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Chapter 1

I pressed myself against the wall of the copy room, the cold plaster seeping through my cardigan as Jake reached past me for the paper tray. His arm brushed mine and I flinched.
"Sorry," he said, but without moving back. "Tight quarters."
The room smelled like toner, and he smelled like something woodsy that I'd started noticing mornings when he walked past my desk. He'd been at the firm three months.
"It's fine," I managed, clutching the file folder against my chest like a shield.
He loaded the paper and straightened so that now we were face to face in the narrow space between the copier and the supply shelves. He smiled, the kind of smile that made small creases appear at the corners of his eyes. "You know, Emily, you don't have to look terrified every time I talk to you."
"I'm not terrified."
"No?" He tilted his head. "What would you call it?"
I ducked under his arm and moved toward the door, my heart hammering. It was ridiculous. I was twenty-five years old, engaged to be married in seven months to a man I'd been with since sophomore year of college. Tyler and I had made promises to each other, to God, to wait. We'd held to those promises through four years of dating and a year and a half of engagement.
Which is the long way around of saying I wasn't the kind of person who got flustered by a stranger in a copy room. And I certainly wasn't the kind of person who would ever betray those promises, either. Cheating was the worst sin I could imagine, worse than lying, worse than stealing. It was the ultimate betrayal. I'd seen what it did to families at church, the whispers and shame that followed women who strayed. Of course I'd never be one of them, of course not!
Except Jake wasn't a stranger anymore. He sat three desks over. He brought coffee for the whole team every Wednesday, including me. He'd helped me fix a formatting error in a contract last week, standing behind my chair with his hand on my desk, so close I could feel the warmth of him on my neck.
That warmth made me think things I shouldn't think, things that felt dangerously close to the edge of something I'd promised never to cross.
My phone buzzed. Tyler: Dinner with my parents tonight? Mom wants to talk about the rehearsal dinner.
I typed back: Sounds good. What time?
Six. Wear the blue dress. You know how she likes you in blue.
I put the phone down and stared at my computer screen. The blue dress was modest and sweet, exactly the kind of thing Tyler's mother approved of, the kind of thing that said I was the right choice for her son, that I was pure and good and exactly what a Christian wife should be.
"You okay?"
I jumped. Jake was beside my desk holding a coffee cup.
"I'm fine. I just have to think.”
He set the cup down in front of me. "Vanilla latte, right? I grabbed you one."
I should have said no. I should have explained that I couldn't accept coffee from him, that it felt wrong, somehow, that Tyler wouldn't like it, even though Tyler didn't even know who Jake was and had never heard of him, not through me. Accepting gifts from other men, even something as innocent as coffee, felt like the first step down a path I'd been taught to fear, a path that led to affairs, to broken families, to becoming the kind of woman everyone whispered about. The camel’s nose in the door of the tent, as they say.
"Thank you," I heard myself reply.
He leaned against the edge of my desk. "So what were you thinking about? Looked pretty serious."
"Just wedding stuff. My fiancé's family. Dinner tonight."
"Ah." Something flickered across his face. "I didn't know you were engaged."
I held up my left hand, showed him the modest diamond that Tyler had saved months to buy, the ring that represented promises we’d made.
"Seven months to go."
"Lucky guy." Jake pushed off from the desk. "Well, congratulations. I hope he knows what he's got."
He walked back to his desk and I sat with the coffee warming my hands, watching him settle into his chair and turn to his computer as if nothing had happened between us, as if he hadn't just made my stomach twist into knots with four words.
As if he hadn't just made me feel something that engagement rings were supposed to protect against. What was happening to me? I thought I was safe from all that, I thought I was home-free. 
That evening I sat across from Tyler's parents in their dining room, the blue dress smooth against my legs, answering questions about floral arrangements and seating charts. Tyler's hand rested on my knee under the table, proprietary and comfortable. He was good to me and I knew he always would be. His mother smiled at me over the pot roast.
"You're going to make such a beautiful bride, Emily. Tyler is blessed."
"Thank you, Mrs. Patterson."
Tyler squeezed my knee. "We're both blessed."
I smiled and cut my slice of roast into small, neat pieces the way his mother had once mentioned she appreciated in me. Never taking too large a piece at a time. I tried not to think about Jake's cologne. Tried not to remember the warmth of him standing too close, not to feel the small, shameful flutter in my stomach.
Mr. Patterson talked about the importance of starting a marriage with a strong foundation in Christ. "That's why we're so glad Tyler found you," he said, gesturing with his fork. "So many young women today have no sense of propriety. No understanding of what it means to honor God with their bodies."
I blushed, looked down, nodded, thinking about how many times I'd heard variations of this speech, but now it sounded foreign. It was about women who gave in to temptation, about girls who ruined themselves before marriage, about the ultimate betrayal, cheating, and how it destroyed everything pure and sacred. I began to think it had been drummed into me too deeply, too often. Why was everyone always warning me about it all the time? Did I give something away with my eyes?
"Emily and I have been very certain about our relationship," Tyler said, his hand moving higher on my thigh. Not suggestively, of course, but just to be present with me, and calming. He always knew when I was getting tensed up. “We've set boundaries and we've kept them."
Mrs. Patterson beamed. "That's what makes it special. That's what makes the wedding night sacred."
I took a sip of water trying to hide deeper blushing. The way they talked about The Wedding Night, it was like their obsession, what Tyler and I would be “doing.” It was still seven months away. Was there nothing else that mattered?
Sometimes when Tyler kissed me goodnight at my apartment door, his breath heavy, his hands careful to stay in safe places, I wondered what it would actually be like. We'd never discussed it in detail, him and me, of course. It seemed wrong too, seemed like planning for sin, even though it wouldn't be sin once we were married. And yet everyone around us continually talked about it without saying it out loud exactly. How could I not think about it all the time?
Lately I'd been wondering about other things too, though, things a young almost-bride shouldn't wonder about. Like whether Jake's hands would be as careful on me. Whether his kisses would be as restrained on my mouth. The thoughts felt dangerous, forbidden,  and exactly the kind of thoughts that led to the worst kind of sin. Because lately I wondered if careful and restrained was what I’d want.
"Emily, dear, you've gotten so quiet," Mrs. Patterson said.
"Just thinking about everything we still need to plan," I said quickly. "The timeline is getting tight."
"Well, that's what we're here for. To help." She stood and began clearing plates. "Tyler, why don't you and your father go look at those paint samples for the nursery? Emily and I can handle dessert."
In the kitchen, I washed dishes while Mrs. Patterson cut apple pie. The window above the sink looked out onto their backyard, dark now, the tire swing hanging motionless from the oak tree.
"I want you to know," Mrs. Patterson said, her voice lower, "how much it means to us that you're the kind of girl Tyler can trust, that we can trust."
The kind who would never betray him, she meant. The kind who would never be tempted by someone or something else, the kind who would keep her promises no matter what.
I scrubbed at a stubborn spot on a plate. "I care about Tyler very much."
"I know you do. And I know the waiting is hard. But it's worth it. When you give yourself to your husband on your wedding night, pure and untouched, it's a gift that can never be replicated. It's the foundation of everything that comes after."
The plate slipped in my soapy hands and I caught it before it hit the bottom of the sink. "Yes ma'am." But there it was, my body and what’s coming to it. It was like there was nothing else to think about.
"Some girls today, they don't understand. They think that the part of themselves doesn't matter, that they can give it away and it won't change anything. But it changes everything." She wrapped the remaining pie in foil. "And once you cross that line, once you betray that trust, there's no going back. You become something different. Something broken."
Her words settled over me like a weight. A woman like that is a thing broken. That's what happened to women who strayed, who cheated, who gave in to temptation. They became broken things, damaged goods, cautionary tales.
I felt sure I would never let that happen to me, but why the constant warning? Why the constant reminders?
"You are doing the right thing," Mrs. Patterson said, as though reading my mind.




Chapter 2

Tyler drove me home an hour later, his hand on my knee as he navigated the familiar streets. At a red light, he leaned over and kissed me on the cheek, soft and sweet.
"My parents love you," he said.
"I love them too."
"Only seven months. Then you'll be Mrs. Emily Patterson."
The light changed and he pulled forward. I watched the streetlights slide past my window and tried to imagine it. Mrs. Emily Patterson. Tyler's wife. The good Christian woman his parents believed I was. A good girl who would never, ever betray her husband.
At work the next morning, Jake was already at his desk when I arrived. He looked up as I passed and smiled at him. I felt that same twist in my stomach that I'd felt in the copy room, the twist that felt dangerous, that felt like the beginning of something I'd sworn to avoid.
"Morning, Em. So how was dinner with the in-laws?"
He couldn’t help being wry. I set my bag down at my desk. "Fine. Good. We talked about the wedding."
"Seven months, right?" He stood and walked over, coffee cup in hand. "Getting excited?"
"Of course,” I replied curtly.
He studied me for a moment, his expression unreadable. "You don't sound too excited."
“I’m excited. I'm also just tired. It was a late night."
"Fair enough." He leaned against the cubicle wall. I couldn't help notice the way his shirt pulled across his shoulders, the way he looked at me like he saw something other than the good girl everyone else saw. "Hey, a bunch of us are going to Murphy's after work on Friday. Just drinks and appies, blowing off steam. You should come."
I should have said no immediately. Tyler and I had Bible on Friday nights. Going out for drinks with Jake sounded exactly like the kind of situation a fiancé should avoid, the kind that led to temptation, to mistakes, or to becoming the kind of woman Mrs. Patterson had warned me about becoming endlessly ad nasueum.
But the words that came out were: "I'll think about it."
"Cool. No pressure." He pushed languidly off the wall. “You let me know."
I didn't plan to go. All day Wednesday and Thursday I told myself I wouldn't go. I reminded myself of Mrs. Patterson's words, of the promises I'd made, of the kind of woman I was determined to be.
But Friday morning I texted Tyler that I was feeling under the weather, that I might skip Bible study. The lie came so much easier than it should have. I told myself it was innocent, that it was only because he wouldn’t understand, or he would make too much of it. He sent back a concerned message with a sad face emoji and a reminder to drink plenty of fluids.
I stared at his text, guilt churning in my stomach. This was how it started, wasn't it? Small lies, little deceptions. Were these the first steps toward becoming something I'd sworn I'd never be?
But I went anyway.
At five-thirty I found myself walking into Murphy's with three colleagues from the office. What could be safer than that? Jake was already there, holding down a booth in the back. He waved us over and slid down the vinyl bench to make room.
"You made it!” he said as I slid in beside him. That wasn’t planned, but everyone was piling in and that’s just the way it turned out.
"Just for a while."
The server brought menus and took drink orders. I asked for water. Jake raised an eyebrow.
"You sure? We're celebrating. Martinez is moving on. Head office!”
"I don't really drink."
"Not at all?"
"Not usually."
He nodded slowly. "Let me guess. The fiancé?"
"It's not like that. It's just a choice I've made." I slowly turned toward him and gave him the slow blink.
"Okay." He flagged down the server. "Can we get a virgin mojito for the lady?"
When it arrived, bright and minty in a tall glass, he lifted his beer bottle. "To choices."
I touched my glass to his bottle and took a sip. The mint was sharp and clean on my tongue.
The conversation flowed around me, office gossip, weekend plans, complaints about clients. Jake's leg pressed against mine under the table and I told myself the booth was just cramped, that there was nowhere else for either of us to sit. But I didn't move my leg away.
But that small point of contact, innocent as it was, sent electricity through me in a way Tyler's hand on my knee never had. The realization made my stomach drop. This was dangerous.
An hour passed, then two. People started leaving. Martinez and his girlfriend, the paralegal who had to catch a train. Pretty soon  it was just Jake and me in the booth, a boisterous Friday night crowd swelling around us.
"I should go," I said, not exactly moving.
"Probably," Jake agreed. "Big Saturday plans with the fiancé?"
"Church in the morning. Then his sister's baby shower."
"Sounds so incredibly wholesome."
There was something in his tone that made me defensive. “And what's wrong with wholesome?"
"Nothing. Absolutely nothing." He finished his beer. "You just seem like maybe there's more to you than wholesome."
"You don't know me."
"No," he said. "I'd like to."
The words hung between us in the noise of the bar. A burst of laughter came from the table behind us.
"I should really go, though,” I said.
"Okay." But he didn't move and still, neither did I.
His arm rested along the back of the booth behind me, not touching me, but close enough that I could feel the space between us like a physical thing. I looked down at my empty glass, at the crushed mint leaves settled at the bottom.
This was how it happened probably, I thought. Not all at once, but in small moments like this. Sitting too close, staying too long, letting a man who wasn't your fiancé rest his arm near your shoulders.
"Can I ask you something?" Jake said.
"Maybe."
"Do you love him? The fiancé?"
I turned to look at him. His face was serious now, no trace of the usual humor. "That's a very personal question." I blinked at him long again.
"You don't have to answer."
"Yes," I said. “Of course, we’ve been together for six years."
"That's not what I asked."
My phone buzzed in my purse. I pulled it out. Tyler: Feeling any better? Want me to bring you soup?
Guilt twisted in my stomach. Here I was, alone in a bar with another man, while Tyler worried about my health.
I typed back: Much better. Just needed rest. See you tomorrow.
The lie felt heavy on my fingers.
When I looked up, Jake was watching me.
"He seems nice," Jake said.
"He is nice."
"I'm sure he is." Jake shifted and his arm dropped from the back of the booth to rest across my shoulders. The weight of it sent a shock through my system.
This was wrong, this was the line I shouldn't cross. Mrs. Patterson's words echoed in my head: Once you cross that line, once you betray that trust, there's no going back.
But I didn't move away.
"Em, I'm going to be honest with you. I think you're interesting. I think you're smart and funny and beautiful. And I think you're hiding a lot of that behind that engagement ring."
I should have stood up, should have grabbed my purse and walked out, should have told him he was completely inappropriate and I never wanted to speak to him. I should have done anything except sit there with his arm around me, my body humming with hyper-awareness.
"I'm not hiding anything,” I said.
"No?" His thumb brushed against my shoulder through my blouse, the lightest pressure. "Then what are you doing?"
"I'm being faithful. I'm honoring my commitment."
The words sounded hollow even as I said them. Because sitting here like this, wanting what I was wanting, didn't feel faithful. It felt like the beginning of betrayal.
“Faithful to a man you've been with since you were nineteen." His hand was still on my shoulder, his thumb still moving in small circles there. "Have you ever been with anyone else?"
"That's none of your business."
"So no." He leaned closer. I could smell the beer on his breath mixed with that cologne. "Have you ever even kissed anyone else?"
My face burned. "Tyler was my first boyfriend. I don't see what that has to do with anything."
"It has to do with everything." His voice was low, meant only for me despite the crowd around us. "You're about to marry the only person you've ever kissed, the only person who's ever touched you. Don't you wonder?"
I did wonder. God help me, I wondered constantly. I wondered what it would feel like to be kissed with real passion, to be touched with real desire, to know if what Tyler and I had was real or just all I'd ever known?
"No," I said, but it came out weak.
"Liar."
The word made my pulse spike. He was right. I was lying, and we both knew it.
I stood up so fast I almost knocked over my glass. "I need to go."
This time he didn't argue. He slid out of the booth and stood, blocking my path, but for just a moment. "I'm parked out back. Let me walk you to your car at least. It's dark out."
"I can manage."
"I know you can. But let me anyway."
I should have said no, I should have walked out the front, gotten in my car, driven straight to Tyler's apartment and confessed everything. I should have confessed to him that I'd lied about being sick, that I'd gone to a bar with another man, and that I was feeling things I shouldn't feel.
But I didn't. Jake and I walked through the bar in silence, past the pool tables and the dartboards, and out the back door into the parking lot. The April air was cool after the warmth inside and I wrapped my arms around myself.
"Where are you parked?" Jake asked.
I pointed to my Honda near the back fence. We walked across the asphalt and I dug my keys out of my purse, my hands shaking.
At my car door, I turned to say goodnight but found him right behind me, closer than I expected.
"Emily," he said.
"Don't."
"Don't what?"
"Whatever you're thinking about doing."
He smiled, that same smile with the creases at the corners of his eyes. "I'm not thinking about doing anything. But I think you are."
“Well you couldn’t be more wrong."
"Am I?" He reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, his fingers grazing my cheek. The touch sent electricity down my spine.
It scared me more than anything, because it meant Jake was right. It meant I was capable of wanting someone else.
"Your face is flushed. Your breathing is fast. You're still standing here when you could have gotten in your car."
"I'm just being polite."
"Right. Polite." His hand cupped my cheek now, his thumb brushing along my jawline. The touch was gentle but possessive, claiming in a way Tyler's touches never were. "Is it polite that your lips are parted? That you're leaning toward me?"
I jerked back, my shoulders hitting the car door. "I'm not. I'm engaged."
"I know. You keep saying that." He dropped his hand but didn't step back. "Here's what I think. I think you're curious. I think you've spent your whole adult life being good and doing what you're supposed to do, and somewhere deep down you wonder what it would be like to be a little bad. Just once."
Just once. The words whispered through me like temptation itself. Just once couldn't really count, could it? Just once wouldn't make me a cheater, though, it wouldn’t be a mistake, a moment of weakness, something to confess and be forgiven for.
Except I knew that wasn't true. I knew that the moment I crossed the line, I would become something different.
"You don't know anything about me."
"Then tell me I'm wrong. Look me in the eye and tell me you've never wondered what it would be like to kiss someone else, to be touched by someone who isn't Tyler. To feel wanted instead of approved of."




Chapter 3

His words drilled deep into my chest. Mrs. Patterson's voice echoed in my head: The kind we can trust. Tyler's hand on my knee, proprietary and comfortable. Six years of being the good girlfriend, the appropriate choice, the girl who waited.
The girl who would never cheat. Never betray. Never break her promises.
But standing here in the dark parking lot with Jake's eyes on me, I could feel that good girl slipping away. I could feel something else rising to take her place.
"It doesn't matter what I wonder," I said. "I made a promise."
"To God or to Tyler's parents?"
"That's not fair."
"No," Jake said. "What's not fair is you marrying someone because you're supposed to when you don't even know what you want."
"I want to marry Tyler."
"Do you? Or do you just want the life Tyler represents? The approval, the safety, the path that's already laid out for you?"
I fumbled with my keys, trying to get them into the lock. My hands were shaking too hard and I dropped them. We both bent to pick them up at the same time and his hand closed over mine on the keys.
The contact sent heat shooting through me. His hand was warm, strong, completely different from Tyler's careful touches.
He stood, pulling me up with him, our hands still joined.
"One kiss," he said. "Just to know. Then if you still want to marry Tyler, I'll never mention it. I'll be completely professional. But at least you'll know."
"That's insane."
"Probably." He was so close now I could feel the heat coming off his body. "But you're still here." He smiled a nearly evil smile.
But he was right. I was still here, still standing close enough to feel his breath and still letting him hold my hand. I was teetering on the edge.
And the worst part, the truly terrifying part, was that some small voice inside me whispered: Just once. Just to know. It won't really count.
I opened my mouth to tell him no, to tell him this was completely inappropriate, to tell him I was going home to call Tyler and confess everything and ask for forgiveness even though nothing had actually happened.
"It's just a kiss," Jake said softly. "You're allowed to know what a kiss feels like from someone else before you commit to one person for the rest of your life."
"That's not how it works."
"Says who? Tyler? His parents? Your church?" His hand came up to my face, fingers passing into my hair at the base of my skull. "What do you say, Emily?"
My heart hammered against my ribs. The parking lot was dark except for a single light near the back door of the bar. No one could see us here. No one would know.
That thought, that no one would know, sent a thrill through me that I didn't want to examine. Because good girls didn't get excited about secrets. Good girls didn't feel their pulse quicken at the thought of getting away with something forbidden.
"I can't," I whispered.
"Okay." But he didn't move his hand. Didn't step back. He just waited like he knew me better than I did myself.
The thing about temptation is that it doesn't feel like temptation in the moment. It feels like curiosity. It feels like a small thing, a meaningless thing, something that won't really count because you didn't initiate it, because you're not really participating, because it's happening to you rather than something you're choosing.
I didn't kiss him. I told myself that later, many times. I didn't kiss him. He kissed me.
His mouth was warm and sure, nothing tentative or uncertain about it. His hand in my hair tilted my head back and his other hand settled on my waist, pulling me closer. Tyler's kisses were gentle, respectful, always stopping before they went too far. This was different. This was consuming.
And wrong. This was cheating, the worst thing I could do, the ultimate betrayal of everything I believed in.
But god, it felt so incredibly good.
I stood frozen for three seconds, maybe four, my hands trapped between us against his chest. Then something inside me cracked open and I kissed him back.
My hands slid up to his shoulders. His tongue touched my bottom lip and I opened my mouth without thinking, without meaning to, and suddenly I understood what people meant when they talked about chemistry. Tyler and I had never had this. We had affection and compatibility and shared values. We had gentle goodnight kisses and hand-holding and the promise of something more after the wedding.
This, by contrast, was fire.
Jake's hand moved from my waist to the small of my back, pulling me against him, and I felt his body against mine in a way I'd never let myself feel Tyler's. The concrete wall of the building was suddenly behind me though I didn't remember moving, and his hips pinned me there while his mouth explored mine with an expertise that made my knees weak.
I was kissing another man while engaged and while wearing Tyler's ring. While Tyler trusted me completely.
I was becoming exactly what Mrs. Patterson had warned me about, what the church preached against, what I'd sworn I'd never be.
A cheater.
I heard myself make a sound, something between a gasp and a moan, and the sound shocked me back to reality.
I shoved him hard.
He stumbled back a step, his breathing as ragged as mine.
"I said I have to go," I said, my voice shaking. I grabbed for the car door handle behind me.
"Emily.
"Don’t, don't say anything." I yanked the door open and threw myself into the driver's seat. "This didn't happen."
I slammed the door and started the engine with trembling hands. In the rearview mirror I could see him standing there in the parking lot, watching as I backed out and pulled away.
I drove home on autopilot, my lips still tingling, my body still humming with sensations I'd never experienced. At every red light I gripped the steering wheel and told myself it was just a kiss, it didn't mean anything, it would never happen again.
But even as I thought it, I knew I was lying to myself. Because it did mean something. It meant I'd crossed a line I could never uncross. It meant I was capable of betrayal and everything Mrs. Patterson had said about me being trustworthy was a lie.
And the worst part was that underneath the guilt, I felt something else, something dark and thrilling, a secret excitement that I'd done something forbidden and gotten away with it.
Back in my apartment, I went straight to the bathroom and brushed my teeth twice, as if I could scrub away the evidence. But when I looked in the mirror my lips were swollen and my cheeks were flushed and my eyes were flaring bright.
Bright with guilt and shame, and underneath it, a terrible, shameful arousal.
My phone rang. Tyler's name lit up my screen.
My stomach dropped. Somehow he knew what I'd done, what I was capable of, what kind of woman I really was beneath the good girl facade.
I stared at it for three rings before I answered.
"Hey," I said, my voice remarkably steady.
"Hey, babe. Just wanted to check on you before bed. You feeling better?"
He didn't know, he trusted me completely. The realization made my guilt deepen, and that dark excitement pulsed stronger.
"Much better. Just needed some rest."
"Good. I'm glad." I heard him settling into bed, the rustle of sheets. "I missed you tonight at Bible study. Pastor Mark asked about the wedding plans."
I'd been kissing another man while Tyler was at Bible study talking to the pastor about our wedding. While he was praying and studying scripture and being the good Christian man he'd always been, I was kissing another man. The contrast made something twist low in my belly.
"That's nice,” I nearly coughed.
"You sound tired. I should let you sleep."
"Yeah, I am pretty tired."
"Okay. I love you, Emily. Sweet dreams."
"Love you too," I said automatically, and hung up.
The lie, saying I loved him right after kissing another man, should have made me sick. Instead it sent a shameful thrill through me.
I sat on the edge of my bed still fully dressed and tried to figure out what I'd just done. It was just a kiss. People kissed the wrong people all the time and it didn't mean anything. It was a mistake, a momentary lapse in judgment, something that would never happen.
But my body was still singing with the memory of it. My skin felt electric. I pressed my fingers to my lips and remembered the way Jake had kissed me, the way his hands had held me, the way I'd responded without thought or hesitation.
I'd kissed him back, too. That was the part I couldn't rationalize away. I could tell myself he'd initiated it, that I'd been caught off guard, that I'd pushed him away. But for those few seconds before reality crashed back in, I'd wanted it. I'd wanted him.
The thought made me press my thighs together. What was wrong with me? Why did the wrongness of it make my pulse race instead of making me sick with shame?
I changed into my pajamas and got into bed, but sleep wouldn't come. I lay in the dark staring at the ceiling, replaying every moment. His hand in my hair. His mouth on mine. The way my body had fit against his like pieces of a puzzle I hadn't known were missing. The way he pressed against me, pressed me into the wall.
The shame of it burned through me. But mixed with the shame was something that felt dangerously like excitement.
At two in the morning I gave up on sleep and opened my laptop. I typed "is kissing someone else cheating" into the search bar, then deleted it before hitting enter. Of course it was cheating. I didn't need Google to tell me that.
But a small voice in the back of my mind whispered: was it really cheating if you're not married yet? If you haven't actually made those vows? If you're technically still free to change your mind?
And another voice, darker: Does it matter if it was cheating? You already did it. The damage is done.
I slammed the laptop shut.
But my hand slid between my legs almost without conscious thought. I was wet. Wet from guilt, from shame, from the memory of Jake's mouth on mine, his body pressing mine. And wet too from the knowledge that I'd betrayed Tyler and gotten away with it. What was that about.
I touched myself in the darkness of my bed, thinking about the kiss, about the wrongness of it, about Tyler trusting me while I lied to his face. And when I came, it was with Jake's name on my lips and Tyler's ring still on my finger.
The shame afterward was crushing. But even through the shame, I couldn't deny the truth.
Some part of me had liked it. The betrayal, the deception, the crossing of that forbidden line.
It terrified me more than anything.
Saturday morning I woke to a text from Tyler: Picking you up at 9 for church. Wear something pretty, you know my sister will have her camera out at the shower.
I stared at the message, my stomach churning with guilt. I was going to sit in church this morning and smile at his family. I was going to pretend to be the good Christian girl they all believed I was. And no one would know that I'd kissed another man last night, that I'd betrayed Tyler, and that I’d made myself come thinking about it.
The secret felt heavy and shameful and dangerously thrilling all at once.
I stood in front of my closet holding the blue dress Mrs. Patterson liked and a floral sundress Tyler had bought me for my birthday. Both of them were modest and sweet and completely appropriate for church and a baby shower.
Both of them would help me play the part, help me hide what I'd done and help me pretend I was still the girl everyone trusted.
I put on the floral sundress and spent extra time on my makeup, trying to hide the dark circles under my eyes. In the mirror I looked exactly like I always did. Good Emily. The girl Tyler's family trusted.
The girl who would never cheat. Except I had cheated. I was a cheater now. And the fact that I looked exactly the same, that no one could see the difference, sent a confusing mix of shame and thrill through me.
Tyler picked me up at nine sharp in his spotless Camry. He kissed me on the cheek when I got in and commented that I looked beautiful. His kiss landed near the corner of my mouth and I turned my head at the last second so his lips wouldn't touch mine.
Because mine had touched someone else's just hours ago. And some shameful part of me didn't want Tyler's innocent kiss contaminating the memory.
"You okay?" he asked, pulling away from the curb.
"Fine. Just still a little tired. Didn’t sleep too well.”




Chapter 4

At church we sat in our usual pew, third row from the back on the right side. Tyler's parents were already there, Mrs. Patterson in a pastel suit that matched the hymnal covers. She patted the seat beside her and I slid in, Tyler's hand finding mine.
His hand felt vaguely wrong now, too familiar, too safe, where before, there could be no such thing. But now, it was nothing like Jake's hand, how it felt felt last night, possessive and demanding and electric.
Pastor Mark preached about faithfulness of all things, and there it was again. I could’t escape it. He talked about keeping yourself pure for the person God intended for you, about the sanctity of the marriage covenant and how it began long before the wedding day, in the choices you made and the boundaries you kept.
Every word felt aimed directly at me. Every scriptural reference felt like an accusation.
I sat still and tried to focus on the words, but all I could think about was Jake's mouth on mine, the way I'd kissed him back, the way my body had responded like it had been waiting for exactly that.
I was sitting in church, holding Tyler's hand, listening to a sermon about faithfulness, while I could still taste another man on my lips.
"Amen," Tyler said beside me, and I realized the sermon had ended. Everyone was standing for the final hymn.
I stood automatically, my legs weak. Mrs. Patterson smiled at me and I smiled back, and I wondered if she could see it on my face, if somehow my betrayal was written there for everyone to read.
But she just squeezed my hand and said, "Such a blessing to have you in our family soon."
I was going to Hell. That's what the church said about people like me, about women who broke promises and betrayed good men like Tyler.
And yet I couldn't quite make myself feel as devastated about that as I should have.
At the baby shower, Tyler's sister Jennifer hugged me and asked if I'd started my diet yet for the wedding. She was six months pregnant with her third child and glowing in the way pregnant women were supposed to glow.
"Diet?" I asked.
"For the dress. You want to look perfect in those photos, don’t you?” She patted my hip. "Just cutting out carbs should do it. You're lucky you're naturally small."
Tyler's other sister Sarah brought me punch and asked if I'd finalized the bridal party yet. Had I chosen the bridesmaids' dresses? What about shoes? Hair appointments? The questions came in a steady stream and I answered them on autopilot while my mind was somewhere else entirely.
These people had no idea who I really was, no idea what I'd done. They saw the good girl, the perfect fiancée, the future Mrs. Patterson. They didn't see the woman who'd moaned into another man's mouth less than twelve hours ago.
Tyler sat with his father and brothers-in-law on the other side of the room, occasionally glancing over at me and smiling, the smile that said I was his, that everything was proceeding exactly as planned, and that in seven months I would officially be part of this family with their baby showers and their pastel suits and their careful boundaries.
He had no idea, no idea at all. My phone buzzed in my purse. I pulled it out under the table. It was a message from a number I didn't recognize, but it didn’t need identification: Hope you got home safe last night.
My stomach dropped. He must have gotten my number from the office directory.
I should have deleted it, should have blocked the number, should have told Tyler right then that something had happened that I needed to confess.
Instead I typed back: I did. Thank you for asking.
My heart was racing. I was texting with Jake at Tyler's family's baby shower while Tyler smiled at me across the room and while his mother cut cake and his sisters talked about my wedding dress.
The audacity of it should have horrified me. Instead, it sent a dark spear of thrill straight through me.
The three dots appeared immediately. Been thinking about you.
I stared at the screen. Jennifer was opening presents across the room, holding up tiny onesies and blankets while everyone oohed and aahed. Tyler caught my eye and winked.
I was holding his gaze while reading another man's text message. The deception felt like holding two live wires in my hands.
I turned my phone face down on my lap without responding. But five minutes later I picked it up and typed: This can't happen.
What can't happen?
Any of it. Last night was a mistake.
Didn't feel like a mistake.
My face burned. I glanced around to make sure no one was watching me, then typed quickly: I'm engaged. I'm at a baby shower with my fiancé's family. This is my life.
Is it? Or is it the life you think you're supposed to have?
I put the phone back in my purse and left it there, but I could feel it like a weight, like a bomb waiting to go off. It was becoming a secret life that made my pulse race every time I thought about it.
The shower wrapped up around four. Tyler drove me home and walked me to my door, his hand on the small of my back.
"You were quiet today," he said.
"Just tired still."
"You're sure that's all? You seem distracted."
I looked up at him, at his kind face and his concerned eyes, and felt a wave of guilt crash over me all over. Tyler was good. Tyler loved me. Tyler had waited six years for me, had honored every boundary, had planned a future that included a house and children and Sunday dinners with his parents.
He had no idea I was capable of betraying him.
"I'm sure," I said. "Just wedding stress, I think."
He pulled me into a hug, his arms secure around me. "Only seven months. Then it'll all be over and we can start our real life together."
I buried my face in his shoulder and tried to feel something, tried to feel the way I'd felt in that parking lot with Jake's hands on me. But Tyler's embrace was comfortable and safe and completely devoid of electricity.
That should have made me grateful, it should have made me appreciate what I had. Instead, it just made me remember what I'd felt with Jake, the fire, the want, the overwhelming sensation of being truly desired.
He kissed the top of my head. "I should let you rest. Bible study tomorrow night?"
"I'll be there."
Another lie. Because I already knew I wasn't going to Bible study tomorrow. I was going to meet Jake.
After he left I pulled out my phone. Three more messages from  awaited me.
I'm not trying to ruin your life.
But I think you deserve to know what you're choosing.
One drink. Just to talk. That's all.
I sat on my couch staring at the messages. The smart thing would be to tell him no, to block his number and avoid him at work, to confess everything to Tyler and ask for forgiveness.
But I'd spent my whole life doing the smart thing. And just one kiss, one forbidden, shameful kiss, had shown me what I'd been missing.
I typed: When?
Tomorrow. After work. Same place.
Okay, I sent. But just to talk.
Just to talk, he agreed.
I deleted the message thread and put the phone down, my heart racing. It was just drinks, just talking. Nothing would happen because I wouldn't let it happen. I'd tell him face to face that last night was a mistake, that I loved Tyler, and that he needed to respect my boundaries.
But even as I planned the conversation, my body remembered the kiss, the way his hands had felt tugging in my hair, the heat of his mouth, the shocking realization that I could feel that way, that I was capable of that kind of desire.
Sunday evening I told Tyler I wasn't feeling well, that I thought I might be coming down with something. He offered to bring me soup but I insisted I just needed sleep. He sent me a long text about how much he loved me, how blessed he was to have found me, how he couldn't wait to spend the rest of his life with me.
I read it three times and felt nothing but guilt, guilt for what I was already planning to do tomorrow. But underneath the guilt, like a dark current I couldn't quite suppress, was also anticipation.
I was going to see Jake, and this time, I knew what his kiss was going to feel like. A small, shameful part of me couldn't wait.
Monday morning I arrived at work fifteen minutes early and went straight to my desk without looking at Jake's cubicle. I turned on my computer and opened a contract that needed reviewing, determined to focus on work and nothing else. I was determined to be the professional, appropriate Emily, not the Emily who was going be anything but later that very day.
"Morning."
I looked up. Jake stood at the edge of my cubicle holding two coffee cups.
My stomach flipped. He looked exactly the same as always, casual, confident, completely unaffected, while I'd spent the entire weekend replaying our kiss, consumed by guilt and shame, and beside myself with that dark, shameful excitement.
"I told you I don't need you to bring me coffee," I said.
"I know. But I was there anyway." He set one down on my desk. "Vanilla latte."
He walked away before I could respond. I stared at the cup for a full minute before taking a sip. It was perfect, of course, exactly the way I liked it.
Accepting it felt like accepting his complicity, like we were in this together now, partners in my betrayal.
The day crawled by. Every time I heard footsteps I tensed, expecting Jake to appear. But he stayed at his desk, professional and distant, as if we didn't have secret plans to meet after work, and as if we didn't share a secret that could destroy my entire life.
At lunch I sat in my car and called my best friend Rachel. We'd been roommates in college before she moved to Portland for grad school.
"Em! I was just thinking about you. How's wedding planning?"
"It's fine. Good. I need to ask you something."
"Shoot."
I gripped the steering wheel. "Do you ever wonder if you made the right choice? With Marcus?"
Rachel had gotten married two years ago to her college boyfriend. They seemed happy in the photos she posted on socials.
"Sure," she said. "I think everyone wonders sometimes. Why? Are you having doubts about Tyler?"
"No. Not exactly. I just..." I trailed off, unsure how to explain without explaining. "Did you ever kiss anyone else? After you and Marcus got serious?"
There was a ling pause. "Once. At a conference about six months before the wedding. This guy from another firm, we'd been drinking, it just kind of happened."
My heart rate picked up. Rachel had cheated too, Rachel had done exactly what I'd done and survived it. "What did you do?"
"I told Marcus. We went to counseling. It was horrible and messy and we almost didn't make it, but we worked through it." She paused. "Em, did something happen?"
"No. I'm just asking."
"You're a terrible liar. Talk to me."
I closed my eyes. "There's this guy at work. Jake. He kissed me on Friday. Or I kissed him. We kissed each other. And now I can't stop thinking about it."
"Okay." Rachel's voice was careful, measured. "Does Tyler know?"
"Of course not."
The words came out sharper than I intended. Because Tyler couldn't know, Tyler could never know. The secret had to stay buried, hidden, mine alone to carry.
Ae small part of me liked it that way, liked having this secret, liked knowing something Tyler didn't know.
"Are you going to tell him?"
"I don't know. Maybe. It was just one kiss."
"Em, listen to me. One kiss isn't the problem. The problem is if you wanted it to happen."
I didn't answer.
"Oh honey," Rachel said softly. "You wanted it to happen."
"I'm meeting him tonight. Just to talk. To tell him it can't happen again.”
"Do you believe that?"
"I have to believe it. I'm marrying Tyler in seven months."
"You don't have to marry anyone. You know that, right? Breaking an engagement isn't the end of the world."
"It would be for Tyler. For his family. They've already sent out save the dates. His mom has been planning this for a year."
"You can't marry someone because his mother has been planning the wedding."
"That's not why I'm marrying him."
"Then why are you?"




Chapter 5

The question hung in the air. Good girls didn't cheat, good girls confessed and repented and made it right. But I wasn't feeling particularly good anymore.
"I have to go," I said. "My lunch is almost over."
"Emily, be careful. I'm serious. This kind of thing can blow up your whole life."
After we hung up I sat in my car and watched people walking in and out of the office building, all normal people living normal lives, not sitting in parking lots wrestling with whether to blow up their engagement for a man they barely knew.
Except I wasn't going to blow up my engagement. I was going to meet Jake, tell him it was over before it started, and go back to my life with Tyler. Simple.
I'd just keep the secret, keep the memory of that one forbidden moment locked away where no one would ever find it.
The afternoon was worse than the morning. At three o'clock my phone buzzed with a message from Jake: Still on for tonight?
Yes, I typed back and I rolled my eyes and gritted my teeth. My pulse quickened. I was texting with the man I'd kissed while at work and while wearing Tyler's ring. Everyone around me assumed I was still the good girl I'd always been, but I was hanging on by my long painted fingernails.
Good. See you at six.
At five-thirty I freshened my makeup in the bathroom. One of the paralegals, Michelle, came in while I was applying lipstick.
"Hot date?" she asked, grinning.
"Just drinks with a friend." I flared my eyes at her and shook my head.
"Well, you look great. New lipstick?"
I looked at myself in the mirror. I was wearing a deeper shade than usual, something I'd bought months ago but never worn because Tyler said he preferred natural looks. My blouse was fitted, showing the curve of my waist. I'd left an extra button undone at the top.
When had I decided to dress this way? I'd gotten ready this morning on autopilot, but clearly some part of my brain had been making choices that had nothing to do with Tyler and everything to do with Jake.
"Thanks," I said to Michelle, and I capped the lipstick.
Jake was already at Murphy's when I arrived, same booth in the back. He stood when he saw me approach and I noticed he'd changed shirts since work, now wearing a dark blue button-down that made his eyes look even more intense.
"You came," he said.
"I said I would."
"People say a lot of things." He gestured to the booth. "Sit. What do you want to drink?"
"Just water."
He raised an eyebrow but didn't comment. When the server came by he ordered a beer for himself and water for me, plus an order of loaded fries to share.
"So," he said once we were alone. "You wanted to talk."
"I wanted to tell you that Friday can't happen."
"Okay."
I'd been prepared for an argument, for persuasion, for him to try to change my mind. His easy agreement threw me off balance.
"Okay?" I repeated.
"You're engaged. You love your fiancé. You want to honor your commitment. I get it." He took a sip of his beer. "I'm not trying to be a home wrecker, Emily."
"Then why did you kiss me?"
"Because you wanted me to."
"I did not. "
"You did." He set down his beer and leaned forward. "You've been watching me at work for weeks. Every time I walk by your desk, you look up. Every time I talk to you, you get that flush in your cheeks. You dressed up to come here tonight even though you're supposedly just coming to tell me off."
My face burned. "You're being presumptuous."
"Am I?" He sat back. "Fine. Tell me I'm wrong. Tell me you haven't been thinking about that kiss every day since it happened. Tell me you don't lie in bed at night wondering what would have happened if you hadn't pushed me away."
I had been thinking about it constantly. The kiss played on repeat in my mind, at work, at church, sitting next to Tyler at the baby shower. I couldn't escape the knowledge of how I’d crossed a line I'd sworn I'd never cross.
And then there was that dark part of me that had liked it, that I wanted Jake to know about, if only he’d give me a chance to say it.
The server arrived with the fries and I focused on them intently, like they were the most interesting thing I'd ever seen. When she left, I took one and ate it slowly, buying time.
"What I think about in private doesn't matter," I finally said. "What matters is what I do. And I'm going to marry Tyler."
"Why?"
"Because I love him." I looked at him with squinted eyes and shook my head.
"That's not an answer." He took a fry. "Do you love him or do you love the idea of him? The stability, the approval, the clear path forward?"
"You sound like a therapist."
"You sound like you're avoiding the question."
I took a drink of water. "Tyler is a good man. He treats me well. We have the same values, the same faith, the same vision for our future."
"That's a hell of a description for someone you're supposed to be in love with. You make him sound like a business plan.”
"What do you want me to say? That I don't love him? That six years means nothing?"
"I want you to be honest with yourself, if not with me."
I set down my water glass. "You want honesty? Fine. Tyler is safe. Tyler is approved. Tyler comes with a whole life already mapped out, the house, the kids, the Sunday dinners. I know exactly what my life will look like if I marry him."
"And?"
"And I'm terrified it’s not enough. That I'll wake up in ten years and realize I settled for safe instead of..." I trailed off.
"Instead of what?"
"Instead of feeling alive,” I murmured into the fries. The words hung between us, heavy with implication.
"Friday night," I said quietly. "When you kissed me. That's the most alive I've felt in six years."
Jake's eyes darkened. "Emily.”
"And that terrifies me. Because if one kiss can make me feel that way, what does that say about my relationship with Tyler? About the promises I made? About who I am as a person?"
"It says you're human. It says you want passion and connection and chemistry. There's nothing wrong with that."
"There is if you're engaged to someone else." I looked down at my hands, at Tyler's ring. "I'm a cheater, Jake. That's what I am now. The kind of woman I've always judged, always looked down on. And the worst part is..."
"What?"
I couldn't say admit that the worst part wasn't the guilt or the shame, it was that I wanted to do it, that sitting here with him made my pulse race and the secret between us felt dangerously thrilling, that a dark part of me liked being a cheater.
"That's not fair. You don't know our relationship."
"You're right. I don't." He held my gaze. "So tell me. When Tyler kisses you, does your stomach drop? Does your skin feel like it's on fire? Do you forget where you are?"
I looked down at my hands, at the engagement ring catching the light from the green red and blue bar signs overhead. The ring that represented everything I was supposed to be and that I was betraying just by sitting here.
"That's what I thought," Jake said quietly.
"Physical attraction isn't everything. It fades. What Tyler and I have is deeper than that. It's built on respect and commitment and shared beliefs."
"Sounds like a marriage of convenience dressed up in religious language."
I stood up. "I shouldn't have come."
"Wait." He reached across the table and caught my wrist. “I’m sorry. That was out of line. Please sit."
I hesitated, then lowered myself back into the booth. He released my wrist but his hand stayed on the table between us, close enough that I could see the veins in his forearm, the dusting of dark hair, close enough that I could touch it if I wanted to. It was dark enough.
"Look," he said. "I don't want to talk you out of marrying someone you love. If Tyler makes you happy, if you can't imagine your life without him, then you should absolutely marry him. But if you're marrying him because it's easier than admitting you're not sure, that's different."
"I am sure."
"Then why are you here?"
The question landed like a punch. Why was I here? I'd told myself it was to end this, to make things clear, to draw a line. But I could have sent a text and avoided him at work and blocked his number and never spoken to him again.
Instead, I'd lied to Tyler about where I was.. I was building a habit of lying to him now and keeping secrets and being the kind of woman who met other men in dark bars and pretended it was innocent.
"I don't know," I admitted.
"I think you do know. I think you're here because for the first time in your life you felt something real and it scared you." He leaned forward. "I think you've spent so long being the good girl that you don't know how to be anything else. And I think part of you wants to find out."
"You don't know anything about me."
"Don't I? Let me guess. You've been with Tyler since college. You're both involved in church. You've never lived alone, never traveled anywhere wild, never done anything your parents or his parents would disapprove of. You've got your whole life mapped out already. Two point five kids, house in the suburbs, minivan in five years."
Each word hit like he was reading from a script I'd written myself.
"You probably haven't even slept with him," Jake continued. "Saving yourself for marriage, right? So you literally have no idea if you're even sexually compatible with the man you're about to spend the rest of your life with."
"Sex isn't everything."
"No, but it's something. And you deserve to know what you're signing up for." He took another drink. "Have you ever had an orgasm, Emily?"
I felt my face flame red. "That's incredibly inappropriate."
“So that's a no." He didn't look smug or triumphant, just matter-of-fact. "Have you ever even touched yourself?"
The question sent a jolt through me, part shame, part something else, because I had touched myself, even just Saturday night after that kiss, lying in my bed thinking about Jake while Tyler's "I love you" text sat unanswered on my phone.
The memory made heat gather low in my belly.
"I'm leaving." I grabbed my purse.
"Running away doesn't make the question go away."
I stood there with my purse clutched to my chest, torn between storming out and sitting back down. The rational part of my brain screamed at me to leave. But another part, a part I'd spent twenty-five years suppressing, wanted to hear what he'd say next.
I wanted to explore this dark thing inside me that was growing stronger every moment I spent with him.
"One more minute," Jake said. "Give me one more minute, and if you still want to leave, I won't stop you."
I sat down slowly, not putting my purse back on the seat but ready to bolt.
"I'm not trying to corrupt you," he said. "I'm really not. But I think you're about to make a lifelong commitment without having all the information. You're choosing between something you know and something you've never experienced. That's not really a choice."
"So what are you suggesting? That I sleep with you just to compare?" I raised my eyebrow at him, even grinned on one side.  The words came out sharper than I intended, but underneath the defensiveness was curiosity. A dark, shameful curiosity arose in me about what he'd say and what that would be like, not just a kiss, but everything.
"No. God, no." He ran a hand through his hair. "I'm suggesting that maybe you give yourself permission to explore what you want before you commit to never wanting anything else. Take some time. Date other people. Figure out who you are separate from Tyler and his family and your church."
"I can't just break up with Tyler to date around. That would destroy him."
"Better to destroy him now than to wake up in ten years and realize you married the wrong person."
I twisted the engagement ring on my finger. It felt tight suddenly, constricting. He said exactly what I’d been thinking, word for word.
"What if I don't want to break up with him?" I asked. "What if I just want to know? Just once. What it feels like."
The words were out before I could stop them. Jake went very still.
"What are you saying, Emily?"
I didn't know what I was saying. The thought had formed somewhere deep in my brain and bypassed all my filters on its way out. But now that it was out there, floating between us, I couldn't take it back.
"I don't know," I said. "I'm not saying anything."
"Because if you're asking what I think you're asking . . . “
"I'm not asking anything." But my heart was racing and my palms were sweating and I couldn't look away from his eyes.
Because I was asking, I wanted to be asking, to know what it would be like to cross that line and stop being the good girl so completely.
"You want to know what it feels like," Jake said slowly. "Without breaking up with Tyler. Without anyone finding out."
"That's not what I said."
"But it's what you meant."
He didn’t say it and didn’t need to say it, but the word was all but spoken between us: I wanted to cheat. I wanted to keep Tyler in abeyance, as contract language would put it, and explore options.




Chapter 6

I should have denied it and shown horror that he'd even suggest such a thing. But instead I sat there in silence, my face burning, my body humming with the same electricity I'd felt in the parking lot.
"I can't do that to Tyler," I finally said.
But even as I said it, I knew it was a lie because I'd already done it to Tyler. I'd already kissed another man, I was already a cheater surely in spirit.  The only question was how far I was willing to go.
"Tyler doesn't have to know."
The words sent a dark thrill through me. Tyler doesn't have to know. I could keep any secret like I was keeping the kiss secret. I could have both, the safety of Tyler and the fire of Jake, the approval and the passion, the good girl safety and the bad girl pleasure.
"That's not how it works. That's not who I am."
"Isn't it?" Jake's voice came soft, not mocking. "You're here right now, having this conversation. You kissed me back on Friday. You've been texting me. You got dressed up to come here tonight. You're already keeping secrets from him."
"This is different."
"How? Because you haven't technically done anything yet? Because you're still pretending you're going to walk away?"
Each word felt like he was peeling back layers of me, exposing the truth I didn't want to face. I was already walking this path becoming someone who lied and deceived and kept secrets.
I stood up, and this time I meant it. "I am going to walk away now. This whole conversation is insane. I'm engaged. I love Tyler. I'm not going to cheat on him just because you've decided I'm some repressed virgin who needs rescuing."
The words rang hollow even as I said them.
"Emily, "
"No. We're done. Professionally friendly at work, nothing else. Understood?"
He looked up at me and for a moment I thought I saw something like disappointment in his eyes. But then he nodded.
"Understood. I'm sorry. I pushed too hard."
I walked out of the bar with my head high, got in my car, and drove three blocks before I had to pull over because my hands were shaking too badly to keep driving.
I gripped the steering wheel and tried to catch my breath. What had I almost done? What had I almost asked for?
I pulled out my phone and typed a message to Tyler: Can you come over? I need to talk to you.
My thumb hovered over the send button. If I sent it, I'd have to confess everything, the kiss, the lies, the dark thoughts I'd been having. Tyler would be devastated. His family would hate me. The wedding would be called off.
But at least I'd be honest and I'd stop this before it went any further.
My phone buzzed in my hand. A text from Jake: I'm sorry. I shouldn't have pushed. You're right to walk away.
I stared at his message, my heart pounding.
Then another text appeared: But if you change your mind, I'm here. No judgment. No pressure. Just honesty.
I looked back at my unsent message to Tyler with the confession I hadn't sent and the decision I couldn't quite make myself commit to.
I deleted it.
And sat in my car in the darkness, my engagement ring heavy on my finger, knowing that I was making a choice even by not choosing.
I turned off my phone and drove home, my heart pounding with a mix of guilt and shameful excitement that was becoming familiar.
That night I lay in bed unable to sleep, my mind replaying the conversation over and over. Jake's questions echoed in my head. Have you ever had an orgasm? Do you love him or the idea of him? Does your skin feel like it's on fire?
I'd never let myself even ask these questions. For six years I'd accepted the relationship Tyler and I had built, accepted that passion was something worldly and temporary, that real love was steady and calm and respectful.
But what if it could be both?
My hand slid between my legs almost without thought. I was wet, of course, and had been wet since the conversation with Jake when he asked me what I wanted and I almost asked him to show me.
I touched myself thinking about him, about what it would be like to let this continue and keep seeing him secretly.
The thought made me come harder than I ever had before.
I rolled over afterward, shame and arousal still pulsing through me, and opened my laptop. I typed "sexual compatibility in marriage" into the search bar. Pages of results appeared, articles about couples who'd waited until marriage and regretted it, statistics about divorce rates, forums full of women asking if it was normal to never enjoy sex with their husbands.
I clicked on one forum post. A woman described her wedding night, how painful it had been, how awkward, how her husband hadn't known what to do and neither had she and how five years later they still barely had sex at all and when they did it felt like a chore.
I closed the laptop, my stomach churning.
That would be me and Tyler. I knew it with sudden, crushing certainty. We'd fumble through our wedding night, neither of us knowing what we were doing, and then spend decades in a passionless marriage while I remembered what it felt like to kiss Jake and wondered what more could have felt like.
Unless I found out before I married Tyler . . .
The thought should have horrified me. Instead, it made me clench with want.
At work the next day, I kept my head down. Jake stayed at his desk during lunch. We didn't speak, didn't make eye contact, operated as if the other person didn't exist.
But I was aware of him constantly. Every time he shifted in his chair and walked past my desk. The knowledge that we shared was a secret that hummed between us like electricity.
By Wednesday I'd almost convinced myself it was over. I went to Bible study with Tyler and sat through a discussion about purity and God's design for marriage. Tyler held my hand and smiled at me and I smiled back.
I thought about Jake the entire time, and his hands in my hair, his mouth on mine, things he'd offered to show me.
The fact that I was sitting in Bible study while thinking about cheating made it somehow more intense, more forbidden, and more shamefully arousing. I was trapped in it. Even Bible study with my fiancé was all about Jake.
Thursday morning I arrived at work to find a post-it note on my desk: Coffee's getting cold. -J
I looked over at Jake's desk but he wasn't there. The coffee cup sat next to my keyboard, still steaming. Vanilla latte.
My heart raced. He was reaching out ad testing to see if I'd respond.
I should have thrown the coffee away and thrown the post-it away with it.
Instead, I threw just the post-it evidence away and took a sip of the coffee. It was perfect.
Friday afternoon, my phone buzzed. Jake: You've been avoiding me.
I stared at the message, my pulse quickening. I deleted the message without responding.
Ten minutes later: That's fine. I get it. But I miss talking to you.
The words made my chest tight. He missed me, he was thinking about me the way I'd been thinking about him.
I stared at my computer screen and tried to focus on the contract in front of me but I failed completely.
Another message: Remember what I said. No pressure. I just like you, Emily. As a person. Is that allowed?
My fingers moved before my brain could stop them: I miss talking to you too.
The admission felt dangerous, like opening a door I'd been trying to keep closed.
Three dots appeared immediately. Murphy's tonight? Just as friends. I promise to behave.
Just as friends? I typed back.
Just as friends, he confirmed.
I told Tyler I was going out with some colleagues from work. The lie came easily now, too easily. I was getting good at this, at deception, at keeping secrets, at living a double life. It sent a dark thrill through me.
It was not technically a lie, I reasoned with myself as I drove to Murphy's. Jake was a colleague, we were just talking, just friends.
Except we both knew it was more than that.
There weren't other people there. Jake was alone in the booth when I arrived, and something in his expression told me he'd known I would come, that my promise to stay away had been as flimsy as tissue paper.
"Hey," he said as I slid in across from him. It was already habitual.
"Hey."
The server came by and I ordered a glass of wine before I could think better of it. Jake's eyebrows rose but he didn't comment.
"Liquid courage?" he asked when she left.
"It's just wine."
"First time I've seen you order alcohol."
"Well, maybe I'm full of surprises."
He smiled. "I'm counting on it."
The wine arrived and I took a large sip, feeling the warmth spread through my chest. Dutch courage, my mother used to call it. The kind of bravery that came from a bottle, the kind that helped you do things you knew you shouldn't do.
"So," Jake said. "Friends. Tell me something friendly. How was your week?"
"Confusing."
"Yeah?"
"I keep thinking about what you said. About not knowing what I'm choosing."
He leaned forward, attentive. "And?"
"And I don't know what to do with that information. I can't just call off my wedding because I'm curious about what else is out there. That's not how life works."
"Why not? People call off weddings all the time."
"Not people like me, not in my family, my church. Breaking an engagement isn't just breaking up with a boyfriend. It's failing. Publicly."
"Better to fail publicly than privately in your marriage."
I took another sip of wine. "You make it sound so simple. You have no idea.”
"I'm not saying it's simple. I'm saying it's possible." He paused. "Can I ask you something personal?"
"You've already asked me multiple personal things, including about my orgasms.” I kept my big brown eyes on him to see if me using that word would crack him the way he enjoyed cracking me with them.
"Fair point. This one's different though." He traced a pattern on the table with his finger. "When you think about your wedding night with Tyler, what do you feel?"
My face heated. "That's definitely too personal."
"Humor me."
I looked down at my wine glass. "Nervous, I guess. Scared it'll hurt. Worried I won't know what to do."
"Excited?"
I remained quiet.
"That's what I thought," Jake said softly. "Emily, you should be excited. You should barely be able to wait. It should feel like Christmas morning, not like a dentist appointment."
"That's just nerves. Everyone gets nervous about their first time."
"Nervous is different than dreading it."
"I don't dread it."
"Don't you?"




Chapter 7

The truth was I did. I'd been dreading it for months, the pressure of it, the expectation that it would be magical and perfect and meaningful, and the reality that I'd have no idea what I was doing, the fear that Tyler wouldn't either, that we'd fumble through it and then spend the rest of our lives pretending it was fine while never knowing what it could have been like with someone else.
With someone like Jake.
"It'll be better once we're married," I said, not believing it. "Once it's not forbidden anymore."
"What if it's not the forbidden part that's the problem? What if it's just that you're not attracted to him?"
"I am attracted to him."
"How do you know? You've never let yourself feel attraction to anyone else."
I finished my wine and signaled the server for another. Jake watched but didn't comment.
"I'm attracted to him," I repeated. "I just don't think about it that way. I focus on other things. On building a life together."
"Do you think about me that way?"
The question landed between us with weight. The server brought my second glass of wine and I took a long drink before answering.
My heart was racing. This was the moment to lie, to shut this down, to recommit to being faithful to Tyler.
Or the moment to be honest and admit what I'd been thinking and see where this dangerous path led.
"Sometimes," I admitted quietly directly to the wine.
The word felt like stepping off a cliff.
"What do you think about?"
"Jake!”
"I want to know. What do you think about when you think about me?"
I took another drink of wine, feeling it loosen my inhibitions and make me brave enough to say things I shouldn't say and admit things I shouldn't admit.
"I think about the kiss," I said finally, my voice barely above a whisper. "The way it felt. Different than with Tyler." I still couldn't look at him directly, my eyes fixed on the condensation gathering on my wine glass, watching the way the droplets slid down the curved surface.
"Different how?"
"Just different. More." The word felt inadequate for what I was trying to describe, for the way that single kiss had awakened something in me that I hadn't even known was sleeping. "I think about your hands, the way you touched me. I wonder what it would be like if I hadn't stopped you." The admission made my thighs press together under the table, a movement I hoped he couldn't see, couldn't detect, even though part of me desperately wanted him to notice every single thing about me, wanted him to see the effect he was having on my body, wanted him to know that I was already wet just from this conversation, from the memory of his touch, from the possibility of more.
"Emily, " His voice had that rough quality, the one that made my stomach flip.
"And then I feel guilty for thinking about it," I continued, the words tumbling faster now, propelled by wine and need and weeks of suppressed desire. "I pray about it. I ask God to take the thoughts away. But they keep coming back, and lately they've been getting more detailed, more specific, more . “. .  I broke off, heat flooding my face. "Do you think about me?"
"Constantly." The word landed between us like a stone dropped in still water, sending ripples of implication in every direction. He didn’t hesitate.
Heat bloomed in my belly, spreading through my limbs like wildfire. "What do you think about?"
I needed to know, needed to hear him say it, needed to understand if his thoughts matched the increasingly explicit fantasies that had been consuming me during Bible study, during dinner with Tyler's parents, during the quiet moments alone in my bed when I should have been sleeping but instead found my hand sliding between my legs.
"I think about kissing you," he said, his voice low and deliberate, each word chosen carefully. "About taking my time with it. About showing you what it's supposed to feel like when someone knows what they're doing." He paused, and I could see him weighing whether to continue, could see the moment he decided to push forward. "I think about undressing you. Slowly. One button at a time. I think about making you feel things you've never felt before, about teaching you what your body is capable of, about showing you pleasure you've only imagined."
My breath caught in my throat and I felt my nipples harden against my bra, felt the rush of wetness flood between my legs that was becoming almost painful in its intensity. No one had ever talked to me like this, had ever made me feel like my body was something to be worshipped rather than controlled, had ever suggested that pleasure was something I deserved rather than something I should fear. Tyler's most suggestive comment had been that he was looking forward to our wedding night, a statement so vague and sanitized it might as well have been about opening Christmas presents, but Jake was offering me something entirely different, something dark and forbidden and so intensely appealing that I could barely sit still in the booth.
"This is dangerous," I whispered, but even as I said it I was leaning forward, my body moving toward him of its own accord.
"I know." He didn't move back, didn't create distance, just held my gaze with an intensity that made me feel pinned in place.
"We shouldn't be having this conversation." But I didn't want it to stop, didn't want to return to the safe, sanitized world where such things were never spoken aloud, where desire was something to be buried and denied rather than explored and celebrated.
"Probably not." His agreement was perfunctory, meaningless, because neither of us made any move to change the subject or leave the booth or do anything that might interrupt this moment of raw honesty.
Neither of us stopped, and the silence between us was thick with everything we weren't saying, with all the possibilities we were both imagining now, with the weight of a decision that felt both inevitable and terrifying. We sat there in the booth, the noise of the bar washing over us like we were in a bubble separate from the rest of the world, the space between us charged with a kind of electricity I'd never experienced, a tension so palpable I could almost taste it, could feel it humming through my body like a current looking for somewhere to ground itself. And when it did . . . ?
"Can I tell you what I think?" Jake asked, and there was something in his tone that suggested he was about to say something important, something that would shift the ground beneath us even further.
"I don't know if I want to hear it." But I did want to hear it, desperately wanted it, needed it with a hunger that was starting to consume every other thought.
"I think you're terrified," he said, his eyes never leaving mine. "I think you've built this whole perfect life for yourself, this whole perfect image of who you're supposed to be, and you're terrified of what happens if you step outside of it for even a second, if you let anyone see the real you beneath all that carefully constructed goodness. But I also think there's a part of you that wants to step outside of it, that needs to step outside of it, that's been screaming to get out for years and you've just been very good at keeping it locked away where no one can see it, not even yourself."
I finished my second glass of wine in one long swallow, feeling the warmth of it spread through my chest and settle lower, down between my legs where I was already throbbing with a need I'd never allowed myself to fully acknowledge before this moment. My head was pleasantly fuzzy now, my inhibitions loosening their grip like fingers unclenching after holding tight for too long, and I could feel myself becoming someone different, someone braver, someone willing to say the things that had been building inside me for weeks.
"What if you're right?" I said, and my voice was steadier than I expected given how much my hands were shaking. "What if I do want something different, something more, something that makes me feel alive instead of just approved of? What am I supposed to do about it? Throw away six years with Tyler, six years of being exactly what everyone wanted me to be? Disappoint everyone who loves me, everyone who's counting on me to be the good girl who makes the right choices? Become someone I'm not, except maybe I am that person and I've just been pretending not to be for so long I forgot what it felt like to want something for myself?"
"What if that someone is exactly who you are?" Jake's voice was gentle but insistent, like he was trying to coax something fragile out of hiding. "What if you've been pretending all along, playing a role that was written for you before you were old enough to know you had a choice, and the real you is the one sitting here right now wanting things you're not supposed to want?"
The thought made my chest tight, made it hard to breathe, because what if he was right and everything I'd built my identity around was just performance, just a script I'd been handed and never questioned because questioning it would mean admitting I'd wasted years being someone else's idea of who I should be. "I can't be that person," I said, but it came out weak, unconvincing even to my own ears. "That's not who I was raised to be, not who everyone expects me to be."
That's not the good girl, I thought but didn't say. That's the cheater, the liar, the woman who betrays good men because she can't control her own desires, the woman Mrs. Patterson warned Tyler about, the woman Pastor Mark preaches against, the woman I've been taught my entire life to fear becoming because once you cross that line there's no coming back from it, no redemption, no return to innocence.
"You're twenty-five years old," Jake said, and there was something fierce in his expression now, something that made my pulse quicken even more. "You're allowed to be whoever you want, to want whatever you want, to make choices based on what you need instead of what everyone else expects."
"Easy for you to say." I flagged down the server and ordered a third glass before I could think better of it, before I could remember all the reasons I should stay in control. "You don't have my family, my church, my whole community watching everything you do, waiting for you to slip up, ready to condemn you the moment you step out of line."
"You're right, I don't," he acknowledged. "But Emily, they're going to be watching you for the rest of your life if you marry Tyler, watching and judging and making sure you stay in the narrow little box they've built for you. Every Sunday, every dinner, every family event for the next fifty years. Always performing, always being the good wife, the good daughter-in-law, the good mother, never allowed to want anything that doesn't fit the script they've written. Is that really what you want, to spend your whole life being watched and judged and controlled?"
Jake raised his eyebrows when my third glass arrived. "You trying to get drunk?"
"Maybe," I said, taking a sip that was larger than it should have been, feeling the wine slide down my throat like liquid permission. "Would that be so bad? Isn't that what bad girls do, drink too much and make poor decisions and give in to temptation instead of being strong and pure and perfect all the time?"
"You're not a bad girl, Emily." But there was something in the way he said it that suggested he wouldn't mind if I was.
"How do you know?" I leaned forward, feeling bold in a way I'd never felt before, feeling like maybe I could be that person, maybe I already was that person and just needed permission to admit it. "Maybe I want to be bad, maybe I'm tired of being good, maybe I've spent twenty-five years being what everyone else wanted and now I want to find out what it feels like to want something for myself, to take something just because I want it, to stop caring what everyone thinks and just feel something real for once in my goddamn life."




Chapter 8

He studied me for a long moment, his eyes searching my face like he was trying to read something written there in a language only he understood. "I don't think you want to be bad," he said finally. "I think you want to be free, and you've spent so long being told that freedom is the same thing as sin that you can't tell the difference anymore. The word ‘heresy’ means ‘choice,’ you know.”
No I didn’t know, but thank you very much. The third glass arrived and I took another sip, feeling everything get softer now, not just the edges but the whole picture, the clear lines between right and wrong, between who I was and who I wasn't supposed to be, between faithful and unfaithful, between good and bad, between the woman I'd been pretending to be and the woman I was slowly, terrifyingly becoming.
"What if I told you I wanted to kiss you ?" The words tumbled out before I could stop them, propelled by wine and desire and weeks of pent-up need that was making me feel like I might crawl out of my own skin if I didn't do something, anything, to release the pressure building inside me. "Right now. What would you say?"
"I'd say you've had three glasses of wine and you're engaged to someone else." His voice was measured, controlled, but I could see the tension in his shoulders, could see the way his hands were gripping his beer bottle a little too tightly.
"That's not an answer, that's an excuse." I was being reckless now, pushing boundaries I'd never even approached before, but the wine had loosened something inside me and I couldn't seem to stop myself.
"Yes it is," he said firmly. "I'm not going to kiss you while you're drunk, Emily, while you're not in full control of your decisions. When we kiss, if we kiss, I want you sober and sure, I want you to remember every second of it, I want you to make that choice with full awareness of what you're doing and what it means."
"When we kiss," I repeated, seizing on the words like they were a lifeline. "Not if. When. You said when." The certainty in his phrasing made something clench deep inside me, made me acutely aware of how empty I felt, how desperately I wanted to be filled, how much I craved the kind of touch he was promising.
"Slip of the tongue," he said, but we both knew it wasn't.
"Liar." I leaned forward across the table, close enough that I could smell that cologne that had been driving me crazy for weeks, close enough that if I just moved a little bit more I could kiss him right here in the booth and damn the consequences. "You want to kiss me, you just said so, you've been thinking about it constantly, so what's really stopping you? Is it really the wine, or is it that you're waiting for me to admit what we both know, that I'm going to do this, that I'm going to cross that line, that I'm going to become exactly what everyone's always warned me about?"
"What's stopping me," he said, his voice rough, "is common decency, respect for the fact that this is a decision you need to make when you're clearheaded, and the knowledge that you're going to hate yourself tomorrow if I don't stop this now while you still have plausible deniability, while you can still tell yourself it was just the wine talking and not something you really wanted." He stood up abruptly, like he couldn't trust himself to stay sitting across from me any longer. "Come on. I'm driving you home before we both do something we can't take back."
"I drove here," I protested, even though standing up made the room tilt in a way that suggested he was probably right about my level of intoxication.
"And you're not driving back," he said firmly. "You can get your car tomorrow when you're sober."
I wanted to argue but the room was spinning slightly when I stood, and Jake's hand was on my elbow, steadying me, guiding me through the bar with a sureness that made me feel both protected and frustrated, because I wanted him to lose control the way I was losing control, wanted him to stop being so goddamn respectful and just take what I was offering. We walked through the noise and the crowd, past people who had no idea what was happening between us, past the pool tables and the dartboards, out into the parking lot where the cool night air hit my flushed skin like a shock.
The temperature change sobered me slightly but not enough, not nearly enough to make me stop wanting what I wanted. I leaned against his car while he unlocked it, my legs feeling unsteady, my whole body thrumming with a need that the wine had amplified but not created, a need that had been building for weeks and was now reaching a fever pitch.
"I'm not that drunk," I said, even though I was, even though we both knew it.
"You're drunk enough that I'm not going to take advantage of you," he said, opening the passenger door with a firmness that suggested this wasn't up for debate. "Get in."
I climbed in. The car smelled overwhelmingly like him, that woodsy cologne mixed with coffee and something else I couldn't quite identify, something masculine and intoxicating that made me want to bury my face in his neck and breathe him in. He closed the door and walked around to the driver's side, and I watched him through the windshield, thinking about how different this was from Tyler, how Tyler would never have driven me home like this, would never have needed to because I would never have gotten drunk enough to need a ride, would never have put myself in a situation where I might lose control.
"Where do you live?" he asked as he started the car, and I gave him my address, the words coming out slightly slurred in a way that made me embarrassed and aroused in equal measure, because this was me losing control, me being bad, me being exactly what I'd always been taught not to be.
We drove in silence for a few blocks, my head resting against the cool window, watching the streetlights blur past while I tried to sort through the tangle of thoughts and feelings and needs that were all competing for attention in my wine-fogged brain, tried to understand what I was doing, where this was leading, whether I was really ready to become the person I was becoming.
"I'm sorry," I said finally, the words barely audible over the hum of the engine.
"For what?" His voice was gentle, lacking any judgment or frustration.
"For being a mess, for leading you on, for not knowing what I want, for being too much of a coward to either commit to Tyler or break up with him, for sitting here drunk in your car wanting things I have no right to want." The confession poured out of me like I couldn't hold it in anymore, like the wine had dissolved whatever filter normally kept such thoughts locked safely inside.
"You're not a mess," he said, glancing over at me before returning his eyes to the road. "You're just figuring things out, trying to navigate between what you've been told you should want and what you actually want, and that's hard, especially when the stakes are this high and everyone's watching."
"At twenty-five I should have things figured out already," I said, and I could hear the desperation in my own voice, the need for someone to tell me it was okay to be this confused, this uncertain, this completely untethered from the person I'd always thought I was.
"Says who? Tyler? His parents? The church?" He glanced over at me, and in the dim light from the dashboard I could see something like tenderness in his expression. "Most people don't have anything figured out at twenty-five, Emily, they're just better at pretending they do, better at hiding their doubts and fears and desires behind a facade of certainty. You're just the only one brave enough, or maybe drunk enough, to admit that you're not sure, that you're questioning everything, that you want more than what you've been told you should want."
We pulled up in front of my apartment building and he put the car in park but left the engine running, and I knew this was it, this was the moment where I either went inside alone or pushed this further, where I either retreated back to safety or took another step toward becoming someone new.
"Can I ask you something?" I said, my voice small in the enclosed space of the car.
"Sure." He turned to face me fully, giving me his complete attention in a way that made my heart race.
"If I wasn't engaged, if I was just some girl you met at work or in a bar or anywhere else, would you still want me, or is it the forbidden aspect that makes this interesting, am I only appealing because I'm off-limits?" I needed to know, needed to understand if this thing between us was real or just the thrill of transgression.
He reached over and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear, the same gesture he'd made in the parking lot that first night, and his fingers lingered on my cheek in a way that made me shiver. "Emily, if you weren't engaged, I would have asked you out the first week I started at the firm," he said, his voice low and serious. "I would have taken you to dinner somewhere nice, somewhere with candles and good wine and food you'd actually remember. I would have made you laugh and asked you questions about your life and tried my best to impress you with stories that made me seem more interesting than I actually am. And at the end of the night I would have walked you to your door and asked if I could see you, because even one evening with you wouldn't be nearly enough."
"And would you have kissed me?" The question came out breathier than I intended, my whole body leaning toward him without conscious thought.
"Only if you wanted me to," he said, but there was heat in his eyes that suggested he knew the answer to that question already.
"I would have wanted you to," I whispered, and the admission felt like the most honest thing I'd said all night, maybe the most honest thing I'd said in years. "I would have wanted you to kiss me on that first date, and I would have wanted more than that, too, I would have wanted everything you're offering now except without the guilt, without the complications, without the ring on my finger that reminds me with every glance that I'm betraying someone who trusts me completely."
We sat there in the idling car, the streetlight casting shadows across his face that made him look almost dangerous, and I could feel the tension between us like a physical thing, could feel how close we were to crossing another line, could feel myself wanting it so badly I thought I might die if something didn't happen soon.
"Go inside, Emily," he said finally, his voice rough with what sounded like barely controlled desire. "Sleep it off. Drink some water. Wake up tomorrow and think about what you really want, what you're really ready for."
"Come with me," I said, the words escaping before I could think better of them, before I could remember all the reasons this was a terrible idea. "Please. I don't want to be alone tonight, I don't want to go back to my empty apartment and lie awake thinking about this, I want, " I broke off, not entirely sure how to finish that sentence, what exactly it was I wanted beyond the desperate need to be close to him, to feel his hands on me, to stop thinking and just feel something.
"No," he said, but I could see the struggle in his expression, could see how much the refusal was costing him.
"Why not?" My voice came out almost petulant, the wine making me bolder than I would ever be sober.
"Because you're drunk and confused and engaged to someone else, and because when something happens between us, if something happens between us, I want you to remember every second of it, every touch, every sensation, every moment of pleasure we’re going to give each other. I want you fully present and fully aware and fully choosing this, not making a decision you're going to regret when you wake up sober tomorrow morning."




Chapter 9

When. He'd said when again, not if, and the certainty in his voice made something clench deep inside me, made me press my thighs together against the ache that was becoming almost unbearable.
I opened the car door and climbed out, steadying myself against the frame while the world tilted slightly around me. "When something happens," I repeated, looking back at him through the open door. "You said when again, not if. You keep saying when, like you know it's inevitable, like you know I'm going to come back, like you know I can't resist this no matter how hard I try."
He smiled, but there was something sad in it, something that suggested he understood exactly how difficult this was for me. "Go inside, Emily. Get some sleep. We can talk about this when you're sober."
I walked to my building, fumbling with my keys in a way that would have been embarrassing if I cared about anything beyond the throbbing need between my legs and the desperate desire to turn around and run back to his car. When I finally got the door open, I turned back to see him still sitting there, engine running, watching to make sure I got in safely like some kind of gentleman even though we both knew what we were really doing here, what this was really leading to. I waved, a gesture that felt simultaneously childish and loaded with meaning, and went inside before I could change my mind, before I could do something stupid like run back and beg him one more time.
In my apartment I kicked off my shoes and collapsed on the couch, my whole body humming with frustrated arousal, with wine and want and the increasingly clear realization that I was going to do this, I was going to cross that final line, I was just waiting for the right moment, the right excuse, the right alignment of circumstances that would let me pretend I wasn't fully responsible for the choice I was making. My phone buzzed and I pulled it out, seeing Tyler's name flash across the screen: Miss you. Can't wait for Sunday.
Sunday. Church. Lunch with his parents. The normal routine of our normal life, the life where I was the good girl, the faithful fiancée, the woman everyone trusted to make the right choices. The life I was systematically destroying with every lie, every secret meeting, every moment spent wanting another man.
I typed back Miss you too with fingers that felt clumsy and dishonest, and the ease with which the lie came to me should have been alarming but instead felt almost natural, like I was becoming someone who lied as easily as breathing.
Another buzz, this time from Jake: Drink water. Take aspirin. Text me when you're up tomorrow so I know you're okay.
I stared at the message, at the evidence of his care, his concern, his willingness to look after me even when I'd been offering him something he clearly wanted but refused to take because he was being more respectful than I was being to Tyler, more honorable than I deserved. Maybe he was right about everything, maybe I was pretending, maybe the person I'd been for six years wasn't the person I actually was. Maybe I was meant to be this woman who lied and kept secrets and wanted what she shouldn't want.
I got up and filled a glass with water, drank it down in long gulps that did nothing to quench the real thirst I was feeling, filled it and carried it to the bathroom where I could see myself in the mirror, flushed and disheveled, my lipstick smudged, my hair messy in a way that made me look like I'd been doing something far more interesting than just drinking wine and having dangerous conversations. I looked like someone who'd been drinking in a bar with a man who wasn't her fiancé, like someone who'd invited that man inside, like someone who was disappointed he'd said no.
I looked like someone I didn't recognize, but for the first time in a long time, I looked alive, really truly alive in a way I hadn't felt in years of being good and appropriate and exactly what everyone wanted me to be. And that realization, that I felt more alive as a cheater than I ever had as a good girl, should have terrified me, should have sent me running back to Tyler and confession and repentance and all the things I'd been taught were the proper response to sin.
Instead, it made me wonder how much more alive I'd feel when I finally stopped holding back completely, when I finally gave in to this need that was consuming me, when I finally became the woman I was clearly meant to be all along.
Saturday morning I woke with a pounding headache and a mouth that felt like sandpaper. My phone showed three missed calls from Tyler and a text: Good morning beautiful! Picking you up at 10 for brunch with the wedding planner.
I sat up too fast and the room spun. Brunch. Wedding planner. I'd completely forgotten.
Another text, this one from Jake: You alive?
I typed back: Barely. Worst hangover of my life.
First hangover of your life, I'm guessing.
Second. Had two beers at a party in college and thought I was dying.
Three glasses of wine is a bit different. Drink lots of water. Eat something greasy.
I dragged myself to the shower and stood under the hot water for twenty minutes, trying to piece together everything I'd said last night. The wine had made me bold, made me say things I never would have said sober. Things about thinking about Jake, about wanting to kiss him.
Things that were still true I the harsh l ight of the next morning.
By the time Tyler picked me up at ten I'd managed to pull myself together. Clean hair, minimal makeup to hide the fact that I looked like death, a sundress that Tyler liked.
"You okay?" he asked when I got in the car. "You look tired."
"Didn't sleep well."
He reached over and squeezed my hand. "Wedding stress?"
"Something like that."
The wedding planner met us at a café downtown. Her name was Patricia and she had a thick binder full of timelines and checklists and vendor recommendations. She spread them across the table while Tyler ordered us coffee and pastries.
"So," Patricia said, clicking her pen. "Seven months out. Let's talk flowers. Have you decided between roses and peonies for the bouquet?"
I stared at the photos she'd laid out. White roses. Pink peonies. They all looked the same to me.
"Emily prefers the peonies," Tyler said. "Don't you, honey?"
"Sure. Peonies are fine."
Patricia made a note. "And for the centerpieces, we discussed either tall arrangements or low clusters. Tall makes more of a statement but low is better for conversation."
"Low," I said without looking.
"Actually," Tyler interjected, "my mom really loved the tall arrangements we saw at that wedding last month. Remember, Em? She kept saying how elegant they looked."
"Then tall is fine."
Tyler's hand found mine under the table. "This is your wedding too. You should get what you want."
What I wanted . . . . Not about flowers, not about centerpieces, not about any of it. I sat there while Patricia and Tyler discussed linens and lighting and whether the dessert table should be round or rectangular, and I felt like I was watching myself from outside my body.
This was my wedding. My future. The beginning of the rest of my life. And I felt absolutely nothing.
My phone buzzed in my purse. I pulled it out under the table.
Jake: How's the hangover?
Brutal, I typed back. Fucker, I added, just to show him it wasn’t all the wine talking.
What are you doing?
Meeting with wedding planner.
Three dots appeared, then disappeared, then re-appeared. Finally: How's that going?
It's going.
That bad, huh?
I glanced up. Tyler and Patricia were deep in discussion about whether to do assigned seating or open seating for the reception.
I don't care about any of this, I typed to Jake. Flowers, centerpieces, seating charts. None of it matters.
Then why are you doing it?
Good question. Why was I doing it?
Because it's what comes next, I sent. Because it's the plan.
Plans can change.
"Emily?" Tyler's voice broke through. "Patricia asked if you want the string quartet or the pianist for the ceremony."
I looked up at both of them watching me expectantly. "Whatever you think is best."
Tyler's smile faltered slightly. "Come on, babe. You must have a preference."
"I really don't. It all sounds so nice." I smiled my best smile.
Patricia cleared her throat. "Why don't I give you two a moment? I'll go make some calls about the caterer." She gathered her binder and moved to a table across the café.
Tyler turned to face me. "What's going on? You've been distant all morning."
"I'm just tired."
"It's more than that. You haven't been yourself all week." He took both my hands in his. "Talk to me. Is this about the wedding? Are you feeling overwhelmed?"
I looked at his face, his kind, concerned face, and felt a wave of guilt crash over me. He loved me. He was trying to build a life with me. And I was texting another man under the table at our wedding planning meeting.
"I'm fine," I said. "Really. Just stressed about work."
"Well, after the wedding you can quit if you want. Once we're married and settled, you won't need to work if you don't want to. We've talked about that."
We had talked about that. Tyler made enough money at his father's firm that I could stay home, maybe do volunteer work at the church, eventually take care of the kids we'd have. It was all part of the plan.
The plan that was starting to feel like a cage.
"Let's just get through the planning," I said. "I'll feel better once everything's decided."
Patricia came back and we spent another hour discussing details. I made a show of challenging some things, agreeing to others, nodded at all the right moments, smiled when Tyler squeezed my hand. But inside I was somewhere else entirely.
After we finished, Tyler suggested we grab my car from Murphy's since we were downtown anyway. My stomach dropped.
"My car?"
"You said you went out with colleagues last night and took an Uber home because you'd had a drink, remember? We should grab it."
Right. That's what I'd told him. I'd forgotten I'd need a cover story for how to get the car back.
"Oh, actually Sarah already drove me this morning to get it," I lied. "I forgot to mention it."
"Sarah from work? That was nice of her."
"Yeah, she's great."
The lies were getting easier. That should have terrified me, but instead it just felt necessary. A survival mechanism.
Tyler dropped me at my apartment with a kiss on the cheek. "Get some rest. I'll see you tomorrow at church."
"See you tomorrow."
Inside, I texted Jake: I need to get my car.
I can drive you. Give me twenty minutes.
Thank you.
I changed out of the sundress into jeans and a t-shirt, pulled my hair into a ponytail, put on make-up. When Jake texted that he was outside, I grabbed my keys and headed down.
He was leaning against his car in jeans and a faded band t-shirt, looking nothing like the professional colleague I saw at work. He looked younger, more relaxed. And dangerously attractive.
"Hey," he said. "How was wedding planning?"
"Don't ask."
We got in the car and he pulled into traffic. "That good, huh?"
"I just spent two hours discussing flowers I don't care about for a wedding I'm not sure I want."
He glanced over at me. "That's the first time you've said that out loud."
"Said what?"
"That you're not sure you want the wedding."
I leaned my head against the window. "I shouldn't have said that."
"Why not? If it's true."
"Because saying it makes it real. And if it's real, then I have to do something about it."
We drove in silence for a few blocks. Jake turned on the radio and some indie rock band filled the car. Music Tyler would never listen to. He only liked contemporary Christian music and the occasional oldies station.
"Can I tell you something?" I said.
"Always."
"I've been with Tyler since I was nineteen. I've never lived alone. I went from my parents' house to a dorm room with a roommate to an apartment I share with two girls from church. After the wedding, I'll move in with Tyler. I'll go from being my father's daughter to being Tyler's wife. I'll never just be... me."
"So don't marry him."
"It's not that simple."
"Why not? You call off the wedding. You keep your apartment. You figure out who you are." He pulled up to a red light and looked over at me. "Emily, you're twenty-five. You have your whole life. Don't spend it living someone else's version of what your life should be."
"Easy for you to say. You're not the one who'll have to tell your fiancé and his entire family that the wedding's off. You're not the one who'll be gossiped about at church, who'll disappoint everyone."
"No, but I've been the person who stayed in something too long because leaving seemed too hard. And I can tell you that every day you wait makes it harder."
The light changed and we drove on. Murphy's came into view and he pulled into the parking lot next to my Honda.
"There she is," he said. "Safe and sound."
I didn't move to get out. "Can I ask you something?"
"Sure."
"Last night you said when something happens between us, not if. Did you mean that?"
He turned off the engine and shifted to face me. "Honestly?"
"Honestly."
"I think something's already happening between us. It started the day we met and it's been building ever since. The question isn't if something happens. The question is what you're going to do about it."
"What if I don't know what to do?"
"Then start small. Start with being honest with yourself about what you want."
"I want you," I said quietly. "That's the honest truth. I want you and it terrifies me.”




Chapter 10

The words hung in the air between us, and I watched Jake's expression shift, something hungry and intense replacing his usual easy smile. A thrill ran through me at having put that look on his face.
"Emily . . . “
"I've spent all week trying to convince myself it was just curiosity, just wondering what else is out there, but it's not." The words came faster now, tumbling out with a recklessness that felt intoxicating. "It's you specifically. The way you look at me. The way you talk to me like I'm an actual person with my own thoughts instead of just a pretty accessory. The way you kissed me. And I know it's wrong, I know I should end this right now, go home, marry Tyler like I'm supposed to, but I can't stop thinking about you."
And the truth was, I didn't want to stop thinking about him. The guilt I'd been expecting never quite materialized, replaced instead by a heady sense of possibility.
"What do you want me to do with that information?"
"I don't know. Tell me I'm crazy. Tell me to go home and forget about you. Tell me this is just some stupid crush and it'll pass."
He reached across the console and took my hand, his thumb tracing circles on my palm, the same gesture that had made me shiver in the booth at Murphy's. I let myself enjoy the touch this time instead of fighting it.
"I could tell you all of those things," he said quietly, "but I'd be lying. This isn't just a crush, Emily. At least not for me."
"What is it then?"
"I don't know yet, but I want to find out." He paused, his eyes searching mine. "The question is, do you?"
My phone buzzed against my leg, and I pulled it out to see Tyler's message: Home safe. Love you.
I looked at the message, then at Jake's hand holding mine, then back at the message. I should have felt terrible. Instead, I felt strangely powerful, like I was living two lives simultaneously and getting away with it.
"I have church tomorrow," I said, though I made no move to pull my hand away from Jake's. "With Tyler and his family. Then lunch at his parents' house. Then we're supposed to go look at apartments because his lease is up in six months and we need to find a place for after the wedding."
"Okay."
"That's my life. Church and family dinners and apartment hunting. Being the good girlfriend, the good future wife. That's who I am." But even as I said it, I was aware of how hollow it sounded, how much like a script I'd memorized.
"Is it though?" Jake's thumb kept moving against my palm, sending little sparks of electricity up my arm.
I pulled my hand away and opened the car door, though part of me wanted to stay right there, wanted to see what would happen if I stopped being careful. "I should go."
"Emily, wait, "
"No. I need to think. I need to figure out what I'm doing." I got out and stood beside my car, fishing for my keys. "Thank you for the ride."
He got out too, coming around to my side, and my pulse quickened. "When can I see you ?"
"I don't know if you should."
"But I want to."
It wasn't a question, and I appreciated that he wasn't pretending, wasn't playing games. I looked up at him, at the way the afternoon sun caught in his dark hair, at the intensity in his eyes that made me feel seen in a way I'd never experienced before.
"Yes," I admitted, and saying it out loud felt like stepping off a cliff. "I want to."
"Then see me. Tomorrow night. After your day with Tyler and his family. Just for coffee. Just to talk."
"We both know it won't be just coffee."
"Then it'll be whatever you want it to be." He stepped closer, not touching me but close enough that I had to tilt my head back to meet his eyes. "I'm not going to pressure you, Emily. But I'm also not going to pretend I don't want you. So you decide. You have my number."
He walked back to his car and drove away, leaving me standing in the parking lot with my heart racing and a smile I couldn't quite suppress. I liked the way he'd just put the ball in my court, liked the way he made me feel like I had choices instead of obligations. It felt good.
I sat in my car for ten minutes before I could steady my hands enough to drive, replaying every moment, every word, every look. When I got home, I found my roommate Claire in the kitchen making dinner.
"Hey," she said cheerfully. "Want some pasta? I made way too much."
Claire and I had lived together for two years but we weren't close. She was involved in the college ministry at church and spent most of her time with that crowd. She knew about Tyler, knew about the wedding, but we rarely talked about anything deeper than whose turn it was to buy toilet paper.
"Sure, thanks," I said, sitting at the kitchen table and wondering what she'd think if she knew where I'd just been.
She brought over two plates and sat across from me, completely oblivious. "How's wedding planning going?"
"Fine. Good. We met with the planner today."
"That's exciting. Only seven months left." She twirled pasta on her fork with an enthusiasm I couldn't quite muster. "Tyler's a great guy. You're really blessed."
"Yeah," I said automatically. "Really blessed."
"My mom keeps asking when I'm going to find someone like that. Someone solid, you know? Someone who loves Jesus and has a good job and wants a family." She laughed. "Like it's that easy."
"Is that what you want?"
She looked surprised by the question, her fork pausing halfway to her mouth. "Of course. Isn't that what everyone wants?"
"I guess." But I was thinking about Jake, about the way he looked at me, about the life I could have that had nothing to do with being solid and safe and approved.
"You don't sound sure."
I pushed pasta around my plate, enjoying the small act of rebellion that this conversation represented. "Can I ask you something? Do you ever wonder what it would be like to just do something crazy? Something totally out of character?"
Claire's eyes widened slightly. "Like what?"
"I don't know. Travel somewhere alone. Quit your job and move across the country. Sleep with someone you barely know." I watched her face as I said it, watched the shock register, and felt a little thrill at being so brazen.
"Emily!" She looked genuinely scandalized. "Where is this coming from?"
"Nowhere. Just wondering."
"Well, I think that's how people end up making huge mistakes. God gave us boundaries for a reason. To protect us from ourselves." She took a bite of pasta, shaking her head slightly. "Is everything okay with you and Tyler?"
"Everything's fine. I'm just tired."
But as I sat there listening to Claire talk about the college ministry and their upcoming mission trip, I realized that her version of a good life sounded like a prison sentence. I didn't want the safe, predictable existence that everyone around me seemed to think was the only acceptable option.
I wanted to feel alive, and Jake made me feel alive.
That night I lay in bed staring at my phone, at Jake's last message: You decide.
The power of choice e gave me felt exhilarating. I opened a new message to him and typed: Tomorrow night. 7pm. But actually just coffee this time.
His response came immediately: Just coffee. I promise.
I smiled at my phone in the darkness, feeling like a teenager sneaking out after curfew. This was wrong, I knew it was wrong, but it didn't feel wrong. It felt like the first honest thing I'd done in years.
Sunday morning I sat in the third pew from the back and tried to focus on Pastor Mark's sermon while my mind wandered to what I'd wear that night. Tyler's hand held mine, his thumb occasionally brushing against my engagement ring. His mother sat on his other side, nodding along to every point the pastor made like a dashboard bobblehead.
The sermon was about faithfulness, about keeping your word, about the sanctity of promises made before God.
I felt like Pastor Mark was speaking directly to me again, but instead of shame, I felt a strange defiance. What did any of these people know about what I really wanted? What did they know about feeling truly alive?
After the service, Tyler's mother cornered me in the fellowship hall with her predictable plans and expectations. "Emily, dear, I've been thinking about your bridal shower. I'd like to host it at the house if that's all right with you."
"That's very generous, Mrs. Patterson."
"It's no trouble at all. And I was thinking we could do a recipe theme. Everyone brings their favorite recipe on a card, something to help you start building your collection as a wife."
As a wife. The phrase used to fill me with warmth, with purpose. Now it just felt like another role I was expected to play, another costume to wear.
"That sounds lovely," I said, and marveled at how easily the lies came now, how smoothly I could perform the part of the grateful future daughter-in-law while mentally counting down the hours until I'd see Jake.
At lunch, Tyler's father said grace and thanked God for bringing me into their family. Tyler squeezed my knee under the table. His sister Jennifer asked if I'd started working out for the wedding yet, her eyes scanning my body with casual judgment.
"You'll want to tone up for the dress," she said matter-of-factly. "I did a cleanse for three weeks before my wedding. Really helped with bloating."
I excused myself to use the bathroom and locked myself in, staring at my reflection in the mirror. This was my future if I stayed. Family dinners where people commented on my body. Recipe showers. Being someone's wife, someone's daughter-in-law, someone's mother eventually.
Never just being myself.
My phone buzzed, and I felt a little flutter of excitement. Jake: Still on for tonight?
I typed back quickly: Yes. Need it more than ever.
Rough day?
You have no idea.
Tell me about it tonight.
I looked at my reflection and felt a surge of anticipation. Tonight I'd be with someone who actually saw me, who didn't want me to be smaller or quieter or more conventional. The duplicity should have bothered me, but instead it felt like having a secret garden, a private space that was entirely mine.
I went back to the table and made it through the rest of lunch, through the apartment viewings where Tyler talked about which room would be the nursery, through the goodbye hugs and the promises to see everyone next Sunday. I played my part perfectly, knowing all the while that in a few hours I'd slip out of this skin and into another.
Tyler dropped me at my apartment at six-thirty, none the wiser.
"You sure you're okay?" he asked, his brow furrowed with concern. "You've been quiet today."
"Just tired. I think I'm going to go to bed early." Another lie, smooth as silk.
He kissed my forehead like I was a child. "Get some rest. Love you."
"Love you too."
I watched him drive away, then rushed inside and changed clothes with a sense of giddy anticipation. Not the modest, approved outfits I wore for Tyler and his family. Jeans that actually fit my body instead of hiding it. A top that showed my collarbone, that made me look like a woman instead of a girl playing dress-up. I left my hair down instead of pulling it back, ran my fingers through it, applied lip gloss I'd bought on a whim last week.
In the mirror, I looked like a different person. Or maybe I looked like myself for the first time in years. Either way, I liked what I saw.




Chapter 11

At seven o'clock I pulled into the coffee shop parking lot Jake had suggested, a place across town, nowhere near anyone we knew from work or church. A safe place to meet. A secret place. The thought sent a little thrill through me.
He was already inside, sitting at a corner table with two coffee cups in front of him. When he saw me, he stood, and the way his eyes moved over me made me glad I'd changed clothes, glad I'd made the effort.
"You came," he said, and I could hear the relief in his voice.
"I said I would."
"I know, but after yesterday I thought you might change your mind." He gestured to the coffee. "Vanilla latte. If you want something else . . .  "
"This is perfect. Thank you." I loved that he remembered, that he paid attention to details like that.
We sat and I wrapped my hands around the warm cup, feeling more comfortable than I had all day.
"So," Jake said, his eyes warm and attentive. "Rough day?"
"You could say that."
"Tell me."
And I did. I told him everything about the wedding planning, about Mrs. Patterson's recipe shower idea, about Jennifer's comments about my body, about the apartment with the room already designated as a nursery before I'd even agreed to have children. I told him about sitting in church feeling like a fraud, about lunch with Tyler's family pretending to be someone I wasn't. It felt good to complain, good to be honest, good to have someone actually listen instead of telling me how blessed I was.
He listened without interrupting, his eyes never leaving my face, giving me his complete attention in a way Tyler never did.
"That sounds exhausting," he said when I finished, and I appreciated that he didn't try to fix it or tell me it wasn't that bad.
"It is. It's so exhausting. And the worst part is, everyone thinks I should be grateful. They keep telling me how blessed I am, how lucky, how perfect everything is."
"But it doesn't feel perfect."
"It feels like I'm drowning." And then, more quietly, "But right now, sitting here with you, I feel like I can breathe."
He reached across the table and took my hand, and I didn't pull away this time. "So stop."
"Stop what?"
"Stop drowning. Stop pretending. Stop living the life everyone else wants for you."
"I can't just, "
"Yes, you can. Emily, you can do whatever you want. Break off the engagement. Move to a new city. Change careers. Sleep with me." He said it so casually, so matter-of-factly, and I felt heat rush to my face. "Whatever you want, you can do it. The only thing stopping you is fear."
"Of course I'm afraid. I'm about to blow up my entire life."
"Your life is already blown up. You're just trying to hold the pieces together." He squeezed my hand, his thumb tracing those maddening circles. "Sometimes you have to let things fall apart before you can build something better."
I looked at our hands intertwined on the table, at the wrongness of it that felt so right, and realized I was enjoying this. The secrecy, the transgression, the feeling of doing something just for myself. I was enjoying being wanted by someone who saw me as more than a future wife, more than a good Christian girl.
I was enjoying being bad, and I wasn't sorry.
"I don't even know who I am without him," I said quietly. "Without the church, the family, the plan. I've been following this script for so long I don't know what I'd do if I went off book."
"You'd figure it out. That's what everyone does." His thumb traced along my wrist, and I felt goosebumps rise on my arm. "And I think you'd be amazing at it."
"What if I make the wrong choice? What if I leave Tyler and then regret it?"
"What if you marry Tyler and spend the rest of your life wondering what you missed?" He leaned forward, his voice dropping lower. "Emily, there's no safe choice here. Every option involves risk. The question is which risk gets your heart racing."
I pulled my hand back and took a sip of coffee, needing the distance. "This was supposed to be just coffee. Just talking."
"It is just coffee. Just talking." His eyes held mine with an intensity that made my stomach flip. "Unless you want it to be something else."
"It doesn't feel like just coffee."
"What does it feel like?"
I met his eyes. "It feels like standing on the edge of a cliff deciding whether to jump."
"Is that a bad thing?"
"I don't know. I've never jumped off a cliff before."
He smiled, and there was something dangerous in it, something that made heat in my belly. "Maybe it's time you tried. I promise the fall is worth it."
We sat in silence for a moment, the coffee shop humming with activity around us. A group of college students laughed at a nearby table. The espresso machine hissed and steamed. Someone's phone rang. But all I could focus on was the way Jake was looking at me, like he wanted to devour me.
"Can I tell you what I think?" Jake said, his voice carrying an edge of challenge.
"You're going to anyway."
"I think you're not afraid of making the wrong choice. I think you're afraid of admitting what you really want." He leaned back, studying me with those dark eyes. "As long as you stay engaged to Tyler, as long as you keep following the plan, you get to pretend you're the good girl. But the truth is, you're already choosing this. You just won't admit it yet."
His words hit me like a punch, but there was something exhilarating about his directness, about being called out by him. I loved he sparring. “That's not fair."
"Isn't it? You've been coming to see me for weeks now. Texting me. Thinking about me. Wanting me." He paused, letting the words sink in. "But you won't actually do anything about it because then you'd have to own it. Own that you want something different. Own that you want me."
"I'm here, aren't I?"
"You are. But you're still wearing his ring." His eyes dropped to my left hand, and something heated flashed across his face. "That's what's holding you back."
I looked down at the diamond on my finger. It caught the coffee shop lights, throwing tiny rainbows across the table, and for the first time, it felt like a shackle.
"Take it off," Jake said, his voice quiet but commanding.
"What?"
"The ring. Take it off. Right now. See what it feels like to sit here with me without that thing claiming you."
My heart hammered, and I felt a rush of adrenaline. "That's crazy."
"Why? It's just a ring." He leaned forward, his eyes locked on mine. "Unless you're afraid of what might happen if you take it off."
But we both knew it was more than that. The ring was a symbol, a claim, a constant reminder of who I belonged to. Taking it off, even temporarily, felt like crossing a line I couldn't uncross.
And God help me, I wanted to cross it.
"If I take it off, then what?" I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.
His smile was slow, maybe even predatory. "Then we find out what happens when you stop pretending to be Tyler's good little fiancée and start being yourself."
"And what if I like it too much?"
"Then we'll deal with that when it happens." He reached across the table and traced one finger along my left hand, circling the ring. "Take it off, Emily. I dare you."
The dare did it. Something rebellious sparked inside me, something that had been dormant for too long. My hands moved before I could overthink it. I twisted the ring once, twice, then slid it off my finger, my heart pounding so hard I could hear it in my ears. The skin underneath was slightly pale, slightly indented from six months of wearing it.
I set the ring on the table between us, and the act felt monumental, dangerous, thrilling.
The absence of it felt enormous. My hand felt too light, too naked, too free. I kept wanting to touch the bare spot where it had been.
"How does it feel?" Jake asked, and his voice had gone rough.
"Terrifying."
"But?"
"But also incredible. Like I just did something I can't take back." I flexed my fingers, marveling at the lightness. "Like I'm someone different now."
"You are someone different." He reached across and took my bare hand in his, his touch deliberate, possessive. "You're Emily without the ring. Emily making her own choices."
I stared at our joined hands, at how different it felt without that barrier of metal and diamond between us. "This is dangerous."
"I know." He brought my hand to his lips and kissed my knuckles, his eyes never leaving mine. "That's what makes it so good."
The feel of his mouth on my skin sent electricity shooting through me. I should have pulled away. Instead, I found myself leaning closer.
"Tell me something," I said, my voice shakier than I wanted it to be. "Something about you. Something real."
"What do you want to know?"
"Anything. Everything. I've told you my whole life story and I barely know anything about you."
He kept my hand in his, his thumb now tracing patterns on my palm. "What do you want to know?"
"Have you ever been engaged?"
"No. Never wanted to put a ring on someone who was trying to change me."
"Serious relationships?"
"A few. Nothing that stuck."
"Why not?"
He considered the question, his fingers still moving against my skin in a way that made it hard to concentrate. "I kept choosing women who wanted the sanitized version of me. The guy who'd settle down in the suburbs and coach Little League. Took me a while to realize I'd rather be alone than bored."
"And you don't compromise anymore?"
"Not on the things that matter." He met my eyes. "That's why I don’t want the church girl version, not Tyler's perfect fiancée. I want the woman underneath all that, the one who drinks too much wine and has opinions and says what she really thinks and looks at me like she wants to do very bad things."
Heat flooded through me. "I don't look at you like that."
"Yes, you do." His smile was knowing, cocky. "You're looking at me like that right now."
He was right. I could feel it, the want written all over my face, and for once I didn't try to hide it.
"What would that look like?" I asked, my voice barely above a whisper. "Doing bad things with you?"
His eyes darkened. "Are you asking me to tell you what I think about? What I imagine when I think about you?"
I should have said no changed the subject. Instead I heard myself say, "Yes."
He leaned closer, his voice low enough that only I could hear. "I think about taking you somewhere private. Somewhere no one knows us. I think about finding out what you taste like, what sounds you make when someone touches you the right way. I think about showing you everything you've been told you shouldn't want." His thumb pressed against my racing pulse. "I think about making you forget Tyler's name."
My breath caught. No one had ever talked to me like this, looked at me like this, wanted me like this. "Jake . . . “
My phone buzzed on the table, shattering the moment. Tyler: Hope you're resting. Love you. Can't wait to see you next weekend for dress shopping with Mom and Jennifer.
Dress shopping. The wedding. Reality crashing back in.
I looked up at Jake, who was reading the message upside down, his expression unreadable. "His mother wants to take me dress shopping next weekend."
"For the wedding dress?" There was an edge to his voice now.
"Yeah."
"Are you going to go?" He still held my hand, his grip tightening maddeningly.
"I don't know." I stared at Tyler's message, at the normalcy of it, the assumed future it represented. "I should tell him. About you. About all of this. He deserves to know."
"Do you want to tell him?"
"I don't want to hurt him."
"That's not what I asked." His eyes bored into mine. "Do you want to tell him, or do you want to keep this as yours? Keep me as your secret?"




Chapter 12

The question hit me like a lightning bolt because he was right. A growing part of me liked having this secret life, liked the thrill of it, liked belonging to myself in this one small way.
"I don't want to tell him," I admitted, and saying it out loud felt like another line crossed. "Because if I tell him, I have to choose. And I'm not ready to choose."
"Because you want both." It wasn't a question. "You want the safety of Tyler and the excitement of me."
"Is that terrible?"
"It's human." He brought my hand to his mouth, this time kissing my wrist, and I felt the touch all the way down to my toes. "But eventually, Emily, you're going to have to pick. The question is, which one are you going to regret losing more?"
I looked at the ring on the table, then at Jake, then back at the ring. My pulse was racing, my skin felt too hot, and I knew I was in dangerous territory. But I didn't want to leave.
"I don't know," I said honestly. "But I know I don't want to put that ring back on yet."
"Then don't." His smile was all satisfaction. "Stay here with me longer. Without it. See how it feels."
So I did. We sat there for another hour. He kept finding excuses to touch me, my hand, my wrist, once reaching across to tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. He told me about growing up in Seattle, about his family, about the year he spent backpacking through Europe after college, sleeping in hostels and having adventures I couldn't even imagine.
"You could still do those things," he said. "Travel. Write. Whatever you want."
"Could I? I'm twenty-five and I've never even lived alone. I've never made a major decision without consulting Tyler or my parents or my pastor." I paused. "I've never even had good sex. Or any sex.”
The words were out before I could stop them. Jake's eyes flashed.
“But you've done other things."
"Some things. Not much." I couldn't believe I was having this conversation, but the wine from earlier in the week had loosened something in me, or maybe it was taking off the ring. “We . . .  he thinks sex before marriage is a sin."
"And what do you think?"
I met his eyes. "I think I've followed a lot of rules that kept me from living."
Jake stood abruptly, pulling me up with him. "Come on."
"What? Where?"
"Somewhere more private." His hand was warm around mine, commanding. "Unless you want to have this conversation in a coffee shop."
My heart hammered. "Jake!”
"I'm not going to do anything you don't want me to do, Emily. But if we're going to keep talking about all the things you've never done, all the things you want to try, I'd rather do it somewhere we can't be overheard." He grabbed my coat. "Trust me."
I should have said no. I should have put the ring back on and gone home. Instead, I let him lead me out to the parking lot, the ring still sitting on our table inside.
"Wait, the ring, "
"I'll get it." He went back inside and returned moments later, dropping it into my purse. "Now it's your choice when to put it back on."
We got into his car and he drove us away from the coffee shop, away from my side of town, toward the waterfront. He parked overlooking the water, the city lights reflecting off the dark surface.
"Better," he said, turning to face me in the darkness of the car. "Now we can talk without an audience."
But we both knew we weren't going to just talk. The air between us was electric, charged with everything we'd been dancing around for weeks.
"This is a bad idea," I whispered, even as I unbuckled my seatbelt.
"Probably the worst." He reached over and cupped my face, his thumb tracing my lower lip. "But I'm done watching you deny yourself everything you want. Done watching you pretend you don't feel it.”
"I'm engaged."
"You're engaged to a man you don't love. Who doesn't know you. Who's never even touched you." His hand slid into my hair. "And right now, you're here with me. Without the ring. Make of that what you will."
He was giving me an out, a chance to stop this. But I didn't want to stop. I wanted to know what it felt like to be wanted like this, touched like this, to stop being good.
“So kiss me," I said.
His smile was triumphant. "Finally."
He pulled me toward him and kissed me hard, nothing gentle or questioning about it. This wasn't like the first kiss outside Murphy's. This was hungry, demanding, a kiss that said he'd been waiting for this and he wasn't holding back anymore.
I kissed him back with equal hunger, my hands curling in his shirt, pulling him closer. His hand tightened in my hair and I made a sound I'd never made before, desperate and needy.
"God, Emily," he murmured against my mouth. "Do you have any idea what you do to me?"
"Show me," I breathed, and felt him smile against my lips.
His mouth moved to my neck, kissing and tasting, and I arched into him, my head falling back. His hands roamed over my body, touching me through my clothes in ways Tyler never had, never would. Nothing careful or respectful about it, this was pure want, and it was intoxicating.
"Tell me to stop," he said against my throat.
"No."
"Tell me you don't want this."
"I can't." My voice was ragged. "I want this. I want you."
His mouth found mine and I kissed him like I was drowning, like he was air, like I'd been holding my breath for six years and finally could breathe. This was so wrong, but it felt more right than anything ever had.
When we finally broke apart, both breathing hard, he rested his forehead against mine.
"Come home with me," he said.
My heart stopped. "Jake . . . “
“I’m not asking you to sleep with me. I'm asking you to come home with me. Talk more. See where this goes. Stop putting limits on this before we've even started."
"That's how it starts. Talking. And then  . . .”
"And then you make a choice. Consciously. Not because you got swept up, not because you weren't thinking. You choose what you want." His hand cupped my face. "I want you to choose me, Emily. But I want you to do it with your eyes wide open."
I looked at him in the darkness of the car, at the want in his eyes that I knew was mirrored in my own. I thought about going home to my empty room, to Claire sleeping in the next room, to waking up tomorrow and pretending this never happened. Again.
Or I could go with him. See what happened. Stop being careful.
“You better take me home instead,” I finally said.
“Are you sure?”
It was a test. I needed to be sure I was the one choosing. “I want to go home.”
He passed again.
Monday morning I woke early and opened the jewelry box. The ring sat there on the velvet cushion, exactly where I'd left it. I reached for it, then pulled my hand back, a small smile playing on my lips.
Just one more day without it. Just to see how long I could get away with it.
I got dressed for work and slipped the ring into my purse instead, feeling a little thrill at the deception. I could put it on at the office if anyone asked, but I didn't think they would. The paralegals and other associates barely paid attention to personal details like that.
Except Jake would notice. And I wanted him to notice.
At my desk, I kept my left hand deliberately visible while I checked emails, admiring the bare finger. Jake arrived at eight-thirty, his usual time. He walked past my cubicle and paused, his eyes dropping to my bare left hand resting on my keyboard.
Our eyes met. He smiled, slow and knowing, and kept walking.
My stomach flipped and I felt heat spread through me. This was dangerous, playing these games at work, but that was becoming part of the appeal.
At ten o'clock, Michelle from accounting stopped by my desk. "Hey Emily, can you look at this contract language? I think there's an error in the indemnification clause."
She leaned over my shoulder and I shifted the papers, my left hand clearly visible. She didn't say anything. Didn't even glance at it.
By lunch I felt almost giddy with how easy it was. I ate at my desk, scrolling through my phone. Tyler had sent three texts: good morning, a funny meme about wedding planning, and a reminder about dinner with his parents on Wednesday.
I responded to all of them, typing with both hands, enjoying the secret knowledge that I was lying to him with every word. The guilt I kept expecting never quite arrived. Instead, I felt powerful, like I was getting away with something.
At two o'clock, Jake appeared at my cubicle with two coffee cups, and the look in his eyes made my pulse quicken.
"Break time," he said, his voice casual but his eyes saying something else entirely. "Conference room three is empty."
I found myself following him down the hallway, my heart racing with anticipation, closing the conference room door behind us.
He set the coffees on the table and turned to face me, his eyes dark with want.
"You're not wearing it," he said.
"I know."
"Fuck, that's sexy." The bluntness of it made heat hit my belly. "Why?"
I wrapped my hands around the coffee cup, enjoying the way he was looking at me. "I wanted to see what it felt like. To come to work without it. To just be me."
"And?"
"And no one's noticed. Michelle literally looked right at my hand this morning and didn't say a word." I smiled. "It's like I'm invisible. Or they only see what they expect to see."
"I'm looking though." He stepped closer, his voice dropping lower. "I've been looking all day. Thinking about that bare finger. About what it means that you're not wearing his ring."
"What do you think it means?"
"I think you're testing the waters. Seeing how it feels to be mine instead of his, even if it's just in this small way." He reached out and took my hand, his thumb brushing over the pale indentation where the ring had been. "I think you like it."
I should have denied it. Instead, I felt myself smile. "Maybe I do."
"Does Tyler know you're not wearing it?"
"No. I haven't seen him since yesterday."
"What are you going to tell him when he notices?"
I sipped my coffee, enjoying the conspiracy of it. "I don't know. Maybe that I took it off to wash my hands and forgot to put it back on. Maybe that it needed to be resized. Maybe I'll get lucky and he won't even notice."
"You're getting good at lying to him."
"I know." I met his eyes. "I should feel worse about it than I do."
"But you don't."
"No." The admission felt liberating. "I don't."
Jake came around the table and sat on the edge, his legs on either side of mine, close enough that I could feel the heat of him. "Emily, can I be honest with you?"
"Always."
"I fucking love this." His hand slid into my hair. I let him. "I love that you're not wearing his ring. I love that you're here with me instead of being the good fiancée. I love that you're starting to enjoy this."
My breath caught. "Jake.”
"Tell me I'm wrong. Tell me you're not getting a thrill out of this. Out of lying to him. Out of being here with me." His thumb traced my lower lip. "Tell me you don't like having a secret life he knows nothing about."




Chapter 13

I couldn't tell him he was wrong because he wasn't. The truth was, I was starting to love it. The secrecy, the deception, the feeling of being wanted this intensely. "What if I do like it?"
"Then we keep doing it." His smile was wicked. "We keep meeting like this. Keep pushing boundaries. Keep seeing how far you're willing to go."
"That's a dangerous game."
"The best ones are." He leaned in closer, his mouth inches from mine. "Come over tonight."
"What?"
"Come over to my place. We'll order food, watch a movie, see what happens." His hand tightened in my hair. "No more coffee shops. No more parking lots. I want you in my space, in my bed to play. I want to stop pretending this is so innocent."
My heart hammered. "Jake" was all I managed.
"I know it's complicated. I know you're still engaged, still playing the good girl for everyone else. But I'm tired of stolen moments. I want real time with you. I want to see what you're like when you stop holding back."
"If I come over to your apartment, we both know what that means."
"It means you're choosing it. At least for tonight." His eyes burned into mine. "And I think you want to. I think you've wanted to since the moment we met."
He was right. God help me, he was right.
"Okay," I heard myself say, feeling reckless and alive.
"Yeah?"
"Yeah. But I can't stay late. I have to be home by ten." Even as I said it, I was already thinking of excuses, ways to stay longer.
"I'll take whatever time you can give me. For now."
He texted me his address and I saved it in my phone under a fake name: Sarah M. Just in case Tyler ever looked.
The lies were definitely getting easier. And I was definitely enjoying them more.
Someone knocked on the conference room door and we jerked apart, but not before Jake's hand brushed deliberately across my breast, a promise of what was coming later. I gasped but softly.
Mr. Richardson stuck his head in. "Oh, sorry. Didn't know anyone was in here. Just grabbing the presentation materials."
"No problem," Jake said smoothly, his voice betraying nothing while his hand dropped to my thigh under the table. "We were just finishing up."
Mr. Richardson grabbed a folder from the credenza and left. Jake's hand stayed on my thigh, his thumb stroking me dangerously high.
"That was close," I said breathlessly.
"Too close." But he didn't move his hand off me. "We should be more careful at work."
"Should we?" I surprised myself by covering his hand with mine, pressing it more firmly against my leg. "Or should we see how much we can get away with?"
His eyes darkened. "Careful, Emily. You're playing with fire."
"Maybe I want to get burned."
He groaned and pulled me to him, kissing me hard and fast before releasing me. "Tonight. My place. Be ready."
The rest of the afternoon dragged by. I tried to focus on work but kept glancing at the clock, kept thinking about what would happen tonight, kept feeling a delicious anticipation building in my core. At five-thirty I packed up my things. Jake had left an hour earlier with a casual "See you later" and a look that made my knees weak.
I drove home and changed clothes, taking my time, enjoying the ritual of preparation. Not the church clothes, not the work clothes, but something that said I knew exactly what I was doing. Jeans that hugged my curves. A soft sweater that slipped off one shoulder. I left my hair down, styled it with my fingers. Put on makeup that made my lips look fuller, my eyes darker.
I looked like someone going to meet a lover. And I was.
Claire was in the living room when I came out. "You look nice. Date with Tyler?"
"Just dinner with a friend." The lie came easily.
"Anyone I know?"
"From work. You wouldn't know her." I grabbed my purse, checking that the ring was still tucked inside, out of sight. "Don't wait up."
"Have fun!"
If she only knew what kind of fun I was planning.
Jake's apartment was in a converted warehouse downtown, the kind of place with exposed brick and industrial fixtures that would never occur to Tyler as somewhere to live. Edgy. Sexy. Dangerous. And perfect.
I texted when I arrived and he came down to meet me at the entrance. The way he looked at me made me feel like the most desirable woman in the world.
"Hey," he said, his eyes traveling over me slowly.
"Hey."
We rode the elevator to the fourth floor in charged silence. He stood close enough that I could smell his cologne, feel the heat of him. When his hand brushed mine, I didn't pull away.
He unlocked his door and gestured me inside, and I stepped into his world.
The apartment was exactly what I'd expected and so much better. Minimalist furniture, bookshelves crammed with novels and philosophy texts, artwork on the walls. A guitar leaned against the wall in the corner. This was the home of someone who lived instead of just existing within predetermined boundaries.
"You play?" I asked, pointing to the guitar.
"Used to. Haven't picked it up in a while." He moved to the kitchen area. "Wine? I remember you like wine."
"Yes. Definitely wine." I laughed.
He poured two generous glasses of red wine and handed me one, his fingers brushing mine deliberately. We stood in the kitchen, the air thick with anticipation.
"You want to order food?" he asked, but his eyes said he was thinking about other appetites.
"Thai sounds good."
We sat on the couch looking through menus on his phone, our thighs touching, sending electricity through me. He called in the order while I sipped my wine and looked around his apartment, imagining being here regularly, imagining belonging in this space.
"Food should be here in thirty minutes," Jake said, setting down his phone and turning to face me. "Want to pick a movie?"
My breath caught at his directness. “You think that’s what I'm here for?"
"I think you're here because you want me. Because you're tired of being good. Because you want to see what it's like to do something just for yourself, consequences be damned."
He wasn't wrong. "And if that's true?"
"Then stop making me wait." He set down his wine and pulled me to him. "Come here." It was a growl, not a request.
I went willingly, settling against him on the couch, his arm around me, his hand stroking my shoulder, my arm, my waist. We put on a movie but neither of us watched it. We were too busy testing boundaries, his hand sliding under my sweater to touch bare skin, my head on his shoulder, my hand on his chest feeling his heart race.
"This okay?" he murmured.
"More than okay."
When the food arrived, we ate pad thai straight from the containers, but the air between us was charged. His eyes kept dropping to my mouth. My hand kept finding reasons to touch him.
"Emily," he said finally, setting down his container.
"I know."
"I want you."
"I want you too." The admission felt powerful, intoxicating.
"Then stop thinking. Stop overthinking. Just feel." He pulled me against him, his hands on my waist. "Tell me what you want."
I looked down at him, at the want in his eyes, at the way his hands felt on my body, and I felt something move inside me. The good girl, the perfect fiancée, the rule-follower, she was disappearing before my eyes, replaced by someone brave, someone who took what she wanted.
"I want you to kiss me," I said, touching his lips with my fingertips. "I want you to touch me. I want you to make me forget every rule I've ever followed.”
He pulled me down and kissed me, deep and demanding, and I kissed him back with everything I had. His hands roamed over my body, touching me through my clothes, finding skin, making me gasp and arch into him.
"God, you're so responsive," he murmured against my mouth. "Does Tyler ever make you feel like this?"
"No." The admission came easily. "Never."
His hand slid under my sweater, up my ribcage.
I should have stopped it. Should have pulled away, gone home, put the ring back on. Instead, I pressed closer, wanting more, wanting everything.
“Touch me,” I whispered.
And he did.
His hand slid into my hair and he pulled me closer, deepening the kiss. This wasn't like the frantic encounter in the parking lot. This was slower, more deliberate, like he was taking his time learning the taste of me, claiming me.
I shifted closer and his other hand found my waist, his fingers slipping under the hem of my sweater to touch bare skin. The contact sent electricity through my entire body and I moaned into his mouth.
"God, Emily," he breathed against my lips.
I kissed him harder, my hands sliding up his chest to his shoulders, exploring the planes of muscle I'd only imagined. He groaned and pulled me into his lap so I was straddling him, my knees on either side of his hips. The new position made me gasp with pleasure.
I could feel him underneath me, hard and wanting, and the knowledge sent a thrill through me. It was power. It was desire. It was everything I'd been missing.
His mouth moved from my lips to my jaw, then down to my neck, and I tilted my head back, giving him access, my fingers pushing through his hair. Tyler had never kissed me like this, had never touched me like this, had never made me feel like every nerve ending was on fire.
Jake's hands moved up my sides, his thumbs brushing the undersides of my breasts through my bra. I made a sound I'd never made before, somewhere between a gasp and a moan, and I loved the sound of it.
"Tell me to stop," he said against my neck. "Tell me this is too much and I'll stop."
"Don't stop." My hands found the hem of his shirt and I pulled it up eagerly. “More."
He broke away from my neck long enough to help me drag it over his head, and then his chest was bare under my hands, warm and solid and perfect. I ran my hands over him, exploring, claiming, enjoying the way his muscles tensed under my touch.
I'd never touched a man like this. Never been allowed to. Tyler and I had strict boundaries: no lying down together, no removing shirts, hands stayed over clothes and above the waist. Safe touches, appropriate touches.
This was neither safe nor appropriate, and I fucking loved it.
Jake's hands slid under my sweater and I lifted my arms immediately, helping him pull it off. I was left in my jeans and bra, exposed in a way I'd never been with anyone, and I felt no shame at all.
"You're so beautiful," he said, his eyes roaming over me with undisguised hunger.
I'd expected to feel shy, embarrassed, ashamed. Instead I felt powerful. Desired ad sexy, like this was who I always was.
His mouth found mine and his hands cupped my breasts through the lace of my bra. I rocked against him instinctively, grinding down on the hardness beneath me, and he groaned, his hips pushing up to meet mine.
The friction made me gasp with pleasure. I did it more, chasing that feeling, loving the way he responded to me. Jake's hands tightened on me.
"Emily," he said, his voice strained. "We should slow down."
"No." I kissed him harder, rolling my hips deliberately. "I don't want to slow down. I want this. I want you. Now."
"You're still engaged, "
"I don't care." And I realized with a shock that it was true. I didn't care about the ring in my purse, about Tyler, about any of it. All I cared about was this moment, this feeling, this man. "Jake, please. I've spent my entire life being told what I should want, what I should do, who I should be. I'm done with that. I want to make my own choice. And I'm choosing this.”  I bit his ear. “I want you for fuck sakes.”




Chapter 14

He searched my face, and whatever he saw there, the certainty, the desire, the complete lack of hesitation, made him smile. He stood up, lifting me with him. My legs wrapped around his waist automatically. I loved how strong he was, how easily he carried me.
"Bedroom?" I asked breathlessly.
"Bedroom."
He carried me down the short hallway and into his room, setting me on his bed. The movie still played in the living room, forgotten. The remains of our dinner sat on the coffee table, also forgotten. My phone was in my purse by the door, no doubt filling with texts from Tyler that I wasn't going to answer and didn't care about, even more forgotten.
Jake knelt on the bed, reaching behind me to unhook my bra. His fingers fumbled slightly with the clasp and I smiled.
"Nervous?" I asked.
"Terrified. I want this to be good for you."
"It already is." I reached back and helped him with the clasp, feeling bold, feeling powerful. "It's already better than anything I've ever felt."
The bra came loose and he slid it down my arms, dropping it on the floor. For a moment he just looked at me, and I didn't feel the urge to cover myself at all. I wanted him to look. I wanted him to see what he was getting.
"Perfect," he said softly. "You're perfect."
Then his mouth was on my breast and I stopped thinking entirely, lost in pure sensation.
His tongue circled my nipple and I arched up into him, my hands clutching his shoulders, pulling him closer. He took his time, lavishing attention on one breast and then the other, while his hands worked at the button of my jeans.
"Can I?" he asked.
"Yes. God, yes."
He slid the jeans down my legs, taking my underwear with them in one smooth motion, and suddenly I was completely naked in front of another person for the first time in my life.
Tyler and I were supposed to have this moment on our wedding night, fumbling in the dark, awkward and uncertain, learning together.
But this felt so much better. This felt right. This felt like exactly what I should be doing.
Jake stood and removed his own jeans, and I caught my breath at the sight of him. I'd never seen a naked man before outside of marble statues in museums. The reality was overwhelming and beautiful and I wanted him desperately.
He came back to the bed and kissed me, and I opened for him eagerly, pulling him down on top of me, loving the weight of him, the heat of him. His hand traced down my stomach, and lower, and I spread my legs without hesitation.
"Touch me," I said. "Please touch me,” I breathed.
His fingers slid between my legs and I gasped at the pleasure of it. No one had ever touched me there. I'd barely touched myself there. It felt incredible.
"God, you're so wet," he said, and I loved the raw desire in his voice. "Does that feel good?"
“Fuck yes," I moaned. "Yes, it feels amazing. Don't stop."
His finger found a spot that made stars burst behind my eyelids. He circled it with perfect pressure, watching my face, and I didn't try to hide my reactions. I let him see everything, the pleasure, the want, the complete abandon.
"Right there?" he asked.
"Yes, right there, oh my god, Jake.”
He kept touching me, his fingers working with increasing pressure and speed, and I felt something building inside me, something huge and wonderful and I wanted it, chased it, needed it.
"Jake," I gasped. "Something's, I think I'm going to . . . “
"Let go for me."
The building sensation crested and broke and I shattered, crying out his name as my body arched high up off the bed. Wave after wave of pleasure rolled through me, more intense than anything I'd ever imagined, while Jake's fingers kept moving, drawing it out of me until I couldn't take anymore.
When I finally came back down to myself, I was shaking and smiling. Jake had shifted beside me, propped on one elbow, watching me with satisfaction.
"I've never, that was incredible." I pulled him down and kissed him hard. "I want more. I want everything."
"Emily, "
"Now, Jake. I want you inside me. I don't want to wait."
He reached over to his nightstand and pulled out a condom. I watched him put it on with fascination and anticipation. This was really happening. And I wanted it so badly I ached.
"This might hurt at first," he warned. "Tell me if you need me to stop."
"I won't need you to stop." I pulled him over me, spreading my legs wider. "I've waited long enough."
He positioned himself between my legs and I felt the pressure of him against me. He pushed forward slowly and I tensed at the unfamiliar sensation, not from fear, but from the intensity of it.
"Breathe," he said. “Relax."
I took a deep breath and he pushed in further. There was a sharp sting and I gasped, but underneath the pain was something else, something that felt like completion.
"You okay?" he asked, freezing.
"Yes. Keep going."
He pushed deeper and I felt the fullness of him, the stretch, the slight burn that was already fading. He held still, letting me adjust, and I shifted my hips experimentally, taking him deeper.
"Okay," I said, wrapping my legs around his waist. "Move. I want to feel you in me.”
He started slowly, pulling almost all the way out and then pushing back in, and I loved every sensation. The initial ache faded quickly, replaced by pleasure that grew with each stroke.
"How does this feel?" he asked.
"Amazing. Perfect." I met his thrusts eagerly. "Harder. I want to feel it tomorrow."
He picked up his pace, his hips driving into me with increasing intensity, and I met each thrust with my own. I wanted to remember this, wanted to feel it in my body, wanted the proof that I'd finally done it.
"Emily," he groaned. "God, you feel so good. So fucking good."
"Yes," I moaned. "Don't stop. Don't stop."
He shifted and hit something deep inside me that made me cry out with pleasure. He did it again and again, and suddenly I was coming apart for the second time, my body clenching around him, pulling him deeper.
"Fuck, Emily.” He followed me over the edge with a low moan, his hips jerking as he came, and I loved that I could do this to him, could make him lose control too.
We lay there in silence for several minutes, both breathing hard, our bodies still connected. I felt no regret, no guilt, no shame. Just satisfaction and the beginning of hunger for yet more.
Jake rolled onto his side to face me, withdrawing from inside me carefully. "You okay?"
"I'm better than okay." I stretched like a cat, feeling deliciously used. "That was incredible."
"When can we do it again?” I asked, and loved the surprise on his face I laughed out loud and cupped his jaw in my palm.
He laughed. "Give yourself a few minutes to recover."
"I don't need to recover." I ran my hand down his chest. "I need more. I've been missing out on this for twenty-five years and I want to make up for lost time."
"Emily."
"What? You said it yourself. There's no going back after this." I smiled, feeling wild and free. "So why would I want to? This is the best I've ever felt. The most like myself I've ever been. I'm not going back to being that good girl who followed all the rules."
He studied my face. "You really don't regret this."
"Not even a little bit." I kissed him. "The only thing I regret is not doing it sooner."
"What about Tyler?"
I thought about Tyler, about the ring in my purse, about the wedding dress shopping next weekend. And I felt nothing. No guilt, no sadness, no second thoughts.
"What about him?" I said. "I'll deal with Tyler when I'm ready. But right now, I'm exactly where I want to be."
Jake pulled me closer, and I settled against him with a satisfied sigh. This was my choice. My secret. My rebellion. And I was going to enjoy every minute of it.
But knowing it and acting on it were two different things. I sat up, feeling deliciously sore, and looked around for my clothes. Jake handed me his shirt and I pulled it on, loving how it hung on me, how I could smell him on the fabric.
"What time is it?" I asked.
He checked his phone on the nightstand. "Nine-thirty."
I'd told Claire I'd be home by ten. Thirty minutes to get dressed, drive across town, and walk into my apartment like nothing had changed.
Except everything had changed, and I loved it.
"I should go," I said, though part of me wanted to stay, to curl up in his bed and fall asleep in his arms.
"Already? Stay longer. Tell Claire you'll be late."
I considered it, then shook my head. "Not tonight. I need to be smart about this." I found my jeans on the floor and started pulling them on, enjoying the slight ache between my legs that reminded me of what we'd done. "Besides, anticipation makes it better, right baby?”
He watched me dress with appreciation. "When can I see you again?”
"Tomorrow. After work." I pulled on my sweater, feeling powerful in my certainty. "I'm not going to pretend I don't want this, Jake. I want to see you as much as possible."
"What about Tyler?"
I paused, considering the question. "I'll handle Tyler. But not tonight. Tonight was perfect and I don't want to ruin it by having that conversation."
"Emily, you can't keep both of us, "
"I'm not keeping both of you." I came over and straddled him where he sat still naked on the bed, running my fingers through his hair. "You're the one I want. The rest is just logistics, a problem to be solved. But I need to do it the right way, when the timing is right."
"And when will that be?"
"Soon." I kissed him deeply. "I promise. But let me enjoy this a little longer. Let me have this secret for a few more days."
He studied my face, then nodded. "Okay. A few more days. But Emily, I meant what I said. I can’t be your secret forever."
"You won't be." I kissed him. "Now stop worrying and kiss me goodbye properly."
He did, pulling me close, his hands sliding under the shirt I wore. When we finally broke apart, I was breathless and tempted to stay after all.
"Tomorrow," I promised, climbing off him reluctantly.
"Tomorrow."
I finished getting dressed, checking myself in his bathroom mirror. My hair was messy, my lips swollen, my eyes bright. I looked like a woman who'd just had incredible sex, and I smiled at my reflection. Let Claire notice. Let her wonder. I was done caring what everyone thought.
Jake walked me to the door and I picked up my purse, deliberately leaving the ring inside it. I checked my phone and saw three texts from Tyler asking about my day, saying he loved me, asking if I wanted to have breakfast before work tomorrow.
"Breakfast with Tyler tomorrow?" Jake asked, reading over my shoulder.
"Not a chance." I typed back a quick message: Something came up at work. Rain check?
Tyler's response was immediate: Of course. Everything okay?
Fine. Just tired. Love you.
I sent it without a flicker of guilt. It was just words on a screen that didn't mean anything anymore.
"You're getting good at that," Jake observed.
"At what?"
"Lying to him."
I looked up at him and smiled. "I know. Turns out I'm good at a lot of things I never knew I could do." I kissed him once more. "Thanks for tonight. For everything."
"Thank you for choosing me."
The drive home felt different than I'd expected. No guilt, no shame, no second-guessing, just satisfaction and a pleasant soreness and the memory of Jake's hands on my body. I felt alive in a way I never had before, like I'd been sleepwalking through life and finally woken up.
At a red light, I pulled the ring out of my purse and looked at it. The diamond caught the streetlight, and instead of the symbol of love and commitment it was supposed to be, it just looked like a shackle. I dropped it back in my purse without putting it on. Soon I'd give it back to Tyler, but not yet.




Chapter 15

The light turned green and I drove on, already thinking about tomorrow night with Jake.
Claire was in the living room when I got home, watching a baking show.
"Hey," she said without looking up. "How was dinner with your friend?"
"Amazing actually." I couldn't keep the smile off my face. "Really, really good."
She glanced over and did a double-take. "Wow, you look... different. Did something happen?"
I caught my reflection in the mirror by the door. My hair was messy, my lips were swollen, my sweater was wrinkled. I looked exactly like someone who'd just had great sex, but I didn't care.
"Just had a really good night," I said with a smile. "Sometimes you need to let loose, you know?"
"I guess." She looked confused. "You sure you're okay? You seem kind of... I don't know. Different."
"I feel different. In a good way." I headed toward my room. "Night, Claire."
"Night..."
In my room, I changed into pajamas, catching sight of a small bruise on my collarbone where Jake had sucked too hard. I touched it, smiling at the secret mark. Tomorrow I'd wear my hair down to cover it, another delicious secret to keep.
My phone buzzed. Tyler: Sweet dreams, beautiful. See you soon?
I typed back casually: Sweet dreams. Talk tomorrow.
Then another text came through, this one from Jake: You made it home okay?
Yeah. Already missing you.
Good. Can't stop thinking about tonight.
Me either. Best night of my life.
First of many. Sleep well, Emily.
I put the phone down and lay back on my bed, staring at the ceiling with a satisfied smile. I should have felt terrible. The good Christian girl I'd been raised to be would have been on her knees praying for forgiveness. But I felt powerful. Alive and fee.
I'd spent twenty-five years being good, following rules, doing what everyone expected. And where had it gotten me? Engaged to a man who bored me, planning a wedding I didn't want, heading toward a life of suburban mediocrity.
Now I had a secret. A delicious, thrilling secret that was all mine. I had Jake, exciting, dangerous, passionate Jake who made me feel things I'd never imagined. And I had a double life, which was turning out to be so much more interesting than my real life had ever been.
Tomorrow I'd sit at my desk and work like normal. I'd text Tyler like the good fiancée I was supposed to be. I'd smile at my coworkers and go to meetings and pretend nothing had changed.
And then tomorrow night, I'd go to Jake's apartment and do it all over, and more besides.
The thought made me smile in the darkness. I touched the bruise on my collarbone, a secret proof of my rebellion. I could get used to this, the lying, the sneaking around, the double life. It was intoxicating.
I fell asleep thinking about Jake's hands on my body, about the sounds I'd made, about how good it felt to finally take what I wanted instead of waiting for permission.
Tuesday morning I texted work that I'd be in late. I didn't want to rush the morning after my first time, didn't want to jump back into reality too quickly. This was a day to savor.
I spent the morning in my apartment after Claire left for work, replaying every moment from the night before. The silence wasn't oppressive, it was peaceful, giving me space to remember Jake's hands on my body, the sounds I'd made, the way he'd looked at me.
My phone rang at nine. Tyler.
I let it ring twice before answering, settling into my role. "Hey," I said, adding a slight rasp to my voice. "Sorry about breakfast."
"Don't apologize. Are you okay? You sound off."
"Just tired. Didn't sleep well." That part was true, I'd been too excited to sleep much. "Going to take the morning slow and head in later."
"Do you need anything? I can bring you lunch."
I smiled at how predictable he was. "No, I'm fine. Just need some quiet time."
"Okay. Well, text me if you change your mind. Love you."
"Love you too." The words came automatically, meaningless.
I hung up and felt nothing. No guilt, no shame. Just satisfaction at how easy it was.
Another text came in. Jake: You okay? Taking a late morning?
Needed some recovery time ;)
That good, huh?
Better than good. Still thinking about it.
Me too. All morning. When can I see you ?
Tonight? Your place?
God yes. 7pm?
Can't wait.
I spent the morning lounging in Jake's shirt, which I'd deliberately "forgotten" to give back. It smelled like him and made me smile every time I moved. I took a selfie in it, nothing revealing, just me looking sleepy and satisfied, and sent it to him.
His response was immediate: Fuck. You're killing me. Definitely keeping that shirt now.
You'll have to take it off me tonight if you want it back.
Planning on it.
The flirtation made me feel alive, powerful. This was so much better than the chaste, approved relationship I had with Tyler. This was real desire, real chemistry, real passion.
At noon my mother called and I almost didn't answer, but then I realized I could handle this. I could handle all of them.
"Emily! I haven't heard from you in days. How's the planning going?"
"It's fine, Mom. Everything's on track."
"Mrs. Patterson told me about the dress shopping this weekend. I'm so excited! Have you thought about what style you want?"
I looked down at Jake's shirt, the black lace panties, at the faint mark on my collarbone that I'd have to cover up. "You know, I'm not sure I can make it this weekend. Work has been crazy."
"Oh honey, you have to make time for this. It's your wedding dress!"
"I know, I know. Let me check my schedule and get back to you."
"Well don't wait too long. These boutiques book up fast."
"I won't. Love you, Mom."
After we hung up, I felt proud of myself. I'd bought myself time, kept my options open, maintained the facade. I was getting really good at this.
My phone buzzed with a text from an unknown number. Hi Emily, this is Jennifer (Tyler's sister). Mom gave me your number. So excited for dress shopping Saturday! I found this amazing bridal boutique we should check out.
She'd attached a link and three heart emojis.
I stared at it for a moment, then smiled. Poor Jennifer, planning a wedding that was never going to happen. I almost felt bad for her. Almost.
Sounds great! Let me think on it..
Another delay, another lie. I was getting quite the collection.
I called Jake, feeling energized rather than anxious.
"Emily? Everything okay?"
"Everything's perfect actually. Jennifer just texted me about dress shopping and instead of panicking, I just lied to her too. Bought myself more time." I laughed. "Is it weird that I'm getting good at this?"
"It's not weird. It's survival." He paused. "But Emily, how long are you going to keep doing this?"
"As long as I need to. Look, I know I need to end things with Tyler. I will. But I want to do it on my terms, when I'm ready, not because everyone's rushing me."
"And when will you be ready?"
"Soon. Maybe this weekend. I'll tell him I can't do the dress shopping, that I need space to think. Plant the seeds." I stretched out on my bed, comfortable with my plan. "Trust me, I've got this."
"You sound different today."
"Different how?"
"More confident. Like you've made peace with this."
"I have. Last night wasn't a mistake, Jake. It was the best decision I've ever made. And I'm not going to feel guilty about finally doing something I wanted to do.”
"Good. Well I'm glad." I could hear the smile in his voice. "So I'll see you tonight?"
"Definitely. I've got plans for you."
"Oh yeah? What kind of plans?"
"The kind that require me to give back this shirt I'm wearing for starters. Eventually."
He groaned. "You're wearing my shirt still?”
"Mmhmm. And nothing else."
"Jesus, Emily. I'm at work."
"Good. Now you'll be thinking about me all day." I smiled, enjoying the power I had over him. "See you at seven."
After we hung up, I got ready for work, feeling energized. I put on an outfit that made me feel confident and sexy, styled my hair to cover the mark on my neck, and slipped the ring on before heading out.
At work, I played my part perfectly. Professional Emily, engaged to Tyler, planning her wedding. No one suspected a thing.
Jake walked past my cubicle and our eyes met. The heat in his gaze made my stomach flip, but we both kept our expressions neutral. This secret between us was intoxicating.
At lunch, Michelle stopped by my desk. "Hey, you seem really good today. Like, glowing or something."
"Just had a good night's sleep," I lied smoothly. "Feeling refreshed."
"Well whatever you're doing, keep it up. You look happy."
If she only knew.
Jake texted at two: Conference room three. Five minutes.
I waited exactly five minutes, then headed down the hallway, my pulse racing with anticipation. He was waiting inside, door already closed.
"Hey," I said, closing the door behind me.
"Come here."
I went to him and he pulled me close, kissing me hard. "I've been thinking about you all day," he murmured against my mouth.
"Good. I've been thinking about you too." I kissed him back, enjoying the risk of it. "We shouldn't be doing this at work."
"I know. But I can't help myself." His hands slid down my back. "Tonight can't come fast enough."
"Patience. Good things come to those who wait."
"I'm done waiting. I waited twenty-five years for you."
The intensity in his voice made me shiver. We kissed for a few more minutes before reluctantly breaking apart.
"Tonight," I promised. "Seven o'clock."
"I'll be counting down the minutes."
Back at my desk, I had a text from Tyler: Hope work's going well. Thinking about you.
I smiled at how oblivious he was, at how easy it was to maintain both lives. Thinking about you too, I typed back, then deleted it and wrote instead: Busy day but good. Talk later?
Of course. Love you.
You too.
Not "love you too." Just "you too." Small steps toward the inevitable end, but on my timeline, not anyone else's.
The rest of the day passed quickly. I was efficient, focused, energized in a way I hadn't been in months. This double life suited me. The secret knowledge that I had Jake waiting for me, that I was living on my own terms, that I was finally taking what I wanted, it made everything else bearable.
At five-thirty, I packed up my things and headed out. Tyler texted asking if I wanted dinner but I told him I had plans with Sarah from work. Another lie, another delay.




Chapter 16

I left my car at work, climbed into Jakes. I went willingly, eagerly, ready for round two of my new life.
The drive to his apartment was silent but charged, my hand resting high on his thigh in a way that would have been unthinkable just weeks ago but now felt natural, necessary, like this was where my hand belonged. Last night had changed everything, had broken through the final barrier, had transformed me from the good girl into someone else entirely, someone I was still discovering but already loved. Every red light felt like torture, and at the third one I couldn't help myself. I leaned over and kissed his neck, let my hand slide higher until I could feel him hardening beneath my palm.
"Fuck, Emily," he breathed, his knuckles white on the steering wheel.
"Then drive faster," I whispered against his ear, and felt him shudder when I drove my tongue into it. “A girls got plans you know.”
When we finally pulled into his parking garage, I was already unbuckling my seatbelt before he'd even turned off the engine. Last night I'd been nervous, uncertain, letting him lead every step of the way. Tonight I knew what I wanted and I wasn't waiting for permission to take it. We'd spent all day at work exchanging loaded glances across the office, every passing interaction charged with the memory of what we'd done, with anticipation of doing it again, and I'd been wet since the moment I walked in and saw him at his desk.
The moment his apartment door closed behind us I pushed him against it and kissed him hard, my hands already working at his belt, fumbling with the buckle in my eagerness to get him naked, to get my hands and mouth on him again. Last night he'd taken the lead, had shown me what to do, had guided me through losing my virginity with patience and care, but tonight I wanted to show him what I'd learned, wanted to surprise him with how quickly I'd embraced this new side of myself.
"Someone's eager," he said with a grin when I dropped to my knees right there in the entryway.
"I've been thinking about this all day." I was already working his zipper down, not even waiting for a response. "Thinking about how you taste."
I pulled his cock free and wrapped my hand around it, still marveling at the heat of it, the hardness, the way it jumped in my hand when I stroked it. Last night I'd been tentative, unsure, but he'd been patient, had shown me what he liked, and now I wanted to show him I'd been paying attention.
I licked the length of him slowly, then took him into my mouth, going deeper than I'd managed last night, using my hand on what I couldn't fit. The taste of him was already becoming familiar, something I craved, and the sounds he was making, those low groans and muttered curses, sent pleasure shooting straight between my legs.
"Jesus Christ," he gasped, his hand driving into my hair messing me up so deliciously. "You're really getting into this."
I pulled off him just long enough to say, "I love it," then took him back into my mouth, deeper this time, feeling him hit the back of my throat. I gagged but didn't pull away, too turned on by my own daring, too desperate to take all of him.
I found a rhythm, working him with my mouth and hand while my free hand slipped between my own legs, pressing against my clit through my jeans. The combination of sensations, him in my mouth, my fingers on myself, the knowledge that I was doing something so completely forbidden right here in his entryway, was pushing me toward an edge I hadn't expected.
"Are you touching yourself?" he asked, looking down at me with dark eyes.
I nodded without taking my mouth off him, and the hunger in his expression made me moan around his cock. I'd almost come, had been shocked by how aroused it made me, but now I realized this was something about me, something I loved, the submission and the power and the pure physicality of it all tangled together.
"Emily, I'm close," he warned, but I didn't pull away. I wanted this, wanted all of it, wanted to taste him. I worked him faster, sucking harder, and when he came with a shout I kept my mouth on him, swallowing while my own orgasm crashed through me, making me moan around his cock as I came from nothing but the thrill of what I was doing to him.
When I finally pulled off him and looked up, he was staring at me with something like awe.
"Did you just . . . ?”
I stood up, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand, feeling bold and powerful and completely alive. "Apparently this girl really likes doing that."
"Jesus Christ, Emily." He pulled me into a kiss that was messy and desperate. "What happened to the nervous virgin from last night?"
"She found out what she's been missing." I was already pulling at his shirt, needing him naked, needing more. "Now she wants everything."
We didn't make it to the bedroom. His hands were on me, yanking at my clothes with the same urgency I felt, and suddenly we were both naked in his living room and I was pushing him down onto the couch, climbing on top of him.
"Condom," he managed, reaching for the coffee table where he'd apparently stashed a box at some point today, and I loved that he'd been planning for this, had known we'd end up here.
He rolled it on and I positioned myself over him, reaching behind me and sinking down with a gasp at how different this angle felt. Last night he'd been on top for my first time, careful and controlled. Now I was on top and I could control everything, the depth, the speed, the angle, and the power of it was intoxicating.
I started moving, finding a rhythm, and it was completely different from anything we'd tried last night. I could watch his face, could see the pleasure written there and know I was creating it, could chase my own pleasure without worrying about doing it right or being good at it.
"Fuck," he groaned, his hands gripping my hips. "You feel so good."
I braced my hands on his chest and rode him faster, harder, my breasts bouncing in a way that would have embarrassed me yesterday but today just made me feel powerful and sexy and free. This was what I'd been missing, what I'd been denied, what I'd been taught to fear, and it was fucking incredible.
I threw my head back, crying out without caring who might hear. I wasn't done. Even as I was still trembling, I was already moving, already wanting more, already thinking about what came next.
"Again," I said, pulling off him and turning around before he could even catch his breath. I positioned myself facing away from him and sank back down, gasping at how much deeper this angle went, how different it felt.
"Fuck, Emily.” He grabbed my hips as I started moving on him, this new position giving me a completely different sensation, letting me control the angle in ways that made stars burst behind my eyelids.
I rode him until we were both gasping, until he was gripping my ass and I was bracing myself on his knees, both of us shaking with the intensity of it.
He got up and followed me, both of us stark naked, to the kitchen for water, and I bent over his kitchen counter to tease him when he was behind me, and he pushed into me with one smooth thrust that made me cry out. The cold granite against my overheated skin, the completely different angle, the way he was hitting spots inside me sent electricity through my entire body, it was all too much and not enough at the same time.
"Yes!” I moaned, pushing back against him. "Harder."
He grabbed my hips and gave me what I wanted, fucking me hard against the counter while I braced myself and took it, loving every second, loving the way my body was responding, loving the discovery that I liked it rough and fast as much as I liked it slow and careful.
We moved through his apartment like we were on a mission, trying every surface, every position, finding new ways to fit together, against the wall with my legs wrapped around him, on his dining room table with me on my back and him standing between my legs, on the floor of his living room because we couldn't make it back to the couch, in the doorway of his bedroom. I rode him while he sat in a chair, both of us laughing when it nearly tipped over backward.
At some point we raided his kitchen again, both of us starving and sweaty and gloriously exhausted. He fed me strawberries and I grabbed the chocolate sauce from his fridge, drizzling it over his chest just to lick it off, and somehow that turned into me bent over the counter again with him behind me while I ate a strawberry and laughed at the absurdity and joy of it all.
"I can't believe I waited twenty-five years for this," I said between gasps.
“You’re making up for lost time now,” he said, and covered with food and sex, we finally made it to the shower.
The hot water cascaded over us and I thought we might finally slow down, might actually clean ourselves, but then his hands were on me and mine were on him and we were fucking again, my back against the tile wall, the water making everything slippery and intense and somehow even better than before. I chomped down too hard on his neck and he cried out loud and bucked so hard into my hips I exploded with my feet not even touching the floor. He filled me and we both sank down without bones in the hot rain unable to keep from drowning.
We finally collapsed in his bed, both of us completely spent, our bodies tangled together in a way that felt natural and right despite the fact that we'd only been doing this for a day, despite the fact that I was still technically engaged to another man, despite everything that should have made this wrong.
But his arm around me, I felt completely at peace. This was where I belonged, not in some sanitized relationship built on rules and expectations, but here, with someone who wanted me for who I actually was.
"You need to go home?" Jake asked, stroking my hair.
"Eventually. But not yet." I traced patterns on his chest. "I like it here."
"Good. Because I like having you here." He paused. "Emily, about Tyler, "
"I'll handle it. I promise. Just let me do it my way."
He was quiet for a moment. "Okay. But soon, right?"
"Soon." I kissed his shoulder. "But right now, I just want to enjoy this.”
"Yeah."
I stayed another hour before reluctantly getting dressed to leave. When I got home, Claire was already asleep and  slipped into my room. That night, I fell asleep with a smile on my face, already planning when I could see Jake again.
The guilt everyone kept warning me about never came. Instead, I only felt alive.




Chapter 17

The words hung in the air between us. Tyler stared at me like I'd spoken a foreign language.
"What?" he finally said.
"I'm sorry. But I can't go through with the wedding."
"I don't understand. What are you talking about? The wedding's in six months. We have deposits down. My parents have already . . . “ He stopped. "Is this about the dress shopping? Because if you don't want my mom and Jennifer there, that's fine. You can go alone or take your mom or . . . “
"It's not about dress shopping." I felt surprisingly calm, like I'd been rehearsing this moment in my head and now I was finally performing it.
"Then what? What happened? Last week everything was fine."
Last week. Had it only been a week since I'd first kissed Jake? It felt like a lifetime ago, a whole different Emily ago.
"Everything wasn't fine," I said. "I've been pretending for a while now. Pretending I was ready for this, pretending I was sure. But I'm not, Tyler. I'm not ready to get married. More importantly, I don't want to marry you."
"Okay." He took my hand and I let him, curious to see how long it would take for him to understand. "Okay, that's fine. We can postpone. Push it back a year, give you more time. Emily, it's normal to be nervous, "
"It's not nerves." I pulled my hand away, feeling a small thrill at the gesture. "Tyler, I need you to listen to me. Really listen. I don't want to postpone the wedding. I want to end the engagement."
His face crumpled and I watched it happen with a strange detachment. "You're breaking up with me."
"Yes."
"Why? What did I do wrong?"
"You didn't do anything wrong. You've been perfect. That's almost the problem." I leaned back on the bench, feeling more in control than I'd expected. "You've been exactly what I thought I wanted, stable, dependable, good. But I don't want that anymore. I don't think I ever really wanted it."
"That doesn't make any sense. We've been together for six years."
"I know. I think things changed for me.”
"We've built a life together. We have plans. We picked out an apartment. We talked about names for our kids."
"Your plans, Tyler. Your apartment. Your kids." I felt the truth of it as I said it. "I just went along with it all because it was easier than admitting I didn't want any of it."
"So what changed? What happened between last week and now that suddenly made you not want any of this?"
This was it. The moment to tell him the truth. And instead of dreading it, I felt almost relieved.
"I met someone," I said, watching his face carefully.
The silence that followed was sharp. A duck quacked somewhere on the pond. A child laughed in the distance. Life going on around us while Tyler's world shattered and mine opened up.
"You met someone," he repeated flatly.
"Yes."
"Who?"
"Someone from work."
"How long?"
"A few weeks. Maybe a month."
"A month." His voice was rising now and I felt a small rush of adrenaline. This was really happening. "You've been cheating on me for a month?"
"I've been getting to know someone who actually sees me as a person, not just a future wife." I kept my voice steady. "And yes, eventually it became physical."
"Jesus Christ, Emily." He stood up, his hands shaking. "Did you sleep with him?"
I met his eyes directly, feeling no need to hide anymore. "Yes." It was better for him this way, there being no Emily for him to win back.
He made a sound like I'd punched him in the stomach and I felt not cruel, exactly, but steady. I'd done it. I'd made the choice. I'd taken control of my life.
"When?"
"Monday night."
"Monday night. Monday night you said you were sick, but you were actually . . . “ He couldn't finish the sentence. "I wanted to bring you soup. I was worried about you."
"I know. And I appreciated the thought, but I was exactly where I wanted to be."
He laughed, but there was no humor in it. "You've been lying to me for weeks, you slept some guy from your office, and you're not even sorry."
I considered lying, playing the contrite ex-fiancée. But I was done lying. "You're right. I'm not sorry I met him. I'm sorry I hurt you, but I'm not sorry I finally did something for myself."
I'd never seen Tyler this angry. It was almost fascinating to watch him unravel, I was so detached. "Do you have any idea what you've done? My parents have put deposits down. We sent save the dates to two hundred people. My mom has been planning this forever.”
"I'll pay back the deposits. I'll email everyone. I'll tell them it's my fault." I paused. "Because it is my fault. I should have done this years ago."
"Of course it's your fault! Whose fault would it be?"
A woman walking her dog glanced over at us nervously. Tyler lowered his voice but the anger was still there.
"I waited for you," he said, and now he sounded close to tears. "Six years, Emily. Six years I kept my hands to myself. Six years I respected your boundaries and our commitment and our values. Because I thought you were worth waiting for. Because I thought we were building something sacred."
And there it was, the reminder of everything I'd been missing, everything I'd finally experienced with Jake. "You were building something sacred but not for me.”
“Well apparently that wasn't enough. Apparently some guy who sweet-talks you at work is more appealing than the man who's been faithful to you for six years."
"He doesn't sweet-talk me, Tyler. He actually talks to me. About real things. He wants to know what I think, not just what I'm willing to do for him." I stood up to face him. "And yes, that’s more appealing."
"Then explain it to me. Make me understand how the woman I was going to marry could do this."
I took a breath feeling surprisingly clear-headed. "I've been the good girl my whole life. I've done everything I was supposed to do, been everything everyone expected me to be. And somewhere along the way I lost touch with who I actually am. What I actually want. He helped me remember that I'm allowed to want things on my own.”
“So this guy, he showed you who you really are?"
"He showed me who I could be. Someone who makes her own choices. Someone who doesn't just follow some script everyone else wrote for her."
"So our entire relationship was pretend? Six years means nothing?"
"It meant something. But not what you thought it meant. Not what it should have meant." I looked at him and felt nothing but relief that I was finally ending it. "Tyler, I never loved you the way you deserved to be loved. I cared about you, but I was never in love with you."
"You said you loved me. Every day, Emily. Every single day you told me you loved me."
"I said what I was supposed to say. What was expected. But saying it didn't make it true."
He shook his head slowly. "I don't even know who you are right now."
"I don't really know either, that’s the point. That's what I'm trying to figure out. But I know I'm not the woman you wanted me to be. I never was.”
"By screwing around with some random guy.”
"He's not random. And it's not just about sex, though that part has been pretty amazing." I saw him flinch and felt no need to soften the blow. He'd asked for the truth. "It's about feeling like myself for the first time ever.”
"Oh, so you love him then? Is that it? You're in love with this guy you've known for a month?"
I considered the question honestly. "I don't know if it's love. But what I feel with him is real in a way that what we had never was. It's intense and scary and exciting. It makes me feel alive."
Tyler pulled out his phone. "I need to call my parents."
“Wait.”
"Wait for what? You've made your decision. You've already slept with him. There's nothing left to discuss." He looked at me and I saw tears in his eyes. "I need to call.”
I'd been waiting for this moment. I pulled the ring off my finger and held it out to him, the gesture feeling liberating rather than painful. "Here."
He took it without touching my hand, staring at the ring like it was a foreign object.
"I really hope you find someone who loves you the way you deserve," I said, and I meant it. "Someone who actually wants the life you're offering. That person just isn't me."
"Yeah, well,” he looked hard away. “Thanks for figuring that out after six years." He turned to walk away, then stopped. "You know what the worst part is? I would have forgiven you. If you'd come to me a month ago and said you were having doubts, if you'd been honest with me, we could have worked through it. But you didn't give me that chance. You just went ahead and destroyed everything we built."
"You're right. I should have ended this years ago. But I wasn't brave enough." I looked at him steadily. "I am now."
"You call this brave? Cheating and lying and blowing up our lives?"
"I call it finally choosing myself. Finally admitting what I want instead of what I'm supposed to want." I paused. "You'll be okay, Tyler. You'll find someone better suited to you. Someone who actually wants the life you're offering."
"Good luck with your new life, Emily. I hope it's everything you wanted."
"Thank you. I think it will be. But i have no idea what it is yet.”
I watched him go, his shoulders hunched, his steps quick. When he disappeared around the bend in the path, I sat back down on the bench and took a deep breath.
I'd done it. I'd ended my engagement. Destroyed a six-year relationship and broken free.
And I felt relieved, like I'd been carrying a weight I didn't even know was there and now it was gone.
My phone buzzed. Jake: How did it go?
I smiled at the message, feeling a rush of excitement about what came next.
It's done. We broke up.
Are you okay?
Actually? I'm better than okay. Can I come over?
Of course. I'll be here.
I drove to Jake's apartment feeling energized rather than devastated. When he opened the door, I walked in with a smile.
"Hey," he said, looking surprised. "You okay? You look... good?"
"I feel good." I kissed him. "I feel free."
"No regrets?"
"None." And I meant it. "Tyler's hurt, obviously. But Jake, I should have done this years ago. I should never have agreed to marry him in the first place."
He pulled me to the couch and I settled against him, feeling content. "How did he take it?"
"About as well as you'd expect. Angry, hurt, confused." I traced patterns on his chest. "I told him about you."
"How did that go?"
"He called me a cheater. Asked when we slept together. I told him Monday."
"Jesus, Emily." But he was smiling. "You didn't have to tell him that."
"I wanted to. I'm done lying. Done pretending." I looked up at him. "I told him the sex was amazing, actually."
He laughed, surprised. "You did not."
"I did. He asked if I loved you and I said I didn't know but that what I felt with you was more real than anything I'd felt with him in six years."
“That’s brutal."
“It’s honest." I kissed him. "I'm done being careful with people's feelings. Done protecting everyone except myself."
"So what happens now?"
"Now?" I smiled. "Now I get to actually live my life instead of the one everyone else planned for me. I'll deal with my parents, with the church, with all of it. But on my terms."
"And us?"
"I want to see where this goes. No rushing, no pressure, no expectations. Just see what happens when I'm actually free to choose." I looked at him seriously. "Is that going to be okay?"
"That's perfect." He pulled me closer. "I'm glad you're here."
"Me too." And I was. I felt no guilt, no shame, no regret. Just excitement about finally living the life I actually wanted.
"You want to celebrate?" Jake asked, his hand sliding up my thigh.
I smiled, feeling desire spark through me. "Yes. Definitely yes."
He pulled me onto his lap and I kissed him eagerly, feeling alive and powerful and completely, utterly free.
This was who I was meant to be. Not Tyler's good Christian fiancée. Not my parents' obedient daughter. Just me, making my own choices, taking what I wanted.
“So what do you want?”
I pushed my hips down on him, ground myself into him. “Baby,” I breathed against his ear. “I want you.”
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