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    I found myself staring at the heavy wood door ten feet in front of me, mentally wishing for a handsome hero to walk through it and save me.  As if.   
 
    The Sea and Star Bar was filled with only a low hum of conversation on a Friday night.  It wasn’t supposed to be like this.  That feeling of nervousness that had become a constant resident in my stomach intensified to the point of pain.  Had we made a mistake?  Was this going to be the end of our lives?  You’re in over your head, Haley. I thought to myself. 
 
    I went behind the bar and began to clean the two pint glasses that had been used that hour.  My gaze swept across our newly opened business, and I counted five heads.  My husband’s words filled my head once again.  This is a college town.  We’re right off a main street, within walking distance to the university and a nearby business district.  We had paid top dollar to decorate the place with moody lighting and reclaimed wood and interesting artwork.  We had consulted someone who was an expert in business vibes, as if that’s a real thing, so that we could make the perfect establishment that was at a mystical crossroad between the feeling of a cozy bookshop and a speakeasy on a rainy evening.  There’s no way for us to fail once we get the word out, the experts had said.  Apparently, the word wasn’t out just yet.  It was a Friday night, and there were five people in the bar we owned.  Our wallet had a hole in it, and money was pouring out, and there was no chances of getting it back at this rate. 
 
    “I had really thought there would be more people tonight,” James said beside me. 
 
    The waitress we hired was on her phone behind the bar.  There weren’t enough customers to keep her busy.  I was doing everything I could not to completely melt down.  I had wanted to help James follow his dreams of opening a bar in the town where he went to college.  I had given up everything in my life to do so, including my well paid job as an accountant for the state.  But all the effort we had put in wasn’t paying off.  It was all I could do not to break down in tears in the middle of the floor.  We hadn’t even been able to go on our yearly Valentine’s date because of the bar, but it felt as though no amount of sacrifices would ever be enough. 
 
    “We’re failing,” I said.  “What are we going to do?” 
 
    My husband only looked at me with his lips parted in shock.  I had been careful about airing my fears up until now.  I had tried to keep a brave face for him, as if that alone would keep the bar afloat.  But it was months in and we weren’t bringing in any money.  We weren’t going to survive.  All our fears were coming true.  My husband had never been anything less than totally optimistic about the place before now, but even his face crumpled as I did. 
 
    “Welcome to The Sea and Star, would you like a table or a seat at the bar?”  I looked up at Rebecca, who had sprung into action the moment the door had opened.  I had never seen such a perfect picture of boredom in my life.   
 
    The woman who had entered made her way to the bar, and I pushed away the bad feelings, glad for a new face. 
 
    “What can I get you, darling?” I asked.  She was young, enough that I was going to look extra hard at her card, but with an air of wisdom about her that surprised me.  She looked around the bar with hawk-like eyes. 
 
    “I’ll get a glass of the red wine you have on special,” she said. 
 
    I looked at James, who immediately disappeared to crack open the bottle.  No one else had ordered it that night, even though I had done my best calligraphy on a chalkboard outside to advertise the special.  With my husband gone, the customer across from me decided to chat. 
 
    “I’d expect a cute little place like this to be busier on a Friday night,” she said.  She was pretty with huge eyes, made even bigger by the makeup she had done.  She was sparklier than the fairy lights we had hung up around the bar. 
 
    “Well, tell your friends about us,” I said with a tight smile.  “We just opened and we’re trying to get the word out there.” 
 
    The girl giggled and shrugged.  “I can’t imagine what that’s like.  Starting a business.  I’m a dancer down at Pixies, actually.” 
 
    “A dancer?” I said, intrigued.  Pixies was a bar that wasn’t thrown around in polite conversation in this town.  It was just a few miles down the street and some might think of it as our biggest competitors, though after our research, we figured we were after very different demographics.  Pixies employed a range of exotic dancers, and while Thursdays and Fridays could get wild with silly college boys, the rest of the week the average age of patrons there seemed to be close to retirement.  I smirked at the memories of having actually gone in there while scoping out the competition before opening Sea and Star.  Maybe I had even seen this girl.   
 
    “I know,” she said with a grin.  “You don’t have to lecture me.  The money’s just too good for what little I have to do.  Although my side gig is making me almost as much, so who knows how long I’ll be a pixie.” 
 
    She took out her phone just as James brought over her glass of wine.  She thanked him with a charming smile that he didn’t even seem to notice.  Instead, he gave me a pat on the side of my rear and a cheeky smile before he got his hands busy with cleaning. 
 
    I watched her scrolling around on her phone and couldn’t help but notice the flashes of photos, all of her in different positions.  Most pictures featured very little clothing.  I felt a blush coming to my face, and everything inside of me was telling me to run away and let James deal with this woman for the rest of her stay, but then that strange little piece of curiosity in my brain got the better of me. 
 
    “What do you do as your side job?” I asked.  My instincts told me the conversation was related to what she was looking at.  It must have been quite the side job to pay as much as a dancer in the only strip club in a college town. 
 
    “I have a Girl Next Door account,” she said in a low voice that didn’t attract much attention.  Of course, I knew that my husband had an ear for eavesdropping, even if he didn’t look like it.  I knew I would be stepping into a potentially dicey topic, but I figured it couldn’t hurt to ask more. 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    “You’ve never heard of GND?” the young woman asked with genuine surprise.  “All the girls at Pixies have started one.  Half the girls at the university have one too.” 
 
    I shook my head and shrugged.  “Forgive an old lady like me for not keeping up with the current trends.  What is it?” 
 
    “Well, you have a profile, and you can set a price for people to follow you.  What you upload is up to you, but as you can imagine, sex sells.” 
 
    “People pay you to look at the photos you put up?” I asked.  “Can’t they just go on the internet and see all the naked girls they want?” 
 
    “Of course,” she said, taking a long and knowing drink of her wine.  She leaned back in the barstool.  “There are thousands of faceless girls out there for free.  But in this app, you can set your location and find people in your own city or state.  You can personalize everything.  You can write updates for your followers and send personal pictures for tips.  To a lot of these people, I’m not just faceless.  I’m actually a girl next door.  That’s really a huge part of the fantasy.” 
 
    I was feeling all sorts of different things as she explained it.  “You don’t think that’s dangerous?” 
 
    The girl gave a shrug.  “What’s life without a little risk?  It’s not much different to a dating profile or any form of social media.  Hell, my own job is probably thousands of times more dangerous.  But the benefits definitely outweigh the risks.” 
 
    “Has anyone tried to find you?  Or recognized you?”  I asked.  I had completely forgotten about my own job for the moment and had become a full interviewer.  This was one of the most fascinating things I’d heard in months. 
 
    “That’s the beauty of it,” the pretty little dancer said with a bold smile.  “If I want someone to find me, they can.  It’s amazing for hookups as well.  I met this professor last week who went down on me like he had written his dissertation on oral pleasure.” 
 
    I coughed from sheer surprise at her description, and James couldn’t help but break into a laugh beside me, confirming that he had been listening to the whole thing.  The woman joined in with the laughter, not one bit ashamed at how she had spoken.  My blush had gotten out of control, so I knew it was about time to bow out of the conversation. 
 
    “Can I ask a rude question?” James asked, leaning in closer.  “I’m James, by the way.” 
 
    “Mandy,” she said in a bubbly voice.  “Ask away.  I’ve heard every question, but I’m going to guess that you’re interested in the money aspect more than the sex.” 
 
    James chuckled.  “Well, you’ve got that right.  How much do you get?  Is it really worth it?” 
 
    “My first month, I put up about ten pictures, none of them even nude.  I pulled in a thousand bucks and was instantly hooked.  I’m on there every day now, and most of my pictures are very revealing.  The attention I get is great.  Fifty guys telling you how hot you are every day is wonderful for the self esteem. But the money they give you is even better.  That’s what I’ll say on that topic.” 
 
    James gave a nod.  “A thousand bucks in your first month,” he said.  “Not bad.  Is that usual?” 
 
    “With Girl Next Door, not much is usual.  The top earning girl on the app is pulling in hundreds of thousands a month.  We’d all love to know her winning formula.  But if you’re pretty and friendly, you can do well for yourself.  I’d say you would be a great candidate for it.  You have that cute, shy thing that so many guys on the app are going for.  I have to fake it, but you’re genuine.” 
 
    My jaw dropped when the conversation turned around onto me.  “Me?” I asked, probably loud enough for the entire bar to hear.   
 
    Mandy giggled.  “Yes, you.  You’re a gorgeous natural blonde with an adorable face.  Throw on some makeup, put on the right outfit, and you’d be set.” 
 
    “I think that wine’s getting to your head,” I said.  I glanced at my husband, hoping for some help out of this conversation and away from being the center of attention, but I was met with only a strange look on his face.   
 
    “Hey, it’s easy money,” Mandy said with a shrug.  “Just like getting me to pay for another glass as soon as I’m done with this one.” 
 
    “Of course, sweetie,” I said, shaking my head and smiling.   
 
    Rebecca was handing out checks to one of the two tables still left in the bar, while James was pouring another beer for the other patron at the bar.  It was just me and Mandy, and I had to take the opportunity to ask one last question. 
 
    “Do you have a username on there?  Could I look you up?” 
 
    Mandy gave me another smile like she could see the future.  It took everything in me not to stammer about how I was just curious. 
 
    “Mandy Cakes.  If you search it in this area, you’ll find me no problem.  Do I have a new follower?” 
 
    “Honestly, I probably can’t afford to follow you,” I said.  “But maybe if you keep coming I’ll get you back.” 
 
    Mandy chuckled.  “Well, there are free previews, so you’re welcome to look at that.  I’ll come with the girls next time.  Then you’ll have to follow me.” 
 
    “It’s a deal,” I said with a giggle.   
 
    It was the lightest I had felt in a long time.  Nothing much about my current circumstances felt light anymore. 
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    I somehow still hadn’t broken down into tears from looking at the numbers for the bar.  I had once again calculated our total expenses for the month and was comparing it to the amount we were bringing in.  Our first month had been a major loss.  We had been prepared for that.  Our second month had been similar, and our third.  Now, going over our sixth month, things weren’t looking much better.  We had saved for this, but we had hoped that by now there would be some sort of word of mouth that would be improving the numbers.  I wanted to see some kind of improvement, but it just wasn’t there in the cold, hard numbers that I was in charge of looking over. 
 
    “There’s an uptick for sure,” James said, rubbing my shoulder on his way from our tiny kitchen to the living room couch.  “I notice it even in the people.  We’re getting regulars, and we’re getting new customers.  We’re going to make this work.” 
 
    I pushed the books away.  After the end of a long day of work, I wanted to think about anything but the business that had taken over my life and all of my thoughts.  I was in my home, and I was supposed to relax.  I moved from the small dining table for two and onto the hand-me-down sofa where my husband was sitting with his phone. 
 
    “Mandy’s still coming in,” I said as I snuggled up against James’ side.  I wasn’t sure where the thought had even come from.  I was beginning to learn a few of the regular’s names, but she stuck out the most to me. 
 
    “You two are quite the friends, aren’t you?” James said. 
 
    I laughed.  “Hardly!”  Honestly, I was intimidated by the beautiful young woman who had the confidence to make a living off just her own body. 
 
    “What do you think about her job?” James asked.  It wasn’t exactly a casual question.  I could tell that there was something else lurking there, something that gave his voice a nervous edge. 
 
    “I think it’s amazing,” I said without much thought.  “Do you really believe she’s pulling in thousands for just pictures, though?” 
 
    James chuckled.  “Absolutely.” 
 
    I gave him a look at the answer that had come out too casually and he fumbled. 
 
    “She’s an attractive young lady for sure, but she was right when she said she’s got nothing on you.” 
 
    “I don’t think she ever said that.” 
 
    “She said you’d do well on the platform.  What was it, Girl Next Door?” 
 
    Once again, all I could do was look up at my husband with a raised eyebrow.  I would have been lying if I said Mandy’s story hadn’t been somewhere in my mind since she had told it to me several weeks earlier.  However, I never expected to be discussing it with my husband like this.  Had I been hoping to? 
 
    “I really find that hard to believe,” I said.  “I’m in my thirties.  I’m the old lady next door.” 
 
    “I’d card you if you walked into the bar and I didn’t know you,” James said, giving me a kiss on my head.  “You’re gorgeous.  I’ve told you that every day since we got together and somehow you still doubt it.” 
 
    I smiled.  James was honestly the sweetest man that any woman could ever hope for.  Any time I was feeling bad about my appearance, he was there to make me feel better. 
 
    “Fine.  But whether I’m cute or not, I’m married.  I’d never even think about cheating on you like that.” 
 
    “Is that cheating?” James asked. 
 
    The question shocked me.  My mind raced with thoughts.  Had I discussed cheating with him before?  It seemed like such an obvious line that I had never thought to discuss it.  I would never even think about posting sexy photos of myself online.  I wouldn’t even flirt with another man.  I was as committed as I could be.   
 
    “You don’t think so?  Would you do it?”  I could feel the rumbles of jealousy echoing through my chest.  I didn’t want other girls seeing my husband in the ways that I did. 
 
    “Me?” James asked, as if it had never even occurred to him.  “Nobody’s interested in looking at me.  You’re the good looking one in this relationship.” 
 
    I gave him a pointed frown.  He was always far too hard on his looks.  I loved my husband and thought he was the handsomest man on the planet.  He continued. 
 
    “I think as long as partners agree on something, it’s not cheating.  Nobody would be taking anything away from me if they were looking at pictures of you on some app.  Honestly, it would make you even more desirable to me.” 
 
    “You’d like it if other men saw pictures of me?  Even in my underwear?” 
 
    James’ hands began to stroke at my thigh.  He was actually getting turned on at these thoughts!  I could feel my cheeks beginning to flush, and my heart beat a little faster. 
 
    “That would be even better.  You’ve got a gorgeous body.  The thought of horny men out there seeing your body and desiring it while also knowing your heart belongs to me is very enticing.” 
 
    I swallowed hard.  I had never seen this side of my husband.  I had no idea this person existed inside of him.  Despite my brain going wild, my body was being pulled along as he grew more aroused. 
 
    “I’ve never even taken any photos like that,” I said in nearly a whisper, not quite trusting my voice anymore.  My hand was itching to grab at my phone.  I still hadn’t looked at Mandy’s profile, but now more than ever, I had a deep desire to do so. 
 
    “I think it would be a good area for you to explore,” James said.  “It hurts me to see that you’re not as wild about your body as I am.  You’re a goddess, and I wish you could see that.” 
 
    “Is this about the money?” I asked, wanting to stay away from the topic of how I felt about my body.  He hadn’t even cracked the surface of how much I hated looking at myself.  My self-confidence was non-existent, and just the fact that I had let even him see me naked was something that took a lot of strength from me. 
 
    James gave the question far more thought than I expected.  His hands were continuing to graze over my body, but I had forgotten about them.  I was beginning to retreat back into my own mind. 
 
    “When I heard about Mandy making so much money doing it - maybe even more profit than the bar is taking in - it was immediately appealing.  When you’re desperate for cash, that kind of thing is always attractive.  But the more I thought about the fantasy of it, the more a different aspect of it began to take over my thoughts.” 
 
    “Other men seeing me like that?” I asked.  I wasn’t trying to be judgmental, but everything about the thought went against all my ideas of a secure relationship.  It was a door that I never would have thought to open, and yet my husband’s hand was on that knob. 
 
    “Thinking about what they would say and think about my wife.  I know I should be jealous and angry, but the idea is so hot to me.  It’s sparked something inside of me that’s stronger than any other sexual feeling I’ve had before.  And the thought of you owning your sexuality like you never have before is something I enjoy greatly too.  I do everything I can to make you understand that you’re beautiful, but maybe a few hundred hungry followers and a few dozen gorgeous photos of you would help you understand that more.  Those parts are even more appealing than the money.” 
 
    I sat in quiet thought for a few moments.  It was a big idea to wrap my head around.  I had always been quite shy with my body and with my sexuality.  James was my first and my only partner.  I had spent ten happy years together with him, and we had been married for three of those.  I would have been content with never having the eyes of any other man on me for the rest of my life.  While I chewed over the thoughts, I grabbed my phone. 
 
    “Is it okay if I download the app?” I asked. 
 
    “Please do,” he said.  There was a clear glee in his voice that made me smile.  My hands were shaking as I searched for Girl Next Door.  There was an excitement in trying something new.  It was a light feeling, so much different to the heaviness of dealing with the bar over the past several months. 
 
    As soon as I had the app open, I went to the search bar and typed in Mandy’s pseudonym.  Her profile popped up immediately, with a beautiful photo of her angelic features.  There were three photos free with her preview, each of them cute and intimate with her wearing pretty underwear hanging out in her room.  I read through her profile and found myself blushing at how interested I was in her.  If I were any normal user of this app, I would have subscribed to her right away. 
 
    “She’s so pretty,” I said, not bothering to hide my jealousy.  “But these pictures are so…” 
 
    “Normal?” my husband offered as he looked through them. 
 
    “Yeah.  Not like pictures of models or porn stars.  I mean, the app is literally called Girl Next Door.  Not sure why it’s just dawning on me that this is what people are looking for.” 
 
    “It is kind of refreshing,” James said.  “I can understand, too.  If I didn’t already have my own real life girl next door sitting right next to me, I think I’d be the kind of guy attracted to this kind of thing.” 
 
    I looked up at James, and I could tell he was unsure about the words he had just said.  It was a conversation we’d never had before, and the openness of it all was refreshing to me.  We were a married couple, and there wasn’t supposed to be anything secret between us.  We were supposed to be able to talk openly about anything without fear of judgement.  I was glad to see that being put into practice.  I gave him a smile and a soft kiss before I turned back to my phone. 
 
    “I’m going to subscribe,” I said.  “I already promised her that I would.” 
 
    I went through with all of the signing in and payment information, and within a few minutes, I had Mandy’s profile fully unlocked for me.  The difference between the preview and the real thing was astounding.  I scrolled through her feed, looking at all her past updates.  Some of it was text-based.  Who else out there is a morning riser?  How do I wake up immediately filled with so much desire?  I didn’t even want to consider what the several dozen comments looked like under that update.  Most of her profile was photos, some more innocent than others.  A prominent cleavage picture in her car just before going to work.  A nude photo of her lounging on a couch with a glass of wine in front of her.  A video of her slowly lifting up her oversized t-shirt to reveal her breasts.  I scrolled through her profile and a heat rose within me.  My husband and I commented on a few pictures and status updates, but by the end, I was going quiet.  My mind was filling with its own ideas, and my whole body was full of a strange haze of lustiness.  I had never felt like this before. 
 
    “Would you be interested in taking photos like that?” James asked, pressing his lips to my ear in a way that made me shiver. 
 
    I looked up at him and kissed him.  I wasn’t sure that I was in my right mind.  It was like I was drunk, and maybe I wasn’t making the best logical decisions.  However, maybe just this once, it would be okay for me to simply listen to my body instead of the swarm of worries that usually plagued me. 
 
    “Will you take them for me?” 
 
    A smile grew on James’ lips, and I knew we were about to embark on an interesting experience. 
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    I had bought myself a special little outfit for this interesting occasion.  It was a rosy pink body suit, lacy all over, barely covering anything at all.  If my nipples hadn’t been a similar pink hue, I’d have been able to see them clearly through the material.  It really only took a slightly closer look to see them, though.  I passed my hands over the curves of my hips and down my thick thighs.  I had hoped that seeing myself like this would inspire some confidence in me, but still, I felt shy.  It took actual strength from me not to cross my arms over my body, even though nobody was even there to see me yet.  I hated this feeling, and I wanted to do anything in my power to change how I felt about myself. 
 
    “Babe?  I’m ready,” I said, and my voice wasn’t as strong as I was expecting.  I let out a shaky breath that I had been holding in for too long.  I wasn’t sure how James was going to react to seeing me like this.  All of this was so new and strange to me, and I couldn’t help but feel guilty at how my own lack of confidence was holding back my romantic life with my husband.  I gave myself one last smile in the mirror.  There was always time to change and grow.  Just because I hadn’t been confident enough in the past didn’t mean I couldn’t grow to be the woman who I wanted to be. 
 
    I turned around when I heard the bedroom door open, and James’ face immediately lit up brighter than I had ever seen it.  He looked like a kid getting exactly what he wanted on Christmas.  A warm blush came over my whole body as I forced myself not to let my body shrink itself smaller. 
 
    “You look…” The words got stuck in the air for a long time, like his mouth had lost connection to his brain.  The grin on his face said more than words ever could, though.  “You look gorgeous.  Beyond gorgeous.  You look…” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said with a shy giggle.  “I appreciate that.” 
 
    My husband continued to stare openly at my body with a glazed over look.  Normally, I would have been self-conscious about what exactly he was looking at.  Was he noticing how wide my thighs were?  My completely soft and smooth belly that didn’t even show a hint of abs?  Did my arms look fat from the side?  Were my knees too knobby?  What did “knobby knees” even actually look like?  I pushed those self-doubts away. 
 
    “Your legs truly are gorgeous,” he said, taking a few steps closer.  There was a struggle in James, like he wanted to stand far enough away so that he could continue staring at me, but then he always wanted to get close enough to touch me. 
 
    I looked down and shifted my weight from foot to foot, admiring my own legs.  They did look quite nice paired with my thigh-high nylon hose and garters.  It was a look that I had never tried for myself, but there was something so feminine and sexy about it.  The black of the fabric contrasted nicely to my legs that hadn’t seen sunlight in far too long. 
 
    James closed the gap between us, and to my surprise, he pulled me into a hug.  I wrapped my arms tightly around his torso and smiled.  He was truly the most supportive man in the world, and I don’t know how I had gotten so lucky to find him and make him my own.   
 
    “You’re so beautiful, Haley.  I’m the luckiest person in the world.” 
 
    I giggled.  “You know, I was just thinking the same thing.  I think I’m the luckier one.” 
 
    “I think we’ll be having this debate for the rest of our lives,” James said.  He pulled away from me enough to look down at me.  “Are you ready?” 
 
    I smiled and nodded.  And I honestly was ready.  When I had put that outfit and makeup on and looked at myself, the thought of posing for pictures seemed humiliating.  Who was I to think anyone would be interested in looking at me?  Why did I deserve any space on my husband’s camera?  But his reaction had emboldened me. 
 
    I went to my dresser, where I had left a half-finished glass of wine.  I took one last long drink of it, hoping for just a bit more courage.  I checked my makeup one last time in the mirror, happy with the way it disguised my usually bare and natural face.  Then, I crawled onto my bed, ready to get started.  I had chosen my fluffy white comforter, hoping for an angelic kind of look. 
 
    “Wonderful,” James said.  He pulled up his camera and pointed it at me.  “Just do whatever feels natural.” 
 
    My heart began to pound faster.  He had never taken photos of me like this.  I didn’t even like him taking pictures of me when I was clothed.  I instantly because aware of how awkward my body was and didn’t know what to do with my face or any of my limbs.  Instead of letting that feeling overwhelm me, I thought back to Mandy’s pictures for some inspiration. 
 
    I started with a few in a sitting position, keeping my mind on the lines of my legs, the curves of my hips and waist, the look in my eyes.  I turned away from my husband so he could get a picture of my back.  I knew the panties I was wearing had a cute lace pattern that was best viewed from behind, so I let him see that angle.  I looked over my shoulder, giving my best shy yet sultry look, then I broke into a laugh. 
 
    “Do I look ridiculous?” I asked.  I lifted both arms and buried my hands into my curly blonde hair. 
 
    James moved back and forth, getting different angles.  He was so focused that he didn’t answer for a few moments. 
 
    “You look so fucking beautiful,” he said with a few ragged breaths.  My lips parted at his raw answer.  “You’re honestly a natural at this.  Like, I’m kind of wondering if you really haven’t done this before.  You sure you weren’t a model before we met?” 
 
    I laughed at his words.  If I didn’t know him better, I would have thought he was teasing me. 
 
    “You’re honestly too kind.  You’re doing pretty good at that camera work, too.  Are you sure you haven’t done that before?  Maybe with a past girlfriend?” 
 
    James laughed.  “As if,” he said.  “You already know my past.  I don’t even need all the fingers on one hand to count my girlfriends before you.” 
 
    “Oh, I know.  I remember Stacey,” I said, crinkling my nose in faux distaste for the only girl James dated before me.  He took her to his high school prom, where she broke up with him before they could get into the door, as she had another date waiting for her and couldn’t think of how to dump James until the last possible second.  It was an incident that left him scarred and bitter for over two years before I came in and proved that not everyone was out to hurt him. 
 
    James gave me a similar grimace.  “I had almost forgotten,” he said.  “At least I’m better than Sammy and Joseph, right?” 
 
    I giggled.  “I’ve long forgotten them,” I said of my previous two boyfriends, one a dumb high school boy and the other a guy I met at my first job.  Neither could measure up to the love and adoration that James always showed me.  If anything, those two showed me exactly what I didn’t want in a man.  And now, as I was posing for pictures with barely any clothes on while my husband cheered me on with pride, I knew beyond any doubt that I had made the right choice. 
 
    After taking a few photos of me laying down from above, James forgot about the camera in his hands and leaned down to give me a playful and passionate kiss.  I gasped at finally being touched after feeling so exposed for so long.   
 
    “You’re beautiful,” he said again, and I was never going to get tired of hearing those words from him. 
 
    I smiled and stroked my fingers through his hair.  I liked seeing him like this, with him above me, protecting me from the rest of the world.  I leaned up to place another kiss on his lips.   
 
    “Thank you,” I said.  “What are you going to do with those pictures?  Save them for a rainy day?” 
 
    James chuckled.  “For now, I guess so.  Just the process of taking them was a rush, honestly.  Seeing you like that…I feel like I’ve never properly appreciated your beauty before.  I still have so much more to learn.” 
 
    My heart fluttered at his words.  “Really?” I asked.  “You enjoyed it, then?” 
 
    He nodded.  “Did you?” 
 
    “A lot,” I said.  I looked down at my body and was surprised by what I saw.  Instead of the usual flaws that always stood out to me, I only saw something that was sexy and beautiful.  Something that didn’t have to be hidden away with shame.  I was proud of myself.  “I feel…good about myself.” 
 
    James looked at me like even he was surprised.  In fact, he seemed delighted.  “That’s great.  You really should.  You’re gorgeous.  You’re beautiful inside and out.  I wish you could see that more.” 
 
    I smiled and stroked my hand from his hair down the side of his face.  I brushed the back of my fingers over the strong line of his neck and down the front of his chest where the edges of his collar bones peeked out.   
 
    “You know you’re ridiculously handsome too, right?” I said with a giggle.  “I can hardly resist you at times.  When you’ve got your sleeves rolled up at the bar and you’re chatting up a customer while pouring a beer and cleaning a few glasses at the same time?  You’re amazing.” 
 
    James chuckled.  “Thank you,” he said.  “Being with you gives me all the confidence I could ever need to face anything.” 
 
    I smiled at his words.  They pooled in my stomach like drops of pure light.  I wanted him to feel that way.  I wanted to do anything I could to make him feel happy and secure.  So much of the past few months had been anything but that, though, and it made my heart ache. 
 
    Sadness and anxiety were beginning to nip at my heart again.  It had been almost half an hour of focusing on something other than the bar and the financial situation, but it was coming back again.  I wanted anything to push it back for the rest of the night.  I gave James a desperate kiss. 
 
    “Take more pictures,” I said, and my voice had gotten darker. 
 
    James sat up, surprised, and grabbed his camera from the bed.  “Of course, darling.” 
 
    I sat up as well and reached behind me to unclasp my bra.  After just a moment of hesitation, I tossed it away to the nearby floor.  James’s eyes grew huge.  He didn’t waste any time in following my orders. 
 
    Any shyness or insecurity I had been feeling had melted away completely.  I was just myself, a happily married woman with her wonderful husband, enjoying the pleasures of the human body.  My panties slipped away next, almost without any conscious thought at all, and that was when James really began to lose it.  I could tell that his pictures weren’t as well thought out as before, that he was taking them from a place of pure hunger instead of any artistic angle, but maybe that wasn’t a bad thing.  I moved my body around on the bed, doing whatever made me feel sexy, jutting my hips this way or that, laying on my belly, my back, letting my hair fall just the right way.  It was as if I was seeing myself from the third person, that I wasn’t just locked in my own mind and paralyzed with fear. 
 
    “Okay, I think that’s good,” James said, and tucked away his camera on top of our dresser with shaking hands.  He looked at me like I hadn’t seen in a very long time, not since we were young and inexperienced lovers discovering the pleasures of the body together for the first time.  I opened up my body and welcomed the look.  I imagined my face was mirroring very similar sentiments. 
 
    James pulled off his shirt and kicked away his jeans before he crawled on the bed with the grace of a regal cat.  He captured my lips in a kiss, and immediately I guided his hands all over me.  A spark had ignited in me, and I was ready for it to explode into flames. 
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    I stared at the numbers in my spreadsheet until they were blurry and impossible to decipher.  We were tanking fast.  If we didn’t get cash soon, we weren’t going to survive.  Once again, I was fighting the urge to break down and cry.  Why had I ever supported James in this?  Why had I wanted so badly to be the cool and supportive wife?  It had been so easy for me to get caught up in dreams.  I should have been the voice of reason.  I should have told him over and over that most bars and restaurants didn’t work out.  Some put that number at 90% that don’t work out.  This was a disaster. 
 
    “Honey?” 
 
    The sound of James’s voice wasn’t a comfort to me now.  I was annoyed.  And I didn’t like that.  I never wanted to reach the point of resenting my husband, but quickly I was sinking to that place.  I took a few deep breaths and gripped onto the wood of our dining table.  James was sitting nearby on the couch with his own laptop in his lap.  I rubbed my eyes and pushed myself away from the bills and the receipts, just barely resisting the urge to slam my laptop closed.  Staring at them any longer than I already had wasn’t going to help matters. 
 
    “Yes, dear?” I asked with a heavy sigh.  I sunk down beside him on the couch and closed my eyes. 
 
    “Those pictures actually came out really nice,” he said. 
 
    My eyes flew open and the heavy tiredness I was feeling receded for a moment.  It had been several days since our silly little photoshoot, and with everything else going on, I had completely forgotten about it.  The night had ended marvelously, with my husband making love to me like he hadn’t done in ages.  Even days later, a smile tugged at my lips just thinking about it. 
 
    Before asking anything else, I looked at the laptop screen in front of him.  I had expected to be disgusted with what I saw, but I hardly recognized the woman I was looking at on the screen.  That was me?   
 
    “Babe, you’re honestly gorgeous.  I don’t know why you chose me.” 
 
    I gave James a light tap on the arm to stop him from saying such self-deprecating things.  I could spend an entire day listing the many reasons why I had chosen to share my life with him and I’d never get tired.  His photography skills were just another thing to add to the list. 
 
    “I can’t believe you managed to get some good pictures of me,” I said.  “My face usually looks so weird.  Not to mention my body.” 
 
    “Haley,” James said in a stern voice.  He put his hand on my jaw and made me look at him.  “You’ve never in your life looked anything short of stunning.  I don’t know where you get these ideas.” 
 
    I gave him a kiss for giving me another reason to add to my list of how amazing he was.  I looked back at the picture on the screen and James scrolled to another one where I still looked strangely nice.  He continued scrolling, and my heart nearly leapt out of my chest when he got to the nude ones. 
 
    “That’s what I look like?” I asked with a gasp.  It was a reaction purely from shock, not at all meant to be boastful.  But I just couldn’t help it.  I actually looked good!  If I wasn’t acutely aware that I was looking at myself, I would have thought I was looking at a real nude model.  Well, maybe a little too chubby to be a real model, but… 
 
    “Haley!  You’re gorgeous!  This is what I get to look at every day.  I was lucky enough to win you over, so how can I not feel like I’m lucky enough to succeed at any other thing in the world?” 
 
    I laughed.  My husband was far too kind.  He had no idea that I was the lucky one.  I leaned against his arm and watched him scroll through the photos. 
 
    “Is there any way you can send those to my phone?” I asked shyly. 
 
    James looked at me curiously.  “Are you thinking of sending them to someone?  Or posting them?” 
 
    I laughed and shook my head.  “I was just thinking about showing them to Mandy,” I said.  “Would that be silly?” 
 
    James made a satisfied noise deep in his throat that surprised me.  “That’s not silly at all.  I think you should.  I’ll get them set up on your phone. Think she’ll stop by tonight?” 
 
    “I hope so,” I said with a grin.  For once, I was looking forward to going to the bar that night. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Mandy had been sitting at the bar for nearly an hour, and I had yet to gather up the courage to talk to her about my latest “art project.”  A couple different men had come by to offer her a drink, and she had taken both of them up on the offer, chatting with them in circles for a time before making it clear that it wouldn’t go much further than that.  When the second one had left and the bar had died down as usual for the night, I took the opportunity to strike.  I walked around the bar to sit next to her, and she smiled warmly at me.  We’d already done the typical chatting, so she must have understood that I had something different to talk to her about. 
 
    “Did you have a good weekend?” she asked with excitement in her eyes.  I loved how intuitive she was.  I couldn’t believe how lucky I’d been to make a friend like her.  As unlikely as the two of us were, the bond we were building was one of the few things keeping me afloat through all of this. 
 
    “I had a little photoshoot with my husband,” I said with a giggle.  I was being bashful, but I knew Mandy would be there to pick up the slack for me. 
 
    “Let’s see them,” she said, holding out a firm and demanding palm for me to place my phone in.  I unlocked it and handed it over obediently, then had a look around the bar to make sure no one else had noticed anything.   
 
    “Wow,” she said at just the first picture.  I looked down to my lap to hide my smile.  I felt like a high school student who had impressed her teacher with a killer essay.  I couldn’t help but be proud of myself. 
 
    “I don’t look silly?  Please be honest.” 
 
    “You want me to be honest?” Mandy asked, giving me a serious look.   
 
    The butterflies began slamming against the inside of my stomach.  I vaguely noticed that James was edging close enough to listen to us.  I had been so gassed up by my husband that I wasn’t sure I was ready for any real criticism of my amateur modeling skills.  Still, I nodded slowly.  Mandy was nothing if not honest.  She had a keen eye that was going to take her far in life.  I braced myself. 
 
    “You need to get these up on Girl Next Door now.  Yesterday would have been better, but now.  You’ve got something, girl.  Something I’ve never really seen before.  Something that so many girls are trying and failing at on the app.” 
 
    “What does she have that they don’t?” James asked.  I gave him a smile. 
 
    Mandy flipped through more of my photos and pursed her lips in thought.  “It’s just one of those things that’s hard to quantify, but when you see it, you know it.  It’s a vibe.  She has authenticity.  Vulnerability.  It’s exactly what the app was built for.  She’s just such a real woman, and it kind of makes me mad that I’ll never have that,” she said with a laugh. 
 
    I could feel that my cheeks were flaming red at this point, but I couldn’t stop smiling.  I didn’t even know what to say at those kind words.  My eyes even felt a little misty from the compliments. 
 
    “That’s what I’ve been telling her since I met her,” James said.  “She’s special.  One of a kind.” 
 
    “She is,” Mandy said with a smile.  “You two are lucky to have found each other.” 
 
    “I’m lucky to have found both of you,” I chimed in.  “You’ve been a great friend to me, Mandy.  You’re not just a customer or a random girl I chat with every week.  I really appreciate you pushing me to do this.  It’s done wonders for my confidence.” 
 
    Mandy waved off the sentiment and shook her head. “It was all you, girl,” she said.  “But I will push you to do one thing.” 
 
    I smiled and turned my head to the side.  I feared what she might have to say.  “What’s that?” 
 
    “Post these photos on the app.  Like, now.  You’ll have ten subscribers before closing time.” 
 
    I laughed at the thought and shook my head.  When I looked at James, though, his smile was bright, as if he agreed with Mandy.  “I couldn’t,” I said.  “I’d be too-” 
 
    “You could,” Mandy said.  “What do you say, James?  Wanna know exactly how many local men would pay hard-earned money to see what you get to see every day?” 
 
    “If it made her happy and made her feel beautiful, I’d support her all the way.  I’d love for her to do it.” 
 
    Mandy gave me a look.  “Do you know how lucky you are?  You’re a beautiful woman with a great body, and you have the most supportive husband in the world.  Women out there would literally kill for that.  Take advantage, Haley!” 
 
    I giggled and gave James a warm smile.  “I am very lucky.  You’re right about my husband.” 
 
    “All I’m saying is,” Mandy said before taking a long drink of her wine to give her time to sort her thoughts, “you could be making a lot of extra cash for the small price of a few flirty pictures on a website.  What is there to lose?” 
 
    And there was that reason that was driving my curiosity.  How much extra cash could a woman like me actually make?  I wasn’t a hot teen or college girl.  I had stretch marks and crow’s feet decorating my eyes when I smiled.  I was soft, not toned.  I was shy, not sexy.  Could I really make anything off the body I’d been given?  Was it worth the risks?  Could I afford not to try? 
 
    Mandy returned my phone to my hands.  “Trust me.  Get a little bit tipsy tonight, make your account, put one photo up, and I’ll come back tomorrow night to see how much of a following you’ve picked up in a single day.  You’d be surprised.” 
 
    I gave Mandy a rub on the shoulder.  I had grown so fond of our loyal customer. “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    James’s eyes sparkled as I got up from the bar to work on clearing a table that had left.  For the rest of the night, fantasies of extra money finding its way to me filled my head.  And maybe a few fantasies of extra attention finding me as well? 
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    “I did it,” James said with a wonderful grin. 
 
    He handed my phone back over to me, and I immediately took to looking through my Girl Next Door profile.  My heart was pounding as I saw my first free preview photo, me in lingerie sitting shyly on the edge of my bed with a smile.  My gaze was off to the side, not quite able to make contact with the camera.  It had taken me the entire night to choose that one, but my gut told me it was the one, and James’s excitement only confirmed it. 
 
    I clicked on my paid photos, and my face turned red.  I hadn’t chosen the raciest photo from the bunch yet, not quite ready to expose my entire body, but the paid photo was steamy for sure.  I was laying back on the bed with all my curves on show.  My panties were still on, but my bra had disappeared, and I was using only one arm draped across my chest to conceal my body.  It was more than anyone other than James had ever seen of me, and to put it out in the world for the price of a 10 dollar a month subscription fee was a lot for my shyness to handle.  Would my body be worth that much to these men? 
 
    “So, we have you appearing in the Lawrence area,” James said.  “You’re absolutely sure you’re okay with local men seeing you?” 
 
    My heart fluttered at the idea.  What if I were at the grocery store and someone who had subscribed to me saw me in person?  Would the recognize me?  Would they say anything?  Somehow, instead of feeling any shame, I felt a distinct thrill. 
 
    “If you don’t mind,” I said.  “It wouldn’t be weird for you for some guy around town to see me almost nude?  Your mechanic or a college student or even a buddy?” 
 
    Although James was a friendly and well-liked guy, he didn’t necessarily have any friends in the area.  He grew up a few states over, moved to the state for college, then moved to Lawrence for work.  His friends and family were far enough away that they would never come across me on the app. 
 
    “I have a wife gorgeous enough to make money off of only her body and mind,” he said with a shrug.  “Why would that be weird?  I’d love for them to see you and get all jealous and horny and want to touch you.” 
 
    James pulled me in closer and gave me a kiss.  Since this whole thing had started, our love life had sparked all over again.  James was guaranteed to get all hot and bothered the second that we talked about Girl Next Door or the photos I had taken.  I was beginning to wonder if I had unlocked the beginnings of some secret desires within him that he’d been too ashamed to discuss prior to this.  I knew I was beyond lucky for my husband to support something like this, and I knew it wasn’t usual, but I was still scared to discuss it with him directly and make him feel ashamed of the things he liked.  Still, it was a curiosity for me that I was hoping to explore with him one day when the time was right and when I could make sure the words in my head weren’t judgemental or accusatory. 
 
    “So I’m live, then?” I asked, staring at my phone screen.  “I’m just out there?” 
 
    “Yep!” James said.  His free hand traced my body while I scrolled around the app, looking at every exciting little detail.  “I set your location, so now anyone else with the same location can see you and follow you or subscribe.  And - oh?” 
 
    “What?” I asked, perking up. 
 
    “You just got two followers,” he said, pointing to the icon in the top right corner of the app.  “That was fast.” 
 
    “Two?”  I clicked on the notifications.  It listed only usernames they made up with anonymous profile photos, but there were two real men who had taken an interest in me based only on my one free preview photo.  I smiled.  Once I got a real collection started, would I get a subscriber? 
 
    “I can’t wait to tell Mandy,” I said, feeling bubblier than a glass of champagne.  “She’s coming back to the bar tonight.” 
 
    I tossed my phone to the other end of the couch and turned my attention to James.  I curled against his side even more and pressed my face into his chest to breathe him in.  His warm arms wrapped around me. 
 
    “I love you,” he said to me, placing a sweet kiss on the top of my head, my forehead, then my lips. 
 
    “I love you,” I said to him.  I glanced to the clock we had hanging on our living room wall above the reading corner and grinned.  Thirty minutes before we had to leave for the bar.  I was beginning to truly enjoy the time we were getting alone together in the mornings.  For the first time in a long time, I had something to occupy my mind other than the bar and the debt and the future.  I had emerged from spending all of my time in my own head and realized that I was a body as well, and connecting with my husband like I’d been doing was a wonderful way to escape the stress of real life, if only for a few minutes.  
 
    I stroked my husband’s chest and gave him a few more soft kisses.  His body was just as desirable to me as it was when I first met him.  I knew he felt exactly the same way about me.  A connection like that was rare, and I was so happy to have it.  James grinned at me.  He knew what I wanted without even needing to be asked.  He moved with me, guiding me so that I was laying back on the couch, and I held onto his shoulders in anticipation of what was to come.  I vaguely noticed my phone dinging nearby, but I didn’t care to check.  I had far more interesting ways to occupy my free time. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So, did you do it?  Did you make an account?” Mandy asked before she had even taken a seat at the bar. 
 
    I gasped in the middle of absentmindedly smoothing down my hair.  The day had gotten away from me.  James had spent the late morning doing amazing things to my body that made my legs weak just thinking about.  Then, we had to hurry to the bar to prepare for our “busy day” - Saturday night.  Numbers had actually been looking up, with a steadier stream of people coming in.  Still nowhere near enough to sustain the business, but at least things were looking up.  In all that time, I hadn’t been able to check my phone at all. 
 
    “I did,” I said with a saucy grin.  With Mandy, I felt like I could be confident.  “Just this morning we finished up my profile and put up two pictures.  It had only been up a minute before I got two follows!”   
 
    I knew that bragging about such small fry numbers to someone who already had a following was silly, but I’d convinced two men to press a button on their phone.  It wasn’t a subscription, so there wasn’t any money to be had, but I didn’t mind.  Just that boost in confidence was enough.   
 
    “Two right away in the morning is impressive, honestly,” Mandy said.  “Late night tends to be when the follows and the subscriptions start to flow, as you can imagine.  How many are you up to now?” 
 
    “It can’t be much,” I said shyly before taking my phone out of my back pocket.  It had been there since I’d left our apartment, and I hadn’t had a single moment of rest to check it.  As I powered the screen on, though, a thick wall of notifications greeted me.  I was stunned silent. 
 
    “I have…” I began, but I couldn’t even begin to comprehend the numbers I was seeing in front of me.  It had to be a mistake.  I must have been reading something wrong.  I clicked on the app just to make sure. 
 
    “Fifty followers?”  I looked up at Mandy, wondering if I should believe it or not.  Fifty men in the city had already decided to follow me?  Just off one picture?  My hand began to shake. 
 
    “Did you say fifty?” James asked, scooting up next to me to look at my screen.  I could tell that his hands were itching to take the thing away from me, but his good manners held him back. 
 
    “I’m not surprised at all!” Mandy said.  “Congrats, girl!  And this is just the beginning.” 
 
    “Babe, you have five subscribers already,” James said, kissing the side of my head.  “Damn, is my girl a looker or what?” 
 
    I laughed loud enough to startle myself.  I wasn’t sure what I was feeling, but it was bubbling up inside my body and making my head spin.  I was happy, I was proud, I was excited, I was intrigued, I was embarrassed.  The emotions flew around inside of me like leaves caught in a windstorm.  I put my phone down and covered my face with my hands. 
 
    “I can’t believe five people subscribed to me!” 
 
    “Just wait until the messages start coming in,” Mandy said with a giggle.  “Some of them are gonna be a little weird, but a lot of them will be flattering as hell.  You’ll be surprised the things that men notice.  They’ll tell you that you have the most beautiful belly button in the world, or that your elbows are divine.  There’s no way you can have low self esteem after that.” 
 
    James pulled me in for a side hug.  “She deserves all the compliments in the world and more.  Look, you have a few comments on your picture.” 
 
    I couldn’t bear to look.  I shook my head and giggled.  I was sure that I was as red as a stoplight, and I didn’t want my husband and friend to see me like that.  “I don’t think I’m ready for that.” 
 
    “Well, I am,” James said, taking my phone from atop the bar and clicking away on comments. He chuckled beside me.  “’Gorgeous,’ says one of them.  Well, duh.  ‘Please upload more, you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.  I can’t believe you’re local.’  Well, some men in this town have good taste.  Oh, and this comment is…not suitable for a public place.” 
 
    The three of us laughed.  I lifted my head and was able to make eye contact with Mandy again. 
 
    “Good job, girl.  Post a few photos a week and you could be pulling in more than you make here.” 
 
    That wouldn’t be hard, I thought.  However, I was filled with a strange confidence.  Never in my life had I imagined that I’d be able to have the courage to even take a photo of myself in the nude, much less post them on an app for anyone to see.  However, now that I had, I wasn’t feeling anything like I had expected to.  There was no shame, no fear.  Instead, I felt a power in myself like I never had before.  It was new, and something I would have to explore further before I understood it.  My body wasn’t disgusting at all if 50 men had appreciated it enough to go through the trouble of pressing a button to follow me.  More importantly, I’d had the confidence to post myself in a vulnerable way.  I’d come to accept myself in ways that my younger self never would have dreamed of, and my mind was set on seeing where that inner power could lead. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    6 
 
      
 
      
 
    It amazed me how some things in life could be such a slow process until suddenly one day, it takes off at the speed of light.  It had taken me a lifetime to appreciate my body, but now I couldn’t stop looking at myself.  I would pass by the mirror and notice the fullness of my thighs, the dip of my collarbone, the freckles on my shoulders.  They were all features of mine that had been complimented dozens of times by online strangers throughout the week.  If enough people were saying these things, it made me reexamine myself and realize that I had a lot to offer and a lot to be proud of.  The body that had carried me this far through life was one of them.  The silly little updates I posted to Girl Next Door that always seemed to brighten up days were just another thing I had grown proud of. 
 
    It filled my heart with so much joy when Mandy had subscribed to me back.  She would leave sweet messages any time I posted anything, whether it was a text update or a photo, and it gave me the confidence to keep going.  Of course, the subscribers that were filtering in daily didn’t hurt matters. 
 
    “Seventy-three subscribers,” I said in shock to myself when I opened up the app on Friday morning.  I went to my earnings tab and saw that I would be making over five hundred dollars this month.  I had taken off in popularity faster than expected, and for the first time in a long time, I wasn’t feeling dread.  That extra five hundred bucks could start hacking at our ever-present bills.  It was an inch of breathing room that I would happily take. 
 
    “It’s only been a week,” James said from the bathroom where he was brushing his teeth.  “You’re on fire.” 
 
    Only a week?  I ran that number in my head back and forth.  It had been taking up so much of my brain space that it had felt like I’d been on the app for so much longer.  Or did it feel like it had only been a day?  I smiled to myself as I scrolled through all the notifications I’d gotten overnight.  It was a warm feeling.  I was succeeding at something.  I liked it.  But of course, there was that thing that was even sweeter than that, something that I’d been shy to face just yet.   
 
    I was getting a ton of male attention.  More than I’d ever received in my entire life.  I would be the first to admit that I had been an ugly duckling growing up, mostly due to my desire to not be seen or noticed.  I wore oversized, baggy shirts and sweaters.  My hair went up into a frizzy ponytail every day for school.  I was the quiet girl sitting at the front of the class, never making a fuss, never answering questions.  I had at most two friends at a time, but my lack of confidence had made reaching out to them over the years of adulthood difficult, and so we had drifted apart.  If any boys had a crush on me during my teen years, I didn’t know it.  I never got asked out or called cute.  I didn’t go to any school dances.  I never had a high school boyfriend.  I often wondered what was wrong with me at the time, never realizing that it was me and my abysmal self-worth that was holding myself back.  By some miracle, I met a wonderful man in my first year at university, and his friendship gave me the confidence to see myself as worthy of taking up space.  James had been the beginning of my journey to being comfortable in my body.  Up until him, no man had showed me interest.  After him, I wasn’t interested in any other men.  I’d found my soulmate, my perfect man, and nothing in the world could have made me happier.  But reading the comments I got on my Girl Next Door posts were bringing out something in me that perhaps I had longed for as a younger girl.  I knew it wasn’t right to base my self-esteem on what others thought of me.  I knew that vying for male attention wasn’t necessarily the best thing to do.  And yet… 
 
    “Having fun?” James asked. 
 
    I was pulled out of my own head for a moment and realized I was still staring at my phone and smiling.  He’d finished getting ready completely while I was lazing about in bed staring at my screen.  It was a bad habit that I’d developed this week. 
 
    “I’m getting so many messages,” I said.  “I don’t even know what to do with them.” 
 
    After that first day of initial interest, I’d replied to some of the private messages I’d received with simple thanks for their compliments.  However, with over seventy followers, many of them sending messages, along with the many comments from followers and lurkers, it quickly became overwhelming.  Plus, there was the guilt of talking to other men.  No matter how many times James insisted that I should, I couldn’t bring myself to answer many of them beyond a canned response.   
 
    “Have you started any conversations?” James asked.  He smelled clean and minty as he crawled into bed next to me.   
 
    “I’ve got twenty different messages,” I said.  “Some of them are a little pushy or weird.  I wouldn’t even know where to start.” 
 
    “Mandy said the big money comes from private requests,” James reminded me.   
 
    Within the private messaging side of the app, there was an ability to send custom, private, individualized photos to men if they requested them.  I had gotten many messages about this, though I still hadn’t set up that side of things.  I had no idea what to set my price at.  It was amazing enough that these men were willing to pay ten dollars a month just to look at pictures of me.  But when Mandy suggested charging twenty to fifty to one hundred dollars for a custom request, it felt like far too much.  Who would pay that just for a photo of me?  And the idea of sending a unique photo of a man felt so very personal.  Would James really be okay with that? 
 
    “It’s just overwhelming, I suppose,” I said. “I’m sure there’s a lot of nice guys, and I’d be able to make some good money, but…” 
 
    “Is this still about me?” James asked. 
 
    My stomach twisted.  I almost felt like tears were stinging my eyes.  “Am I cheating on you, James?” 
 
    My husband pressed a soft kiss to my lips, barely holding back his smile.  “I don’t know how many times I have to tell you this.  You’re not cheating on me.  I want you to do this.  Honestly, it’s a fantasy that’s playing out for me, and it’s doing all the right things for me.  I love seeing you like this.  I love these men wrapping you up in so many compliments.  I love them lusting after the woman who is so devoted to me.  For them to get a glimpse, a small taste, and then have you come back to me is divine.” 
 
    My heart began to pound as he spoke with raw lust coloring his voice.  I couldn’t begin to understand that train of thought.  If our positions were switched, I’d feel nothing but jealousy and sadness.  But James didn’t begin to feel the same way.  He continued to encourage me.  Oddly enough, it wasn’t at all about the money to him.  He didn’t care about those figures.  Only about what men were saying about my body. 
 
    “Would you scan through my messages, then?” I asked.  “If you see any guys who aren’t totally weirdos, maybe I can try that?” 
 
    James perked up.  “Really?” he asked.  “You’d talk to some of them?” 
 
    I couldn’t for the life of me understand why he was so excited about the possibility of me talking to another man.  “I mean, maybe,” I said.  “Maybe I’ll fulfill some of their special requests?” 
 
    “I’ll be on it,” he said, kissing my cheek and taking my phone from me.  “How about you go get ready for the day and I’ll do some browsing?” 
 
    I shook my head and got out of bed.  I couldn’t help but laugh at my husband’s antics.  I wouldn’t be doing this if not for him.  Somehow, it seemed that he got even more enjoyment out of it than I did sometimes.  I felt it best not to question things too much, though, or I’d get stuck doing loops in my own head.  I left him to look for potential conversations for me and got started with my day.  I sang in the shower for the first time in a very long time.  It was nice to have something to look forward to in the future. 
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    “Are you still talking to Adam?” James asked. 
 
    I looked up from my phone, trying to push back my shame.  There was a dull hum in the bar that just managed to compete with the music we were playing.  Things were looking up.  I’d taken a quick break from manning the bar to check my phone, and I’d been immediately caught by my husband. 
 
    Adam had been one of the guys James had okayed me to talk to.  In fact, he had been James’s favorite of the bunch, because instead of commenting on the latest nude picture of my body sprawled over my couch, he asked about a DVD on a bookshelf in the background that had actually belonged to my husband, some obscure German film.  James had taken the lead in that conversation, pretending to be a beautiful woman as a way to intimately discuss films he loved with another man.  Not exactly how I pictured things going.  Adam was nice enough, though, after James let me get a chance to chat with him.  He was a student and an employee at a bookstore across town that I had been in just a week earlier.  The thought of it gave me such an electric shock through my body.  Maybe we’d made eye contact, or maybe he’d recognized me.  He was cute and young and easy to talk to, and the first time I sent him a requested picture, he showered me with wonderful and unique compliments.  However, conversation dried up after that, and I hadn’t heard from him in a week or two.  I hadn’t had much desire to rekindle it, either. 
 
    “He hasn’t been around,” I said.  “He renewed his subscription for this month.  But he might be busy with school or work.  It’s almost summertime, so he probably has finals.” 
 
    I looked around the bar and my heart pounded as I realized what I was talking about.  Of course, to the outside observer, I could have been discussing anyone, a friend or family member or a usual customer.  Nobody in the room knew what I was doing on the side.  Or did they? 
 
    I still had no idea what I would do if a customer somehow recognized me.  I knew the chances were slim.  The Lawrence area that my town neighbored had a population of nearly one million people, and my subscriber count was in the low hundreds after my first full month.  Plus, there was the fact that I was usually all made up with big, curled hair and lingerie, nothing like my getup when I was working the bar.  A t-shirt, hair in a low ponytail, black rimmed glasses, no makeup at all.  I probably looked like a totally different person.  However, I often wondered how I would react if one of my subscribers recognized me.  The thought always gave me butterflies. 
 
    Adam was just one of about a dozen men that I’d had extended conversations with on the app.  I had thought that it would feel wrong, that it would be like cheating on my husband.  The guilt still sometimes got to me, no matter how much James insisted that he liked it.  I was always totally open with him and let him read anything he wanted to, just to make sure everything was clear and open.  Most of the conversations ended up being flirty and fun, though.  James had been good at picking out the best guys of the bunch and protecting me from those that were too aggressive or a little too creepy.  I hadn’t had to drop any of the conversations or block anyone just yet.  Most of the guys seemed pretty chill, and their reasons for being on the app tended to be reasonable.  No time for a girlfriend, but still wanting some kind of connection that many other outlets couldn’t give them.  Boredom or curiosity.  Some even thought maybe they could find love.  I made it clear that I couldn’t offer that kind of thing.  I’d already found my love, and I hoped to whoever I could that those lonely souls could find the love they needed one day.  Most of our talk wasn’t all that serious, though.  Just some flirting, some compliments, some discussion of movies or shows or local places.  Just some fun to pass the time. 
 
    I finished checking my phone and realized I was hoping for an answer from a specific person.  It wasn’t Adam.  It wasn’t most of them.  In just a month, I’d already found a favorite customer on the app, and though our conversation had just started, his was the one my mind was drifting to these days.   
 
    His name was Andrew, and he was certainly not like most of the other men on the app that I’d seen so far.  Andrew was older than me by 8 years, while everyone else seemed to be in their 20s.  He wasn’t one of the first to subscribe to me.  He followed me three weeks into my Girl Next Door career, and after I posted my third free preview photo, he’d finally subscribed to me, exactly one month and one day after I joined the app.  I never noticed him commenting, so I probably figured him for the quiet, lurking type that made up more than half of my subscribers.  However, one Saturday evening, late after the bar was closed down and I was resting my aching feet in bed, I received a new message from him. 
 
      
 
    I’ve been loving your photos.  You’re a stunningly beautiful woman, and I look forward to each and every photo you upload.  It’s relieved so much of the intensely mundane rut that my life has found itself in.  Thank you. 
 
      
 
    I’d been given any number of compliments already, some ranging from nicely written and sweetly kind to shockingly rude and lewd.  However, something struck me about this one in particular.  I didn’t even wait for my husband’s approval before reaching out. 
 
      
 
    Thank you!  You have no idea how much your words mean to me.  Glad I can spice up your life somewhat.  I can relate to being in that rut.  It’s not a fun place to be, and I hope you get out of it soon. 
 
      
 
    I sent the message out into the void, and my heart pumped unlike ever before.  I looked at the man’s profile, which used a generic mountain photo as the picture (rarely did men use their real faces as their profile photos, unless they were strikingly brave or handsome, and perhaps hoping to entice a few women back).  He listed himself as local, and his bio was short and to the point - bored old businessman.  I chuckled at it. 
 
      
 
    I’m just tired.  Work has drained everything from me, and yet I can’t stop.  You have no idea how much your response means to me.  It’s good to have company in the same boat. 
 
      
 
    I’d gotten sob stories from men before.  I’d been made to feel bad for taking some of their money.  I’d had a few personal conversations about real life with some of these men.  This wasn’t anything new.  However, I wanted to dig further. 
 
      
 
    That’s too bad.  I’ve definitely been in that same place recently.  Work was consuming me, and I couldn’t think of anything else, even when I was away from it.  Would you like to talk about it? 
 
      
 
    James was still in the kitchen, looking around for snacks and using his free time as much as he could before the grind started up again in the morning.  I had the bedroom to myself, and I felt a little bubble of happiness forming around me.  I was connecting with an outside person, one who seemed to understand the place I was sometimes in.  He responded and my heart fluttered. 
 
      
 
    To give a quick summary before I pass out for the night - I’ve spent my entire adult life building a business and chasing success.  I reached it a couple years ago, and I’m just now realizing all that I’ve missed in my life.  Friendships, relationships, getting out there and enjoying my body in a time before my back hurt every morning and my knees creaked every time I stood up.  The life I’ve chosen still doesn’t have much room for that, so this app is the best thing I can get for now.  I truly thank you for taking the time to talk to me. 
 
      
 
    In that short exchange, a curiosity was born.  Who was this successful businessman who had it all and yet felt he had nothing?  Were there really ways that I could help him?  The next day, I posted a photo with him in mind, giving the brightest smile I could while I held a steaming cup of coffee by the morning light of my window.  My husband was especially impressed by that one. 
 
    “You never smile like that,” he said.  “It’s cute.  You look great in that lighting.” 
 
    I smiled and posted it, hoping my new friend would see it and get a kick out of it as well.  However, I didn’t hear from him again for the rest of the week.  My spirit somewhat deflated, even though I was getting plenty of attention elsewhere, and even though my subscriber count reached new heights every day. 
 
    When Mandy showed up at her usual spot sitting at the bar on a Friday night after work, I waited for a quiet moment to chat with her.  It was a strange feeling that those quiet moments were getting less frequent.  Fridays and Saturdays were our busiest days, of course, but there used to be long stretches of time where no one new came in and those who were already seated took their time.  Our waitress had no problem taking care of the place without help from me.  Now, though, these moments to talk to Mandy came in smaller chunks.  It was a good thing for the business, of course - we were finally picking up steam.  However, I did miss being able to chat with Mandy like I used to. 
 
    “Have you ever gotten close to any of your subscribers?” I asked her shyly when I got the chance, when everyone, including James, was well out of earshot.   
 
    Mandy gave me a knowing look, raising her sculpted eyebrow up and smirking.  She shook her shoulders back and forth quickly like she was bubbling up with excitement at the news she knew I had. 
 
    “I’m guessing you have,” she said. 
 
    I smiled.  “Not yet.  Just wondering what your policy is on that.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes on me and took a drink of some colorful thing James had concocted and insisted she try out.  She pursed her lips in thought before continuing. 
 
    “I’ve had a lot of interesting conversations,” she said.  “Even though we’re meeting under strange circumstances doesn’t mean these guys aren’t worth talking to sometimes.  Most of them are less interesting than a bag of sand for sure, but sometimes you get a gem that is actually worthy of friendship.  Or would be, under different circumstances.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t become friends with someone you met through the app?” I asked.  My heart sank just a little. 
 
    Mandy shrugged.  “I feel like that’s a little too much baggage.  I prefer to keep my work and my personal life separate.  I’d probably never meet a guy from GND in person.  But plenty of other girls happily do.  Although, they’re usually meeting for a very specific reason.” 
 
    “Sex?” I asked in a whisper. 
 
    Mandy laughed.  “Yes, sweetie,” she said.  I could tell her cackle had attracted my husband’s attention, though he was busy at the other end of the bar talking to a group of three young men.  I still had time.  But I was flustered and no longer had my train of thought in order.  What exactly was I getting at here? 
 
    “Wait,” Mandy said, drawing my attention back up to her.  My cheeks were red as I anticipated her next question.  “Are you talking to someone you want more with?” 
 
    I glanced again at my husband, afraid to broach the subject with him just yet.  I didn’t want to hurt him.  He’d told me time and time again how much he enjoyed this, but I couldn’t get the guilt out of my mind. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said.  “Not yet.  But what if that were to happen?  What if I were to meet someone interesting?” 
 
    “Then you’re a lucky girl and you should milk that for as long as you can!”  Mandy clearly didn’t see the problem.  “Talk to James about it.  Honestly, he’s the type of guy who seems absolutely cool with it.  He doesn’t have to feel any jealousy.  He knows he won’t lose you.  So explore all that life has to offer, girl.  You’re one of the lucky ones.” 
 
    “Maybe if the situation ever actually happens,” I said with a sigh and withdrew a little.  After all, the man who sparked an interest in me had fallen off the planet for nearly a week.  Still, Mandy’s support made me feel better about it.  I was afraid she would see me as a fool for finding an interesting person on an app so focused on the superficial.  The support meant a lot.  All I had to do next was find support from my husband.  If the situation ever actually happened, of course. 
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    Sorry to have missed all your updates this past week.  I was on one hell of a business trip in Germany.  Never again.  Seeing your latest photos as soon as I got settled back at home was such a relief, though.  I’m happy you’re sticking with this. 
 
      
 
    A smile came to my face when I finally received that message.  We spent our weekend talking as much as we could - though of course, weekends were a busy time for me with The Sea and Star picking up more and more steam every week.  My first month’s income from Girl Next Door had pushed off the bar’s debts for another month, though we still weren’t breaking even.  But maybe this month could work out better for us.  Maybe we could finally get our heads above water with increased revenue at the bar and my side income helping us along.  I wondered what it would be like to actually run a successful business.  Would I ever feel steady again in my life?  Would we be able to scale and grow?  No matter how much I’d tried to mentally prepare myself for the life my husband had proposed for us, I never truly understood the constant turmoil and stress it would bring.  I didn’t think it’d ever end. 
 
      
 
    Germany sounds amazing!  You have no idea how much I would love to get out and travel these days.  I feel completely stuck right now.  The stress of adult life, right? 
 
      
 
    I sent the message without much thought, and then paused.  Was I discussing stress with a man on an app meant for looking at explicit photos?  What an absolute turn off.  And yet, to my surprise, Andrew didn’t mind at all. 
 
      
 
    I’m sure it is.  I wish I could have explored it outside of meeting rooms and hotel rooms.  What a life I’ve chosen.  Where are you stuck? 
 
      
 
    It took me awhile to come up with an answer that was vague enough not to give too much away.  This was a topic that I’d been holding in completely, pretending that everything was fine.  It would feel so good to open up to someone.  However, I also didn’t want to come out and say my location and give away my real identity, of course. 
 
      
 
    I just opened a small local business.  It’s been nothing less than chaotic.  I worry all day.  I worry in my sleep.  That’s why I joined this app.  I need a break from it all sometimes. 
 
      
 
    I sent the message away and snuggled into my bed.  I worried about my husband reading these messages later.  They weren’t too damning, but it was something I had yet to bring up to him.  He was always an endless fountain of positivity.  There was no time to worry when we should have been dreaming big and working hard.  The thought of having someone to complain to was far too tempting in the moment. 
 
      
 
    That’s an incredibly brave thing to do.  I hope you have all the success and happiness you could possibly dream of from your business.  I know it can be a lonely path from my own personal experience. 
 
      
 
    But it wasn’t my success.  I pressed my phone’s screen against my chest and gave it some thought.  This was my husband’s dream.  I had sacrificed so much for this dream of his, for James’s success and James’s happiness.  But what about my happiness?  My thoughts were beginning to click into place.  What did bring me happiness? 
 
      
 
    Actually, it’s my husband’s business.  So I’m just on this path for support. 
 
      
 
    The words I typed out gave me a hollow feeling in my chest.  I was out here always doing my best to support the man I love.  Was I looking for some support in return?  I knew it was a huge risk to throw out the fact that I had a husband.  However, the guilt of hiding him seemed to be a worse alternative.  Besides, husband or not, it didn’t change the curious relationship I had with Andrew.  He seemed smart enough to understand that. 
 
      
 
    Then that’s even lonelier.  If you need anyone to talk to, I’m here. 
 
      
 
    I smiled and let out a sigh.  It was a small moment of connecting with another human being outside of my own chaotic little world that I had created for myself, but it felt wonderful.  There was a warmth flooding my body, an excitement I hadn’t felt in a long time.  The thrill of something new and fun, without the enormous sense of risk that came with the bar.   
 
      
 
    I really appreciate that more than you could ever know.  Have a good night, Andrew.  Thank you for your kind words. 
 
      
 
    I was afraid to press him any further and get any deeper than we already had.  However, I felt a spark of something inside of me, and I had an urge to act on it.  It was the end of the day after a long day’s work, I was a mess, my hair had sunk considerably and I had no makeup on.  However, I lifted my phone up and turned on my selfie camera.  I examined myself in the soft, warm lighting cast by the lamp in the corner of my room and decided I could work with it on the fly. 
 
    I pulled off my t-shirt and decided my simple black bra looked nice enough.  Then I laid with my hair splayed out behind me on the pillow, my hand draped over my chin touching my lips, and gave the camera the sultriest look I could.  The top-up photo didn’t look half bad for something taken on impulse.  I spent a few moments examining the few choices I snapped, and my stomach was all warm and bubbly.  I sent the photo off into my private chat with Andrew, followed by a simple good night message.  I nibbled on my bottom lip and let my heart flutter with excitement.  It was my first time sending a private photo, and it hadn’t even been one officially requested through the app, the kind that could get me money.  I had done it simply because I liked this guy.  The response took a long time to reach me, however, and I began to feel nervous.  Had I stepped too far?  Had I said something wrong? 
 
      
 
    That was a wonderful surprise.  You have no idea how lucky I feel to get a photo like that from a beautiful woman like you.  So warm and intimate.  I truly wish I could be there with you to touch that body in all the ways I believe it deserves to be touched.  Your husband has my envy.  Have a good night. 
 
      
 
    I found myself breathing faster and grinning as I read his message, then read it again.  I received any number of compliments and thanks from dozens of men any time I posted a picture.  However, something about Andrew made it that much sweeter.  I wanted to try even harder.  I wanted him to chase me.  I wanted to see where this could go. 
 
    “Having fun?” James asked. 
 
    My whole body jolted in bed when I realized he was standing in the doorway with a grin much like the one I had just been sporting. 
 
    “James,” I said, and shame came over me, like I had just been caught cheating.  I had nothing to say besides that.  He crawled into the bed next to me and wrapped his warm arms around me. 
 
    “I like seeing you like that,” he said.  He kissed my cheek.  “When you get all excited about something.  I haven’t seen it in a long time.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” I said, but he kissed my lips to stop those words. 
 
    “Don’t be.  I like it.  Keep chasing whatever is making you feel this way.  As long as I get to watch it happen, I’m just as happy as you are.” 
 
    It was still such a foreign thing to me.  James was still saying the same thing so many different ways, hoping to make it click inside my brain.  I wasn’t sure if it ever would.   
 
    “Do you want to read my messages?” I offered, not wanting to keep anything hidden from him. 
 
    He shook his head.  “I trust you.  I’m happy for you.  Babe, how many times do I have to tell you that this turns me on more than anything else?”  He added those last words with a chuckle.   
 
    “I know,” I said, now feeling guilty that I was probably annoying him with how hesitant I constantly was.  How many times was I going to test him before I trusted him as well? “It’s just different to what I’ve always thought.” 
 
    “Of course,” James said.  “But just because something different doesn’t mean it can’t be wonderful.  To me, all of this is wonderful.” 
 
    I nodded and gave him a kiss.  I still had to shower after a long day of work.  Maybe one day we’d be successful enough that I wouldn’t have to work so hard, that we could hire more help.  That day wouldn’t be here for a long time, though.  Until then, I had to do what I could to take care of my body and continue on with the path I’d chosen in life.  I squeezed James’s hand and warmth spread through my chest.  I had truly chosen a wonderful partner to take this journey with.  No matter how hard things got, I would never go back and choose a different path if given the choice. 
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    Things were going well. 
 
    And when that realization slipped through my mind on a Tuesday afternoon during happy hour at the bar, it nearly stopped me in place.  I looked around at the relatively full bar, watched the new guy with his man bun and full sleeve of tattoos expertly carry seven drinks to our biggest table, and took in the overall atmosphere.  There was a buzz of conversation around me, loud enough to drown out the music playing, even.  I couldn’t help but admit to myself that I had played a significant part in this boost in business. 
 
    After receiving my second month’s payment from Girl Next Door, I put it straight into the business.  We put that extra money into the advertising budget, targeting local users on a couple social media platforms.  We had assumed that living in a college town meant catering to a college crowd, but we found our actual demographic to be a little more mature than that.  It wasn’t necessarily the young students coming.  It was grad students and professors.  It was other young professionals.  It was old timers and middle aged people happy to have a bar that didn’t blast dance music or have silly gimmicks.  We were learning and adjusting, and with slight changes, we were beginning to get our footing and grow. 
 
    It was wonderful to see my husband grow personally as well.  He had always been the confident one in the relationship, but something as huge and risky as starting a business was sure to shake even the most secure person’s confidence.  He always wore a brave face, but there were those cracks in certain moments where I could tell he was just as stressed as me.  Now, though, he’d hit his stride again and seemed somehow even more sure of himself than before.  I would watch him at the bar sometimes as he fluidly went from one conversation to another, pouring a beer from the tap while telling a joke that got six people laughing.  He’d maneuver to the kitchen to follow up on an order and then deliver it himself to a group of old men who would brighten up at seeing him.  This was where he belonged.  I understood now why he had to escape his previous office job, no matter how safe and lucrative it could be for him.  He couldn’t be confined to sitting in a desk his whole life and interacting with a few other coworkers.  He needed to take control of his own life and his own future, he needed room to flourish socially.  This was perfect for him.  As much as I had been blossoming in my own life, James was doing much the same.  We had made it past the rocky start, it seemed, and we were finally getting some room to breathe.  A couple thousand dollars a month from my racy online photos was all it took. 
 
    It was the end of my third month of posting on Girl Next Door, and my following continued to grow.  I had regular requests for custom photos to the point where I had to start refusing many of them for lack of time.  A man wanted me to put on my nicest dress and pose in the park, surrounded by greenery?  There was no way I’d have time for that, but I’d make a note of it for a future idea.  The men who wanted simply an intimate look into the everyday life of a woman they didn’t know, though, were making me the bulk of my money.  A photo just after a shower as I dried off with a fluffy towel?  That I could do.  A photo of the curve of my hip in the morning sun?  I could do it.  It was a strangely intimate and distant connection that I was forming with some men, but my favorite was still Andrew.  A request from him was always exhilarating.  I wanted so badly to close that distance with him, but I feared what might happen if I did.  What if I let the name of the bar slip?  Would it really be so bad?  Would he do anything about it?  Would it be too forward of me, and would that make him run?  My mind seemed to constantly be thinking about that possibility, but I was never quite ready to take that risk.   
 
    In a small break between the happy hour crowd dwindling and closing time, I glanced at my GND earnings for the month.  They were already on track to double the previous month, if the trend chart could be trusted.  I hadn’t dared to dream about the possibilities of what kind of money I could continue earning if things went on like this.  Would there be a ceiling to my monthly payments?  Would I eventually make more profits than the bar?  Even continuing to make the couple thousand a month that I was currently making would be life-changing money.  It was a wonderful opportunity that I was so thankful for having taken, and yet, I could never truly believe it was happening.  It felt like I was always waiting for the bad news to walk in.  And just a week later, it did, wearing painfully high heels. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Haley!” 
 
    Mandy’s voice cut through the normal noise of the bar, and it made me turn around immediately.  Her face was strange, like she was trying to keep it together but couldn’t quite do it.  My heart began to pound seeing her this way.  I wasn’t sure what it could mean.   
 
    When I reached her place along the bar, she simply beckoned with her hand, signaling for me to follow her.  I gave her a curious look, but there still wasn’t any explanation.  I looked over at James, who had taken notice of us, and he gave me a nod.  It would be okay for me to leave my post for a moment.  I finished up mixing the drink that had just been ordered, serving it up with a smile to the man behind the bar despite how shaken up I was feeling.  Then, I followed after her, letting her lead me through the threshold.  She took me by the hand next so that she could lead me a good distance away from the front entrance of the bar. 
 
    “Mandy, what’s wrong?” I finally said, not able to take the suspense any longer. 
 
    She stopped and turned around.  There was a deep frown on her face.  “Did you hear the news?” 
 
    “What news?” I asked.  I was relieved that it wasn’t something personally wrong with her, but my mind quickly jumped to what it must have been about. 
 
    “They’re shutting down Girl Next Door,” she said.  “I’m so bummed out.  I’m honestly livid.  I was making such good money.  It turns out the CEO is a huge dick who’s been stealing from the company or something.  I don’t know, I couldn’t even read the article.  I knew I had to come tell you as soon as I could.” 
 
    My heart sunk as low as it possibly could.   
 
    “It’s shutting down?” I asked.  I put a hand against the brick wall of the building to steady myself.  It was news I hadn’t been expecting, but something I feared since I started.  I had hoped to get a little more time before the rug was pulled out from under me like this.   
 
    Mandy nodded.  “I’m sorry. I feel doubly bad because I’m the one who got you into it.  I feel like I gave you something wonderful and then yanked it back.” 
 
    “Don’t feel that way,” I said.  “I’m grateful for your help, even if it couldn’t last forever.” 
 
    We stood together in silence for a long few moments.  What was there to say? 
 
    “I just feel so sad,” Mandy said with an ironic giggle.  “I know it’s stupid, but I’m sad.  I feel like a piece of me is gone.  I enjoyed doing it so much more than my real gig.  Why can’t good things just last?” 
 
    I gave a sad laugh in response.  “I understand.  I really do.  I don’t even know how to process this.  It was just an app, but I’m going to miss it.  More than just the money.” 
 
    My mind was already on one single person.  Andrew.  Would it be over, just like that, when it had only just started?  I couldn’t let that happen. 
 
    “I know. I’ve never felt so good about myself,” Mandy said.  “Without anyone even putting their hands on me.” 
 
    We chatted a bit more, comforting one another over this experience that we were both sharing.  We discussed the highs and the current low.  I’m not sure how long I was out there.  Time had stopped for us. 
 
    “I’m just glad that it brought us together,” I said.  “Having you as a friend during this time has meant so much.” 
 
    Mandy pulled me into a hug, and it warmed me through.  “It was wonderful while it lasted, but at least we have each other now.  And hey, maybe someone else will make a new app and we can profit off of that!” 
 
    We giggled together.  I think we both knew that it had been a once in a lifetime opportunity that we’d most likely never see again.  It was a small comfort in the moment though. 
 
    “I better get back to James,” I said after I saw a large group entering the bar’s door.  Being down a person in a time like that couldn’t have been easy.  I’d take any distraction at this time. 
 
    “Good idea,” Mandy said.  “And I need a drink.” 
 
    We started towards the door when the thought came to me.  “When will it shut down?  Is it already over?” 
 
    “Rumors are saying it shuts down at midnight,” Mandy said.  “So finish up any last minute business that you have.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I knew that I was going to have to take a risk that I wasn’t nearly ready for.  I had only an hour between leaving after cleaning up the bar and that midnight deadline, and I’d spent the entire night thinking about what to do.  If I didn’t make a move now, I could lose out on my connection to Andrew forever.  Would that be for the best?  Should I let him go, along with the entire Girl Next Door experience?   
 
    As I spent the rest of the night working at the bar like a robot while my mind was far elsewhere, I kept circling back to the same thing.  It wasn’t the money that I was worrying about losing.  It was Andrew. 
 
    And so, not knowing if the message would even reach him before the app shut down, I made the leap. 
 
      
 
    I work at the Sea and Star Bar on Edgemere Street.  If you ever want a drink and a chat, come see me. 
 
      
 
    I looked at the clock in the top corner of my phone.  There was a little more than half an hour.  Had he heard the news?  Was he feeling anything like I was feeling?  Was I reading too much into our relationship?  Those gentle compliments had become addictive.  The late night messages after work were amazing little treats to look forward to.  What would I do without them now?  I saw such a potential for a deep and meaningful kind of friendship with him, too.  He had truly seemed like he cared about me.  Of course, that might have been just the illusion of Girl Next Door that I had bought into just like all the rest.  The feeling that this was real and tangible, that it would last forever.  Now, it was gone like a dream, and I was trying to focus hard and cling to the memories before they disappeared as well. 
 
    That night was not restful for me, but after I sent that message, I closed Girl Next Door for the last time.  All I could do was let the universe take it from there. 
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    “You’re not mad at me?” I asked.  “You can tell me.  I know I went too far this time.” 
 
    James put his hands on either side of my face and kissed me gently. 
 
    “Babe, I’m not mad.  I’m incredibly turned on, actually.  Any man in that bar now could be Andrew there to take a peek at you.  I’m going to have trouble working with that thought always in my head.” 
 
    It had been over a week since Girl Next Door had shut down.  Money was being stolen from users, money wasn’t being reported to the IRS, and those who worked every day to keep the app running were stuck in the middle of it all.  The CEO was publicly arrested, all the employees quit, and the servers were shut down within a day.  I read a few articles on the subject, trying to wrap my head around it all, hoping to find any news that maybe this was all a mistake and that it would come back online.  I even tapped the app icon on my phone a couple times, hoping to be able to see my old pictures and message logs.  All that would appear was an error pop up.  Users would have their money returned, girls on the app would lose out on the month’s subscriber payments, and tons of people would be left unhappy.  I was lucky enough to be only a little bit bummed out by the app closing.  I was satisfied with the things I gained.  It wasn’t perfect, but it was a journey I would never regret. 
 
    In all the rush, I’d discussed nearly everything with my husband.  He comforted me that night and the next day when the initial hit shock.  He’d given me space to think about it all and to accept the loss.  He’d been there to be angry with me when we found out I wouldn’t be earning that month’s subscription money.  But I didn’t tell him my final act on the app of reach out to Andrew.  It wasn’t that I was trying to hide it from him.  Girl Next Door being shut down had just been such a huge news event that we were rapt watching it all fall apart.  Oddly enough, traffic to the bar had steadily increased that week, as if local men suddenly had a lot more time and money, or felt they had to resort to the old classic methods of interacting with women.  The rush was nice, as it kept me busy.  However, a week later, I realized that every night, I was looking out for a familiar face that I had never seen before.  What if one of the men in the bar that night was Andrew?  He would know me, but I didn’t know what he looked like.  Or would he know me?  My bar attire was nothing like how I looked on the app.  Maybe he’d shown up and had been disappointed.  I was almost embarrassed that I had let him known where I worked and he hadn’t rushed over to find me already.  Had he gotten the message?  Would I ever get to meet the man that I had so many late night conversations with?  Once all these questions were getting to be too much, I finally confessed to my husband that I had revealed myself personally.  His reaction didn’t surprise me.  He was fully supportive. 
 
    “Was he the only one you messaged?” James asked after a little further consideration. 
 
    “I didn’t have much time,” I said.  “He was the only one that I could have seen as a friend.” 
 
    “Hmmm,” James said, and there was a grin on his face.  I didn’t know what he was possibly thinking about.  I wasn’t sure if I wanted to ask. 
 
    “It was when there was only 30 minutes left with the app being open.  He was probably asleep and didn’t even see my message.  I just thought it would be nice to invite him to the bar and maybe treat him to a drink.  He was one of my biggest supporters.”  The phrase struck me with guilt.  Andrew had given me a significant amount of money for personal photos.  Each one was always received with a shower of compliments that lifted me up.  I wanted badly to repay him any way that I could. 
 
    “If it’s meant to be, he’ll show up.  Maybe he’s shy,” James said.  “Maybe he’s already come and seen you in person and he’s intimidated.” 
 
    I laughed at the possibility.  “Intimidated by me?  I don’t think so.  He probably saw me without all that hair and makeup and ran away.” 
 
    James kissed my forehead.  “You’re beautiful no matter what you wear,” he said.  “I wish you could see that.  If he showed up, he’d see it too.” 
 
    If he showed up.  If.  So why hadn’t he?  And why did I care so much? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The hardest thing about losing the Girl Next Door app was the loss of that outlet I had.  When everything in my life was stressful, at least I had one shining thing that I could focus on for a few minutes a day.  It made me happy.  It was a small distraction, an escape from reality.  It was free compliments and a lens into how even I could be viewed as beautiful.   
 
    I had secretly been hoping that with the bar bringing in more money every night, running it would become less stressful.  However, somehow the opposite became true.  More money meant more people coming in, which meant we had to hire more help.  New waiters would flake on their shifts, leaving everyone else to pick up the slack.  I had to do ten interviews in an afternoon for a prep cook to replace the one who quit mid-shift because he had an offer for a job elsewhere that finally came through.  Somehow, we managed without customers being none the wiser.  Doing the numbers at the end of the month, we were still struggling to break even.  And with no more side income from GND to make up the difference, everything was left up to the business.  James continued to assure me that we’d continue to gain enough steam to start turning a profit, but it felt like some sort of hell that we could never escape from.  The more traction we gained, the more we seemed to slip backwards.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “There’s a couple new apps that have popped up,” Mandy said to me over the counter as we shared our Friday evening chat.  She looked tired, like her job at the bar down the road had been tougher than ever.  “I’m on a waiting list for one, but the others just don’t seem to have the same user base.  I think people are still burned from losing their money on Girl Next Door.” 
 
    I nodded and contemplated whether or not I’d ever consider joining another app like that.  “I don’t know if I have the spirit for another rollercoaster ride like that again,” I admitted. 
 
    “I hear you,” Mandy said.  “Losing something as great as that really makes it hard to trust again.” 
 
    “It really was too good to be true,” I said with a smile.  “But it was fun while it lasted.” 
 
    “You’re still hiring around here?” Mandy asked.   
 
    I paused at the question.  Mandy had never asked much about the bar.  She wasn’t quite able to meet my gaze, like she was embarrassed to even ask.   
 
    “We’re looking to hire more waitstaff in the upcoming month,” I said with a nod, careful to keep my tone neutral.  When she didn’t respond further, I continued.  “How’s work going for you?” 
 
    “I’m getting burned out,” she said with a laugh that was almost manic.  It was like she was desperate to discuss it. 
 
    “The customers?” I asked. 
 
    “I wish I could say that the old creeps and the cocky young idiots who feel the need to harass me were the worst part of my job.  Honestly, the boss is an ass, and he’s only gotten worse.  I’m thinking it’s time to get out, but the money’s just too damn good.” 
 
    I sighed together with her.  Things were getting so difficult.  It was okay that my own life was so full of stress and chaos, but I didn’t like seeing my friend suffering like this. 
 
    “Well, you’re always welcome to apply,” I said.  “I can’t offer you nearly as much as a strip club, but the customers here are great.  And I may be biased, but I think the boss is pretty wonderful, too.” 
 
    Mandy laughed with me.  “Both of the bosses seem great.  I’ll see if I can get an application together.  I’ll hold out as long as I can, though.” 
 
    I smiled and nodded.  “I understand.” 
 
    We chatted for awhile longer before Mandy went home for an early evening to unwind.  I watched her go through the door, where she nearly bumped into a man entering at the same time.  They laughed off the mistake and I gave her one final wave before she left.  I glanced at the man next, waiting to see if he was going to choose a table or to sit at the bar, but a strange feeling settled into me.  I did a double take, looking him in the eyes.  He was tall with dark hair and stubble, and he was dressed like he’d just gotten off from working too late at the office.  His eyes looked me over with recognition.  His lips parted and his steps slowed just a little.  I could tell he was trying to hold back an enormous smile of recognition and unfiltered happiness.  After just a few moments, the realization hit me and I gasped.  My whole body went instantly hot - or freezing cold, I couldn’t quite tell. 
 
    “Andrew?” I said, barely above a whisper as he stepped up to the bar across from me.  I didn’t even think he could hear me.  My voice had absolutely no strength. 
 
    “Hello, Haley,” he said, and that smile of pure delight reached his warm eyes.  “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you in person.” 
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    I was frozen in the middle of my own bar.  My cheeks were flushed.  I wasn’t sure if it was embarrassment or something else.   
 
    This was Andrew? 
 
    This was Andrew. 
 
    Somehow, I knew it in a strange sense before he even said anything.  It was like the connection we had forged over a few messages a week had been real and tangible, so much so that it translated into the real world instantly.  I had spent a long time wondering what he really looked like in person.  But there was so much more than just a static image.  There was the way he carried himself, the way he spoke.  Had I imagined him this way?  With that thick, black hair styled so impeccably?  With that perfect amount of stubble?  With those perfect brown eyes that seemed as though they saw not only the physical me, but something much deeper?  I had imagined the business attire, of course.  Those perfectly fitted slacks and that crisp white button down were just what I had pictured.  It was like I had seen a fuzzy version of him in my head and just now he had come into focus.  He was just what I had hoped for.  He was perfect. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Andrew said, looking me over with concern in his eyes.  “You asked me to come, but I wasn’t sure if it would be the right thing to do.” 
 
    “No, it’s fine!” I said, realizing I had been staring and saying nothing for who knows how long.  I looked around the bar and tried to return back to earth.  I had drifted away strangely.  “Please, have a seat.  What’ll you have?” 
 
    Andrew’s smile was so relaxed and natural.  He took the place at the bar that Mandy had left, and his body moved with poise and fluidity.  I could tell just under his well-fitted clothes that he had an immaculate body that he probably spent a good amount of time working on.  The blatant truth hit me directly in the face.  This man was far too handsome to be taking an interest in me.  I ran nervous fingers through the bits of hair that my scrunchie hadn’t managed to capture, as thought that would change anything significant about my current appearance.  Andrew had a strangely amused smile on his face while he watched me. 
 
    “I’ll take today’s special, please.  The  pecan stout.  That’s brewed locally, isn’t it?” 
 
    I perked up.  I gave him an enthusiastic nod.  This was something I had memorized and could say with confidence, because it was something I had procured myself.  “It is!  From Sandia Brewery downtown.  It’s a specialty brew for just the autumn, and I was able to get one of the first batches.  You have no idea how hard I worked for that, but the flavor is well worth it.  It might still feel like summer out there, but one taste of it will have you reaching for a scarf!” 
 
    As soon as the corny words were out of my mouth, a fierce flush came across my face.  Had I just sounded dorky as hell giving that little sales pitch? 
 
    “That sounds wonderful,” Andrew said, and that smile on his face had only grown.  “This late summer humidity hasn’t been kind to me.” 
 
    “You look just fine to me,” I said in a low rumble without thought, before I grabbed a pint glass and went to the tap to fill it with beer.  It gave me a few precious seconds to mentally kick myself.  Why did I feel so awkward around him?  It was as though all the confidence I had worked to build over the past several months had disappeared completely.  Suddenly I felt like an 8th grade girl trying to talk to her crush.  And why?  This was a man who had honestly given me far too much money just based on my looks and some late night texting.  He had seen me fully nude already.  He had traveled all the way to my little bar just to meet me in person, just because I had asked him to.  I had no reason to feel like I needed to impress him.  He already was. 
 
    I slid Andrew’s pint carefully across the bar and his fingers brushed against mine as he took hold of it.  It was like a quick electric spark.  Our first touch.  We locked eyes for a brief moment, and it sent even more of that sparkly feeling through my body.  It was a strange thing to feel so intensely for the first time in a long time. 
 
    I watched Andrew take a long look around the bar.  I probably could have busied myself with other things that needed doing, but I didn’t want to leave Andrew, as though he might run away if I lost sight of him. 
 
    “This is a nice place,” he said.  “Not like all those sports bars and college dives.  I feel like this is the kind of place I could bring work buddies.” 
 
    “Please do!” I said with a little too much excitement in my voice.  I reeled it back before continuing in my more professional bar owner voice.  “That’s exactly the type of demographic we’re trying to reach.  More mature.  People looking for a more mellow experience.”  I glanced around at all the wood and metal and expensive local art we had spent so much on to attract a certain crowd.  It was a shame that it wasn’t being appreciated more. 
 
    “That’s great,” Andrew said.  “I’ll pass the word around on Monday.” 
 
    All of my usual bartending questions were coming up short for me.  I would usually ask someone who mentioned work buddies what they did for a living, but I already knew Andrew worked for a nonprofit, and that his job involved a lot of travelling and meeting people.  It was a strange feeling to both already know someone but to have never seen them in person.  My brain wasn’t sure how to align those two things just yet.  There was still ice that needed breaking. 
 
    “I can’t believe you really came,” I said.  I just needed to address it.  “I was so desperate when I sent that message, and I had no idea if you got it or not.  I had no idea if I’d ever talk to you again or not.” 
 
    Andrew opened his mouth to speak, but first he let out a huge sigh of relief.  “I was on the West Coast when it happened.  I was working late and heard the notification on my phone that I’d gotten a new message.  I just kept pushing through on the project I was working on, though.  But knowing it was probably a message from you, it just wouldn’t leave my mind.  I read your message, and when I tried to reply, I got an error message.  The clock had ticked over already and the servers had shut down.  I’m not sure if I would have ever received your message if I had checked one minute later.  It was like it was meant to be.” 
 
    We stared across the bar at one another for a long set of moments, and the world around me disappeared.  Emotions were swarming through my chest.  It was going to take me hours to sort through them all after this. 
 
    A smile came to my face.  “I’m glad you came.” 
 
    Andrew’s smile mirrored mine.  “Me too.” 
 
    “Haley?” 
 
    It felt like I had been plunged into ice water.  Every muscle in my body froze up - except for my eyes, which must have doubled in size.  How, in all of this, had I completely forgotten about my husband? 
 
    Just as I regained the ability to move, James was right by my side.  He put a hand on my shoulder and entered into the conversation with a friendly smile. 
 
    “Is this a friend, babe?” 
 
    I looked at Andrew, who had an impeccable poker face.  Or perhaps he wasn’t threatened in the least.  My husband had reminded me time and again that I was the only one who felt guilty about this, and I had no reason to.  I had to try to remind my frazzled instincts of that. 
 
    “I’m Andrew,” he said, extending a hand out to my husband.  “I met Haley online.” 
 
    I looked to James as he shook Andrew’s hand.  It wasn’t a look of surprise on his face like I was expecting, but something more like confirmation.  He’d already picked up on what was going on. 
 
    “Andrew, nice to meet you.  I’m James.  I’ve heard a lot about you from Haley, actually.  Glad you could make it to our bar.” 
 
    “Oh, so am I.  I was just telling Haley how much I like the atmosphere.  Can’t believe I haven’t heard about it.” 
 
    “Tell your friends!” James said with a comfortable laugh.  “We could use more good looking professional types like yourself around here.” 
 
    Andrew chuckled.  “Lucky for you they’re all much better looking than me.  I’ll pass the word around, though.” 
 
    “Great.  Have another beer on me then, brother.  I’ll leave you in the care of my wonderful wife, though.  Have a good night.” 
 
    James kissed me on the cheek and returned to his place at the other end of the bar where he began happily pouring beers like absolutely nothing out of the ordinary happened.  My heart was still pounding from the short exchange. 
 
    “Your husband seems like a great guy,” Andrew said after taking a long drink.  He kept his eyes on me the whole time.  Normally I would shy away, but I felt so oddly comfortable in his presence now that the initial shock had melted away.  And to be honest, I wanted nothing more than to stare back. 
 
    “He’s amazing,” I said with warmth filling my heart.  “I’m lucky to have him.” 
 
    “Is this an arrangement you two have?  If you don’t mind me asking, of course.” 
 
    I took in a deep breath.  “Honestly, it’s something that we’re exploring for the first time.  It’s out of the ordinary for me, no matter how much reassurance I get.  I’ve always thought of love between two people.  That’s it.  But my husband honestly enjoys the thought of other men wanting me.  He doesn’t care if he has to share me.  He likes that.” 
 
    “And you like it, too?” Andrew asked.  I noted his concerned tone. 
 
    I hesitated to answer definitively.  “It’s new and different and exciting.  I do like the attention that I got from Girl Next Door.  I like this connection that I’ve made,” I said, looking him in the eyes.  “I don’t know.  Is it weird?” 
 
    “Would you mind hearing a very personal story from many many years ago?” Andrew asked. 
 
    I leaned my forearms on the bar to get closer to him.  “I’d love to hear anything you have to say,” I assured him.  Just listening to his smooth voice was more intoxicating than all the alcohol around me. 
 
    “When I was in college, I saved up for an entire year to pay for a trip to Mexico.  It was my first trip all on my own, and it felt like such an adventure to drive down six hours from my university to a fairly calm coastal city.  I stayed at a resort for a weekend, and while I was there, I was approached by a married couple staying at the same place.  They were probably fifteen or twenty years older than me, but I still remember them being wondrously good looking.  I hadn’t been very typically popular or attractive as a teenager, and most of my college years were spent working as opposed to partying or flirting, so when this married woman started chatting me up, it was unlike anything I’d ever experienced before. 
 
    “They explained to me that they had an open relationship.  At the time I had a very similar mindset to you.  Why be in a relationship at all if you were going to cheat?  But they assured me that that wasn’t how they viewed it.  No other person in the world could change the love between them.  Why would that man need to be jealous of anyone else when he was already committed to his wife?  Her having a fun night on vacation with a young college boy was never going to hurt their grand phenomenon of love.  In fact, it brought them closer together.  That experience really opened my eyes at an important time in my life.  There are so many more ways to live and to love than society gives us credit for.  Many people find it strange that I’ve never settled down despite being on my way to middle age.  People will find it strange that that couple invited another into their loving relationship for a night.  But we must all do the things that make us happy in the end, whether it is usual or not.” 
 
    I nodded slowly.  The way he spoke was so free of judgement.  He was so calm and rational and understanding.  It touched me in a strange way. 
 
    “I have a lot of that kind of thinking to unlearn, I guess,” I admitted.   
 
    “Seeing me tonight in front of you,” Andrew said, “did it make you love your husband any less?  Are you going to leave him now?” 
 
    “Of course not,” I said with a shocked tone.  I could see the point he was getting at, but even that hypothetical upset me. 
 
    “And he doesn’t seem to feel any differently about you, does he?” 
 
    We both looked at James, who was laughing with a couple patrons several seats down from us.   
 
    “Of course not,” I said, this time much calmer.  “He would never stop loving me.” 
 
    “Then you are one of the few people in the world who has found true happiness and love,” Andrew said.  “And you’re very lucky.  I would worry less about things that ‘should’ be and more about what makes you happy in life.  It’s like the oxygen masks on an airplane.  Take care of yourself first and then you’ll be able to take care of those around you.  If you’re happy, those around you will likely be happy as well.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right,” I said.  “I don’t know what there is to be scared of, but I’m still nervous.” 
 
    “Sometimes that’s a good thing,” Andrew said.  “I get nervous too.  Before big meetings, before going to new places.  But pushing through to the other side is worth it every time.” 
 
    I smiled and poured myself a pint glass with ice water.  I held it out to him, and he immediately clinked his beer against it. 
 
    “Here’s to pushing through, then.” 
 
    “To pushing through,” Andrew said with a smile as his eyes focused on me.  “And to the adventure that awaits on the other side.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
 
  
   
    12 
 
      
 
      
 
    “He told me more about his job and about how he grew up here.  I told him about my life back home and moving here and how running a bar is.  He’s going to be having a long stint of staying in town this month, so we exchanged numbers so we could keep in touch.  He said he’d be sure to bring his friends by the bar sometime this coming week, too.  It was honestly really nice.  Not weird at all.” 
 
    I was shocking myself by how easily the words about Andrew flooded out to my husband.  James listened with a kind smile and a shared excitement in his eyes. 
 
    “I haven’t seen you happy like this in a long time,” he said. 
 
    The words stopped me in my tracks right in the middle of our living room, and guilt filled my whole body.  Before I could say anything, James held up a hand. 
 
    “No, that’s not what I meant, don’t worry,” he said with a laugh.  “Of course I’ve seen you happy in other ways.  But there’s just something about connecting with a new human that brings out a joy in you.  I did get to see it with you and Mandy as well, but there was still that wall there, like you wanted to keep things professional.  This is just the pure joy of friendship happening.  It’s an electric kind of excitement that has you lit up.  I like it.” 
 
    I relaxed my body and smiled.  He was right.  There was something fun about making a new friend.  It had been difficult for me to move to a whole new city as an adult.  It was impossible to make friends while maintaining a job and a romantic relationship.  I was happy that things were changing for me and I’d gained two new and understanding people in my life.  All thanks to the Sea and Star. 
 
    In fact, I was buzzing around the apartment now, taking care of little things here and there, tidying and busying my restless hands.  I’d had one of the best nights I’d had in a very long time, and it was going to take awhile to come down from the excitement. 
 
    “So what’s next for you two?” James asked as he began slipping out of his work clothes.  I watched his body work.  His muscles were tired after a full day.  It was a feeling I understood too well.  Of course, I didn’t feel much of it today.  I had spent most of my night standing around chatting and getting very little actual work done at The Sea and Star. 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said honestly.  “I’ll probably text him a little.  Maybe invite him to come back to the bar again.” 
 
    “You should go out with him,” James said as he glanced over his shoulder at me.  He was down to just his boxers now, and I knew he wanted nothing more than to get into the shower to wash off the day’s sweat and grime.  I stared at him, trying to process the words. 
 
    “I can’t,” I said after much thought.  “I mean, I work at the bar every night.  Not that I mind.  That would just leave mornings, and honestly I need those to recharge.” 
 
    “Babe,” James said, just barely holding back laughter.  He watched me like I had no sense at all.  “Take a night off.” 
 
    I stared at him, trying to work through that suggestion.  Take a night off?  I hadn’t taken a night off in months.  I had signed up for this life of working at the bar every night for as long as it took to be profitable enough to not need me.  I knew it was a goal that was far off.  Losing me would leave him with just the kitchen and waitstaff to rely on.  That would come at a cost. 
 
    “But…” 
 
    I couldn’t articulate the words.  It was a whole new type of guilt.  I would be doing something fun with another man and leaving my husband behind to work an entire night without me?  He moved closer to me, but kept his distance for now in his unshowered state. 
 
    “Honestly, Haley, nothing would make me happier than for you to be able to get away from the bar for a night.  He seems like the kind of guy who could take you somewhere impressive.  Plus, I know I haven’t been able to give you the kind of special treatment you deserves since we opened The Sea and Star.  I know that so much of my focus has been on running this business.  I feel like you’ve put up with far too many sacrifices.  You deserve a break.  You deserve so much more, honestly.” 
 
    “I don’t feel that way at all,” I said.  “I’m happy working with you every night at the bar.  I don’t see it as a sacrifice.”  My stomach twisted as my reassuring words came out.  Was that the truth?  Of course not.  But I would have rather sacrificed my own comfort than hurt James. 
 
    “I appreciate you saying that.  I appreciate everything you’ve done for me.  But I’ve known all along that it hasn’t been fair for you.  I dream of the day where we can both take a night off and go out on a date.  I know that day will come eventually, but it could be months down the line.  You’ve done so much to help me chase after my dream.  So please treat yourself.” 
 
    I stared at him for a long time.  His eyes were tired.  I could tell his muscles were aching and he wanted nothing more than to get in the shower.  And here I was, still floundering on the same old topics. 
 
    “That’s not what this is about, right?  You’re not letting me see another guy because you feel guilty about the bar, right?” 
 
    James gave me a patient smile, and I fell in love with him another inch more.  “No, sweetheart.  I want you to have fun.  I want him to show you a good night.  An unforgettable night.  And then I want you to come back to me and tell me every single detail.” 
 
    I could feel a blush crawling over all of my skin.  This was an entirely new realm we were exploring.  Of course, online flirting was one thing.  It almost didn’t seem real.  Sure, there was another human on the other side of that screen, but there was distance there.  There was a wall.  Going on a date in person? That was a completely different step. 
 
    “I mean, I guess it would be nice to spend some time getting to know him,” I said.  “He seems like he could be a good friend.  He’s always pretty busy, though, so I’m not sure that’s the kind of friendship I should be looking for.” 
 
    James stepped forward and closed the gap between us.  His masculine smell filled my head.  I looked at his fierce eyes. 
 
    “Babe,” James said.  “Andrew is a good looking man, and his eyes were so ridiculously full of lust the entire time he was looking at you.  Let him show you a good time.” 
 
    I barely held back my gasp.  Was that true?  Had he been looking at me with lust?  Or worse, had I looked at him back with lust while my husband watched? 
 
    “I don’t know,” I managed to say, though my head was swimming.  The thought of having sex with Andrew was more than I could even process.   
 
    “Haley, you have no idea how much I’d love to hear every detail of it.  Fuck, I’d honestly love to be there and watch, but it might just be too soon for that.  This just feels like an inevitability in this whole journey.  Andrew is meant to get you for a night and fuck you as hard as he can, and then you’ll come back to me.  There’s no logical reason to fight this fate.  I don’t think you would have told him how to find you if you didn’t feel the same.” 
 
    James placed both hands on either side of my jaw and gave me a hungry kiss. 
 
    “Just think about it.  I’m going to take a shower, but I think you should text him and set it up.” 
 
    I nodded, barely able to recover from the kiss before he was out of my sights.  I stood in place for a long time, thinking it through.  The only thing holding me back was myself.  So why was I?  After a lifetime of careful decision making, maybe it was time for a risk just for myself. 
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    How was the night over already? 
 
    I watched the waiter take away our plates.  The check had already been graciously paid by Andrew.  We’d been at that restaurant for two hours, ordering three separate courses.  It was nearly closing time, but I wasn’t anywhere close to feeling ready to leave Andrew’s company. 
 
    I had been lucky enough to get him to agree to meet up on a Wednesday night so that I didn’t have to leave my husband alone on a busier weekend evening.  He had insisted that I meet him at his apartment downtown, as he wanted to walk to our destination.  I had been so nervous pulling into the underground parking lot of his apartment.  I had done what I could to be date night ready, but this was my first “first date” since the fateful one almost a decade ago that had landed me James. 
 
    “You look stunning,” Andrew told me upon seeing me, and it was a tone so genuine that I had no choice but to believe him.  He seemed in that moment an expert in beauty, and his word was absolute.  He kissed me on the cheek, and our closeness sent shivers down my spine. 
 
    We had walked down his lively road downtown, chatting the whole time, and nerves gave way to bubbling excitement.  The transition from our strange online relationship to a real life friendship had occurred so easily that it genuinely felt like we were old friends just catching up.  Andrew was close to a decade older than me, he worked in a completely different world, and his views on life were so different to my simple ones, but despite our differences, we got along great.  There wasn’t a single moment of awkwardness at the sleek high-end restaurant he took me to.  We discussed life and the world and goals and dreams, and time passed by impossibly fast.  Before I knew it, we’d left the restaurant and were walking again, though now the sky was dark and the city lights sparkled. 
 
    “Can I ask a serious question?” I said as I began to recognize the area from earlier.  We were on our way back to his place.  The nerves had come back.  What was going to happen once we got there?   
 
    “You can ask me anything you please,” Andrew said.  He was a man with no shame and nothing to hide.  I liked that about him.  He was so solidly comfortable in himself that I wasn’t sure he’d ever experienced a moment of doubt in his entire life.  I envied that.   
 
    “You’re sure you’re not interested in finding love?  In finding the love of your life?”  I had found mine in James, and I couldn’t have imagined my life any other way. 
 
    Andrew looked me over and offered a kind smile.  He put a hand against my shoulder blade as he spoke.  “That’s a question I’ve heard so often over the course of my life.  My parents, siblings, friends, they’ve all been so concerned for me and the way I live.  They understood when I went through my twenties without any serious girlfriend.  I was adventurous and ambitious.  They thought that I would settle down when I turned thirty, but it never happened.  I had still never met any person that I would give my life to, and honestly, I wasn’t even concerned with looking.  When I turned forty, the pressure really started.  I knew it was from a place of love and worry, of course.  But there was a very serious implication that if I didn’t hurry up and find someone, I was going to live an unhappy life and die alone.  But I was happy.  My life is so full and complete.  Just because we spend our lives told we need to live inside these lines doesn’t mean they actually exist.  It might make others uncomfortable or confuse them, but we all have to make our own choices and live life in a way that makes us happy.  I know from you, though, that question isn’t meant as any pressure.  You fear that you might be leading me down a road with a dead end, and you don’t want me to get hurt.  I understand that, and I thank you for your concern for my feelings.” 
 
    “I would never want to keep you from that,” I said with a nod.  “I’m very happy with my husband.  Nothing will ever change that.” 
 
    “And I respect the connection the two of you have immensely.  I think we’re all on the same page here.  I may not want a woman who’s a permanent fixture in my life, someone I have to take into consideration before I go on business trips or travel for pleasure, someone I have to consult before making huge decisions, but I do very much enjoy the company of a beautiful woman like you.  Like much in life, what we have may not be constant and permanent, but that doesn’t make our moments together any less wonderful, does it?” 
 
    “I hope not,” I said with a smile, leaning in to brush my shoulder against his body.  I wanted so badly to touch him in any way that I could.  “You put it really nicely, though.  I do hope you don’t see my questions as pushy or judgemental.  This has really been a year of growth for me in so many different ways.  This isn’t something I’m used to at all.” 
 
    “Does it make you happy?” Andrew asked. 
 
    I was quiet.  It was a simple question, but the answer wasn’t readily available for me.  I looked at the sidewalk as if it might hide the key. 
 
    “I’ve been taught my entire life that this thing is wrong, and I’m not as strong as you are.  I think I feel to guilty to just admit that I like it.” 
 
    Andrew’s hand was rubbing my back again in a comforting way.  “It’s something you’re aware of.  It’s hard to escape the chains of the expectations of others, but the freedom beyond them will be hard to give up once you do.” 
 
    “I’d like to see if that’s true,” I said, taking his hand once it dropped back to his side and looking up at him with pleading eyes. 
 
    He looked down at me with his warm gaze and nodded.  He understood what I wanted. 
 
    “I would love to help you break those chains,” he said.  “It would be an honor to watch you attain freedom.” 
 
    My heart pounded with anticipation.  I wasn’t sure how I had grown to be so resolute in less than two hours, but I was ready to leave all my inhibitions behind. 
 
    “I want to,” I said, but my voice was shaking.  I tugged on Andrew’s hand and we stopped walking, there on that lively street within view of his apartment.  The time had come for me.  I didn’t have any time left to worry and flip flop in my feelings.  I had to follow my heart at this point.  And I knew what I wanted.  “Please take this journey with me.” 
 
    I pulled his hand up to hold it against my chest while I looked up into his eyes.  He gazed down back at me, like he was reading deeper than my face.  He was looking into my heart.  It probably would have been foolish to so many other people, but when I looked into those brown eyes, I felt the utmost trust.  We had both placed down the maps of our lives next to one another’s, we had drawn the road that connected the two of us, and we knew the path we could share.  There weren’t going to be any surprises at this point.  We would be exploring this joint path with safety and mutual respect.  I couldn’t wait for it. 
 
    “Are you ready to begin tonight?” Andrew asked in a low tone.  I could hear the undercurrents of hunger there.  I felt them too. 
 
    “I’m ready.” 
 
    If words were spoken between us after that, they were quick and light and didn’t linger in my mind for long.  I was focused elsewhere, imagining his apartment, his room, his bed, his body on mine.  It wasn’t an image that I was conjuring for the first time.  In so many moments I would drift away and let me mind wander over this possibility.  Now I was about to come up against reality in a very intimate way. 
 
    My head spun in the elevator as we made our way up to his apartment on the seventh - and top - floor.  I steadied my breathing and held onto him for dear life.  He was laser focused now, and it was as if for a brief moment I was seeing what he must have been like at his job.  He had a goal in mind that he wanted to reach, and he wasn’t going to stop until he got there.  I was happy to go along.  The inside of his apartment was sparse, like something out of a magazine.  There were interesting decorations here and there, things that must have had deep personal meaning to him, but there was a sense to the place that seemed not very lived in.  It wasn’t cozy and comfortable and warm.  It was minimalist and utilitarian.  It was the home of a single man how didn’t care much for nonsense or excess, who cared deeply for his job and didn’t find much comfort in lounging around at home.   
 
    “I need to be honest with you, darling,” Andrew said, his voice low in his quiet home.  He folded in on me, moving in one step from standing beside me to standing directly in front of me.  I wanted to put my hands on his chest, but I hesitated.  He grasped my bare upper arms instead. 
 
    “About what?” I asked, and I was ready for it to all come crashing down.  He was going to tell me he had a wife and the guilt was too much.  He was going to tell me he just didn’t feel a spark.  He was going to tell me that actually, he was a celibate monk.  I chewed on my bottom lip as I waited for him to get his words out. 
 
    “I just want you so badly right now,” he said.  “I could barely concentrate through dinner.  It’s like we’ve spent weeks sharing the most languid, sultry foreplay, and I can’t wait any longer now to just give in to my most animalistic desires.” 
 
    My heart pounded and I gave a nervous nod.  I knew exactly what he had meant.  We had been building this up already for so long that drawing out a release would end up more painful than pleasurable. 
 
    “Please,” I said.  I couldn’t think of any other words. I just wanted to feel my body against his.  It was a strange thing to feel, so unlike me.   
 
    “I promise, I will show you all the many ways your body deserves to be worshiped,” he said, taking my face in his hands, the same way he’d cup a baby bird, “but for now, I can’t wait a moment longer.” 
 
    Andrew kissed me deeply.  I wasn’t sure for how long.  It was as though my brain had forgotten how to tell time and how to make solid memories, instead shutting down everything except for my ability to feel pleasure. 
 
    The physical setting around me may as well have not existed after my first few moments of taking notice of Andrew’s apartment.  Were my eyes closed the whole time?  Had I suddenly lost the ability to see beyond two feet around me?  I wasn’t sure.  All I knew was that Andrew had led the way like a talented dance partner, spiriting me through his apartment until we were in his bedroom.  I only noticed this when he turned me around and pushed my hair to the side of my shoulder to unzip my dress in a slow, sensual movement.  I was facing towards his dark king-size bed, then, and my wobbly legs couldn’t have been any happier.  I turned around once my dress had fallen into a silken pile at my feet, and Andrew was removing his clothes as well.  Before I knew it, we were both fully nude, and I was landing on his bed. 
 
    Andrew was above me, taking control in the way I liked.  I was unsurprisingly a shy lover, but he was drawing out noises from me like I’d never experienced.  His mouth never stopped working, and I wasn’t sure if even my husband had tasted that much of my body in one sitting.  When his lips weren’t on my body, they were connecting with my own.  There was no chance of me ever forgetting that it was Andrew I was with now.  He kept me so present with that mouth. 
 
    Our bodies rocked together that night without any need for any more meaningful words.  All that was said between us was beautiful compliments and desperate pleas.  Months of teasing and wishing had come to this final moment where Andrew’s moan vibrated in my ear as he climaxed just moments after me.   
 
    And then we were a tangle of limbs and deep breaths.  I focused on his firm body, his hair, his muttering words that were drenched in satisfaction. I pushed the usual parade of thoughts that ran through my head away for now.  I just wanted to be happy in the moment.  And I was. 
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    I had taken an extra long shower, using all my favorite products and scents to clean away at my body and relax my mind.  No amount of lavender body wash seemed to be able to calm my thoughts, however.  Still, I had the apartment to myself for a time until my husband returned home from work, so I made use of it.  My head was a wild storm of so many different emotions, and I wasn’t sure I would ever be able to sort through them. 
 
    After my shower, I chose my comfiest robe to relax in. I went straight to bed and rested with two pillows against my back while I grabbed the latest novel I’d been reading.  The entire block of time that I stared at that paperback, however, I never got through more than a page or two.  As my eyes moved over the words, my mind drifted back to the night I had just experienced.  I’d had sex with another man.  The only other man in my life besides James.  It had been exhilarating, and I felt so much guilt.  What was it going to be like to face James again knowing what I had done?  I wasn’t sure whether to giggle or cry.  I wanted so badly to be tethered back to the world, but I was floating around like a balloon being smacked around in a small room. 
 
    My eyes must have gone to the clock every single minute that changed over.  James was late, though it wasn’t unexpected considering he had closed without me.  Still, I was growing impatient.  I wanted to see him and touch him.  I wanted to talk to him. The wait was excruciating, and I had no other options but to replay the events of the night in my mind over and over again.   
 
    When the front doorknob jiggled with the sound of keys, I couldn’t help but bolt up out of bed immediately and run to him.  I was at the door before he had closed it, and when he turned around he feigned exaggerated surprise. 
 
    “I didn’t expect you to be home so early,” he said.  He smiled and pulled me into a warm, comforting hug.  Nothing in the world felt like James’s arms.  I sunk into his body and sighed.  “I missed you.” 
 
    The words stung straight into my heart.  “I missed you, too,” I said, and my eyes became misty.  It felt like we had been apart for months, like so much had changed in the outside world, but I was coming home to comfort and nostalgia.  It was even more dizzying. 
 
    “You didn’t stay the night?” he asked, hefting my body up into his arms so that he could walk deeper into the apartment with me.  I giggled and held onto him tightly. 
 
    “I wanted to spend the night with you,” I said.  I looked up at him and he grinned. 
 
    “Well, let me clean myself up.  Then I want to hear all about it.  Every single detail.” 
 
    I followed after him, unable to keep in my excitement.  “You really want to hear about it?” I asked.  Shame bloomed inside of me.  I wanted so badly to tell him every detail, but I didn’t want to hurt him.  I needed to make sure he was enthusiastic about it all. 
 
    “Of course,” James said with a grin.  I watched him remove his work clothes and toss them into the clothes hamper to be washed later.  I stared at him, impressed with the ways his body had changed over the past several months of owning a restaurant.  It was so much more physical than his previous software job, and he had grown muscles I’d never seen before.  I would have to compliment him on them later.  He went into the bathroom, leaving the door open behind him.  He must have sensed that I was following him for more closely than I ever normally did.  I wanted to be in there with him.  I didn’t want to waste any time in telling him everything. 
 
    He turned the shower on to a lower setting than he normally did, and I smiled because I knew it was so that he could hear over the sound of the flowing water.  I sat on the edge of the sink counter, glad now for how tiny our bathroom was.  It made having this conversation somehow closer and more intimate.  I took a deep breath and watched him step under the shower head.  I could see him over the top of the shower curtain rod, which made conversing easier. 
 
    “How did it start?” James asked with his eyes closed. 
 
    “He took me out to this fancy place downtown.  Honestly, I wouldn’t have known it was a restaurant just from the outside.  The food was amazing, though.  I couldn’t tell you half the things that were on my plate, but it was interesting, for sure.  Not that I was really focused on the food.” 
 
    James laughed.  “You must have been nervous,” he said.  He knew me well, and it made me feel warm inside. 
 
    “I was so nervous,” I said.  “But he really is a good friend.  I do feel comfortable around him.  He always has interesting things to talk about, and he listens to me when I speak, even if I’m not that interesting.” 
 
    “Babe,” James said. 
 
    “Sorry,” I replied.  He didn’t like me to be self-deprecating.  “Anyway, after dinner we went back to his apartment down the street.” 
 
    “And?” James asked, and his tone was slathered in suggestiveness.   
 
    The words stuck in the back of my mouth, unable to move out freely.  “You’re sure you want to hear all this?” 
 
    “Haley, I’ve been dying all night waiting to hear it,” he said, slathering his body in a thick coating of shower gel and scrubbing.  It filled the air with a lovely masculine scent that reminded me very much of my loving husband.  “I spent the evening imagining every detail, and now I get to hear it straight from the source.” 
 
    I giggled.  I still couldn’t understand how he could feel that way, but I had long since stopped trying to understand it and simply started to accept it. 
 
    “He was quite intense,” I said with a shy giggle.  “I don’t know, before this I honestly thought that sex was sex.  There wasn’t much variation from person to person besides maybe being giving or not.  But he was very different to you.” 
 
    “Better?” 
 
    “James, of course not!” I said in a panic, which elicited a huge laugh from him.  “Just different.  With you it’s loving and warm.  Like a sweet dessert after a comforting meal.  There’s that trust and connection that we have.  We can laugh about things and have a chat midway through.  I love sex with you.” 
 
    “Then how was it with Andrew?” 
 
    I gave it some thought.  “Intense.  He’s just a very focused guy.  He doesn’t seem to want to waste time with anything useless.  He wants to learn my body like a master pianist might learn a song.  With total focus and dedication.”  My breath caught strangely in my chest as I remembered each moment.  “Not to say that he’s boring or technical.” 
 
    “What did he do to you?” James asked.  I had spent the night being satiated in a way I hadn’t felt in a long time, but still, I could have had more.   
 
    “He kissed me,” I began, and my voice took on a huskier tone.  It was almost as if I was teasing him with the knowledge he wanted.  I was being flirtatious.  I wasn’t sure what had come over me. 
 
    “And?” James asked with a grin.  I could tell he was quick with his shower so he could get closer to me. 
 
    “He turned me around and unzipped my dress,” I said.  “He didn’t waste much time on that.  He wanted to get his hands all over me, I guess.” 
 
    “Oh, I know he did.  It was written all over his face when he was at the bar.” 
 
    I gave a sultry little giggle.  “Well, he did.  His hands touched me all over while he kissed me.  We both kind of drifted through his apartment until we got to his bedroom.  It wasn’t rushed, necessarily, but we both knew what we were there for.  He took his clothes off until he was just in these boxer briefs, and I was standing there in my bra and panties, which was apparently too much clothing for him, because he took those off too.  He kind of admired my body and touched it before he picked me up and threw me down on the bed.” 
 
    “Like looking at a piece of art in a museum,” James said, and his voice was strange as he stepped out of the shower and dried himself with a towel.  I’d never heard him like that.  “He can admire it and want it all he wants, but he can never truly attain it.” 
 
    James stood directly in front of me between my legs and put his hands on my waist.  He kissed me and waited for me to continue.  I was beginning to lose focus from all of this stimulation, both mental and physical. 
 
    “He kissed me everywhere he could.  He explored my body.  I could tell it had been awhile, like when you have that delicious meal at a restaurant after a really long time and you especially savor it.  He was like that with my body.  It felt amazing.  I couldn’t think straight.  I let him take over completely and he didn’t mind at all.” 
 
    James began kissing my neck.  His own hardness pressed against my thigh and I gasped for air.  I tilted my head back and closed my eyes.  There were still drops of water clinging to his body, but I didn’t mind getting a little wet. 
 
    “Then he…he entered me.  It did feel different.  Everything about him felt different to what I was used to, but it was exciting.  Things I never even realized could be different.  His movements were so deliberate and in control.  He kissed me a lot, as well, which made it weirdly intimate.  I wasn’t sure how to feel about that.  Our bodies were just really connected and in tune and it felt really good.” 
 
    “Did he make you come?” James asked as he opened up my robe.  I moaned as his hands entered under the fabric and touched my waist.   
 
    “Yes,” I said.  “He made me come.” 
 
    “Did he come inside you?” 
 
    My heart pounded.  “Yes.” 
 
    James moaned near my ear and his hand went down between my legs.  I opened them for him, though my heart and mind were racing.  He brushed his knuckles gently against the soft skin down there. 
 
    “Good girl,” he said with a breathy chuckle.  He’d never called me that before.  I’d never seen a side to him quite like this before.  I was intrigued, and honestly very turned on.  I wrapped my legs around his hips, inviting him further in. 
 
    James entered me, and I gasped loudly at the feeling.  I was still slightly sore from my encounter just a couple hours earlier, and the thought of having sex with two different men in the span of one evening was something I had never imagined before.  However, James was hitting the spot just right after making me go through my date with Andrew, and I didn’t want him to stop.  He put one hand on the side of my face, burying his fingers into my hair while his palm rested against my cheek and kept my head level with his.  We were staring into one another’s eyes.  He kissed me deeply while fucking me harder and harder.  I couldn’t imagine how amazing it must have felt for him to finally begin to feel a release after spending most of the day getting himself twisted around with excitement about this. 
 
    His free hand went to my clit and touched it just how I liked it, just how I taught him almost a decade ago.  I hadn’t anticipated making love to my husband that night after seeing Andrew, but even with very little mental preparation, all the thoughts and emotions swirled around me in a huge storm that pushed me over the edge towards climax very easily.  I wrapped my arms around his shoulders and held on while the waves rocked my body.  James growled and came just seconds after me. 
 
    My entire evening was such a surreal experience.  I was using my body like I never had before, exploring the limits of pleasure with it.  It seemed strange that this might have been only the beginning, if I wanted it to be.  James and I cleaned up again quickly and made our way to bed, both of us giggling about what had happened.  I removed my robe and got under the covers to snuggle up next to my husband.  I sighed deeply with an enormous smile on my face. 
 
    “This is my favorite place to be,” I said once he’d wrapped his arms around me after shutting off the bedside lamp.  We settled in together perfectly on the bed. 
 
    “I know.  Me too,” he said and sighed.  “I love you.” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    My heart was incredibly warm.  Nothing could have made that moment any better. 
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    I returned to the bar area with a great feeling of relief.  The day’s interviews had actually gone great.  We were at a place where we were going to be able to hire two more people, which would mean less of a load for me and James.  It was a point that I never thought we’d reach very quickly.  What made it better was that there were several experienced people applying, hoping to get away from the sports bar or hot wing joint world where their asses might be grabbed several times a week.  They had been through the ringer and were looking for a place with a more relaxed vibe like The Sea and Star.  It was a rarity in our football-heavy college town, but word was getting around. 
 
    I’d been glad for the light day I’d been given as well.  It was Friday night, and Andrew had sent me a text that morning letting me know that he was going to stop by with a few friends this evening.  My heart fluttered at the idea.  It had been over a week since our encounter, and I wanted so badly to see him again.  It was going to be strange for him to come so casually into the bar, and for his friends to be there with him.  It was a context I wasn’t used to with Andrew.  However, I was excited simply to be able to see him. 
 
    “Can I get my usual?” A familiar voice said, pulling me from my thoughts.  I smiled at Mandy and got to work on pouring her a glass of her favorite wine.  Her voice was something I looked forward to every Friday night, but this week was going to be special. 
 
    “A usual drink for an unusual night,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, is it?” she asked in a tantalized voice.  She took a quick sip and watched me with attentive eyes. 
 
    “There’s going to be a special guest tonight who I’d like you to meet,” I said, then giggled at our coy act. 
 
    “The boyfriend will be joining us tonight?” Mandy asked with excitement.  My heart leapt at the word she had chosen to refer to him as.  Boyfriend?  I’d never once thought of him as such.  It was something that I would have to think over later, I decided. 
 
    “Andrew’s coming with some friends.  Then I’m hoping to slip out with him tonight.” 
 
    “Fun!” Mandy said.  “And I get to meet him?” 
 
    I nodded.  “I was hoping you would.  You know, just to see what you thought of him in person.  You’ve been with me through this since the beginning.” 
 
    “I’d be honored,” Mandy said.  “This is exciting.  You know, usually when friends introduce me to their boyfriends, I have to be on guard and worry for red flags.  Is he going to treat you right?  Is he a good partner for you?  It’s those kinds of questions.  But those get to take a back seat to much more fun questions in this case!  How’s his ass?  Is he handsome?  How seductive is he?  What do his fingers look like?  You know, you’ve really got it made here.” 
 
    “Mandy!” I said, blushing at her train of thought.  “It matters if he’s kind and all that.” 
 
    “Of course,” she said.  “But he’s not here to take care of you in the usual ways.  So who cares if he blows all his money or if he’s dumb as a brick?  If he’s hot and he can make you come, he’s perfect in my book.” 
 
    I rubbed my face in embarrassment.  Oh, Mandy.  She always had such a way of looking at things.  All my worries were nothing against her attitude towards life. 
 
    “Well, he’s very intelligent, he’s handsome, he’s kind, and he’s pretty good in bed.” 
 
    Mandy flashed me a look of surprise.  “Good in bed, huh?  So you two…?” 
 
    I nodded.  “I had a date with him last week.” 
 
    “Wow, Haley.  I honestly didn’t know you had it in you!  No wonder you’re smiling so wide tonight.  I haven’t seen you so carefree in a long time.  A good fuck will do that, I guess.” 
 
    I laughed at her words.  “My husband is wonderful in bed as well, so that’s not the reason,” I insisted, shaking my head. 
 
    “Either way, I’m excited to meet the guy.  He sounds like the perfect man.  He’ll take you on a date and fuck you, but you don’t have to take care of him at all.” 
 
    I smiled a little.  “He’s very independent,” I said.  “But I do try to do a little emotional upkeep with him.  We are friends, after all.” 
 
    “You’re far kinder than I could ever be,” Mandy said with a smile and a shrug.   
 
    “We both know that’s not true,” I chided.  Mandy always felt like it was necessary to keep up the tough exterior.  I knew it probably helped her in her profession, but it did make me worry for her and her future relationships with men.  I just hoped that she was able to find the right person in the way that I had, though I knew few were that lucky.  She deserved it, though. 
 
    Before we could get any further to any other topics, the door to the bar opened, and like every single time it had done so that night, I flinched and looked up, hoping to see a familiar face.  This time, I did.  I grinned at Andrew, and he smiled and waved back.   
 
    Andrew was with a group of four other men, most of them younger than him.  I didn’t waste much time in taking in their appearances when Andrew was the clear winner of them all in the looks department.  Still, it was interesting to see him in a more natural environment, joking among his coworkers as they all took a seat.  Only Andrew remained standing, gesturing towards the bar and taking a few steps away while continuing the conversation.  I watched nervously, realizing he was about to come my way.  I ran my fingers through my hair and tried to control the smile on my face. 
 
    “From the fact that you didn’t answer my question, I’m guessing he’s here,” Mandy said.  My heart leapt as I heard her words. 
 
    “What question?” I asked, realizing I hadn’t been listening to a single thing she said after the moment Andrew entered.  I could tell from the look on her face that she wasn’t mad, though. 
 
    “Oh, baby, you’ve got it bad.” 
 
    I gave her a look to stop talking as Andrew’s turned around and approached.  I didn’t want him to overhear anything like that.  He seemed completely relaxed and like he hadn’t noticed a thing as he approached, though. 
 
    “It’s wonderful to see you again, Haley,” he said, reaching across the bar to lay a comforting hand on my arm.  It sent shivers all through my body.  I loved the way he touched so casually, yet so sensually.  It created such immediate connection. 
 
    “I’m happy to see you,” I said, and already I was blushing.  I could feel Mandy’s eyes on me, and I knew she was getting an absolute kick out of watching me turn into a giggling little girl in front of my crush.  I decided to throw the attention all onto her.  “My friend Mandy is here tonight, as well.”   
 
    Mandy turned to Andrew with a bright smile.  He shook her hand, and seeing him give his warm attention to her somehow just made him even more attractive to me.  They did the usual introductions, and both of them let their own individual charm ooze out.  Andrew quickly focused his attention back on me, though. 
 
    “It’s great that you’re here, but I don’t want to keep you from your friends.  What’ll you be having?  I’ll have them sent over to your table.” 
 
    “We’ll all take that autumn beer I had last time.  I raved about it to them and they all want to try it.  I imagine I could spare some time away from them, though.” 
 
    I chuckled.  Nothing was more flattering than a man wanting to spend time with me over his buddies.  However, I did feel that I had appearances to maintain in some ways. 
 
    “Have a few drinks first.  Take your time.  I’ll be here all night.”  I almost gave him a wink, but found myself too shy. 
 
    “Ah, you’re right.  And I’ll have you all to myself soon enough,” he said, and his tone was hungry.  He remembered that we weren’t alone and focused once again on Mandy.  He brushed the top of her arm to get her attention.  “You’re welcome to join us if you’re feeling lonely up here alone.  I know a couple young men who would be happy to fawn over you and buy you a few drinks tonight.” 
 
    They both laughed.  Mandy seemed surprised by the request.  “I might take you up on that in a few,” she said in a tone that surprised even herself.   
 
    “Of course,” Andrew said.  “You ladies enjoy yourself, then.”  We both followed Andrew back with our eyes as he returned to his table.   
 
    Mandy turned to me quickly.  “Okay, I like him.  You got me.  I’d be a fool not to get in on this too, wouldn’t I?” 
 
    I laughed.  “Nothing would make me happier than for you to find your own handsome businessman to give you the sex of your dreams.” 
 
    I watched Mandy glance over at their table, as if taking stock of their looks.  I did the same, and from afar, they all looked handsome and stylish.  Two looked to be late-twenties to early-thirties, so perhaps a bit older than Mandy, though that wasn’t necessarily a problem.  The last was facing away from us, so I couldn’t tell.  There was potential, and I was hoping for her to jump on it.  More than anything, I wanted my friend to have a chance at happiness, whatever that meant for her. 
 
    I got a tray and poured four pints of beer.  “Should I send you over with these?” I asked as soon as they were ready.  “Or should I carry them and then introduce you as well?” 
 
    Mandy downed the last of her wine and stood.  “You know what?  I’ll take them over and have a seat.” 
 
    “Then let me get you a drink as well,” I insisted, taking her empty glass from her and putting it in the sink area.  I poured her a new glass of wine and put it on the tray, giving her a grin.  “It’s on the house, but only if you get a number from one of those boys.” 
 
    She laughed and carefully picked up the tray that I had prepared.  “I’m not counting on anything,” she said.  “But I appreciate this.” 
 
    I watched her walk off and smiled.  I hoped that she would have as wonderful a night as I surely would, once I was done with my own shift.  As I worked that night, I watched with a strangely maternal happiness as that area of the bar mingled and laughed together.  This thing that I had helped create, this bar with a chill and cozy atmosphere, had begun to take on a life of its own.  It was bringing people together and creating new opportunities.  It had brought me new friends and new experiences.  I gave my husband a hug from the side as I watched it all play out. 
 
    “You know,” I said to James, “This has been one of the hardest years of my life, but right now I’m just so happy.” 
 
    Instead of questioning me or looking at me with any amount of confusion, he gave me a knowing smile.  He rubbed my back and took a view of the bar that I was looking at as well. 
 
    “I’m so happy you feel this way,” he said.  “It’s how I’ve felt every day since we opened.  Thank you.” 
 
    It was a simple sentence, but I knew the weight of it. I squeezed him tighter and pulled away from him.  It was a brief moment, but it was all we could afford.  It was all that we needed.  Later that night, I would kiss him goodbye and head out for a late evening with Andrew, and Mandy would be whisked away by one of his handsome coworkers.  Everything about that night felt perfect, and I was excited to continue down this road I had found. 
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    “Are you sure this is okay?” I asked for what was already the fifth time since Andrew had sprung the phone call on me just an hour earlier.  “It’s such short notice.  Will Kelly be able to come in?” 
 
    James pulled me in for a hug and kissed the top of my head.  “She’s happy to pick up a shift.  Business has really picked up this month.  I’ve seen Andy’s friends three times in the past week or two.” 
 
    I chuckled.  I wasn’t sure if Andrew would like the friendly nickname my husband had taken to calling him, but I personally found it kind of cute.  He’d never used it to Andrew’s face, but I didn’t think James would shy away from doing so.   
 
    “And you won’t be mad?” I asked.  “Or stressed?  Or lonely?” 
 
    James gave me an even firmer kiss on the top of my head, as if he were trying to soothe away all of my worried thoughts.  “I’ll be lonely,” he said.  “I’ll miss snuggling up to you all night.  But there’s one way of making it up to me.” 
 
    James let go of me and walked over to his computer desk in the corner of our living room.  He lifted up his heavy black camera and gave me a smile.  “Bring back some photos for me.” 
 
    My heart began to pound at the request.  “Seriously?” I asked.  He’d always been adamant about me giving him every single detail of my time with Andrew.  But hearing about it and seeing it were two entirely different things. 
 
    “Seriously,” he said with emphasis.  “I’ve been holding myself back from asking for this since the beginning, but I figure by now it’s okay, right?” 
 
    “If that’s what you want,” I said, watching his face carefully as he approached me once again and put the strap over my head so the camera could hang around my neck.  That paired with my packed bag at my feet made me look like a tourist.   
 
    James gave me a kiss.  “Thank you.  And seriously, have fun.  This sounds like a great opportunity, and I’ll be glad you get to see some sights.  It’s been so long since I’ve been able to take you on an overnight trip.  I’m glad someone is here to do those things for you.” 
 
    “I’d rather be going with you,” I said with a small pout.  I knew it wasn’t feasible at this time.  That didn’t make my heart ache any less, though.   
 
    “I know,” James said with a proud smile.  He loved that I was still solidly his.  “But at least you have someone who can treat you to some fun until we reach that point again.” 
 
    My head was still spinning.  Andrew had called me that morning and asked me if I was interested in a tiny adventure.  He had an in-person meeting in a nearby city where his coworker owned a lake house, and he’d been given the chance to stay there for the night.  If I could manage to keep myself occupied for the hour or two he’d be away for work, then we could spend the evening doing whatever we pleased at a place he promised was stunning.  How could I turn something like that down?  I’d never once been to a lake house!  Of course, I had only an hour or two to get ready and to have James call in a waitress to cover for me that day.  It gave me very little time to think through and fret about everything.  James thought that it was a good thing that I had to make an impulsive decision, and he was happy to see me go for it instead of choosing the safe and reasonable path.  I couldn’t help but feel excitement like I hadn’t in a very long time.  It had been forever since I’d been on a trip, even one as small as this one.  It would be wonderful to see something other than my apartment or the bar.  I was a short trip away from what was sure to be an amazing experience. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I woke up to a noise, and the lovely drizzle of rain made me think it might have been a clap of thunder.  I had fallen asleep on the back porch of the lake house that overlooked the water.  There was a comfy swinging couch that I had curled up on to watch the rain, and it had been so peaceful that I had drifted off almost immediately.  Quiet footsteps approached, however, and I realized Andrew was already back. 
 
    “You’re done?” I asked, still in a sleepy daze.  I pushed myself to sit up on the seat, which rocked underneath me in a comforting way.  “You were barely gone at all.” 
 
    “I made quick work of it,” Andrew said, sitting down beside me and putting an arm around me.  “For the first time in a very long time, I had something waiting for me that was far more pressing than my work.” 
 
    I giggled and snuggled in closer to him.  He was warm and strong, and his embrace was a nice way to push away the autumn chill in the air brought in by the rain. 
 
    “I couldn’t stop thinking about what tonight would be like once you got back,” I said. 
 
    “Oh?  You were even dreaming about it, then?” Andrew asked, poking fun at me.  I grinned.  “Trust me, it was all I could do to stop myself from daydreaming away in that meeting room.  I don’t think they’d have appreciated it.  I could barely sign the paperwork, my hands were shaking so much.” 
 
    “What do you want to do now?” I asked with far more enthusiasm than I’d had for anything in a long time.  It felt like I was an actress, like I’d wandered onto a set as a character in a life that wasn’t my own, and never would be.  But for the night, I was more than willing to live in the fantasy. 
 
    “I brought home some dinner,” Andrew said, his fingers playing along my shoulder as he watched me.  “I figured we could eat and then let the night play out how we see fit.  Have you seen the bedroom yet?” 
 
    I smiled and shook my head.  “I’ve really only been spending my time out here,” I said.  After all, why would I waste time inside when I could watch the lake ripple with raindrops?  It smelled and sounded so beautiful.  I hadn’t been so at peace in so long. 
 
    “It’s a treat, trust me,” he said.   
 
    “You’ve been here before, then?” I asked. 
 
    “A few times,” he said.  “The woman who owns it always insists.  She and her husband are both incredibly hard workers, so it’s rare for them to get even a few weekends out here each year.  She’s been trying to convince me to buy a house in this neighborhood as well, but I don’t see that happening.” 
 
    Andrew stood and held a hand out to me, guiding me to follow him.  I did so with ease, drifting through the open floorplan of the borrowed lake house like I was meant to be there.  We ended up at the island bar of the kitchen.  I glanced at my bag in the nearby living room and the camera that laid on top of it, and my stomach flipped with nerves.  Would Andrew be okay with the idea of taking pictures of me like that?  Would he like it? 
 
    “I hope you’re okay with noodles.” 
 
    He took the take away dinner out of its sturdy paper bag and my stomach growled.  It was stir fried noodles with vegetables from a local Thai restaurant, and I was more than okay with it.  He handed over the chopsticks and I sat on one of the barstools while I watched him work next on opening a bottle of wine.   
 
    “I never have Thai anymore,” I said, feeling a strange nostalgia for my youth in the moment.  When I was still in university, I would try out new and interesting restaurants near campus all the time.  It had been a long dry spell of focusing on other areas of my life instead, but I was glad to be striking out on new adventures once again.  I was thankful to have met Andrew. 
 
    Rain made beautiful music against the skylight, and the slice of sky that was visible in the kitchen was a lovely steel blue.  Our voices were low as we chatted and ate the food that was still steaming and delicious.  Soft touches were traded between us freely, with no fear of worrying about PDA like in a bar or restaurant.  We fit together so naturally in our own strange way, despite the ways we didn’t fit together at all.  It was a lovely friendship we had built, and it all felt so easy.  There were no stakes, no demands, no expectations, just two people with otherwise stressful lives sharing a few blissful moments of pleasure. 
 
    I ate up all my food, grateful that I had worn a comfortable dress that didn’t hug anything too tightly.  I was pleasantly warm from the red wine, though I anticipated getting even warmer.  I brushed the side of my leg against Andrew’s as I watched him finish his second glass of wine. 
 
    “Are you almost ready to show me that bedroom like you promised?” I asked.  Who was I?  How had I gotten so comfortable in all of this?  I wasn’t sure of the answer, but I liked this side of myself.  I felt like a seductress.  I wasn’t just Haley the bartender in a college town.  I was a powerful woman who attracted the attention of a powerful man. 
 
    Andrew’s eyes were transfixed on me.  “You’re gorgeous when you’re like this, you know that?” 
 
    “Like what?” I asked.  Was I teasing him?  I’d never been quite so confident as I was feeling now.  I was free to be however I wanted in this relationship, though.  There weren’t any consequences. 
 
    Andrew took his bottom lip in between his teeth for a moment.  He was holding himself back.  “You know exactly like what.  Like a vixen.  Like a nymph.  It makes me want to gobble you up much like I did last time, though I know I can take a rest and start all over again when the hunger returns.  I have you for the whole night, and I plan on making use of that much time.” 
 
    “Please do,” I said, leaning forward and putting a hand on his thigh.  “Show me all the things you want to do to me.” 
 
    I was commanding a man in bed!  And he was listening.  It had taken me so long in my youth to speak up for myself.  Even the simplest request of “actually, I like to be touched this way…” had taken me months to bring up with my husband.  But now?  Well, I had grown, and I was proud of that. 
 
    Andrew picked me up by my waist, and I held onto him any way I could - with arms around his neck and my legs around his waist.  He carried me with ease across dark wood floors and dimly lit spaces to the master bedroom of our borrowed residence.  He placed me back down on the ground, though it didn’t quite feel like my legs were really connected to the earth below me. 
 
    “Look,” he ordered, and I pulled away from him enough to look around.   
 
    An entire wall of the bedroom was made up of glass, and it overlooked the pristine lake.  I gasped at the view, taking a few steps away from Andrew to truly appreciate it.  Although it was completely open, it was oddly private as well.  Though there were other homes in the area, from this view, they may as well not have existed.  It was like we were alone with nature. 
 
    “This is beyond gorgeous,” I said.  “I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    Andrew pressed his body against my back.  He pushed the neck of my dress to the side to kiss at my shoulder.  He was more interested in other sights, apparently.  I giggled at the feeling and turned around to him.  Then I gasped. 
 
    “Wait,” I said. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” he asked. 
 
    My whole body flushed.  “I have a favor to ask you,” I said.  It was for James, so there wasn’t really any way I could take no for an answer.  Plus, the thought of it was making me pleasantly warm. 
 
    Andrew tucked a stray curl behind my ear.  “Anything for you, darling.” 
 
    I gave him a teasing smile before I hurried out of the room.  My bare feet made such a lovely sound against the wood floors, echoing back at the taps of raindrops.  I grabbed James’s camera from atop my bag next to the living room couch and then hurried back to Andrew.  He was standing exactly where I had left him with an amused grin on his face.  I held up the camera. 
 
    “It’s a request from my other half,” I said.  “He wants photos.” 
 
    Andrew took the camera from me in one hand and focused on turning it on and removing its lens cap.  He didn’t make a single fuss about the idea.  He lifted the camera up to his eye and pointed it at me. 
 
    “That’ll be easy when I have such a beautiful subject.  Take off your clothes.  Stand by the window.” 
 
    I gasped at Andrew’s commanding tone.  He was clearly the perfect man for this job.  He had vision.  My hands weren’t quite steady when they grabbed my dress and lifted it off over my head.  I went over to the enormous window and relaxed my body to look out.  I took a deep, calming breath and then looked back at Andrew.  He had the camera up to his face, and the camera shutter began to click. 
 
    It had been several months since I had been in this position on the other side of the camera.  However, the practice I had gotten in during my Girl Next Door days hadn’t left me.  I emptied my mind and thought only of the man who would be seeing these photos tomorrow.  I removed my bra and slid down my skimpy pair of panties and thought of James.  I could feel a natural, warm smile come to my face. 
 
    I positioned my body in a few different poses, listening to Andrew’s directions, until finally, he gave me a heavier one. 
 
    “Let’s get you to the bed now.” 
 
    I smiled and skittered across the wood floor and crawled onto the bed.  He followed with the lens, but the camera was put aside for a moment while Andrew began unbuttoning his own shirt.  I stared as he revealed his chest to me.  I wasn’t sure if I was ever going to get used to his tanned, toned abs.  How had I gotten so lucky?  In the time it took me to wonder that, his shirt, pants, and sleek black boxer briefs had been discarded on the floor next to the bed, and he’d gotten the camera again to snap a few more photos. 
 
    “What would your dear husband like to see the most?” he asked, though I wasn’t sure if he was actually directing the question at me or asking it more to himself.  I gave it some thought either way. 
 
    “I think he’d want to see every part of the action,” I said, and my voice was shy.  I could feel my cheeks warming.  “But he wouldn’t want them to be staged, exactly.  He would still want me to enjoy myself.” 
 
    Andrew nodded with a smirk.  “Then I think you need to hold onto this for a moment,” he said, and handed the camera to me.  
 
    I raised my eyebrow and watched him as he held himself above me to place a sweet kiss on my lips.  There was a spark in his eyes that looked something like mischief.  He was enjoying this almost as much as my husband would be.  I had no choice but to be carried along with the glee.  My hands were shaking as I lifted the camera up and put the viewfinder to my eye.  It was a strange experience to be watching my own body through a tiny glass lens.  I zoomed out as much as I possibly could, though it was still an extreme close-up of Andrew’s lips wrapping around my nipple.  It would probably turn out too blurry to even be seen, but I didn’t care.  I tried to hold the camera out and take a few blind selfies that way, but with Andrew giving attention to my breasts, pictures were second place in my mind. 
 
    Andrew continued a trail down my body, leaving tickling kisses behind.  I brought the camera back to my eye and took a picture of him pressing his face between my legs with his hooded gaze on me.  That was one that I hoped turned out perfect, because it was an image I wanted to keep forever.  I watched through the viewfinder as he opened my legs wide and began devouring me in my most sensitive spots.  I had always been too shy to watch this kind of thing directly, but with the camera between us, it somehow felt okay.  In fact, I liked the view of him down there.  I gave up a free hand so that I could put my fingers into his dark hair, and my photo-taking became a little more half-hearted.  My finger was barely able to operate the shutter anymore.  My mind had become that blank static as little sparks and stars filled my vision.  The camera fell away to the side, but my gaze remained on Andrew. 
 
    I began to moan desperately, making it very clear that Andrew was already dangerously close to pushing me over the edge.  My calls only seemed to embolden him, however.  He continued what he was doing, adding a finger or two as well to really make his point.  And he made it quickly.  His talented tongue had made me come far too quickly for my liking, but all I could do was give way to the waves of pleasure as they pushed me around.  My head lulled to the side and I blankly stared out at the beautiful scene of nature just outside.  I mewled and panted and Andrew continued to place kisses all along my thighs and belly while I came down from my high. 
 
    “Ready for more?” he asked.  “I’ll take a turn as photographer.” 
 
    “I have an idea,” I said, once I had fully caught my breath again.  I was becoming bolder once again as desire had fully overcome my brain.  I didn’t have time to worry or be shy.  I just wanted to keep chasing that same feeling. 
 
    I made my body move to get off the bed, though it was difficult with all my limbs feeling so heavy.  I held out a hand to Andrew and tugged as soon as he’d given me his own.  He followed my silent request by standing up next to me.  I could tell from his face that he wasn’t sure what I was getting at, though he was open to whatever was happening.  I stood directly in front of him so that there wasn’t even an inch separating us and slunk my body down his until I was on my knees.  I looked up at him with my face inches from his cock. 
 
    “How about this?” 
 
    Andrew took in a deep breath and pointed the camera down at me.  I didn’t waste much time with trying to pose for pretty photos.  I figured giving my husband a real picture of the action was the better way to go.  I moved slow as I put Andrew’s cock in my mouth and enjoyed the feel of it there, filling up the empty space nicely.  I tried to keep my gaze up at the lens, but the more I moved my head, the more I lost focus.  I held onto his impressively muscular thighs for support and lost myself in the pleasure of making him feel good.  I liked the way his breathing had changed and the soft sounds that were coming from his mouth, hitting my ears as gently as the sound of the rain outside. 
 
    Andrew let out something close to a growl.  “I can’t handle much more of that, darling,” he said, petting my hair.  “Let’s get a few more pictures for your husband so I can focus only on making love to you.” 
 
    I slowly released his cock from my grasp and nodded.  My breathing had increased.  I stood up on shaking legs long enough to make my way to the bed, then stayed there on all fours.  I looked back at Andrew, giving him a silent invite.  He didn’t need more than that to know what to do.  He pressed his body against my ass, stroking whatever he could reach with his free hand before he guided himself into me.  I moaned, and the camera shutter clicked behind me, making me even hornier.  I liked having an audience.  I started moving back against him, tempting him to get rid of the camera and focus his efforts completely on me.  It wasn’t long before I had accomplished that goal.  The camera bounced lightly next to me, and Andrew’s hips crashed into me harder. 
 
    “You’re far too seductive to enjoy through a camera anymore,” he said, and proceeded to fuck me hard.  His hands were all over me.  His words were in my ear.  I closed my eyes and clenched my teeth against the orgasm that he teased out of me.  After he came just moments later, he turned me over onto my back so that I could rest.   
 
    I splayed my limbs out and tried to regain my composure.  My breathing was ragged, and I couldn’t get the smile off my face.  I was vaguely aware that there were some more shutter sounds, but I didn’t care enough to look.  Andrew settled next to me after a few moments and began laying kisses all over my face and shoulder. 
 
    “Don’t get too sleepy just yet, my darling,” he said.  “I have you all to myself for the whole night.  I plan on making use of every second that I can.” 
 
    I turned my head to look at him and gave him a loopy smile.  “I wouldn’t have it any other way,” I said, and took his face in my hand to give him an eager kiss.  I planned on enjoying every single second with him. 
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    I chewed on my bottom lip, watching James click through the photos on his laptop.  I was staring at his face while he stared at the screen.  I was hoping that I had done my assignment correctly.  We had started with such good intentions, taking beautiful photos with great lighting and poses, but the hunger had eventually overtaken us, of course.  I had no idea if the hastily taken pictures were any good or not.  However, James’s expression and the shaky breath he let out were a great sign. 
 
    I couldn’t take it anymore.  “Do you like them?  Did I do okay?  It’s just that…” 
 
    I stopped myself.  Was it too much to tell him why I feared the photos might not have come out as great as I had hoped? 
 
    “It’s just that what?” James asked, and a smile was playing on his lips.  “Tell me.” 
 
    “I know it was the only thing you requested out of the whole thing,” I said, and although I wanted to feel bad, I couldn’t help but smile as well.  “But I guess we got kind of caught up in the heat of them moment.  We tried our best to get some good pictures, but eventually the photos kind of stopped.” 
 
    “Come here,” James said, patting the worn couch cushion beside him. 
 
    I plopped in place beside him, happy to give my tired legs a small break.  My whole body felt like I had fallen down a set of stairs.  I was sore, stiff, and maybe even a little bruised in some places.  Strangely, it felt kind of good, like little reminders of Andrew’s complete control over my body that he’d had just hours earlier. 
 
    I looked at the screen and blushed as James went back to the first photo.   
 
    “Wow,” I said.  “How did that one turn out so good?” 
 
    I watched him click through the first few, which featured me naked against an enormous background of soft gray rainy weather through an open window.  I looked confident in it.  I was honestly kind of enchanted with myself. 
 
    “This is one of the most beautiful pictures I’ve ever seen of you,” James said, kissing the side of my head before he continued. 
 
    The “tasteful artistry” that Andrew and I may have been aiming for in those few beginning photos had quickly fallen away before we had just become full-on amateur porn stars.  A fierce blush covered my face as I was presented with photo after photo of Andrew’s cock in my mouth and crooked images of his face between my legs.  When had I taken a picture of just my thigh?   
 
    “Did he make you come when he went down on you?” James asked beside me.  His hand went to my leg, which was fully exposed, as I was wearing just an oversized shirt after my morning shower.  I took in a sharp breath. 
 
    “Yeah, he did,” I said, staring at Andrew’s thick lashes decorating his closed eyes as his tongue teased me.  I was transported back to that moment instantly, and I could feel myself growing breathless. 
 
    “Good,” James said, and his hand ventured further up my thigh as he continued to do lazy loops with his fingers.  “You look like you’re having the time of your life.” 
 
    I stared at the photo of my face.  My eyes were half-lidded in a strangely sexy kind of way.  There was a natural smile on my lips.  James was right.  I’m not sure I’d ever seen a photo of myself where I was so candidly happy.  It just so happened that there was a good sized dick right next to my face, of course. 
 
    James continued through the photos, which were quickly becoming more sparse and far more graphic.  Andrew had taken a photo of him inside of me, with my ass taking up most of the frame.  I shriveled away in embarrassment from that image, but James actually let out a moan. 
 
    “God, you just look like you’re having so much fun,” he said.  “Like he’s fucking you in a way I’ve never been able to.” 
 
    I wanted to insist to James that that definitely wasn’t the case, but looking at his face now, I could tell he wasn’t really talking to me.  He was amping himself up with the thought somehow.  I had long ago learned to stop judging, though I was still curious about how he was speaking to himself.  I watched him get to the last picture we had taken before we had given up for the night.  And oh, what a night that had been.  I had barely slept.  Andrew had such an appetite for me.  A grin came to my face as I once again left my current location and went away to my memories. 
 
    “Thank you for the photos,” James said, and I was brought back to real life once again. 
 
    I gave him a kiss on his cheek, watching as he scrolled through them again from the beginning.  “You really liked them?  I did okay?” 
 
    “You did more than okay,” James said before turning to me enough to give me a lust-filled kiss.  “The only thing better would be…” 
 
    My heart pounded as I stared into his eyes.  “What?” I asked.  Did we dare to broach that topic?  Would he really? 
 
    “The only thing better,” James said, and his voice had taken on a tone heavy with desire, “would be seeing this kind of thing in person.” 
 
    I took in a deep breath.  “You’d really want to see that?  Another man doing those things to my body right in front of you?  Wouldn’t you be jealous?”   
 
    Why was I protesting so much?  Wasn’t this the exact thing I had fantasized about so many times?  I wanted it to happen, but I knew there were so many dangers involved. 
 
    “Not at all,” James said.  “If anything, I would be happy to help out if he needed me to do anything.” 
 
    My heart pounded.  My mind became a mess of fantasies and ridiculous thoughts.  “It would be interesting,” I said.  “But I really don’t know if Andrew would go that far.” 
 
    “Well, I think you should ask,” James said.  He gave me another steamy kiss. 
 
    Ask Andrew to let my husband watch?  I would be far too embarrassed, wouldn’t I?  I had made a lot of progress as far as my bravery was concerned, but that was a leap.  I would have to leave it firmly in the fantasy pile for the time, at least until I was a little more comfortable with making requests from my second lover.  It was amazing that I had made any of this work at all, considering how timid I had once been. 
 
    “Maybe one day,” I told James, but I could tell he wasn’t paying much attention.  His head was already far off, thinking of what that night might actually be like.  He put his laptop over to the side and focused his attention on me.  Despite how exhausted I was, I gladly accepted the attention that I so loved from my darling husband. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I have a personal question,” I said after having rehearsed that simple line in my head at least three hundred times.  Mandy raised an eyebrow at me and grinned.  She didn’t speak, but instead waited for me to continue.  “Have you ever had a sexual experience with more than one man?  At the same time, I mean.” 
 
    My blush must have been redder than the wine she was drinking.  A huge grin spread across her face.  “Thinking of having a threesome with the husband and the boyfriend?” 
 
    “Something like that,” I muttered.  Of course, she was immediately enthusiastic for me, which I greatly appreciated.  “But I don’t even know the first thing about it.” 
 
    “It’ll come naturally to you,” Mandy said.  “You think you’re worried about all these limbs and juggling two dicks, and the potential that maybe feelings are going to get hurt.  But sometimes, when the time comes and you’re lucky enough to be with the right people, it just works.  I think that’s where you’re at.” 
 
    I let her words run through my head a couple times.  It would just work?  Would it really be that easy? 
 
    “Wait,” I said after a little more thought.  “Are you speaking from experience?  Have you really been with two men before?”  
 
    I leaned closer to her over the bar so that nobody else could hear the words we were sharing.  I glanced around the room, and though it was crowded like any other Friday night, there wasn’t anyone close enough or nosy enough to be listening. 
 
    Mandy’s smile was cat-like.  “Honestly, I’ve been thinking about how exactly to tell you this,” she said.  “I didn’t expect our situations to line up quite so perfectly.” 
 
    “Tell me what?” I asked with excitement.   
 
    “Remember Andrew’s two coworkers coming in here with him about a month ago?”  Her grin grew.  She was a cat who had caught a mouse at this point. 
 
    “Of course.  Those two young guys.  Did you hit it off with one of them?” 
 
    “Both of them,” she said, positively glowing.  A cat with two mice! 
 
    “Mandy!” I said, a mixture of shock and pride coloring my tone.  “Why didn’t you tell me?  When did this happen?” 
 
    “It’s still so early!” she said, and I’d never seen her so ecstatic, though she was trying hard to reign it in.  “I didn’t want to jinx it.  But Noah and Finn are both so into me.  We have so much fun together.  It’s not like anything I’ve ever experienced with a man before.  Maybe all along I just needed two men.” 
 
    I laughed far too loud at that statement.  “You’re dating both of them, then?  And they’re both okay with it?” 
 
    “They seem perfectly fine with sharing at this point,” Mandy said with a grin.  “They’re best friends, you know.  Practically brothers.  They’re used to sharing.” 
 
    My mind would take a long time to wrap around that idea.  However, Mandy was happier than I’d ever seen her before. 
 
    “You know, they’re in charge of marketing at their job, so they’ve been giving me lots of tips for entering into that kind of world.  I showed them some of my socials and they were impressed with how I could market myself.  They both think I have a knack for it.” 
 
    “Wow,” I said, genuinely impressed. 
 
    “And before you think it, it’s not just because I’m sleeping with them.  I’m pretty sure.  I’ve actually been contacting places around town to do social media marketing.  I’m working on a portfolio.  A portfolio!  That’s a long way from stripping.” 
 
    I reached across the wood top of the bar to put a hand on my best friend’s arm.  “I’m proud of you.  You’ve got a great mind, Mandy.  You’ll do great.  If you ever want to use us as practice, James would be happy to hire you, I’m sure.  We’ll pay whatever rate you’re asking.” 
 
    “After everything you’ve done for me,” Mandy said, putting her own hand on top of mine, “I could never accept payment from you.  I’d be more than happy to do it for free.” 
 
    “Oh, please!  Look at everything you’ve done for me!” 
 
    We laughed together.  It was true.  The sum of the two of us was much greater than the original parts.   
 
    “I’m so glad I walked into this bar that one night and met you,” Mandy said.  Her eyes were sparkling with the beginning of tears.  That didn’t bode well for my own mascara. 
 
    “I’m so glad we met,” I said. 
 
    To distract from the onslaught of feelings that were threatening to pour down over me, I poured myself a small glass of wine and held it out to her.   
 
    “To new adventures.” 
 
    “To new adventures,” she echoed, and we clinked our glasses together.   
 
    In that brief moment, my life had never felt so perfect and full. 
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    “Wow, I’ve never seen this place so crowded!  I hope we can get a table!” 
 
    My heart skipped a beat at the overheard words.  It was the last hour of the bar being open on a Thursday night, and the young woman’s words were true.  We were packed, and we had been packed for most of the night.  We were lucky to have one or two tables open at a time, and many patrons opted for the bar or the newly created outdoor patio that my husband had worked hard to set up over the last week.  Our waiter was able to lead the group of four women to a freshly cleaned table, though, and they happily ordered a round of drinks. 
 
    I didn’t have time to focus on any one group for too long, though.  I went to check on two tables that were winding down, made a mental note that one wanted their check, and grabbed the dirty plates and glasses off another table, pocketing an impressive tip for my troubles.  Things were running so smoothly that night that I felt like I might cry. 
 
    “I’m exhausted,” James said with an enormous grin as I passed by.  I gave him a smile and a nod.  He was so deep in his element, and so attractive at that.  I could have sworn that half the regulars had developed crushes on him, men included.  It was that energy that had drawn me to him and kept me in love with him.  I would never get tired of James and his smile. 
 
    I related to James’s words, though.  It had been a long day, and I couldn’t wait for the crowd to die down and the evening to die down with it.  I could use some time to relax.  I would even have the next day off!  It had only taken a year of hard work before I was able to work only six days a week for my husband’s business.  James, of course, had yet to take a single day off yet, but promised he would for his upcoming birthday, after he was certain that the staff would be able to make it without him. 
 
    I continued checking on tables, happy that more and more were emptying as the night was coming to an end.  I had only one table left to worry about when the door opened with only twenty minutes left until closing time.  I almost let out an audible groan, but it turned into a small gasp when I turned and saw who it was. 
 
    “Andrew?” I said.  “I wasn’t expecting you to come by.” 
 
    “Hope I’m not intruding,” he said.  “It was just a whim.  Mind if I have a beer?  I can finish it before you have to close up shop.” 
 
    I could tell immediately what Andrew wanted by the way his eyes looked over me sharply.  He had come for far more than just a beer, and m000y heart was pounding.  It wasn’t like him to be so impulsive and spontaneous like this, though.  I had no idea he’d be coming, and he usually planned out everything ahead of time and told me the exact moment he’d be arriving.  Something about him showing up out of nowhere was even sexier to me, like he needed me that badly that he couldn’t wait and couldn’t even text. 
 
    “Of course, have a seat,” I insisted.  I finished up the task at hand and let my mind play around with the excitement before I settled in front of him at the bar and poured him his favorite beer.  “I’m happy you could make it in.” 
 
    “Me too,” he said, taking a long sip of his beer.  His eyes roamed over me again, like just the sight of my body had made the drive across town worth it.  Being desired so obviously had gotten me flustered more than I ever had been at work before, and I found myself fumbling. 
 
    “Hey, man, how are you doing tonight?” James came up beside me and gave my shoulder a rub.  I nearly jumped at the contact.   
 
    “Evening, James,” Andrew said politely.  They shared a handshake some more small talk, and my heart pounded even harder against my chest.  I loved seeing the two of them interact.  They were two very different kinds of masculine, two kinds of attractive, both of them amazing and interesting in their own ways.  I had feared they’d never get along, but there was a mutual respect between them.  If my own worries hadn’t been in the way, I’d even go as far as saying they liked each other. 
 
    “Feel free to stay after close,” James said.  “We’re winding down right about now, anyway.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t want to impose,” Andrew replied. 
 
    “Hey, it’s no problem at all,” James said.  “Our apartment isn’t far away either.  If you feel like seeing where Haley lives.” 
 
    “What?” I asked, just barely able to catch up with the conversation that had taken place between the two of them.  James had actually invited Andrew over?  This wasn’t out of nowhere, but my mind had never quite put together how we would be able to make that leap from fantasy to reality.  This certainly wasn’t something I expected.  Mandy had been right, though.  When you’re with the right people, things just fall into place naturally. 
 
    “It’s okay, right, babe?” James asked, putting an arm around me.  “Andrew’s welcome to come?” 
 
    I looked at Andrew, and I could tell just from his intense stare that he wanted me to agree.  There would be no need to drag me across town in his car. 
 
    “Sure, if he wants,” I said, hesitating.  I couldn’t even wrap my head around the situation at hand.  I would have both of them in my apartment?  “If it’s okay with you, sweetie.” 
 
    “Fine with me!  I’ll see you two later!  Gotta finish up for the night.” 
 
    James hurried down to the end of the bar to close out a tab.  I took in a deep, shaky breath and looked over to Andrew, curious if he could really be okay with this new territory.  A smile lingered on his face.  Was it really just me, as usual, feeling that trepidation?  I was always worrying on behalf of other people’s feelings, but they didn’t even have the same fears that I did.  I tried to cast the fears away and let the excitement take their place.  Had I fantasized about this before?  So many times.  Now it was really happening.  Andrew was coming to our place, and I would be there with both him and my husband.  They were both completely on board with it.  What was there to worry about? 
 
    The rest of the night was strangely fast and slow.  I could barely focus on what I was doing.  So many times, I’d walk over to a table only to forget halfway there why I was even going.  The restaurant emptied except for the staff and the one incredibly sexy man still sitting at the bar, and I flitted around, empty headed and not helpful at all.  Finally, James pulled me aside into a half embrace. 
 
    “Sweetie, you’re practically exploding with nervous energy.  Let me take care of things here and you take Andrew back home.  I’ll be there as soon as I can.”  He gave me a kiss that dazed me even more. 
 
    With no ability to argue, I nodded and signaled for Andrew to leave as well.  I didn’t want the staff to take any interest in the fact that I would be leaving with another man.  I certainly didn’t want that kind of drama in my work life.  Andrew left a couple minutes before me after I cashed him out, just as the bar was officially closing.  I said goodnight to my coworkers before heading out after him and into the night that lay ahead of me. 
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    It was a strange and wondrous feeling to see Andrew in my apartment.  These were all the places I was most comfortable and cozy, and seeing him blend in seamlessly made it feel almost surreal in how normal it was.  I watched him as he looked around at my photos and knick knacks.  He was really taking it all in, learning everything he could about me.  My apartment was so much different from his.  I liked to display my personality and my life, to be surrounded by my favorite possessions and my favorite memories.  I had thought that he wouldn’t fit in amongst my clutter, but he too was one of my favorite things in the world.  He didn’t stand out at all. 
 
    “It’s just how I would have imagined,” he said, giving me a warm smile.  “I’m happy I finally got to see your space.” 
 
    I approached him carefully.  This all felt like such a huge moment that I was afraid of ruining it with even a movement that was too quick.  And yet, it felt like nothing at all could ruin this thing, like it was destined to happen. 
 
    “Would you like to see my bedroom?” I asked, taking hold of his hand.  “I’d like to get cleaned up a little.” 
 
    It had been a long day at the bar, and I knew better than anyone that I probably smelled like alcohol and sweat.  Andrew gave a nod and followed me through the tiny hallway that led my bedroom.  I was glad that I had bothered to clean up just a little bit, even though I’d had no idea my husband would spring this on me so suddenly.  It wouldn’t be a total disaster in my space - just the normal amount of “lived in” feeling. 
 
    “That’s the bathroom?” he asked, pointing towards the door.   
 
    I gave him a nod, but before I could say anything, he was standing directly in front of me.  His hands were at my hips, and he pressed a kiss against my lips.   
 
    “Do you mind if I help you clean up?” 
 
    I already felt breathless.  I stood there for a moment, anguishing over my choice.  Should I wait for James?  With the way Andrew’s fingers were already playing with the hem of my shirt, I knew I couldn’t wait.  My husband probably wouldn’t have minded us getting a head start, anyway. 
 
    “I suppose there isn’t any harm in that,” I said.  “Let’s just not get ahead of ourselves before James gets here.” 
 
    Andrew kissed me once more, then my shirt was off, lifted over my head with ease.  I took it from him and threw it towards my hamper.  My desire to appear clean was quickly disappearing when I had far more interesting things to care about right in front of me.  Our bodies came together, and with our lips barely parting for more than half a second at a time, we managed to pull off nearly all of the clothing that had come between us.  When I managed to pull away from Andrew, it was just his boxer briefs that had managed to hang on to their original place.  Biting my bottom lip, I grabbed hold of the waist band and pulled them all the way down.  Excitement was what greeted me underneath.  But still, it wasn’t time yet. 
 
    “Come on,” I said, and my voice had grown raspy with desire.   
 
    I led Andrew to my bathroom and turned the water on.  I knew from experience that Andrew loved a good shower.  It was yet another reason to dote upon me.  After a full day of working, I wouldn’t mind it at all.  I stepped in once the water was warm enough against the soft skin of my wrist, and he followed after me.  He muttered under his breath as he took stock of my extensive collection of skin and hair products.  This was my sanctuary, one of the few places where I could truly wash away my stress and relax, and I took that very seriously.  Andrew grabbed a mango scented body wash and poured some into his palm before returning the bottle to where it belonged.  I watched him lather it between his hands, breathing in some of the sweetness as he began to massage my shoulders with it.  He lifted one arm first, taking care in washing it from my hand all the way up, and then he took my other arm and did the same.  He turned me around to do my back next, and I closed my eyes to enjoy the feeling of his strong hands cleaning away the grime and the stress from the day.  He placed a kiss on the side of my neck before getting more body wash so he could wrap his arms around me and work on the front.  I leaned back against his chest while his hands rubbed over my belly and cupped my breasts, leaving sweet, sudsy soap wherever they ventured.  This was bliss. 
 
    I had almost fallen into a trance as he continued down the rest of my body, making sure to clean every inch of me.  I hadn’t felt so pampered in so long.  I could have fallen asleep standing, except for that distinct spark that had started in my core.  I didn’t want sleep.  I wanted something far more active. 
 
    The water turned off and I opened my eyes once again.  I gave Andrew a lazy smile, and we began to kiss there as drops of waters traveled down our bodies.  He reached for a towel from the nearby rack and wrapped it around me before getting one for himself. 
 
    I made quick work of soaking up as much excess moisture as I could from my body.  The events of the day were over and forgotten now, down the drain and out of my mind.  My body was thoroughly warmed up.  I wanted to get this all started.  But where had my husband gone off to?  Why wasn’t he just here yet? 
 
    My silent question was answered as soon as Andrew and I were out of the bathroom and back into the bedroom.  The front door of the apartment opened and James entered, tossing his keys and shoes aside, a familiar chorus to my ears. 
 
    “Sorry I’m late.  You know how that goes,” he called from the living room. 
 
    “It’s fine!” I said, and my voice was shaking with anticipation.  So much build-up had led to this moment.  I could feel it in every muscle of my body.  “We just showered, babe!” 
 
    James entered to the room, and the charge changed.  This all became so much more real, seeing both men in my bedroom.  Andrew and I stood with our towels wrapped around ourselves, all while James still wore his work outfit.  A soft grin came to his face, as if he were in heaven. 
 
    “I’ll do the same.  You two go ahead and get started.  Don’t wait up for me!”  James gave me a wink before he slid past us to get to the bathroom.   
 
    I was already feeling light-headed.  I looked up to Andrew, desperate for him to take charge and offer guidance.  Luckily, he didn’t seem the type to ever shy away from taking the lead even once in his life.  He pulled off his towel and tossed it aside, then cleared the space between us with just one step forward.  He took hold of my own towel and threw it onto the discarded one to make a small pile.  We both stood there in the nude in my own bedroom, and I’d never felt a more perfect moment between us.   
 
    “I think tonight needs to be all about you,” he said.  “So just relax and put away all of those worries of yours, darling.” 
 
    The water running in the bathroom made for a relaxing background noise.  I took a deep breath, and those same sweet scents from our shower together still lingered, mixed with Andrew’s own natural masculine smell.  Andrew began kissing me, and I was so close to melting into a pool of relaxation.  What had happened to those anxieties that I’d carried with me for so long?  Even trying to think about them in the moment, I couldn’t summon the power to care.  I was so incredibly comfortable and secure in my place here that I wasn’t sure if I’d ever worry about anything ever again. 
 
    It felt like I was floating.  I had stopped paying attention to the room around me until the bed and dresser and nightstand all faded away and I was simply existing in a place of fuzzy warmth.  Andrew guided me to the bed where I could lay down and stop worrying about keeping myself standing.  It was a relief, as I was pretty sure I was moments away from collapsing.  Andrew crawled above me, holding himself impossibly steady to look down at me with adoring eyes.  He gifted me one last passionate kiss before he moved on, devoting his attention to the ticklish skin at my neck.  I couldn’t believe the sounds that were already coming out of me.  We had only just begun.  What was my husband thinking, hearing me call out the way I was?  Maybe I wanted him to hear me. 
 
    Andrew moved down just a little bit lower and began showering my breasts with attention.  His lips already knew how to work my nipples just right.  His hand was greedy when it grabbed the soft flesh.  My back arched up towards him, desperate for more of the wonderful feeling of being possessed. 
 
    The skin on my stomach contracted each time Andrew laid a kiss on the ticklish area.  I was fighting my body’s natural tendency to grow smaller and push away.  Instead, I made myself open up to him, despite the way my heart was pounding out of control and the pleasure was building up to be too much.  His name came out as a desperate moan as his lips went from kissing the softness of my thighs to toying with my most sensitive spot. 
 
    I was vaguely aware that the bed had dipped lower, so I forced my eyes open to take in the view of the scene around me.  My eyes were drawn immediately to the dark curly head that had buried itself between my legs.  It was a sight that I sometimes couldn’t even face directly, though it was wildly erotic to see.  How could he do such amazing things with that tongue?  How did he know so intuitively the places I liked best, the places my fingers would dance over on those rare occasions when it was just me alone with my hands?  I had no idea, but I wasn’t about to complain.  Really, all I could do was moan and let whatever words my soul was forming come out. 
 
    “You’re so beautiful.”  I looked to the left of me, then, and James came into focus.  He was naked and aroused with his hair still damp and dark.  His eyes had a similar dark quality, purely from lust.  I reached out to touch his thigh, though my hands had lost most of their control.  I needed so desperately to grab onto something as all my muscles tensed up, like rubber bands pulled tight.  James stroked my hair, and he watched me succumbing to that building pleasure.  He took hold of my hand, and I held on tight to it as Andrew’s skilled tongue became too much for me.  With two men watching me, I came hard, all the rubber bands snapping back together.  I writhed in the bed and, the intense warmth pulsated through my core outward.  It was such a strange feeling to be anchored down to the world by two sets of arms, one wrapped around my legs and the other at holding my hand. 
 
    I was in such a luxuriously dreamy state of mind.  I started to kiss James while Andrew let me come down from my climax with a gentle massage of my sore legs.  My husband’s hands were on me, but he was very much taking a more distant approach than he normally did on account of our guest.  There was no awkwardness at all, though, and everyone fell perfectly into place.  As I regained the ability to think clearly once again, I realized what was going to happen next.  I was just as much a part of the silent conversation that the two most important men in my life were having.  I knew what both of them wanted.  I had to take a few deep breaths to ready myself for what was to come. 
 
    “Are you ready for me, darling?” Andrew said after placing all the kisses he could hope for over my body.  The question was for me, and yet I had a question of my own.  I looked at my husband who was still on his side next to me, and he caressed my jaw and gave me a kiss that told me all I needed to know. 
 
    “I’m ready,” I said.  We’re ready. 
 
    Andrew nodded and continued to place kisses up my chest and down my legs, letting his hands graze over whatever he still wanted to touch.  We were all ready, but none of us were particularly in a hurry.  Really, I never wanted this night to end. 
 
    I had been almost thoughtless throughout most of the night, relying on some deep instincts inside of me seeking only pleasure, but for the first time, I felt that tinge of worry.  My husband was really going to see another man entering me in a way only he had done before all of this started.  Was that something that would permanently change our dynamics?  I angled my body so that I could be pressed against James’s chest, then looked into his eyes.  Maybe this would change something between us, but it would never be for the worse.  Nothing could damage the love we had.  I was focused on the loving kiss he gave to me, even as Andrew spread my thighs wider and entered me with his wonderful thickness.  As he began to move his own hips, I gasped against James’s lips, and we parted.  
 
    James held onto me tightly as Andrew made love to me.  My eyes locked with Andrew’s, and the happiness inside me bubbled up so instantly that an enormous grin came to my face.  I was in between my two favorite men, feeling both of their bodies so intimately.  I would smell James, and then Andrew, depending on how I angled my head.  James’s touches comforted and warmed me, while Andrew’s touches jolted and excited me.  I reached down to stroke my husband’s cock while Andrew’s glided in and out of me.  I matched the rhythm, hoping to share some of that unique pleasure with James.  His chest rumbled with a groan against my back. 
 
    There was a charge in that bedroom unlike anything I’d ever felt before.  It was like a growing wave, pushed on by Andrew and James, and I couldn’t help but be caught up in it as well.  James’s hand wrapped around mine, helping me to keep my pace on his cock.  Andrew moved in close to me, so that his face was inches from mine.  I felt wonderfully surrounded and safe, and I wasn’t sure who’s hands were on me at that point but all of it was so delicious that I couldn’t take it anymore.  My body tensed up once again as the shared pleasure took me.  I came hard, holding onto whichever man I could as my body clenched and radiated pleasure.  Like a house of cards crumpling in on itself, Andrew was next, letting out a growl and a string of wonderful words of praise for me and how wonderful I felt.  Within moments, James came was well, shooting his cum across my belly.  I gasped as the warmth hit me.  I looked at my husband and he had only a hungry kiss to give me, which I happily returned. 
 
    James grabbed a discarded towel to quickly clean me up before we all settled into our places on the bed.  Andrew laid on his side facing me, and I curled into him.  James pressed up against my back.  I was so happy in that moment that I could have cried.  I felt so complete, and I never wanted either of them to get up and move.  If I could have spent the rest of my life enjoying the sound of my two men breathing, of their own scents entering my lungs, of the comfortable warmth of having their bodies against mine, I would have died happy. 
 
    Instead of that, though, I just fell asleep happy. 
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    “How has it been two whole years already since we opened up the bar?” I asked, looking at the calendar behind the bar, flipping it over to February.  I giggled as I remembered that first Valentine’s Day we’d had after opening, back when nobody knew much about us.  It was the first Valentine’s Day we’d had where we couldn’t go on a date to our favorite restaurant, and it had felt like the end of the world to me at that time.  At the end of the night after closing up a little early since there wasn’t even anyone in the bar, James had taken me to the back and surprised me with a cake from my favorite local bakery to make up for it.  I knew in that moment that, despite all the stress of opening a business, James would always be there for me, and we were going to make it through even the toughest times. 
 
    I looked around the bar now, two years later, and even five minutes after opening it was busier than it ever had been in those early days.  We had stuck to our quality and our brand, and word of mouth had finally spread.  It was such a relief to not have to worry so much anymore when I was looking at the numbers.  It was almost too much to actually say it out loud, but at this point, we really seemed like a thriving business.  At the very least, we weren’t going to fail anytime soon.  I knew I had so many people to thank for that, so many regulars and supporters, so many friends, and I would do what I could to thank them for the rest of my time at the Sea and Star. 
 
    Thursdays tended to be busy, so I started to mentally prepare myself for the day to come.  Maybe I’d be able to see Mandy and her two boyfriends, who stopped by often.  Maybe other lovely regulars would stop by.  I had worked with the local Sandia brewery to stock a new beer for the upcoming spring, and I couldn’t wait for everyone to try it.  I smiled to myself as the realization hit me.  I was thriving here.  I was happy.  I had made it through rock bottom with James, and we were so much stronger for it.  Life was good. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Hey, girl.  What are you doing Friday night?” 
 
    I giggled as James came up behind me and wrapped his arms around me.  I had just gotten out of the shower and had my mind focused on the day to come.  Fridays were our busiest nights, but also the most fun.  The wildest characters usually showed up on Fridays. 
 
    “Friday night?  You mean tonight?” I asked, looking at him in the mirror. 
 
    “Oh, is that tonight?  You must not have plans then,” he said with a smirk. 
 
    “Just a little thing called working twelve hours at a bar.  I feel like you might have something similar going on.”  I smiled at him.  I liked when he was jokey and flirty.  I wished it could go on for so much longer. 
 
    “What do you say we skip out on that for today then?  I wouldn’t want our reservations for Lorenzo’s to go to waste, after all.” 
 
    I rubbed in the rest of my moisturizer while my mind tried to determine what James was getting at. 
 
    “Skip work for the day?  But what about…” 
 
    “Sam’s going to take care of it all.  I already talked to her.  I asked the best of the staff to come in for the night.  And of course, if anything goes wrong, she can call me and I’ll be right over.” 
 
    I turned around and rested back against the bathroom vanity.  I stared at James, and his smile grew even bigger.  My mind went through his words a few more times, trying to make any sense of them. 
 
    “You took the night off?” I asked.  He nodded.   
 
    “For the first time in over two years, I won’t be working at the Sea and Star.”  James spoke as if it didn’t quite make much sense to him either.  It was a tone of wonder.  I don’t know how he had made it so long with only a holiday here and there off.  Even on Christmas Day he had gone down to check up on the place and tidy up.  I didn’t know how he hadn’t broken down long ago, but he was the strongest man I knew. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around him.  “I’m so excited,” I said truthfully.  “I can’t even wrap my head around it.  It’s been so long!” 
 
    “Far too long,” James said, and I could see his eyes were getting a little bit misty.  “Thank you for sticking through all of this with me.  I know beyond a doubt how lucky I am to have you.” 
 
    I smiled and hugged him tightly.  A day off with my husband.  I couldn’t think of a better gift.  “What are we going to do then?” I asked. 
 
    “We have a reservation at Lorenzo’s at six,” he said.  “But the rest is up to you.  Whatever you want to do.” 
 
    I pretended to give it some thought, though I didn’t really need to.  I’d spent many hours behind the bar fantasizing about what I’d do if I had some time with James away from work. 
 
    “Can we just lay in bed and watch a movie and take a nap?” I asked.  I was afraid he would think the request was silly, but his face lit up immediately. 
 
    “I couldn’t think of a better way to spend the afternoon with you if I tried.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I was savoring the last few bites of my dark chocolate five layer cake from Lorenzo’s.  It had been two years since I’d gotten to enjoy a slice at our favorite date spot, and it was tasting just as amazing as I remembered it.  I was getting drunker off the chocolate than I was off the two glasses of wine I’d had over dinner. 
 
    “This was amazing,” I said.  “It feels like we never even had the most stressful year of our life between visits here.” 
 
    James laughed.  “And you stuck with me through all of it.  So eat up.  I’m in debt to you and I’m going to pay it all off starting with that cake and a night of doing whatever you want.” 
 
    I laughed and shook my head, enjoying the rich sweetness of the cake.  The atmosphere around us was wonderfully nostalgic.  I was squeezing out every moment of it that I could, despite the fact that we’d already been there for almost two hours.  I scraped my plate clean just as the waiter brought us our check. 
 
    There was no need for James to ever pay me back.  I didn’t feel he owed me a single debt.  I was happy to be his wife and to have experienced it all with him.  I took hold of his hand as we left the restaurant, and my soul was singing.  What a perfect day. 
 
    “Is there anyone else you want to invite over tonight?” James said as soon as he was in the car with the door closed.  “I want this to be the perfect evening for you.” 
 
    I rested my head against his shoulder and stroked his arm until he grabbed my hand in his.  I loved the way he kissed the part in my hair.  Andrew was an important person in my life, and I knew he would continue to play a part as James and I explored our sexuality further.  However, for the perfect day, I knew there was only one answer. 
 
    “Just you,” I said.  “Always you.”  He squeezed my hand tighter in a silent response.  Always us. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  

 
   
    For future updates, follow me on Amazon! 
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    Becoming a Hotwife 
 
      
 
    It took a miracle for a guy like Matt to get a woman like Samantha. 

On their three year anniversary, Matt takes his beautiful wife to a Colorado ski resort, and he's determined to treat her like the queen she is. However, Matt gets more than he bargains for when three young, hunky professional snowboarders flirt with Samantha. Matt is surprised to find that instead of jealousy, he only feels arousal at the situation - and he can tell Samantha is loving the attention.

Matt is ready to give up his wife to these men for one night of unimaginable pleasure, but will he be ready to see his wife living her dirtiest fantasies with three sexy young men? 
 
      
 
      
 
    His Best Friends 
 
      
 
    After having a bit too much to drink, Katie confesses her darkest secret to her husband Paul - Katie has always fantasized about having sex with his three best friends!

Instead of getting mad, Paul gets creative. He plans a special night out for their first anniversary, and he invites his three college buddies to their hotel room - including Noah, the sexy musician that Katie has always had a crush on. With everything planned out for her, all Katie has to do is give in to her sexual desires. But can she really have sex with her husband’s best friends right in front of him? 
 
      
 
    Hiking Hotwife 
 
      
 
    Hiking with her husband Jacob has given Liza a newfound confidence in her body. There's nothing like the exercise and the fresh mountain air to make her feel alive. 

But what's even better is when three hot young athletes from the local university are sharing the trail with the couple and can't keep their eyes off Liza's body. Jacob loves showing off what they can't have and gives Liza full permission to live out an exhibitionist's dream right off the trail. Will Liza give into her wildest fantasies and give her body over to three sexy and eager college men, all while her husband watches? 
 
      
 
      
 
    Hotwife Collection Volume 1 
 
      
 
    A 3 story bundle of steamy hotwife encounters! 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For future updates, follow me on Amazon! 
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