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FOREWORD


I’ll keep this short and sweet. Unlike the last time I wrote a foreword (for book 1, The Sugar Club), the entire story is now complete. We always knew how it would end, but as they say, it’s the journey that’s where the story is. And this has been quite some story.

So much story, in fact, that what was planned to be a trilogy (all the way up to the start of this very book) turned out to be a four-book series. There was just too much story to tell and condense into one book.

If you read this online, over at Patreon or Ream, you’ll know that it was actually drafted there as a single volume—albeit a very long single volume. What splitting it let us do was let some of the story threads breathe a little more (and we got to insert a fun new scene in there).

This has been quite an adventure, and while there is one more book after this one… well, buckle up.


1


THE SCHOLARSHIP BOY


“Patrick Turner?”

I looked up from the cardboard box in my hands. The voice came from the half-open door to my room.

“That’s me,” I said.

The man’s voice—rich and smooth—didn’t match the young man who stood before me in a three-piece suit, the combed-back hair, and the handsome, yet delicate face. He was dressed like one of the professors but was definitely my age, just out of high school. Good looking, too, with the confidence of someone who knew his effect on women—or maybe men, I wasn’t sure.

“Charles Wellington,” he said, stepping in with one gloved hand still on the doorframe as though the room had been waiting for him. “You’re the scholarship boy.”

I felt my ears go hot. “I suppose so.”

He smiled, not unkindly. “Good. That means you deserve to be here.”

I wasn’t sure what that meant. Behind him, another voice barked, “Christ, Charlie, let the kid breathe.”

A second man pushed past in the corridor, broad-shouldered, dark-haired, all restless energy and Brooklyn edge. He had the look of someone who could charm you, insult you, and have you thanking him for both. “You Patrick?”

“Yes.”

He nodded once, like that settled it. “Gio Russo. Welcome to the madhouse we call Columbia University.”

He held out a hand. I took it. His grip was firm and quick, like it was trying to crush my hand.

I must have looked as poor as I felt. My coat was secondhand, my shoes had already been resoled once, and the books I’d brought with me were tied together with string because I couldn’t afford another suitcase. Charles took one glance at the lot of it and gave me that same mild smile.

“You made it to Columbia,” he said. “So you must have promise, but that is such dreadful luggage.”

Gio snorted. “Leave him alone. He just got here. Don’t tease him.”

“I’m not teasing him,” Charles said. “I’m welcoming him. There’s a difference.”

They stood there, the two of them, as if they belonged right in that very spot, which I certainly didn’t. One man polished and beautiful, one all muscle and swagger. And somehow I knew, even then, that I was meant to be the third point of the triangle.

Gio jerked his chin toward the bed. “Put your stuff down. We’ll show you where everything is, where to go.”

Charles added, “And where not to go, which is more important.”

I set the box down carefully, suddenly aware of the cheapness of my coat, the threadbare jeans I was wearing, the fact that I’d arrived here on a scholarship and a prayer and nothing else.

“Thanks,” I said, because it was all I could think of.

Gio grinned. “Don’t thank us yet, kid. Hey, you wanna drink? I pilfered some Hennessy from my old man⁠—”

“Cognac?” Charles said, grinning, amused. “I’ve got some Scotch if you want. Glenfiddich. 12 Year. Straight Malt⁠—”

“Hennessy is perfect, Charlie. Am I right, Pat?”

I’d had a beer or two before coming to college, but these two were talking in brands that I barely understood. I mean, I knew vaguely what a Cognac was, but had never actually seen one.

Gio read my wide-eyed expression and winked at me. “I’ve got lemonade, too. I’m a sucker for lemonade. My aunt sends me⁠—”

“No, I’ll try… I’ll take a drink. Sure,” I replied, not wanting to seem like a prude.

“Great,” Gio grinned, his white teeth sparkling in the light before he disappeared to fetch his contraband.

Charles drifted to the window, glancing out at the campus with a look of ownership that made me feel even more provincial. Then he looked back over one shoulder, his eyes moving from my resoled sneakers up to my face. I looked away, feeling awkward.

“You’ll do,” he said, as if confirming something to himself. “I think you’ll do very nicely.”

And for reasons I couldn’t have explained then, that was enough to make me feel, for the first time since I’d arrived in New York, as if I might actually belong there.
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The restaurant was way out of my price range. The tablecloth, the suited waiters, and the fact that the menus didn’t have prices at all on them were dead giveaways. But Charles was treating us, as he did, and I’d mostly stopped feeling guilty about that.

Rosie was beside me, her dark hair pinned back loosely, wearing a simple blue dress that made her look fresh and pretty and, if I'm honest, almost unbearably charming. She gave my arm a tiny squeeze as we approached the table.

Charles and Charlotte were already there, Charles leaning in and whispering something that made Charlotte cover her mouth and laugh hard enough to bring the dimples out in her cheeks. She shook her head, touched her pale blonde feathered hair like she was scandalized by whatever he’d just said, and all for the show.

Charles saw us coming, rising as he always did, tugging at the bottom of his vest. “Patrick,” he said with a smile. “And this must be Rosie.” He took her hand in both of his for a second longer than strictly necessary. “Patrick has been talking about you.”

“I have not,” I said.

Charlotte chuckled. “You’re a terrible liar, Patrick.”

Rosie's eyes flicked to me, amused, and she squeezed my hand.

“Um, everyone, I’d like you to meet Rosie. Rosie, this is Charles and Charlotte.”

“So nice to meet you, Rosie,” Charlotte said. “Charles is right, I haven’t heard him talk about a girl in… well, in the whole time I’ve known him.”

We settled down at the table and the two turned to Rosie. They had questions, they were curious. I felt defensive at first, worried that they’d scare her off. She held her own.

“So,” Charlotte said, “tell us everything. How did you meet? Was it romantic?”

It was Rosie who answered. “I’ve been trying to catch his eye every time he comes into the bar.” She worked in a small live music place that Gio and Charles liked to drag me to every Friday night. “He took forever to ask me out.”

“I was scared you’d say no,” I admitted, which made both Rosie and Charlotte smile at me with a warmth that made my cheeks heat up.

Charlotte caught it. “Isn’t he adorable when he blushes?”

“It’s, um, pretty warm in here.” I slid a finger into the collar of my best white shirt and tugged at it to loosen it some.

“It’s really not,” Charlotte giggled.

Rosie squeezed my hand under the table, and I gave her a reassuring smile. Across from us, Charles was watching Rosie in a way that made me squeeze her hand a little harder. I looked at Charlotte, who didn’t seem to mind her boyfriend checking out my girlfriend.

Charles leaned back in his chair and winked at me. “So, is Patrick any good in bed?”

“What?” I almost choked and took a drink of water from the glass on the table. “You can’t ask that.”

“Rosie is gorgeous,” Charles shrugged, loosening his perfectly knotted silk tie before leaning into my girlfriend again. “If you were mine, I’d be doing everything I could to get you in bed.”

Charlotte elbowed him and told him to stop being rude, but Rosie laughed it off, sensing that he was joking, but I knew Charles. He wasn’t. Along with Gio, they’d bedded half the girls on campus before he met Charlotte. And I wasn’t exactly sure he’d stopped.

“I’m sorry. But you are very beautiful,” Charles took Rosie’s hand and kissed the back of it.

I suddenly felt absurdly proud, and at the same time oddly jealous, a feeling I couldn't name at the time, a tightness in my chest and in my groin, as Charles smiled across the table—easy, confident, and weirdly handsome in a way I had no idea what to do with.

So I shoved it down and reached for my wine, while Charlotte watched all of us with the faint, entertained expression of a woman who already knew this dinner was the beginning of something the rest of us could never have possibly predicted.
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The corridor was dark and smelled of cigarette smoke drifting up from the floor below. Rosie was giggling drunkenly, trying to keep quiet, her hand in mine as I fumbled for my key.

The door opposite mine opened first.

Gio filled the frame, shirtless, his fashionable flared trousers hanging open, a beer in his hand, grinning at me the way he did when he was up to no good.

“Turner,” he said. “And the lovely Rosie. Come in. We’re having a drink.”

“We’ve had drinks already,” I pointed at my door, the key in the lock. “We’re going to bed.”

“So are we,” Gio said pleasantly, his eyes roaming Rosie’s body. “Come in anyway.”

I looked past him. I couldn't help it—the door was wide open and I knew what I’d see. The Beatles were playing loudly on a record in the corner, but that wasn’t where my eyes went. Charlotte with her pale body and golden hair was on the bed, on her back, completely naked. She glanced my way, head turned sideways, her hair a golden wreath around her. She smiled warmly at us, eyes heavy-lidded. “Hey, you two.”

Beside her, also naked, was a girl I didn't recognize, dark-haired, laughing at something. Neither woman bothered to cover up, and I wasn’t sure the brunette even saw us. Charles did, though. He was standing at the foot of the bed, dick in hand, thick and hard and large. He looked our way, as unabashed and unashamed as the others in the room. Or maybe he was just looking at Rosie. I felt that twinge of jealousy that I’d felt when they first met at the restaurant, only it wasn’t just jealousy. Definitely not just jealousy.

“Put it in her,” the brunette said to Charles. “Show her that you’re her man.”

“Make me yours again,” Charlotte said, opening her legs wide.

Charles stepped forward and guided his cock between Charlotte’s legs.

I looked at the ceiling. Then at the wall.

“We’ll, um, leave you to it,” I said.

Gio shrugged, unbothered. “The offer stands. I’ll leave the door unlocked if you change your mind.”

They’d made the offer before, more than once, though never in front of Rosie. I'd always declined. Not from any great moral position, just that it was a door I wasn't ready to walk through, and the reasons for that were many.

I ushered Rosie into my room and closed the door. She took a step inside, then turned to look at me with wide eyes.

“Was that⁠—”

“Yes.”

“Like… an orgy?”

“A foursome. That’s fairly standard for a Thursday.”

She sat down on the edge of the bed. “I had no idea they did things like that. I mean… Charlotte is so… kind. And sweet. You’d never think…”

“Yes, I know.”

She was quiet for a moment. Then: “And Charles—I saw his… you know.”

“Rosie.”

“I’m just saying I saw it.”

“I know you saw it. I saw it too.” I sat down beside her. “Can we not discuss this right now?”

“You’ve been invited before, haven’t you?”

It wasn't really a question. I nodded.

“And you've always said no?”

“Always.”

She considered that, pulling the pins out of her hair so it fell around her shoulders. She had a lot of questions after that—careful ones, curious ones, ones that circled the subject, but were enough to let me know that Rosie was turned on by what she’d seen. I answered what I could, stayed vague about the rest.

We made love that night, but just the two of us, in my room. We didn't join in with the others. Not that night. Not for a long time after that.

Not, in fact, until the night before our wedding, when everything changed, including the person I thought I was.
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We got back to my apartment a little after one. Charles had lost his favorite scarf somewhere around the third bar, and Gio was carrying someone else's hat. I was sober enough to find my keys and drunk enough not to care about much else.

“One more,” Gio said, dropping onto my sofa. “You're getting married tomorrow. We drink until we can’t.”

“I have something a little extra, too,” Charles said, producing a small plastic bag of white powder from his pocket.

“I’ll stick to the beer,” I told him, plucking a bottle from the fridge and sitting on the windowsill. I looked out at the city and thought about Rosie, about the Otesaga Hotel tomorrow, about the fact that after tonight everything would be properly, formally, irrevocably different. It felt good and terrifying, both at once.

Then someone knocked at the door.

I opened it. Rosie stood in the hallway in a red dress I had never seen before, heels in one hand, hair half-undone, cheeks flushed with champagne and a wide smile on her face. Charlotte was behind her, immaculate as ever despite the hour, with a twinkle in her blue eyes that I had learned over the years meant she already knew exactly how the next few hours would go. Behind them both was a friend of Rosie's—Nina, a dark-eyed girl from her college days—who looked like she was enjoying herself enormously, stumbling into the other two and almost knocking them over like a row of dominoes.

“The bachelorette’s night ended,” Rosie giggled. “But the party doesn’t have to stop yet.”

“It’s one in the morning,” I said.

“I know what time it is.” She looked past me at Charles and Gio. “Hello, boys.”

Gio was putting another record on, grinning from ear to ear. Charles snorted a line of coke off my kitchen table.

The Rolling Stones kicked on a moment later and Charlotte led the girls inside, all three sets of hips swinging to the beat.

“Shouldn’t we… the morning…”

Charlotte ran her finger along my chest as she passed me, her eyes dancing with amusement beneath her feathered blonde hair. There was no reasoning with her when she was like this, so I shifted my gaze to Rosie.

She looked amazing in her red dress, now that I had a real look at her. The halter dress with its bare shoulders and scarlet fabric clinging to her like a Vogue cover model hinted at Charlotte’s influence. Not that I was complaining. She was disco just before disco hit. She was Studio 54 before everyone was.

And she was going to be my wife. Tomorrow. Wow. Just, wow.

“I love you,” she mouthed as Charlotte pulled her onto the dance floor, Nina giggling and dancing to Jagger and “Rocks Off”.

I got caught up in it. How could I not? That was the influence that this group had on me, and I wasn’t that young guy with the worn shoes anymore.

“Fuck yeah!” Charlotte crowed, straightening up from my kitchen table, two fingers pressing beneath her nose with a small, satisfied exhale. It was all part of the scene, of course, but it was still wild to see Charlotte—thoughtful, empathetic, sweet Charlotte—like that.

She glanced at Rosie, who didn’t hesitate going next, bending over the table and coming up laughing, shaking her head at the burn of it.

Charlotte grabbed her face and pulled her in for a kiss. Now that was new, and was only met with a moment’s hesitation before Rosie returned it in full force.

Gio turned up the music. Charles put his arm around me and grinned. “Now this is a party.”

We drank more. We danced more. The girls helped Charles and Gio finish off the blow. The apartment, which was not large, became warm and close.

It was Rosie who said it. She looked across at me from where she was sitting on Charles’s lap, her eyes bright from the coke.

“If we’re ever going to do this,” she said, “it should be tonight. Before we’re married and boring.”

I knew what she was talking about. I looked at her to see if she was joking, then at Charles. His expression gave absolutely nothing away. The room went quiet for three seconds.

“Okay,” I said.

Gio clapped his hands together. “Now the real party starts!” he shouted at the top of his voice, jumping up to change the record.

Charlotte laughed at him softly, leaned over, and kissed Rosie on the mouth again. “Told you,” she said.

Looking back, what followed was inevitable; we’d just been circling it for years. Didn’t make the moment any less memorable.

Everyone’s clothes came off, even mine. The lights stayed low. My lava lamp cast its slow-moving light across Rosie’s body as she let her red dress fall. I could see the way Charles’s and Gio’s eyes widened at the sight of her, naked and ethereal.

Charlotte came to me, also naked, her breasts swaying in the soft light, and pressed me back against the sofa. “Tomorrow you’re hers,” she said, sinking to her knees. “Tonight, you’re mine.”

I’d fantasized about this moment for years. Charlotte was one of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen, and it was her carefree, positive attitude that made her even more enchanting. I’d always thought that Charles was an extraordinarily lucky man. Then she took me into her mouth, and I stopped thinking at all.

Except that I couldn’t stop looking at Rosie. The bedroom door was open and I could see her standing between Gio and Charles, taking turns kissing one, then the other, as they pawed at her nipples, as she wrapped her hands around their cocks.

I groaned, swelling inside of Charlotte’s mouth. I looked down at her, at her large blue eyes. Her smiling eyes.

Rosie’s laugh floated back to me, drawing my attention. She was on the bed now, kneeling, her dark hair loose around her shoulders as Gio moved behind her.

My pulse thundered in my ears, muting everything—the music, which seemed to slow down, the laughter, whatever Charles was saying to Rosie as he moved into place in front of her. I watched. I stared. I didn’t want to miss this.

She nodded, smiled, reached up and wrapped her hand around his thick erection. Gio guided his cock between her legs. I couldn’t see what came next, but I knew. Rosie gasped, her brow furrowing, her eyes growing tight. Then she wrapped her lips around Charles and took him into her mouth.

The image hit me somewhere deep and complicated—my wife-to-be, here, now, with the two men I loved most in the world—and what I felt wasn't jealousy. It was arousal. Lust. More than that. Something I still didn’t quite understand yet.

I watched Charles. His slim but masculine body, his handsome features, the way he looked down at Rosie as she sucked his cock while Gio began to fuck her from behind.

He looked up and caught me watching. He held it for a moment, smiled and nodded.

Then Charlotte moved, climbing into my lap and guiding my cock into only the second pussy I’d ever had. I exhaled and stopped thinking entirely.

Charlotte rode me slowly, her hands on my shoulders, her hair falling forward. I tried to stay with her—and she was extraordinary, warm and certain and unhurried—but my eyes kept going to the bedroom.

Watching Rosie get lost in my best friends, in the pleasure, in the hedonism, was as strong as any drug. I knew, from the moment that I saw her come harder than I’d ever made her come, that I was hooked.

Rosie found me afterwards, curling against my chest in the quiet, her hair across my shoulder. The party was over for us, but our guests were still here. Gio was fucking Charlotte in the spare room. Charles and Nina were passed out on the sofa.

“Is everything okay?” I asked my bride-to-be.

She tilted her face up at me, her eyes soft and satisfied and more certain than I'd ever seen them. “More than okay.” She kissed my lips softly. She tasted of come. “Now we can get married.”
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But the sex didn’t stop after the wedding. Once a door like that opens, it doesn’t close just because you’ve signed your name in a register and danced badly to a song you’ll remember forever. We were young and in love with each other in all sorts of ways we hadn’t yet mapped, and the nights continued, less frequent as the years went on but no less charged for that.

Charlotte and Charles married a few years later, at a place in Connecticut that cost more than I could dream of. Gio was his best man and brought a beautiful girl I’d never seen before, like he always did. Rosie wore green and danced until her feet were so blistered I had to carry her to the hotel room.

Gio never settled down. He didn't want to, and never pretended otherwise. Women came into his life, were well treated, and eventually moved on, as Gio found someone else to entertain himself with. The four of us—five, sometimes six, whoever Gio had brought into the orbit—fell into a rhythm over those years that shifted and changed as the rest of life does, but gradually became something more specific.

Charles and I found that what we liked most was watching. Watching Gio with Rosie. Watching Gio with Charlotte. Watching Charlotte with Rosie. Sometimes we would swap, but more and more we would sit back, side by side, and watch together. It felt like it made Charles and me closer, and then one night, when we were watching, Charles kissed me.

It was brief and quiet, but it was Charles, which meant it was deliberate.

I pulled back and said no, and Charles laughed—a gentle laugh, not embarrassed, not wounded, the laugh of a man who had taken a calculated risk and was entirely comfortable with the outcome either way. And that was that. The evening continued. Nobody made it strange.

Except for me. In the quiet moments where I was alone with my thoughts, in my own head, it was strange. I couldn’t stop thinking about it. Privately, for weeks afterwards.

I didn’t know what to do with the fact that I hadn't pulled away immediately. I didn't know what to do with the fact that I’d always found Charles handsome, and how I’d spent a decade telling myself that the feeling I got in my chest when he laughed a certain way, or looked at me across a room, was simply friendship. The deep kind. The rare kind.

I was still turning it over when Rosie sat me down one Sunday morning, coffee in both hands, and said she wanted to try for a baby. So we needed to stop.

And just like that, it stopped. All of it stopped. Rosie wasn’t delivering an ultimatum, wasn’t angry, wasn’t even aware, I think, of the thing I’d been quietly wrestling with. She just wanted something entirely ours, no risk of getting pregnant by anyone else, and when she said it, I felt the question I’d been carrying dissolve as if it had never been there.

We told Charles and Charlotte the same week. Charlotte cried with happiness. Charles poured champagne and gave a toast that was both funny and sincere, making Rosie cover her mouth with both hands.

Gio said, “About time, P-Man,” and slapped me on the back hard enough to leave a mark.

We closed that chapter. Everyone did, I think, without anyone saying so directly. That was one of the things I had always loved about the five of us—that we understood each other well enough that the important things rarely needed to be said out loud.

What Charles and I never spoke about, not once in all the years that followed, was the kiss.

Until Bryan was fourteen, at summer camp in the Adirondacks for six weeks. Rosie said we should have Charles, Charlotte, and Gio over. I agreed. One bottle of wine became two, became bourbon, and somewhere around midnight, the five of us were in the bedroom, and the fifteen years before this may as well have never existed. We fell back into it all too easily, and it didn't stop again after that. Not for a while.

It was different this time, though. Rosie was different. She’d been reading things, talking to Charlotte about what she and Charles had been doing this whole time. She wanted to try other men, not just Gio. Black men, hung men, younger men, older men.

Charlotte said she'd help her. I remember Rosie explaining it to me once, this feeling of being caged she wanted to escape—the freedom of it, the anonymity, being someone with no past and no future to these men. So it became sex clubs. Hotel rooms with strangers. Swinging in the real sense of the word, structured and anonymous and thrilling in a way the early years hadn't needed to be, because then we’d simply enjoyed the novelty of it.

I went along with it because Rosie was radiant when she was happy, and for a while she was very happy. She’d come home some nights from a hotel or a club still charged with it, not spent, and climb into bed and reach for me like she hadn’t seen me in weeks, and hungrier than she’d been in years. She’d whisper things that she’d done in the dark, feeling me grow hard inside of her. “He was so big,” or “We did it in the bathroom,” or “I never caught his name.”

I didn’t know what to do with how much I liked hearing that, but I loved that the shyness of her younger years was gone. If I’m honest, I would have agreed to almost anything for her.

Then one night, Charles kissed me again. This time I didn’t say no.

It didn’t stop at a kiss. I won’t dress it up or expand on it. I enjoyed it, but in the morning, it sat between us like something spilled. I tried to talk to him. Charles looked at me across his kitchen and told me I was imagining things. He said we’d all drunk too much, smoked too much, that it was nothing. When I pushed, he said it quietly, then firmly, then with so much certainty that it made me feel briefly insane.

Gio backed him up. Patrick’s got a weird fantasy thing, he told someone. I heard it secondhand. Cuckold, I heard it whispered. It was the most cowardly thing Charles ever did, but I loved him enough that I let it pass, because the alternative was to keep pulling at a thread that would unravel everything. Not that it wouldn’t unravel anyway. I just didn’t know that yet.

But something had shifted in Rosie. I don't know whether it was to do with Charles and me or simply with her. Whatever it was, she changed. Sex between us all but stopped. In its place came drink, then drugs, then her being out more than she was home. She started letting Bryan down—school things, dinners, the promised days out. We fought in the kitchen, in the hallway, once badly enough that Bryan came downstairs and told us he couldn’t sleep. That was the worst thing of all.

Lawrence was tall, handsome, black, well-hung and Rosie’s favorite lover. She started talking about him the way she used to talk about me, and I hated it. I hated him, because he made me hate myself. I could have stopped this. I should have, but deep down, maybe I didn’t want to.

Rosie certainly wasn’t ready to stop.

She left us on a Tuesday in November. Bryan was in his senior year, already accepted to Vassar, early admission. We’d been so proud.

She had a bag packed, which meant she’d decided before the argument that morning. At the same moment she was likely boarding the plane to California with Lawrence, I stood in the hallway for a long time after, looking at the space where her coat had been on the hook, wondering how I was going to tell Bryan.

The divorce was worse than I expected, which is to say it was the worst thing that had happened to me up to that point. I had no way of knowing then that I was still in the early chapters of it.

Eventually, when we could look back without flinching, Gio called it the Great Unraveling. The Three Amigos, he’d always called us, with his faux-Italian shrug and that grin that suggested everything was manageable if you just kept your glass full and your chin up.

He was wrong about that, as it turned out. The worst of it was still ahead of us.
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The trouble with Gio was always that he moved through the world as though consequences were something that happened to other people. For thirty years, it had been more or less true.

Then Esther happened.

She was Charlotte’s niece; her sister Susanna’s youngest. And Gio had met her at a family dinner of Charlotte’s that he had absolutely no business attending. By the time anyone else realized what was happening, it was already too late. She was pregnant, she was keeping it, and she was furious in the way only very young women who have just discovered that the charming older man they love is not who they thought he was can be furious.

Gio came to me first. He looked, for the first time in the decades I'd known him, genuinely frightened. I told him he had to talk to Charlotte.

She didn't shout. That was the worst of it. She just looked at Gio across her sitting room with those pale eyes and said, very quietly, that he had managed in one evening to betray her family in the most complete way she could imagine. Gio tried to explain. Charlotte asked him to leave.

He left.

She was diagnosed three weeks later.

The doctors said it was advanced. There was nothing they could do. I have no way of knowing whether the shock of Gio and Esther accelerated it, or whether it would have come regardless. I know that I sat with her in that consulting room while Charles held both her hands and stared at the wall, and that by the time we walked out into the afternoon, none of us had very much to say.

It was eight months from the diagnosis to the end. Some of it was good. She had her moments of energy, her clear-eyed days, her wicked sense of humor right up until near the finish. Charles barely left her side. Gio came back into the fold, quietly, humbly, in a way nobody acknowledged directly because acknowledging it would have required Charlotte to forgive him outright, which she wasn't prepared to do. But she let him sit with her, which was its own kind of absolution.

I remember her final day all too well.

The room had that sharp, sterile smell of antiseptic that only hospitals carry. 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 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 recording the time of death on the clipboard in her hands.

Charles was not the same man after that. The dandyish wit, the quiet authority, it didn't disappear exactly, but it dimmed, like the sun going behind the clouds.

For his part, Gio hid from Charlotte's family, and her funeral became the one thing I ever saw him unable to face head-on. Instead he haunted the ceremony, a silent shadow standing at the back of the church like a man who knew he had no right to his grief but couldn't help having it.

Then Jenny came along.

I'd known of her through Charlotte, who had taken her on as something between a project and a protégée. A brilliant young woman from a poor background, just like I had been, working her way through Columbia on sheer force of will and intelligence. I hadn't paid close attention. I should have.

With Jenny’s help, Charles had unobtrusively and efficiently solved the Esther problem—all within weeks of Charlotte’s passing. A trust fund, a contract of staggering legal ingenuity, regular payments generous enough to change the shape of a life, and Gio's name removed from all paperwork connected to the baby.

Then I noticed that Charles was paying Jenny’s tuition.

And that she was sleeping at his house.

I didn't like it at first. I want to be honest about that. She was young, he was grieving, and it seemed to me like something that would hurt everyone eventually.

But Jenny Olson was not what I expected. She was not vulnerable, naive, or being managed. She was the one doing the managing, and Charles—extraordinary, handsome, brilliant Charles—was better for it. Steadier. More present. Less likely to drink himself to death or do something equally irreversible.

Gio, she paired with Diana, a friend of hers with a face and body to die for, and absolutely no patience for nonsense. Qualities that were exactly what Gio needed and had never once thought to look for. More girls came. More men with money and discretion. “The Sugar Club,” they named it, and I watched it take shape with a mixture of admiration and unease.

It was good for me, too, if I'm being honest. The friendship between the Three Amigos, which had frayed badly in the last years of divorce and death and silences, pulled tight again. I was never truly a Money, as the honeys called the rich men in the club, never truly a part of the Sugar Club, but Gio put me onto the board of his company, and Charles bought a boat—the Salty Dog, a forty-footer, beautiful—and leased it to me at a price that was effectively a gift, and both of us knew it. I hosted the Sugar Club on it. We had wild parties and summers on the water that I will carry with me until the day I die.

And then Jenny met Bryan.

It wasn't planned. They were at a Habitat for Humanity event that I’d organized. I’d invited him there to cover it for the local paper. Jenny’s new company was sponsoring it. I watched them talking, and something just clicked in my brain. Bryan was a good man. He was funny and driven and handsome, but he had, if I'm truthful, something of Gio's instinct for women—an appreciation that, in the wrong hands, could easily have become carelessness, as it had for my promiscuous friend.

Jenny was not the wrong hands. She was very much the right hands.

She was also too good for the Sugar Club, though she often argued with me about that. We’d become close friends. She promised to keep my secrets, all of them—mine, Charles's, Gio's, the whole complicated history of those years—and she kept that promise faithfully. I told her about Charles. I even told her about myself, about the thing I had never once acted on since that second night with him, the thing I still had no comfortable name for. She told me I was bisexual. Told me it was okay, and then held me gently and said nothing, and after that, I trusted her with everything.

I cried when Bryan proposed. Jenny had left the Sugar Club once and for all, and my boy—my handsome, lovely boy—had the woman of his dreams and the world at his feet.

There was a moment, just before the wedding, when Danny—Richard Moreau's boy, a decent enough young man, clearly also in love with Jenny but too deep in the club's orbit for my comfort—wanted to talk her out of it. I made sure he never got to her. Jenn doesn't know that, even now.

Realizing what a danger the Sugar Club presented to their new life as a couple, I removed myself from my own past, too, like Jenny had. I distanced myself from Charles, from Gio, from all of them. I didn’t need any of it, or any of them, anymore.

Bryan and Jenn—she’d dropped the Y from the end and left that name behind just like she’d left that life behind—had two beautiful children. They built something real. Something better than anything Rosie and I ever had. I missed Charles and Gio, but I had everything I needed in my son and daughter-in-law, in that family, in the Sunday dinners and the school plays and the way Bryan would call me just to talk.

I never married again. I had women, good ones, kind ones, but I never married. I had everything I needed. I truly did. Then I met Elsa, and maybe things are changing for the better, but I have other things on my mind right now.

It makes me feel guilty for hiding what I am. For burdening Jenn with that secret. I think she’d have told Bryan everything by now, about the Sugar Club, her past, my early involvement with it, if I weren’t so afraid of my confusing sexuality tumbling out with all of the other secrets. Jenn has protected me all this time, and I now see the cost of it, and it pains me more than anything I’ve ever felt before.

Because secrets never stay buried. That's the thing—not that they surface, that’s inevitable—but that they always choose the worst possible moment to do it.

And now Charles is dead, and I’m standing outside a hospital room that smells much like the one that Charlotte died in, only this time it’s my son that’s in a bed with machines on either side of him, and I am thinking about everything I should have told him and didn't, everything I told myself could wait, everything I let Jenn carry alone because it was easier than being honest.

He has to wake up. Not because I need forgiveness. Not even because I deserve the chance to explain.

He has to wake up because he is my son, my only child—a good man and a better father than I ever was. He has a bright future. He has so much more left to give, and this time, if I get the chance, I’m going to give, because some things—the most important things—should be said out loud before you lose the chance forever.
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WAKING UP


“He’s awake.”

The words arrived like I was underwater, reverberating all around me.

“Get the doctor, he’s awake.” Clearer now. A woman’s voice. A familiar woman’s voice. “Bryan? Bryan, can you hear me?”

There was a steady beeping, the smell of disinfectant. My body ached. My mind swam as I tried to open my eyes. I saw water, felt it envelop me, cold, stifling. I heard screams. I heard the sound of metal twisting and⁠—

“Jenn!”

I sat bolt upright in bed. Tubes and wires tugged at my nose, my arms. Where was I? What the fuck?

A woman was sitting by my bed but it wasn’t Jenn.

“Mom?”

Was I dead? I hadn’t seen Mom in ten years. When my dad appeared over her shoulder, I knew that I had to be dead. Or stuck in a decades-old dream. Only they looked older now. Mom’s hair was mostly gray now. Dad looked haggard. Like he hadn’t slept in days.

“Oh, thank God,” Dad said. “Someone get the nurse.”

They did, and a young man in uniform came over, started to check my vitals.

“What happened?” I couldn’t focus. “Where am I?”

“You’re in the hospital, son. You were in a car accident. We’ve all been so worried about you.”

“The car. Right.” It was all coming back to me now, in bits and pieces. I tried to move but everything hurt. “Oh, no. Jenn! Is Jenn okay?”

“Jenn is okay too,” he nodded. “The car… yeah, that’s not so good.”

The car. Charlotte. The night. It all came back. That feeling of flying. The paralyzing moment when I realized that this may be the end. With those memories came the anger, the sense of betrayal, the reason I’d accelerated and accelerated through the rain and the night like I didn’t give a fuck about any of it.

When I looked at my dad, I saw a younger version of him, laughing, smiling, my own fucking wife balanced naked on his knee. I turned to my mom. My mom. It said something that at the moment, I was more angry at Dad than her. Vaguely, I was aware of this, but it was all getting woozy. To her, to anyone, I said, “Get him out of here.”

Dad looked devastated. After all the lies. After all the deceit, let him be devastated. He couldn’t possibly understand the pain he’d inflicted.

“Bryan—” he began to plead, “Jenn told me what happened. You have to let me⁠—”

I turned away. “No. I can’t…” That incessant beeping grew louder, faster. My pulse monitor, I guessed. “Get out!”

“I told you,” my mom said, standing, rounding on my father. “One day, all that crazy stuff would catch up with you.”

“Says the woman who hasn’t graced us with her presence since Obama was president. And you’re one to talk, Rosie,” he replied. “You were no better. But need I remind you that this isn’t the time for any of that. This is about Bryan.”

“Please. You’re stressing him,” the male nurse stepped between us. “I think you should let him rest.”

Mom and Dad both gave me a look, then slipped away down the corridor, still bickering. I lost consciousness shortly after that. Or maybe I just chose not to fight.

I was tired. I needed to sleep.
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I felt much better the next time I awoke. It was dark outside. Someone was lying on their side on the two-seated hospital couch, crammed and uncomfortable.

“Mom?”

She stirred, the cheap green vinyl of the loveseat crunching beneath her. I saw the blonde ponytail caught in the hood of her sweatshirt. “She’s back at the hotel. It’s me.”

It was Jenn, rubbing sleep from her face, dark rings under her eyes. When she straightened, I could see how she winced.

My first feelings were of relief. Relief as cool and refreshing as the surf running over my ankles in those first months of summer. It was Montauk. It was the smell of salt water on an ocean breeze. She was alive. She was here.

Then came the messy rest.

“Oh, Bryan, I thought…” She rose from the couch. In the night, with only the vague glow of the hospital instruments illuminating her, I could almost believe this was a dream, too. She was an apparition. She was the past—my past.

She moved to me, sitting on the edge of the bed, her eyes wet and glittering. “You’re here,” I said.

“I am.” She reached out, touching my face. I saw that her hand was bandaged, but not in a cast. “I’ve barely left the hospital since we were brought in.”

“When was that? What day is it?”

“It’s Tuesday. Not even five am. You’ve been here since very early yesterday morning.”

I tried to sit up, but my body protested sharply, like something was broken inside. “Where are the kids?”

“Still at camp. It’s easier this way. They know we were in an accident, but we’re downplaying the seriousness of it.”

She was practicing damage control. Even now. “You’re good at downplaying how serious things really are.” It just came out, and as I said it, I watched Jenn wince as if struck. I thought of my dad’s expression, the hurt on his face when I’d told him to get out, and fought the reflex to apologize for the harshness in my tone.

“Okay then,” she said quietly. “No more downplaying. We almost died, Bryan. The doctors say that nine times out of ten, a crash like that is fatal for all parties. We were only saved because Charles had the car retrofitted with airbags, and even then, it was a minor miracle.” Her voice shook. She wiped a tear from her cheek as if it annoyed her. “Instead, we got to walk away. You have a concussion, they kept you sedated in case you had internal bleeding, but you’re okay.”

“But I hurt,” I groaned, trying again to shuffle to a more upright position, “Like, really hurt. What happened to your hand? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. Contusions and lacerations, a bad one on my hand. There was a piece of glass sticking out.” She looked me up and down. “As for you, you’re black and blue, but it’s all bruising, nothing broken. Except a couple of cracked ribs, but that's the worst of it.”

“No,” my voice came out as a croak, and I realized how dry my throat was. “Water. Do we have some water?” Jenn poured me a glass from a jug next to the bed and I took a sip. “The worst of it is finding out you and Dad have been lying to me all my life.”

“Bryan,” Jenn put her bandaged hand on my arm. “I…” She hesitated. “I know. We should have… I should have told you. I… I’ve taken a lot for granted over the years. We both have. This was a wake-up call. Don’t you see? I might have managed this all wrong, made a mess of everything. But this… this is our second chance⁠—”

“Jenn, just… don’t.” I pushed her hand away from my arm. I knew she was making an effort, but I held onto my rage anyway. It was my security blanket, and right now, I needed it.

She read my anger, stopped talking. The beeping filled the silence between us. For some reason, Charles’s monogrammed scarf was lying across the bottom of the bed.

I gave up trying to sit, and lay back, closing my eyes. But then, I was back in the car, back in the crash. I heard her cries. I heard her fear. And I felt so fucking guilty. But also, I just…

“I just need some space, Jenn. I hear what you’re saying, and maybe you’re right. But just… I need some space.”

She looked at me for a long moment, opened her mouth to say something, but stopped herself. At last, she just nodded. She didn’t push or try to control the situation. That was new.

I felt another pang of guilt, and reached out to touch her bandaged hand, looking up into her eyes. “I’m sorry, Jenn. Yes, you’ve managed this all wrong. Yes, you’ve messed it all up. I wish things had gone differently. I wish you’d told me everything. I wish I hadn’t lost my temper.” Understatement. “Sometimes, I wish that car had never entered our life. But it did. And you did keep secrets. And even when they started to come to light, you kept right on keeping them.”

I could tell she had a retort for that, a story, an excuse. She’d had a head start on me—time to construct this narrative while I’d been unconscious. But if she had it at the ready, she didn’t deliver it. Instead, she simply nodded again.

“Look, Jenn, I just… need to work a few things out myself.”

“Of course.” She reached over and squeezed my hand. “I’m really sorry, Bryan. I’m going to go look for some coffee. Do you want anything?”

I shook my head, and she left me. I shut my eyes, intending to work through the dizzying reveals I was left with. Instead, I saw rain again, that horrific feeling of the tires losing contact with the road. And rage. I felt so much rage.

Then everything went fuzzy, and I was out again.
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I opened my eyes. It was brighter in the room. The sun had risen, and the clock on the wall told me that another four hours had passed. Jenn was sitting by the bedside as if she’d never left, her Kindle in her lap. Her eyes shimmered. She sniffed, once again wiping at them, irritated. “I’m not going anywhere, Bryan. You probably don’t believe me right now, but I love you. I never meant to hurt you.”

“I believe you.” I did. Not wanting to hurt me was presumably why she’d kept her past hidden. But it wasn’t the only reason. She was afraid of losing me, too. She was afraid that if I knew about her past, I wouldn’t love her the same, she wouldn’t get her perfect life.

“But I did hurt you. And I don’t know how I’m going to forgive myself for that,” she finished, her thoughts echoing mine. “Please let me try to fix this. I promise, I’ll give you all the time you need.”

Time. Things were still coming back to me. Time was exactly what we didn’t have. I remembered why we were at the Midnight Reserve in the first place. “The blackmailer,” I blurted. “Did we lose that… whatever it was? The tube? The letter? That sealed document?”

“We have it.” The corner of her mouth tugged up as she heard me use the word ‘we,’ and when she used it back, like finding a new seedling in a patch of scorched earth. “It was with our things the emergency services rescued from the crash. I put it all into our safe at home.”

Where we should have put all of the sensitive items. I just didn’t know how sensitive it all was until it was too late.

The blackmailer, or blackmailers, had us retrieve something that Charles Wellington had hidden beneath a chair in the Midnight Reserve. As the fog of my injury slowly parted, I remembered more of that letter—how Charles couldn’t trust anyone around him, least of all his own lawyer. How concerned he was that his will be carried out to the letter. His will. And something about Charlotte’s honor.

“The other document was his will,” I said, something clicking into place.

Jenn nodded. “I think so, yes. And because of that, I haven’t broken the seal. I wasn’t sure if it would void it.”

“Always thinking ahead.” I definitely would have torn that thing open.

She looked worried. She touched her forehead, where she had a small gash that I hadn’t noticed before. “I’m sorry, it’s what I do.”

“No, it’s good. In this situation, it’s good.” So the letter and the will were safely tucked away. At that moment I realized that we’d been so focused on meeting our deadline and getting into the Midnight Reserve that I, at least, hadn’t even thought of what came next. “Now that we have what they want, what’s the plan?”

“I’d like my stuff back before we hand anything over,” she said. “We don’t know if they’ll honor their side of the deal.”

“Good point. Has the blackmailer reached out to us again?”

“I don’t know,” Jenn said. “Your phone didn’t make it.”

I cursed. “Do we have it?”

Jenn nodded. “It’s in my car. The screen is smashed, it’s water damaged. Want me to go get it?”

“Please.”

She squeezed my hand one more time, then left. She pulled on a hoodie before she went, and I realized she must have gone home at some point, because along with the hoodie she’d bought two summers back on our trip to Glacier, she was wearing a pair of leggings and sandals. She looked good. She reminded me of the girl who’d shown up at Dad’s Habitat for Humanity project so long ago. Had she been banging him back then?

I groaned. I’d need to deal with ‘Skip’—the relevance of that nickname was no longer lost on me—at some point. Jenn was making an effort, but I wasn't getting that story filtered through her. I’d ask Dad himself, directly, when the time was right.

It was Marcus who walked through the door next, not Jenn. He looked funny standing there with a vase of flowers in his large hands, wearing a t-shirt that was too small around his thick arms and even thicker upper chest.

“The flower girl arrives,” I said.

He stopped a couple of feet away. “Good thing you’re in that bed or I’d pour this all over you,” he said with a grin, tilting the vase dangerously. “I’m glad to see you’re awake. Thank God you’re okay.”

Okay. Was I okay? That was a complicated question, one that I was still working through. “Not sure about that, but I am alive.”

“What happened?” He came in and set the flowers on the windowsill. There were others, I noticed for the first time. How many people had visited since I’d been admitted?

“I… I got mad and was driving too fast. I hit some water and… I don’t know what happened.”

“Apparently, you took that Corvette clean off the road. Ended up in the swamp. If a passer-by hadn’t seen the smashed barriers and checked… The hell were you thinking?”

“Not good things.”

“Not about the girls, that’s for sure,” he said. I felt bad. It wasn’t like Marcus to chastise me. He sat on the loveseat that Jenn had slept on, legs splayed, hands on his knees. “You’ve been acting really crazy lately. Going into the city at night on your own. Accusing me of taking your stuff. Is this about Jenn? About what you learned about her past?”

“Yeah, mostly. The past tends to creep up into the present. It kind of sent me a bit crazy.”

Marcus nodded. “Most couples go through therapy to deal with that shit, you know?” he said.

“Hindsight’s 20/20.”

“Let’s get you fitted with a new prescription then.” The smile slipped from his face, turning serious. “Whatever I need to do to help you, Bryan, I will. I can’t lose you. You’re my best friend.”

It also wasn’t like Marcus to be sentimental. I must have really shaken everyone up. I smiled at him, gratefully. “Thanks, dude. I’m sorry. It’s been a crazy few weeks.”

“Hell yeah, it has.”

“Anyway,” I said, smiling, trying to lift the mood. “It’s good to have you here. And if you really do want to help… I might need to crash at your place. For a few. Just to sort some stuff out.”

“Crash? You sure you want to use that word?” He chuckled. “Of course. But is that really necessary? You and Jenn… it’s not over, or anything, is it?”

“That’s what I need to sort out.” His Adam's apple bobbed as he digested that. I tried to change the subject. “Hey, what did you want to talk about that night? The text?”

I’d forgotten all about his message asking me to call him, in the craziness of that night. “You had something you wanted to tell me?”

“Oh, that. Right. God, after what happened, it’s kind of silly now. But sure. Just a wild coincidence. So Izzy—Izzy Morrison, that girl I broke up with⁠—”

“I remember.”

“—she drives this pearl-white Tesla. Pretty distinctive. I was picking up some dinner at Grigg Street Pizza, you know the one?”

“In Greenwich? Yeah, I know it. Wait. You were in Greenwich getting takeout?”

He ignored the question. “And who should pull up beside the car but the pearl-white Tesla. Now don’t get me wrong, I’ve moved on⁠—”

“Didn’t you two break up, like, last Thursday? When was this?”

“Sunday. Stop fixating on that.”

I snorted. “Okay.”

“But anyway, I knocked on the glass to make a joke. Like, ‘Hey, following me? Can’t get enough?’ But the woman who got out of the Tesla wasn’t Izzy at all. It was Jenn’s friend. The hot MILF with the auburn hair.”

“Tess?”

Marcus snapped his fingers. “That’s her name.”

“No, couldn’t be. Tess drives a Rivian.”

“Whatever,” Marcus shrugged. “Anyway, I was like, sorry, I thought you were someone else, and she was like, who? And I said Izzy, and she nodded and said, yes, that’s my daughter. I’m borrowing her car.”

“What?” I frowned. “Tess is Izzy’s mom?”

“Yeah, dude. I mean, it makes total sense. They’re both⁠—”

“Don’t.”

“—hot A.F.”

I laughed. Marcus was always good for that. And he was right, it did make sense. That was why Izzy was at the PTA event a few weeks back. She was there with her mom. Did Jenn know they were related? “That’s… interesting.”

“It was more than interesting. It was awkward. She asked how I knew her and I didn’t know what to say. I couldn’t be like, oh, I’ve been having crazy sex with your daughter, then she decided to dump me, but hey, you’re kinda cute, want a coffee sometime? I’ve never done a mom and daughter before.”

I laughed, then stopped to consider what I’d just learned for a long minute. So Izzy was Tess’s daughter. How had I never met her before? I’d figure it out later.

“Hey, why were you in Greenwich getting takeout? Kind of far from home, isn’t it?”

“Oh, ummm, I was picking up dinner.”

I could tell there was more. “From Greenwich?”

“Yeah. Dinner.”

“Marcus.”

“Dinner… for Renee.”

“Renee as in…” I stared at him. “My neighbor, Renee?”

“Yeah.” I knew that look, like he’d just been caught elbow-deep in the cookie jar.

“You’re fucking Renee,” I said flatly.

“Who’s fucking Renee?” Jenn asked from the doorway, the remains of my phone in her hand.

Marcus and I both shot a look in her direction. “Hey, Jennifer. I am so glad you two are okay.”

Jennifer and I shared a quick look. ‘You two are okay’ wasn’t quite the right phrase to use. Not yet.

He looked between us, sensing the tension, why I’d asked to stay at his for a few nights. “Well, I’ll leave you two alone,” he said, straightening up. “But as a third party here, can I say something?”

“Always, Marcus,” Jennifer replied.

“What you two have is what most people never even see. And I’m not just talking about the amazing girls—although they are great, trust me, I work with kids nine months out of the year. And I’m not talking about the house in Greenwich with the hot neighbor⁠—”

“Marcus,” I said, making a wind-it-up motion with my hand.

He just rolled his eyes. “You two have love. You two are a team. Forget about your pasts. You’re not those people anymore, and you know what? In another fifteen years, you’re not going to be these people, either. You’ll be something new, but new together. Bryan, yes, you’re welcome to… crash at my place. Take your time to collect yourselves. Just… don’t throw it all away.”

Jenn looked at me. I hadn’t told her about staying at Marcus’s. Again, I saw a twinge of hurt, tears welling in her eyes, felt a pang of guilt, but I needed to do this.

Jenn nodded as if she understood. I felt tears in my eyes, too. “Thank you, Marcus,” she said, hugging him close as he made his way out. He groaned as she squeezed him hard. “Thank you.”

When she released him, he just grinned between us. “You’re welcome. Of course you’re welcome. Don’t give this guy too hard a time. He loves you, he just didn’t learn that lesson about how curiosity killed the pussy.”

“Cat?” Jenn said, laughing through her tears.

“Sure.” He grinned, pointing at me from the door, then at Jennifer. “I’ll see you around.”

When he was gone, the mood returned to something somber. We were back to where we had been before, which was a great big unknown. “So you told him everything. He knows about me and⁠—”

“He doesn’t know about you and Dad.”

“But he knows about the Sugar Club.” Jenn didn’t wait for me to reply. She took a deep breath and moved on, closing the door behind her. “Marcus and Renee, huh? I can see it.”

“He just broke up with his other girlfriend, who was The One. I wonder how long it’ll take until Renee is The One?” And his last girlfriend was also Tess Raines’s daughter. I started to tell Jennifer this odd coincidence when she came to me and handed me the phone, the screen smashed, dents all around the edges. I tried the power button. Nothing.

“You’re going to try putting the SIM card in my phone?” she asked.

Jenn had figured out my idea at the same time as me. I nodded and she passed me hers.

Right. Focus here. I managed to pop out the SIM. It looked undamaged. I swapped it with Jenn’s, hoping it still worked. Her phone also had a crack across the front, but when I held down the power button, it cycled on just fine.

Messages started pinging. So many messages: from my mom and dad, from my editor, from Marcus. And then, in the middle of them all, were the unknown senders, each from a different number.

[UNKNOWN]: 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.

[UNKNOWN]: And don’t break the seal. I need it intact for this to work. Otherwise, the deal is off.

[UNKNOWN]: Nice work with Mr. Russo, by the way. And thank you for confirming the location of the Midnight Reserve. That saves us some trouble.

Those were the ones that I’d read. The next were all new.

[UNKNOWN early Monday morning]: Such a rush to get away. It doesn’t matter. An Uber will be by your house at 9 sharp. Give him whatever you found. Do not follow.

[UNKNOWN from Monday afternoon]: Driver said no one came to the door, even though there were cars in the driveway. I’m sorry, but it seems like you’re not taking me seriously. Guess there will have to be consequences.

I glanced up at Jennifer. “‘Consequences’?”

She shook her head. She didn’t know anything about that, either.

There was one more message, though. Jennifer pointed at it. “That’s… interesting. Guess the blackmailers are feeling guilty.”

I read it.

[UNKNOWN]: Shit. I heard what happened. The accident. I want you to know that wasn’t supposed to happen. No one was supposed to get hurt. I will be in touch when I hear from you. I hope you’re okay.

And that was it.

I started typing.

[Me]: What did you do? What consequences are you talking about?

I showed it to Jenn before sending. She nodded.

The response came almost immediately.

[UNKNOWN]: You’re okay. Thank God.

[Me]: God had nothing to do with it. Airbags did. I’m still in the hospital. What consequences? What did you do?

The response was slower. A link. I clicked on it immediately. TikTok opened. A profile I’d never seen before. A beautiful, unrecognizable face filled the screen. She had glossy blonde hair, parted down the middle, plump lips, pert nose, and impossibly large eyes. Like, literally impossible. This video was AI-generated, although very convincing.

“Okay, friends, ready for another lesson in the invisible curriculum? Just got a delish scoop from a local journo, but y’all, this one is juicy. Ready?”

Each word flashed on the screen as the too-perfect commentator spoke in that TikTok way, like an over-caffeinated stenographer.

I held my breath, frightened by what came next. The AI personality reached up and tapped the air in front of her. The triangular symbol of a play button flashed as the sound of an old-school tape recorder began to play.

The sound quality wasn’t great, echoing at times, muffled at others, but I recognized what this was. Jenn, too.

“Oh, God,” she said, covering her mouth.

“Oh… God!” Her voice echoed over the clip, the pitch higher, a younger Jenny caught in the throes of passion, but unmistakably hers. “You feel so good.”

The AI personality lifted her brows and smiled as she continued her eye contact with the camera. It was so well done.

“That’s it, baby, ride me. Use me.” I recognized that voice, too—all New York bravado, like he’d been binging on Goodfellas. “We’re gonna do great things together, you and me. Great fuckin’ things.”

“Less talk about what you want to do with me,” young Jenny said. “Show me what you want.”

This was followed by Jenny gasping, her cries ringing out until the sound of a fake tape recorder clicked off. The AI talking head took the narrative back over. “Great fucking things indeed. Twenty years ago, rich businessman, upcoming female student. And now they’re two high-ups in the Big Apple corporate world, on the same board of directors, no less. Corruption! I hear you cry, and my pupils, this is just a taster. I have so much more than that. So… much… more.”
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THE NURSE CALL


Ilooked up from the screen at Jenn. She stared back at me, her face pale, her blonde hair just beginning to escape her ponytail. For the first time in a long while, Jenn was actually at a complete loss for words.

So much shit had gone down. So much was still going down. It felt like I’d woken up on a treadmill that was starting to accelerate into a sprint. We were going forward, and there was no slowing down.

Still, that didn’t mean I was going to be a total passenger anymore.

I tried to lighten the mood. “Well, guess that means she’s gotten a charger for that old iPod.” I looked at my wife, who was still speechless. “Nice to know that you were always demanding in bed, and that it wasn’t just me.”

Jenn opened her mouth to react, realized I was teasing her, and gave me an abashed smile. “Guess I always knew what I wanted.”

Two very conflicting images jumped to mind at the same time—Jennifer in the Mirror Room, on her hands and knees as another man fucked her from behind. And right behind that electric memory was a picture of Jenn sitting naked on my dad’s lap.

She must have seen my face darken. Her smile faded as mine did as my own anger and hurt rose. It was the same anger and hurt that pushed me to drive so recklessly. The same fury that had nearly made orphans of our kids.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “Those recordings… I never thought…” She trailed off, then repeated, “I’m sorry.”

I heard her screaming again in the car. I heard her fear, raw and visceral. I’d done that.

I shut my eyes, took a deep breath, and found my center. “I’m just going to need some time. It’s all just… a lot.”

“I’ll give you what you need,” she repeated. “Whatever you need.”

“I need rest.” I did. My body was still recovering. I was starting to feel woolly-headed again from the sedation wearing off. “Let me reply to them, buy us some time, then sleep. We’ll figure it out.”

I typed a message. Sent it.

Fair enough. Don’t post anything. Jennifer has whatever it was I got from the Reserve, but we’re not in a good place. I need more time to recover. Let me get out of the hospital, then we’ll do whatever you ask.

I watched the dots form as our blackmailer started to type. They paused, then resumed. At last, the message came through.

[UNKNOWN]: Fine. You have until Saturday. 9 AM. Give the item to the driver when he turns up. Then I will return your items to you. This all ends. No need for any more drama.

[Me]: No more drama sounds good. Saturday is fine.

[UNKNOWN]: It had better be. Don’t test me again.

“Guess they got over the guilt,” I said, showing Jennifer the message thread.

“They need whatever it is that we have.”

Again, a flashback—the mirror, the room, Jenn clutching the sheets as Hannah sucked my cock. My face went hot. I looked forward to a day when we could get back to that. If we could get back to that.

My head swam. “What I need right now is rest, Jenn,” I repeated. “Go home. Get changed. Eat. Sleep. I’m going to be okay. We’re going to be okay.”

She looked at me for a long moment but didn’t move from the loveseat.

“Jenn, please,” I implored her. I needed rest and time to think. “I’m not going anywhere. I’ll be here when you come back in the morning.”

She took a deep breath, her eyes filling up again. “You promise?”

“I promise.”

She stood, leaned in to kiss me on the cheek, but I turned my head, catching her lips on mine, holding her there for a long moment.

“We’re going to be okay,” I promised her one more time.

She nodded. Our eyes locked a final time when she paused in the doorway and took one last look over her shoulder.

And like that, Jenn was heading home.
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I slipped in and out of sleep after that, waking for meals. Jenn had left, swapping her SIM card back into her phone, and since mine was busted, I was left with nothing to entertain myself other than the hospital television and my own imagination. Which won out more often than not, filling in the space with thoughts of Jennifer and Tate and Danny and Gio—and definitely not her with my dad.

That was gross. To me, anyway. Not a thing I wanted to think about, and when I did, I approached it more academically.

Now that the shock of the moment was gone and all I had to do was lie there, I could approach it without letting my emotions take control. So my dad slept with my wife—may have slept with her—probably slept with her. It happened before we were together. Or most likely did, although she did fuck Danny in those early days and hadn’t told me about it, so maybe she’d also been riding my dad⁠—

No. Stop. Focus.

Back then, at the time that I’d met Jennifer, Dad and I had been close, but not as close as we are now. We’d gotten over the strain of Mom leaving—that was a good seven years, give or take—but I was focused on my life just out of school, and he had his own things going on. Apparently, those things involved hanging out with men in the Sugar Club, around younger women who used the older men for personal gain in exchange for… for what? Being cuckolded?

I sighed. I didn’t have enough information to go on. I couldn’t form a full story sitting there in bed. I needed to get out of there, and it was frustrating as hell that I couldn’t.

The day passed.

I figured out how to disconnect the wires hooking me up to the ECG and swung my legs out of bed, needing to pee. After emptying my bladder, I looked around for my clothes—I was wearing only a loose hospital gown—but they weren’t anywhere in the room. Presumably, they were torn or dirty, and Jenn had taken them home without bringing me anything else to wear.

I wandered to the window, looking out at the world beyond. The sun was hanging low over the green parklands that lined the Pelham Parkway, the road that almost led to our doom. Tomorrow, I’d be able to get out of there, but until then, I had to use the time I had to formulate a plan. A plan for fixing everything.

My attention was drawn to the row of flowers lined up on the windowsill. I looked through the well-wishers’ cards, laughing at the to-be-expected silly message on Marcus’s, smiling at Renee and Raelynn’s kind words, and Diana’s brief ‘get well soon’ note. There were more, from Tess, Aurelio, Alessia and even Mercy. They must have heard what happened after we’d left Nox Venari. Then I frowned at the next vase, an expansive arrangement of white tulips and blue hyacinths. The card read simply, ‘Hope you feel better soon. Danny Moreau.’ Gio and Eddy had sent roses, pink, beautiful.

I was still looking through the flowers when I heard a knock at the door. I didn’t even look, expecting it was a nurse coming in to check on me.

When I did turn, though, I was surprised to see my dad’s girlfriend, Elsa, standing there.

“Hello, Bryan,” she said with a smile, breezing into the room and checking the notes fastened to the bottom of my bed.

“Oh, hello,” I said. “How did you get in here? It’s after visiting hours.”

“I’m a nurse, Bryan.” Of course she was. The navy blue uniform hadn’t even registered. I remembered her mentioning it the other evening when they visited. “How are you feeling?”

I suddenly felt self-conscious in the thin hospital gown. “You work here, at Jacobi?”

“Sometimes,” she nodded, pulling a pen from her pocket and ticking a box on the clipboard before putting it back. “I’m usually in the North Bronx. Same company. But when I heard about you, I made a couple of calls.”

I watched her warily. “Thanks for stopping by, Elsa, but I’m fine. I’ll be out of here tomorrow and⁠—”

“Bryan, I’m doing my job.” She nodded, her jaw-length hair sliding forward over her face before she brushed it back. She was pretty. Very pretty. Like a German Juliette Binoche in her prime. “I came to assess you and see if you needed any help taking a shower, then change your dressings before the doctor comes to discharge you tomorrow.”

“Dad didn’t send you?”

She shook her head. “Your father doesn’t know that I am here right now, no. He thinks I’m just working, in my normal capacity.” She picked her words carefully as she pushed open the door that led to the small shower room. “But while I’m here, I will say my bit. Like I know how much he loves you, and how he wants you to know that he never meant to hurt you like this.”

“So you know?” I said, the realization stinging. “About Jenn and him? Did everyone fucking know except me?”

“No,” she said, stepping close. She smelled good, like soap and lavender, fresh amid the antiseptic smells of the hospital. “He only told me, after you threw him out.”

She shepherded me into the bathroom. It featured a walk-in shower, lined with bars for support, and a built-in seat.

“But I do know things about him that he didn’t want to share with his son. Not about Jenn, but about…”

“The Sugar Club?”

“Yes, that, and what happened between him and your mom.”

“What happened?”

“Bryan, go in the shower.” Elsa turned the silver knob, and the warm water began sprinkling down, inviting me beneath it.

I wondered if she’d leave me alone now, but this conversation wasn’t over, so instead, she just turned her back to give me more privacy. I stared at her for a second, wondering if I should ask her to leave, but I wanted to know more, so I discarded the flimsy gown and entered the shower stall, holding onto the guard rail when I had a moment of dizziness.

I looked down at myself for the first time. I had at least a dozen bruises, and several dressings covering the minor cuts and grazes I’d suffered from the crash. I grabbed the provided soap and started lathering myself up.

“What happened?” I asked again.

“That’s not for me to tell.” She turned her head just enough to catch me out of the corner of her eye. I resisted the urge to cover myself or turn away. She was a nurse. She saw naked men all the time, and I felt that I was probably better looking naked than most of them. “You’ll need to get that from them while she’s here in New York. But you should know that it’s not as straightforward as it seems. Nothing in life is.”

I sighed. “In that case why are you even talking to me about this?” I asked. “If you’re not going to plead his case, or really tell me anything.”

She turned fully now, her dark eyes locking with mine, but all it would take was a quick glance to see me in my full and frontal nudity. If she was trying to put me off-balance, let her try. If she wanted to check me out, go for it. I rolled my shoulders back, ignoring the pain up my side that the movement caused. “Well?”

“I know that your father is a man who loves deeply but needs something that most women won’t give him.” She paused. “And I give it to him.”

“Which is?”

Now, quite deliberately, she walked her eyes down my body. I watched her slow intake of breath as she checked me out, and the hungry smile when she arrived at my dick.

“You know about the Sugar Club, right? About the things they do? The particular kinks they have?”

I realized that my cock was getting hard—whether that was Elsa’s open ogling, or her smell, or mention of the Sugar Club and their wife-sharing kinks. Too late to cover myself now.

“Your father likes that the woman he loves chooses someone else, and comes home to him anyway.” The musical cadence of her accent even made that confession sound oddly sweet yet clinical. She was stating a fact, not judgment. “Your mother gave him this also. For many years.”

The sound of the shower running filled the silence. She finally glanced up at me, away from my cock. Okay, if that was what was going on here. Ignoring the pain in my body, I stepped forward, towards her. She didn’t back away.

“Talk to them sometime. They will tell you. It is long in the past now.” She tilted her head slightly, her eyes finally looking back up at me. “Although he still carries his shame with him, about this and other things, too. He shouldn’t, but he does. It took him a while before he opened up to me about this side of him.”

I stepped right up to her, close enough that she had to look up at me. I could see her chest rising and falling. I watched her eyes dip to my lips, and how she wet her own in anticipation. She reached out, but only to peel away one of the dressings on my chest. Then lower, pulling off the others on my hips and leg. Her hand hovered near my cock, for a moment longer than necessary. I met her gaze.

“Why are you here, Elsa? Why are you really here?”

But I knew. We both did. Here was a woman who clearly loved my father, who would do anything for him. Like Jennifer would for me. And she was offering herself as… what? Some kind of peace offering?

“You know, one thing Patrick loves is when I come home smelling like another man. Especially when he doesn’t know who it is.”

“That so?”

She nodded slowly. This close, she was so beautiful. I glanced at her lips, then back up into those dark eyes. Smile lines had formed around them. She lifted her brows.

“Want to even the score?” Elsa asked. Her hand shifted, grazing against my cock.

My heart drummed against my chest. My erection stood hard between us, straight and ready. When she wrapped her hand around it, I didn’t push her away. She had warm hands, soft hands.

Elsa continued, her voice so soft: “With your dad and your wife? Will that make you feel better?”

“I think…” I paused, fixing my eyes on hers, seeing all the need there. “I need a towel. I’m dripping water all over your nice scrubs.”

“Is that all you need?”

I could have pushed her down to her knees. She would have let me, and loved it. An eager and horny part of me almost did it. That night returned in a blur—not the terror, not the accident, but those moments that preceded it. The photo. Jenn and my dad. The feeling of utter betrayal. It was hot, filled with angst, filled with jealous anger. At Dad. At Jenn. At the world.

Elsa was an adult, consenting and sexy. She’d come here knowing exactly what she was doing, not just to check and shower me.

I let her stroke my cock, enjoying the feeling of her hand working me. Then she stopped, grabbed the hem of her top and took it off. She wasn’t wearing a bra. Her breasts hung in front of me, heavy and firm, her nipples stiff and inviting. Then her bottoms followed, dropping to the floor to reveal she wasn’t wearing panties either. She had a small triangle of hair above her otherwise smooth pussy, a shiny clit piercing twinkling in the low light. I wasn’t expecting that.

I reached towards her, and her smile of anticipation turned into one of incredulous delight, then pouty disappointment as I moved my hand behind her and grabbed a towel from the rack.

Evening the score. That’s what this was. Dad and Jenn on one side, me and Elsa on the other. Jenn would never know.

That was the problem. Hannah had been different. Jenn had been there, part of it. This would be a secret. It was the exact thing that turned me into a maniac. It was a cycle.

“Fucking you isn’t going to make me forgive my dad,” I said. “Maybe another time.”

She actually laughed. “I understand. I won’t pretend I’m not disappointed, but I understand. And I respect it.”

I stepped back and toweled myself off as she looked greedily at my pecs.

“Jennifer is lucky to have you.”

I chuckled. “I don’t know about that. I nearly got us killed with my impetuousness.”

“We all have our flaws.” Elsa put her uniform back on, adjusting it around her neck. “No one is perfect. No one is without some blame, and no one should be beyond forgiveness.”

I thought of the blackmailers. I thought about whoever had passed us those photos. That had been intentional. That had been nearly deadly. “I don’t know, there are some I’m not prepared to forgive so easily.”

Thinking that I was talking about my dad, Elsa frowned. “You need to talk to him. You need to understand. Please?”

“I will.” I walked past her, back into my room, fully aware of her eyes on my ass. Let her look.

“Sit on the bed, Bryan,” she said, following me, then going to a drawer and taking out a pack of bandages and tape. “Let me look at your injuries. See if they need new dressings.”

The deepest cut was on my hip, inches from my cock, which was still hard and holding out hope. Elsa smoothed the tape down slowly, her thumb pressing along the edge, her eyes never leaving her work.

“You sure you don’t want me to take care of that?” she asked with a smile.

I could practically feel her wet mouth wrap around my dick. “I can take care of myself.” Then, realizing that I was implying masturbation here, added, “I mean, I’m good.”

Elsa sighed. “Too good, it seems.” She sat back. “You know what I like about you, Bryan?” She moved to my closet to retrieve a fresh gown. “I like that you’re different.”

I didn’t know if I should take that as a compliment or an insult. “Different? How?”

She handed me the gown. “Your dad always told me that your wife is someone who takes what they want, that whenever she’s seen something she wants, she’s always gone out there and got it. Most men are like that, but you’re not. You’re different. I like that.”

“Well, maybe it’s time for me to change,” I said, standing and wrapping the gown around me, finally covering my nudity. “Maybe it’s time to go out there and get what I want, instead of letting everyone around me do what they want, when they want.”

Elsa frowned at me as I climbed into bed, weariness suddenly coursing through me.

“I know your dad has hurt you. He didn’t mean to, Bryan. Just… give him a chance. Talk to him. Talk to your mom. He was so worried about you. She was, too. She flew all the way from California to be by your bedside. For the first time in years.”

I stared at her as she walked to the door.

“Give them a chance to explain,” she said over her shoulder, reaching for the door handle, turning it.

“Okay,” I replied, “I will. For you.”

She snorted. “For me, you would have fucked me. Do it for yourself. Be that man you talked about.”

And she was gone.
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DIVIDED WE STAND


“Do you really need to listen to this again?” Jenn asked, sitting on the edge of my bed. She’d arrived first thing, pushing open the curtains and letting the light in. She ran her fingers through the scarf at my legs.

“Yes. I have some ideas.” I opened the message on the new phone that she’d bought me.

“Fine,” Jennifer sighed. “Let’s hear these ideas.”

I hit the link, and the video played again, the A.I. woman talking through the screen.

“Okay, friends, ready for another lesson in the invisible curriculum? Just got a delish scoop from a local journo, but y’all, this one is juicy⁠—”

“I’m going to stop it there,” I said, pressing pause. There was something familiar about the video, about the fake blonde model. Her mannerisms. Her phrasing.

“What?”

“I had some time to think last night,” I told her, still watching the screen, the frozen image of the influencer. I’d done a lot of thinking after that strange encounter with Elsa. I should tell Jenn about that, too.

“In fact, talking about last night...” I looked up at Jenn. “Elsa came by. She’s working here.”

“Oh.” Jenn frowned. “What did she have to say?”

“She, umm, pretty much offered herself to me. To make me forgive my dad.”

“She what?” She glanced away, but I noted her hand tight on the hospital railing. Then she chuckled to herself. “Never mind. I get it.” She turned back to me, her lips curled up in an amused smile. “She’s pretty.”

“I didn’t sleep with her,” I hedged.

Jenn reached out and squeezed my hand. “But she is pretty. And you’re sexy. Of course she’d see that as a solution. My sexy, sexy husband.” Her eyes slid away as she thought. “I know you’re not there yet, but nothing ever happened with your dad.”

My dad. The photo. My blood ran cold. All those emotions from the crash returned, anger, betrayal, pain. My ribs seared. My jaw clenched.

“You’re right, I’m not there yet.”

“Okay,” Jenn said softly. She looked like she had more to say, but I couldn’t hear it. Not yet. We needed to focus here. We needed to get this shadow off of us before dealing with the rest.

“So, my ideas… I just needed to hear it all again to be sure.”

“You think the local journalist is Sarah?” Jenn asked. I shushed her, and she looked mildly put out, but I needed to think.

Delish… another lesson… invisible curriculum… All words I could imagine someone saying. Someone I knew. Not Sarah, but someone else, someone with an agenda of their own.

“Did the doctors tell you when I can get out of here?” I asked. “Are they coming round soon?”

“Sometime this afternoon, they said. They wanted to watch you one last night, just to make sure there’s nothing lasting from the concussion. Seems like you’re fine, so it should be soon.”

I was eager to get out there and start poking around. I had my theories. I also had a plan.

“What?” Jenn asked, putting her injured hand on my arm. “You have that look in your eye.”

“What look?”

“You’re on to something. A lead. A story. I know that look. I haven’t seen it in… in a long time.”

I thought of Elsa last night. What she’d said about being a man who takes what he wants, instead of letting everyone around me do whatever they want. That was who I was going to be from now on.

“What can I say? Now that we’re sharing all of our dirty secrets, I should tell you that local zoning regulations don’t really thrill me.”

Jennifer laughed. Like, actually laughed, hard enough that it caught her off-balance. She put too much weight on her injured hand and winced. Then laughed again. I joined in.

“So, Mr. Journalist,” she inquired, “Come on. What’s your plan?”

“I have an idea who’s involved, but we need to buy some more time,” I said. “In order to get everything back, we need to gain an advantage. Get the higher ground. Right now, the blackmailer has us reacting. They think they have us where they want us.”

“Right. And?”

“Let’s flip the script.”

Jennifer nodded, riveted now. “And how are we going to do that?”

“We are going to make them think that they’ve won.”

“They won… what?”

“I think that the blackmailer had two goals. One was to get whatever was in that tube. Why, I have no idea, but I think whatever it is will tell the whole story once it gets out.”

“And the other goal?”

“I’m not sure.” I was still working this one out, and it wasn’t fully baked. “But I think, maybe… Revenge.”

“Revenge? On who? You?” Jenn frowned at me, chewing her lip in thought. “You have some secret enemies that I don’t know about?”

“No, I think… revenge on you. Or us, maybe? What we have. Someone has thrown a lot of stuff at us. Stuff that could—probably should—break our marriage. Ruin us. Ruin my relationship with my dad.”

Jenn stared at me, her brow wrinkling. “What makes you think that? The blackmailer nearly saw us dead and seemed to regret it. You have to admit, they seemed pretty contrite in the texts when they heard we got hurt.”

“They don’t want us dead, or even hurt. Not physically, anyway.”

My head had been fuzzy for the past few days, but I still remembered the audio message clearly. I recalled the words, said them aloud. “‘Charles Wellington and Jennifer Olson took something from me, many, many years ago. I want it back. Your wife’s career can kiss its ass goodbye, along with all her disgusting friends and connections.’”

“Doesn’t sound like someone who’s my biggest fan,” Jenn conceded. “But who?”

“I don’t know. You and Danny have history. You know he still holds a candle for you, and you just rejected him, right? But the blackmailer didn’t know where the Midnight Reserve was. He gave us the stuff, then stole it back? And a guy like that, honestly, wouldn’t threaten the career of the woman he still pines for. It makes no sense.”

“Yeah, good point.” Jenn stood up, walked to the window, looking out as the sun poked its head out between the clouds for the briefest of moments before disappearing again. “I’m pretty sure Mercedes sees me as a threat, like I’m coming back to steal her spot as Head Honey, but again, it makes no sense either. She’d just get the tube herself.”

“Think about the timing,” I mused. “Charles passes away, and suddenly everything goes to shit. Was she at your emergency meeting last weekend?”

“No. I told you. I’d never met her before. It was only the old guard.”

“Not even at the wake? Before that?”

Jenn looked confused for a moment. “I didn’t go to the wake. I was getting drunk with Diana.”

So I’d imagined that, too? I wondered how many other conclusions I’d jumped to in my irrational state. Was I still doing it?

“What?” she asked.

“Nothing, just… thinking all of this through here.” I sank back in my bed. “So you didn’t include the new Head Honey in one of the most critical meetings of the current Sugar Club. Seems like something she’d resent, if she learned of it.”

Jenn sighed. “Okay, maybe, but it still doesn’t make sense. No one would cook up such an elaborate plot to pretend they didn’t have access to their chair, or know where the Midnight Reserve was. Why would they make us jump through all those hoops?” She paused, working through it in her head first. “Unless… they wanted to lead you to the Midnight Reserve. And let you think it was all your own doing.”

“Or they didn’t know about the chair at all,” I said, but I was already thinking of the next name, my last suspect. I hesitated before bringing it up because I knew it would upset Jenn in a way that the other two did not. “And then there’s Diana.”

Jennifer stiffened at the mention of her best friend, and one of the other Honeys—the woman who’d been there with her from the start. But she didn’t immediately dismiss it, which was a good sign.

“Maybe Diana resented you leaving. She had to take over, and that couldn’t have been easy. Maybe she didn’t like losing her wing-woman. She seemed to come after me pretty aggressively at Volta. And she was having me followed.”

“She was having the reporter followed. You just happened to show up.”

“She was having Sarah Park followed? Why?”

“I don’t actually know,” Jenn said, shrugging as she looked through the flowers like I had last night.

“I’m not saying it’s her,” I pointed out. “I have a theory, someone in mind, but let’s not rule anyone out, okay?”

“Right, okay. So… who is it? And what’s your plan? How do we make them think they won?”

It was a half-baked plan, one that I’d come up with the previous night, but was still finalizing as I spoke. I took a deep breath.

“We make them think that we’ve broken up.”

I’d rehearsed saying those words several times since the night before, but as mad as I was at Jenn, at the things she’d kept, at her relationship with my own dad that they kept secret, saying those words aloud still hit me like a bullet. My voice quavered. I wanted to take it back. Even Jenn gasped, sharing the charged sensation.

“I… I don’t want…” Her eyes glistened. “...that. I don’t want to break up.”

And that was when I realized that we would be fine. Neither of us wanted this.

“I don’t either. But I think someone else does. And if they think we have, we take away a huge part of their game. We just need to find out who.”

“I don’t know,” Jenn’s fingers were worrying at the gauze wrapping her other hand. “Maybe there’s another way. I think⁠—”

Elsa’s words from last night echoed in my head. “Be that man you talked about,” she’d said as she left. The man who takes what he wants, instead of letting everyone around him do what they want, when they want.

“We’ve done this your way so far, Jenn.” I sat up, taking her hands gently in mine, fixing her gaze, making her look at me. “It’s time to try my way. Please. Just trust me.”

“Okay. I trust you.” She squeezed my fingers and nodded. “I owe you that much, at least.”

You don’t owe me anything, I thought to myself. I fucked Hannah. I could have fucked Elsa. We’re pretty much even.

“Okay,” I cleared my throat, gathered my thoughts. “Step one, we make everyone believe that we are still in a bad place.” It was easier to say this time, in part because it was kind of true. “And if this is going to work, it needs to be everyone. Okay?”

“I understand. But, Bryan, you haven’t told me who you think is behind this. You said you’ve got a theory.”

“I do. But I want to get all my ducks lined up. Diana—let’s rule her out first. Go find her. Talk to her. Tell her… tell her whatever you want. Convince her, then watch and see how she behaves. If she tries to talk you out of it, then we’ll have our answer. It’s not her.”

“But—” Jenn paused, her eyes distancing. “You know Diana. If she thinks you and I are over… Her answer to falling off the horse has always been to get right back on. What if she wants to go out to Volta again?”

My heart involuntarily jumped. “I don’t know… Maybe lean into it more. You know, to really convince her.”

Jennifer stared at me like I’d grown a second head. “You’re not suggesting what I think you are? Are you?”

“I’m not suggesting anything. I’m telling you that if we do this, it needs to be convincing. To everyone.” I ran my hand over her bandaged one. “And maybe I’m a little curious what would have happened that night, had I not shown up.”

“Nothing would have happened,” she answered. “I would never do anything behind your back.”

I locked eyes with her, glad I didn’t take it any further with Elsa. “You’re not doing this behind my back. You’re doing it to be so convincing that whoever is behind this thinks it’s safe to come out of the shadows.”

Jenn continued to stare at me, analyzing me, trying to work out if I was bluffing. “We’ll… see. I’ll go to Diana’s, but I’m promising nothing. I’ll play it by ear.”

“Like you did at the Midnight Reserve?” I said. “That went well, until it didn’t.”

Jenn leaned down and kissed me, taking me by surprise. Her lips were dry, chapped, but her kiss was a familiar one. “I’m not going to do something that could risk losing you. I did that once already. I’ll never, ever do it again.”

“I nearly lost you, too.” I smiled, stroking her hand again. “Trust me. You won’t lose me.”

“But I need to pretend that I have.”

“That’s right. There could be side benefits,” I grinned. “Let’s figure out who’s playing us. There’s a way out of this. You know the famous saying from Sherlock Holmes?”

“Here we go,” Jennifer rolled her eyes theatrically. “Mr. Journalist is showing off. Yes, I know it. ‘When you have eliminated the impossible, whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.’”

“That’s the one.” I cleared the video message from my phone screen. “First, I need to set a few things up.”

The first message I typed was to Marcus.

Hey, man. I’m going to need that couch after all. Things got a little testy here. I need some space to clear my head. We both do.

[Marcus]: Shit, man. Sorry to hear that. Of course, you’re always welcome.

The second message was to the person I was most suspicious of. The one I hadn’t yet told Jenn about, but who she’d successfully guessed.

[Me]: Sarah. We need to meet. I’ve learned a lot over the past week, and I need to talk to you.

I showed it to Jenn before I sent it. She read the name, took a long, deep breath, and nodded.

“You think it’s her, don’t you?”

I nodded. “I think I know who the influencer is, and who’s feeding her the information. Sarah Park. Why, I’m still not sure.” I scratched my head, something tumbling through my mind. “Last time I messaged her, she said she had a new lead. I think that was the influencer. Did you know she was around the Sugar Club, years ago? She was never one of your honeys, but she did have a thing with Richard Moreau.”

“Danny’s father?” Jenn sat upright. “He died. Of a drug overdose. Why would that make her want to break us up?”

“Unless she thinks you’re somehow indirectly responsible?” I guessed. “What do you know about his death? Was it really an accident?”

Jenn’s hair was swept into a ponytail, and she gathered it in one hand, over her shoulder, playing with it idly while thinking. “Diana will know more than me. I’ll ask her.”

“Good.” I sat there for a moment, thinking, then puffed out my cheeks and let out a long breath that I didn’t realize I’d been holding. “Now all we need to do… is break up.”

“And how are we going to do that?”

“Loudly. Publicly.” Time to be the man I told Elsa I was going to be. Time to be the man that Jennifer fell in love with. “First, I need you to get hold of my mom and dad. Elsa, too, maybe, if she’s still on shift—she works here. Tell them I want to see them. To clear the air.”
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It was mid-afternoon by the time Jennifer had been able to gather everyone. She’d told them that I was finally getting discharged, and they’d come out to wish me well. We had one quick moment in the room before everything went down, just the two of us, a team. Always.

“Ready?” I asked.

Jenn nuzzled her forehead against mine. “Is this really necessary? Seems a little melodramatic.”

I just grinned at her, raised my voice, kissed her swiftly, and sat back. “I just can’t. Jenn, I just… please, just go.”

Even play-acting, raising my voice to her was both cathartic and traumatizing. This wasn’t who I was, but it sure seemed like it was the way I was acting these days.

“You can’t be serious,” Jenn said sharply. “I wasn’t the one who drove us off the road into a swamp!”

Her barb, again planned, stung because it hit so close to the truth.

I saw Dad with Mom, Elsa and Lawrence close behind as they walked through the door and immediately stopped, drawn in by the argument.

“And I wasn’t the one who kept my dirty past a secret!” I yelled. I saw Jenn’s face flinch, the same way mine probably had.

I heard more footsteps coming down the corridor. Doctors and nursing staff. If they gossiped, if they talked, this would lend to the authenticity of the moment. Still, we were basically pouring salt into our still-open wounds. It wasn’t easy because it felt real. All too real.

“Bryan—”

“No, Jenn. It’s over.” My heart lurched at the words, even though they weren’t real. “Go. Just… go.”

My blood was pumping, adrenaline singing between my ears. Jenn started to back away to the door, paused, then came back to me, leaning in close. Lowering her voice so only I could hear, she said, “I love you, Bryan Turner. I will choose you every time. Do not fucking forget that.”

Then she stepped back, speaking loudly now, for all to hear. “I will never forgive you. You bastard. Go stay with Marcus or someone. I’m done.”

And then she was gone, the aftermath of our “fight” lingering in the air like gunsmoke.

The room fell silent. It was raining again, another summer storm, heavy raindrops smashing against the window. I thought of the crash. I compared our ‘faux’ fight to the real one we’d had that night. You’re scaring me… I wasn’t the one who drove us off the road…

We needed to get through this. We would get through it, but who would we be on the other end? Certainly not the same couple. That couple died in that accident—and had been dying long before that. That couple was gone, as surely as Charlotte the Corvette.

First, we needed to get out from under our blackmailer's thumb. Then we could fix what was broken.

Dad and Mom stood stock still in the doorway, staring at us, numb with shock.

“Son…” Dad said softly. “We need to talk.”

“I know. I’m sorry you had to hear that.” I beckoned him inside, pointed to the loveseat by the bed. “Come in. You’ve got some explaining to do. I guess I should let you try.”

Elsa and Lawrence had disappeared, giving our family some privacy. Mom and Dad sat awkwardly next to each other, which looked weird, and waited for me to talk.

But before I began doing what I needed to do, finding out what I needed to know, I reflected on what Jenn and I had set in motion.

Everyone would soon think we were finished. Now we played the waiting game. The trap was set.

But would the person who walked into it be the person I was expecting?
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OUR LITTLE SECRET


“Okay, start talking,” I said, crossing my arms and staring at my parents.

Dad was wearing a nice shirt, like he’d dressed for the occasion, but had forgotten to iron the pants. His hair was combed but a light gray stubble on his jaw betrayed the fact that he probably hadn’t been sleeping well. He leaned forward, elbows on his knees, hands clasped. Mom—in black blouse and jeans—sat stiffly at his side. She didn’t hold his hand. She didn’t try to comfort him. This was no longer a couple, but they were still my parents.

Dad somehow looked older than I remembered, even from just a few days ago. This last week had taken from all of us. I wondered how I looked to them. Did I look drained, too?

“I should have told you everything a long time ago,” he said. “I kept telling myself there was never a right moment. The truth is… I’ve never been great at confronting my problems.” He glanced at Mom. “And I’ve always pushed things off until they were too late.”

“Like how you conveniently neglected to tell me that the girl I was falling for was turning tricks in your harem⁠—”

“Turning tricks? Have some respect for your wife. It was never like that,” Dad said, his jaw tightening, finally growing a spine. “Think whatever you want of me, but that wasn’t who Jenny was.”

“He needs to hear the whole story, Patrick.” At last, my mom spoke up. She looked better than she had when I first saw her, like she’d finally gotten some sleep. Her hair was brushed and pinned back. She wore the gray well. “All of it. From the beginning.”

My dad nodded, sat up a little straighter, and cleared his throat. Then he began to talk.

For the first time in my life, I got the whole story—the real story of my parents. I knew that he’d gone to college on a scholarship, that he’d started from nothing, that they’d met there, fallen in love. But I didn’t know anything about his two best friends, Charles and Gio, or the outsized influence they had on both of their lives.

“You called yourselves the Three Amigos?” I stared at him, scarcely able to believe this, even though it all made sense.

“Gio did,” Dad nodded. “We still talk occasionally. When you went to see him, he called me, worried for you. That’s why I came over last week with Elsa. To check that you were okay.”

From there, he continued, telling me more things I didn’t know. About the parties, the circumstances around Mom leaving, the formation of the Sugar Club and how it changed everything. How it changed Charles, changed Gio, started to drive a wedge between them.

Mom told me about Lawrence, a man who she’d met here, in New York, as her ‘bull’, and how she’d fallen for him. “I met your father too early. I wasn’t ready for that kind of settled life⁠—”

“And you are now?” my dad said. She ignored him, keeping her eyes on me.

“I was out of control then, Bryan. I felt boxed in. I needed to get away. I needed space. We didn’t tell you the real reason then. I agreed with that. No sense in it. But when I heard you met someone from the lifestyle…” Mom shook her head. “I knew where that was headed.” She gestured around the hospital room. “It was always going to come out. Patrick should never have let it happen⁠—”

“They were in love, Rosie. I didn’t set it up. Bryan needed someone like Jenn. Jenn needed someone like him. It just… happened.”

“But you never told him the truth,” she said, her voice rising. “It was bound to come out that you knew Jenn from before. That you knew Charles. That you were involved with everything. It’s too big of a fucking secret.” To me, she said, “I was never a great mom, and you probably hate me for that, but I just couldn’t visit knowing the bomb you guys had built your lives on⁠—”

“Oh, that’s really why you stayed away?” Dad snorted in derision. “Not because it’s easier to forget about us? Not because you’re too busy pretending we don’t exist, living your best California life? Weed, booze, parties⁠—”

“You don’t know anything about my life,” Mom replied sharply. “I’ve changed. If you made the effort to get in touch, maybe⁠—”

“Stop!” I said, pinching the bridge of my nose. “Just… just shut the fuck up. Both of you. You’re each as bad as the other.”

I remembered a time back in high school, coming downstairs during a particularly bad fight, staring at these two, and wishing I could say those words. Felt pretty good now, all these years later.

They sat there, ignoring each other, and yet, I was sure I could see the distance between them shrinking slightly.

“Just tell me, Dad, what was Jenn to you? Was she one of your honeys? Don’t lie to me. We’re done with lies.”

“No. I was never a Money.” His eyes met mine, full of sincerity. “Charles, Gio and I, and the rest of them, we partied, but I promise you, Jenn was never… No. She was—is—my friend.”

“You’re avoiding the question. Did you ever sleep with my wife? Before, or while we were together? Tell me the truth, for once in your life.”

He was shaking his head before I’d even fully asked it. “I never slept with her, period. I swear to you, son.”

“But there’s a picture…”

“There are a lot of pictures. Charles liked having his photograph taken. Ned was always taking candids. I’m not saying we weren’t at parties together, that we didn't get up to some crazy things, but I didn’t… that’s not⁠—”

“Your father enjoys watching more than participating,” Mom said, rolling her eyes. “Always has. Always on the outside, looking in. That, I can tell you, is one hundred percent true. So he probably didn’t screw Jenn, but I bet he watched her do a lot of wild things, didn’t you, dear?”

“That’s enough!” Dad roared, standing up.

“No, Dad. You’ve said enough!” I shouted, making him sit back down as abruptly as he’d stood. It was time to be that man. “No more fighting. Or, at least wait until I’m gone, then feel free to tear each other’s throats out.” I turned to Dad. “No more lies. No more secrets. I can take the truth. I’m a big boy now, okay?”

“Unlike your father,” Mom snickered, earning herself a scathing glare from me. “I’m sorry.”

Dad nodded, ignoring her petty comment. “I’m sorry, too. I’m sorry I didn’t treat you like one earlier. I’m sorry about everything.”

I took a moment to digest his apology. Accepted it.

“And you, Mom, no, I don’t hate you. Maybe I should, but I don’t. Just… don’t be a stranger. It’s been ten years. The girls don’t even remember you. They should meet their Granny Rosie⁠—”

“Oh, God, that makes me sound so old.”

“Nana Rosie, then? They call Dad ‘Poppy.’”

Mom snorted a laugh at that.

“And I think you should get to know Jenn more.”

She arched an eyebrow at me. “Says the guy who just yelled at her to go, and that it was over.”

Right. We were supposed to be on the outs. I needed to be more careful. “Jenn and I have our own issues. Dad isn’t the only one who lied to me. But she’s still the mother to my kids. If you’re going to ever have a relationship with Greyson and Kristi, you’ll need to get along with Jenn, too.”

“You’re making a mistake if you split up,” Dad murmured, shaking his head. “She loves you, and that’s a rare thing.”

“Relationship advice? From you?” I gave him a look, but he avoided my gaze, so I softened my tone. “I sometimes get worked up and don’t think before acting. But as of this moment in time, Jenn and I need some time apart.”

“You get that from your mother,” he replied. On this, Mom seemed to agree, nodding sagely.

I took a deep breath. We were done here. I’d sold the scene. They thought Jenn and I were in danger of splitting up. And I needed time to process everything Dad had told me. For the first time since Danny had arrived with the red Corvette, I felt like the gaps that had appeared in my life were finally starting to be filled in.

“Right now, though, I’m ready to get out of here.” I rose to my feet, unsteady but feeling much better, “Can someone give me a ride to Marcus’s? I’m hungry and done with hospital food.”

Just as much as I was done with all of this sitting around.
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My mom and dad now had something new to argue about: who was going to drive me out to Stamford. I’d need to get some things from home at some point, but I had enough with what Jenn had brought in to get me through until tomorrow. Despite the anger that still lingered for him, I let Dad give me the ride. He was still my dad, the one parent who’d stuck around. He hadn’t slept with Jenn, for which I was relieved, and besides, a thirty-minute car ride would have been way more awkward with my wayward mom, who I still felt like I barely knew.

“You know Elsa was on duty last night?” I asked, glancing at my dad casually.

“I did.”

“You sent her?”

Dad chuckled. “No, I made a call to see if she could do her shift there, to keep an eye on you. But no, that’s not how our relationship works.” His hands tightened a little harder on the wheel. “She is very, um, independent. Elsa does as Elsa wants.”

I thought about how she’d stared at my naked body, how she’d wrapped her hand around my cock, how she’d gotten naked and would have fucked me if I’d wanted it. But I sure as hell wasn’t going to tell my dad that. “She’s good for you. She loves you, and was worried about what a rift, or whatever, between us, would do to you.”

“I love her, too. I haven’t felt this way about anyone in… well, since meeting your mother.”

“I don’t think Elsa’s like Mom.” Though after last night, I wasn’t sure exactly what she was like.

“If you’re saying she won’t run away with her favorite lover,” Dad said, keeping his eyes firmly on the road, “I don’t think she will either.”

We pulled up to Marcus’s garden apartment in Stamford. My dad actually helped me out of the car like I was an invalid, and while I wanted to push him away, my ribs really were screaming at me, so I let him help.

He pulled me in for a deep hug. My ribs screamed even louder, but I hugged him right back. I was a boy again, headed to camp for the first time. I was a young man, standing at the door to my dorm at Vassar. I was a son again.

“I’m so sorry, Bryan,” Dad said, his voice shaking. “If I could do it again, I’d do so many things differently. I gambled everything on the truth never coming out, and lost.”

I squeezed him one more time, feeling the roles reverse. For one fleeting moment, I saw the younger Patrick, early in life, lost for a moment and looking for acceptance. Charles had seen something in him. I saw the same. He was a man who had an infinite capacity to love, and it had cost him so much.

“We all have regrets,” I said. “I guess… I guess it’s what we do next that defines us, yeah?”

He nodded, looking at Marcus’s place. “Want me to help you with your bags?”

“It’s only one bag. I can manage. But thanks, Dad.”

“Of course. It’s the least I can do.” He turned to go, then stopped. “I know you’re mad at Jenn right now, but… you need to give her a chance, okay? I’ve known her a long time…” He hesitated, his face growing red as he realized he was once again stirring up the past. “She loves you, son. She only kept things from you because she didn’t want to hurt you, or lose you. And to protect me.”

“And why didn’t you tell me, Dad? Were you protecting me too?”

He passed me the bag, stared into the distance. “When you were just a baby, Charles and Gio came to the hospital. They held you in their arms. They were happy for me. For a while, I let them be a part of your life. They were your uncles. You were too young to remember, but there came this day… I just suddenly wanted to protect you from all of it. From them. From me. From what they were, what I was…”

I frowned at him, at the pain in his eyes. “What do you mean… what you were?”

He visibly shook himself and forced a smile. “Distancing myself from them was the best thing I ever did. You grew up, and I became my own person, and I like to think he’s a pretty decent guy. It felt… good, to be unburdened with all of that.”

“But you must have known it’d catch up with you.”

“And it did. Just… don’t throw it all away, Bryan. What you and Jenn have. Think long and hard before making any long-term decisions. Promise me.”

“I promise,” I replied. “I’m just going to chill with Marcus for a few days. Take some time, you know?”

We said our goodbyes. I floated up to Marcus’s, the conversation echoing in my thoughts as I watched Dad drive away. He was right. What Jenn and I had was special. Did I wish that she’d told me from the start? Was I still mad at Dad for keeping all of that from me? I would be for a while. But I got it now. That kind of confession—my parents, the swinging, the cheating and cuckolding—wasn’t something you sat your son down and told him.

I had kids of my own, and as much as I loved them, I had no intention of telling them about what we did in the Midnight Reserve, ever, no matter how old they got. That was for Jenn and me.

So I got it.

Didn’t make me totally cool with it still. That would come.

I knocked harder on the front door to Marcus’s than I intended. When he didn’t show up, I looked around and didn’t see his car in his spot. Damn, he was out, probably with Renee somewhere. In the emotional exchange with my parents, I’d forgotten to text ahead.

I found the key beneath his planter, remembering when I’d done this same thing just last week, walking in on Marcus fucking Izzy.

Izzy, who was most likely working with the blackmailer. Izzy, who was probably behind that TikTok post.

“Marcus?” I called out, making sure he wasn’t in the bedroom fucking someone again. But the apartment was empty this time.

I locked the door behind me and carried my things into the guest bedroom, dropping my single bag there, and gingerly lowered myself onto the bed, staring up at the popcorn-textured ceiling. Everything was going to be fine. We just had some things we needed to do, and very little time to do them.

It was Wednesday. I had until Saturday⁠—

The door opened before I could get too lost in my thoughts. A woman giggled. Marcus said something that I couldn’t quite catch. I groaned as I tried to push myself back up to a sitting position, pain biting hard into my busted ribs.

“Marcus?” I said, calling out. Getting to my feet, I went to the door, just in time to see my friend pull a blonde into his bedroom.

“...really don’t have much time,” he said to her. “Bryan will be here soon. But I can’t resist with you in that dress.”

“Then get naked.” I recognized her voice, confirming my suspicions. Renee.

I started to call out again, to let them know I was there, but my ribs hurt, and it already seemed too late, judging by the murmurs and the sounds of kissing and clothing being removed. It was going to get awkward if they knew I was there.

But I was also curious. Not that I thought they were plotting, but what if they were? What if they said something incriminating? Or so my reasoning went. This was for investigative purposes. Yes, that’s why I kept quiet and listened…

“Fuck, I still can’t believe how fucking big your dick is,” Renee said.

“Climb aboard.”

“Choo fuckin’ choo.” That was followed by a groan from both of them.

I was out of the guest bedroom before I could help myself, moving closer to the door, to where I’d watched Izzy getting plowed doggystyle.

This time, the scene was different. Marcus sat back naked, propped up on his thick arms, staring up at Renee.

She was straddling him, whatever dress she’d worn for him gone. The floral tattoo on her lower back rippled and stretched with every roll of her hips. She was curvier than Jenn, softer, and fucked with purpose. Her full breasts swayed, her head dropped back.

I stared. Marcus stared at her, too, mesmerized as she fucked him.

Renee leaned in, wrapping her arms around his neck and pressing her tits into his chest. No more words were exchanged, just heavy breathing, moans, the wet sound of hurried, unbridled sex.

I was hard. Renee was hot and she knew how to fuck, but that wasn’t the only thing that had my heart racing. I was back at the Midnight Reserve again, back watching as Jenn got pounded by Tate. Mom’s voice transposed itself over the image. Your father enjoys watching more than participating. Always on the outside, looking in.

And here I was, in the doorway, looking in. Like father, like son.

I adjusted myself before realizing that I really shouldn’t be watching this. I considered going outside again, leaving and pretending to arrive later, but I had nowhere else to go in the meantime, and I didn’t even have my shoes on.

So I just went back into the bedroom and quietly shut the door.

The walls of Marcus’s apartment, though, were thin, and those two were loud fuckers.

“Uh! Uhh! Fuck me!” Renee cried out.

“You like that, don’t you!” I could hear the thud of body against body.

“Fuck yeah, I fucking do!”

I listened, even considered pulling my dick out and jerking off to those sounds. I didn’t, but only because Renee came before I could.

“Oh, oh, yesssss…” she wailed, followed by the sound of Marcus groaning as he came, too. Then silence.

I lay there, my cock throbbing. I needed to get laid so fucking badly. I was aching from the crash, but somehow the pain only made me hornier, like that kind of horny that hits when you’re pumped with adrenaline and emotion, and needs an outlet. Between what I’d just witnessed and Elsa last night, not to mention the lingering memories from the Midnight Reserve—watching Jennifer get plowed by the manliest man that I’d ever met, I was wound up pretty fucking tight. And I wasn’t going to be getting much relief any time soon, in large part because of the plan that I had set in motion myself.

It was quiet for a little while and I considered getting up and announcing my presence when I heard them talking again.

“…seems serious, and I hate it,” Renee was saying once my ears adjusted down from her loud moans. Her voice was muffled through the walls, but still clear enough that I could hear it. “I saw Jenn leave this afternoon with a suitcase. She looked upset.”

“They’re going through a rough patch, but it’ll work out.” Marcus’s deep rumble.

“I fucking hope so, because they were, like, the perfect couple.”

“No one’s perfect,” Marcus said. “But yeah, I hate to see them going through this. Bryan can be such a dumbass.”

Me, a dumbass?

“Ever since that Corvette came into his life, he’s been consumed with Jenn’s past to the point of obsession.”

“Jenn’s past?” Renee asked.

“Shit,” Marcus cursed under his breath. “My big mouth.”

Renee had a sultry laugh. “I happen to like what this big mouth is capable of doing,” she said. I heard the wet smack of a kiss. “Don’t worry, I’m not going to pry unless it would help me get them back together.”

“Thank you,” Marcus said. “You’re a keeper, you know that?”

I rolled my eyes. He’d be telling me soon that Renee was ‘the one.’

“I do,” Renee said. “And I’m not just saying that because of how good this feels.”

Marcus groaned. I heard him get off the bed, the springs squealing under his effort. A minute later, the bedroom door opened. I listened, holding my breath, hoping it was time for Renee to leave when Marcus called out.

“You can come out now, Bryan.”

I flushed hot, sheepishly opening the door. Marcus stood there, mercifully dressed in a muscle tee and a pair of gym shorts. Renee stood behind him in the door frame, staring at Marcus with the same shocked expression as I was no doubt wearing.

“You knew?” we said at once.

Marcus just chuckled. “What? You didn’t?” he asked Renee.

“No!” She swatted him on the shoulder. “He is my neighbor!”

“I fail to see what that has to do with anything. He’s my best friend.”

Renee glanced at me. She was back in the dress that had tempted Marcus, and I could see why. It wasn’t brazenly sexy, but the long flowy dress definitely put her tits on display. Right now, she wasn’t so brazen, hiding her face behind her long, highlighted blonde hair. Our eyes met, she found her composure, and chuckled.

“You heard us, I take it?” she asked.

“I called out when you came in…”

“Oh, I heard,” Marcus said. “I thought you did, too, Renee.”

Renee snorted. “I’ll get out of here. Leave you two men to sort this all out⁠—”

“Actually, Renee, I’m glad you’re here. Saves me some time. I need to talk to you. Both of you. There are some things you need to know…”
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I didn’t tell them everything. I didn’t tell either of them that Jenn and I weren’t actually on the outs, although Renee certainly grilled me enough about that. I trusted both of them, but that one secret wasn’t something I could share with anyone. I’d told Jenn we needed to convince everyone, and I meant it. What I did tell them was that I was being blackmailed.

“I think Izzy has something to do with it,” I said. “I think she stole the iPod I told you about, and some other things that are pretty incriminating. A USB drive and yearbook thing.”

Marcus was already shaking his head, though. “Izzy? When could she have stolen them? No, she didn’t come in that night. She just dropped me off. I promise.”

“That checks out to me,” Renee added. “When I went over there, he was alone.”

So she hadn’t come inside with Marcus when she’d given him the lift. Damn. That had been one of my theories. I pulled out my new phone, showed him the influencer’s video. “That’s got to be her, right?”

Marcus stroked his chin and nodded. “Look, I’m not saying she’s not involved, but I mean, she didn’t take the stuff that night. You said a yearbook? Even if she’d sneaked in, how would she even get that out? Izzy tends to wear tight things.”

“A thing you seem to like in your women,” Renee said playfully.

“I mean, when you’ve got it, flaunt it, right?”

Renee squeezed Marcus’s biceps. “Mmm… for sure.”

“Do I need to leave you two alone?” I asked.

“Not necessarily,” Renee said, seemingly over her earlier embarrassment. “You’ve already heard us at it once.”

This time it was Marcus who cleared his throat in embarrassment. “Okay, so you think Izzy is the blackmailer?”

“Not necessarily. I think someone might be using her for their own ends. More importantly, she may have Jenn’s things. I need to get that stuff back. If I don’t… well, I’m not sure if there’s any chance of Jenn and I…”

“Right, what do you need us to do? Want to just go over to her place and break in?” Marcus asked. “I know where she lives.”

“She’s smart. She wouldn’t keep it somewhere so insecure.”

“Like you did?” he teased.

“Hey, I never thought anyone would steal that stuff. Hell, I didn’t know anyone even knew that I had it.”

Renee nodded. “Right, so who did know about the stuff?”

“Sarah Park.”

“Who’s that?” they both asked.

“Someone I need to deal with before we deal with Izzy.”
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I got a text from Jenn. It was late. I was lying in bed, staring at the popcorn ceiling. Renee had gone home and I’d settled into my new temporary home when it came through.

[Jenn]: You alone? Can we talk?

My heart skipped like my first crush had finally acknowledged me with a smile.

[Me]: I’m here.

A moment later, my phone buzzed. “Hey, sorry to wake you.”

“I’m still awake,” I whispered. “Still working through some things. Where are you?”

“In a cab,” she said. “Long story. Fun story, though. Want to hear?”

“Always.”

“First, the important thing. I’m 99% sure that Diana isn’t a part of this.”

I hadn’t thought she was to start with, but it came as a relief to hear it anyway. “Why do you think that?”

“Well, first of all, she was mad at you. Like, going to come and cut your balls off mad.”

“Why?” The sound of Diana anywhere near my balls with a sharp implement sent a shudder of fear down my spine. “What did you tell her I did?”

“I told her a version of the truth. The Midnight Reserve visit, then you finding out about your dad and driving like a lunatic. I told her you couldn’t handle the fact that we kept it all from you—and everything about the Sugar Club. That you said what you said to me in the hospital and that’s why I left.”

I cringed, imagining the conversation and Diana’s face getting darker and darker. “I can see why she’s angry at me.”

“But for all of that, you know what she wanted to do? I mean after she cut off your balls—she wanted to figure out how to fix us.”

“That’s… a change from the last time. Didn’t she take you out to Volta and try to convince you to cheat on me?”

“No, not exactly. We were already out at a bar, she’d had a few, and she was actually convinced that you were cheating on me. I think her thinking was more like an eye-for-an-eye. This is different. Tonight, she really did… she felt so bad for us. And she went right into problem-solving mode. I feel bad for lying to her. And before you say something about irony or double standards, I know. And it’s specifically because of how I kept things from you that I realize how damaging it could be with Dee.”

“Do you think we should tell her?”

“Not yet. I think it needs to be this way. For now, anyway. Everyone needs to believe we’re over.”

“Yes.” I was glad she’d come around to the same conclusion as me. “I agree.”

“But if she shows up in front of you in a dark alley with a pair of kitchen shears, run.”

I laughed. “I’ll keep it in mind.” I heard her say something to someone about keeping the change. “And why are you in a cab?”

“Well, that’s the fun part. We had that conversation out at this wine bar in Midtown. And while we were there, a couple guys kept eyeing us up.”

“Of course.” My heart started to beat harder. My cock—which had shriveled somewhat at the thought of being emasculated by Diana—twitched in my shorts.

“Dee told them that we weren’t interested, but I figured that it was a great time to prove that things between you and me really are as bad as advertised.”

Now my cock started to harden. “I see. What did they look like?”

“Oh, you know the type. Tall, dark hair, little gray at the temples. Suit without a tie. Forty, maybe.” She paused. “He looked like trouble.”

“Sounds like you’re describing me,” I said.

She chuckled, and repeated, “He looked like trouble.”

“So what happened?”

“Well, that’s just it. When one of them invited me back to his place, I said that would be the perfect end to the night. I thought Dee would encourage me. You know that thing about falling off the horse and getting straight back on? But she didn’t. Dee actually tried to talk me out of it.”

“And…?”

“I won the argument. She acknowledged that I’m an adult and could make my own decisions now.”

“So you…” In the dark, I was suddenly very awake. My hand slid into my shorts.

“Left the bar with another man, yes.” I could hear the smile in her voice. “But don’t worry, I actually never got out of the cab. When we got back to his place in Brooklyn, he invited me in for coffee, but I told him that I couldn’t. That I was married.”

The relief was dampened slightly by my own disappointment. “You could have, you know.”

“Could have… what?” she asked, her voice lower.

“You know…” I continued. “Gone with him. For coffee.”

“For coffee? Really?”

“And whatever else,” I paused, wondering how far I should take this. My cock was hot and hard in my hand. “I watched you get completely wrecked the other night by a proto-stud. If you wanted to have ‘coffee’ with someone, I could handle it.”

“You ‘watched’ is the key word there. And Tate was a semi-known quantity. I didn’t even get this stranger’s name. No way was I going into his apartment. I’m not that woman anymore.”

“Anymore. But you were once. Which is kinda hot.”

“You’re terrible,” she sighed, then giggled. “I will say…” She paused on the line. “He was a good kisser.”

Ka-thunk. But a good ka-thunk. “You kissed him?”

“It was a long cab ride.” And she giggled.

“Who kissed who?”

“He started it. He reached out, pulled me close, and kissed me.”

“But you kissed him back.”

“Of course.” Her voice dropped. “He kissed differently than you, but not in a bad way.”

I shifted, thinking about my wife in the arms of another man in the back seat of the car, city lights sliding over them, hands roaming. Or so I imagined. But I didn’t have to just imagine. “Did his hands roam?”

“Sort of. I shut that down. That’s kind of what made me come to my senses,” she said.

“What do you mean, sort of?”

“He felt my breasts,” she murmured, her voice suddenly coy. “The inside of my thigh. A little higher than that.”

“Over your top?”

“At first.” She paused. “Then he undid a couple of buttons. Just enough to get his hand inside my bra.”

I squeezed my cock. “Jesus, Jenn.”

“You asked.” I could hear her smiling. “We kept kissing, caught up in the moment. He had nice, big hands that felt good. When he pinched my nipple, I yelped loud enough that the driver definitely heard.”

“And his other hand?”

“Worked up my thigh. I was wearing a short black skirt. He had access.”

I gulped. “How high did he get?”

“He may have discovered that I was wearing a lacy thong. And…”

“And?”

“That I was soaked.”

I groaned.

“But baby,” she said, her voice low and husky, “my hands weren’t idle, either. We were into it. All over each other.”

“You touched him.” I was slowly jerking off inside my shorts now.

“Mmm hmm.”

“Fuck. How big was he?”

She laughed, low and wicked. “Bryan.”

“Tell me.”

“Big enough. Thick. He was hard the whole way to Brooklyn. I could feel him twitch every time I squeezed.”

“So what brought you to your senses?”

“The cab pulled up outside his building and he said, ‘Come up.’ And all I could think about was that I wanted to tell you about it more than I wanted to do it.”

I couldn’t stop smiling after that. But I was still hard and horny. “You are so… Thank you.” I sighed. “Although next time, let your senses stay away.”

She giggled. “Oh, Bryan. I miss you so much already. Maybe I should ask the cab to take me to Marcus’s.”

“I’d have to sneak you in. Otherwise we’d spoil the secret for Marcus.”

“You really haven’t told him the truth either?” she asked. “He thinks we’re broken up?”

“He was a bit preoccupied with fucking Renee.” My cock throbbed in my hand at the memory. “No. Only you and I know.”

“They really are a thing, then.” Jenn went quiet. “Lucky Renee.”

“So you’ve got a thing for my best friend, too?” I asked.

She ignored the question. “Anyway, I’m home now. I’ll stay here then go back to Dee’s later. If she thinks I spent a few hours at this guy’s house…”

“She’ll believe we’re over,” I finished for her. “Still not as convincing as you actually staying there.”

“You’re…” I heard Jenn moving around. Getting undressed, by the sounds of it. “Bryan Turner, are you jerking off?”

“Maybe I am,” I confessed, sliding my shorts down. “Do you want to see?”

“No, I believe you,” she giggled. “Wait. I’m getting in bed. Okay. If you’re going to cum, thinking of me sleeping with a stranger, let’s do it together.”

“Really?”

“Mmhmm,” she murmured. “I’m touching myself, Bryan. Wish you were here to watch.”

“Me too.” I pumped my cock, imagining her with the random stranger, kissing, feeling each other in the cab.

“Tell me what would have happened,” I said. “If you’d gone up.”

“Mmm. He’d have kissed me in the elevator,” she said, her breath catching. “Pushed me up against the wall. Finished unbuttoning my top.”

“Then what?”

“Then I’d have gotten on my knees in his hallway before we even got through the door, unzipped him. To see it.”

I could hear her now, faint wet sounds through the phone, her breathing getting shorter. I said, “You wanted to see it.”

“Yes.”

I was pumping myself faster. “And then?” I asked.

“Then he’d bend me over his couch and fuck me with my skirt pushed up around my waist.” She moaned softly. “And I’d be thinking about you the whole time. About calling you after. Telling you how good it felt to have a big, fat cock explode inside of me.”

“Oh…” I groaned, jerking faster and faster. She was panting on the other end of the line, right along with me.

“Tell me when you cum,” she whispered.

It didn’t take me long. All the tension, all the teasing, all came to a head. I felt a hot jet of cum land on my belly, coating my hand.

“Fuck, I came,” I gasped.

I heard Jenn sigh on the other end of the phone. “Ah, ah, ah… Oh, Bryan…”

“Jenn?” I asked after a moment of quiet. “Did you cum?”

“Yes,” she confessed, her voice suddenly sounding tired. “Having a stranger’s hands all over my tits earlier, rubbing my pussy through my panties… I admit it did get me kind of horny.”

I took a moment to digest that. “Jenn, we still have to keep pretending we’re separated. We have to keep this secret. It’s the only way to flush the blackmailer out.”

“I know,” she replied. “Our little secret.”

“Ours.”
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CONNECTING THE DOTS


Iwoke to a sharp ache in my ribs and the smell of Marcus’s coffee machine. I got out of bed stiffly, holding my right side where Elsa had replaced the dressings on my torso.

Coffee first, then shower.

“You sleep okay?” Marcus asked when I emerged from the room.

“It wasn’t terrible. My mind’s just racing, you know?”

“I can imagine.” He handed me a cup of coffee without me needing to ask. I sat at the kitchen table, mentally going through my plans for the day. If I was going to stay here for a few days, I needed more clothes than the couple of spare pants, shirts and underwear that Jenn had thrown together for me, so I intended to swing by the house, then head to Sarah’s.

“What do we do today?” Marcus sat opposite, reading my mind.

“I need some fresh clothes,” I replied. “You don’t want me stinking your place out in dirty clothes. Then I’m going to go talk to Sarah. She said she had a lead, but I need to know if she is playing a part in the blackmail or not.”

“You think she is?”

“Jury’s still out.”

He nodded, his eyes staring into the distance in thought. Then he got up and shoved four slices of bread in the toaster. “Hey, what do you think of me and Renee?”

“I think she might be the one,” I teased. “You like her, huh?”

“She’s cool,” he smiled. “And great in the sack. As you saw.”

“Heard,” I corrected him. “Well, maybe saw a little. But I went back into the guest room. I did hear you call me a dumbass, though.”

“Well, you are a dumbass, dude. You almost got yourself and Jenn killed.” The toaster popped and he buttered the toast, handing me two slices while sitting back down with his own. “You enjoy the whole watching thing, yeah?”

I didn’t see the point in being embarrassed now. Marcus knew almost everything. Almost. He didn’t know I’d watched Jenn get fucked at the Midnight Reserve while Hannah rode my cock. Should I tell him? The memory got me hard all over again, but no. I’d let him in on that later. I had too much important stuff to do today.

“Yeah, I do,” I admitted. “I guess it’s my kink. We all have one.”

“So they say. If anything, I think mine is the opposite. It’s hot, being watched.” Marcus’s cheeks turned hot. My macho best buddy was blushing!

The ring of my phone interrupted us before the conversation could go any further. Unknown number, Western Massachusetts area code.

“Mr. Turner? Camp Leader Brown. I have Greyson here, she’d like to speak with you.”

A shuffle, then: “Dad?”

“Hey, Grey.”

“Are you okay?” she said, concern front and center in her voice. “Mom called a couple days ago and told us that you were in an accident, but we haven’t heard anything else.”

“Yeah, just a little fender bender. We’re fine.”

“Mom said the car was totaled. The new one,” she said flatly. “Don’t lie. I’m grown up now. You can tell me the truth.”

Hearing my kid ironically ask me to tell them the truth made my stomach twist a little. I suddenly felt bad.

“Okay, so more than a fender bender. But we are okay. I promise. I bruised some ribs. Mom got a cut on her hand. We’re fine.”

“Should we come home?”

I glanced at Marcus, who was listening in on my side of the conversation. “No way. I told you we’re okay and I’m telling you the truth. Enjoy your time at camp. This is your last summer before you age out. Don’t worry about us.”

There was a pause on the other end as she decided whether to accept my explanation. She was too much like me, it seemed, but in the end, she let it go.

“Okay, Dad. I’ll tell Kristi everything’s fine.”

I breathed out a silent sigh of relief. Slowly, careful of my ribs. “How are you two doing? Having fun at camp?”

“So much fun.” Greyson’s voice picked up, enthusiasm returning. “Sadie’s here, and Josie. The whole crew. We still remember all the camp songs.”

I flashed back to my own camp. There was nothing like those days. “Hey, before you go—random question. The day Sophie came over, when her sister drove you home. Did she say much to you? Ask you any questions?”

“Isobel? Yeah, she seemed like a cool lady. Why?”

A thought came to me. Shit. Why hadn’t I thought of this before?

“Grey? Did she come in? When she dropped you off?”

“Yes,” Greyson replied, her voice now wary. “Why? Am I in trouble?”

“No,” I softened my tone, trying to sound casual. “Just wondering. What did you guys do?”

“I wanted to show Sophie my room, that’s why I invited them in. Isobel didn’t want the tour, I guess. She just kind of hung around downstairs. She said we had a nice house. Then they left. Sophie wasn’t all that interested, which kind of sucked.”

Hanging around downstairs. Fuck. I was right.

“I see,” I said, my voice level, hiding my excitement at the possibility that I now knew how Jenn’s stuff had gone missing from my office. “Well, that was nice of her to drop you off. Okay, Grey. Be good. Watch out for your sister. We’ll see you in a couple weeks.”

“Please drive carefully, Dad. No more accidents.”

I made sure Marcus was just out of range, lowering my voice. “Don’t worry, your mom and I are being extra careful from now on.”

“Love you.”

“We love you too.”

The line clicked. I set the phone down on the counter, next to my coffee, and considered it. So that’s how Izzy got the things. Not when she came over with Marcus that night, but before. Or maybe she’d tossed them out the window early, when she came in, and picked them up at night after she’d dropped Marcus off. Didn’t matter. It was confirmation enough that Izzy had taken the iPod, the yearbook, and the USB drive.

“You look thoughtful,” Marcus said, getting up, putting his empty coffee mug and plate in the sink.

“Just connecting some dots.” Now wasn’t the time to tell him about Izzy. I didn’t want him to feel bad, and I sure didn’t want him to overreact and do something that might tip her off. “And after breakfast, I plan to connect some more.”
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After breakfast, my phone buzzed. A text from Mom? I picked it up and read it.

Lawrence and I are headed to JFK. We’re close by. Got 20 minutes? Your father gave me the address.

I glanced at Marcus, who was reading the text over my shoulder. “Who’s that?”

“My mom.” Marcus had never met her.

“Huh.” He raised his brows. “Want me to make myself scarce?”

“No, it’s fine. I’ll go outside.” I sent back a thumbs-up, because that’s where we were at. I hadn’t seen her in over a decade and she texted me to meet up. Dad would have called.

She pulled up fifteen minutes later in a white rental, Lawrence behind the wheel. He gave me a polite wave through the windshield, but didn’t get out with Mom. I waved back.

Mom looked different than she had at the hospital. More relaxed. She wore linen pants, her sunglasses pushed up into her gray hair. She had a California tan that I hadn’t noticed under those fluorescent lights. She looked up at Marcus’s place, then at me, standing there in sweatpants, my face unshaven.

“Well,” she said. “Look at the two of us.”

I just shook my head at her. What did she want? What was she expecting was going to happen here? I was going to forgive her for leaving us so long ago, just like that? Because she rode over here on her way to the fucking airport?

I took a breath and calmed myself. She had flown out here. That wasn’t nothing.

“Wish it was under better circumstances,” I said. We sat on the low brick wall out front.

She nodded. “I’m… I’m sorry.”

“I suppose that’s a start.”

She pressed her lips into a tight line, but let it go. “Listen, about yesterday. Your father and I… we’re not so great in the same room⁠—”

“You did walk out on him.”

She winced. “And I’m not going to make excuses for that. But you also need to hear my side.”

I didn’t say anything, so she went on.

“Everyone thinks I left because of Lawrence. And I did. But that’s not all of it.” She pulled her sunglasses out of her hair and twisted them in her fingers. “Your father is the sweetest man I’ve ever known. But I was so young when we got married, Bryan. I felt trapped. He’d let me do anything I wanted, with anyone I wanted, and he’d always be right there waiting when I got home. You’d think that would feel like freedom, right? It didn’t. It made me feel like the only one in the marriage who ever had to make a choice.”

I thought of Dad, how passive he could be. I wasn’t going to forgive my mom, but I started to understand where she was coming from. “You felt like things were one-sided.”

“In a way. They weren’t balanced.”

“And they are with Lawrence?”

She glanced toward the car. “More balanced. Differently balanced. But yes.”

I thought of Jenn in the cab last night, wanting to come home to me. And Dad sitting at home all those years ago, waiting for Mom. I didn’t know what to do with any of this. “Was it always like that?” I asked. “Dad watching?”

“From the very beginning.” She glanced at me. “But don’t make him out to be the bad guy. Of the three of them, your father was the gentle one. Gio, he was an asshole. Just took what he wanted. Charles was slick, liked to be the center of it all. He liked to stir people up. And Patrick…” She thought about it for a second. “Patrick gave. Too much, sometimes. To all of us.”

“All of you?”

She hesitated. “Ask him about Charles someday. Not the parties. Just Charles.” She held up a hand before I could push. “It’s not my story to tell. But if you want to understand your father, that’s where you start.”

Great. One more fucking secret. I filed it away with all the others.

“Now,” Mom said, turning to face me. “Jenn.”

“What about her?”

“Oh, please.” She slid her sunglasses back into her hair. “I was married to your father for a long time, honey. I know what real fights sound like.”

My stomach dropped. If my own mother could see through it, who else could?

“It’s complicated,” I said.

“It always is.” She let it go, but I could tell she didn’t buy it. “Whatever you two are doing, be careful. Those people…” She didn’t have to say which people. “They don’t let things go. Charles never let go of anything in his whole life.”

Lawrence gave the horn a gentle tap.

Mom stood up and brushed off her pants, then pulled out her phone. “Give me the camp address. For the kids.”

“Why?”

“I want to send them a postcard,” she said. “From Nana Rosie.”

“They don’t know you.”

“Then this is the start of them getting to know me.” She leaned in and hugged me, careful of my ribs. She smelled like sunscreen and something flowery. “I wasn’t a good mother, Bryan. I know that. But I’d like to try to be a decent grandmother. If you’ll let me.”

I hugged her back, then gave her the address. She got in the car, waving at me as they drove off. Unlike the last time she left, I had a pretty good feeling that they’d be back.

Jenn texted me shortly after that, asking if I could be free in thirty minutes to talk. A scheduled call. Interesting. That meant she needed to get away from Diana, too. And that she’d likely learned some things. I reminded Marcus that I needed to swing by the house to get more stuff, and asked if he could give me a ride. He agreed, but it took some effort to get him to leave me there.

“I can drive back to your place when I’m done,” I told him. “My car is parked in the driveway. And I promise, I won’t crash this one. There are some errands I need to take care of, anyway. Now get out of here.”

“Fine. But keep me updated,” Marcus looked behind me at the house, probably noting how it looked empty, and that Jenn’s car wasn’t in the driveway. “Don’t want to make Papa Marcus worry.”

I knew it was a joke, but I couldn’t help thinking about my own dad, and his own worry. Also, his own betrayal. “I’ll keep you posted the whole time,” I promised. “Want me to send you my location so you can keep an eye on me?”

Marcus laughed. “With how much trouble you’ve been getting yourself in lately,” he said, “it might not be a bad idea.”

I waited for him to head out, then went into the house just as Jenn called, shutting the door behind me.

“Hey. Does now work?” Jenn asked. Her voice was soft. I wondered where she was.

“Yeah, I’m home. Standing in our kitchen.” I looked around, remembering just last week when we made love on the floor. “So weird being back here without you.”

“I know. That’s how I felt last night.”

“How was the rest of last night?” I asked tentatively, thinking about the stranger, the cab ride. The kissing.

“Eventful. Diana was pretty furious with me, actually, when I got back to her place.”

“She was? About the stranger?”

“Yes, about the stranger. She said she expected me to change my mind and come home. When I didn’t show up until nearly five am, she…” A door closed on her end, then there was quiet. “Bryan, I haven’t been yelled at like that in a very long time. Who was he? Where did he live? Did I even know his name? She had her hands on her hips the entire time. It was like being scolded by my mom—if we had anything like that kind of relationship.”

I could imagine that conversation. Passionate Diana was scary. “She’s not wrong to be concerned, you know. I know that you didn’t actually do anything with him, but she doesn’t.”

“Don’t side with her! My ears are still ringing.”

“Oh no, don’t get me wrong. I think it’s hot. I’m just saying, I get where Diana’s coming from.”

Jenn sighed. “I know. She’s right. And what’s worse is that she kept throwing my own rules back in my face. We had a code, back when we… you know, and one of them was to never sleep with strangers. To always vet.”

To always vet. I was still learning the house rules twenty years later.

Jenn continued. “I told her I needed to blow off steam, and that’s how we always used to do it.”

“Is that true?” I asked, perking up.

“Oh, yes. It’s how this whole thing got started. After a hard exam or a finished report, the best way to get the nerves off was to… have some fun.”

“With vetted guys.”

“Mostly vetted.” Jenn giggled.

My cock stiffened. Here we go again.

“Anyway, yeah, so she was pissed. Told me that the next time I wanted to be an idiot, to consult with her first, rather than screw a stranger. She still has a network. Guys she knows.” She hesitated. “Recommendations.”

“Of course she does.” The thought of Diana recommending lovers to Jenn did nothing to cool off my growing arousal. I shook the thought away and tried to change the subject.

“Well, I’m beginning to believe that Diana didn’t leave me the gift of photographs at the Midnight Reserve, since she seems to want to keep us together.”

“Or at least keep me from being killed by a random guy,” Jenn pointed out. “I asked her, straight out, if she had anything to do with the photos. She said no. I know Dee. It’s not in her to do something like this. You know her. She’s direct.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “My balls. Garden shears. Got it.”

Jenn laughed. “Good. Anyway, I asked her if she had any ideas who it could be and she told me she barely knows anyone in the Sugar Club anymore. Danny, of course, Hannah, the few older ones that remain from her time, but beyond that, they’re mostly new. She barely knows Mercy.” She paused for a moment. “But I did learn something interesting. I asked her about the guy she had following Sarah Park around. And get this: he wasn’t working for Diana. Not directly. She knew him, so he was passing her information, but he was hired first by Gregory, the lawyer.”

“The old guy that came to the house with Danny that first time?” I scratched my chin. This was an interesting development.

“I never really knew Gregory, even though he worked for Charles since they were both young. I think I only ever met him a couple of times. That’s why I didn’t recognize him when he came to the door.” She took a breath. “Dee says he was worried about Sarah developing a story along with some other local journalist. We’d already got the Ned issue to deal with, so he was making sure Sarah wasn’t going to be an issue, too. He was protecting the estate as one of Charles’s executors. You just happened to come into the picture.”

“So how did Diana get the photo of me at Sarah’s?”

“The photographer gave it to her. He thought there was something going on with you and Sarah, and asked Dee for her advice, knowing that she knows you and I.”

“The photographer knows what I look like, too?”

“He knows all of us,” Jenn said. “You made the cut, I guess, although… honestly, I wonder if they’re worried about you, too, given your background.”

“Now that’s… interesting.” My mind was racing through new possibilities. “The plot thickens.”

“It does,” Jenn replied. “So what are you going to do today?”

“Fresh clothes,” I answered. “And I thought I’d check if the items are still secure in the safe. If you’re staying at Dee’s for a few days, so we can convince everyone we’re broken up, that means the house is empty. Maybe it’s best if I can take the items to Marcus’s. Keep them with me.”

“Hmm,” Jenn thought about it for a minute. “Look what happened last time I left you in charge of them.”

“That’s true.” I headed into the basement as I spoke, flicking on the light and moving the small drawer unit that the wall safe was hidden behind. I punched in the four-digit code and the door swung open. Inside was the tube, scuffed and scratched but intact. Tucked against it was the letter that had come with it, Jenn’s name written across the front in Charles’s bold and confident hand. With it were several other bits and pieces, our passports, the girls’ birth certificates, and right on top of everything was the envelope from Nox Venari.

“Bryan?” Jenn’s voice was quiet. “Still there?”

“Yeah,” I replied, sliding the envelope out and taking it to the small chair by the stairs. I sat down, staring at it on my lap. “It’s all here. The tube. Everything.”

“Good,” my wife said slowly, as if working something out. “You’re looking at the photos, aren’t you? I owe you an explanation about your dad still. I need to tell you the story of that picture.”

I let my fingers slide over the soft black envelope, feeling the smooth texture of it. I opened the flap, found the photos inside, then started to ease them out.

But the doorbell ringing stopped me. Someone was here? Renee, coming to check on me?

“Jenn, there’s someone at the door,” I said, pushing the photos back into the envelope, and then returning it to the safe, slamming the door shut as the doorbell rang a second time. “I’ll call you back.”

I took the stairs two at a time and jogged to the door, but standing on the doorstep was the last person I expected.

“Oh, hi. Bryan.” Danny Moreau looked as surprised as me, the sunlight catching in his salt-and-pepper beard and graying hair, his pale blue eyes taking me in. “I’m sorry. I was just passing and thought I’d stop by and see if Jenn was okay. I heard you two…”

His voice trailed off uncertainly, so I helped him out. “You heard we split up?”

“I heard… something like that, yeah. Is it true?”

I stared at him. Wow. Talk about moving fast.

“I don’t mean to pry. It’s just… I’m concerned. Jenn and I go way back.”

I know you do. “She’s staying at her friend’s place. Me too. I’m just here collecting some clothes and stuff.”

“Right. Sure.” Danny looked over his shoulder at his black Mercedes parked out front. “Listen, I wanted to ask something. Why did you come to the Midnight Reserve? The real reason. Not just nostalgia, or whatever excuse Jenny used.”

“Did you leave the gift at the front desk?” I asked, ignoring his question and asking one of my own, my anger stirred up by his use of Jenn’s old nickname.

Danny frowned, scratched at his trimmed beard. “Gift? What gift? What’s going on?”

My ribs dug into my side painfully and I had to lean on the door frame.

“Bryan? Are you okay?”

His arm was around my shoulder, steadying me. I looked up at him, seeing genuine concern in his eyes. “Yeah. I just went a little dizzy. My ribs.”

“I’m surprised they let you out of the hospital so soon. Charlotte—the car—is really messed up. The recovery guy said you were lucky to get out alive.” He walked me back through the hallway into the kitchen, waiting until I was sitting down and the cramping pain in my side had eased off. “Are you going to be alright?”

“Yeah.” I nodded. “Thanks. So you don’t know about the Nox Venari gift? An envelope full of photos. Of Jenn from her Sugar Club days?”

Danny blinked, those blue eyes searching my face. Slowly, he shook his head. “If I had a… gift, for you, it wouldn’t be photos. I’d give you… I don’t know what, but I’d just give it to you or Jenn myself. Why would I leave it on the desk? I’m a little lost here.”

“Inside the envelope was a photo of Jenn with my father,” I explained, watching him carefully for a reaction but there wasn’t one. Danny Moreau was a cool customer, listening and registering what I told him without giving anything away. “When I saw it, Jenn and I argued. I got mad, lost control of the car. Whoever left those photos for us wanted to fuck with us. They almost killed us.”

Danny sat down in the chair opposite me, looking down at his feet, deep in thought.

“Fuck,” he murmured, as if to himself. “So someone… Fuck. Who? Why?”

“That’s what I want to know,” I replied grimly.

“I’ll find out who it was.” Danny tapped his hand on the kitchen tabletop, thinking. “Mercedes? But why would she do something like that? She barely knows you or Jenn. Hannah? Does she have an axe to grind with either of you?”

“Not that I know of.”

Danny stood and paced to the window, looking outside at his car. “Bryan, you know that your dad and Jenny… they never… you know? She fucked—sorry—slept with a lot of men. I’m guessing you know that by now, I’m not trying to rub it in or anything, but Patrick was never really in the club. He just hung around with Charles, with Gio, with my dad, who was also a Money, back in the day, before he passed.”

He waited for me to say something but I didn’t. I stayed quiet, letting him explain.

“So, yeah, Jenny and your dad were… best friends. They were close, but it never went there. She and I… we dated, you know that, right?” Again he waited for a response. I nodded and he continued, “Patrick hosted parties and wasn’t exactly innocent, but was more of an… um… a watcher.”

That tracked with what I’d heard. I sighed. “Okay. Thanks for that. Still, someone left those photos for me to try to convince me otherwise.”

“Then don’t let them win.” Danny finally turned fully to face me. “You and Jenn splitting up. It seems crazy. I’m not even sure I believe it. You’re so in love. So perfect for each other. You have a lovely home,” he looked around the kitchen to make his point. “And two great kids. You’ll get back together, right? There’s no way you’re going to give all of this up because you just found out your wife had a past.”

Was this a test? It felt like a test. I had to convince him.

“No,” I shook my head vehemently. “It’s not that she had a past, Danny. It’s that she lied to me. All this time. My whole marriage has been a lie.” It hurt to say those words but he had to believe me. “Me and Jenn… It’s not going to work out.”

Danny stared at me, frowning, evaluating. “If that’s true,” he shrugged. “Then it’s a damn shame. You don’t strike me as the quitter type. And neither does Jenn. I’ll believe that you two have split when I see you both walking down the street with someone else on your arm. Until then, I bet you’ll work something out.”

“There’s too much water under the bridge,” I replied. “I just don’t see a future for us.”

“I should go.” Danny was back to looking out of the window. There was a nagging familiarity about that move that I couldn’t put my finger on, like déjà vu. “I’ll find out who left those photos at Nox Venari. And Bryan, if there’s anything I can do to help fix things between you and Jenn, I will. Don’t make any hasty decisions or burn any bridges. If you want to talk to someone, I’m a good listener, okay?”

“Okay, I appreciate that.”

I walked him to the door, my ribs aching again. I needed to slow down, I knew that, but there wasn’t time. The blackmailer had to be dealt with before they did irreparable damage.

“Tell Jenn I said hello, and ask her to call me. I’ll tell her the same as I told you,” he said, before leaving. I watched the Mercedes head away down the street, then turned to finally look at the photos, but now my phone buzzed with a message.

Sarah Park.

Sorry for the late reply. I need to talk to you, too. There’s something I haven’t told you.

I replied: I figured there might be. Are you free later? I was going to come over if I hadn’t heard from you.

[Sarah Park]: I’m free right now. My place. We can talk. I have to head out later.

I sighed. The photo would have to wait. Whatever it was Sarah wanted to tell me was more important than pondering on old pictures.

I sent a quick text to Jenn, first.

[Me]: Everything is good. Danny stopped by. He was concerned about you. And about us. Will talk more later. Going to Sarah’s now.

I waited for a response from her, or at least a thumbs-up, but nothing came, so I sent a separate text on to Sarah, telling her that I was on the way.

Time to get some answers.
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ONE LAST TRIP TO ASTORIA


Ibuzzed at Sarah’s Astoria apartment out in Queens a short time later.

“Hello?” she said over the intercom.

“It’s me.”

“Bryan? Is there anyone around? Double check before I open the door.”

“I know about the investigators that have been tailing you,” I replied, but glanced over my shoulder to make sure she wasn’t still being watched. The street outside the apartment was empty. “All clear.”

There was a pause. Then came the buzzer, letting me in.

She opened the door, looking over my shoulder then closing it quickly once I was inside. Unlike last time, when she was fresh from the shower with only a towel and wet hair, she wore a loose blouse and a pair of yoga tights. I took my time noticing. Last visit, she’d caught me stealing glances and asked if I was twelve. This time, I didn’t hide my appreciation so much.

“Hey Bryan, there’s been a few developments…” And that’s when she noticed the state I was in. “Jesus, what happened?”

So she hadn’t heard. The blackmailer had, putting doubts in my head that hadn’t been there before.

“I was in an accident. Sunday night, leaving the… leaving the city. The car’s dead. Smashed to pieces. My marriage might be, too. Jenn and I are… she walked out on me.”

“Jesus. Why? Are you okay? Please, come in.”

“I got angry. I drove us off the road.” I let her guide me to her sofa. “We had a fight, and… well, yeah.”

I could see the genuine concern in her face. She really didn’t know. At least not about the accident. That didn’t mean she wasn’t working with someone, though, feeding someone information.

I looked around the apartment. It was as tidy as it had been that day I’d visited. Her laptop sat on the kitchen table, a notepad and pen beside it. A steaming cup of tea.

“Can I get you anything? Tea, or⁠—”

“You said there’s something you haven’t told me,” I interrupted. “I need to know what it is. I have some… ah… a lot of questions for you.”

“You have questions?” she asked. “Why don’t you ask yours first.”

“Did you steal Jenn’s things?” I came right out with it. “The stuff I told you about. The iPod, the yearbook, the USB drive?”

She frowned at me. “I don’t know what⁠—”

“Or did you get your accomplice to steal them? So you could blackmail Jenn and me together to learn where the Midnight Reserve was?”

“Okay. Slow the hell down.” Sarah sat on the sofa next to me. I could smell her perfume. “Whatever you’re talking about, I swear to you, Bryan. I have no idea what you are talking about. Why don’t you tell me about the crash. Start at the beginning. What happened?”

There was something in her manner, a sincerity in her dark eyes, an openness to her body language that made me believe her. My gut said it would be okay to tell her, so I told her—about the items being stolen, about the blackmail, going to see Gio, the trip to the Midnight Reserve, recovering the tube, the photos and the crash. I told her all of it, including my suspicions that she was behind it, with an accomplice.

The only thing I didn’t tell her was who I suspected—strongly suspected—the accomplice was.

Sarah chewed on what I’d told her for a minute, her fingers lacing together in her lap, her eyes going distant.

“I’m sorry,” she said at last. “I should have told you. That day.”

“Tell me now.”

She nodded. “Shortly after we had lunch, someone reached out to me. A young woman. She knew a lot about what you were asking about. The coincidence… it didn’t sit well.”

“What did she know?”

“About Richard. About me and Richard.”

“She wanted information?” I asked. “Or was she threatening you?”

“Actually, she wanted to work with me. She said that we were both pursuing the same things.”

“Which was?”

“Flipping the script. Justice. To right some wrongs.”

I stared at her. “What are we talking about? Jenn?”

“Your wife is part of it. You see, Jenny Olson was there when Richard died. They were all there at that party, Charles, Gio, Jenny, Dee. They were all together when he had his ‘heart attack.’” She spat both words.

“I looked into it. At the time, you know? Right after it, and guess what I ran into.”

She paused for less than a heartbeat before pressing on. “A cover-up. It was an overdose. These parties were rife with drugs, but the Gossip Girl crowd of New York City didn’t want the cops poking around. So it got covered up.”

That tracked with what I’d put together: a drug overdose reported as a heart attack. The cover-up was new information, but made sense. Seeing the pained look on Sarah’s face, however, made me see the events beyond the headline.

An “I’m sorry” was all I could muster.

“I was young. When I asked questions, I got threatened. Not directly. Subtly. Told I could get into trouble. So I let it go. I let it go for years until you called me out of the blue.”

“I thought you wanted to help me because you liked me. I thought…”

“I do like you. I like you a lot. But I’m also naturally curious. Just like you are. When you came to me, well, it got me thinking, you know… about that time again. About that world and how unfair it could be. Richard… he was a good man who made bad decisions. He had a real self-destructive streak. And those around him only fed into that.”

As she spoke she reached up and touched her necklace—the same one I'd noticed at our first meeting. Her eyes had gone glassy. She wasn’t ready to go further, and I didn’t push. Not yet.

After a moment she pulled herself back. “This is what they do.” She reached out and touched my face, her fingertips finding a cut from the accident. I held still under it for a beat longer than I needed to. She didn’t pull her hand away as fast as she could have, either. “You once asked me if Giovanni Russo was dangerous.”

“And you told me he wasn’t mafia,” I recalled. “Not the most comforting answer.”

“He is dangerous because he makes problems go away. He is a man unshackled by accountability. And according to what I’ve found out, it seems he learned to be that way from your wife.”

“Huh? From Jenn?”

“Your wife is a problem solver. She helped Gio get rid of problems. Taught him how to deal with things that got in his way. And Richard’s overdose was one of those problems.”

That did sound like Jenn. It’s what made her so effective at her job—and probably so effective at running the Sugar Club. But I also understood Sarah’s dismay.

“How did they deal with it?”

“I don’t know. They made some calls, some threats. Paid some people off. I don’t know because I was told to stop looking. Anyway, there’s nothing I can do about it now. And I can live with that now because now I know the truth. And that’s all I really wanted.

“But it sure does seem that the Sugar Club made another enemy along the way.”

“This young woman you spoke about,” I nodded. “What did you tell her?”

“She wanted to know about Jenn. And you. I told her that you were a good guy. That you weren’t involved, in fact, you didn’t know anything, but were starting to learn things since Charles’s death.”

“Did you tell her that I was coming to meet you the other week?”

“Yes. She said she could help me with the final thing I wanted to know, if I helped her out.”

“And, so… when I went ahead of you, to lunch…”

“She’d sent a message, asking me to check in. So I called her. I told her about you and your suspicions. About the stuff you found.”

I put a hand to my face. So that was how Isobel knew. And that same fucking day, she’d conveniently picked up my daughter, knowing that I’d be late.

“She knew I was out, with you. So she went to my house and took it all. And that cost me everything.” I could hear my voice rising. “Sarah, you fucked me over.”

“I didn’t mean to. I had no idea.” Sarah had gone pale. “I’m so sorry. I never meant for any of this to… I thought she was on our side. And when you emailed and said you still had everything. That you and your wife were better⁠—”

“We aren’t better. Turns out, maybe we haven’t been for a long time. She kept things from me. You said it yourself; she manages things. And apparently one of those ‘things’ has been me.”

Sarah’s face went from pale to ashen. “You and your marriage.”

I tapped the tip of my nose with my left forefinger and pointed at her with my right. “Bingo. Jenn kept a lot of secrets, and now… now I’m paying the consequences.” It felt good to say out loud. I guess I still held on to some of that anger.

Sarah absorbed it quietly. While she did, I thought about the messages that the blackmailer—that Izzy—had sent.

We’ll be in touch to arrange the exchange.

We. Plural. And if not with Sarah, then who? Also:

Thank you for confirming the location of the Midnight Reserve. That saves us some trouble.

What was she planning with that information?

“Are you still working with her?”

Sarah shook her head. “No, she said she could tell me what I wanted to know and that was that.”

“Which is?”

“It’s nothing. Just some stuff about Richard.” The atmosphere was somber now. Sarah wiped a tear from her cheek. “I’m going to Paris tonight. I’m going to the hotel where we stayed. I know it’s kind of stupid but… Anyway, that’s why we needed to do this now, today, before I go.”

“It’s not stupid.” I sighed, feeling suddenly sad for her. “The woman. Was she working with anyone else? Did she ever say ‘we’? She gave me the impression she wasn’t doing this alone.”

“I don’t know. She always spoke like there was… weight behind her or something. But I never saw or heard from anyone else.”

Could be real. Could be a clever twenty-four-year-old playing along and faking it. I needed to find out which.

“You said they blackmailed you,” Sarah said. “What did they want?”

“Something from within the Midnight Reserve. A document.”

“Hmm… document of what?”

“I don’t know. It’s in a sealed tube. She told us not to open it. She wants to exchange it for the items she stole. If we don’t, she exposes Jenn, Hannah Dumont, Lori Gass. She’ll blow the whole thing up.”

“Fuck.” Sarah lifted a brow. “You’ve got a talent for getting yourself in the shit, Bryan Turner.”

“I know,” I grinned, despite myself. “Can you still reach out to this woman? What’s her name, by the way?”

“She never gave me a name. Only her number. Why?”

“Tell her you talked to me. That the accident split us up for good, so she got what she wanted.” I watched her work through it. “Someone left those photos for me at the Midnight Reserve for a reason. To hurt me and Jenn. I need to know if it’s somehow the same person—this woman—or if it’s someone else. How she reacts to the news that we’ve broken up should give you an idea.”

Sarah looked at me for a long moment, smiling. “This is the man I remembered from school.” With that, she picked up her phone, typed for a minute, and angled the screen toward me. I read it, ensured that the wording was close enough to mine, and nodded. She pressed send, then set the phone down on the table, face up.

The apartment had gone quiet. I shifted uncomfortably on the sofa, wincing as I did so. Sarah saw the pain and reached out to touch me gingerly on the shoulder. “Where does it hurt?” she asked.

“I mean, I was in a car crash. Everywhere?”

Her fingers drifted from my shoulder to my side, her touch feather-light. “May I…?” she asked quietly, her hands gently gliding down to the base of my T-shirt.

I glanced from her hand to her face, her eyes. Her lips. They were moist and plump. Kissable.

He was a good kisser. Jenn’s words from last night. Was Sarah a good kisser, too? Did I want to find out?

Before I could answer that question, my phone rescued me, rumbling in my pocket and breaking the mood. I pulled it from my jeans. Jenn. Sarah caught the picture of my wife on the screen before I could turn it away.

“I should take this,” I murmured awkwardly, standing. “I’ll just be a minute.”

I walked into the kitchenette to answer and that’s when I saw him. Opposite Sarah’s apartment, standing in the window of the apartment directly facing us, was a man holding a camera. The afternoon sun caught on the lens, flashing in my eyes before he swiftly ducked out of view.

“You’ve gotta be kidding me,” I said to myself.

“Who’s kidding who?” Jenn replied. I realized I’d answered the phone and had it to my ear before speaking. “Sorry I missed your text. Danny visited? Is everything okay?”

I thought of what almost happened, feeling guilty… yet still feeling Sarah’s touch. “I’m at Sarah Park’s apartment. And she’s still being monitored. There’s a guy in the building opposite filming us.”

“Really? Wow. Gregory still doesn’t trust her, huh?”

“Or Diana doesn’t.”

“Could be.” Jenn went quiet for a moment. “You’re at her place, huh? How’s it going? Do you think it’s her? The blackmailer?”

“She says not,” I replied, keeping my voice quiet so Sarah wouldn’t be likely to hear. “She has been working with the blackmailer, but it’s not how you think. She claims she’s been manipulated. I’ll tell you more later, when I’m back at Marcus’s.”

“And you believe her?” Jenn asked. “Babe, whoever it is behind this, they nearly killed us. They’re not going to admit to it. She could be lying. She could be the one manipulating you.”

“I know, I know. You’re right,” I sighed. “Anyway, you called at just the right time and saved me from an awkward rejection moment. Pretty sure Sarah was about to make a move on me.”

“And you were going to turn her down?”

“Of course I was,” I said, just a little too loudly. I glanced towards Sarah, who was on the opposite side of the room as she checked her phone. I made a face and lowered my voice. “Of course.”

“You know… you could, right? She needs to believe this separation’s real. If she’s lying, if she’s feeding someone—this influencer—then she feeds them this lie. And if she’s clean, well… no harm done. And you get to have a little fun.”

“Are you suggesting I…?”

“The guy surveilling you will see it, too. More proof for whoever is behind this. You gotta admit, she could be the perfect conduit for us, either way.” Jenn giggled sexily. “Plus, it’s kind of a hot thought.”

I looked over my shoulder. Sarah looked up at me, concern in her eyes. I shook my head at her and turned away. “Jenn…”

“I know what I’m saying,” she said. “I’ve been thinking about you and Hannah, and this is a weird thing to admit to, but it’s a turn-on. The thought of you and Sarah is kind of the same.” She went quiet for a moment. “I trust you, babe. I kissed a stranger in a cab with your blessing, and I know it turned you on. So I know exactly what I’m saying now.” She was being strategic, but also sexy as hell. “Just call me after. And don’t skip anything. I want to know all the details.”

I exhaled slowly. “You’re a very interesting woman to be fake-divorced from.”

“Um, fake-separated, Mister. Who’s talking about divorce?”

“Fair, fair.” I looked at Sarah for a moment longer. She turned to me and smiled. She was very attractive. “The same goes for you, you know. If you need to convince Diana, or anyone else. You could… you know?”

A pause. Then, “Bryan.”

“I mean it. Same logic. People have to believe you’re separated from me too. It’s a two-way thing. So if selling it means…” I found I couldn’t finish the sentence the same way she had. She heard that, too.

“I’ll think about it,” she replied softly. “Look, I understand what you’re trying to do. You’re offering because I offered. And I appreciate that.”

“Maybe I’m growing as a person.”

“Well, you’re definitely growing kinkier, that’s for sure.”

“Fine, sure. I should go.”

“Call me,” Jenn said. “And have fun. And don’t forget, I want details.”

“Good thing I am a⁠—”

“Don’t say it.”

“Journalist.”

I forced the smile from my face before turning back to Sarah.

“Everything okay?” she asked, seeing my look. “That was her, wasn’t it?”

“Yeah.” I shook my head, wondering how to play this. “She… sometimes, I just don’t understand her. Like… I don’t get what she wants.”

Sarah rose, setting her tea down on the table beside her. “I’m sorry.”

I shook my head, clearing it, very aware that there was a photographer out that window right now. “It’s okay. It’s not your fault.”

Sarah came to a stop right in front of me. “I haven’t received a text yet,” she said quietly. “If you want, I can call you when she does…”

“You trying to get rid of me?” I grinned.

“Or you could stay.”

We stared at each other, the tension back once again.

I’m not sure who kissed who, but suddenly I was threading my fingers through the soft sweep of hair at the nape of her neck, and her lips were on mine. Our tongues met without hesitation. I found myself being guided back into a chair, falling into it, pain shooting up my side. I didn’t give one single damn.

Her mouth, her kiss, was so different from Jenn’s. I hadn’t kissed another woman like this in decades, and now that I was, I couldn’t stop. I hauled her onto my lap by the hips as her fingers threaded into my hair, pulling my lips closer. Her blouse came off, over her head, and beneath, she wasn’t wearing a bra. I ran my hands over her small, firm breasts, each raised nipple hard in my palms.

I leaned down and took them into my mouth, one at a time. She gasped, arching into me, grinding down into my hard and ready cock.

“I need this,” she said, feeling my dick. “I need you.”

She slid off me, hooking her fingers into her yoga tights, and shimmied out of them. She wasn’t wearing any underwear, nothing underneath but her narrow black landing strip, neat as everything else in her life. Together, we made short work of my belt, my pants, our hands tangling as my dick sprang free.

“Let’s go to the bed,” she said. “Can you make it?”

I laughed as I stood. She was treating me like an invalid. I was no such thing. I walked her backwards into the adjoining room, kissing her as her nails dug into my shoulders. The backs of her legs hit the mattress and we went down together, her thighs already opening around me.

I hissed in pain.

“Your ribs—” One last flicker of common sense in her eyes.

“Forget the ribs.”

“God, you’re so fucking sexy.” She reached between us and guided me into her.

She cried out as I entered her—loud, unguarded, nothing like the composed woman who’d sat across from me at lunch in the City a few weeks ago. She was so tight, but I didn’t give her time to settle. Her heels locked behind my thighs, pulling me deeper, her hips slamming up to meet me.

“Harder,” she said against my ear, teeth catching the lobe. “I’m not going to break.”

“And I’m already broken.”

Her laugh turned into a gasp as I grabbed her wrists in one hand and pinned them over her head. Her back bowed off the bed. She whispered something in Korean that I was pretty sure wasn’t meant for polite company.

At some point, she shoved me over and rode me, ferocious, her black bob flying. I gripped her hips hard enough to leave marks of my own and met her stroke for stroke.

“Oh fuck. Oh, fuck, Bryan, I’m… I’m…” Her whole body seized. “Don’t stop—don’t you dare stop⁠—”

I didn’t stop. I rolled her back under me, ignoring the pain and focusing on the pleasure. I took her with everything I had left. Her legs wrapped high around my back, her hands dragging me down closer, closer, like there was still too much space between us.

“Come on,” she breathed. “Come the fuck on.”

I came hard, and she held me through it, arms and legs and all of her. I collapsed onto my good side, chest heaving, ribs finally getting their say.

We lay there, the sheets half off the mattress, a lamp knocked over.

“How are the ribs?” she panted at the ceiling.

“Best not to ask.”

“Not asking is not really in my nature,” she said, but she was laughing. She rolled against my good side, one leg over mine, her skin slick against me. She traced the border of the bruising with one finger.

We were quiet for a while. Astoria went on with its afternoon outside. For one moment, we could both pretend that this was just a lazy afternoon. Then her finger stopped moving.

“It wasn’t just Paris,” she said. “With Richard. I mean, we only had Paris, but…”

I turned my head. She was looking at the ceiling.

“We were there just over two weeks. Nineteen days. You know how time can contract? Nineteen of the most magical days. And the best parts were when we were alone. No crowds. No networking. We would talk. We would make love. I saw him.” Her hand drifted up to the necklace, still around her throat, the only thing she was wearing. “And he chose that world anyway. I wasn’t going to be part of it. But every time I saw him after, I watched him killing himself a little more, and nobody around him was doing a fucking thing about it.”

I pulled her in tighter against my good side, and she snuggled against me, her soft hair brushing my neck.

“You know…” she began, her voice lighter now, her free hand drifting down between my legs again. “I’d heard rumors about you, back in college, but didn’t really believe them.” We watched her hand wrap around my dick, which was still soft, but wouldn’t stay that way for long.

“And now?”

“Well, if you can make me feel this good with a couple of cracked ribs, I have some regrets.” Her eyes shifted from her casual handjob to my face. “You’re going through a lot right now, and I’m not going to pretend this is anything other than a good time…” I thickened enough that she could start stroking me. “A really good time,” she added. “But I wouldn’t say no to a repeat if you wanted, when I get back from Paris⁠—”

Right at that moment, her phone buzzed on the nightstand. Sarah reached over and grabbed it, and we read it together, her head against my shoulder. There, under the question about whether she left photos at the Midnight Reserve, was the response from a phone number that I didn’t recognize.

That’s nothing to do with me. I never intended for any of that to ever happen. I don’t want their daughters to grow up in a broken family like I did. I just wanted what belongs to me.

Sarah and I exchanged a look. Perhaps the blackmailer wasn’t behind the gift at Nox Venari. Another message pinged through.

Look, if you’re still friends with Bryan Turner, maybe tell him that. Tell him he’s stupid to split up over his wife’s past. I dunno… Being a dad, a united family, it’s gotta be worth fighting for. Tell him something like that. I just want my stuff, then I’ll tell you who dealt the drugs that killed Richard.

“Fuck. You. Bitch.”

Sarah looked at me, eyes wide.

“Oh, not you.” I motioned toward her phone. “Her.” Sarah visibly relaxed.

“Is it justice to upend the lives of innocent people in pursuit of justice for yourself?”

“I would hardly call your wife ‘innocent.’”

“How about me? How about my kids? And just because she ‘never intended for any of that to happen,’ how many kinds of a fool does someone have to be to not foresee something like that happening?”

Sarah began to tear up again. “I’m culpable too.” She snuffled and swiped at her nose with the back of her hand. “I helped bring this down on you and your family while trying to get some closure and some justice for Richard.”

That’s when I knew this wasn’t some elaborate setup. That Sarah wasn’t the mastermind. She was just someone like me, trying to find out the truth about the past. Trying to learn more about someone she loved.

“Ahh,” I said. “Right, right, right. That’s what you wanted to find out.” I paused. “You I can forgive. You’re easy to forgive.”

Sarah nodded, straightened her shoulders and attempted a smile. I pulled her down to me and kissed her, and the next hour turned into a haze.
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SATISFACTION


“I’m sorry how things have turned out,” Sarah said as I pulled my shirt on. Her eyes rolled over my body. “Well, not sorry about some things,” she added.

She was still lying naked in bed, her sheets pulled up over her breasts, her dark hair still damp. She’d been used, just as much as I’d been deceived—and not just by Izzy. By me, too. All because she’d fallen for a fallible man years ago. “Look, about this. You and me⁠—”

“You're not over Jenn. You don't want a relationship. I get it. I don't want a relationship either, Bryan. This was just a bit of fun. Now go, do what you need to do.”

“I’ll text you. Let you know how the item exchange goes.”

“And I’ll call when I’m back from Paris.” She lifted her brows. “I want to know what you’re like when you’re fully whole.”

“Right.” I blushed and grinned and made my retreat back out into the real world, where my troubles were waiting for me all over again. Getting into my car, I drove a few blocks away, turned off the main street, and made sure that no one was following me.

When I was pretty sure I was alone, I texted my wife.

[Me]: Well, she’s thoroughly… convinced.

I added a blushing emoji.

Jenn called me about thirty seconds later.

“You did it?” she asked.

Fear lit up my scalp. Did I fuck up? Was this a test that I failed? “I… yeah. I hope you really were okay.”

“Did you make her scream?” Judging from the hushed excitement in Jenn’s voice, I hadn’t fucked up at all.

“Let’s just say that she was pretty satisfied. Especially after round two.”

“My stud husband.”

“You really are okay?” I asked.

“I am. I’m more than okay. I’m horny as hell,” Jenn reassured me. “Are we really going to endlessly check in about this from now on?”

She was right. We could move past it. Still… “No, but I would really like to fuck you right now.”

Jenn’s laugh felt like a warm shot of alcohol. “You’re still in the city? Queens?”

I looked around at Sarah’s Astoria neighborhood. “I am.”

“Maybe not the place for fucking, but I’d like to debrief in person. Meet me at Lou’s?” she asked.

I grinned. I hadn’t thought of that place in years. “You sure it’s still open?”

“It’s a staple. It would be a literal crime to let it go out of business,” she said.

“As someone who writes for a living, I’m obligated to tell you that’s the incorrect use of literal⁠—”

“Just meet me there, dork.”

“You said I was a stud.”

“You can be both at the same time,” Jenn giggled. “Schrödinger’s Husband. See you soon. Dork.”
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Lou’s was a dive bar. Like, it was the epitome of what a dive bar was. We used to meet up there after work because the beers were cheap, and I liked the hipster vibe of the place back then. It would forever live in a place in my heart where Jenn and I were just getting to know one another.

Jenn rose and met me as I made my way to her table. She wore a casual, floral printed sundress that fell just above her knees, her hair pinned half-back, her purse slung across her body. She pulled me in close for a deep kiss. “You taste like her,” she said, but she was smiling as she pulled back. “You really did it.”

“And you’re really okay with it.”

“I am. And that surprises me.” We sat down, settling into a sticky table along the back of the room, across from one another. Our fingers entwined. “God, it’s been too long since we came here,” she said.

It was nearly empty in the late afternoon, but the beer was as cold and as cheap as ever. The Beatles played in the background.

“And it’s barely changed,” I pointed out.

“Some things don’t, I guess.” She squeezed my fingers before letting me go. “Okay, first, you promised. Details.”

I laughed. “Well, I’m not exactly sure how this works, but, let’s see…”

“Did you make her come?”

“Come on, Jenn, who do you think I am?”

Jenn snorted. “Fair. I didn’t think you’d leave her hanging, but some women don’t come that easily.”

“Not any that I’ve met.”

Jenn smiled even wider. “Or maybe you’re just not great at detecting fake orgasms.”

Her jest hit a little too close to home. Or maybe I’m not great at detecting lies. We both heard it. She sobered up. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean⁠—”

“I know. Don’t worry about it.”

“Okay. What did you learn?” she asked.

I gave her the short version—Sarah was played, not playing; a young-sounding woman had exchanged information with her for her own ends and I was certain it was the blackmailer. Jenn got impatient, though, with the businesslike recap. She reached out and took my arm in hers. “So we think it's a young woman. Okay, come on, get to the good stuff.”

I chuckled. “She told me that Richard died of an overdose, not a simple heart attack. That you helped cover it up.”

“Richard Moreau?” Jenn stared at me.

“Sarah had a thing with him. He took her to Paris, and she fell for him. I think she was hurt when it didn't work out and then he died…”

“So she's on some sort of revenge mission?”

“No,” I shook my head. “She just wants to know the full truth.” I stopped, suddenly worried myself about the full truth. “She wants to know who gave him the drugs.” Had Jennifer?

My wife saw the question warring inside my head, wincing ever so slightly that I’d go there. “You’re worried that it was me,” she said.

“A little, yes.”

She nodded gravely and inhaled. “Trust is a hard thing to rebuild, isn’t it?” she said rhetorically. “No, it wasn’t me. There were always drugs floating around at the parties. Richard liked them more than most. We should have realized how out of control we all were, but no one did until Richard…” She took another breath. “But I don’t know where any of it came from. I figured it was best not to ask questions like that.”

I glanced down the bar. Through the windows at the far end, it was approaching rush hour, the streets full.

“I told you in the hospital nothing happened between me and your dad. Do you believe me now?”

“I do. Now.” My Dad had said as much, and Danny had confirmed it. “But why didn’t you just tell me that before?” I chugged my beer, suddenly annoyed. “The crash, all of this, we could have avoided everything.”

“Oh, yeah. Like you would have believed me. You barely believed me in the hospital.” Jenn picked at the label on her beer with her thumbnail—something I hadn’t seen her do in a long time. “Honey, you sneaked around behind my back, seemed desperate to know all my dirty secrets and ready to believe the absolute worst the whole time.” She pulled the beer label off completely, then took a swig. “Plus it's hard to think straight when your husband is yelling at you while doing light speed down the highway in a sports car.”

I exhaled, letting any anger go. “I guess I fucked up.”

“We both did. Your dad and I were best friends,” Jenn's eyes tightened at the edges, as if the memories made her sad.

“He confided in me. His feelings, his doubts, his worries. Charles and Gio wanted him to have sex with me. They kind of pressured him to be like them, but your dad, he never really was. I think he looked up to them, admired them because of his own humble beginnings. So we flirted, that photo you saw of me naked on his lap? That was at a sex party. I'd slept with some young stud while Charles watched, then he made me go sit on Patrick's lap to tease him. To see if I could tempt him. But that's all it was. That's all it ever was.”

We sat there in silence for a moment. Someone put a song on the jukebox, the sounds of “Satisfaction” by the Rolling Stones filling the heavy air. Jenn laughed at the song.

“I came here, fully intending to drag you into the bathroom and fuck your brains out⁠—”

“And now we’re talking about you and my dad.”

“Yup.” She laughed.

“I mean, if you want to reset, I’m game,” I said.

“Good. Because if you’re not, I’m going to have to fuck the barman.”

I looked at the guy polishing glasses behind the bar. He was short, with thick glasses and a pot belly. “You wouldn’t.”

“Don't test me then,” she purred, trailing a finger along my arm before walking away through the door at the back of the room.

I gave it a minute, then casually retrod her footsteps, easing open the door to the ladies’ room. Jenn was inside, leaning against the sink.

“Come here,” she growled, yanking me forward by the shirt, and planting her lips fiercely on mine.

I hissed at the pain in my side.

“You okay?” she asked.

“I’m great,” I said, kissing her back, pressing her into the sink. Her hands made quick work of my zipper, pulling out my hard cock.

“Fuck, you’re so hard.” She jerked me off. “How many times did you come with her?”

“Twice,” I said.

“Where?”

“Inside her. Both times.”

Jenn moaned.

“That turn you on?” I said.

“So much.”

I turned her around, pushing her face-first over the sink and lifting her sundress. She wore a thong beneath, black and lacy. I didn’t bother pulling it off. I just yanked it to the side, lined my cock up with her, and buried myself deep. She was so wet.

She gripped the edges of the sink, stifling a moan. Our eyes met in the grimy mirror. “Fuck… fuck me,” she hissed. “Fuck me like you fucked Sarah.”

With one hand holding her thong aside, I reached up and braced my other on her shoulder, squeezing hard as I thrust. Pain lanced up my side. I didn’t stop, but I also didn’t last long. “I made her scream,” I said. “I made her scream so hard the neighbors had to have heard.”

“Oh, fuck,” Jenn gasped, shuddering around me.

I pumped a few more times before flooding her pussy with my come. I held her there, her pussy squeezing my dick, milking me as if to say, ‘This is mine.’ I didn’t want to pull out. I didn’t want to end the moment, but then the reality of where we were set in. This wasn’t our home. This wasn’t an upscale bed and breakfast. This wasn’t even a sex club. This was the bathroom of a dive bar, with people outside who most likely heard everything that just happened.

“I can’t believe we just did that,” Jenn said, meeting my eyes in the mirror and laughing. “But I definitely needed it.”

I pulled out of her at last, the adrenaline fading. In its place, pain so great I needed to sit down on the toilet, touching my side. I half-expected to feel a rib protruding.

Jennifer was at my side, concern in her face. “Are you okay?”

“I think I overdid it a little,” I said. I forced a smile through my grimace. “The doctor did warn against heavy lifting and too much physical exertion.”

“The things this blackmailer is forcing us to do,” Jenn said, covering her concern with a forced smile of her own. “Come on, let’s bail. Doesn’t smell so great in here.”

“Yeah. Bathroom sex was a lot more glamorous in my head,” I said, letting her help me pull my pants back up.

“It can be a lot more glamorous,” she said with a knowing twinkle in her eyes. “Just not in this venue. Now come on.”

We headed back into the bar, ignoring a couple of side-eyes from customers as we found our seats again. I lowered into mine with a groan. The server swung by and asked if we were still thirsty. Jenn burst out laughing, but ordered us waters instead of beers.

“So Danny visited you earlier?”

“Was that really today? Yeah, he did. I think he was looking for you, and got me. I… I may have told him about the photo that was left for us.”

“And how did he take it?”

“He was surprisingly supportive. He said that he wanted to help. That he’d look into whoever may have left it. And that I should give you a second chance.”

“Did he?” Jenn considered that, rolling it over in her head. Just like me, she didn’t come to any conclusions. “Okay, what do we do next? Have you figured out who the blackmailer is? I think you have.”

I nodded. “I’ve got a pretty good idea. What I still can’t tell is whether she’s acting completely alone now.”

“So who do you suspect?”

“Did you know that Izzy, the girl Marcus was dating before Renee, is Tess’s daughter?”

Jenn blinked at the sudden change in direction, but she caught on quickly. “Wait a minute. Hold on.” She pinched the bridge of her nose. “Tess may have mentioned an older daughter. From another marriage. I never met her. She’s the blackmailer?”

“She’s at least the thief, but yeah, I’m pretty sure she’s behind everything.”

“The girl who is blackmailing us is my friend and PTA president Tess Raines’s daughter?” Jenn restated.

“Yes. She had plenty of opportunity. And she got Sarah to work with her.”

Jenn nodded, already one step ahead of me. “By offering information on Richard Moreau’s death. Which means she knows something about that.”

“It’s kind of her area of expertise,” I said, then proceeded to fill her in on everything I knew about Izzy and her success as a sexy influencer, critical of the education system writ large. I told her everything else I’d learned—about dropping Greyson and Sophie off, about how she got close to Marcus, only to dump him just around the time that the things went missing.

“Yeah, it does seem like she’s the one.” She was already going for her phone. “But to be sure, I’m going to call Tess⁠—”

“Hold on. Before you do that, we don’t know that they’re not working together.”

Jennifer pursed her lips, not happy with it. “There is no way. There is no way. You’ve met her. She’s about as buttoned-up as they come.”

“Most would say the same about you.” I stared at her. “Appearances can be deceiving.”

“Fine, fine. So what's in the tube that Izzy or her mom could possibly go to all this trouble over?”

“I don't know. But how's this for convincing? When I first met Izzy, she made a point of introducing herself to me. Why? The second time, she told me she's a social media influencer, documenting inequalities in the New York education circle. She even used a phrase that second time: ‘the invisible curriculum’.”

“That's the same wording on the video she sent!” Jenn said, too loud. A middle-aged couple sitting at the bar turned to stare at us, whispering something to each other before turning back around.

“They probably heard us fucking,” Jenn murmured.

“And they're probably jealous,” I added, making Jenn giggle. “Okay, what I cannot figure out is if she’s working with anyone else, or even if she is the mastermind, or whatever. Can you think of anyone else?”

“Yes,” she said definitively. “While you were busy going after Sarah Park, I was tracking down my own lead.” She paused, sat back, and said, “Ned Sheffield. He’s a photographer friend of Charles's. He was planning a memoir now that the old NDA is defunct. Until Gregory and Danny and the rest of us shut him down.”

“He might blame you for that.”

“He might, yes. And he’s also the one that took that photo of your father and me. He has copies of everything. Or he did until Gio's heavies cleaned him out. Izzy might have taken the iPod, the yearbook, the drive—fine, that explains the TikTok. It doesn’t explain that photo somehow getting to the Midnight Reserve.”

“Would Ned be so angry at you that he'd try to split us up?” Something about that didn't sit right with me. It had to be someone closer to home.

“I don't know,” Jenn admitted. “But if there's a chance Ned has something to do with it, I need to find out and make sure that he doesn’t become a problem. Either now, in another twenty-five years, or ever.”

“And how are you going to do that?” I knew her tone. “What are you planning?”

“I’m going to have a discussion with him. Over drinks. I’ve already tracked him down. He’s in the Bronx, not far from here. Gregory was having him followed, too⁠—”

“And probably still is, if it’s anything like the deal with Sarah.” I mulled this plan over. “How do you know he’ll take your call? It’s been, what…?”

“Twenty years, give or take? But he’ll take it. I know he will. Ned and I have some history, and I’m newly separated.” She stretched. “And sentimental about the old days.”

I thought of his memoir. In the beginning was J. And J was the beginning.

“He thought of you as the alpha,” I said.

“Oh, with him, I can be an alpha,” she snickered. “I can talk him out of anything, I think.”

“Just talk?”

“You know how it goes.” She leaned forward again. “Okay, I have an idea. Babe? I want you there.”

“There?”

“In the bar. Ahead of me. Some corner with a sightline.” She was watching my face very carefully now, enjoying my confusion. “Partly safety—I’m not working a man alone in a strange bar without backup, that was always the rule, and I can’t use Dee on this one.”

“If he’s being followed⁠—”

“You’ll have to be careful. Get there ahead of us. Remain out of sight. But I doubt this PI is going to follow him into a bar. He’ll sit outside in a car, if he follows him at all.”

“Okay then. So I’m there partly for safety, partly for…?”

“Partly because I want you to watch me. I want you to be close.” Her thumb traced across my knuckles. “I want you to see how I work him.”

My mouth had gone dry. Around us, Lou’s went on being Lou’s—the Beatles, the day drinkers, the judgmental couple at the bar and the portly bartender restocking limes for the night’s rush. Under the table, my knee pressed against hers as I thought about watching my wife seduce another man the way she had when she was Jenny Olson.

“I mean, I'm game. I just worked Sarah, so it's only fair,” I said with a smile. “When?”

“Tonight, if he bites.” She already had her phone out.

“Tonight? What about Diana? She’s going to put a tracker on you.”

“Don’t worry about her. I’ll manage her. Besides, this is Ned. He’s a known quantity, not some random guy. By Dee’s standards, that’s practically a supervised visit.”

I wasn’t so sure, but she was already typing as she talked. She paused, read it over, and turned the screen to me. Ned, it’s Jenny. Long time. I’m going through some changes and I’ve been thinking about the old days. Buy a girl a drink tonight?

“‘Buy a girl a drink?’” I repeated.

“He’ll hear it in my old voice. It’ll work. Trust me.” She hit send and set the phone face-up on the sticky table.

It buzzed before I’d finished my water.

Jenn read it and smiled. “Nine o’clock. All set up.”
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A MIDNIGHT TREAT


The bar was called the Bronx Social, a true step up from Lou’s, but nowhere near the panache of Volta. This was a bar that I could see myself hanging out in, regardless of these circumstances. The Yankees were on one screen. Soccer on another. Some form of racing on a third that had a group of guys particularly interested.

I got there at 8:30 and took a corner far in the back, hidden in shadow yet still with a direct sightline to the door and the bar both. I ordered a club soda.

I’d been nervous ever since leaving Lou’s with Jenn. It had seemed silly to go back out of the city, only to turn back around and head into the Bronx, but I had nothing else to do, and it killed some time. I went home to Marcus’s to shower. He wasn’t there—out with Renee, I supposed—but that was a blessing, actually. I was still wrestling with all the twists and turns I was going through.

Like how my wife was most likely going to sleep with someone other than me.

Despite our visit to Nox Venari, an actual sex club, and my experience in the Midnight Reserve, I was still filled with nervous energy. If I wasn’t already completely shattered, I would have hit the climbing gym to work some of it out. Instead, I settled in for a long, hot shower, where I soaped my cock up but didn’t let myself come, then went back out into the city. At least the Bronx was closer than Astoria.

This was how I found myself sitting in the back of what Dad would call a “yuppie bar” as life happened around me, oblivious to my situation. It was nice. I could imagine a time after my troubles—something that I’d not felt in a while.

Jenn called at 8:40. “I’m about ten minutes out. Are you ready for my grand entrance?” she asked. “How’s my venue?”

“Pretty nice. This place could be in Greenwich. Drinks seem priced high enough. I don’t think your guy’s here yet, though.”

I was only vaguely aware of what Ned Sheffield looked like based on an old photo Jenn had shown me, and there weren’t any single guys here in their late forties or early 50s.

“Okay.” She took a breath. “Last check. You’re okay with this?”

“I thought we weren’t doing that anymore?” I said. “Yes, I’m definitely okay with it. How are you feeling?”

“Nervous. But also, excited?” I heard her take a breath. “Giddy. I’m glad you’ll be there. At least in spirit.”

A man entered the bar a moment later. He was better-looking than I wanted him to be—fit, late forties, clearly someone who didn’t have kids to chase around. I wasn’t exactly sure it was him—he didn’t have a Nikon dangling from a colorful strap around his neck or anything—but he looked vaguely like Ned’s picture.

“Oh, I think I see him,” I said. “Grey hair, cropped at the sides, but kind of long on top?”

“I don’t know,” Jenn laughed. “But that sounds fun. Okay, my cab’s just pulling up. Enjoy the show. I’m going to enjoy showing.”

The line went dead.

I watched the guy as he took a stool at the bar, said hello to the bartender, and ordered a drink without checking the taps or looking at the menu. If this was Ned, I kind of hoped that he would look more desperate and sad than this.

Jenn came a few minutes late, and it was like the heat in the room had been turned up a notch. I’d seen so many versions of her over these last few weeks. There was the sexy mother and wife, who could still wear a little bikini, but felt self-conscious. There was the vixen version of her from her Sugar Club days, whom an entire world orbited. There was the controlling boss of a woman, who fixed things.

But none of those people walked into the bar tonight. No. The woman who came through that door was sexy because she was Jennifer Turner once again, her hand bandaged, wearing a black sleeveless top, a dark pair of jeans, and the comfort of a woman, not a girl.

But that wasn’t quite right, either. I was also watching Jenny Olson. Or maybe the version of Jenny who’d grown older, but hadn’t changed paths. When she scanned the room, her eyes slid right over me and settled on the man who was definitely Ned Sheffield.

Ned came up off his stool. Half the men in the bar seemed to want to as she walked past. She let him kiss her cheek, her hand landing on his arm, squeezing, saying something that made him smile.

Her ring finger was bare. I hadn’t noticed that from before, from Lou’s. I was pretty sure that was new. My stomach dropped, the way it had on the Pelham Parkway right before we left the road.

I couldn’t hear them. From my corner, it was like a silent film.

Watching her like that, I saw why so many men were fascinated by her. I could watch her all day, and I couldn’t even hear her talk. She tilted her head while he talked, chin on the heel of her hand. When she laughed, it started in her shoulders before it reached her mouth. She twirled a strand of hair around one finger, letting it go.

Her knee found his, bumping it. Ned shifted his stool closer. She spared me a few glances, but only when he was ordering something or fishing out his phone. Our eyes would meet, co-conspirators, a team, despite what was happening.

It was electrifying for me. Each time. Every time. When Jenn looked over at me, it was like she’d brushed her hand along the crotch of my pants.

I didn’t feel jealousy, exactly. That wasn’t the correct label for the mix of emotions that surged through me. No part of me was worried about losing her to Ned. No part of me resented Ned for hitting on my wife. Excitement wasn’t quite right, either. Excitement wasn’t enough. Excitement was what I felt when the Yankees won the World Series. This was so much more.

At nine-forty my phone lit up on the table.

[UNKNOWN NUMBER]: I hear that you’ve split with Jenn. That wasn’t meant to happen. Does it change our deal?

This was unexpected. I gave it a moment’s thought, then replied:

[Me]: Nothing’s changed. I have the item.

[UNKNOWN NUMBER]: That’s good to hear. I really don’t want to have to screw your lives up further. Let’s get it done. Tomorrow night. 11pm. I know that’s late, but there’ll be no one around. Easier for us to do this. Southampton Marina. There’s a yacht there called ‘The Last Chance.’ You’ll know it when you see it. It was once named ‘The Salty Dog.’ Bring the item. Don’t be late.

The Last Chance. A fitting new name for Charles’s old forty-footer, leased to my father for a price that was a gift, the boat where my family had thrown parties I’d only just learned about. There was no reason on earth Izzy should know the boat existed, let alone know that I did. It was a flex, and it worked.

I typed back with my thumb, eyes still on the bar.

[Me]: Fine. I’ll be there. I need you to come alone too. Let’s not make this more difficult than it already is.

[UNKNOWN NUMBER]: Look who's giving orders now. See you at 11.

I put the phone face down. My heart was racing. I made myself breathe and watch. Watch and breathe. A moment ago, I’d been in full voyeur mode—not quite in the closet again, definitely not in the Mirror Room, but somewhere even more electrifying. Now, in an instant, the tension of everything else bearing down on us out here in the real world had come roaring back.

I glanced up at Jenn, who had her chin on her hand as she stared at Ned. He was leaning forward, whispering something that had her completely fixated. That look didn’t smooth the sharp edges of my nerves, but it did help me refocus. Sort of.

Jenn held Ned’s gaze for several slow heartbeats, nodding, giving him everything. Then she whispered something back. He lifted his brows. A smile formed. I could almost hear him say “Really” from across the bar.

She nodded, touching the tips of her hair, and stood. Ned still looked at her, disbelieving, like she was a mirage that was about to evaporate before his very eyes. When she didn’t, he stood with her.

My pulse rose, too, along with other things.

Jenn leaned close, her hand going to Ned’s shoulder, her lips right up against his ear. As she spoke, her gaze locked with mine and stayed there.

I had to force myself to breathe. I nodded at her. She blew me a kiss.

Then Ned was up and signaling to the bartender for the tab. He paid in cash, ready to get out of there. Neither of them was speaking now, but both were smiling. I knew that smile. I’d experienced it so many times, back when I was young and single.

Jenn passed within fifteen feet of my corner. Her eyes came off Ned’s face for one half-second and found mine.

Then the door swung shut, and I was alone in a crowded bar in the Bronx with a warm club soda, a text from a blackmailer, and tightly wound up with a tension that felt surprisingly good.

And definitely a welcome relief from the mild tension that had mostly ruled my days recently.

My phone rumbled again. I flipped it over.

[Jenn]: My turn.

It was followed by a kissing emoji.

Her turn. I smiled to myself. I got an afternoon with Sarah. She got a night with Ned.

[Me]: You two looked like you were having fun.

[Jenn]: Oh, we’re about to have a lot more. Going dark now. I’ll call you later. Go to Marcus’s.

My pulse raced. This was actually happening. My cock throbbed, rock-hard in my pants. I waited ten minutes for things to calm down, then did as instructed.
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The lights were on when I got back to Marcus’s. Renee’s car was parked out front. I entered quietly, wondering if I’d hear my best friend having sex for a third time in as many weeks.

“Oh, hey, stranger,” he called out. “For someone who just got out of the hospital, you sure haven’t stopped moving.”

He was on the sofa, Renee snuggled at his side, as they watched something on Netflix. She grabbed the remote and paused it, saying, “You learn anything new?”

I had learned so many things. About Tess and Izzy. About Sarah and her role in all of this. There was Gregory the lawyer. There was also Danny.

Danny…

And the car. The window. I glanced at Renee, who was looking back at me curiously with the same dimpled smile as her daughter.

“What?”

I slowly shook my head. “I… I learned that Izzy is involved.” I forced myself to look at Marcus. “She used a lot of people to get whatever is in that tube. And she wants it. Tomorrow night.”

He frowned at the mention of Izzy and her part in all of this. At length he asked the key question. “What are you going to do?”

“Going to give it to her. Who am I to get between someone and their most coveted desire?”

“That sounds… sarcastic,” my friend said. “You’re going to behave rationally, right?”

“I am as cool as a cucumber, Marky.”

Marcus turned to Renee. “Now I know he’s going to do something totally stupid. Last time he called me Marky⁠—”

“Don’t tell her that story,” I said.

Renee just laughed. “You two are so funny together. You ever share a girl?”

If I’d been drinking, I would have done a spit-take. Marcus was drinking and did do a spit-take. We looked at each other and didn’t answer.

Renee’s face lit up.

“It was a long time ago,” I said at last.

Marcus’s response was even weaker. “College was fun?” he offered.

“I’m just going to…” I jabbed my thumb over my shoulder, toward my bedroom.

“You sure that’s the room you want to sleep in?” Renee teased.

How was I blushing? I backpedaled out of the scene as Marcus said something to Renee under his breath and she responded with an “I was just kidding around.”

I closed the door, shutting out the giggles, the whispers, the sounds of two people falling for one another. I remembered when Jennifer and I were like that. I could so distinctly remember those first few weeks after she’d agreed to “coffee.” We could barely keep our hands off of each other.

I took a shower, washing away the long day as my origin story overlaid itself with my much weirder present. By the time I stepped out of the shower and toweled off, Renee’s giggles had turned into something more hushed. I climbed into bed just after 11:30, checking my phone. Nothing from Jenn. Not yet.

Despite all of my assurances to myself—Ned was safe, she wasn’t going to get emotionally attached to this man, she was just using him for intel—I felt jealous. There was no doubt about that, and honestly no reason to deny it either. It was okay to be jealous.

There was also no point in denying that I was turned on by it, either. I was semi-erect the whole time I tossed and turned in bed, as the minutes ticked by without any new message from my bride. 11:30 became midnight became 12:30. I considered every version of the night—she got the intel and went home to Diana’s, she was in a cab right now, she was in his apartment, she was⁠—

At 12:45, the phone buzzed.

[Jenn]: Success. This is for you.

A video. My thumb hovered over it while my heart tried to exit through my cracked ribs. I put my earbuds in and pressed play.

Darkness first, then a lamp—somebody’s bedroom, cluttered, framed photographs stacked against a wall three deep. The phone was propped on something, angled at the bed, the framing professional despite the clutter. Ned had set this shot up. Of course he had. This wasn’t hidden video footage. This was a callback to an earlier life, when he did this all the time.

Jenn walked into frame with her back to the camera, wearing nothing but black heels. I knew that body better than my own—the line of her spine, the sway of her hips, her ass as amazing as ever. She looked back over her shoulder—not at Ned, at the lens, at me.

Ned stepped into the frame behind her, butt naked as well, his hands settling on her shoulders and sliding down her arms.

She turned in his hands—turned so the camera got all of her naked body. She drew Ned’s arms between them so his hands could roam her front while she faced the lens dead-on. My wife, presenting herself to me while another man touched her.

His hands moved over her breasts, down her stomach. He kissed her neck as she looked over his shoulder, watching the camera watch her. When his fingers slid between her legs, over the smooth bare skin, her mouth opened and her eyes finally closed, and the sound she made—I knew that sound. Only now, it was coming through an earbud from another man's bedroom in the Bronx, and I had my cock in my hand before I’d made any decision about it.

Jenn turned and pushed Ned onto the bed.

She produced a condom, tearing it open with her teeth, and using both hands, slowly rolled it onto him. Ned’s head went back as he braced himself on his arms.

I’d already come a lot today. How was it still the same day that I’d fucked Sarah? That I’d fucked Jenn in the bathroom at Lou’s? How was I hard at all? But there was no doubt about it. My cock was as stiff as it had been when I’d fucked Sarah.

And getting stiffer as I watched my wife rise over another man, straddle his lap, his cock in her hand.

“Just like old times?” Ned managed, staring up at her.

“No,” she said, rubbing his latex-sheathed cock along her sex. The man shuddered. So did I. “Back then, you got the leftovers. Tonight, you get everything.”

And she sank.

“Oh, that’s good,” she breathed, settling onto him. “That’s—yeah. There.”

The video ran another four minutes. She rode him slowly, one hand flat on his chest, completely in charge. Ned barely moved. Barely breathed. I was right there with him, slowly jerking myself, afraid of coming before she did.

“Hands on my hips,” she told him, and he obeyed. “There you go. Feel me.”

She rolled against him, unhurried, and the sounds started coming—low, half-swallowed. “Fuck, Ned.” A laugh, throaty, gone as fast as it came. “Touch my clit.”

He brought his thumb to her and she covered his hand with hers, setting the pressure, the rhythm. “Yes. Just like that. Good.”

Her head tipped back. The pace picked up, grew more frantic. So did her gasps.

“Right there—don’t move, don’t you dare move⁠—”

I could tell she was close. I watched, mesmerized, as she leaned forward over him, her hair curtaining down, and turned her face to the lens one last time. Her cheeks were flushed. Her eyelids heavy. She looked straight down the barrel at me and mouthed two words that didn’t need audio.

Miss you.

The screen went dark. I lay wrecked in Marcus’s guest room, chest heaving, ribs screaming, dick still hard. My phone glowed with one more message under the video.

[Jenn]: Got it all. All the stuff he didn’t turn over to Gregory. One less problem to worry about from this point on. There’s more. Will tell you tomorrow.

My heart thudding in my chest, I replied: Fuck. That was so hot.

[Jenn]: Next time, baby, I’ll let you watch from a chair next to the bed.

[Me]: There’s going to be a next time?

[Jenn]: I’ve only had your cock for the last two decades. Now I’ve tried two new ones, I think some of the old me—Jenny—might be back. But only if you’re okay with it.

[Me]: I’m more than okay with it.

[Jenn]: Are you gonna jerk off?

[Me]: I think if I touch myself right now, I’ll explode.

[Jenn]: Do it. I want you to cum.

I did as I was told, taking my cock in my hand, and as expected, I came within a minute, shooting my load all over my hand.

[Me]: I did it. Are you going to cum again?

[Jenn]: I already came twice, with Ned. And I’m at Diana’s now. Sleep well. I’ll message you first thing.

Sleep well. Sure. I stared at the ceiling, grinning like an idiot, and rewatched the video.

Like five more times.
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THE REST OF THE STORY


Once again I awoke to the smell of Marcus’s coffee. When I emerged from my room and into the kitchen, he handed me a fresh mug. “You sleep okay?”

“Eventually.”

I thought about Sarah and her body, about how good she felt as I made her scream. I thought about fucking Jenn in the bathroom at Lou’s. Of the video she’d sent me of her and Ned. My ribs remembered it, too, and I started to touch my side before I could stop myself.

“The ribs?”

“Among other things.” I shook out an Advil and swallowed it down with water.

“He’s thinking about tonight.” It was Renee who spoke. Unlike Marcus, she wasn’t showered and dressed yet. She had on a silk pajama top and matching booty shorts that showed off the crescent undersides of her ass cheeks as she walked past and poured herself a coffee. “The big exchange.”

I nodded. That was certainly part of it, anyway.

“You’re not really going to hand it over to her, are you?” Marcus asked. Marcus, who’d been burned so hard by Izzy that he was ready to storm over to her place and threaten her, was once again fired up. “You can’t trust her.”

“Oh, of course not. Especially since I don’t actually know why she is so hell-bent on whatever’s in that tube.”

Renee sidled close to Marcus, putting her hand on his chest to feel the swell of muscle beneath his hoodie. Her breasts stood proudly in front of her, the points of her nipples showing through the pink silk.

“Have you looked at whatever is in that tube yet?” Renee asked.

“I don’t want to break the seal. She warned us that if we did, that would be a deal breaker.” I shook my head. “But I’m pretty sure it’s a will. It’s Charles’s actual will.”

“She has some connection with Charles Wellington?” Marcus said. “What?”

“Theories abound, but I still have a few leads to follow up on before I can be sure.” And by me, I meant Jenn, although I couldn’t tell them that.

“So what’s the plan?”

I shook my head. “I’ll tell you, I promise. I’m going to need your help, if you’re free. Both of you.”

“Of course,” they said in unison.

“Great. But first, I need to set a few things up. I’ll be in touch.”
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Jenn’s promised first-thing text came through while I was in the shower, the noise echoing in the small space of Marcus’s bathroom. I stepped out from beneath the hot water and opened it.

[Jenn]: Let’s meet up. I have to see you. The house. 11 am?

[Me]: Okay. Make sure no one sees you.

[Jenn]: Duh.

I had a follow-up appointment with my doctor that was mandatory, along with a PT appointment, so I told her I’d be there, but I might be a few minutes late.

It went… fine. The doctor immediately recognized that I wasn’t taking it easy, as he’d directed, groaning when I removed my shirt so he could look at my black-and-blue side. When he asked me if I’d been doing anything too physical, I told him no. I was pretty sure he didn’t believe me.

The physical therapist was even more critical, wagging her finger at me when she saw how much swelling I’d developed around my ribs. She gave me a set of low-intensity exercises that were far less rigorous than sex with Sarah or Jenn had been, and warned me that any more would risk complications later on.

I headed to the house after that, my stomach growling. Jennifer’s Pilot wasn’t there despite it being a little after 11 am. I parked and headed inside. As soon as the door was shut behind me, though, Jennifer practically tackled me.

“There you are,” she said, throwing her arms around me. She was dressed simply for the heat—a thin white tank top, worn denim shorts, her hair pulled back in a low, unfussy knot. This was the woman that I’d woken up next to day after day and had, at some point, taken for granted. Out of her makeup, out of Jenny Olson, she was my soulmate.

“You’re here already.” I returned her hug, not wanting to let her go. She was real, flesh and blood, my wife. My beautiful wife. She smelled… like Jenn. Not like some stranger. Not like Ned Sheffield. Like Jenn.

“It is my home, too, you know,” she smiled. “How did the appointment go? Is everything okay?”

“I’m fine,” I reassured her, touching the cut on her forehead, which was already healing. My thumb traced along her face, along the smile lines, across her high cheekbones. I’d missed her. “I didn’t see your car out front?”

“I’m being careful. Parked at the Whole Foods and took an Uber in.”

“Still risky. Renee or Raelynn could have seen you.”

“Like I said, it’s my home, too. And I needed to see you.”

“Bedroom?” I asked, lifting my brows.

She planted a deep kiss on me, her tongue finding mine. My cock swelled.

“Yes, but first, we need to eat and catch up.” She headed into the kitchen and started pulling things from the fridge. “I think these eggs are fine. I can make some omelets?”

“Sure thing. As long as you’re telling me about last night as you cook.” I pulled out the chopping board and knife. She handed me an onion.

Jenn glanced at me out of the corner of her eye, just over her shoulder. “I sent you a whole video.”

“Oh, I know. I watched it.”

She laughed, then cracked an egg into a bowl and whisked it. Everything was so casual despite what had happened last night. I chopped.

“How many times did you watch?” she asked as she set the frying pan on the range.

“Twice.”

“Liar.”

“Fine,” I said, chopping the onion. “I don’t know. Five times? It was short.”

She laughed, delighted, and whisked a little harder. “It was.”

“So I think you owe me some more.” I leaned back on the counter as she poured the eggs into the frying pan. “The video started with you already naked. Did anything happen before that?”

“Yes. A few things… happened before that.” She looked back at me and smiled, the eggs sizzling in the pan. “We had a few drinks at the bar, caught up on old times—you saw all that, of course. But by the time we got back to his place, neither of us needed any more alcohol.”

“I bet you didn’t.”

“We were all over each other. Before we could even find the light switch—which was harder than you’d think in his cluttered apartment. We kissed…” She paused, turning back to the eggs. I passed her the chopped vegetables.

“Go on. Everything okay?”

“Yeah, just… I’m sorry. I shouldn’t like it as much as I do, but… kissing another man, other men…”

“Turns you on.” I stepped up right behind her, my arm going around her body. She smelled clean, showered.

“Yes.”

I kissed her neck. “It’s okay. It turns me on, too.”

I watched Jennifer fold the omelet over and flip it.

“So you kissed. But when the video started, you were naked.”

“Yes. That happened in the dark. At first. But then, Ned wanted to see. So he ended up turning on some studio panel lights.” She giggled.

“And what were you wearing then?”

“Just panties.”

I reached around, my hands moving between her legs before she slapped me away. She scooped the first omelet onto a plate and began the second.

“Sit,” she said, pointing the spatula at the stool across the counter. “Your ribs need rest. That’s right, I see you gingerly moving about, pretending like you’re fine.”

I sat. No sense in arguing with her. But I wasn’t going to let the story go. “What happened next?”

“I got him naked. He looked good. And hard.”

“What happened next?”

“I did exactly what you’re hoping I did. I dropped to my knees and sucked his dick.”

I gulped. Yes, that was exactly what I was hoping for.

“And you know what I was thinking when I did it?” she asked. “I was thinking of you, and this moment. And that’s exactly the face I was imagining you’d have.”

“Did you… did he…?”

“Did I swallow? No. I teased him, but I wanted the real action to be on camera. For you.”

“So that wasn’t a secret filming?”

“No. I asked him to set it up. Like old times. Only with my phone. Don’t worry, I never told him that it was for you.”

“It ended just when it was getting good. Just after you came the first time. But in your text, you said you came twice.”

“Did I?” she said innocently. She plated the second omelet, wiped her hands on a dish towel, and sat by my side. “After the first time, I reached over and stopped the recording. And Ned…” She caressed my hand. “Ned finally got to roll me over, and took his time. He made me come again. Hard.”

I swallowed. “I wish you’d recorded that, too.”

“Next time, I hope you’ll actually be there.” She shoveled some of her omelet into her mouth and chewed. “You know, I never thought I’d be doing this again.”

“What?”

She pointed between us. “This. Sharing. Being with another man as foreplay. I thought that was all in my past. But now, having done it… it’s just a lot of fun.”

She touched my hand, and we just stared at each other over our food. I smiled. “Yeah. It’s certainly been interesting.”

“Were you jealous?” she asked. “Last night, waiting?”

I thought about hiding my anxiety from her, but after everything we’d been through, what was the point? “Yes. I mean, it was after 12:30 before you texted, and I was going a little crazy imagining all kinds of scenarios—you at his place, you going home with him and staying.”

She turned my hand over and traced a slow circle on my palm with her thumb. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m not.” I smiled at her, cleared my throat, and shifted back to business. “So you got all the footage?”

“All of it. Every negative, every print, the archive itself. I can see how he was able to conceal it all from Gregory. Plenty of places for him to squirrel things away, but I have it all now.”

“You’re sure he didn’t keep anything for his personal archive?”

“I’m sure. Why would he need photos when he could have the real thing?” she said, winking. “I may have implied that last night wasn’t a one-and-done. Hope that’s okay.”

“Definitely okay with me. Especially if I get more video like last night. I will definitely not be handing that over to you any time soon.”

“Fair.”

“Anything else? Did he say anything about Charles?”

“Lots. He was drunk and nostalgic.” She chased a piece of pepper around her plate. “One weird thing. When I mentioned the Corvette, he laughed and said Charles always swore Charlotte would go back to Charlotte’s family someday. The car, I mean. Not her.”

“Back to her family? Who’s left?”

“No idea. Charles called that car a lot of things, so maybe Ned was confused.”

“So what was the other thing you learned? That you alluded to?”

“Oh, that.” She stood and took my plate, even though I wasn’t finished. Then she took my hand and tugged me up off the stool. “Bedroom first.”

“That’s blackmail.”

“Too soon.” She laughed, already leading me towards the stairs.
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The bedroom was dim, the blinds still half-drawn from whenever we’d been here last. The air smelled stale. Funny how quickly that can set in.

I turned to say something about it, but she was already pulling her tank top up over her head. Beneath, she wore no bra. Okay then, here we go.

I reached for her, pulling her in for a deep, passionate kiss. I hissed at the pain in my side, and she pulled back, her eyes searching me, full of concern. “Careful of your ribs.”

“Fuck my ribs.”

“I’d rather fuck you.” She unbuttoned my shirt, but slowly, one button at a time, kissing each new inch of skin until she got to the bruising. There, she stopped and traced the edge of it with one finger. “God, Bryan, that looks bad.”

“Looks worse than it is.”

“Uh huh.” She pushed my shirt off my shoulders and nudged me back toward the bed. “Lie down. I’m in charge.”

My heart was racing as I lay back against the pillows and watched her step out of her shorts, out of her cotton thong, and crawl up the bed to me. She flipped her hair back before unzipping me, freeing my cock, already so hard, and wrapping her hand around it.

“So,” she said. “You want to know how much I liked last night?”

“Yes.”

She stroked me slowly, base to tip. “I liked it a lot. It was fun.”

“Different than with Tate?”

“All men are different.” Another slow stroke. “With Tate, I was nervous. Half of me was watching myself, wondering if I still knew how to do it with another man. And you were behind that glass, and I didn’t know if you’d still look at me the same way after.” Her thumb circled the head of my cock. I hissed. “Last night, I wasn’t nervous. I knew you’d be watching later, and I knew you’d love it. When I was riding him, and I looked into that camera, I felt like… like Jenny, I guess. Like I’d found her again, and she wasn’t someone I had to be ashamed of.”

“So what happened after the recording stopped? He made you come again. How?”

“Well, first, he went down on me. And he was good.” She watched my face from between my legs, cock in hand. “He knew what he was doing. I was right there, about to come all over his mouth.”

She leaned down, wrapped her lips around my dick, and sucked. I watched her, doing my best not to come immediately. “But you didn’t come then?”

She shook her head, pulling off of me with a pop. “Nope.”

“Why not?”

“Because I didn’t want his tongue.” She crawled up my body, her breasts brushing my chest, her lips at my ear. “I wanted his cock. I wanted to come with a man inside me.”

My cock throbbed in her hand. She moved up my body, until she was kneeling over my face. I knew what I needed to do. I gripped her thighs and pulled her down onto my mouth. She was already so sweet, practically dripping. When I licked her, she shuddered and gasped, gripping the headboard.

“That’s it,” she breathed. “That’s it, baby.”

I knew exactly how to lick her, to touch her, to play with her. Ned was new and fun, but I was determined to show her that I was the best.

“He got me this close,” she gasped, rocking against my mouth. “Right… about… here.”

Her thighs started to tighten. And then she pulled away, breathless, and slid back down my body before I could finish her.

“What—?”

“Same thing I told Ned,” she said, grinning at me. “I want a cock.”

She took mine in her hand and guided it inside her. She sank down onto me easily. I wondered if that was because of Ned last night, or how turned on I’d just made her. Or both. She stayed buried and still for a moment, both hands flat on my chest, careful of the bruises.

She smiled down at me. I smiled up at her. And then she started to move, rolling her hips, just like she had on camera. Only now, it was just us.

“You didn’t ride him again, did you?”

She shook her head. “Oh, no. He wanted to be on top this time.” She rocked faster. “He held my wrists down. Fucked me so hard the bed moved across the floor.” She ground down on me.

“Fuck, Jenn.” I gripped her hips and thrust up into her. That hurt. She saw, but didn’t say anything. I kept fucking her, and she only rode me faster. I reached up and squeezed her tits, playing with them as her breath came shorter, shallower, her inner muscles starting to flutter around me.

“I’m going to come,” she whispered. “Come with me.”

I let go. I came deep inside her. She joined me, hissing quietly before she collapsed onto my good side. We lay there for a long time, breathing in the stale air of our bedroom. Her hair felt good against my skin. For a minute, I let myself forget about Izzy, and blackmail, and the tube sitting in the safe.

But only for a minute.

“So,” I said. “That other thing you’re holding hostage.”

She propped herself up on one elbow. “Not holding hostage. Just using it as leverage. And it’s really not that exciting. Just that, you know Gregory? The lawyer? He came personally to collect the stuff from Ned’s, with his goons. He wanted to make sure that Ned knew he was serious, I guess. And get this: Gregory showed up in a Bentley. Charles’s old Bentley.”

I shook my head, not following. “You’re telling me this like it’s important, but I’m not⁠—”

“Charles never would have left that kind of car to his lawyer. That’s a six-figure vehicle, and he didn’t like Gregory that much. Something’s fishy.”

“What do you think⁠—”

The doorbell rang and we both froze. Jenn and I shared an anxious look.

“Are you expecting someone?” she asked. I shook my head.

Ding, dong.

“Fuck. What do we do?” I hissed under my breath.

“Well, your car is in the driveway,” Jennifer said. “So whoever it is knows you’re here.”

We moved quickly, like two teens caught making out. I hastily got redressed, my heart beating in my chest. “I’ll be right up here,” she said, kissing me quickly. “Just act normal. This is your house.”

With that, I headed downstairs. The kitchen was still a mess where the omelets were. Shit. I went to clean that up when the doorbell rang for a third time. This time, I heard a woman’s voice saying, “I know you’re in there. I just want to talk.”

Shit. I knew that voice. But was it me she saw, or Jennifer? I opened the door.
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WHO SHE USED TO BE


Diana stood on the front step of my Greenwich suburban home in a pair of giant sunglasses, her dark hair fluttering in the wind. She was dressed all in black like a fucking assassin—although a sexy one in those tight black jeans. Her arms were crossed beneath her breasts, enhancing her cleavage above the top of the black tank top.

“What do you want, Diana?” I asked, hoping it was indeed me she was looking for.

“I told you. I want to talk,” she said. She pushed past me into the hallway, pulling the sunglasses up into her hair as she looked around. I swear she was about to ask, Where is she? But she didn’t say anything about Jenn.

“Well, come on in then, I guess,” I said. “Don’t wait to be asked.”

“Don’t get cute, Bryan. This is fucking serious.” She walked into the kitchen, and for a second, I panicked that Diana would suss things out. She took in the mess of the omelets without comment or suspicion. She just stopped at the fridge, looking at the photos of our girls we had, hung there on magnets they’d made in kindergarten. Her face grew harder.

“Do you know where your wife was last night?”

I took a measured breath before answering that. “No. Why should I?”

“She was with Ned Sheffield.”

I wasn’t sure if I was supposed to know about Ned or not, so I hedged. “The photographer? From back in the day?”

Diana snorted. “‘Back in the day’ is a trite way of saying it. Yes, he was the photographer. The documentarian. And for a while, he was a man absolutely obsessed with your wife.” She rounded on me. “The first night she spends with me, she leaves the bar with a total stranger and doesn’t return until early morning. Yesterday, she stayed out all day, then came home late again, smelling like sex.”

Her words jolted through me. I knew all of this, but the reminder was exciting. Diana misinterpreted my expression as shock.

“And as for you,” she shook her head, narrowing her pretty eyes in disgust, “First opportunity you had, you went to Sarah Park’s house and spent the afternoon fucking her.”

“Ah, yes,” I nodded, “I saw your friend in the apartment opposite. Still having me followed. And just why is that, Dee?”

“I told you, I am not. But someone is. Because you’re being fucking stupid.” Diana folded her arms again, shoving her tits up once more. It was hard to keep eye contact. “Your wife is acting completely out of control, and that’s all on you, asshole.” She took a step forward, stabbing her index finger against my chest. “You fucking did that.”

I looked down at her finger, then back at her. “Says the woman who dragged Jennifer out for drinks with a kid who definitely had a crush on her. You’ve encouraged it. You always wanted this version of Jenn back.”

Dee opened her mouth to respond, and I drove the blade in. “Don’t lie. I’ve had quite enough lies.”

Volta must have been kicking around in the back of my mind. Now it was obviously at the forefront.

My wife’s best friend and keeper of so many of her secrets, reacted as if struck. “Jenn invited Connor out that night,” she spat. “And not for herself. For me. It’s not my fucking fault he went all puppy dog on her.”

I knew that, too. I also knew what I saw.

“And if I hadn’t shown up? The night certainly seemed to be going in a particular direction. The way she defended him⁠—”

“Was her protecting him. It’s what she does. You came in all hot, and you need to know that despite what you thought you saw, it never—she never would have done anything with him. I know her. She loves you. She loves what you two have built together.”

“She loves me so much she’s out fucking guys every night since she went to stay with you.” I glared at her, feigning anger. This was what we both wanted. What we had agreed to. We needed everyone to believe we’d split up if we were going to coax the real villain out of the woodwork. “You encouraged her. You always have.”

She snorted in derision. “I didn’t encourage you, though. What’s your excuse for fucking that damn journalist?”

“If you’re so worried about us and what we have, then why did you immediately show Jenn pictures of me with Sarah? Why? Talk about pouring gas on a fire!”

“I did it because I needed you both to just fucking stop!” she shouted. “Before you brought everything down around your ears. I had it handled. I got the old Sugar Club together. We shut down Ned. We handled the other stuff. I just needed you and Jenn to keep it together.”

Her words hung in the air like the silence that follows the detonation of a bomb.

“Which is why these last few nights are fucking alarming.”

“Diana—”

“You didn’t know her in ’07.” Her voice shook with emotion. “You only seriously entered her life after. You have no idea what…” She shook her head.

I swallowed, keenly aware of Jennifer upstairs. She had to be hearing this. She had to be listening. So I kept my mouth shut and swallowed again.

“Richard died, and that had been hard. So fucking hard. On everyone. A real wake-up call. The cops got involved, started looking into everything, but then it all went away. I never found out quite how, but it had something to do with Charles. Charles and Gio and Danny maybe? I don’t know. It was a chaotic time. Our world—our perfect, invincible world—was falling apart around us.” She faded back, leaning against the island counter as the fire inside of her began to cool.

“After that, Jenny became someone else. You know she has all these rules, right? I always told her she was going to make a great mom because of all the fucking rules. But there was a time when she seemed to try and break them all. She stopped going to the Reserve. Skipped Club events. She went to bars where she didn’t know anyone’s name. On purpose. She started sleeping with other men, not Moneys. Not bulls for the Moneys. Just random guys. She was getting out of control.”

“It’s not like that now—” I started trying to explain, but Dee cut me off.

“Let me speak,” she insisted. “Jenn and I always used to talk, gossip, share details about who we were fucking, how good they were. But she started buttoning up. She wouldn’t talk about who she was with. She didn’t talk about anything. She started getting reckless. When I figured out a few of the people she was sleeping with…”

There was one name that came to mind. “Danny?”

Diana seemed surprised that I knew about that. “He was one, yes, although I only found that out later. I was never crazy about him, and Jenny, she knew that.” She studied me. “I’m seeing it again. I’m seeing the same pattern again, and I can’t let my friend go back down that road.”

I wanted to tell her that it was all a lie. It felt so awful, holding in such a secret. She wasn’t likely working with Izzy. And her coming in so hot proved that she was probably not trying to break us up. Still, I stuck to the plan and stuck with the lie, even as it pained me.

“How did she pull herself out of it?” I asked instead. “Was it… was it because she met me?”

The timing made sense. I’d met her early in 2007, but we didn’t get together until much later that year.

Diana’s laugh was more like her usual, sarcastic one. “Why is it that men always think they’re our saviors?”

She came off the island, stood straight up, fiery again, stabbing the air to emphasize each sentence that followed. “No. I fixed her. I helped her. I got her back on the straight and narrow. Me. That was all me.”

She regarded me for a moment, then said, “You were the right guy at the time, too, I guess. Your dad saw that, helped her get away from Charles and the Sugar Club. You should be glad he did. But yeah, if I was the one who got her back on the right path, I guess you were the one that kept her on it.”

That was as much of a concession as I was going to get from her.

“Tell me, Bryan, because I need to know what I’m working with here,” she said. This was the thing that she’d come all the way out here to ask me, I realized as she pinned me with her stare, looking me squarely in the face. “Are things truly over between the two of you? Is this a break? Or something more serious?”

I thought about my mom and dad, and how much they’d fought before the end. I thought about all the other broken marriages around us: Renee and her divorce, Tess and her ex-husband—even Jenn’s parents, who were still together, but not in a healthy way.

Were we just like them? Jenn had concealed so much from me. But I was starting to understand why. I could still close my eyes and see the girl wearing the flannel shirt and the ratty jeans, handing me a hammer. I could imagine how nervous she’d been during the lead-up to that first coffee together, and then our first real date after that. Wondering if she should—if she could—keep her past from me. What I’d think, if I knew. If I’d judge her. If my impression of her would be different.

There was damage between us. So much damage. But I didn’t want to turn out like the others. Our marriage had been in a crash and I wasn’t going to let the wreckage of it—literally and figuratively—end us.

When I didn’t answer right away, Diana went on. “All this over a fucking photo of her with your father.” She shook her head grimly. “You know they never even did anything? He watched her have sex, sure. They were in the room together for group stuff, orgies, things like that. But they never fucked. Didn’t stop them both being ashamed, though.”

“I—”

She went on as if she hadn’t heard me. “Funny thing, shame. So many different meanings to that word. Like how it’s just a shame you can’t see your beautiful wife for who she is now, and not who she used to be. And is becoming again, thanks to you. So if this is a break, I need to stop her before she becomes⁠—”

“It’s not over.” It wasn’t just me that spoke. Jenn was there, standing at the foot of the stairs.

When we both said it in unison, we looked at one another, neither of us able to suppress a grin. Diana looked from me to Jenn, eyes wide, trying to figure out what was going on.

“Jenn? What are you…?”

“I’m sorry,” Jenn said. “I’m sorry we didn’t tell you. But we didn’t know…”

“Wait. Are you two… what’s going on here?”

Jenn moved to Diana. Her friend took a step back, like she thought Jenn was an imposter.

“We’re not separated,” Jenn said softly.

Diana looked at me. I nodded. “It’s a ruse. We didn’t know who to trust. Still don’t.”

“A ruse? Why? I don’t understand…”

I glanced at Jenn. “How much have you told her?”

“Told me about what?” Diana asked.

“We think that someone’s trying to deliberately separate us.”

She looked from me to Jenn and back again. “I would never⁠—”

“I know that. Now, I do,” I said. “But with Volta, Connor, you showing her that picture.” I stopped her before she could start to protest again. “I know, I know. But try to see it from my side.”

“There’s more,” Jenn said. “Someone’s blackmailing us. Or Bryan, but also kind of me. By extension. They stole some things. From back in the Sugar Club days. And they’re threatening to expose me if we don’t give them something.”

“What?”

“Something that Charles hid at the Midnight Reserve.”

“Then let’s go get it,” Diana said. “I can probably figure out where⁠—”

“We already did,” Jenn said. “The night of the crash, we were driving back from there. Come on, let’s go sit down. I—we—” She looked meaningfully at me. “—will explain everything.”
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As we did, Diana’s face went from confused to contemplative to pissed to helpful. “So you think that this random girl, Isobel, a friend’s daughter, is blackmailing you over a will. And if you give it to her, she’ll give back these Sugar Club things, and will just leave you alone. And on top of that, someone—possibly someone else—delivered you that photo that made you crash the car.”

I nodded. “Probably someone else.”

“Okay. Why are either of them doing either of those things?”

“That’s the big question, isn’t it? We think the photo was delivered to try and break us up. And we think that Izzy wants money, probably. Or maybe to prove something nefarious was going on with Charles Wellington?”

Diana nodded, but she was barely hearing me. Instead, she turned to Jenn. “And you, of all people, didn’t come to me? You didn’t trust me? Instead, you chose to test me?”

We’d gone over this already, but it was a sticking point for Diana, just as it had been one for me. This was Jenn’s lies of omission catching up with her all over again. “I’m sorry. I should have, I know⁠—”

“You’re fucking right you should have.”

“But everyone was a suspect,” Jenn said.

“Or being used by a suspect,” I added.

“I don’t get used,” Diana said sharply before adding, “Unless I’m in the mood.”

Jenn frowned. “I know. And I’m so sorry. Clearly I have issues. I’m working on it.”

“You’ve never liked giving up anything,” Diana said, softening. “Better this, though, than the girl who was completely out of control.” A light went off. “Hang on, so wait a second. That first night, with the douchey guy from the bar…”

“…wasn’t real.” Jenn chewed on her lip and looked down. “I came back here after.”

“And last night? With Shef?”

“Oh, that happened. But Bryan knows.”

Diana lifted her brows, and Jenn nodded. “Really?” Diana said, looking at me. “Like his father?”

“Not quite,” Jenn said, smiling along with Diana.

“And…”

“Yes,” Jenn said, the communication coming like they were using telepathy. “Why not?”

“What’s going on?” I asked. I felt like I’d missed a whole conversation.

Jenn looked at me, and there was something new in her expression. Now she was looking at me all sheepishly.

“Dee has always been curious about you,” she said.

“Curious, as in…?”

“Not about your brains or sharp wit,” Diana said.

“I may have bragged a little bit about you,” Jenn admitted, “back when we were first together.”

“Is that so?” I said, looking from one woman to the other, my stomach fluttering.

“It is.” She looked at her friend. “And one day, maybe you’ll experience it. But right now, we’re going to figure out how to get my stuff back without blowing up our whole lives.”

“And how are we going to do that?” Diana asked.

Jenn turned to me, reaching out to squeeze my hand. “Bryan has a plan.”
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TO SPRING A TRAP


Ipulled up to the Southampton Marina a little before eleven. By day this place was probably incredibly charming. Restaurants and creameries and little shops were built up around the wharf and were likely bustling with people.

At night, though, those storefronts were dark and ominous looking, a gauntlet of dark alleys and gaping windows to navigate before getting to the piers themselves. There were hotels that rose up around the property’s edge, but even those windows were mostly dark now.

Somewhere out there, the blackmailer was waiting. Watching. As if to prove my hunch, a text came through:

[UNKNOWN]: You’re here. Good. Walk past the movie theater. Keep going until you reach the last finger pier. The Last Chance is moored there. You’ll find a red life preserver. Stick the package behind it. Then leave. Once I’ve got my item, I’ll tell you where to find yours. Then we’re done.

“The package.” I chuckled to myself. They were really getting into this clandestine bullshit. I almost called them out on it before refocusing. I had a few calls to make.

“Hey, Marcus⁠—”

“It’s Red Leader, remember?”

The blackmailer wasn’t the only one getting into the spirit of this operation. Marcus had just taken it to a much nerdier level. “Hey, Red Leader, how’re we doing?”

“Good. We were right. It’s Izzy. One hundred percent. She came out of her apartment with a small bag, so hopefully those are the items. Followed her straight to the marina.”

“Did she see you?”

“Dude.”

I chuckled. “Fine, fine. Where’s she now?”

“She’s already there. I don’t have eyes on anymore, but Gold Leader is in place.”

“I’ll check in with her. Thanks, um, Red.”

I hung up and called Renee, who’d come out to the marina much earlier in the day and had checked into one of the hotels in the central part of the marina.

“Hey, Gold Lead⁠—”

“No, we’re not doing that,” Renee said briskly.

“Okay. Red—uhh, Marcus said she’s here.”

“She is. But we’ve got a problem. She’s not alone.”

Of course she’s not. Fuck.

Renee continued. “She got out of her car and met with someone just before going out onto the pier.”

“Who?”

“Not sure. Whoever it was wore a hoodie and I’m too far away. They slipped into one of the alleys and out of sight.”

“Okay. Anything else? Was she carrying anything? A bag, maybe?”

“Yes. She gave it to the other person.”

“Okay. Can you guide Marcus to this other person? They’ll probably be watching me as I approach, so keep a sharp eye out. We need that bag, and we need to make sure that they don’t keep eyes on me.”

“On it. You can count on us, Darth Vader.”

“That’s not how… never mind. Thanks, Renee. I owe you one.”

“I’ve got some ideas on how to collect that favor.”

I hung up before that could go any further. I had one more call to make⁠—

[UNKNOWN]: What are you doing? I see you, Bryan Turner. I don’t want to post these videos, but I will if you’re playing me. Drop the fucking package.

I gave the message a thumbs-up. No more time. I shot off a quick text to Jenn.

[Me]: Hope you’re ready. Here I come.

I got out of the car, looking around, wondering where Izzy and her accomplice might be hiding, whoever it was. I wished that I had more time. I wished that this plan was better. There were so many moving parts. So many ways for it to go sideways.

I touched the inside pocket of my jacket, making sure I had “the package.” Now was not the time to forget one of the most critical pieces here.

I walked past those dark storefronts, a shiver running up the length of my spine, a tingling at the base of my skull. I felt eyes on me the whole time. I knew she wasn’t dangerous, but fear was a funny thing. Were those footsteps behind me? Was I about to be jumped? Every time I looked behind me, I saw nothing.

The pier itself was a few steps down past the wharf. Boats were docked in their slips—boats of all kinds, but mostly expensive ones. Mooring lines clanged as they shifted, ringing out across the marina. Water lapped against the side. It was peaceful.

The Last Chance was docked at the far end of the marina, fittingly one of the last yachts in the place. It was a beautiful thing, rising proudly above the floating dock. I wasn’t a great judge of yacht sizes, but I could see how you could throw one hell of a party aboard that thing. I smiled, briefly imagining my dad’s pride as he piloted it.

And I practically tripped over the red life preserver ring.

As I did, two texts came in at once.

[UNKNOWN]: Good. Now drop the item and walk away. Don’t try anything. I have your things. When I’ve secured the drop, I’ll tell you exactly where you can collect them.

I gave her a 100 emoji, darkening my phone, knowing that Izzy was watching. I didn’t want her getting cagey. Not now.

The other text was from Jenn.

We are in position.

Good. I glanced around, knelt down, and slipped the tube beneath the life preserver. With my heart pounding in my chest, my breathing coming short and shallow, I walked back to my car.

My blood was racing so hard that I barely heard the gentle bump-and-sploosh of the boats in their slips around me. I left the pier, looking up at the buildings around me—at the stores, at the theater, at the hotel where Renee was hiding at that very moment.

I rounded the corner and a figure stepped out, huge and cloaked in shadow. My heart jumped into my throat. Had I calculated incorrectly? Was Izzy actually going to… what? Take me out? Or had one of the people I’d reached out to decided that this was an easier way to deal with me?

Was this that scene in every spy thriller where the main character realizes that they’ve been double-crossed by the consummate ally all along?

The figure lurched towards me. I took a step back.

It stepped again, coming into the light. “Bryan, fucking help me here,” Marcus said, under strain, and I realized that it wasn’t one figure, but two. Marcus was there, and so was⁠—

“Ned Sheffield? What the fuck?”

“Let go of me!” Ned forced the words through gritted teeth. He struggled in Marcus’s arms, but he might as well have been trying to break free of an Iron Maiden.

I walked up to him and snatched the bag from him. “I’ll take that.”

“That’s not yours,” he growled. “That belongs to Jenny.”

“And I’m her husband.”

“You sure about that? Because it didn’t seem that way last night when she was in my—OW!”

“Sorry,” Marcus said with zero sincerity.

“I made a deal with Izzy, who you’re working with, remember?”

“And I’m fucking telling you, that stuff was never hers to bargain with.”

I was so confused. “You were going to double-cross her? Did Jenn put you up to this?”

“No. Izzy only called me this morning, but by then I knew exactly what this was. Jenny had told me someone was blackmailing her. It was only after Isobel called that I put it together that she was the person blackmailing Jenny today.”

“Why?” Then I shook my head. “Never mind. Don’t worry, I’ll make sure this gets back to her. Now get the fuck out of here.”

I looked at my phone.

[Jenn]: She’s approaching.

[Jenn]: She’s got it.

[Jenn]: Bryan?

Fuck. I punched the last number in, lifting the phone to my ear as I ran back to the marina. “Now!” I shouted as soon as the person on the other end picked up, my ribs searing with pain as I sprinted. “Now, now, now!”

I saw the lights come on before I’d made it all the way back down to the docks. A boat was drawing up, flooding the spot in front of The Last Chance and throwing the crouched figure before it into full light. Izzy froze there, turning towards the brightness, her hand going up to shield her eyes. “What the…?”

Figures emerged from the boat, their silhouettes backlit.

I slowed as I made it within a few berths of her, calling out. “The game is over, Izzy.” I patted the bag. “I have everything already. It’s. Over.”

The brunette wheeled on me, still hunched over the life preserver, the tube clutched in her hand. With her dark hair falling around her, she looked like a cornered animal. Cornered and dangerous.

She pulled her phone out, ignoring the two people approaching behind her from the boat, all of her fury directed at me. “I’ll post them. The videos. Of your wife. Of her secret past. I will BURN HER!”

“No!” A woman’s voice rang out from the newly arrived speedboat. Sharp. Commanding. “No, you won’t, Isobel!” The figures from the boat resolved as our eyes adjusted, and standing in the center was Isobel’s mother, Tess Raines. “Please, honey, don’t do this.”

Izzy spun around again. “Mom? What are you doing here?!”

“Izzy, you’ve got to stop this madness,” said the second figure.

“And there is my wayward father. Hey, Dad.” She said the word with such derision. For his part, Giovanni Russo took it in stride.

“It’s over, honey,” Tess said, approaching her daughter the way she would a cornered dog. “You don’t want to do this. You don’t want to break up another family.”

“They have to pay⁠—”

Tess shook her head. “Not this way.”

“They had no right⁠—”

“What was done to you was unfair.” It was Jenn who spoke now. She was there, too, standing beside my dad, who’d piloted the boat in and by this point had finished tying it up. “Please don’t hurt my husband and my children. They’re as innocent in all this as you once were.”

Izzy stared daggers at my wife. “Do you know what this is?” Izzy asked, holding up the tube. “Do you have any fucking clue?”

“I have some theories,” I said.

“It’s a will,” Izzy said. “The true and final will and testament of Charles Wellington. It was Charles’s last wish to right a lot of wrongs, but the powers that be decided to intercede. That boat, for example, The Last Chance? It was supposed to be yours.” She jutted her chin toward my dad. “And the house? The estate? Mine. Do you know who currently owns both?”

I shook my head.

“One Daniel Moreau. Funny, isn’t it?”

I glanced past Izzy, at Jenn, who looked as stunned as I was. “Danny altered the will?”

“Little Danny?” Gio said incredulously.

“Little fucking Danny,” Isobel repeated. “Mom knows.”

All eyes turned to Tess. “And I tried to deal with it the right way. I tried to contest it.”

“You are Esther,” Jenn said, putting it together. “You are Charlotte’s niece?!”

“Guess you’re not the only one with secrets,” Tess said, nibbling at her nails. “I never wanted to cause any trouble. When Sophie and Greyson were babies and I learned who you were, it was purely by coincidence. I was terrified, but after a while… I guess I stopped being scared and started to really like you.”

“I liked you too,” Jenn said. “That part was real.” She glanced at me before adding, “And I’m the last person to get upset about secrets.”

Tess said, “You have the will now. But I urge you not to do this. I told you, I looked into it. It won’t hold up in court. It was never witnessed. Danny and the lawyer saw to that. You need more proof.”

Jenn and I glanced at one another. Was she thinking what I was thinking? “Is what she said about Danny true?” Jenn asked Tess.

“Of course it’s fucking true,” Izzy snapped. “I’ve been following this little group for years, but more than that, I met with Uncle Charles, shortly before he passed. He told me that he was going to make things right. That he was going to honor what Charlotte wanted. For my mom and me to inherit her part of the estate when she passed. He promised.” She gesticulated wildly at the boat behind her. “Is this making it right?” She glared at my dad. “That boat should be yours, Patrick. Do you think this is fair?!”

“Of course it’s not fair,” Jenn said. “Nothing in this world is fair. I know that better than anyone. These people play by their own rules. Rules that we don’t always understand because we, are, not, like them. We are not them.”

“You wanted to be,” Izzy spat. “Don’t forget, I’ve listened. I’ve researched. I know you, Jenny Olson.”

I wanted to intervene. I wanted to slap this spoiled little bitch. I started to step forward, but Jenn glanced over at me and shook her head. I curled my hands into fists, but gave her the floor.

Jenn sighed, and the wind sighed with her, blowing off the ocean, rippling her golden hair. She wore a loose sweater and tights, looking beautiful, but different from the girl from those society photos. She said, “You’re not wrong. I did want to be part of their world.” She linked arms with my dad, standing beside her. “We both did. We wanted it so desperately. And for a time, we thought that we were. We thought that we’d made it.”

My dad took over. “But we had to struggle where they never did. Life came so easily to Charles and Charlotte. Richard Moreau. To Gio.” He looked at his friend, who kept quiet. “For the longest time, I was so ashamed of my struggle. I tried to hide it. I wanted to be like them. I wanted to live freely.” He smiled to himself. “I wanted to be ‘soft where I was hard,’” he quoted. “But turns out, all of that…life… it’s what made me who I am. Made us.” He squeezed Jenn’s arm. “Made you.”

Izzy was staring at the two of them stubbornly. She was young, and thought she was wiser than she was. We’d all been there, my dad, Jennifer, myself. It was Tess who finally broke through. “Honey, this…” She gestured to the tube, still clutched in her daughter’s hand. “...isn’t the solution. And neither is burning down the people adjacent to them. We are comfortable. Your father might never have been a real father to you… but in return, he provided us with a yearly income, a good life, whether you want it or not.”

“I want justice,” Izzy said.

“And how is attacking the Turners going to bring justice?” her mom said.

“It means I’m not just lying down. It means I’m not going to play the little doggy, showing her belly, like you⁠—”

Tess slapped her daughter across the face. I watched, stunned, still seeing the PTA president in the woman. Gio took a step forward. “Ess…”

“How dare you. I have done everything for you. I have given up my identity to provide. You are entitled. You research about this life, but you do not know how it fucking works. You cannot just take without consequence. That is what they do.” There was a not-too-subtle glare towards Gio. “That is not what we do.”

“And you’re okay with that?!” her equally fiery daughter shot back. Her hand had gone to her cheek, but her eyes stayed locked on her mother.

Tess didn’t answer right away. She let her emotion cool, and when she spoke, she wasn’t shouting. “It’s not about being okay or not. It’s about choice, and twenty-five years ago, I was so much like you. I was reckless. I made mistakes. And rather than burn everything down around me, I built something instead.” She touched Izzy’s cheek, where she’d just slapped her, and a tear fell from Tess’s eye. “And I do not regret it for a moment. That’s the difference. Not whether something is fair, because nothing in this life is fair. It’s what you do with it.”

Izzy didn’t say anything at first. The fight had gone out of her, too. Tears were threatening her eyes, too. Maybe mine. I still really didn’t like this woman, but I had daughters of my own. I looked at my dad, who was staring at me meaningfully.

“It’s just… not fair,” Izzy mumbled stubbornly.

It wasn’t. Regardless of what had been done to us—the anxiety, the pain, the blackmail—she was right about that one thing. “You need proof that Danny and Gregory changed the will?” I found myself asking, surprised by my own question.

Tess and Izzy looked up at me. Tess said, “It’ll help. We need something to validate this.” She touched the will without taking it from her daughter. “Otherwise, this’ll just get tied up in litigation.”

I glanced across at Jennifer. Picking up on our earlier thread, she said, “I think I can get it.”

So we had been on the same page. I smiled at her.

“And why should I trust you?” Izzy said.

Gio spoke at last. “Because they’re all you’ve got, Isobel.”

“And why should they help me?” Izzy went on, determined to light herself on fire. “I wouldn’t help me if I were you.”

“Oh, you’re mistaken,” Jenn said. She left my dad’s side to come stand with me. “We’re not doing this to help you. Not only you.” She smiled at me.

I said, “We’re doing this because if what you say about Danny is true, then we need to fix it.”

“You want justice.” Jenn nodded at the bound-up will. “You forget, but Charlotte was my friend. I loved her. If this is what she wanted and someone stopped Charles from making good on her dying wish… then I want justice, too.”
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“I’m glad you two worked out your issues,” my dad said.

Tess had led Izzy away, telling Jenn that they’d talk more later, and not to worry about her daughter’s threats. Izzy didn’t dispute it. Marcus and Renee had decided to take advantage of the hotel room that we’d booked to be lookout, saying that the bed was king size. Big enough for four. I told him we’d take a rain check on that.

I nodded at my father, not correcting the record. There would be time for proper explanations later. “I’m learning that our past doesn’t define us,” I said. “And that we’re always, always changing.”

I took in Gio and Patrick, the remaining two of the Three Amigos. They both looked tired. And Dad said, “You turned out to be a fine young man. Didn’t he, Gio?”

“Better than his father,” Gio agreed. Then, more seriously, added, “Better than all of us, I’d say.”

“Well, what do you two think?” I asked, trying not to let their compliments distract me. “Do you think Danny would do that? Change the will to suit him and Gregory?”

The older men looked at each other. Dad said, “I wouldn’t have thought so, back in the day, but I really couldn’t tell you. I hadn’t seen him in years until he turned up at your house the other week.”

“He always had a soft spot for you, Jenny,” Gio said. “If anyone can find out the truth from him, I know you can. You’ve always been able to put a spell on the guy.”

“On any guy,” Dad added with a wry grin.

Jenn nodded. My mental wheels were already turning.

“You want a ride out? Either of you?” Dad pointed to the speedboat, the spotlight still illuminating the dock. “One last ride with Skip before I hand her back to Gio?”

Jenn laughed but shook her head. “Bryan will give me a ride back to Dee’s. And there are a few things I’d like to talk to him about.”

“Still keeping up the breakup façade?”

“We still don’t know who sent the photos. We just know it wasn’t any of you. And if I’m going to convince Danny to open up to me, he needs to think I’m still single.”

“Good luck. Let us know how we can help,” my dad said.

“If you need to get back into the Reserve, let me know,” Gio added with a wink. “I might even join you, for old times’ sake.”

As soon as they were gone, Jenn threw her arms around me and pulled me against her, squeezing me tight enough that my side burned. I welcomed it, pulling her even closer. I didn’t want to let her go. Not ever.

“Did that really work?” she whispered.

“I think it did,” I said. “With some surprises.”

“Like Tess being Esther, you mean?” She pulled back, but didn’t let me go.

“So you had no idea?”

Jenn shook her head. “No clue. None. That’s one hell of a secret to hold on to.”

“A bold statement, coming from you.”

She nuzzled into my neck. “God, I’m so sorry about that. Secrets… they tend to bite you in the ass, don’t they?”

I turned out to the ocean, where the spotlight on Gio’s boat shrank across the water, and finally released a breath I’d been holding all night long. It really had worked.

The plan had come together over a single afternoon at our kitchen table. I laid it all out. Izzy was the blackmailer. I was sure of that. What I hadn’t been sure of was her mother. Tess had been in our house. Tess had invited our girls on playdates. Tess was the obvious accomplice.

But that text kept nagging at me. I don't want their daughters to grow up in a broken family like I did. That wasn’t a kid working with her mom. That was a kid with a grudge against her parents. So we gambled.

Dad was on board. Jenn called Tess. Dad called Gio. If Gio had known his baby momma was coming, I wondered if he'd have bailed. I was happy that he hadn’t. It was good that Izzy had both of her parents there. Weird, but good.

“So what do you think?” I asked. “You believe Izzy’s story?”

“I believe that she believes Danny altered the will,” Jenn said. “Whether he’d do that…” She held out her hands, palms up. “But he’s lived a charmed life under Charles’s wing for years. Hard to give that up.”

I nodded. “Makes sense.”

Jenn slipped out of my arms and took my hand, leading us towards the dock exit. “I think I need to see him. Danny. Gio’s right. If he did that, I’ll be able to figure it out.”

I stepped up beside her. “You think he left the photos, too? Or is that yet another Izzy plot?”

“Izzy’s not plotting anymore. She couldn’t have left the photos. She never knew where the Reserve was. Maybe it was Ned, but I doubt it.”

“Oh, I saw him. Tonight. He was working with Izzy, but planned to double-cross her, actually. And me, I guess. He was going to bring you the blackmail items. Guess you really did work a spell on him, too.”

“Ned was working with Izzy. That’s… interesting.” She slowly processed it. “If he’d actually double-crossed her like that, who knows what Izzy would have done. Or… if we weren’t together, what you would have done.”

“Yeah, guess we’ll never know.” I grinned at her. My arm fit perfectly around her waist, not as narrow as it once had been, but just right. “If Danny did alter the will, as you said, or is working with people who did, he’ll be on his guard. He won’t trust easily.”

“And he’ll be dangerous,” Jenn added. “I’ve seen what he’s like when he needs to protect this life. I’ve seen what they all get like.”

“His father?”

“Died from an overdose. Danny didn’t want to be an accomplice to any of it, so he made the problem go away. I didn’t ask. It was an emotional time for all of us. We were all reevaluating our choices. But that group… it sees every problem as something that can be solved somehow.”

“Just that group?” I teased.

“Maybe some of those lessons rubbed off on me. But I like to think that I try to solve them the right way.”

“That what we’re doing here? So far, we’ve gone to a sex club, pretended to break up, you’ve had sex with two other men, and I’ve slept with two other women.”

We entered the street of empty shops, lit by the distant windows of the hotel. She walked a little closer to me. “It’s definitely an interesting way.” She kissed my cheek as we walked.

I stopped her, turned, and took her into my arms. “Definitely interesting.”

“And you know this isn’t over yet, right? I might need to earn Danny’s trust…”

I thickened against her. She felt it. I met her eyes. “Like you said, he won’t trust easily.”

“Leave it to me.” She slipped her hand into mine and we continued to the parking lot. “Now take me to Dee’s. I’ll call Danny tomorrow. We’ll figure this one out.”

I pulled out onto the road, and we were barely out of the parking lot before Jenn turned in her seat to face me.

“So. Volta.”

I kept my eyes on the road. “You heard that, huh?”

“Every word. Dee doesn’t exactly whisper.” She pulled her knees up onto the seat. “I want to talk about it. I just… I don’t want it sitting between us.”

“Okay.”

She took a breath. “Dee told you the truth. I invited Connor for her. But that’s not the whole truth.” She picked at a thread on her tights. “He was sweet. And a little in over his head, and he kept looking at me like… like I was the only woman in the room. I hadn’t had anyone look at me like that in a long time. I liked it, Bryan. I let it go further than I should have, because it felt good.”

“How far?”

“Not like that. Nothing actually happened, and nothing would have. But I did invite him out there. And I did enjoy flirting with him. I enjoyed the attention, but you have to believe me, I never would have gone home with him.”

I thought about that night. Walking in, seeing him smiling at her, and her beaming right back.

“I believe you,” I said. And I did. “And for what it’s worth, I wasn’t really mad at him. I’d just found out about Danny. About the one-night stands. About all of it. I walked into that bar already wanting to punch somebody, and he happened to be the one sitting next to you.”

“Poor kid.”

“I mean, he was hitting on a married woman,” I said, glancing over at her. “Not that I can really blame him.”

“He texted me, you know. After the accident. Dee must have told him.” She pulled out her phone and showed me. Heard what happened. Hope you’re both OK. Take care of yourself. “That’s it. No flirting. He just wanted to know we were alright.”

I glanced at the screen, then back at the road. A decent guy. “Tell him we’re fine,” I said.

“I will.”

Neither of us said anything for a mile or two.

“Can I ask you something?” I said.

“Anything.”

“If I hadn’t walked in that night…”

She looked at me sideways. “You asked me that in the hospital.”

“I know. I’m asking again.”

“Nothing would have happened.” A smile crept across her face. “Why? You sound almost disappointed.”

I didn’t answer. “So what am I going to do while I wait?”

“Want to watch some videos?”

“The USB drive?”

“The password is ‘a whole life.’ No spaces, no capitalization. I haven’t watched it in years, but it’s pretty raw.”

“I don’t have to, you know. If it’s too personal⁠—”

“No, no, it’s not like that. I made it for Charles. Now, it’s yours. Just… whatever you may see, know that I love you, okay? I’ll always be yours.”

“I know. And I love you too.”

I pulled up outside Dee’s. She turned to me. “Enjoy the USB drive. ‘A whole life.’ Remember it. And try to get some sleep.”

She kissed me, then got out.

Yeah, right.

First thing I did when I got home was plug in the drive and punch in the password. It opened. I was in.


EXCERPT FROM BOOK 4: THE TURNING TIDE


“Okay, I think this is recording.” The picture resolved into a much younger Jennifer—Jenny before she was even the Jenny I knew. No makeup. No flash. No commanding presence. She was just a young woman, maybe eighteen, her brow furrowed, puzzling over a piece of technology.

A second later, the image of her jumped, angle changing.

“Oops, I turned it off. Okay, yes, it’s recording.” She smiled into the camera, her face filling the entire frame. She looked so young. It was Jenn with a baby face. No wrinkles. No life scars. The hard lessons of living hadn’t set in yet. But neither had the joys.

“First day in college. First day in New York City. It’s already so overwhelming.” She looked around her. Her dorm room was still empty, the walls bare, suitcases lined up against the wall. Outside, New York City stretched out before her. “I got a Canon ELPH, and turns out, it can do video. I’ve never been much for diaries, but I can do this.”

“Are you Jenny Olson?”

Jenny looked at something beyond the camera, at the speaker. A female voice.

“That’s me,” she said.

“You’re the scholarship girl. I’m Diana, your roomie.”

“Oh, hey.”

“What’s that you’ve got there?” Diana asked. A moment later, she came into the picture frame. Unlike Jenny, with her blonde hair in a ponytail and her innocent look, Diana was already growing into the woman that she’d become. Her dark hair was shorter, her makeup sharper.

“This? It’s just… I’m kind of doing a, like, video journal thing.”

“Oh, that little thing records stuff?” Diana leaned in closer, and even though the video quality of the little ELPH camera from the late ’90s wasn’t great, it was good enough to capture how stunning Diana was. “Very fucking cool. We can have a lot of fun with that.”

“What do you mean?”

Diana ignored the question. “Ever been out in the City?”

“I just got off the train this morning.” Jenny turned to Diana, seeming to relax at her new roommate’s direct approach. “I came with a school trip when I was in middle school, but this is my first real time, you know?”

“No shit.” Diana glanced at the camera before looking back at Jenny. “Well, you’re in luck. I’m from here, so I can be your guide.”
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The next scene was at a crowded bar somewhere in the city. Jenny’s hair was down, out of the ponytail, and she’d traded the dorm room hoodie for a fitted black top and dark jeans. The camera was propped against something, catching them at a high-top near the window.

“Day whatever,” Jenny said, leaning into the frame enough to flash some cleavage at the camera. She had a drink in her hand, a martini glass with olives. “Diana’s teaching me the city.”

“Teaching you how to survive it.” Diana slid into the frame beside her, wearing an even tighter top that showed off even more of her boobs than Jenny’s. “There’s a difference.”

Jenny looked at her friend, then back to the camera. “She made me order a martini.”

“You like it.”

Jenny laughed. “It’s growing on me.”

Behind them, a couple of guys at the bar were watching, and not so subtly. Diana noticed. “Don’t look now, but the guy in the blue shirt has been staring at you for ten minutes.”

“He has not.”

“Jenny.” Diana glanced at the camera, breaking the fourth wall for a moment before looking back at her friend. “He has.”

Jenny glanced over, despite herself, smiling. She knew. She’d noticed.

Diana went on. “I’m not saying do anything about it. I’m just saying… notice it, okay? Don’t apologize for it. You’re hot A.F. Use that to your advantage, and have some fun with it.”

“You’re going to get me into so much trouble,” Jenny said. But she lifted her martini anyway. “To surviving the city.”

“To thriving.” Diana clinked it hard enough that some of Jenny’s martini sloshed over the rim.

The video cut there—a hard jump, mid-laugh, to black.
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The next clip was morning light. Jenny was in bed, the duvet pulled up around her, hair loose and mussy. She was holding the camera close, keeping her voice low, like she was afraid to wake anyone. Her voice was raspy.

“So.” She exhaled slowly. “Last night happened.”

She looked off to the side for a moment, then back.

“I don’t even know his name. I knew it last night—pretty sure I knew it—and now I seriously cannot tell you what it is.” She chuckled to herself. “He’s gone now. Guess he left sometime in the middle of the night. Whatever.”

She rolled onto her back, taking the camera with her, until it was pointed down at her. Her blonde hair fanned out around her on the pillow. The dim light of morning caught in the glittering makeup that she hadn’t washed off from the night before.

“I thought I’d wake up feeling terrible. Like, that’s what you’re supposed to feel, right? You’re supposed to feel guilty, or cheap, or whatever.” She paused, then smiled to herself. “I… don’t.”

She sighed, like she was putting down something very heavy that she’d been carrying around for a very long time. There was relief in that look. “I feel like the whole city is mine.”

When she looked into the camera, I saw the Jennifer that I would meet years later beginning to form. She didn’t smile, but she was on the verge of it. Then she clicked it off, and things jumped again.
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“We’re going out to the Hamptons. For some party. I don’t know. Diana knows some people. It’s crazy, but I’m… I’m pretty excited, too. This is so insane. We got bikinis. She said it was a bikini kind of party.” She shook her head. “I just… all I can think about was how my mom bought one once, and how my dad went ballistic.”

She stepped back from the camera, giving the lens a wider view, and there she was, wearing a tiny pink bikini. Her eyes went wide. So did her smile.

“So I bought the smallest one I could find. Fuck you, Dad.”

“You talking to your camera again?” Diana asked from offscreen. “Damn, Jenny, now this is a bikini.”

“You don’t think it’s too much?”

“It’s literally the opposite of too much.” Diana’s voice was closer. “But for this party, it couldn’t be more perfect. Goddamn, girl, you’re going to turn all the fuckin’ heads. We are going to have so much fun.”

“The last time you said⁠—”

“We had so much fun,” Diana finished for her.

Jenny turned before the camera, revealing just how tiny the bikini was—nothing more than string, with bows at her hips, behind her neck and between her shoulder blades. The back of the bikini was barely there, plunging between her ass cheeks, nothing more than a thong.

“This is so wild,” she said.

Diana stepped into the frame at last. Her bikini was nearly as scandalous, although black. “Honey? You haven’t seen wild yet. But just wait.”


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)
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Paul Sharpe, self-avowed bachelor, works hard and plays harder—always looking for a new conquest. Blondes, brunettes, redheads, he enjoys them all as long as the pursuit is fun and they’re up for a good time. He’s fine being disposable. Life is simpler that way.

Until he meets a woman who opens his eyes to a whole new world—the world of hotwives and cuckolds and the games that they play. After that, he sees it everywhere. At bars, at clubs, at his company’s gala, he sees men furtively watching other men hit on their wives.

Can he be the other man? Can he be the bull?

Follow Paul’s epic journey over five books as he evolves from the bull to so much more.

Bull's Eye 1: Discovering the Hotwife Fantasy

Bull's Eye 2: Exploring the Hotwife Fantasy

Bull's Eye 3: Enjoying the Hotwife Fantasy

Bull's Eye 4: Consequences of a Hotwife Fantasy

Bull's Eye 5: Beyond the Hotwife Fantasy


These next two books are in another new and burgeoning sub-genre of hotwife erotica that’s, I guess, hotwife thriller? I don’t know, but I’m into it, and so I’ve written a few books (with more in the works).

In Too Deep
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David hasn’t seen his wife, Amanda, in two months—not since she went undercover on a dangerous, highly secretive case. He doesn’t know where she is, what she’s doing, or who she’s pretending to be. He only knows he misses her—her laugh, her touch, her kiss.

Then one night, David finds himself in a strip club... and finds her on stage.

Seeing Amanda like this—seductive, confident, and far more uninhibited than he ever imagined—awakens a cocktail of emotions: confusion, desire, jealousy... and a craving for more. And then suddenly he's dragged into Amanda’s dark and thrilling new world, where every move could shatter her cover—and their marriage.

Can they survive the lies, the danger, and the temptation? Or has Amanda already crossed a line that neither of them can undo?

Packed with explicit, pulse-pounding passion, intrigue, and a unique take on not just the hotwife genre, but the mystery-thriller genre, this is one story you won’t forget.

In Too Deep is a two-part book series available everywhere that you purchase your ebooks.


Caught in the Act
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Married seducers-for-hire, Logan and Abigail have built a lucrative business exposing cheating husbands—using charm, temptation, and each other. But their latest honey trap assignment takes them to the sun-soaked decadence of Valencia, Spain, where the line between roleplay and reality begins to blur.

Their client, the elegant and enigmatic Kristiana Vanderkamp, wants proof that her husband Elias is unfaithful. It should be routine. But as Abigail slips deeper into the game—and into Elias’s charms—Logan is forced to confront just how far he’s willing to go… and what it means to watch his wife become someone else’s fantasy.

In a world of lies, lust, and layered agendas, everyone has something to hide—and no one wants to get caught in the act...

Buy it online


Training to Love It Series (3 books)
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Can a wife-watching fantasy be trained?

When Erin comes home from the gym and lets slip that her new personal trainer is a man, Tom doesn’t know how to react. When he overhears Erin admitting that she’s attracted to AJ, her trainer, he becomes even more confused. He wants to be supportive, but he feels jealous. He wants to be understanding, but he doesn’t even understand his own feelings. Every time he thinks of Erin with AJ, his heart begins to race. Every time she says his name, his breath catches in his chest.

AJ ends up pushing more than just his wife’s physical limits. As Tom watches this newer, stronger, more assertive woman emerge with each training session, he realizes that this other man is pushing the limits of their marriage and their happy life. How far would they go for a fantasy? And whose fantasy is it? And what happens when things go too far?

Training to Love It series


ALSO BY PAUL GARLAND

X/O: Hotwives Have Never Been So Super

X/O

Mister Ordinary (pre-order now)

How My Pin Up Wife Became A Hotwife Series

Bombshell (pre-order now)

The Hotwife Diaries Series

The Hotwife Diaries #1: Sinner Minnie

The Hotwife Diaries #2: Racy Daisy

The Hotwife Diaries #3: Good Girl/Bad Girl

The Hotwife Diaries #4: Educating Daisy

The Modern Husband’s Guide Series

The Modern Husband’s Guide To Wife Sharing, Part One

The Modern Husband's Guide To Wife Sharing, Part Two

The Modern Husband’s Guide To Wife Sharing, Part Three

The Modern Husband’s Guide To Wife Sharing, Part Four

The How To Turn Your Trad Wife Into A Hotwife Series

How To Turn Your Trad Wife Into A Hotwife In 10 Days, Book One

How To Turn Your Trad Wife Into A Hotwife In 10 Days, Book Two

How To Turn Your Trad Wife Into A Hotwife In 10 Days, Book Three

How To Turn Your Trad Wife Into A Hotwife In 10 Days, Book Four

A Hotwife Story Series

Her Husband’s Homework

His Wife’s Arrangement

Cheat Codes

Book I: Cheat Codes

Book II: Hard Core

Book III: Safe Word

The Formula

Skin Deep

I Know Who You Did Last Summer

I Know Who You Did Last Summer, Book 1

I Know Who You Did Last Summer, Book 2

I Know Who You Did Last Summer, Book 3

I Know Who You Did Last Summer, Book 4

The ‘My Wife…’ Series

I Visited My Wife’s Hometown… And Found Her Hidden Life, Book 1I Visited My Wife’s Hometown… And Found Her Hidden Life, Book 2

I Visited My Wife’s Hometown… And Found Her Hidden Life, Book 3

I Visited My Wife’s Hometown… And Found Her Hidden Life, Book 4

I Explored My Wife’s Fantasies… And Found A New Kind Of Love, (Book 5)

I Found A Box Of Photos Of My Wife… And Her Ex, Book 1

I Found A Box Of Photos Of My Wife… And Her Ex, Book 2

I Found A Box Of Photos Of My Wife… And Her Ex, Book 3

I Found A Box Of Photos Of My Wife… And Her Ex, Book 4

I Caught My Wife In Bed… With My Boss

I Caught My Wife In Bed… With My Boss, Book 2

Best Hotwife Erotica Anthology

1: Friends & Lovers

2: Fun & Games

3: Empty Nesters

4: Wives At Work

The 1st ACHE Collaboration

The Hotwife Key Party: Tina

The 2nd ACHE Collaboration

The Hotwife Games: Inescapable

The Hotwife Games: Insatiable

The 3rd ACHE Collaboration

The Hotwife Cruise: Maria

The Wishing Faery Chronicles

A Second Bite At The Cherry

The Holiday Hotwives Series:

Tina: Taking One For The Team

Tina Takes Another One For The Team

Kelly: Takes Two To Tango

Stacy: Three’s A Crowd

A Hotwife’s Christmas Roast

Gemma: Four Letter Words

Gemma: More Than Words

Sarah: Give Me Five (coming soon)

The Improper Investigations Series:

A Hotwife’s Love Letter

The Detective Hotwife

The Thirst Trap (coming soon)

A Size Queen Story Series:

Part 1: Great Lengths

Part 2: Hard Feelings

Stretched Out (coming soon)

Filled Up (coming Soon)

The Cuckold Collection Series:

Size Matters

Ex Appeal

Dark Curiosity

Locked Up

Access Denied

Access All Areas

Cleaning Up

The No Angels Novels Series:

The School Reunion

Dawn’s Dark Desires

The Photo Shoot

The Bad Crowd

Katie’s Casting Call

Sara’s Shocking Secret

No Angels: The First Collection

No Angels: The Second Collection

The No Angels Stories Series:

Tales of the Black Cats Club:

#1: The Cat That Got The Cream

#2: Cat Got Your Tongue?

#3 Cat And Mouse

The Photographer’s Secret Portfolio:

#1: The Camera Doesn’t Lie

#2: Camera Shy

#3: Lights, Camera, Action

The Sexy Season Stories Series:

Tracy’s Trick or Treat

A Cuckold’s Christmas Carol

A Hallowe’en Hotwife House Party

The Cerulean Archives Series:

Hannah’s Helping Hands

The One That Got Away… Until He Didn’t

Perfectly Cucked!

Over Cucked!

The Cerulean Erotica Presents Series:

The Dream Holiday Nightmare

What Would You Do?

A Seduction in Sorrento

A Friend in Need

Beth and her Boss

Costa Del Cuck

The Complete 6-Book Bundle


ABOUT KENNY WRIGHT


Kenny has been publishing hotwife erotica for over ten years (and writing for much longer than that). He writes what he likes to read: steamy, explicit erotica that’s just crazy enough to be true. He believes in a world where men read and appreciate erotica, and hope to contribute to it word by word.

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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