
        
            
                
            
        

    Chapter 1

I woke before the alarm, like always. James needed to be out the door by seven-thirty, which meant breakfast at six-forty-five, which meant I needed to start the coffee at six-fifteen. The rhythm of it soothed me, knowing exactly what he needed, exactly when. I'd gotten good at it over the past year, better than I ever thought I could be.
The apartment was still dim when I padded barefoot into the kitchen, my cotton nightgown brushing against my calves. I kept my steps light, James was a light sleeper, and he worked so hard during the week, these quiet morning minutes were mine alone, a secret pocket of time where I could take pride in what I was building for us.
I'd watched three different videos about the perfect scrambled egg last week, low heat, constant stirring, a splash of cream right at the end, the woman in my favorite video had this grandmother's kitchen with copper pots hanging from hooks, and she'd smiled at the camera like she was sharing a sacred truth. "Patience," she'd said. Her accent thick and warm. "This is how we show love."
The butter melted in the pan while I measured coffee grounds, counting under my breath, James liked it strong but not bitter, two and a half tablespoons per cup, filtered water, the French press he'd bought our second month together because I'd mentioned once, just once, that I'd tried French press coffee at a café and liked it. He remembered things like that.
While the coffee steeped, I whisked eggs in the blue ceramic bowl I'd found at a thrift store, four eggs, a splash of cream, salt and pepper. My wrist had gotten stronger this past year. I'd been so clumsy at first, so terrified of disappointing him, but James never made me feel stupid, not even when I'd somehow managed to burn rice. He'd just kissed my forehead and ordered pizza, told me we'd figure it out together.
We had figured it out. I'd figured it out.
The eggs went into the pan with a soft sizzle. I stirred slowly, watching the curds form, yellow and creamy and perfect, the toast popped up golden brown. I plated everything just as the coffee finished steeping, timing it so nothing would be cold, James's favorite mug, the navy blue one with the chip on the handle he refused to replace, waited next to his plate.
I heard the shower shut off and felt that familiar flutter in my chest. Even after a year of marriage, four years together. He still made me nervous in the best way, like I was always on the verge of something wonderful.
By the time he emerged in his work clothes, dark slacks and a pressed button-down, the kitchen table was set. I'd put out the strawberry jam he liked, arranged the toast points in a little fan, folded his napkin the way I'd seen in a video about elegant table settings.
"Morning, beautiful." His voice was still rough from sleep as he kissed the top of my head. His hand warm on my shoulder.
I felt the blush creep up my neck. After all this time, I still couldn't take compliments gracefully. "Morning. I, um, I tried a new technique for the eggs, tell me if they're okay?"
He sat down, took a bite, and closed his eyes. "Nina, these are incredible."
The praise glowed warm in my chest as I poured his coffee and settled into my own chair with my tea. I didn't drink coffee, it made me too jittery, but I loved watching him enjoy his, loved knowing I'd made his morning a little better, a little easier before he went out to face the world.
We ate in comfortable silence for a few minutes. I'd learned early on that James needed time to wake up fully, that he liked to ease into his day, so I nibbled my toast and mentally planned my morning, vacuum the living room, that load of whites in the washer, maybe try that new recipe for dinner I'd bookmarked, something with chicken. He'd mentioned wanting chicken.
"So Gage called last night," James said, breaking into my thoughts. "After you'd gone to bed."
"Oh?" I looked up. Gage had been James's roommate in college, before I'd even met James. He visited sometimes, brought expensive wine and told stories that made James laugh in a way I rarely heard otherwise. I liked Gage, even though he intimidated me a little. He was so successful, so confident, never seemed to need anyone.
"He's got a wedding upstate this weekend. His cousin." James took another sip of coffee. "Black tie thing, the whole family will be there."
"That sounds nice." I started mentally cataloging what we had planned for the weekend, nothing major. I'd wanted to reorganize the linen closet, maybe bake bread. "Will you miss your golf game with him?"
"That's the thing." James set down his mug, and something in his tone made me pay closer attention. "He needs a favor, kind of an unusual one."
I waited, curious, James had this way of building up to things, especially when he knew I might be surprised.
"His family's been on his case about still being single. Every wedding, every holiday. His mom. His aunts, apparently even his grandmother's getting involved now." James's mouth quirked in amusement. "They've started talking about setting him up, with the daughter of his mom's friend from church."
"Oh no." I could imagine Gage's face at that. He'd always been so particular about his independence.
"Right, so he needs someone to go with him to this wedding, just for the weekend, to get everyone off his back."
"Like a date?"
"Like a fake girlfriend."
I laughed, reaching for my tea. "Where's he going to find someone willing to do that on such short notice?"
James looked at me steadily, and my hand froze halfway to my mouth.
"I suggested you go with him."
The words hung in the air. I laughed again, waiting for the punchline, for James to crack a smile and tell me what Gage was going to do, but James's expression didn't change.
"I don't..." I set my teacup down carefully, afraid my shaking hands might spill it. "I don't understand."
"It's just for the weekend," James said. His tone so casual it made the whole thing feel even more surreal. "Friday through Sunday. Gage will pick you up, you'll go to the wedding, smile for some photos, and come home, easy."
Easy, the word rattled around in my head, nothing about this felt easy. I tucked my hands into my lap, twisting the fabric of my nightgown between my fingers. "But... why me?"
"Because you're perfect for it." James reached across the table and covered my hand with his. His palm was warm, steady. "You're sweet, polite, exactly the kind of girl his family would love. And Gage trusts you. I trust you."
There was something in my chest that felt like it was crumbling, small pieces breaking off and falling away. "You want me to pretend to be his girlfriend?"
"Not want. I'm suggesting it because he's my best friend and he needs help." James squeezed my hand. "Come on, Nina. You know Gage. He's not some creep. He just needs someone to run interference with his family for a couple days."
I pulled my hand back, feeling heat prickle behind my eyes. I wasn't going to cry, that would be childish, but I couldn't make sense of this, couldn't fit it into any framework I understood. "I've never.., James, I've never even been alone with another man, not since we started dating."
"I know." His voice softened. "And that's one of the things I love about you, but this isn't like that. It's not real."
"Then why does it feel..." I stopped, biting my lip. I didn't even know what I wanted to say, why does it feel like you're giving me away? Why does it feel like I did something wrong? Why does the thought of disappointing you hurt more than the thought of doing this?
James stood and came around the table, crouching beside my chair. He took both my hands in his, looking up at me with those steady brown eyes that had made me feel safe since I was nineteen. "Hey, look at me."
I did, blinking hard.
"This isn't about us, this is about helping Gage out of an awkward situation. You'd be doing me a favor too. He's like a brother to me. I know it sounds weird, but it's really not a big deal." His thumb traced circles on the back of my hand. "You'll have your own hotel room. You'll just need to hold his arm during the ceremony, make small talk at the reception, maybe dance once or twice, that's it."
"I don't know how to be someone's girlfriend," I whispered. "I only know how to be yours."
Something flickered across his face, affection, maybe, or amusement. "You don't have to do anything special, just be yourself, be sweet and a little shy, the way you are. His family will eat it up, they'll stop pestering him, and you'll be home Sunday night. I'll even make dinner for once."
That startled a weak laugh out of me, James almost never cooked.
"There she is." He smiled, stood, and pulled me to my feet, wrapping his arms around me. I let myself sink into his chest, breathing in his familiar scent, coffee and aftershave and the lavender detergent I used on his shirts. "I wouldn't suggest this if I thought there was anything wrong with it. You know that, right?"
Did I? I wanted to. I wanted to be the kind of wife who trusted her husband's judgment completely, who didn't question or make things difficult, the kind of wife who helped when asked, who didn't let her own weird feelings get in the way.
"What if I mess it up?" My voice was muffled against his shirt. "What if his family doesn't believe it, or I say something wrong, or..."
"You won't." He kissed the top of my head. "You're overthinking this. It's just pretend, like.., like a play. You're playing a role for a weekend."
A role. I'd never been in a play. I'd been too shy for drama club in high school, too nervous to audition, but I'd watched plenty of movies, seen actresses transform into different people, maybe it could be like that, maybe I could just... pretend to be the kind of girl who went to fancy weddings with handsome men who weren't her husband.
The thought made my stomach twist.
"I don't want to disappoint you," I said quietly.
James pulled back, tilting my chin up so I had to meet his eyes. "You could never disappoint me, but this would really help me out. Gage has done a lot for me over the years. Helped me get my first job, was my best man. Has always had my back, this is something we can do for him."
We, not me, we, like it was a team effort, something we were doing together even though I'd be the one holding another man's arm, smiling up at another man, pretending to be someone I wasn't.
"He's a good guy," James continued. "Respectful. He'd never try anything, you know that. And I'll be right here, just a phone call away the whole time."
I nodded slowly, feeling the fight drain out of me, because what was I even fighting? James was right, Gage was his best friend. It was just a favor, just pretend. And the thought of saying no, of seeing disappointment in James's eyes, of failing to help when he'd asked me to...
That felt impossible.
"Okay," I whispered.
"Yeah?" His whole face brightened. "Really?"
"If... if you really think it's okay. If you trust me..."
"I trust you completely." He kissed me, quick and firm. "And it's just pretend. You remember that, and everything will be fine. You'll probably even have fun, it's at some fancy resort, the food will be amazing, you can get dressed up, when's the last time you got to wear something fancy?"
Never, the answer was never, we'd gotten married at city hall, just the two of us and two witnesses James had pulled in from the hallway. I'd worn a simple white dress from Target.
"I don't have anything to wear to a black-tie wedding," I said weakly, already running through my closet in my mind, modest dresses in soft colors, cardigans, nothing that would work.
"Gage will handle it. I'll text him. He'll send you shopping, get whatever you need." James was already pulling out his phone, typing with his thumbs. "See? Problem solved, this is going to be great, Nina. You're really helping us out."
Us. Him and Gage, the two of them, and me somewhere in between, trying to be helpful, trying to be good.
I nodded again, wrapping my arms around myself. "Okay. I'll do it."




Chapter 2

The days blurred together in a haze of anxiety.
James had texted Gage before he'd even finished his breakfast that morning, and by lunch I had a message from a number I didn't recognize: Hey Nina, it's Gage, James said you're saving my life this weekend. I owe you big time, what's your dress size? My assistant will send over some options.
I'd stared at the text for a full minute before responding, the idea of Gage knowing my dress size made my cheeks burn, even though it was practical information, nothing inappropriate, James had leaned over my shoulder and typed out the response himself when I'd frozen: Size 4, she likes modest cuts, nothing too low or short.
Three boxes arrived Wednesday afternoon. I'd opened them on the bed with shaking hands, tissue paper rustling as I lifted out dresses that cost more than our monthly grocery budget. A navy cocktail dress with delicate lace sleeves. A deep green wrap dress in silk that felt like water between my fingers. And a blue one, pale blue, almost grey, with a fitted bodice and a skirt that fell to mid-calf, the shoulders were bare except for delicate straps.
I'd held that one up and felt my throat tighten. I'd never worn anything strapless in my life.
"Try them on," James had said from the doorway, startling me. I hadn't heard him come in.
"I don't know if I should..."
"Nina." He'd crossed to me, taken the blue dress from my hands, and held it up against me, studying the effect. "This one, definitely this one."
"It shows my shoulders."
"You have beautiful shoulders." He'd said it so matter-of-factly, like it was obvious, like I shouldn't feel self-conscious about it. "Try it on for me?"
I had, disappearing into the bathroom to change because even after a year of marriage, I still felt shy undressing in front of him in broad daylight, the dress had zipped up the side, the bodice fitting perfectly, the skirt swishing when I moved. I'd looked at myself in the mirror and barely recognized the woman staring back, she looked elegant, sophisticated, like someone who belonged at a black-tie wedding.
Like someone who could be Gage's girlfriend.
When I'd emerged, James had whistled low. "Perfect. You're going to knock them dead."
The compliment had settled wrong, like something beautiful in the wrong context. I'd changed back into my regular clothes, a floral dress with a cardigan, and carefully hung the blue dress in our closet.
Thursday night, James had helped me pack. I'd stood uselessly by while he'd pulled my small suitcase from the top shelf and laid it open on the bed.
"How long should I pack for?" I'd asked. "You said Sunday, but what time..."
"Gage will have you back by dinner, pack like you're staying two nights." He'd started pulling things from my drawers, pajamas, the modest set with pants, not the nightgown I usually wore. Underwear. I'd flushed and taken over that part myself, folding everything carefully while he gathered my toiletries from the bathroom.
"What about church?" I'd asked suddenly. "It's Sunday, we always go to church."
James had paused, my face wash in his hand. "You'll miss one week. God will forgive you."
"But..."
"Nina." He'd come back to the bed, set down the toiletries, and taken my hands. "You're going to be fine, better than fine. You're going to help Gage. Have a nice weekend, and come home, stop worrying."
But I couldn't stop, the worry lived in my chest like a stone, growing heavier each time I thought about Friday morning.
"Are you sure?" I'd asked for the hundredth time. "Are you absolutely sure you want me to do this?"
"I'm sure." He'd kissed my forehead. "I wouldn't have suggested it otherwise."
"But what if..."
"What if what?" His voice had been patient, but I'd heard the edge of exasperation underneath. "What if Gage suddenly becomes a different person than he's been for the past decade? What if his entire family turns out to be serial killers? Nina, you're spiraling."
He was right. I was spiraling, but I couldn't seem to stop the thoughts: What if I say something wrong? What if I can't pretend well enough? What if Gage's family asks questions I can't answer? What if being close to another man, even just pretending, changes something in me I didn't know could change?
"I've just never done anything like this before," I'd whispered.
"I know, that's why it's good for you." He'd squeezed my hands. "You're always here, in the apartment, this is a chance to get out, see something new, practice being social, think of it as an adventure."
An adventure, the word felt foreign. I'd never wanted adventures. I'd wanted this, our small apartment, our quiet routine, the safety of knowing exactly what each day would bring.
But James wanted me to go, and disappointing him felt worse than any anxiety.
Friday morning arrived too quickly. I'd barely slept, starting awake every hour to check the clock. Gage was picking me up at nine, James had already left for work. He'd kissed me goodbye at six-thirty, told me to text him when I was on the road, reminded me one more time that everything would be fine.
I'd showered, dressed in jeans and a soft pink sweater, braided my hair because I didn't know what else to do with my hands, my suitcase sat by the door, packed and repacked three times, the blue dress hung in a garment bag Gage had included with the boxes.
At 8:57, I'd heard a car pull up outside, my heart had hammered against my ribs.
By the time I'd gathered my courage to look out the window, Gage was already at the door, three sharp knocks.
I'd opened it to find him in dark jeans and a grey henley, looking relaxed and comfortable in a way I definitely didn't feel. His smile was warm, familiar.
"Morning, Nina, ready for this?"
"I, yes. I think so." I'd stepped back to let him grab my suitcase. He'd lifted it easily, raising an eyebrow at the weight.
"What'd you pack, rocks?"
"I didn't know what to bring," I'd admitted, following him down the stairs to where a sleek black car sat at the curb, not the beat-up sedan he usually drove when he visited, something nicer, rented, probably, for the weekend.
He'd loaded my suitcase in the trunk, opened the passenger door for me, the gesture had felt too intimate somehow, too much like the beginning of something real.
I'd slid into the leather seat, my hands folded in my lap. Gage had rounded the car and settled behind the wheel, adjusting the mirrors, the interior smelled like new car and his cologne, something woody and expensive that wasn't James.
"Traffic shouldn't be too bad this time of day," he'd said, pulling away from the curb. "Three hours, give or take, there's water in the back if you want some, and feel free to control the music."
I'd nodded, not trusting my voice, the apartment had disappeared behind us, then our street, then our neighborhood, we'd merged onto the highway heading north, and the city had started to fall away.
Gage had tried a few times to make conversation, asked about my week, mentioned the wedding schedule, pointed out that the resort had a spa if I wanted to use it. I'd responded in monosyllables, my throat tight.
After the fourth one-word answer. He'd glanced at me, something shifting in his expression.
"You okay?"
"Yes, sorry. I'm fine."
"You don't seem fine. You seem terrified." His voice was gentle, not accusatory. "James said you were on board with this."
"I am. I just..." I'd twisted my hands together. "I've never done anything like this before."
"Pretended to date someone?"
"Been anywhere without James." The admission had slipped out before I could stop it, and I'd felt my cheeks burn. "I mean, not since we got married, not really."
Gage had been quiet for a moment. His eyes on the road. "He's really got you on a short leash. Huh?"
The words had stung, defensive anger flaring in my chest. "It's not like that. I don't go places because I don't want to. I'm happy at home."
"Okay." He'd held up one hand briefly before returning it to the wheel. "I didn't mean anything by it. I just want you to know that this weekend, you don't have to be nervous, we're helping each other out, that's all. You're doing me a massive favor, and I appreciate it."
I'd nodded, looking out the window at the trees starting to appear as we left the suburbs behind. Helping each other, that's what James had said too, just a favor between friends.
So why did it feel like I was doing something wrong?
Why did every mile that stretched between me and our apartment feel like a betrayal, even though James had kissed me goodbye and told me to have fun?
I'd pulled out my phone, typed out a message: On the road. I love you.
James's response had come immediately: Love you too, relax and enjoy yourself. You've got this.
I'd stared at the words, willing them to make the knot in my stomach loosen.
They hadn't.
Gage had turned on the radio, filling the silence with soft jazz, and I'd watched the landscape change outside my window, counting down the hours until I could come home.
He let the jazz play for another twenty minutes before turning it down. I felt him glance at me, then back at the road.
"So, full disclosure," he said. "My family is a lot."
I turned from the window, grateful for something to focus on besides my own spiraling thoughts. "A lot how?"
"Loud, opinionated, extremely Italian on my mom's side, which means everyone talks over each other and there's approximately eight courses at every meal." He smiled, but there was something resigned in it. "My Aunt Carmella will ask if you're eating enough within five minutes of meeting you, my cousin Tony will try to corner you to talk about his podcast. And my grandmother, Nonna Rosa, she's going to want to know when we're getting married."
My stomach dropped. "Married?"
"To each other, yeah, she's ninety-three and has been planning my wedding since I was born." He drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. "Just smile and be vague. 'Oh, we're taking things slow,' that kind of thing, she'll love you regardless. You're exactly the type she's been praying I'd bring home."
"What type is that?"
"Sweet, wholesome, not a corporate lawyer who works eighty hours a week." He said it lightly, but I caught something underneath, an old wound, maybe. "My last girlfriend, Vanessa, she came to Easter dinner once, lasted forty-five minutes before she had to take a work call and never came back from the parking lot."
"She left?"
"Sent me a text from her Uber." He laughed, but it sounded hollow. "Can't say I blamed her, my family can be... intense about the whole settling-down thing. Especially now that I'm thirty and still single."
I thought about that, being thirty and unmarried. It seemed impossible to me. I'd been married at twenty-two. Had never really imagined any other life. "Why haven't you? Settled down, I mean."
He was quiet for a moment, passing a semi truck before answering. "Honestly? I don't know, work, mostly, never met the right person at the right time, or maybe I'm just not built for it the way..." He stopped himself. "The way some people are."




Chapter 3

The way some people are, the way I was. He meant, built for marriage, for taking care of someone, for making a home. It should have felt like a compliment. Instead, it felt like being seen through glass, everything visible, nothing hidden.
"We should probably get our story straight," Gage said, shifting gears, literally and figuratively. "How we met. How long we've been together, that kind of thing."
Right, the story, the lie I'd be telling for the next two days. I straightened in my seat, trying to focus. "What did you tell them already?"
"Just that I was bringing someone, my mom's been texting non-stop asking for details, but I've been keeping it vague." He glanced at me. "I was thinking we could keep it simple, close to the truth where possible, those are the easiest lies to remember."
Lies, the word sat heavy in my mouth.
"Okay," I managed. "So how did we meet?"
"Through James?" He posed it as a question. "We could say you and James are friends, we met at one of his dinner parties or something. Hit it off over... I don't know, what do you like? Books? Cooking?"
"I don't really go to dinner parties."
"Right, okay." He thought for a moment. "Coffee shop? That's neutral, easy to remember."
I nodded slowly. "Which coffee shop?"
"Doesn't matter, just say it was in the city, a place near your apartment, we both reached for the last blueberry muffin, decided to share it, started talking." He was building the story as he went. His voice taking on a rehearsed quality. "We exchanged numbers, started texting, first date was dinner, Italian, obviously, because my family will ask, we've been together for... four months? Long enough to be serious but not so long that they'll wonder why they haven't heard about you."
Four months. I tried to imagine what four months of dating Gage would look like, but my mind went blank. I'd never dated anyone but James, we'd met at a church picnic when I was nineteen, and he'd asked me out the same day, three weeks later. He'd told me he loved me, six months after that, we'd moved in together.
"What if they ask specific questions?" My voice came out smaller than I intended. "Like where we had our first date, or..."
"Make something up, they won't fact-check you." He said it so casually, like lying was a skill anyone could learn. "Just keep it generic, nice restaurant, good conversation, you were nervous but I made you laugh, the details don't matter as much as the feeling."
The feeling, what was I supposed to feel like when I talked about falling for Gage? I didn't know how to manufacture that.
"I'm not good at this," I whispered.
"At what?"
"Lying, pretending. I don't..." I twisted my hands in my lap. "What if I mess up? What if someone asks something and I panic and tell the truth?"
"Then we laugh it off, say you're nervous meeting the family, got tongue-tied." He glanced at me again, and his expression softened. "Nina, I need you to breathe. You look like you're about to pass out."
I realized he was right, my breathing had gone shallow, my chest tight. I forced myself to take a deeper breath, then another.
"Here's what we'll do," Gage said. "I'll run point on most conversations. You just smile, nod, let me do the talking. If someone asks you a direct question, keep your answers short. Yes, no, maybe. Agree with whatever I say, can you do that?"
I nodded, short answers. Agree with Gage, don't overthink it.
"And if it gets too overwhelming, just excuse yourself. Go to the bathroom, get some air. I'll cover for you." His voice had taken on a gentleness that reminded me of James when he was reassuring me. "We're a team this weekend, okay? I've got your back."
A team, that felt manageable. I could be part of a team.
We spent the next hour rehearsing. Gage asked questions his family might ask, and I practiced answering, where did we have our first kiss? Outside the coffee shop, under the awning because it was raining, what did I like most about him? He made me laugh, was I nervous about meeting everyone? Yes, but excited too.
The lies got easier the more I repeated them, smoothing out like stones in a river, but they still felt wrong in my mouth, still made my stomach twist.
The landscape had shifted completely now, rolling hills, dense forests, the occasional small town, we passed a sign that said "Whispering Pines Resort - 15 miles" and my anxiety ratcheted up another notch.
"Almost there," Gage said unnecessarily.
I pulled out my phone again, no new messages from James. I typed: About to arrive, still nervous.
This time. He didn't respond immediately.
The resort appeared around a curve, a sprawling property of stone and timber tucked into the mountainside, looking like something from a magazine, luxury cars dotted the circular drive, women in elegant clothes laughed on the terrace. It was the kind of place I'd never been, never even imagined being.
Gage pulled up to the entrance, and immediately a valet appeared at his window. "Checking in, sir?"
"Yeah, Reynolds, party of two."
Party of two, like we belonged together, like this was real.
The valet took the keys while another man, uniformed, professional, grabbed my suitcase from the trunk before I could protest. Gage came around and offered his arm, and after a moment's hesitation, I took it. His arm was solid under my hand, unfamiliar, not James.
The lobby was all soaring ceilings and stone fireplaces, the kind of casual elegance that probably cost a fortune to achieve, our footsteps echoed on the polished floors as we approached the reception desk.
The clerk smiled, bright and professional. "Welcome to Whispering Pines, checking in?"
"Yes, reservation under Gage Reynolds."
Keyboard clicks, the soft hum of a computer. "Ah, yes. Here we are, two nights, checking out Sunday." More clicks. "And I have you down for..." She paused, looking at her screen, then up at us with an apologetic smile. "I'm sorry, I'm not seeing a room type specification, would you prefer a king bed or two queens?"
The question hung in the air.
I felt Gage go still beside me, felt his eyes turn toward me, waiting.
My mouth opened, but nothing came out. Heat flooded my face. A king bed meant sharing, meant sleeping next to him, waking up next to him, meant an intimacy that went beyond holding his arm at a wedding, beyond the performance we were supposed to give.
But two queens meant something else, didn't it? It meant we weren't really together, weren't convincing enough, weren’t…
"Miss?" The clerk's smile had taken on a puzzled edge.
I looked at Gage, desperate for him to make the decision, to take this choice away from me, but he was looking back at me with a question in his eyes, leaving it up to me.
My phone was heavy in my pocket. I wanted to call James, to ask him what I should do, what he wanted me to do, but I couldn't, not here, not in front of Gage and the clerk and the elegant lobby full of strangers.
"We'll take..." My voice cracked. I swallowed, tried again. "We'll..."
"Two queens," Gage said smoothly. His tone easy, decisive. "We'll take two queens."
The relief that flooded through me was so intense I felt dizzy, the clerk nodded, tapping at her keyboard, completely oblivious to the crisis she'd just averted. "Perfect, room 412. You'll have a lovely view of the mountains."
Gage handled the rest, signing forms, accepting key cards, nodding at directions to the elevators. I stood beside him in a daze, my hand still resting on his arm because I'd forgotten to let go, when he moved toward the elevator, I moved with him, our movements synchronized like we'd done this a hundred times before.
The doors closed, sealing us into the small space, just the two of us and our reflection in the polished brass, we looked like a couple, I realized. His height, my slightness beside him, the way I was still holding his arm.
I dropped my hand.
"Sorry," I mumbled.
"For what?"
"I froze down there. I should have, I didn't know what to say."
"It's fine." The elevator climbed, floor numbers lighting up one by one. "Two queens makes sense anyway, more comfortable."
More comfortable. Yes, that was all it was. A practical decision.
The room was exactly what I needed, spacious and neutral, two beds separated by a nightstand, a sitting area with a couch, and yes, a view of the mountains through floor-to-ceiling windows, safe. Impersonal.
Gage rolled his suitcase to the bed nearest the window without asking, which meant the other one was mine. I set my purse down on it, ran my hand over the plush duvet, tried to ground myself in the reality of where I was and why.
"Rehearsal dinner's at six," Gage said, checking his phone. "That gives us about two hours. I'm going to grab a shower, unless you need the bathroom first?"
"No, you go ahead."
He disappeared into the en suite, and I heard the water start running a moment later. I sat on the edge of my bed, pulling out my phone.
James had finally responded: You'll do great, remember, it's just pretend.
Just pretend. I typed back: We're here, the room has two beds.
Why did I feel the need to tell him that? What did I want him to say?
His response came quickly: Good. Get some rest before tonight, love you.
Love you too.
I set the phone down and looked around the room, my suitcase sat at the foot of the bed, the garment bag with the blue dress hanging on the closet door, through the bathroom door, I could hear Gage moving around, water running, the sounds of another person existing in my space.
It felt wrong, foreign, even though James had sanctioned this, even though it was innocent, even though I was doing exactly what had been asked of me.
By the time Gage emerged twenty minutes later. Hair damp, changed into slacks and a button-down, I'd managed to unpack my things into the dresser drawers, organizing them the way I did at home, creating order where I could.
"All yours," he said, gesturing to the bathroom.
I gathered my toiletry bag and the blue dress and locked myself in the steam-filled space. It smelled like his soap. His shampoo, scents that would cling to me when I emerged. I tried not to think about it.
The shower was scalding, the water pressure almost too strong. I stood under it longer than necessary, letting it beat against my shoulders, washing away the car ride and the anxiety and the strangeness of it all, when I finally emerged, I dried off and stared at the blue dress hanging on the back of the door.
It looked even more intimidating here, away from the safety of my closet at home.
I put on my nicest undergarments, nothing fancy, just simple and modest, and carefully stepped into the dress, the zipper required some contortion to reach, and I managed to get it halfway up before getting stuck.
I stood there for a long moment, arm twisted behind my back, trying to decide what to do. I could call Gage. It would take two seconds for him to zip me up, people did that all the time. It wasn't weird.
But the thought of him touching my bare back. His fingers on my skin, made my stomach flip.
I tried three more times, my shoulder starting to ache, before finally admitting defeat.




Chapter 4

"Gage?" My voice sounded small through the door.
"Yeah?"
“I… could you help me with the zipper? I can't reach."
A pause. "Sure, come on out."
I opened the door, one hand holding the bodice to my chest to keep it from slipping. Gage was sitting on his bed, tying his shoes, and he looked up when I emerged.
Something flickered across his face, surprise, maybe, or appreciation, before his expression settled back into neutral friendliness.
"Turn around," he said, standing.
I did, staring at my reflection in the window as I felt him step closer. His fingers found the zipper, warm against my spine, and I had to force myself not to flinch. He pulled it up smoothly, the dress tightening around my ribs, and his knuckles brushed my skin once before he stepped back.
"There you go. All set."
"Thank you." I still couldn't look at him. I moved to the mirror instead, taking in my reflection, the dress fit perfectly, the pale blue making my skin look porcelain, my dark hair rich against it. I looked older somehow, more sophisticated.
Like someone who could be Gage's girlfriend.
I twisted my hair up into a low bun, leaving a few pieces loose around my face the way I'd seen in a tutorial. Applied minimal makeup, just enough to look polished, when I turned back, Gage was watching me with an unreadable expression.
"You look beautiful," he said quietly.
The compliment should have felt good. Instead, it felt like one more layer of the lie settling over me.
"We should go," I said.
The walk to the restaurant felt endless. Gage offered his arm again, and I took it, trying to remember how we were supposed to look. Happy, comfortable, like two people who'd been dating for four months and were falling in love.
I could hear the noise before we even reached the private dining room, laughter, loud voices talking over each other, the clink of glasses, through the doorway, I caught glimpses of people in elegant clothes, a table set with candles and flowers.
Gage's hand covered mine where it rested on his arm. "Ready?"
I wasn't, but I nodded anyway.
The moment we stepped through the door, the room erupted.
"Gage!" A woman in a burgundy dress descended on us, arms outstretched, pulling him into a crushing hug. "There you are! And you must be, oh my God, you must be the girlfriend!"
Before I could respond, I was being pulled away from Gage and into her embrace, she smelled like expensive perfume and hairspray, and she squeezed me so tight I couldn't breathe.
"She's adorable!" The woman, Gage's aunt, I assumed. Held me at arm's length, examining me. "Look at her! Gage, where have you been hiding this angel?"
"Aunt Carmella..."
But she'd already turned away, calling to the room. "Everyone! Everyone, come meet Gage's girlfriend!"
And then they were swarming.
An older man with Gage's eyes, pumping my hand. "Jim Reynolds, Gage's dad. Great to meet you, sweetheart."
A petite woman with perfectly styled silver hair, taking both my hands. "I'm Linda, Gage's mother, we are so thrilled you're here."
Cousins, aunts, uncles, people whose names I couldn't track, all of them pressing close, asking questions, touching my arm, my shoulder, pulling me into hugs.
"How did you two meet?"
"How long have you been together?"
"Gage, she's stunning!"
"Finally. He brings someone home!"
I felt Gage's hand find mine through the crowd. His fingers lacing with mine, and I gripped it like a lifeline. His palm was warm, solid, and completely unfamiliar.
"Give her some room to breathe," he was saying, laughing but firm. "We just got here."
But they didn't back off. If anything. His mother moved closer, beaming up at me.
"You have to tell me everything," she said. Her eyes bright with joy. "How you met, what you do, where you're from. I want to know all about the woman who finally caught my son's attention."
I opened my mouth, but nothing came out, the room was too hot, too loud, too many faces looking at me expectantly. I felt Gage's thumb brush over my knuckles, a silent reminder.
Smile, nod, keep it simple.
"We met at a coffee shop," I managed, my voice barely audible over the noise. "A few months ago."
"A coffee shop! How romantic!" This from another aunt, pressing a glass of champagne into my free hand. "Love at first sight?"
"Not quite first sight," Gage said, pulling me closer to his side. His arm slipping around my waist, the contact made my breath catch. "But pretty close."
The lie came easily to him, smooth and natural. I forced my smile wider, tried to lean into him the way a girlfriend would. His side was warm against mine. His cologne filling my senses, not James's scent, not James's touch, not James.
"She's perfect for you," his mother said. Her eyes actually welling up. "I can already tell."
I took a sip of champagne I didn't want, the bubbles sharp on my tongue, and let Gage guide me deeper into the room. His hand stayed on my waist, possessive and careful all at once, and I kept smiling until my cheeks ached.
Just pretend, James had said.
So I smiled at Gage's family, and squeezed his hand, and laughed at their jokes, and let them believe I was someone I wasn't.
Dinner was a seven-course affair that felt like it lasted seven hours.
I'd been seated between Gage and his cousin Sofia, a willowy brunette who worked in fashion and kept touching my arm while she talked. Across the table, Gage's mother watched us with barely concealed delight. Her eyes tracking every interaction like she was cataloging evidence of our relationship.
"So," Linda said during the second course, some kind of pasta in cream sauce I was too nervous to taste. "How serious are you two?"
I nearly choked on the water I'd been sipping. Gage's hand found my knee under the table, squeezing gently. A warning or reassurance, I couldn't tell.
"We're taking things one day at a time," he said smoothly. "No need to rush."
"But you brought her to a family wedding." This from his father, Jim, who'd been quieter than his wife but no less observant. "That's not nothing."
"No," Gage agreed. His thumb tracing a small circle on my knee, the touch was absent, casual, the kind of thing a boyfriend would do without thinking. "It's not nothing."
I felt his eyes on me and turned to meet them, trying to look natural, trying to look like a woman who was used to being looked at like this by him.
"We wanted you all to meet her," Gage continued, still holding my gaze. "She's important to me."
Something in the way he said it made my chest tighten. He was acting, I knew that, but he was good at it. Good enough that for a moment, I almost believed him myself.
"Important how?" Aunt Carmella pressed, leaning forward conspiratorially. "Like... getting-serious important? Moving-in-together important?"
"Carmella," Linda chided, but she was smiling. "Let them have their privacy."
"I'm just asking what we're all thinking!" Carmella gestured around the table with her wine glass. "Gage has never brought anyone to a family event, not once. And now here's this beautiful girl, and he can't stop touching her..."
Was he? I hadn't noticed, but as soon as Carmella said it, I became hyperaware of his hand still resting on my knee. His other arm draped casually across the back of my chair. His fingers occasionally brushing my shoulder.
"Can you blame me?" Gage's tone was light, teasing, but his hand tightened fractionally on my knee. "Look at her."
The table erupted in approval, awws and knowing looks and Linda actually pressing her napkin to her eyes.
I forced myself to smile, to duck my head like I was embarrassed by the attention, what would a girlfriend do? I let myself lean slightly into Gage, and his arm came around my shoulders, pulling me closer.
"You two are adorable," Sofia declared. "Seriously, Gage, I've never seen you like this."
"Like what?"
"Happy, settled." She grinned. "Whipped."
The table laughed. Gage rolled his eyes good-naturedly, but his hand stayed on my shoulder. His thumb brushing the bare skin there in a way that made me shiver.
"Speaking of settled," cousin Tony said from down the table, "think you two will be next?"
"Next?" I managed, finding my voice.
"To get married." He said it like it was obvious. "I mean, Gabriella's wedding is tomorrow, Gage is thirty, you seem perfect together... just saying, Nonna's already planning it in her head."
All eyes turned to the elderly woman at the head of the table, nonna Rosa was tiny and bird-like, but her dark eyes were sharp as she studied us, when she smiled. Her whole face creased with joy.
"I have good feeling about this one," she said. Her accent thick. "She has kind eyes, soft heart." She pointed at Gage with her fork. "You keep her. You marry her before she knows better."
The table erupted in laughter. I felt my face burning, felt Gage's hand slide from my shoulder down to my lower back, warm and steady.
"We'll keep that under advisement, Nonna," he said, pressing a kiss to my temple.
The kiss was brief, chaste even, but it was the first time his lips had touched me, and the shock of it ran through my whole body. He pulled back immediately, like it was nothing, like he kissed me a hundred times a day.
Maybe he was supposed to, maybe that's what boyfriends did.
The courses kept coming. Gage kept touching me, adjusting my napkin when it slipped, refilling my water glass. His hand on my back when he leaned over to whisper something meant to look like sweet nothings but was actually, "You're doing great, just breathe."
I was breathing, that was the problem. Every breath brought me more of his cologne, more awareness of how close he was sitting. How natural it had started to feel to have his arm around me.
By the time dessert arrived, tiramisu that I pushed around my plate, I'd been hugged by at least fifteen people, kissed on the cheek by half a dozen aunts, and had my hand squeezed by Gage's mother while she told me how happy I made her son.
"I can tell," she'd said. Her voice thick with emotion. "A mother knows. He lights up around you."
The lie had gotten so elaborate, so detailed, that I'd started to lose track of what was real, was Gage acting when he pulled out my chair? When he whispered that I could escape to the bathroom if I needed a break? When his hand found mine under the table and held on like an anchor?
When we finally escaped, after another round of hugs and promises to see everyone at the ceremony tomorrow, I felt wrung out, exhausted in a way I'd never experienced.
The walk back to our room was silent. Gage's hand was still on my lower back, guiding me through the resort corridors, and I didn't have the energy to question whether he needed to keep up the act when no one was watching.
The door clicked shut behind us, and the silence was deafening.
I slipped off my heels, my feet aching. Gage loosened his tie, ran a hand through his hair.
"You were perfect," he said finally. "Seriously, Nina, they bought it completely."




Chapter 5

Perfect. I'd been perfect at lying. At pretending to be someone's girlfriend. At letting a man who wasn't my husband touch me in ways that felt too intimate, too familiar.
"I need to change," I mumbled, grabbing my pajamas and retreating to the bathroom.
I scrubbed off my makeup, brushed my teeth, changed into my modest pajama set, long pants, button-up top, when I emerged, Gage had changed too, was sitting on his bed in sweats and a t-shirt, scrolling through his phone.
I climbed into my own bed, the sheets cool and unfamiliar, pulled out my phone.
James. I needed to talk to James.
I typed: Everyone believes it.
The response came almost immediately: Good. How does it feel?
How did it feel?
I stared at the question, my fingers hovering over the keyboard. How did it feel to let another man's family think I was his girlfriend? To let him touch me in ways I'd only ever let James touch me? To smile and laugh and pretend that his hand on my back. His arm around my shoulders. His lips on my temple were normal and right and real?
How did it feel to be good at it?
I started typing several responses, deleted them all.
It feels like lying, but James knew it was lying, that was the point.
It feels wrong, but he'd said it was fine, said I was helping.
It feels like I'm betraying you, but he'd arranged this. Had suggested it. Had kissed me goodbye and told me to have fun.
It feels like something is changing and I don't know how to stop it, but that was crazy, nothing was changing. It was just pretend.
Across the room, I heard Gage's phone buzz. Heard him chuckle softly at something.
"Nina?" His voice was quiet in the darkness.
"Yeah?"
"Thank you, for tonight. I know it wasn't easy."
It should have been hard, that was the thing that scared me. It should have felt impossible to lean into him, to let him touch me, to smile up at him like he was my whole world.
But somewhere between the second course and dessert, somewhere between his hand on my knee and his kiss on my temple, it had stopped feeling quite so difficult.
And I didn't know what that meant.
My phone was still open on James's question: Good. How does it feel?
I typed: Strange, but everyone was very nice.
Safe, non-committal, not a lie but not the truth either.
James sent back a thumbs up emoji and Get some sleep, big day tomorrow.
I set the phone on the nightstand, stared at the ceiling, and listened to Gage's breathing even out in the darkness.
Tomorrow was the wedding, tomorrow I'd have to do this all over again. Hold his hand, let him touch me, pretend to be his in front of everyone.
Just pretend, I told myself.
But I could still feel the phantom warmth of his hand on my back. His thumb tracing circles on my shoulder. His lips brushing my temple.
I couldn't sleep.
The bed was too soft, the room too quiet except for the sound of Gage's breathing. At home, I always fell asleep to James's presence beside me. His warmth, the familiar rhythm of his breath, the weight of his arm across my waist. Here, the empty space felt enormous.
I shifted onto my side, punched my pillow, tried again, the digital clock on the nightstand read 11:47.
"Can't sleep either?" Gage's voice came from the darkness, startling me.
"Sorry, did I wake you?"
"Wasn't asleep." I heard him shift in his bed. "Too wired from tonight, I think."
We lay in silence for a moment, the curtains were open slightly, letting in pale moonlight that cut across the floor between our beds.
"Can I ask you something?" Gage said.
"Okay."
"How long have you and James been together?"
The question surprised me. "Four years, married for one."
"You were young when you met."
"Nineteen." I pulled the blanket up higher. "He was at a church picnic. I'd gone with a friend from my dorm. He asked me out that same day."
"And you've been together ever since? No breaks, no doubts?"
"No." I said it firmly, needing to believe it. "Why would there be?"
Gage was quiet for a long moment. "I don't know, most people have doubts, wonder what else is out there. Especially when they got together so young."
"I'm not most people." It came out more defensive than I meant. "I knew what I wanted, James is... he's everything."
"Everything?" There was something in his tone I couldn't read. "That's a lot of pressure to put on one person."
"That's what marriage is." I turned onto my back, staring at the ceiling. "Two people becoming one. He takes care of me, I take care of him. It works."
"Does it?"
The question hung in the air, challenging. I felt heat rise in my chest.
"Yes. It does." I paused. "You wouldn't understand. You've never wanted that."
"How do you know what I want?"
"You're thirty and single, James said you've never had a serious relationship that lasted more than a year."
Gage laughed, but it sounded hollow. "James talks about me?"
"Sometimes, when you visit, after you leave. He says you're married to your work."
"Maybe I am." The bed creaked as he shifted. "It's easier than the alternative."
"What alternative?"
"Disappointing someone, not being enough, watching them realize they made a mistake." His voice had gone quiet. "At least with work, the metrics are clear. You either succeed or you don't, people are... messier."
I thought about that, about Gage sitting across from me at dinner. His hand steady on my back, performing the role of devoted boyfriend with practiced ease. "Is that why you needed a fake girlfriend? Because real ones are too messy?"
"Partly." He exhaled. "Partly because my family has this idea of who I should be, and I got tired of fighting it. Easier to just... give them what they want for a weekend."
"That's what I'm doing," I said softly. "Giving people what they want."
"James wanted you to come?"
"He asked me to help, said you were his best friend, that you needed this." I twisted the blanket between my fingers. "I couldn't say no."
"You could have."
"No." The word came out firm. "I couldn't, not to him."
Gage was silent for so long I thought maybe he'd fallen asleep, then: "Nina, can I ask you something else? And will you be honest with me?"
My stomach tightened. "Maybe."
"Are you happy?"
The question landed like a stone in still water, rippling outward. "Of course I'm happy."
"That wasn't honest."
"I am," I insisted. "I have everything I need. A husband who loves me, a home, a purpose..."
"A purpose? You're twenty-three."
"I know how old I am." My voice had gone sharp. "And I know what I want, not everyone needs a career or independence or whatever it is you think makes a life meaningful, some of us are happy making a home."
"I didn't say you weren't allowed to want that." His tone had gentled. "I just wondered if it's really what you want, or what you think you're supposed to want."
The words struck too close to something I didn't want to examine. "You don't know me."
"You're right. I don't." Another pause. "But I watched you tonight. How nervous you were. How hard you tried to get everything right. And I kept thinking... when do you get to relax? When do you get to just be Nina, not someone's wife or someone's fake girlfriend?"
"I don't know who that is," I whispered before I could stop myself.
The admission hung between us in the darkness. I hadn't meant to say it. Hadn't even known I was thinking it, but there it was, the truth I'd been avoiding since I was nineteen and James had looked at me like I was exactly what he'd been searching for.
"Yeah," Gage said quietly. "I thought so."
We didn't talk after that, the silence stretched and eventually I heard Gage's breathing slow and deepen. I lay awake for a long time, thinking about his questions, about the rehearsal dinner, about the way his hand had felt on my back.
I woke to warmth.
Not the diffuse warmth of blankets, but the specific heat of another body pressed against mine. An arm heavy across my waist, breath soft against the back of my neck.
My eyes flew open, the room was dark, just the faint glow of moonlight, the clock read 3:17 AM.
Gage was in my bed.
Not just in my bed, spooned around me. His chest against my back. His arm wrapped around my waist. His hand resting just below my ribs. His leg was bent, knee tucked behind mine, we were fitted together like pieces of a puzzle.
He was asleep. I could tell by the deep, even rhythm of his breathing, the complete relaxation of his body against mine.
I should wake him, should push his arm away and retreat to the far edge of the bed, or better yet, cross the room to his abandoned bed and let him wake up confused and alone.
I didn't move.
My heart was hammering so hard I was sure it would wake him, but he slept on, undisturbed. His arm was solid and warm across me. His chest rose and fell against my back. His breath stirred my hair with each exhale.
This was wrong, this was so wrong.
But my body didn't seem to understand that, because I wasn't tense, wasn't rigid with panic or fear. I was... soft, melting into him, my breathing had synchronized with his without my permission, my hand had come up to rest on his arm, not to push it away, but just to... touch.
I should wake him.
I turned my head slightly, just enough to see his face in profile. His features were relaxed in sleep, almost boyish. His jaw had a shadow of stubble. His lashes were dark against his cheek.
He'd probably been dreaming, probably thought I was someone else, a girlfriend from his past, or the imaginary woman his family kept trying to set him up with. In the morning he'd be mortified, we both would be.
Wake him, my mind insisted.
But I didn't. Instead, I let my eyes close, let myself notice things I shouldn't, the way he smelled, clean and masculine, the way his arm around me felt protective, possessive, the way my body fit against his like it had been designed for this exact configuration.
The way it felt different from James.
Not better, just… different, James held me at night too, but he was a restless sleeper, shifting and turning. His arm often going numb so he'd move it in his sleep. Gage was still, solid, unmovable. An anchor.
I could feel my pulse where our bodies touched, my back to his chest, my hip to his pelvis, could feel the intimacy of the position in a way that made my face burn even in the darkness.
This is pretend, I told myself, just like dinner, just like the whole weekend. He's acting, even in his sleep.
But that didn't explain why I hadn't moved, why I was lying here, awake, letting a man who wasn't my husband hold me in the dark.
Gage made a small sound, shifting slightly. His arm tightened around my waist, pulling me infinitesimally closer. His face pressed into my hair.
I held my breath, certain he was waking, certain I'd have to explain why I hadn't woken him, why I'd let this happen.
But his breathing stayed deep and even, still asleep, still dreaming.
I should reach for my phone, text James, tell him... what? That his best friend had sleepwalked into my bed? That I'd woken up being held by another man and hadn't immediately extracted myself?
That some part of me, some traitorous, confused part, didn't want to?




Chapter 6

The clock ticked over to 3:18, then 3:19.
I told myself I'd move at 3:20, would slip out from under his arm and retreat to safety.
3:20 came and went.
Gage's hand flexed slightly against my ribs. His thumb brushing the underside of my breast through my pajama top, the touch was innocent, unconscious. He was asleep.
But my body responded anyway, a flutter low in my stomach, a catch in my breath.
I squeezed my eyes shut, prayed for morning to come and reset everything, prayed for this to be a dream, for me to wake up back home in my own bed with James beside me where he belonged.
But when I opened my eyes, I was still here, still in Gage's arms, still not moving.
The mountains outside the window were dark silhouettes against a slightly lighter sky. Hours until dawn. Hours until the wedding, until I'd have to hold his hand and smile and pretend again.
The sky began to lighten incrementally, deep purple bleeding to navy, then the first hints of pink at the horizon. I watched it through heavy-lidded eyes, too aware of everything to sleep but too paralyzed to move.
Gage's breathing had never changed, still deep, still steady, still asleep.
But something else had changed in the hours I'd lain there, frozen, something that made my whole body go rigid with a new kind of awareness.
He was hard against my lower back.
I felt it, impossible not to, the firm pressure through his sweatpants and my pajamas, unmistakable in its shape and intent even if the intent itself was entirely unconscious, morning arousal, biology, nothing to do with me.
But my body didn't know that, my body only knew that a man was pressed against me, aroused. His arm still locked around my waist like he had no intention of letting go.
Heat flooded my face, crawled down my neck. I should definitely move now, this had gone from inappropriate to impossible to explain. If he woke up like this, if he realized,
God, the humiliation would kill us both.
But I still couldn't move, because moving meant acknowledging it, meant he'd know I'd noticed, I'd felt it, I'd been awake this whole time letting him hold me.
And worse, the absolute worst part, was the feeling low in my own stomach. A responding heat that had no business being there, that I didn't want to examine admit existed.
I'd never felt this with James, this awareness, this hyperconscious attention to every point of contact between our bodies, with James, morning arousal was just... something that happened, natural, comfortable, nothing that made my breath shallow or my pulse race.
This was different.
Gage shifted slightly in his sleep. His hips pressing more firmly against me, and I bit my lip hard enough to hurt, the arm around my waist tightened. His hand, which had been resting just below my ribs, slid higher, not far, just an inch, but enough that his palm now curved along the underside of my breast.
Still asleep, still unconscious. He had no idea what he was doing.
But I knew. I knew and I was letting it happen and I hated myself for it.
The clock read 5:43, the wedding wasn't until three, we had hours. I could slip out now, pretend to be asleep in my own bed when he woke, and we could both pretend this never happened.
I started to shift, testing whether I could extract myself without waking him.
Gage made a sound, soft, almost a sigh, and his face pressed more fully into my hair. His lips brushed the back of my neck, just barely, just enough for me to feel the warmth of his breath against my skin.
I froze completely.
"Nina," he murmured. His voice thick with sleep.
My heart stopped, was he awake? Was he talking in his sleep?
His hand moved, fingers flexing against my ribs, and I realized with mounting horror that he was still asleep but dreaming, dreaming about me, saying my name while his body was pressed against mine, while he was,
I couldn't breathe, couldn't think, this was so far beyond anything I knew how to handle.
"Gage," I whispered, my voice barely audible. "Gage, wake up."
Nothing. His breathing stayed deep and even.
I tried again, louder. "Gage."
Still nothing. How deeply did he sleep?
I was going to have to move, just do it quickly, slip out from under his arm and deal with the awkwardness later, on three, one, two,
Gage stirred.
I felt him wake in stages, first his breathing changed, quickening slightly, then his body went from relaxed to aware, muscles tensing. His hand stilled where it rested against my ribs.
Then he went completely, utterly rigid.
"Oh God." His voice was hoarse. Horrified. "Oh God, Nina, I'm..."
He pulled away so fast I felt the cold rush in where his warmth had been. Heard him scramble out of the bed. His feet hitting the floor.
"I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. I must have, I was asleep, I didn't..." He was backing away, and in the dim light I could see his face, mortified. "Jesus, I'm sorry."
I sat up slowly, pulling the blanket up to my chest even though I was fully clothed, my heart was pounding so hard I felt dizzy.
"It's okay," I managed. "You were asleep."
"That's not, that doesn't make it okay." He ran both hands through his hair, looking anywhere but at me. "I must have gotten confused, thought I was in my own bed, I don't, I've never done anything like that before."
"It's fine, really." But my voice shook.
"It's not fine. God, Nina, I'm supposed to be, we're supposed to be..." He gestured helplessly between us. "This is the opposite of professional, the opposite of respectful. I just..."
"Gage." I cut him off, forcing steadiness into my voice. "You were asleep, nothing happened."
But that was a lie, something had happened, maybe not anything actionable, anything we could point to, but the absence of his body against mine felt like a wound, like something had been taken away that I hadn't known I needed.
And I hated myself for feeling that loss.
Gage grabbed his phone from his nightstand, checking the time. "It's not even six. You should, try to get some more sleep. I'll..." He looked around the room like he didn't know where he belonged anymore. "I'll go down to the gym or something. Give you space."
"You don't have to..."
"I do." He was already moving, grabbing clothes from his suitcase. "I'm sorry. I'm really, really sorry."
He disappeared into the bathroom, and I heard the lock click. A moment later, the shower started running.
I sat in the wreckage of my bed, sheets tangled, pillow still bearing the impression of his head, and tried to make sense of what I was feeling.
Relief. Yes, obviously relief that he'd pulled away, that nothing more had happened, that we could both pretend this was just an awkward misunderstanding.
But underneath that, something else, something that felt like disappointment, like I'd been warm and safe and held, and now I was cold and alone and the empty space beside me felt more vast than it ever had before.
I could still feel the ghost of his arm around my waist. His breath on my neck, the solid weight of him against my back.
I pressed my palms to my eyes, willing the feeling to go away.
This was wrong, this was all wrong. I loved James. I was married to James, this weekend was supposed to be simple, a favor, a performance, nothing real.
So why did Gage pulling away feel like the realest thing that had happened since we'd arrived?
The shower shut off. I lay back down quickly, turned toward the wall, pulled the blanket over my head, pretending to sleep, pretending I wasn't still shaking, pretending the warmth of my own body under the covers was enough.
I heard Gage emerge. Heard him moving quietly around the room, gathering his things, the door opened and closed softly.
Only then did I let myself breathe.
Only then did I reach for my phone with trembling hands.
No messages from James. He was probably still asleep, warm and comfortable in our bed at home, our bed, where I should be, where I belonged.
I started to type a message, I miss you, I want to come home, but my fingers hovered over the keys.
What would I say? That his best friend had held me through the night? That I'd let him? That waking up in Gage's arms had felt like something I didn't want to examine?
That some part of me missed it already?
I deleted the unsent message and set the phone down.
Outside, the sun was rising over the mountains, painting everything gold.
Inside, I lay in sheets that still smelled like Gage's cologne, and tried to remember why I'd agreed to this in the first place.
I stayed in bed until I heard Gage come back. Heard him moving around the room, the rustle of his garment bag, neither of us spoke, the silence was dense with everything we weren't saying.
"I'm going to get ready in the lobby bathroom," he said. His voice neutral. "Give you privacy up here."
"You don't have to..."
"I do." The door closed before I could finish.
I showered in water too hot, scrubbing my skin like I could wash away the memory of his body against mine, changed into the blue dress alone this time, managing the zipper through sheer determination, not willing to ask for help, not willing to feel his fingers on my spine again.
My hair cooperated for once, twisting into an elegant updo, makeup took longer, my hands kept shaking, making the eyeliner uneven. I had to wipe it off and start over twice.
When I looked in the mirror, I saw someone who belonged at a black-tie wedding, sophisticated, composed, nothing like the girl who'd spent half the night in another man's arms.
My phone buzzed, James: Have fun today, send pictures.
I stared at the message, waiting for guilt to crash over me. It didn't come, just a dull ache.
Will do, I typed back, love you.
The response was immediate: Love you too.
Three words I'd said a thousand times, three words that should have anchored me, reminded me who I was and where I belonged.
Instead, they felt like an obligation.
I grabbed my clutch and headed downstairs.
Gage was waiting in the lobby, and the sight of him made my breath catch, navy suit, perfectly tailored, white shirt, no tie yet. He'd carry it until after photos. He'd mentioned. His hair was still damp from his shower, combed back from his face.
He looked up when I approached, and something flickered across his expression before he locked it down.
"You look beautiful," he said quietly.
"Thank you." I couldn't quite meet his eyes. "You clean up well."
He had an awkward laugh. "Yeah, well." He offered his arm. "Photos are at ten, we should head to the garden."




Chapter 7

I took his arm because I had to, because that's what we were here for, but the touch felt different now, charged, every point of contact between us humming with awareness I couldn't shake.
The garden was already set up, a photographer and her assistant arranging the wedding party near a rose arbor. Gage's cousin Gabriella was radiant in white lace. Her groom looking dazed beside her, bridesmaids in sage green, groomsmen in grey.
And then family photos, endless configurations, bride's side, groom's side, immediate family, extended family. Gage and I were pulled in for several. His mother insisting.
"The happy couple!" she called, gesturing us toward the arbor. "Let's get one of you two as well."
The photographer smiled, directing us with practiced efficiency. "Gage. Hand on her waist, Nina, turn slightly toward him. Good, now your hand on his chest, perfect. Gage, pull her in closer."
His hand settled on my waist, warm through the thin fabric. I placed my palm on his chest, felt his heartbeat under my fingers, quick, not quite steady, was he nervous too?
"Closer," the photographer urged. "You're dating, not strangers, let me see some chemistry."
Gage's arm came around my shoulders, pulling me against his side. I fit there perfectly, my head just level with his shoulder. His cologne filled my senses, the same scent that had clung to the sheets this morning.
"Beautiful," the photographer said, camera clicking. "Nina, look up at him. Gage, eyes on her, like she's the only person here."
I tilted my face up. Gage looked down, our eyes met, and something passed between us, acknowledgment of the lie we were telling, maybe, or the thing that was starting to feel less like a lie.
"Perfect. You two are naturals." More clicking. "One more, Gage, say something to make her smile."
He leaned in. His lips close to my ear. "I'm really sorry about this morning."
The whisper, the intimacy of it, the warmth of his breath, it did make me smile, but not from humor, from something more complicated.
"Got it!" the photographer called triumphantly. "That's the one. You two are gorgeous together."
We broke apart, and I felt the loss of his warmth again, felt the pattern forming, closeness, then distance, then closeness again. An ebb and flow I was starting to crave.
The church was a short drive away, old stone and stained glass, pews already filling with guests. Gage kept his hand on my lower back as we found our seats, third row, family side. His touch was light but constant, a claim he was making for the benefit of everyone watching.
Or at least that's what I told myself.
The ceremony began with strings, a quartet playing something classical and beautiful, bridesmaids processed down the aisle in their sage green, then Gabriella on her father's arm, looking like a fairy tale.
Gage's hand found mine on the pew between us, laced our fingers together. Held on.
I told myself it was part of the performance, told myself everyone around us was watching, that we needed to look like a couple in love, but no one was looking at us, all eyes were on the bride.
He didn't let go.
The priest began. His voice sonorous in the vaulted space. "Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today..."
I'd heard these words before. At my own wedding, in a courthouse that smelled like floor polish and old paper, James had held my hand just like this, no, not like this, James had held my hand with certainty, with possession, this felt different, tentative. Question-shaped.
"Marriage is a sacred covenant," the priest continued. "A union of two souls, freely chosen, wholly given."
Freely chosen. I thought about being nineteen, about James asking me out at that church picnic. Had I chosen? Or had I just said yes because he'd seemed so sure, because his certainty had been easier than my confusion?
Gage's thumb traced a slow circle on my palm, and I forgot to breathe.
"Do you, Gabriella Marie Russo, take this man..."
I'd taken James, promised to love and honor and obey. I'd meant it, I thought. At twenty-two, I'd believed I understood what those words meant.
"For better, for worse, for richer, for poorer. In sickness and in health."
Gage's hand tightened on mine. I glanced at him, found him watching the couple at the altar with an unreadable expression, was he thinking about his own absent wedding? The one his family kept hoping for?
"To love and to cherish, from this day forward, until death do you part."
Until death, forever, the weight of those words settled over me like a shroud. I'd promised James forever, so why was I sitting here holding another man's hand, counting his heartbeats through his palm pressed to mine?
The bride and groom exchanged rings, recited their vows, the priest pronounced them husband and wife, and everyone applauded as they kissed.
Gage leaned over. His lips nearly touching my ear. His breath warm against my skin.
"You okay?" he whispered.
The shiver that ran through me had nothing to do with temperature, nothing to do with the church or the ceremony or the sacred vows we'd just witnessed.
Everything to do with how close he was. How his voice in my ear felt intimate in a way that transcended performance. How my body responded to his proximity without my permission.
"Yes," I managed, but my voice shook.
His hand was still in mine, our shoulders pressed together, the bride and groom were processing back down the aisle, beaming, married. Everyone was standing, gathering their things, preparing to move to the reception.
But Gage didn't let go. And I didn't pull away.
"Nina." His voice was low, meant only for me beneath the swell of organ music and conversation. "If this is too much, if you need to leave..."
"I'm fine," I lied.
Because I wasn't fine. I was the opposite of fine. I was sitting in a church where two people had just pledged their lives to each other, while holding hands with a man who wasn't my husband, and feeling things I had no right to feel.
But leaving would mean explaining why, would mean admitting that something had shifted, that the pretending had become confused with reality somewhere between last night and this morning and this moment.
Would mean facing what I'd been avoiding since I woke up in his arms.
So I stayed, stood when he stood, kept my hand in his as we filed out of the pew, smiled when his mother caught my eye and beamed at us, played the role I'd been asked to play.
The reception hall was strung with lights, thousands of tiny bulbs draped across the ceiling like stars, round tables circled a dance floor, everything in shades of sage and cream and gold. Gage pulled out my chair. His hand lingering on my shoulder as I sat.
We were at the family table, of course. Gage's parents on one side, Aunt Carmella and Uncle Frank on the other, nonna Rosa across from us. Her sharp eyes tracking our every movement.
"You two," she said as servers brought the first course. "You remind me of my Antonio. God rest him." She pressed her hand to her heart. "The way he look at me, the way you look at her, Gage. Is the same."
Gage's hand found my knee under the table. A reassurance or a warning, I couldn't tell.
"Nonna," he said gently. "We're just..."
"Just nothing." She waved her fork at him. "I know love when I see it. You think I get to ninety-three not knowing love?"
His mother leaned over, eyes bright. "Have you two talked about the future? I know it's only been a few months, but when you know, you know."
"Mom." Gage's voice held a note of warning.
"I'm just saying! Your father proposed after three months, and look at us, forty years next June."
I felt the weight of their expectations, their hope, pressing down on us, felt Gage's hand tighten on my knee. His thumb moving in those small circles that had become familiar.
"We're taking things slow," I heard myself say, echoing his words from last night. "Getting to know each other."
"But you're happy?" His mother's question was earnest, almost pleading. "He makes you happy?"
I looked at Gage. He was watching me with an intensity that made my breath catch, waiting for my answer, what was I supposed to say? That yes, the man I'd known for four years as my husband's best friend, the man I'd spent less than forty-eight hours pretending to date, made me happy?
That somewhere in the pretending, something real had crept in?
"Yes," I whispered. "He does."
The smile that broke across his mother's face was radiant. Gage's hand slipped from my knee, and I felt the absence like cold water.
Dinner was endless, seven courses again, each one more elaborate. I pushed food around my plate. Hyperaware of Gage beside me. Every time he reached for his wine glass. His arm brushed mine, every time he laughed at someone's joke, I felt it through my whole body.
The toasts began as dessert arrived, the best man, Gage's college friend, told embarrassing stories about the groom, the maid of honor cried through her entire speech, then Gage's father stood, glass raised.
"To my beautiful niece Gabriella and her new husband," he began. "May your marriage be filled with as much joy as mine has been. And speaking of joy..." He turned toward our table. His smile widening. "I have to say, it does my heart good to see my son finally settling down, Nina, welcome to the family, we couldn't be happier."
Glasses clinked. Everyone was looking at us, smiling, expecting something.
Gage stood, pulling me up with him. His arm came around my waist, and I leaned into him because everyone was watching, because that's what I was supposed to do.
"Thank you," Gage said. "But let's keep the focus on the bride and groom, this is their day."
More applause, laughter, and the attention shifted back to Gabriella and her new husband as they cut the cake.
"Sorry," Gage murmured in my ear as we sat back down. "This is getting out of hand."
"It's fine." But my voice was tight.
"Nina..."
The music changed. A slow song, strings and piano, the bride and groom took the floor for their first dance, wrapped in each other's arms, lost in their own world.
"All couples to the dance floor," the DJ announced after the first verse. "Let's see some love out there."
Gage's parents stood immediately. Aunt Carmella was already pulling Uncle Frank toward the floor. All around us, couples were rising, pairing off.
Gage turned to me. His expression uncertain. "We don't have to..."
"Everyone's watching," I said quietly.
He nodded, stood, offered his hand. I took it.
The dance floor was crowded, bodies swaying together in the dim light. Gage pulled me close, closer than necessary, closer than we'd been even during photos. His hand settled on my lower back, warm and possessive, my hand found his shoulder, our other hands clasped between us.
"This okay?" he asked. His voice low.
I nodded, not trusting my voice, because it was more than okay, and that was the problem.




Chapter 8

We moved together, finding a rhythm easily. He was a good dancer, confident, sure of his movements. I'd never been good at this. Had always felt awkward and self-conscious, but with Gage, I just... followed, let him lead.
His hand on my back shifted lower, his fingers spreading across the small of my back, not inappropriate, but intimate, familiar, like he had every right to touch me this way.
The song swelled, and he pulled me closer still, our bodies pressed together, my chest against his, our hips aligned. I could feel his heartbeat against mine, could feel every breath he took.
"You're shaking," he murmured.
"I'm fine."
"You keep saying that." His thumb moved against my back, a small caress. "But you don't seem fine."
I looked up at him, meaning to deflect, to lie again, but his face was so close, his eyes searching mine.
"I don't know what I am," I admitted.
His hand tightened on my back. "Nina..."
"You two!" Aunt Carmella danced past with Uncle Frank, beaming. "Look at you! Like something out of a movie!"
We broke eye contact. I tucked my face against Gage's shoulder, unable to maintain the performance anymore. He didn't protest, just held me closer. His cheek resting against my hair.
We stayed like that through the rest of the song, not talking, just swaying together in the dim light while around us, other couples did the same.
His cologne filled my senses. His body against mine was solid, warm, real. His hand on my back was possessive and gentle all at once.
I thought about James. About dancing with him at our tiny courthouse wedding, just the two of us in the hallway afterward, no music except what he'd hummed. About how safe I'd felt. How certain.
This didn't feel safe, this felt dangerous, like standing at the edge of something I couldn't see the bottom of.
The song ended. A faster one began, something upbeat and cheerful, couples around us shifted, laughing, the mood lightening.
Gage didn't let go immediately, for a moment, we just stood there, our bodies still pressed together, both of us breathing too fast.
"I need..." My voice came out hoarse. "Bathroom. I need the bathroom."
His arms dropped. "Of course. Yeah."
I fled.
The bathroom was down a hallway, blessedly empty. I locked myself in a stall and leaned against the cool metal door, trying to catch my breath.
My phone was in my clutch. I pulled it out with shaking hands.
I needed James, needed to hear his voice, needed him to remind me who I was, what I was doing here.
He answered on the second ring. "Hey! How's it going?"
The sound of his voice, familiar, safe. Home, made my eyes sting.
"Hi," I managed. "It's... it's going."
"That good. Huh?" He laughed. "Is it awful? Are Gage's relatives driving you crazy?"
"No, they're, they're nice, really nice." Too nice, too welcoming, too convinced that what Gage and I had was real.
"Good. I knew you'd be fine." I heard rustling, like he was moving around. "What are you doing right now?"
"Just finished dancing, taking a break."
"Dancing?" Something in his tone shifted, became harder to read. "With Gage?"
"Yeah. It's, people expect it. His family." I pressed my hand to my forehead. "James, I..."
"Is Gage taking care of you?"
The question hung in the air. His voice was casual, but underneath it I heard something else, something that might have been suspicion or might have been satisfaction. I couldn't tell which was worse.
"Yes," I said slowly. "He's been... very attentive."
"Good, that's good." A pause. "You sound off. Everything okay?"
Everything was the opposite of okay. I was standing in a bathroom at a wedding. Hiding from the man I was supposed to be fake-dating because the fake was starting to feel more real than my actual marriage.
"I'm just tired," I lied. "It's been a long day."
"Well, you'll be home tomorrow, just get through tonight." He said it like it was simple, like surviving one more night of pretending to be Gage's girlfriend was no different than getting through a long shift at work.
"James..."
"Yeah?"
What did I want to ask? Why did you send me here? Why did you think this was a good idea? Why don't you sound worried that your best friend has been touching me all day. Holding me close. His hands on my body. His breath on my neck?
Why don't you care?
"Never mind," I whispered. "I should get back."
"Okay. Have fun, love you."
"Love you too."
I hung up and stared at my reflection in the bathroom mirror, flushed cheeks, bright eyes. Hair slightly mussed from dancing. I looked like a woman who'd been held close by a man who wanted her.
I looked like I was having an affair.
But I wasn't, this was sanctioned. Approved, my husband had arranged this. Had sent me here. Had told me it was fine.
So why did I feel like I was betraying him with every heartbeat?
Someone entered the bathroom, one of the bridesmaids, laughing on her phone. I smoothed my dress, checked my makeup, forced my expression into something neutral.
By the time I emerged, I'd built my walls back up, reminded myself this was temporary, one more night. A few more hours, then I could go home and forget any of this had happened.
Gage was waiting in the hallway outside the bathroom, leaning against the wall. He straightened when he saw me.
"You okay? You were gone a while."
"I'm fine." The words were automatic now. "Just needed a minute."
He studied my face, like he could read the lie there. "Nina..."
"We should get back." I started walking past him, back toward the reception hall where music and laughter spilled into the corridor.
His hand caught my wrist, stopping me, not hard, just enough to make me turn.
"What happened?" he asked quietly. "One minute we were dancing, and the next you ran."
I looked down at his hand on my wrist. His fingers warm against my pulse. "Nothing happened."
"That's not true."
"Gage, please." I couldn't do this, couldn't stand in this hallway and examine what was happening between us. "Can we just... get through the rest of tonight?"
He held my gaze for a long moment, then released my wrist. "Yeah, okay."
We walked back to the reception side by side, not touching, but I could still feel where his hand had been, the ghost of his touch burning on my skin.
The reception had gone on until midnight, endless dancing, more champagne than I should have drunk, toasts and laughter and Gage's hand always somewhere on me, my back, my shoulder, my waist, by the time we escaped to the car, I was exhausted and buzzed and my feet were screaming in my heels.
The drive back to the resort was quiet. Gage had drunk more than me, not drunk, but loose, relaxed in a way I'd never seen him. His tie was undone. Hanging around his neck. His jacket was slung over the back seat. He'd rolled up his sleeves, and I kept finding my eyes drawn to his forearms, the way the moonlight caught on his watch.
"That was something," he said, breaking the silence.
"Yeah."
"My family loved you." He glanced over at me, smiling. "Nonna already asked me when I'm proposing."
The word, proposing, sent a jolt through me. "What did you tell her?"
"That she's getting ahead of herself." He turned back to the road. "But she didn't believe me, said she knows these things."
"Does she?"
"She called my parents' marriage when they'd been on three dates. Uncle Frank and Aunt Carmella, she predicted their engagement before they even knew." He laughed softly. "She's got a track record."
We pulled up to the resort, the valet took the keys, and we made our way through the quiet lobby to the elevators, my feet ached with every step. In the elevator, I leaned against the wall, closing my eyes.
"Here." Gage crouched in front of me. "Give me your foot."
"What?"
"Your feet are killing you. I can see it." He tapped his knee. "Come on."
I hesitated, then lifted one foot. He slipped off my heel. His fingers gentle, then repeated with the other, the relief was immediate and intense.
"Better?" He stood, my shoes dangling from his hand.
"Yes, thank you." I took them from him, our fingers brushing.
The hallway to our room felt longer than before. Gage unlocked the door. Held it open, the two beds waited, exactly as we'd left them this morning, one rumpled from where he'd climbed out in horror, one still made from when I'd pretended to sleep.
We moved around each other in a routine that had become familiar. Gage went to the bathroom first. I heard him brushing his teeth, the water running, when he emerged in his sweatpants and t-shirt, I took my turn.
The champagne had made everything soft around the edges. I brushed my teeth, washed my face, removed my makeup with slow, careful movements, changed into my pajamas, the same modest set from last night.
When I came out, Gage was sitting on his bed, scrolling through his phone. He looked up, smiled.
"Hell of a day," he said.
"Yeah." I climbed into my own bed, the sheets cool against my skin. "Your family is really..."
"Intense?"
"I was going to say warm." I settled against the pillows. "They care about you a lot."
"They care about the idea of me settling down." He set his phone aside. "It's not quite the same thing."
I thought about that, about being loved for who people wanted you to be rather than who you were. "Do you want to? Settle down?"
He was quiet for a long moment. "I don't know, maybe with the right person."
"What would make someone the right person?"
"I'm not sure." He looked at me across the space between our beds. "Someone who sees me, not the successful career guy, not the son who needs to get married, just... me."
The champagne had loosened something in me too. "I don't think James sees me anymore," I heard myself say. "I think he sees his wife, the person he turned me into."
"Nina..."
"It's fine. I'm fine with it. It's what I wanted." But even as I said it, I wondered if it was true.
Gage opened his mouth to respond, but a sharp knock on the door interrupted him.
We looked at each other, confused. It was nearly one in the morning.
Gage got up, checked the peephole, then opened the door. A man in a resort uniform stood there, looking apologetic.
"Mr, Reynolds? I'm so sorry to disturb you at this hour. I'm David, the night manager."
"Is something wrong?"
"I'm afraid we've had a pipe burst in the room next to yours, we need to move you immediately, water damage risk. It shouldn't affect your room, but we can't take chances."
"Okay..." Gage ran a hand through his hair. "Where are you moving us?"
"That's where I need to apologize again." David looked genuinely distressed. "It's a wedding weekend, we're completely booked, the only room available is in our luxury wing. It's an upgrade, complimentary of course, but..." He paused. "It only has one king bed."
The words hung in the air.
One king bed.




Chapter 9

The question the clerk had asked when we'd checked in, the decision we'd made to avoid exactly this situation.
"That's not going to work," Gage said immediately. "Isn't there anything else? A couch? A rollaway?"
"The room does have a couch, but I'm afraid it's not a sleeper sofa. And we have no rollaway beds available, they're all in use." David shifted uncomfortably. "Again, I'm very sorry. If you'd prefer, we can arrange for a room at our sister property about twenty minutes away..."
"At one in the morning?" Gage shook his head. "That's..."
"It's fine," I heard myself say.
Both men turned to look at me. I was still in bed, the covers pulled up to my chest, my hair loose around my shoulders.
"Nina, you don't have to..." Gage started.
"It's late, we're tired. It's just sleeping." The champagne made the words come easier, made the logic seem sound. "It's fine."
Gage looked at me for a long moment, searching my face for something. "Are you sure?"
Was I? This morning I'd woken up in his arms and felt like I was betraying my husband, tonight I was agreeing to share a bed with him intentionally.
But what was the alternative? Twenty minutes in a car, finding a new hotel, unpacking again? All because I was afraid of what might happen if we shared a bed?
Nothing would happen, we were adults. It was just sleeping.
"I'm sure," I said.
Gage turned back to David. "Okay. Give us ten minutes to pack up."
David nodded, clearly relieved. "Of course. I'll have a bellhop come help with your bags. And again, our sincerest apologies, there will be no charge for tonight, and we'll comp your breakfast tomorrow."
When the door closed, Gage and I looked at each other across the room.
"You really don't have to do this," he said quietly. "I can take the couch, or I can get a room somewhere else."
"It's one night, we'll manage." I climbed out of bed, started gathering my things from the dresser, tried to ignore the way my hands were shaking.
We packed in silence, everything back into suitcases, toiletries into bags, the bellhop arrived and took our luggage, we followed him down the hall, into the elevator, up two floors to the luxury wing.
The room he opened was easily twice the size of our previous one, floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the mountains. A sitting area with that non-sleeper couch David had mentioned. A massive bathroom with a soaking tub.
And in the center of it all, dominating the space: one king-sized bed.
The bellhop set down our bags, accepted Gage's tip, and left us alone.
We stood there, staring at the bed. It was huge, easily enough room for two people who didn't want to touch, the couch was there, technically an option, but it was small and modern, clearly not designed for sleeping.
"I'll take the couch," Gage said.
"Gage, look at it. You're six-two. You'll be miserable."
"Better than making you uncomfortable."
"I'm not uncomfortable." Another lie. I was terrified, but also, and this was the part that scared me most, some part of me wanted this. I wanted to know what it would feel like to share a bed with him intentionally, rather than waking up to find him there.
"Nina..."
"It's a huge bed, we can put pillows between us if you want. It's fine." I started unpacking again, just to have something to do with my hands. "We're both adults, nothing's going to happen."
He didn't respond. I heard him moving around. Heard the closet door open, when I turned. He'd hung up his suit, was pulling pajamas from his bag.
"I'm going to change," he said quietly.
I nodded. He disappeared into the bathroom.
I sat on the edge of the bed, the right side, furthest from the bathroom, pulled back the covers, the sheets were soft. High thread count, the mattress firm.
Everything about this was a terrible idea.
But I didn't get up, didn't go find my phone and call James and tell him what was happening, didn't text him that the hotel had moved us and now we were sharing a bed and maybe he should tell me what to do because I didn't trust myself anymore.
Gage emerged in his usual sweatpants and t-shirt. His hair was damp, like he'd splashed water on his face. He looked at the bed, then at me sitting on the edge of it, then back at the bed.
"Which side do you want?" he asked.
"This one's fine."
He nodded, moved to the other side, we were both being so careful, so formal, like we were strangers instead of two people who'd danced pressed together for hours, who'd spent the whole weekend touching.
I climbed under the covers, the bed dipped as Gage got in on his side, there was easily two feet of space between us, an ocean of expensive sheets and awkward tension.
"Lights?" he asked.
"Off is fine."
He reached for the switch, darkness flooded the room, broken only by the faint glow of moonlight through the curtains, my eyes adjusted slowly. I could see his shape on the other side of the bed, could make out the line of his shoulders, the way he was lying rigidly on his back.
Neither of us moved.
I could hear everything in the silence. His breathing, careful and controlled, the distant hum of the hotel's ventilation, my own heartbeat, too fast, too loud.
"Nina?" His voice was soft in the darkness.
"Yeah?"
"If this is too weird, I really can take the couch."
"It's fine." How many times had I said that this weekend? Fine, fine, everything's fine, the word had lost all meaning.
More silence. I lay on my back, staring at the ceiling. Hyperaware of his presence, we'd been closer than this last night, much closer, but that had been an accident, this was choice.
Minutes passed, five, maybe ten, my body wouldn't relax, every muscle was tense, waiting.
"Can't sleep either?" Gage asked.
"No."
"Long day."
"Yeah."
More silence, this was ridiculous, we were lying in bed together having the most stilted conversation of the entire weekend.
I thought about the dance floor. How easily we'd moved together. About his hand on my back, the way I'd fit against him. About waking up in his arms this morning and how right it had felt before the panic set in.
About James's voice on the phone, asking if Gage was taking care of me in a tone I still couldn't decipher.
Something shifted in me, maybe it was the champagne still in my system, maybe it was exhaustion, maybe it was just the weight of pretending for two days straight and not knowing anymore what was real.
I turned onto my side, facing him, shifted closer, not touching, but closing some of that careful distance between us.
"Gage?"
He turned his head, and even in the dim light I could see his eyes find mine. "Yeah?"
My heart was hammering. "Thank you."
"For what?"
"For being gentle with me this weekend." The words came out quieter than I meant. "I know I've been... difficult, nervous, but you've been patient, kind. You've made this easier than it should have been."
He was quiet for a long moment, then he shifted too, turning onto his side to face me, we were closer now, maybe a foot apart. I could see his face more clearly, the line of his jaw, the way he was looking at me.
"You make it easy," he said softly.
The words hung between us, simple, true. And somehow weighted with everything we weren't saying.
The air changed.
I felt it happen, the shift from careful distance to something else, something charged and dangerous and inevitable, we weren't touching, but I could feel the heat of his body across the space between us, could feel the pull, like gravity, like falling.
"Nina." My name was a warning.
"I know." I did know, knew we were standing at the edge of something we couldn't take back, knew that whatever happened next would change everything.
Knew I should roll over, put my back to him, rebuild the distance.
I didn't move.
Neither did he.
We lay there, facing each other in the darkness, the space between us somehow more intimate than touching would have been. I could see his chest rising and falling, could hear his breathing, rougher now, not quite steady.
"We should sleep," he said, but he didn't look away.
"Yeah." But I didn't close my eyes.
His hand was on the mattress between us. I watched it, watched his fingers flex slightly like he was fighting the urge to reach across the space, to touch me.
I thought about James. About my wedding vows. About the life I'd built, the promises I'd made.
And then I thought about how James had sent me here. Had arranged this. Had told me it was fine, it was just pretend, nothing to worry about.
Had asked if Gage was taking care of me like he wanted to know the answer was yes.
"What are we doing?" I whispered.
"I don't know." Gage's voice was rough. "Nina, I..."
"Don't." I couldn't hear him say it, whatever it was, couldn't hear him put words to the thing that was building between us, because then it would be real, undeniable.
"Okay." His hand moved, just slightly, closer to mine on the mattress, not touching, but close enough that I could feel the warmth of his skin.
I should move my hand, should roll over, should put space between us.
Instead, I shifted closer, just an inch, maybe less.
Gage inhaled sharply. "If you keep doing that..."
"What?" The word came out breathless.
"Moving closer." His eyes were dark, intense. "I'm trying really hard to be good here, to respect..." He stopped. "But you keep looking at me like that, and I don't know how much longer..."
"How am I looking at you?"
"Like you want me to close this space between us."
Did I? God help me, did I?
"Would you?" I asked. "If I asked you to?"
The question hung in the air between us, dangerous and thrilling and wrong.
Gage closed his eyes. "Nina, don't ask me that."
"Why not?"
"Because..." He opened his eyes again, and the look in them made my breath catch. "Because I'm not sure I could say no. And I need to say no. You're married. You're James's wife. You're here as a favor, not..." He stopped again. His jaw clenching. "This isn't real."
But it felt real, more real than anything had felt in years.
"Gage..."
"We should sleep," he said again, more firmly this time. "It's late, we're drunk, we'll regret this in the morning."
"Will we?"
He looked at me for a long moment. "I don't know, but I'm not willing to find out."
It was the right answer, the good answer, the answer that proved he was exactly the kind of man I'd thought he was. Honorable, controlled, respectful.
So why did it feel like disappointment?
I finally rolled over, putting my back to him, creating the distance we needed. "You're right. Good night."
"Nina..."
"Good night, Gage."
I heard him sigh, felt the mattress shift as he rolled onto his back.
The space between us felt infinite now.




Chapter 10

I closed my eyes and tried to forget the look on his face, the way he'd said my name, the knowledge that if I'd asked. He might have crossed that space between us.
And the worse knowledge: that some part of me had wanted him to.
Behind me, Gage's breathing eventually evened out, sleep, or a good imitation of it.
I lay awake, staring at the dark window, and counted the hours until I could go home.
Until I could see James and remember why I'd said yes to him four years ago.
Until this weekend became just a story we'd tell, about the time I helped Gage out, played his girlfriend, and nothing happened.
Every minute that passed felt like an hour. I counted my breaths, tried to relax, but my body was wound tight with awareness. Gage was three feet away, and it might as well have been three miles or three inches, the distance meant nothing when I could feel him in every cell of my body.
Behind me, I heard him shift. His breathing wasn't the deep, even rhythm of sleep. He was awake too.
The minutes stretched, five, ten, fifteen.
I moved.
Just slightly, rolling onto my back, then, after a pause, onto my other side, facing him again, my heart was pounding so hard I was sure he could hear it.
In the darkness, I could just make out his shape. He was facing me too, watching me.
"Can't sleep?" His voice was barely a whisper.
"No."
More silence, we lay there, facing each other like we had before, but something had shifted, the careful distance felt impossible to maintain, the space between us felt like a physical ache.
I moved closer, just an inch.
Gage didn't move away.
My hand was on the mattress between us. I watched in the darkness as his hand moved too, sliding across the sheets, not touching mine yet, but close, so close.
"Nina." My name was a question and a warning all at once.
I didn't answer, just moved my hand that last inch, until my fingertips brushed his.
The contact was electric, just that small touch, and I felt it everywhere.
His fingers curled around mine slowly, carefully, like he was giving me time to pull away. I didn't. I held on, my hand trembling in his.
"Hey." His voice was soft. "You're shaking."
"I know."
"Are you okay?" A pause. "Is this okay?"
I nodded, then realized he probably couldn't see it clearly in the darkness. "Yes."
"We're just holding hands," he said, like he was trying to convince himself. "That's all this is."
But we both knew it wasn't. Holding hands in the dark, in bed together, both of us trembling, this was a line being crossed, maybe not the final line, but a line nonetheless.
His thumb traced across my knuckles, that same gesture he'd done all weekend. Except now there was no audience, no performance, this was just us.
"Tell me to stop," he whispered.
I should. I should tell him to stop, to let go, to roll over and go to sleep, should pull my hand away and rebuild the walls.
"I can't," I breathed.
His grip tightened, we lay there. Hands clasped between us, both breathing too fast. I could see his face more clearly now, my eyes had adjusted fully to the darkness, could see the conflict there, the want and the restraint warring with each other.
"Come here," he said.
It wasn't a demand. It was an offering. A choice.
I made it.
I moved closer, closing that final distance between us, not touching yet, not beyond our hands, but close enough that I could feel his breath on my face.
"Nina, we shouldn't..."
"I know."
"James..."
"I know."
"Then why..."
"I don't know." And I didn't. I didn't know why I was doing this, why I couldn't stop, why the voice in my head screaming that this was wrong was getting quieter with every second.
Gage let go of my hand, for a moment I thought he was pulling away, creating distance, but then his arm came around me, and he was pulling me in, turning me so my back was to his chest.
Exactly like last night, except this time we were both awake, both knowing exactly what we were doing.
His arm settled around my waist. Heavy and warm. His chest pressed against my back. His face was in my hair. His breath warm on my neck.
"Is this okay?" he asked again. His voice rough.
I couldn't speak, could only nod.
We lay there, fitted together, my heart was racing, every point of contact between us felt like fire. His arm around me. His chest against my back. His leg bent, knee brushing the back of my thigh.
This was wrong, this was so wrong.
But I couldn't make myself move away.
Instead, God help me, I pressed back against him, just slightly, just enough to eliminate any remaining space between us.
I felt him tense. Heard his sharp intake of breath.
And then I felt it, the unmistakable hardness pressing against my lower back, exactly like this morning, except this time there was no pretending it was unconscious, no pretending we didn't both know.
I pull away, this was, this was too much, too far.
I didn't move.
His arm tightened around my waist. "Nina." My name sounded tortured. "I'm sorry. I can't, you're pressed against me and I can't..."
"I know." My voice was barely a whisper.
"I should move."
"Okay."
But neither of us moved. His arousal pressed against me, impossible to ignore, my body was responding in ways I didn't want to acknowledge. Heat pooling low in my stomach, my breathing turning shallow.
"Tell me to let go," he said against my hair. "Tell me to go sleep on the couch, tell me this is wrong."
"It is wrong."
"Then why aren't you moving?"
"I don't know." My voice broke. "Gage, I don't know."
His hand on my waist flexed. His fingers spreading across my stomach through the thin fabric of my pajama top, not moving higher, not sliding lower, just holding me there, claiming.
"This is just sleeping," he said, but his voice was rough with want. "We're just sleeping, like last night."
"We both know that's not true."
"Then what is this?"
I closed my eyes, feeling tears prick behind them. "I don't know."
We lay there in the darkness, our bodies pressed together. His hardness against me, both of us trembling with restraint and desire and confusion.
"We can't," he whispered.
"I know."
"You're married."
"I know."
"James is my best friend."
"I know."
His lips brushed the back of my neck, not quite a kiss, but close, so close. "Tell me you don't want this."
I couldn't, because it would be a lie, and I was so tired of lying, to his family, to myself, to James, to Gage.
"I can't tell you that," I whispered.
His whole body went rigid behind me. His hand on my stomach pressed harder, pulling me back against him. Against the evidence of how much he wanted me too.
"Nina." It sounded like a prayer, or a curse. "What are we doing?"
"I don't know. I don't know."
And I didn't. All I knew was that his arms felt like home in a way that terrified me, that his body against mine felt right in a way that nothing should feel when it was so wrong.
That I was in bed with a man who wasn't my husband, and I didn't want to leave.
The night stretched ahead of us. Hours of darkness. Hours of this exquisite torture, pressed together, wanting, not having.
Both of us knowing that the only thing keeping us from crossing that final line was a promise I'd made four years ago to a man who'd sent me here.
I felt his hand on my stomach start to move.
Slowly, tentatively, like he was giving me a thousand chances to stop him.
His palm slid up, over the cotton of my pajama top, tracing the curve of my ribs, not quite touching my breast, but close enough that I felt my breath catch, close enough that my body responded, my nipples hardening against the fabric.
"Tell me to stop," he whispered against my neck.
I didn't, couldn't.
His hand moved again, this time sliding down, over my stomach, my hip. His fingers splayed across my thigh through my pajama pants, and I felt the heat of his palm burning through the thin cotton.
No one had ever touched me like this except James, no other man's hands on my body, no other man's breath on my neck. I'd gone from virgin to wife with no space between, no exploration, no questions.
This was forbidden territory. Uncharted.
His hand on my thigh squeezed gently, and a sound escaped me, something between a whimper and a sigh.
"God," Gage breathed. "Nina, we have to stop."
"Okay."
But his hand didn't move away. If anything, it slid higher. His thumb tracing slow circles on my inner thigh, still over my clothes, still technically innocent, but the intention was unmistakable.
My body was making decisions my mind couldn't process. I arched into his touch, pressing my hips back against him, feeling his hardness against me. Harder now, impossible to ignore.
He groaned, low and rough. "You can't, you can't do that."
"I'm sorry."
"Don't be sorry, just..." His hand tightened on my thigh. "I'm trying so hard to be good, but you keep, every time you move like that..."
I did it again. I pressed back against him, feeling him, letting him feel me, the friction sent sparks through my whole body.
"Fuck." The word was torn from him. His arm around my waist pulled me tighter. His hips pressing forward, we were grinding against each other now, both of us gasping, and we hadn't even kissed. Hadn't even seen each other's faces.
His hand on my thigh slid higher. His fingers brushed the juncture of my thighs, and even through the layers of fabric I felt it everywhere.
I'd never been touched like this, James was gentle, routine, missionary position in the dark, efficient and quick, this, this was something else entirely, this was slow torture, anticipation, every nerve ending on fire.
"Nina." Gage's voice was wrecked. "I need, I need you to tell me what you want."
What did I want?
I wanted his hands on my skin. I wanted to turn over and see his face. I wanted to know what his mouth tasted like. I wanted things I'd never let myself want before because I'd convinced myself I already had everything.
I wanted to feel alive in a way I'd never felt.
I turned over in his arms, suddenly, urgently, needing to face him, needing to see him.
His arm stayed around me, and now we were pressed together, front to front. His hardness against my hip, my breasts crushed against his chest, our faces inches apart in the darkness.
I could see his eyes, dark and intense, could see the conflict there, the desire and the restraint and the question.
"What are we doing?" His voice was barely a whisper.
"I don't know."
And then I kissed him.
I'd never kissed anyone but James, never wanted to, but in that moment, I needed to know what Gage tasted like more than I needed my next breath.
Our lips met, soft at first, questioning. His mouth was warm, gentle. He wasn't taking, wasn't demanding. He was asking.
I answered.
My lips parted, and his tongue touched mine, and it was like lightning through my entire body. He tasted like champagne and something darker, something uniquely him. His hand came up to cup my face. His thumb stroking my cheek as he kissed me deeper.
This wasn't like kissing James, this was everything.




Chapter 11

I made a sound into his mouth, and he swallowed it. His arm around my waist tightened, pulling me closer, and suddenly we were devouring each other, four years of being a good wife, a good girl, falling away with every stroke of his tongue.
His hand slid into my hair, tilting my head back so he could kiss me deeper. I clutched at his shoulders. His back, trying to get closer even though there was no space left between us.
We broke apart, both gasping.
"Nina." He pressed his forehead to mine. "We have to stop, this is, we can't..."
"I know."
"James..."
"Don't." I couldn't think about James right now, couldn't think about my marriage, my vows, the life I'd built. "Please don't say his name right now."
Gage's thumb traced my jaw, my lips, swollen from his kisses. "What do you want me to say?"
"I don't know." Tears were burning behind my eyes. "Tell me this is wrong, tell me to stop."
"It is wrong." His lips brushed mine again, barely a touch. "We should stop."
"Then why aren't we?"
He didn't answer, just kissed me again, softer this time, tender, like he was trying to memorize the taste of me.
When we broke apart again, we were both trembling.
"I've wanted to do that since the rehearsal dinner," he admitted. "Since you looked up at me during the photos, maybe since before that."
"How long before?"
"I don't know. A while." His hand was still in my hair. His fingers threading through it. "Does that make me a terrible person? Wanting my best friend's wife?"
"If you're terrible, what does that make me?" My voice broke. "I kissed you. I wanted this. I still want..."
I stopped, but we both knew what I'd almost said.
I still want more.
We lay there, tangled together, foreheads pressed together, breathing each other's air.
"We should sleep," Gage whispered. "Before this goes somewhere we can't come back from."
"Is this not already somewhere we can't come back from?"
"I don't know." His lips brushed mine again, like he couldn't help himself. "Nina, I don't know anything right now except that I want you so badly I can barely breathe, and that wanting you is going to ruin everything."
"Then let it ruin everything."
The words were out before I could stop them, reckless, dangerous, true.
Gage pulled back slightly, searching my face in the darkness. "You don't mean that."
"Don't I?"
"You're drunk. You're confused, tomorrow you'll regret this."
"Will I?" I touched his face, traced his jaw. His lips. "Or will I regret stopping?"
His eyes closed. "You're killing me."
"I'm sorry."
"Don't be sorry." He caught my hand, pressed a kiss to my palm. "Just, tell me what you want, really want, not what you think you should want, not what's right or wrong, what do you want, Nina?"
I looked at him, this man who was gentle and patient and wanted me in a way that made me feel seen for the first time in years, this man who wasn't my husband.
"You," I whispered. "I want you."
The permission, once given, unleashed something in both of us.
Gage kissed me again. Harder this time. His hand slid back into my hair, gripping, tilting my head to the angle he wanted. I opened for him, let him in, tasted him like I was starving.
His other hand roamed, down my side, over my hip, gripping my thigh and pulling my leg over his hip, the new position pressed us together more intimately, and I felt him hard against me, felt the friction even through our layers of clothes.
I gasped into his mouth, and he swallowed the sound. His hips rolled against mine, slow and sure, and pleasure shot through me so intense I broke the kiss, my head falling back.
"Okay?" he asked. His voice rough.
"Yes. God, yes."
He kissed my neck, my jaw, that sensitive spot behind my ear. His stubble scraped my skin, and I'd never felt anything like it, James always shaved before bed, this was different, raw, real.
His hand slid under my pajama top, just his palm against my stomach, skin to skin. I froze, every muscle tensing.
Gage stilled immediately. "Too much?"
I didn't know, was it? His hand was warm, slightly rough, just resting there, not moving higher or lower, waiting for permission.
"I've never..." My voice shook. "No one's ever..."
Understanding flickered across his face. "Just James?"
I nodded.
"Hey." He cupped my face with his free hand, making me look at him. "We don't have to do anything, we can stop right now."
But I didn't want to stop, my body was alive in ways it had never been, every nerve ending singing. I pressed closer to him, seeking that friction again.
"Don't stop," I breathed. "Please don't stop."
"Okay, okay." He kissed me again, soft and reassuring. "Just tell me if it's too much."
His hand under my shirt moved up slowly, giving me time to object, over my ribs. Higher. His palm cupped my breast through my thin cotton bra, and I arched into his touch with a sound I'd never made before.
"So responsive," he murmured against my lips. "God, Nina."
His thumb found my nipple, circled it through the fabric. I was making noises I couldn't control, pressing against him, seeking relief from the building pressure low in my belly.
He caught my hip with his other hand, positioned his thigh between my legs, the pressure was perfect, maddening. I rolled my hips without thinking, grinding against him.
"That's it." His voice was encouraging, dark. "Take what you need."
I'd never done this, sex with James was him on top, a few minutes of movement, then it was over. I'd never been on top, never controlled the rhythm, never,
Gage's thigh flexed between my legs, and I cried out softly.
"Shh." He kissed me, swallowing my sounds. "Don't want to wake the whole floor."
His hand on my breast squeezed gently. His thumb stroking over my nipple. His other hand gripped my hip, guiding my movements against his thigh, we found a rhythm, me grinding. Him flexing, both of us kissing like we were drowning.
The pressure was building. I'd never felt anything like this with James. I never felt this desperate, this hungry.
"Gage..." His name broke on my lips. "I can't, something's..."
"I know. I've got you." His hand tightened on my hip. His thigh pressing harder. "Let go. It's okay."
I didn't understand what he meant until it hit me, pleasure so intense it bordered on pain, radiating out from where I was pressed against him. I buried my face in his neck, biting down to muffle my cry as my body shook.
I'd never, James had never, I didn't know I could,
Wave after wave rolled through me. Gage held me through it. His hand gentle on my back now, murmuring things I couldn't quite hear over the roaring in my ears.
When I finally went still, I was shaking, my whole body trembling like a leaf. I couldn't catch my breath, couldn't quite process what had just happened.
Gage's hand moved in slow circles on my back, soothing. His other hand had slipped out from under my shirt, was stroking my hair.
"Hey," he said softly. "You okay?"
I couldn't answer, couldn't look at him, what had I just done? I'd, with someone who wasn't my husband, I'd,
"Nina, breathe."
I was breathing too fast, on the edge of hyperventilating. Gage pulled me closer, tucked my head under his chin.
"It's okay. You're okay."
"I don't..." My voice was hoarse. "I've never, that's never happened before."
I felt him go still. "Never?"
I shook my head against his chest, shame flooding through me, what kind of wife was I? Twenty-three years old, married for a year, and I'd just had my first orgasm with my husband's best friend.
"Oh, sweetheart." Gage's arms tightened around me. "That's, I'm sorry. I shouldn't have..."
"Don't." I couldn't bear him apologizing. "Please don't say you're sorry for that."
We lay there in the aftermath, my body still trembling with aftershocks. Gage was still hard against my hip, I could feel him, but he made no move to do anything about it, just held me while I tried to remember how to breathe normally.
"We should probably talk about this," he said finally.
The words sent panic through me, talk about it? Put words to what we'd just done? Examine it, analyze it, face the reality of what this meant?
"Please don't."
"Nina..."
"I can't. I can't talk about it right now." I pressed my face harder into his chest. "Please, Gage, just, can we just stay like this? Just for tonight?"
I felt him sigh, felt the tension in his body. He was still aroused, still wanting, but he didn't push.
"Okay," he said quietly. "Just for tonight."
His hand resumed stroking my hair, slow and gentle, my breathing gradually evened out, the shaking subsided, but the magnitude of what had happened settled over me like a weight.
I'd betrayed James, my husband, who trusted me, who'd sent me here because he thought it was safe.
But lying here in Gage's arms, feeling more alive than I had in four years, I couldn't make myself regret it.
And that terrified me more than anything else.
"Sleep," Gage murmured. "We'll figure it out in the morning."
But I didn't want morning to come, didn't want to face what we'd done, what it meant, what happened next.
So I burrowed closer to him, felt his arms tighten around me, and pretended that this moment could last forever.
I woke to pale morning light filtering through the curtains and the immediate, crushing weight of reality.
Gage's arm was still around me, we'd stayed tangled together all night, and now in the harsh light of day, I could see exactly what we'd done, feel the evidence of it, my lips tender from kissing, my body still humming with the memory of his touch.
I slipped out of his arms carefully, quietly. He stirred but didn't wake. I grabbed my clothes and locked myself in the bathroom.
The shower was scalding. I stood under it until my skin turned red, like I could wash away what had happened, but when I closed my eyes, I still felt his mouth on mine. His hands, the way he'd made my body respond in ways I didn't know it could.
When I finally emerged, Gage was awake, sitting on the edge of the bed in his clothes from yesterday. He didn't look at me.
"Bathroom's yours," I said to the floor.
He nodded, disappeared. I heard the water start.
I packed mechanically, everything folded and placed in my suitcase with precision, the blue dress went into the garment bag, my toiletries into their case, erasing evidence, creating order where there was none.
Gage came out dressed. Hair damp, we moved around each other like strangers, careful not to touch, not to get too close.
"We should check out," he said to the window.
"Yeah."
The lobby was busy with other wedding guests checking out, chattering about the beautiful ceremony, the lovely reception. Gage handled everything at the desk while I stood off to the side, studying my phone like it held the secrets of the universe.
A text from James from twenty minutes ago: Can't wait to see you, making your favorite for dinner.
My stomach twisted. I typed back: On our way soon, love you.
The words felt like ash.




Chapter 12

The valet brought the car around. Gage loaded our bags in silence, opened my door. I got in without looking at him.
The first hour of the drive was silent except for the radio playing softly, some pop station, inane lyrics about love and heartbreak. I stared out the window at the mountains giving way to highway, trees blurring past.
My phone buzzed, James again: How was it? Did everything go okay?
My fingers hovered over the keyboard, what was I supposed to say? Yes, everything went great. I kissed your best friend. He made me come. I've never felt anything like that before.
I typed: It was fine. Good. Helped Gage out.
The words were technically true, completely empty.
Another text: That's great. Gage owes us both, see you soon.
I locked my phone and pressed my forehead against the cool window.
Two hours in, somewhere on a stretch of highway that all looked the same, Gage finally spoke.
"I'm sorry."
The words hung in the air between us.
I turned to look at him. His jaw was tight. His hands gripping the steering wheel like he was holding on for dear life. His eyes stayed fixed on the road.
"Don't be," I said quietly.
"Nina..."
"I mean it, don't apologize for something we both did." I took a breath. "I kissed you first, remember?"
"You were drunk, confused. I should have stopped it."
"I wasn't that drunk. And you tried to stop. I didn't let you."
He was quiet for a long moment. A semi passed us, and he merged lanes to let it through.
"What are we going to do?" he asked finally.
The question I'd been avoiding, what were we going to do? Pretend it never happened? Tell James? Keep seeing each other? Never speak again?
"I don't know," I admitted.
"We can't..." He stopped, started again. "I can't do that to James. He's my best friend. He trusted me with you."
Trusted me with you, like I was a possession to be handed off and returned intact, the thought made something bitter rise in my throat.
"He sent me there," I said. Hearing the edge in my voice. "He suggested this whole thing."
"For a favor, not for..." Gage's hands tightened on the wheel. "Not for what happened."
"Then what did he expect?" The words came out sharper than I intended. "He sent his wife to pretend to be another man's girlfriend for a weekend, sharing hotel rooms, dancing, playing couple, what exactly did he think was going to happen?"
Gage glanced at me, something unreadable in his expression. "You think he knew?"
"I don't know what I think anymore."
More silence, miles of it, the city started to appear on the horizon, familiar landmarks that meant we were close to home, close to James, close to having to face this.
"I can't lose him," Gage said quietly. "He's, after my dad had his heart attack last year, James was there every day, when I lost the Mitchel account and thought I was going to get fired. He talked me down. He's been my best friend for over a decade. I can't..."
"I know." And I did. I understood loyalty, understood the weight of history. "So we don't tell him."
"That's not fair to him either."
"Then what do you want to do, Gage?" My voice rose slightly. "Tell him? Blow up your friendship and my marriage over one night?"
"It wasn't just one night." His voice was rough. "Don't pretend it was just one night of bad judgment, something happened this weekend, something changed."
He was right. I knew he was right, but acknowledging it made it real, and I wasn't ready for that.
"Nothing has to change," I said, but even I didn't believe it.
"Nina..."
"We made a mistake, we got caught up in the pretending. It doesn't have to mean anything."
"Doesn't it?" He finally looked at me, just for a second before his eyes went back to the road. "Are you really going to go home and pretend you feel nothing? That last night didn't happen?"
I didn't answer, couldn't.
The city enveloped us, traffic got heavier, we were twenty minutes from my apartment, fifteen, ten.
"I won't tell him," Gage said finally. "If that's what you want, but I can't, I can't see you for a while, can't come over for dinners or game nights or any of it, not yet."
The thought of not seeing him felt like a loss, which was insane, three days ago. He was just James's friend, now,
"Okay," I whispered.
We turned onto my street, my apartment building came into view, and my stomach dropped, this was it, the moment I had to step back into my real life and pretend the weekend had been exactly what it was supposed to be: innocent. A favor, nothing more.
Gage pulled up to the curb but didn't put the car in park, just sat there, engine running, both of us staring at the building.
"Nina..."
The apartment door opened, James stepped out, a smile on his face, waving.
"He's here," I said unnecessarily.
Gage's jaw clenched. "Yeah."
I reached for the door handle, then stopped, turned back to Gage, there were a thousand things I wanted to say, thank you. I'm sorry. I don't regret it. I do regret it. I don't know what I'm feeling. I can't stop thinking about you.
"Goodbye, Gage."
He didn't look at me. "Bye, Nina."
I got out of the car, James was already coming down the steps, arms open for a hug. I let him wrap me up, press a kiss to my forehead.
"Welcome home," he said warmly, then, over my shoulder to the car, "Gage! Come on up, I've got beer."
"Can't," Gage called back. His voice carefully casual. "Have to get back, work stuff."
James frowned slightly. "You never stay for a beer."
"Next time." The words sounded hollow.
Gage popped the trunk, and James went to get my suitcase. I stood on the sidewalk, and for just a moment, Gage and I made eye contact through the windshield.
The look on his face was devastation.
Then he looked away, and the moment was gone.
James came back with my suitcase, still talking. "How was it? Did you survive the family? Gage, seriously, you owe us huge for this."
"Yeah," Gage said. "I know."
He put the car in drive, and without another word, pulled away from the curb. I watched the taillights disappear around the corner.
Usually Gage came in. Always, when he dropped by or picked James up, they'd have a beer, watch part of a game, talk about work. It was routine.
Not today.
James didn't seem to notice. He was already steering me toward the door, one arm around my shoulders.
"Come on, let's get you inside. I want to hear everything, was his family insane? Did they believe it? Did you get to enjoy yourself at all?"
I let him guide me up the stairs, into our apartment. Everything was exactly as I'd left it, the same couch, the same kitchen, the same life.
Dinner was lasagna, my favorite, like he'd promised.
I pushed it around my plate, taking small bites that tasted like nothing, James sat across from me, animated, asking questions.
"So the ceremony was beautiful? What was the venue like?"
"Old church, stone and stained glass." I could barely remember it, could only remember Gage's hand in mine. His whisper in my ear.
"And the family? Were they as intense as Gage made them sound?"
"They were nice, welcoming." Too welcoming, they'd thought I was his, and I'd let them believe it.
"Did they buy it? The whole girlfriend thing?"
I met his eyes, searched for something there, suspicion, anger, knowledge, but there was only curiosity. Interest.
"Yes, they believed it."
"That's great." He took a bite of garlic bread. "I knew you'd be perfect for it. You've got that sweet, wholesome thing that people eat up."
That sweet, wholesome thing, the words stung, was that all I was to him? A type? A role to play?
"Gage must have been relieved," James continued. "His mom's been on his case for years."
"She was happy." I remembered her face. Her joy, the way you look at her, Gage. Is the same. "She thought we were... she thought it was serious."
"Well, you sold it, that's what matters." He reached across the table, squeezed my hand. "I'm proud of you, Nina. I know it wasn't easy, being in that situation, but you did it for me, for us."
I looked down at his hand on mine, the same hand that had held mine at our wedding, that I'd promised to honor and cherish.
"James..."
"I made dessert too, that chocolate thing you like." He stood, started clearing plates. "Go get comfortable, we can eat it in bed, watch something."
I showered first, standing under water that couldn't seem to get hot enough, when I emerged in my nightgown, the modest one, the one that covered everything, James was already in bed, two plates of chocolate cake on the nightstand.
I climbed in beside him. He handed me a plate, turned on the TV, some show I didn't care about.
"So tell me more," he said, settling back against the pillows. "What was the wedding like? The dancing?"
"It was nice, normal wedding things."
"Did you dance with Gage?"
Something in his tone made me look at him. His eyes were on the TV, but his body was tense.
"Yes. It was expected."
"What was that like?" Still not looking at me. "Dancing with another man?"
"James..."
"I'm just curious." He set his cake aside, turned slightly toward me. "You've never danced with anyone but me, not since we got together."
"It was just dancing."
"But what was it like?" Now he was looking at me, and something in his expression made my stomach tighten. "Describe it. I want to picture it."
This felt wrong, off somehow, but I answered. "It was a slow song. Everyone was dancing. His family was watching."
"So you had to make it look real."
"Yes."
"Where did he put his hands?"
I swallowed. "James, why..."
"Humor me. I'm just trying to understand what the weekend was like." His voice was casual, but his eyes were intense. "Where did he touch you?"
"My back, my waist."
"Show me."
"What?"
"Show me where." He shifted closer. "I want to see."
My hands were shaking as I reached back, touched my lower back. "Here."
"And?"
"His other hand held mine, between us."
"So he pulled you close."
It wasn't a question. I nodded anyway.
"How close?"
I couldn't breathe. "James..."
"Were your bodies touching?"
"Yes." The word was barely a whisper.
I watched his face, waiting for anger, for hurt, for something that made sense.
Instead. His pupils dilated. His breathing had quickened.
"What else?" he asked.
"Nothing, we just danced."
"Did you like it?" His hand came up, touching my cheek. "Dancing with him? Having his hands on you?"
"I don't..." My voice broke. "Why are you asking me this?"
"Because I want to know." His hand slid down, over my collarbone. "Did it feel different? Dancing with Gage instead of me?"




Chapter 13

I should tell him it meant nothing, felt like nothing, but his hand was moving lower, and something in the way he was looking at me made honesty spill out.
"Yes. It felt different."
His breath caught. His hand was on my breast now, through the thin cotton of my nightgown. "Different how?"
"James, please..."
"Tell me." His thumb found my nipple, circled it. "I want to hear."
"His hands were... rougher, bigger." The words felt like betrayal, but James's touch was getting more insistent, and I was so confused. "He held me tighter than you do, like he was afraid to let go."
James made a sound low in his throat. His hand was sliding down now, gathering up the fabric of my nightgown.
"Did he touch you here?" His palm pressed between my legs, over my underwear.
"No!" The denial was immediate. Honest. "No, we just danced."
But James's hand stayed there, pressing. "Did you want him to?"
"James..."
"Did you?" His voice was rough now, urgent. "Did you think about it? What it would be like if he touched you?"
I had, last night, in that bed, I'd let Gage touch me everywhere, but James didn't know that, couldn't know that.
"I..."
"It's okay." His hand was moving now, rubbing through the fabric. "You can tell me. It's just fantasy. It doesn't mean anything."
But it did mean something. It meant everything.
"Yes," I whispered. Hating myself. "I thought about it."
James groaned. I felt him against my hip. Hard, impossibly hard. He was aroused, my husband was aroused by the thought of another man touching me.
"Tell me more." He was pulling at my nightgown now, pushing it up. "When you were dancing, when his hands were on your waist, what were you thinking?"
"That he felt..." I was crying now, silent tears. "That he felt good, safe, different."
"Did you want him to kiss you?"
I thought about Gage's lips on mine, the way he'd tasted, the way I'd come apart in his arms.
"Yes."
James's hand slipped inside my underwear. "God, Nina. You're so wet."
I was. I didn't know if it was from his touch or from the memory of last night or from the shame of this moment. All of it tangled together, wrong and confusing.
"Did you imagine it?" James's fingers moved. "What it would be like? Gage kissing you? His hands on your body?"
"Please stop."
"Why? You're responding to it." He was right, my body was responding, even as my mind screamed that this was wrong. "Tell me, what else did you imagine?"
"I can't..."
"Yes you can." He was positioning himself over me now, pulling my underwear aside. "Tell me what you wanted Gage to do to you."
And then he was inside me, and I was gasping from the suddenness of it, James rarely initiated like this, rarely touched me with this kind of urgency.
"Tell me," he demanded, moving. "While I'm inside you, tell me about Gage."
"His hands..." I was sobbing now, the words torn from me. "His hands on my waist, my back, lower than they should have been."
"Where?" James thrust harder. "Show me where you wanted them."
I touched my hip, then lower. Hating myself. Hating him, not knowing how to stop this.
"Did you want him inside you? Like I am now?"
The question hung in the air, the truth was yes. God help me, yes, but I couldn't say it, couldn't give him that.
"Answer me, Nina."
"I don't know. I don't know."
James was moving faster now, chasing his release while making me describe another man touching me. It was sick, wrong, but I couldn't stop him, couldn't stop myself from answering.
"His hands were strong," I whispered. "He held me like, like he didn't want to let go."
James groaned. His movements becoming erratic. "Did he get hard? Pressed against you while you danced?"
He had, last night, this morning, all of it, but James meant at the wedding, during the innocent dancing he thought was all that had happened.
"I don't, maybe. I don't know."
"God." James was close, I could tell. "The thought of you in his arms, my wife, my sweet, innocent wife, in another man's arms."
He came with a shudder, my name on his lips, collapsed on top of me, breathing hard.
I lay there beneath him, tears streaming down my face into my hair, trying to understand what had just happened.
My husband had just made love to me while I described his best friend touching me. Had gotten off on the thought of it. Had encouraged it.
What did that mean? Had he known? Had he wanted this to happen?
"I love you," James murmured against my neck. "God, Nina, that was amazing."
I couldn't respond, couldn't tell him I loved him back when nothing made sense anymore.
He rolled off me, pulled me against his side, within minutes. His breathing had evened out. Asleep, satisfied.
I lay awake in the dark. His arm around me feeling like a cage, and tried to understand what kind of game I'd stumbled into.
I didn't sleep. I lay there in James's arms, feeling like I was drowning, until morning light finally crept through the curtains.
James woke with a kiss to my shoulder. "Morning, beautiful."
I mumbled something back, already moving away. Heading for the shower, the water was scalding, but it didn't help, nothing helped.
When I emerged. He'd made coffee, french press, exactly how I liked it. He was sitting at the kitchen table in his pajamas, scrolling through his phone.
"Come sit," he said, patting the chair beside him.
I sat, wrapping my hands around the mug he poured for me, the heat burned my palms, but I welcomed it, something to focus on besides the chaos in my head.
"About last night," James started.
My stomach dropped. "James, I don't want to..."
"I know it was intense." He set his phone down, turned to face me. "But I can't stop thinking about it."
"Please don't."
"Don't what? Don't think about my wife in another man's arms?" He said it lightly, almost playfully. "Nina, it's been driving me crazy since you left, knowing you were there with him, playing his girlfriend. I kept imagining it."
I stared at him, trying to understand. "Why would you imagine that?"
"Because it's hot." He said it simply, like it was obvious. "The thought of you with someone else, someone who sees how beautiful you are. How special, someone who wants you."
"James..."
"Did anything else happen?" His eyes were bright, eager. "Besides dancing? You were together all weekend, sharing a hotel room."
This was my chance. I could tell him, could confess everything and let the consequences fall where they would, the truth sitting right there on my tongue.
"We shared a bed," I heard myself say.
James went very still. "What?"
"The second night, the hotel had to move us, only room available had one bed." The words were coming faster now, like a confession I couldn't stop. "We were both supposed to sleep in it."
"And did you?"
"Yes."
His breathing had quickened. "Just sleeping?"
I should protect Gage, protect myself, protect what was left of my marriage, but looking at James's face, the anticipation there, the arousal that was already visible in the way his pupils had dilated, I knew something was deeply, fundamentally wrong.
"No," I whispered. "Not just sleeping."
"Tell me." James's hand found my knee under the table. "Nina, tell me what happened."
"He held me. His arm around my waist, we were, we were pressed together."
"Did you want him to?"
"I don't know, maybe." The truth felt like acid. "I didn't stop him."
"What else?"
"We kissed."
The words hung in the air between us. I waited for the explosion, anger. Hurt, betrayal, the normal response when a wife admits to kissing another man.
Instead, James's hand tightened on my knee. "You kissed Gage."
"Yes."
"How?"
"What do you mean. How? We just..."
"Describe it." His voice was rough. "Was it just once? Was it, was it more than that?"
"James, why are you..."
"Please." His hand was sliding up my thigh now. "I need to know, was it just a peck? Or did he really kiss you?"
I was shaking. "Really kissed me."
"Tongue?"
"Yes." I felt tears building. "Yes, we, it was real kissing, for a while."
"Did he touch you while you kissed?"
"His hands were..." I couldn't look at him. "In my hair, on my back, my waist."
"Under your clothes?"
The memory of Gage's hand sliding under my pajama top, cupping my breast. "Yes."
James made a sound that was almost a groan. I looked up at him, and what I saw in his face made my blood run cold.
He was aroused. Again, my confession was turning him on.
"Where did he touch you?" James asked. His voice thick.
"James, I can't, this is sick. You should be angry. You should be..."
"I am angry." But his hand was still moving on my thigh. Higher. "I'm furious, my best friend kissed my wife, but I'm also..." He stopped, like he was searching for words. "I can't explain it, the thought of you with him. It makes me crazy, but not in the way you think."
"Then in what way?"
He looked at me, and for the first time since I'd known him, I couldn't read his expression at all.
"It excites me," he admitted. "Knowing another man wants you, knowing he touched you, that you let him." His hand pressed between my legs. "That maybe you wanted it."
I pushed his hand away, standing up. "This isn't normal, James, this isn't. Husbands don't react this way."
"How do you know? Maybe they do." He stood too, following me. "Maybe I'm just honest about it. About wanting to know. About wanting to..."
"About wanting to what?"
He ran a hand through his hair. "I don't know, watch? Share? I don't know what I want, Nina. I just know that thinking about you with Gage makes me feel things I've never felt before."
"You wanted this," I said slowly, the realization dawning. "When you sent me with him. You wanted something to happen."
"No, maybe. I don't know." He looked genuinely confused. "I thought it would be harmless. A favor for a friend, but once you were there, once I knew you were with him, I couldn't stop thinking about it. About what you were doing, whether he was looking at you, touching you."
"You're sick."
"Maybe." He didn't deny it. "But you're the one who kissed him back, who let him touch you, so what does that make you?"
The words hit like a slap, because he was right. I was complicit in this. I'd made choices, crossing lines I could never uncross.
"I need..." I couldn't breathe. "I need space. I need to think."
"Nina, wait." He caught my arm. "Would you want to see him again?"
I stared at him. "What?"
"Gage, would you want to see him again? Like, alone?"
Horror washed over me. "No, no, James, are you insane? We can't, what we did was already..."
"I'm serious." His grip on my arm was firm. "If you wanted to. If you wanted to see where it goes. I'd be okay with it."
"You'd be okay with your wife having an affair with your best friend?"
"It wouldn't be an affair if I knew about it. If I gave permission."
The room was spinning. "You're not making sense."
"Aren't I?" He pulled me closer. "You've been different since you got home. Alive in a way I haven't seen in years. And last night, when you talked about him..." He took a breath. "I've never seen you that responsive, that present. I want that for you, for us."
"By sending me to another man?"
"By letting you explore this, whatever this is, with my blessing."




Chapter 14

I jerked my arm away. "I don't want your blessing. I want..." I stopped, because I didn't know what I wanted anymore.
"Think about it," James said quietly. "That's all I'm asking, think about whether you want to see him again. And if you do..." He shrugged. "I won't stand in your way."
"And what do you get out of this? You get to feel what? Turned on by your wife sleeping with someone else?"
"Maybe." He didn't flinch from it. "Or maybe I just want you to be happy. And maybe I've noticed that I haven't made you happy in a long time."
The truth in those words cut deeper than anything else he'd said.
"I need to be alone," I whispered.
He nodded, stepped back. "Okay. I'll go to the gym. Give you some space."
He disappeared into the bedroom. I heard him changing. Heard him gather his things, when he came back out. He kissed the top of my head like nothing was wrong.
"I love you, Nina, whatever you decide, I love you."
The door closed behind him.
I stood in our kitchen, surrounded by the life I'd built, and tried to understand how everything had gone so wrong.
My husband was offering me permission to see another man, was aroused by the thought of it. Had potentially orchestrated the whole thing.
And the worst part, the absolute worst part, was that some traitorous part of me was already thinking about Gage. About his arms around me. About the way he'd made me feel seen and wanted and alive.
My phone was in my hand before I'd made the conscious decision to pick it up. Gage's number was there, in my contacts. I could call him, could tell him what James had just said, could ask him,
What? If he wanted to see me again? If last night had meant something to him too?
If he'd be willing to be part of whatever twisted arrangement my husband was proposing?
I set the phone down, pressed my palms to my eyes.
I'd gone to that wedding to help James, to be a good wife, to do what was asked of me.
Now I didn't know who I was anymore, didn't know what I wanted, didn't know how to be the person everyone seemed to need me to be.
The first text from Gage came the day after James had left for the gym.
Nina, I'm sorry. I shouldn't have let things go that far, can we talk?
I stared at it for an hour before responding: I need time.
I understand.
That should have been the end of it, but James wouldn't let it be.
Tuesday morning, over breakfast: "Did Gage text you?"
"Yes."
"What did he say?"
"That he was sorry."
James nodded slowly, stirring his coffee. "Are you going to respond?"
"I already did."
"And?"
"And what, James? What do you want me to say?"
He was quiet for a moment. "I want you to be honest with yourself. About what you're feeling."
What I was feeling was confused, ashamed, terrified, and beneath all of that that made my stomach flutter when I thought about Gage's hands on me.
Tuesday night, James brought it up again, casual, like he was asking about my day: "Have you thought about what I said? About seeing him?"
"James, please."
"I mean it, Nina. If you want to, I'm okay with it."
"Why?" I finally exploded. "Why are you okay with it? What husband wants his wife to..."
"One who sees her," he interrupted. "One who notices she hasn't smiled like she smiled when she talked about dancing with Gage in years, one who wants her to feel alive."
"And what do you get out of it?"
He considered this. "I don't know yet, maybe nothing, maybe something, but I know what I'm getting now, a wife who goes through the motions, who does everything right and feels nothing."
The words stung because they were true.
Wednesday, Gage texted again: I meant what I said. I can't do this to James, we should probably not see each other for a while.
My fingers hovered over the keyboard, the right response was I agree, the safe response.
I typed: Okay.
But I felt the loss of it like a physical ache.
Wednesday night, James made my favorite dinner again, wore the cologne I'd bought him for our anniversary, tried to make everything normal, but when we went to bed. He pulled me close and whispered, "Tell me about the kiss again."
I did. Hating myself. Hating him, but watching him respond to my words with a hunger I'd never inspired on my own.
Thursday morning, I woke to find James already awake, watching me.
"I can see it," he said quietly. "You're thinking about him."
"I'm not..."
"It's okay. I told you it's okay." He touched my face. "Nina, I'm giving you permission. I'm asking you to do this, for both of us."
"I don't understand what 'this' even is."
"Then find out, meet him, talk to him, see what happens."
"And if something happens?"
"Then you tell me about it." His eyes were dark, intense. "Every detail. Everything he does to you. Everything you do to him."
I rolled away from him, my stomach turning. "That's sick, James."
"Maybe, but it's honest." He didn't touch me. "Think about it."
By Thursday night, I'd thought about nothing else. I'd cleaned the apartment three times, made bread from scratch, reorganized the linen closet. Anything to keep my hands busy, my mind occupied.
But every quiet moment, I thought about Gage, the way he'd held me, the way he'd looked at me like I was more than just a role to play.
The way my body had responded to his in ways I'd never experienced before.
Friday morning, I texted Gage before I could change my mind: Can we talk? In person?
His response came immediately: Yes, when?
Today? This afternoon?
There's a coffee shop near my place, corner of Fifth and Main. 2pm?
My heart was pounding, okay.
James was at work. I didn't tell him where I was going, told myself I was just meeting Gage to set boundaries, to make sure we were on the same page about never speaking of this again.
Told myself it was just coffee.
I changed three times before settling on jeans and a simple sweater, left my hair down, minimal makeup, this wasn't a date, this was just... talking.
The coffee shop was small, cozy. Gage was already there, sitting at a corner table, two cups in front of him. He stood when he saw me.
"Hi."
"Hi." I sat down, grateful for the table between us. "You remembered how I take my coffee."
"Cream, no sugar." He sat back down. "Hard to forget."
We were both being so formal, so careful, like we were strangers instead of two people who'd,
"Nina, I..." He started at the same time I said, "Gage, I need to..."
We both stopped. A ghost of a smile crossed his face.
"You first," he said.
"I just, I wanted to make sure we're okay, that we can move past this."
"Can we?"
The question hung between us. "We have to, for James."
"Right, for James." Something bitter in his tone. "Your husband who sent you to a wedding with me, who's been texting me asking how you're doing, if we've talked."
"He's been texting you?"
"Almost every day. Asking if I've heard from you, saying you seemed different when you got home. Asking what happened." Gage leaned forward. "I lied to him, Nina, told him nothing happened, that it was all fine, all acting, exactly what it was supposed to be."
"Thank you."
"Don't thank me. I did it for me as much as for you." He ran a hand through his hair. "I can't lose him, but I also can't stop thinking about you."
The confession made my breath catch.
"Gage..."
"I know. I know it's wrong. I know you're married to my best friend. I know we can't..." He stopped. His jaw clenching. "But I keep remembering how you felt in my arms. How you kissed me, the sounds you made when..."
"Stop." My voice was barely a whisper. "Please stop."
"Why? Because it's true? Because you remember it too?"
I did. God, I remembered every second.
"I need to tell you something," I said. "About James."
"What about him?"
"He knows. About the kiss. About the bed. I told him."
Gage went pale. "You what?"
"He asked. He kept asking. And I, I told him."
"Jesus, Nina." He stood up, started pacing. "Does he hate me? Is he..."
"No. He's not angry, that's the problem." I looked up at him. "He's... aroused by it."
Gage stopped. "What?"
"He wants me to see you again. Alone. He said..." I couldn't believe I was saying this out loud. "He said if I wanted to. He'd be okay with it. He gave me permission."
Gage stared at me. "Permission to what?"
I didn't answer, couldn't put words to what James was offering, what he wanted me to do.
"Nina, permission to what?"
"I don't know!" My voice rose. "To see you, to, to explore whatever this is. He keeps asking me about you, about what happened, and he..." I stopped, the shame choking me. "He gets off on it, on hearing about you touching me."
Gage sank back into his chair. "That's..."
"Sick. I know."
"I was going to say complicated."
We sat in silence. Around us, the coffee shop continued its normal rhythm, the hiss of the espresso machine, the murmur of other conversations, normal people living normal lives.
Not two people sitting across from each other, trying to navigate something we had no map for.
"So what do you want?" Gage asked finally. "Why did you agree to meet me?"
"I don't know."
"Nina..."
"I don't know!" The tears came suddenly, unexpectedly. "I don't know what I want. I don't know who I am anymore. A week ago, I was just, I was James's wife. I made him breakfast and cleaned our apartment and that was enough. And now..."
"And now?"
"Now I can't stop thinking about you either." The admission was barely audible. "And I hate myself for it. And I hate James for making it okay. And I hate that I'm here instead of home where I belong."
Gage reached across the table, took my hand, the touch was electric, just like before.
"My apartment is upstairs," he said quietly. "Above the coffee shop, we could go up, talk privately, no pressure, just... talk."
I should pull my hand away and leave and never see him again.
Instead, I nodded.
We left our barely-touched coffee on the table, climbed the stairs to his apartment, a loft space, all exposed brick and big windows, more masculine than I'd imagined, but somehow exactly right for him.
He closed the door behind us, and suddenly the air felt too thick to breathe.
"About the wedding," I started, needing to fill the silence. "Your family was really..."
"I can't stop thinking about you," Gage interrupted.
The words hung between us, the same ones he'd said in the coffee shop, but here, alone, they meant something different.
"I know. You said that."
"No, you don't understand. I wake up thinking about you. Go to sleep thinking about you. I can't work, can't focus, can't..." He turned to face me. "You've wrecked me, Nina."
"I'm sorry."
"Don't be sorry, just, tell me what you want, really want, not what James wants, not what you think you should want, what do you want?"
The question I'd been avoiding for days, what did I want?
"James knows," I said again, like a shield. "He told me I could."
"Could what?"
I couldn't say it, couldn't put words to it, so instead, I closed the distance between us and kissed him.
For a moment. He didn't respond, stood frozen, like he couldn't believe it was happening.
Then his arms came around me, and he was kissing me back. Harder than before, more desperate, like he'd been drowning and I was air.
This was so wrong.
But his mouth on mine felt right in a way nothing ever had.




Chapter 15

We stumbled to the couch, still kissing. Gage sat and pulled me onto his lap, and I went willingly, straddling him, my hands in his hair. His hands gripped my hips. Holding me against him.
This was different from the hotel, no darkness to hide in, no pretense of sleep or accident, this was a choice we were both making in broad daylight, fully aware.
His mouth moved to my neck, and I gasped, my head falling back. His hands slid under my sweater, warm palms on bare skin, and I felt myself melting into him.
"Nina," he breathed against my throat. "Are you sure about this?"
Was I? No, but I couldn't stop, didn't want to stop.
"Yes."
His hands moved higher, and then my phone rang.
We both froze, the ringtone cut through the room, the specific one I'd set for James.
"Don't answer it," Gage said. His hands still under my sweater.
But it kept ringing. Insistent. And we both knew what it meant that I was here, what I was doing, the guilt crashed over me.
"I have to." I climbed off his lap, grabbed my purse from where I'd dropped it, my hands were shaking as I pulled out my phone.
James's name was on the screen.
Gage sat back on the couch, running his hands through his hair. "Nina, don't..."
I answered. "Hello?"
"Hey." James's voice was casual, normal. "Where are you?"
I could lie, should lie, but what was the point? "I'm at Gage's."
Silence on the other end. I watched Gage's face. He looked stricken, like I'd just destroyed everything.
"His apartment?" James asked.
"Yes."
"Are you alone with him?"
"Yes."
More silence, my heart was hammering, this was it, this was when James would snap, would realize what he'd been encouraging was insane, would demand I come home immediately.
"Put me on speaker," James said.
"What?"
"Put the phone on speaker. I want to talk to both of you."
I looked at Gage, who was staring at me with something between confusion and horror, my finger hovered over the speaker button.
This was insane, this was,
I pressed it.
"You're on speaker," I said, my voice barely steady.
"Gage?" James's voice filled the apartment. "You there?"
Gage cleared his throat. "Yeah. I'm here."
"Nina told me what happened at the wedding, the kiss, the bed. All of it."
I watched Gage go pale. His hands clenched on his knees.
"James, man, I'm so sorry. It got out of hand, we were both, it was a mistake. It won't happen again."
"That's the thing," James said. "I don't want it to be a mistake."
Gage looked at me. His expression one of complete bewilderment. I couldn't meet his eyes.
"What?" Gage managed.
"I'm okay with this, with you and Nina. I'm giving you both permission."
"Permission for what?" Gage's voice had gone hard. "James, what the hell are you talking about?"
"Permission to explore whatever this is between you, to see where it goes."
"You're not serious."
"I am serious."
Gage stood up, started pacing. "You're telling me you're okay with your wife being here with me? You know what we were just doing, right? You know where this is heading?"
"Yes."
"And you're fine with it?"
"More than fine. I want it."
Gage spun to face me. "Did you know he was going to do this?"
I shook my head. "Not exactly. He's been. He's been saying things, but I didn't know he was going to call."
"This is insane." Gage was still pacing. "James, this is your wife. Your wife. And I'm your best friend. You can't just, you can't give us permission to..."
"Why not?"
"Because it's not how this works! Because marriages don't, people don't..." He stopped, looking at me helplessly. "Nina, tell him this is crazy."
But I couldn't, because some part of me, the part that had come here today, that had kissed him, that had been ready to go further, that part wanted James's permission, wanted the guilt removed, wanted to be able to do this without it destroying everything.
"Nina?" James's voice came through the speaker. "Are you still there?"
"I'm here."
"Do you want this? Want to be with Gage?"
The question, asked directly, no more dancing around it.
"I, I don't know."
"That's not true." James's voice was gentle but firm. "You went to his apartment. You kissed him. You want this. It's okay to admit it."
Gage was staring at me, waiting for my answer.
"Yes," I whispered. "Yes, I want this."
"Then take it," James said. "Both of you. I'm giving you permission, no guilt, no sneaking around, just, be honest with me, that's all I ask, tell me what happens. Every detail, but otherwise, you have my blessing."
"Your blessing." Gage's laugh was hollow, almost hysterical. "To sleep with your wife."
"To be with her, yes, she deserves to feel what she felt with you at that wedding. And you..." James paused. "You care about her. I can tell. You wouldn't hurt her."
"This is going to hurt everyone," Gage said.
"Maybe, or maybe it's what we all need." James's voice was steady, certain in a way that made me feel unmoored. "Nina, I love you. You know that, this doesn't change that, this is me loving you enough to let you have what you need."
Tears were streaming down my face. "This isn't normal, James."
"No, but we're not normal people, we're us. And this is what I'm offering."
Gage sat back down. His head in his hands. "I can't believe this is happening."
"Gage," James said. "I trust you, with my life, with my wife, take care of her, make her feel the way she felt that night. Give her what I can't seem to give her anymore."
"James..."
"I mean it. You have my blessing, both of you."
The line went dead.
I stood there, phone in my hand, staring at it like it might explain what had just happened, like it might make sense of my husband calling his best friend to give him permission to sleep with me.
Gage looked up at me. His eyes searching my face.
"Did you know?" he asked. "That he was like this?"
"No. I swear, I had no idea."
"What do we do now?"
I looked at him, at this man who made me feel alive, who'd turned my world upside down in one weekend. At the couch where we'd been moments away from crossing a line we could never uncross.
"I don't know," I admitted.
But I didn't leave, didn't pick up my purse and run, didn't tell him this was too much, too wrong, too complicated.
I just stood there, phone in my hand, and waited to see what would happen next.
And hated that some part of me wanted to find out.
I set the phone down on the coffee table, but didn't hang up, James was still there, on the other end, listening.
Gage was watching me. His expression torn between want and uncertainty.
"Are you sure?" he asked. "Really sure? Because once we..."
"I'm sure." But my voice shook.
He reached for me slowly, giving me time to pull away, when I didn't. His hands found the hem of my sweater. He paused, one more question in his eyes.
I nodded.
He pulled it over my head, and I stood before him in my jeans and bra, no one had undressed me but James in four years, no one had seen me like this.
Gage's hands went to the button of my jeans. "Tell me to stop and I will."
I didn't tell him to stop.
My clothes fell away piece by piece. His followed. And then we were on his couch, skin against skin, and everything was different from what I knew.
James was efficient in bed. Gentle but quick, routine, three positions we cycled through, always ending the same way.
Gage was something else entirely.
He took his time, learned my body like he was studying for an exam he couldn't afford to fail, found places that made me gasp, made sounds I'd never made before. He whispered things, asking what I liked, telling me I was beautiful, checking in with every new touch.
"Is this okay?"
"Yes."
"And this?"
"God, yes."
From the phone on the table, I heard James's breathing, ragged, present.
"Tell me," James's voice came through the speaker. "Tell me what he's doing."
I couldn't form words, could barely form thoughts. Gage's mouth was. His hands were,
"Nina," James urged. "I need to hear it."
"He's..." My voice broke. "He's touching me, everywhere, like he has all the time in the world."
"Does it feel good?"
"Yes." The word was a sob.
Gage pulled back slightly, searching my face. "We don't have to do this if..."
"Don't stop, please don't stop."
He didn't.
When he finally entered me, slow, careful, watching my face, I understood why people wrote songs about this, why they destroyed marriages and friendships and lives for this feeling.
This wasn't what I'd known with James, this was something else entirely.
Gage moved like he had nowhere else to be, like every moment mattered, like I mattered. His hands never stopped touching me, finding the places that made me arch into him. His mouth on my neck, my shoulder, finding the spot behind my ear that made me whimper.
"I'm here, baby," James's voice came from the phone. "It's okay, let yourself feel it."
And I did. God help me, I did.
The pressure built differently than it ever had before, not the quick, sharp release I'd experienced that night in the hotel, but something slower, deeper, something that started in my core and radiated out until my whole body was trembling.
"Gage..." His name on my lips felt like a confession and a prayer.
"I know. I've got you."
His rhythm changed, deeper, and his hand slipped between us, finding that spot that made stars burst behind my eyelids.
When I came, it wasn't like anything I'd experienced before. It rolled through me in waves that seemed endless, pulling sounds from my throat I didn't recognize as my own. Gage followed moments later, my name a groan against my shoulder.
We collapsed together, both breathing hard. His weight on me felt right in a way that should have felt wrong.
From the phone: "Nina?" James's voice was rough. "Baby, are you okay?"
I couldn't answer, couldn't process what had just happened. I'd just had sex with another man while my husband listened. Had felt things with Gage I'd never felt with James. Had betrayed every vow I'd made, with permission.
What did that make me?
Gage pulled back. His eyes searching mine. "Hey, stay with me. Are you okay?"
"I don't know."
He shifted off me, reached for the blanket on the back of the couch, wrapped it around us both. Held me while I tried to remember how to breathe.
"Nina?" James again. "Talk to me."
I reached for the phone with a shaking hand, took it off speaker, pressed it to my ear. "I'm here."
"How do you feel?"
How did I feel? Shattered, transformed, like I'd crossed a threshold I could never cross back over.
"I don't know," I whispered.
"Did he take care of you?"
I looked at Gage, who was watching me with concern and something else, tenderness, maybe, or regret.
"Yes."
"Good." James sounded satisfied. "That's what I wanted, come home when you're ready, we'll talk."
He hung up.
I set the phone down and just sat there, wrapped in Gage's blanket, trying to understand what I'd become.
A wife who'd just slept with another man.
A woman who'd enjoyed it more than anything she'd experienced in her marriage.
Someone who'd let her husband listen, encourage it, orchestrate it.
"Nina." Gage's hand found mine. "I don't know what just happened, but..."
"I should go." I stood abruptly, the blanket falling away, started gathering my clothes with shaking hands.
"Wait, let's talk about this."
"Talk about what?" I pulled on my underwear, my jeans, not looking at him. "About how I just cheated on my husband with his permission? About how you just slept with your best friend's wife while he listened? What is there to talk about?"
"Everything, this whole situation is..."
"Fucked up, the word you're looking for is fucked up." I found my sweater, pulled it over my head. "I need to go home. I need to, I don't know what I need."
Gage stood, pulled on his jeans. "Nina, please don't leave like this."
But I was already grabbing my purse. Heading for the door. I paused with my hand on the handle, looking back at him.




Chapter 16

He looked wrecked. Hair messed from my hands, lips swollen from my kisses, standing in his living room looking at me like I was something precious he'd just broken.
"I'm sorry," I said, though I wasn't sure what I was apologizing for, for leaving? For staying? For everything?
"Don't be sorry, just, be safe, text me when you get home."
I nodded and fled.
The walk home was a blur. I moved through the streets like a ghost, unable to process what had just happened, people passed me, going about their normal Friday afternoons, and I wondered if they could tell just by looking at me. If they could see that I was different now, changed.
When I reached our apartment building, I stood outside for a long time, staring up at our window, James was up there, waiting, my husband, who'd arranged this, who'd wanted this.
Who'd gotten off on listening to it happen.
I climbed the stairs slowly. Each step felt like walking toward something I couldn't comprehend.
The door was unlocked. I pushed it open.
James was sitting on the couch, exactly where I'd left him hours ago, when he saw me. He stood.
"Nina."
I just stood there, staring at him, this man I'd married, this stranger.
"Come here," he said gently.
And because I didn't know what else to do, I went.
He pulled me into his arms, and I broke, sobbed against his chest while he held me, stroked my hair, whispered that it was okay, everything was okay.
Gage didn't let me leave immediately.
He wrapped me in his blanket, brought me water, sat beside me on the couch with careful space between us, like he didn't know anymore whether he was allowed to touch me.
"Are you okay?" he asked for the third time.
"I don't know."
"Nina, this is..." He ran his hand through his hair. "I need to understand what just happened, James called. Gave us permission, we..." He gestured helplessly at the couch, at our disheveled state. "And now what?"
"I don't know."
"You keep saying that."
"Because it's true." I pulled the blanket tighter. "I don't know what this is. I don't know what happens next. I just know I need to go home."
"To James."
"He's my husband."
"Right." Something bitter in his tone. "Your husband who just listened to us have sex, who arranged this, who..." He stopped, shook his head. "I don't understand him. I don't understand any of this."
"Neither do I."
"But you're going back to him."
"Where else would I go?"
Gage looked at me like I'd slapped him. "Nina..."
"I should get dressed." I stood, gathering my scattered clothes. He turned away while I dressed, giving me privacy that felt absurd after what we'd just done.
When I was ready to leave. He walked me to the door.
"Text me when you get home safe," he said.
"Okay."
"And Nina?" He caught my hand. "Whatever this is, whatever happens next, I don't regret it. I just need you to know that."
I didn't know how to respond, so I just nodded and left.
James was waiting when I got home, sitting on the couch in the exact same position as when I'd left, like he'd been there the whole time, maybe he had been.
He stood when he saw me. "Nina."
I couldn't look at him. "I'm here."
"Come sit with me."
I sat, leaving space between us. He closed it immediately, pulling me against his side.
"Tell me," he said softly. "Tell me everything."
"You were there. You heard."
"I want to hear it from you. Every detail, what he did. How it felt, what you were thinking."
My stomach turned. "James, I can't..."
"Please." His hand was on my thigh, already sliding higher. "I need to know."
So I told him. Haltingly at first, then in more detail as his breathing quickened, as his touch became more insistent. I described Gage's hands. His mouth, the way he'd made me feel. And James got harder with every word.
When he pulled me into our bedroom, laid me down on our bed, entered me, it was Gage he wanted to hear about. Gage's name he wanted on my lips.
"Did he feel different than me?"
"Yes."
"Better?"
The question was a trap, but lying seemed pointless now. "Different."
"Tell me how."
And I did. Hating myself. Hating him, but unable to stop because this was what he wanted, what he needed, and I was still trying to be a good wife even as I destroyed what that meant.
That became the pattern.
The following Friday, James suggested I see Gage again.
"I don't know if that's a good idea," I said.
"Why not? You enjoyed it. He enjoyed it. I enjoyed hearing about it." He said it so casually, like we were discussing dinner plans. "Once a week seems reasonable."
"Reasonable?"
"Unless you want it more often?"
I stared at him. "What is wrong with you?"
"Nothing's wrong with me. I'm giving you what you need, what we both need." He pulled me close. "Friday nights. You go to Gage. I'll even drive you, if you want, pick you up after."
"This is insane."
"Is it? Or is it just honest?" His hands were on me again, already responding to the thought of it. "Most men pretend they don't think about their wives with other men. I'm just admitting I do, that it excites me."
"But why?"
"I don't know, maybe because you come alive in a way you never do with me, maybe because sharing you makes you feel more mine, not less." He kissed my neck. "Does it matter why?"
It should have mattered, but I couldn't articulate how or why, so I just let him undress me and take what he needed while thinking about Gage taking what he needed.
That Friday, James picked out my outfit. A dress I'd never worn, still had tags on it, blue, like the one I'd worn to the wedding. He drove me to Gage's apartment, kissed me goodbye at the door like he was dropping me off for a playdate.
"Have fun, text me when you're ready to be picked up."
Gage answered the door looking confused. "James drove you?"
"He insisted."
"This is so fucked up."
But he let me in anyway. And when I kissed him. He kissed back. And for a few hours, I could pretend this was normal, that I was just a woman seeing a man who wanted her, nothing more complicated than that.
Until my phone buzzed, James: How's it going?
And I remembered what I was, what we all were.
Three weeks passed in this new rhythm. Every Friday, James would pick my outfit, always something a little nicer than I'd choose myself, would drive me to Gage's apartment, would text throughout, wanting updates, would pick me up after and want every detail on the drive home.
Gage never texted me between Fridays, never called, kept to the boundaries we hadn't discussed but somehow understood, friday nights only, nothing more.
Except it was becoming more.
The fourth Friday, Gage made dinner, said he didn't want our time together to just be about sex, even though we both knew that's exactly what it was supposed to be.
We ate pasta at his small kitchen table, talked about normal things. His work, my days, books we'd read. It felt like dating, except I was married to his best friend who'd be picking me up in two hours.
After, we ended up on the couch, more familiar now, knowing each other's bodies, but Gage was quieter than usual, distracted.
"What are we doing?" he asked afterward, both of us still catching our breath.
"What do you mean?"
"This. Us. Every Friday you show up, we have sex, you leave. Your husband texts you the whole time, picks you up like..." He sat up, putting distance between us. "What am I to you, Nina?"
The question hit harder than it should have.
"I don't know."
"That's not an answer."
"It's the only one I have."
He stood, started pacing. "Am I your lover? Your boyfriend? Just some guy you fuck once a week because your husband gets off on it? What am I?"
"Gage..."
"Because I need to know. I need to understand what this is before I..." He stopped himself.
"Before you what?"
"Before I fall for you." The admission hung in the air between us. "If I haven't already."
My heart stuttered. "You can't."
"Why not? We spend every Friday together, we talk, we laugh, we..." He gestured at the couch. "It stopped being just sex for me weeks ago, maybe it was never just sex."
"This isn't real," I said, but my voice shook. "It's just, it's an arrangement, for James."
"For James." He laughed bitterly. "Right, because he wants this, because he gets off on sharing you, so that makes it okay? Makes it less real?"
"I don't know what it makes it."
"You don't know. You never know." He sat back down, but didn't touch me. "Do you have feelings for me?"
Did I? I thought about him constantly, counted the days until Friday, felt something warm and frightening in my chest when he smiled at me, but acknowledging that meant acknowledging what this had become.
"I'm married," I said instead.
"That's not an answer either."
My phone buzzed, James: Ready for pickup?
I reached for my clothes. "I have to go."
"Of course you do, because James texted." Gage didn't move to help me, just watched as I dressed. "Does he ever wonder what we talk about? Or does he only care about the sex?"
"That's not fair."
"None of this is fair." He finally stood, walked me to the door. "I'm falling for a woman I can only see once a week, who belongs to my best friend, who won't even tell me how she feels about me. You're right, none of this is fair."
I paused at the door, looking back at him. He looked wrecked, vulnerable in a way that made my chest ache.
"Gage..."
"Just go, Nina, James is waiting."
I left, walked down the stairs to find James's car idling at the curb, exactly where he always waited.
I got in. He smiled at me, leaned over to kiss my cheek. "Good time?"
"Yeah."
"Tell me about it."
And like every week, I did, described what Gage had done to me. How I'd responded, the sounds I'd made, watched James's hands tighten on the steering wheel, saw the familiar hunger in his eyes.
But Gage's question echoed in my head the whole way home: What am I to you?
And the terrifying realization that I didn't have an answer, not one I was willing to admit.
Two months became a routine I stopped questioning.
Friday mornings, James would lay out clothes for me, sometimes the blue dress, sometimes jeans and a sweater that showed my collarbones, once, a skirt shorter than anything I owned, that he'd bought specifically for this.
"He'll like this," James would say, running his hands over the fabric on my body. Already aroused by the thought of Gage seeing me in it, touching me in it, taking it off.
I stopped protesting, stopped asking why, just let him dress me like a doll and drive me to his best friend's apartment.
The woman who got out of the car each Friday was different from the one who'd gone to that wedding two months ago, that Nina had been soft-spoken, modest, afraid of her own desires, this Nina knew what she wanted. Asked for it, took it.
Gage noticed.




Chapter 17

"You're different," he said one Friday. His hands on my hips as I moved above him. "More confident."
"Is that bad?"
"No." His grip tightened. "It's incredibly hot, but it makes me wonder, is this me? Or is this what James wanted all along?"
I didn't answer, couldn't, because I didn't know anymore where James's desires ended and mine began.
At home, our sex life had become entirely about Gage, James couldn't finish anymore without hearing about what Gage had done to me, would ask me to describe it in detail while he touched me, while he was inside me.
"Did he make you come?"
"Yes."
"How many times?"
"Three."
"Show me, show me what he did."
And I would guide James's hands, position his body, recreate what Gage had done, turn my husband into a shadow of his best friend because that's what he wanted, what he needed.
Sometimes I caught myself saying Gage's name in bed with James, the first time, I'd frozen. Horrified, but James had groaned, thrust harder, begged me to say it again.
I was losing myself in this, becoming someone I didn't recognize, someone who had sex with one man while her husband listened, who went home and had sex with her husband while thinking about the first man, who existed in this strange triangle where everyone was getting what they wanted except none of us were whole.
Gage was careful never to push, never asked me to leave James, never suggested this become more than Friday nights, but I saw it in the way he looked at me. In the way his touch had evolved from purely sexual to something tender, the way he'd started keeping my favorite tea in his cupboard, the way he'd bought a better blanket for the couch, softer, because I'd mentioned once that I got cold after.
Small domesticities that scared me more than the sex ever had.
Week seven. He'd asked me to stay for breakfast, said he wanted to make me pancakes, wanted to see me in morning light, wanted something that felt normal.
I'd said no. Had to get home to James, but the invitation haunted me all week.
Week eight. He'd accidentally said "I love..." and caught himself, changed it to "I love when you do that." But we both knew what he'd almost said.
I pretended I hadn't heard.
By week nine, I was checking my phone constantly between Fridays, disappointed when it was just James texting, not Gage, then guilty for the disappointment.
I was changing, my body was changing too, more responsive, more hungry, James would touch me and I'd compare it to Gage. Gage would touch me and I'd feel guilty about James. I existed in this constant state of wanting and shame and confusion.
But I didn't stop.
Week ten, James was quieter than usual on the drive to Gage's, thoughtful.
"What?" I finally asked.
"I've been thinking."
My stomach tightened, this was it. He was ending it. Had finally realized how insane this arrangement was.
"About what?"
"About how much I enjoy hearing about you and Gage. How it's become..." He paused, searching for words. "The best part of my week, knowing you're with him. Imagining it. Hearing about it after."
"Okay..."
"But it's not enough anymore."
The words sent ice through my veins. "What do you mean?"
"I want more. I want..." He pulled up to Gage's building but didn't unlock the doors yet, turned to face me. "I think the three of us should have dinner together."
"Dinner?"
"You, me, Gage, like normal, just to talk about this. About how it's working, whether we should continue."
Whether we should continue, the thought of stopping made my chest tight with something that might have been panic.
"I don't think that's a good idea."
"Why not? We're all adults, we can have a conversation."
"James..."
"Please, just one dinner, the three of us." His hand found mine. "I think it would be good, for all of us to be honest about what this is."
I didn't want to be honest about what this was, didn't want to examine it too closely, but I found myself nodding.
"Okay, one dinner."
He smiled, kissed me. "Good. I'll set it up, maybe next week, friday night, we could all eat together first, then..." He paused. His eyes going dark. "Then I have another request."
"What request?"
He was quiet for a long moment, and I watched his face, saw the desire there, the hunger, the thing he was working up courage to ask for.
"I think I want to watch this time," he finally said.
The words should have shocked me, should have been a bridge too far in this already insane arrangement, listening was one thing, but watching? Being in the room while his best friend had sex with his wife?
I should have told him he was sick, that this had gone too far, that we needed to stop.
Instead, I felt heat bloom low in my stomach. A dark thrill at the thought of it.
James saw my reaction. His pupils dilated. "You like that idea."
"I don't..." But I couldn't finish the lie. "It's wrong."
"So is all of this." His hand slid up my thigh. "But we're doing it anyway. And you're not saying no."
I wasn't. I should be, but the thought of James watching Gage touch me, of being seen by both of them at once, of not having to hide or compartmentalize,
It shouldn't excite me, but it did.
"What about Gage?" I asked. "What if he says no?"
"Then we don't do it, but I think..." James's smile was knowing. "I think he might say yes. I think he might want me to see how good he is to you. How much better than me."
"That's not..."
"It is though. Isn't it?" He wasn't angry, just stating facts. "He makes you feel things I never have. I'm okay with that, more than okay. I want to see it."
My phone buzzed. Gage: You coming up?
I looked at the text, then at James, then back at the building. Gage was up there, waiting. Gage who was falling for me. Gage who I saw once a week and thought about constantly. Gage who didn't know James wanted to watch us.
"Go," James said, unlocking the doors. "We'll talk about it at dinner. All three of us."
I got out of the car on shaking legs, climbed the stairs to Gage's apartment. He opened the door before I could knock, pulled me inside, kissed me before the door was even closed.
"Missed you," he murmured against my mouth.
It had been a week, seven days. And I'd missed him too, missed this, missed the version of myself I got to be here, in his arms, where I was wanted not for what I could do but just for being.
"Gage..."
"What's wrong?" He pulled back, studying my face. "You seem off."
"James wants to have dinner, the three of us."
Gage went still. "Why?"
"To talk. About this arrangement. About whether we should continue."
"And do you want to continue?"
The question I kept avoiding, did I? This was destroying me, splitting me in two, making me into someone I didn't recognize, but the thought of not seeing Gage, of going back to my old life where I was just James's wife,
"Yes," I whispered. "I want to continue."
Something shifted in Gage's expression, relief, maybe, or resignation. "Okay, then we'll have dinner, talk to James, figure this out."
But he didn't know what James wanted to figure out, didn't know about the watching. And I couldn't bring myself to tell him yet.
So I just kissed him again, let him lead me to the couch, let him undress me with familiar hands. And tried not to think about James's request. About the fact that I hadn't said no. About what it meant that the thought of being watched made me wet.
Later, in the car on the way home, James asked for details like always, but this time, when I described how Gage had touched me, James's questions were different.
"Where were you?"
"The couch."
"What position?"
"Me on top."
"Could I see that from the doorway? Or would I need to be closer?"
He was already planning it. Already imagining himself there, watching. And I was helping him, describing angles and positions like we were staging a play.
I spent all Friday afternoon cooking.
James had insisted we host. "Our home," he'd said. "More comfortable." As if anything about this could be comfortable.
I made lasagna, the same one I'd made the night I got back from the wedding, the night this all started, my hands shook as I layered pasta and sauce and cheese, trying to remember how to be normal.
Gage arrived at seven. He brought wine, expensive, and stood in our doorway looking like he'd rather be anywhere else.
"Come in," James said warmly, like this was just another Friday night hangout, like Gage hadn't spent the last ten weeks fucking his wife.
Gage stepped inside. His eyes finding me in the kitchen. I saw him take in the scene, me in an apron, domestic, playing housewife in the home I shared with my husband, the cognitive dissonance of it played across his face.
"Smells good," he said.
"It's almost ready. You two can sit."
They did. At our small dining table, James and Gage across from each other like they'd done a hundred times before, except everything was different now, and we were all pretending it wasn't.
I served them, put plates in front of each of them, poured the wine Gage had brought, played my role, the good wife, taking care of the men, except one of those men I was sleeping with while the other listened.
"This is delicious, Nina," James said. "Isn't it, Gage?"
"Yeah, really good." Gage's voice was tight.
They made small talk, work, sports, the game last weekend, surface-level conversation that skated over the massive thing we were all avoiding. I ate mechanically, tasting nothing, waiting for the real reason we were here.
Finally, after the plates were cleared and I was bringing out coffee, James set down his cup.
"So, we should probably talk about the arrangement."
Gage stiffened. "Yeah, we should."
"It's been working well, for all of us, I think." James looked between us. "Nina seems happy. You seem happy. And I'm..." He paused. "I'm getting what I need from it."
"What you need," Gage repeated. "Which is hearing about me fucking your wife."
"Gage..." I started.
"No, let's be honest here, that's what this is, right, James? You get off on it, on knowing another man is touching her, making her feel things you can't."
James didn't flinch. "Yes, that's part of it."
"That's sick."
"Maybe, but Nina's here by choice. You're here by choice, so we're all complicit."
Gage looked at me. "Are you here by choice?"
The question hit harder than it should have, was I? Or had I just gotten swept up in what James wanted, what Gage wanted, losing myself in the middle?
"Yes," I said quietly. "I'm here by choice."
"Why?"
Because being with Gage made me feel alive, because I'd discovered desires I didn't know I had, because I'd become addicted to the way he looked at me, touched me, made me feel seen.
Because I was falling for him and didn't know how to stop.
"Because I want to be," I said instead.
Gage held my gaze for a long moment, then turned back to James. "So what happens now? We keep doing this? Friday nights forever?"
"I want to modify the arrangement slightly," James said.
Here it was. I gripped my coffee cup, waiting.
"How?" Gage asked.
"I want to see you two together."
The words hung in the air. Gage went very still.
"See us how?"
"Watch, be there. In the room." James's voice was steady, calm. "I think it would help. Help me understand what Nina gets from you. Help us all be more honest about what this is."
"You want to watch us have sex." Gage said it flatly, disbelievingly.
"Yes."
"And you're okay with this, Nina?" Gage turned to me. "Your husband watching another man fuck you?"
The crude words made me flinch, but I couldn't deny the heat that bloomed in my stomach at the thought.
"I, I don't know."
"You haven't said no," James observed. "Neither of you have."




Chapter 18

Gage stood abruptly, started pacing. "This is insane, this whole thing is insane. I can't believe I'm even considering..."
"Are you?" James asked. "Considering it?"
Gage stopped, looked at me. I saw the war in his eyes, wanting me. Hating the situation, unable to walk away.
"I don't know," he said finally. "Nina, what do you want?"
What did I want? I wanted to stop feeling split in two, wanted to stop hiding and lying and pretending, wanted to stop being one person on Friday nights and another person the rest of the week.
Maybe this would help, maybe if James saw what happened between Gage and me. He'd understand, or it would break whatever spell we were all under. Either way, something would change.
And I needed something to change before I lost myself completely.
I stood up.
Both men watched me.
I walked around the table to where Gage stood. Held out my hand.
"Nina..." His voice was uncertain.
"If we're going to do this, let's do it." I kept my hand extended. "No more pretending, no more hiding, let's just, let's see what happens."
Gage looked at my hand, then at James, then back at me. "Are you sure?"
I wasn't sure of anything anymore, but I nodded.
He took my hand.
I led him toward the bedroom, our bedroom, the one I shared with James, where I slept every night in my husband's arms.
James stood, followed us.
The bedroom looked exactly like it always did, our bed, neatly made, my nightstand with my book and water glass, James's nightstand with his phone charger and watch, normal, domestic.
About to become anything but.
I turned to face Gage. His hand was still in mine. His eyes searching my face.
"If you want to stop, we stop," he said quietly. "At any point, okay?"
I nodded.
Behind us, James settled into the chair in the corner, the one I used for reading. He said nothing, just watched.
Gage's free hand came up to cup my face. "Try to forget he's here."
"Can you?"
"No, but I can try to focus on you instead."
He kissed me, soft at first, then deeper. I felt James's eyes on us, felt the wrongness of this, my husband watching another man kiss me in our bedroom.
But I didn't pull away.
Gage's hands found the hem of my dress, the blue one James had picked out this morning. He pulled it over my head, and I stood before both men in my underwear.
This was different from Gage's apartment, different from the couch or the bed there, this was my space, my marriage, being invaded by this thing I'd allowed to grow.
Gage's hands were on my skin, and I let him guide me to the bed, our bed, where James and I had made love countless times, where James had taken me while I described what Gage did to me.
Now Gage was here. And James was watching.
I looked at my husband as Gage laid me down, James's face was intense, focused. His hands gripped the arms of the chair. He was hard, I could see it even from here.
This was what he wanted, what he needed.
And I was giving it to him.
Gage paused, looking down at me. "Last chance to stop this."
I reached up, pulled him down. "Don't stop."
So he didn't.
And with my husband watching from the corner, I let Gage make love to me in my marriage bed, and knew with absolute certainty that nothing would ever be the same.
Every touch of Gage's hands, every kiss, every movement, I was aware of being watched, of my husband in the corner, witnessing this, not just hearing about it later, sanitized and edited, but seeing it. All of it.
Gage was trying to be gentle, to make this like our other times together, but it was different, the intimacy we'd built over ten weeks felt exposed, vulnerable. His hands shook slightly as he touched me.
"You okay?" he whispered against my neck.
"Yes."
From the corner, James's breathing was audible, ragged.
Gage's mouth found mine again, and I kissed him back, trying to lose myself in sensation the way I usually did. His hands knew my body now, knew exactly where to touch to make me gasp. He used that knowledge, and despite everything, despite the wrongness, despite James watching, my body responded.
"God, Nina," Gage breathed. "You're so..."
"Tell her," James's voice cut through. "Tell her what she is."
Gage froze, looked toward the corner, then back at me. "James..."
"Tell her. I want to hear you say it."
Gage's jaw clenched. "This is fucked up."
"Yes, but we're here, so tell her."
A long pause. Gage's eyes searched mine, asking permission or forgiveness or both.
"You're beautiful," he said finally. His voice rough. "Perfect. I think about you constantly, dream about you. I..."
He stopped himself, but I knew what he'd almost said, what he'd been stopping himself from saying for weeks.
"Keep going," James urged from the corner. "Don't stop on my account."
Gage's control seemed to snap. His movements became less gentle, more desperate. He kissed me harder, touched me with more urgency, like he was trying to prove something, to James, to me, to himself.
"Is this what you want?" he asked against my mouth. "Want him to see this? See how good we are together?"
"I don't know what I want anymore."
"Yes you do." His hand slid between us, finding the place that made me arch. "You want this, want both of us, want to be watched while I make you come."
He was right. God help me. He was right, the shame of it mixed with arousal until I couldn't tell them apart.
From the corner, James made a sound. I turned my head to look at him, my husband, watching another man take me apart in our bed. His hand was on himself through his pants. His eyes dark and hungry.
"Don't look at him," Gage said, turning my face back. "Look at me, be here with me."
So I did, met Gage's eyes as he moved inside me, as he touched me exactly how I needed, let myself feel what I always felt with him, seen, wanted, alive.
"That's it," he murmured. "God, Nina. You feel so good, perfect. I can't, I've tried to stop wanting you and I can't."
"Gage..."
"I love you." The words tumbled out, urgent and desperate. "I love you and I know I shouldn't, I know this is wrong, but I do. I love you."
The confession broke something in me, or opened something. I came apart around him with a cry I couldn't contain. His name on my lips, James watching it all.
Gage followed moments later. His face buried in my neck, my name a prayer or a curse against my skin.
For a moment, there was only breathing, the three of us, suspended in the aftermath.
Then Gage pulled back, looked at me with something like horror in his eyes. "I shouldn't have said that."
"No. You shouldn't have." But I couldn't make myself sound convincing.
From the corner, James stood. Adjusted himself, walked to the bed.
Gage started to move away, to give us privacy, but James stopped him.
"Stay."
"James, I don't think..."
"I said stay." James climbed onto the bed on my other side. "This is what we are now. All three of us, no more hiding, no more pretending."
He settled beside me, took my left hand. Gage was still there on my right, uncertain. After a moment. He lay down too, and I reached for his hand.
So there I was. In my marriage bed, between my husband and my lover, both of them holding me. All of us crossing lines we could never uncross.
"How do you feel?" James asked softly.
How did I feel? Ruined, transformed, like I'd shattered into pieces and been reassembled wrong, or maybe right for the first time.
"I don't know," I whispered.
"Are you happy?"
Was I? I thought about the girl who'd gone to that wedding ten weeks ago, shy, soft-spoken, living her life in a small, careful box, never raising her voice, never asking for what she wanted, never even knowing what she wanted.
That girl had blushed when James complimented her cooking. Had never been alone with another man. Had thought happiness was making breakfast exactly right and keeping the apartment clean and being whatever James needed.
That girl was gone.
In her place was this, a woman lying between two men. Her body still humming from one while the other had watched. A woman who'd discovered she had desires, needs, a capacity for pleasure she'd never known existed.
A woman who'd let her marriage become this strange, twisted thing because it made her feel alive in ways being a good wife never had.
Was it corruption? Liberation? Both?
I didn't know, but I knew there was no going back.
"I don't know who I am anymore," I said quietly.
Gage's hand tightened on mine. "You're Nina."
"Am I? The Nina I was would never..." I gestured helplessly at our arrangement. "This isn't who I was."
"No," James agreed from my other side. "It's who you are, who you've always been, maybe, just buried under all the things you thought you should be."
"You mean the things you wanted me to be."
He was quiet for a moment. "Maybe, or maybe we wanted the same thing, for you to be smaller, quieter, easier to understand, easier to control."
"And now?"
"Now you're not controllable, not predictable, not safe." He lifted my hand to his lips, kissed my knuckles. "And I think that's what I wanted all along, to see you become this, to know I was part of unleashing it."
"By giving me to another man?"
"By giving you permission to want, to take, to be more than just my wife."
I looked at Gage. "And you? What do you get from this?"
His jaw worked. "I get you, even if it's only part of you, even if I have to share. It's more than I'd have otherwise."
"That's not fair to you."
"None of this is fair." He brought my hand to his lips too, mirroring James. "But I meant what I said. I love you. I'll take whatever part of you I can have."
Two men, both wanting me, both getting pieces of me, neither getting all of me.
And me, split between them, becoming someone new in the breaking.
The shy tradwife who'd made James breakfast and tidied their small apartment was gone. In her place was this, a woman who belonged to two men, or maybe to neither. A woman who'd learned to want, to take, to exist beyond the narrow box she'd built for herself.
I didn't know if it was corruption or liberation.
Maybe it was both.
Maybe that's what transformation always was, destruction and creation. Happening at the same time, the death of who you were, the birth of who you're becoming, painful and ecstatic and irreversible.
I lay there between them, their hands holding mine, and felt the weight of what we'd become, this strange trinity, built on desire and permission and transgression.
It should have felt wrong.
Maybe it did.
But it also felt like the truest thing I'd known in years.
James on my left, the husband who'd orchestrated this, who got off on sharing me, on watching me become someone else, who loved me enough to let me go, or loved himself enough to get what he wanted regardless of the cost.
Gage on my right, the lover who'd never asked for this role, who wanted all of me but had settled for Fridays and stolen moments and being watched by the man who had legal claim to me, who loved me enough to stay in this impossible situation.
And me in the middle, no longer sure where I ended and they began, no longer the shy girl who'd needed permission for everything, now just a woman who'd learned to want, and take, and become.
I didn't know where this would end, didn't know if it could sustain itself or if we'd all eventually destroy each other.
But there was no going back.
The girl I'd been, modest dresses and downcast eyes and pride in making the perfect breakfast, she was gone, buried under ten weeks of crossing lines, of learning my body could feel things I'd never imagined, of discovering that wanting was not the same as being wanted.
I'd become someone unrecognizable.
And lying there between two men who both loved me in their different, damaged ways, I realized I didn't want to go back.
Even if I could.
Outside, the city continued its Friday night rhythms, people going to dinner, to bars, to normal lives where wives belonged to one husband and love was simple and clean.
Inside, we lay tangled in sheets that smelled like all three of us, in a bed that would never be just a marriage bed again, and tried to figure out how to breathe in this new shape we'd made.
"What happens now?" Gage asked quietly.
Neither James nor I had an answer.
We just held hands in the darkness, three people who'd crossed every line trying to figure out what came next, knowing only that there was no map for this terrain.
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