plucked the keys from her fingers, squeezing past her to get into the driver’s seat, forcing her to walk around to the passenger’s side. She was unsteady on her feet. “You’re not fit to drive.”

The Corvette’s engine rumbled to life, low and throaty, vibrating through the seats. Jenn’s hand found mine on the gear shift for a moment, squeezing once, hard, before letting go. Her dress was slightly askew, her hair tousled from the now-discarded mask and the heat inside. I could still smell sex on us both, along with the odors of champagne, perfume, and something like cigar smoke.

We drove only a few blocks before I pulled into a quiet residential side street lined with old brownstones and dripping trees. Jenn was on me the moment the car stopped.

“Fuck, Bryan,” she breathed, climbing across the center console, her dress riding high on her thighs. Her mouth found mine, hungry and desperate, tasting of champagne and another man. My hands slid up her stockings, finding the bare skin above them. She hadn’t put her panties back on, and I found her sex soaking.

Working together, we arranged her over me. I slid inside of her with ease. She felt loose, and for some reason, that turned me on.

We didn’t talk. There was no need. The sex was fast, messy, and raw. She rode me in the driver’s seat, the steering wheel digging into her back, my hands gripping her ass as she ground down on me. Her strapless dress slipped down, baring her tits. She hadn’t put her bra back on, either, and her nipples were so hard.

The windows fogged. Her moans filled the tight space of the Corvette, echoing off the leather and glass. She bit my shoulder to muffle the cry when she came, her body clamping down around me. I followed seconds later, burying myself deep and holding her there as the tension between us finally broke.

For a long minute afterwards, we just breathed together, her forehead pressed to mine, our hearts hammering in sync. “I love you,” she breathed.

“I love you too.”

We just held each other for the longest time, enjoying the feeling of our bodies touching, my cock still buried inside of her, but growing soft. She looked wrecked in the best way, her cheeks flushed again, her hair wild. Beautiful and wild. And all mine, even after I’d just watched her with Tate.

I wanted to tell her how incredible it had been to watch her fuck. To tell her that I wanted more. That this was just a beginning.

There would be time for all of that later, though, and the moment passed as she climbed off of me, running her hands through her hair with a sigh. Right now, there was business to attend to.

As I pulled my pants back up, I fished out my phone. “I should text him. The blackmailer.”

Jenn nodded, still catching her breath, tugging her dress back into place. Mostly. “Tell them we have it. That’s all. Nothing else.”

I did just that, hitting send, then sitting in silence, waiting for a response. But none came.

Instead, a text came through from Marcus.

Bro, I hope everything is okay. Listen, I need to talk to you. There’s something I want to tell you. Nothing super-important. Just, you know, give me a call when you’re free.

What was that about? He said it wasn’t important and now wasn’t the time for a chat with my best friend. I’d call him later.

I exhaled slowly, staring through the rain-streaked windshield. The street was empty, streetlights casting long, watery reflections. A blue neon light from a late-night deli flickered on and off. The tube—black velvet, cool silver caps on each end—sat heavy in the inside pocket of my tuxedo jacket.

“Should we open this thing?” I asked softly.

Jenn nodded. I pulled it from my pocket, and as I did, the small black envelope that Alessia had given to me slipped out with it, landing on the center console. Jenn glanced at it, frowning. “What’s that?”

I picked it up. The envelope was unmarked except for my name written in elegant gold script. “Alessia gave it to me while I was waiting for you earlier. Said it was left at the bar for me. A gift. With everything that happened I completely forgot about it.” Jenn’s brow furrowed further, but she didn’t press. Not yet. “Open the tube first.”

I twisted the silver caps. The velvet casing slid apart smoothly, revealing a rolled document inside, tied with a thin black ribbon. I unrolled it carefully on my lap.

It was handwritten on thick, expensive paper, the script blocky and confident.

Hello,

I don’t know who is reading this, but the fact that you are means I’ve finally run out of time, and you’ve found your way to the chair.

I can’t trust anyone anymore, not even those closest to me. The safes in the house aren’t secure. Too many eyes. Too many hands that have been bought or turned. This is my last insurance.

I’m sick. The doctors give me months, maybe less. This may be my last time in the chair, watching my favorite girl one final time. Even her… I wonder if I can trust her completely anymore. I made mistakes. I let the wrong people go. Kept the wrong people close.

If you’ve found this, I’m probably already gone. Don’t hate me for this if it affects you negatively. I did what I thought was necessary to protect what matters. I changed my mind. This is my attempt at putting things right.

Don’t trust anyone with this. Least of all Gregory. Make sure my will is carried out exactly as written.

With love and the deepest gratitude for the light you all gave me. Please honor Charlotte and her final wishes, through me.

Charles

Jenn’s breath hitched as she read over my shoulder. Her hand came to rest on my thigh, gripping tight.

“‘Gregory,’” I said quietly. “That’s the lawyer, guy, right? The one that came with Danny when he dropped the car off.”

She nodded, eyes glistening. “He was always loyal to Charles. But Charles… it reads like he saw betrayal everywhere at the end.”

There was more in the tube. A second item, a smaller rolled envelope, sealed with a bent but unbroken wax stamp I didn’t recognize. An ornate crest, maybe a family seal or something from the club. It felt substantial.

We both stared at it.

“Should we…?” I started.

Before Jenn could answer, my phone buzzed again. The unknown number of the blackmailer.

You have it? Good. We’ll be in touch to arrange the exchange. Your items for mine. Don’t worry. After this, we won’t be seeing any more of each other.

Another message, right after: Nice work with Mr. Russo, by the way. And thank you for confirming the location of the Midnight Reserve. That saves us some trouble.

“Shit,” I hissed. “It’s an us. More than one. They’ve been watching the whole time.”

I looked at my wife. Her face was pale. She was thinking the same as I was.

“They’re watching us right now,” I murmured, glancing up and down the quiet street. Rain pattered on the car roof. Headlights swept past a block away, but there was no one close. Still, the skin on the back of my neck prickled.

“We need to get home,” I said. “We’ll look at the rest there.”

Jenn nodded, but her eyes drifted to the smaller sealed envelope on my lap.

“Alessia gave you that?” She reached for the envelope, but I’d already picked it up, turning it over in my hands.

“Mmhmm,” I nodded. “A gift, apparently.”

“Wait—” Jenn said, but I didn’t see the need to wait until we got home. This had nothing to do with the tube. I opened the black flap, and inside were several photographs, printed on glossy paper. I pulled them out one by one, noting some writing on the back of the one facing me.

“The Salty Dog and its proud Captain,” I read aloud.

“Bryan, wait!” Jenn elbowed me—hard—and tried to snatch the thin bundle of prints from my hand.

“Hey, what the hell?” I held them out of her reach, even as she tried to climb over me in the small space of the Corvette. Her eyes wide, her expression one of panic. “Jenn! Stop! What’s going on?”

She stared at me, then slumped back into the seat.

“Please, Bryan. Don’t look at those.”

I couldn’t help but look. I turned over the first photo.

It showed a man I instantly recognized—my father, Patrick—on the deck of a yacht. The Salty Dog. He looked younger, tanned and smiling, wearing his captain’s hat and proudly holding up a NYYC membership card.

“What. The. Fuck?” I breathed. Jenn was silent.

The next photo showed him at a party on the same boat, glass in hand, surrounded by people. Beautiful women. Handsome older men.

Everything started clicking into place, but the last photo hit like a sledgehammer to the balls.

It was my father again, seated in a luxurious chair in an oak-paneled room. A much younger Jennifer—Jenny, hair longer and blonder, her familiar body tight and sun-kissed—sat completely naked on his lap, straddling him, her back arched, head tilted back in laughter or pleasure. His hands cupped her tits possessively. He was smiling at her.

The other photos slipped from my fingers onto my lap.

Jenn made a small, choked sound. “Bryan⁠—”

I stared at the picture, the world narrowing to that single image. My father. My wife. Twenty years ago. Before me. Or… during the very beginning?

“Talk,” I said, my voice flat. “Now.”

She reached for the photos, taking the one from my numb fingers, gathering them together, her movements frantic. “It’s not what it looks like⁠—”

“It looks like you fucked my dad.”

She just stared at me in the dark. “I wish you hadn’t looked, Bryan, I told you not to.”

Like it was my fault for looking. I put the car in drive, put my foot down and got out of New York City.
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Rain hammered against the windshield hard enough to blur the world beyond it. White streaks. Red taillights. Smears of reflected light across the black wet asphalt. Charlotte growled beneath me, the Corvette's engine loud and angry. Just like me.

“Bryan, please,” Jenn said quietly.

I laughed once. Bitter and sharp. “Please what?”

Her hands twisted in her lap. She’d been crying for the last twenty minutes. Mascara smudged beneath her eyes. Her blonde hair was stuck to her damp cheeks.

“I didn’t know you back then.”

“Until we met through him.”

“That’s not fair.”

“The fuck it isn’t.”

I pushed Charlotte harder. The engine roared as the needle climbed. Eighty. Ninety. The parkway curved ahead through darkness and trees. Rainwater hissed beneath the tires.

“Slow down.”

“No.”

“Bryan—”

“You fucked my father.”

She made a sound then, small, hurt. As if I was the one being cruel. I gripped the wheel tighter. I could still hear Dad’s voice in my head from when I’d called him ten minutes ago, as we were leaving the city. Guilty and ashamed, but defensive.

You and Jenn weren’t together yet.

Like there was a statute of limitations on betrayal.

“I wanted to tell you,” she whispered. “Skip and me, we nearly told you. There were so many times⁠—”

“So many times you could have told me and chose not to,” I half-yelled, making her flinch. “My entire marriage is a lie.”

“Please stop.”

I slammed my palm against the wheel. “No, Jenn. You stop.”

The wipers slapped back and forth violently. The road bent left through Pelham Bay Park. Trees crowded close to the barriers, their trunks black, their leaves swaying in the wind and rain.

“Bryan, you’re scaring me.”

“Good.”

I stared straight ahead, my jaw clenched so tight it hurt. The headlights caught the curve too late.

Charlotte hit a patch of standing water. The rear-end fishtailed hard.

Jenn screamed.

The wheel jerked violently in my hands.

“Shit—”

I corrected too sharply. The tires lost their grip and for one strange second, we were skating. Weightless already.

The barrier exploded.

Charlotte burst into the darkness nose-first and suddenly there was nothing beneath the tires anymore. The car floated. Silent. Rain hung in the air around us like silver wires.

Jenn grabbed my arm and screamed my name but it sounded far away now.

The nose dipped. The ground was all wrong. Trees and grass and water and jagged rock rose up in front of us at a vertical angle.

No. We were vertical.

Charlotte rolled slightly as she hit the ground, bounced into the air again, then hurtled down the embankment toward the dark marsh below. I caught flashes through the windshield. Wet rocks. Broken branches. Black water reflecting our headlights. Jenn crying.

Then the girls appeared before me like a vision. I saw Kristi laughing at breakfast last Sunday with syrup on her chin. Greyson asleep on the sofa with her headphones still on.

Oh God.

Oh fuck.

The rocky swamp at the bottom of the embankment came up fast.

Too fast.

Everything exploded. Metal twisted upwards. Glass shattered everywhere.

And then everything went black.


EXCERPT FROM BOOK 3: THE PRETTY THINGS


The room had that sharp sterile smell of antiseptic that only hospitals carried. Harsh fluorescent lights washed everything pale, turning the gathered doctors and nurses into exhausted ghosts haunting the people gathered around the bed. I remained near the doorway, unable to step closer, unable to leave, staring at the figure lying motionless beneath the sheets while wires and tubes disappeared into blankets and machines on either side.

The heart monitor continued its uneven rhythm beside the bed, each beep separated by a pause that we all knew was too long. A black nurse standing opposite me kept her attention fixed on the monitor, her expression calm but heavy with resignation, as though she had seen this moment too many times before.

The green line flickered suddenly and dipped into a jagged pattern before smoothing out completely. The slow, intermittent beeping dissolved into a single continuous tone that filled the room and drained the air from my lungs. Nobody reacted immediately. The staff simply exchanged brief looks with one another, the silence between them carrying the weight of finality far more than panic ever could. Most of them left the room, leaving only the other visitors and me.

After a moment, the nurse lifted her eyes from the monitor and looked around the room. Sympathy settled across her face in a way that told me everything before she even spoke.

“I’m sorry.”

Beside her, another nurse glanced down at her watch before quietly recording the time of death on the clipboard in her hands.

Coming Soon from the pens and minds of Kenny Wright and Paul Garland: The Sugar Club #3: The Last Chance


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

[image: Cover of In Too Deep]


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.

More recently, he’s started a community over on Patreon, testing out new story ideas and gathering feedback for upcoming releases. Come join the community and support more works like this one.

Find him online at www.kennywriter.com, on Patreon as KennyWriter, or follow him on Twitter at @kennywriter, Bluesky, and Medium.
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ABOUT PAUL GARLAND


Paul Garland is an author of erotic novels and short stories, guaranteed to keep you turning the lust-filled pages until the early hours of the night. He lives with his wife and two children in a small house in the suburbs of Sheffield, England along with a lazy green budgerigar, an African Grey parrot that curses and a tubby tabby cat which would love to eat either. (Preferably the vulgar-tongued parrot.)

He has been writing since the turn of the millennium but only turned to the erotica genre in 2018 with his Cerulean Erotica Presents series and No Angels series of books which rapidly gained him a following. In 2020, he began ‘The Cuckold Collection,’ a brand new collection of cuckold-themed books and two new series of shorter stories: The No Angels Stories, The Sexy Season Stories and The Cerulean Archives. 2022 began two series, Holiday Hotwives and A Size Queen Story and 2023 introduced a new series, Improper Investigations and the return to the Cerulean Archives with I Found A Box Of Photos Of My Wife… And Her Ex. 2024 saw the My Wife series and the I Know Who You Did Last Summer series reach huge success. 2025 introduced us to his best selling Trad Wife series, the follow up Modern Husband, and his sci-fi erotica series, Cheat Codes.

2026 brings the return of the Detective Hotwife, a new superhero hotwife erotica and the climax of the Holiday Hotwives books, along with his highly anticipated and biggest series to date, The Hotwife Diaries.

My Website: http://www.paulgarland.net

All my links in one place: https://allmylinks.com/eroticapaul 

My Medium Page: https://medium.com/@belgarionten

Patreon (exclusive content): https://www.patreon.com/paulgarland

Ream: reamstories.com/paulgarland

Substack: substack.com/@paulgarland

Twitter: https://twitter.com/eroticapaul

Facebook: https://www.facebook.com/paulgarlanderotica

Instagram: https://www.instagram.com/paulgarlanderotica/

Join my mailing list: My Mailing List
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