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Chapter 1





He said it like it was a favor.
“Come on,” my husband, Matt, said, leaning his hip into the kitchen counter while I rinsed the last plate. “It’ll be good for you.”
I let out a short, annoyed exhale, because it was so him to talk about going out like it was vitamins, like it was spinach, like it was personal growth I could swallow with a glass of water and feel virtuous about afterward.
“Good for me,” I repeated, drying my hands on the towel. I was thirty-two. I had a mortgage. I had a standing dentist appointment booked three months out because that’s what people like me do. I did not require a night out to be “good for me.”
Matt’s mouth twitched, which was his tell that he liked the friction. He liked it when I pushed back, and he liked it even more when I pushed back and then went anyway, like my resistance was part of the ritual that proved he knew me.
“You’ve been wound tight,” he said, calm in the way he got when he thought he was being helpful. “New role. Interview stuff. The whole… you lately.”
“The whole me,” I said, staring at him. “That’s reassuring.”
He laughed, because he always laughed when I called him on his phrasing, and then he came up behind me and slid his hands around my waist. It was familiar and sweet and annoyingly effective, because my body softened on instinct like it didn’t care what my pride thought about being soothed.
“I’m serious,” he murmured, his chin near my shoulder. “You get quiet around guys like that. Confident guys. You freeze, and then you go home and replay it for a week and hate yourself for it.”
I hated that he was right, and I hated even more that he’d noticed closely enough to name it.
I turned, still holding the towel, and looked up at him. “So your solution is what, exactly?”
His eyes had that bright, nervous shine that meant he was excited and trying to act casual, like he wasn’t about to tip over a domino and pretend the sound surprised him.
“We go downtown,” he said. “We meet Derek. Couple drinks. You get used to being around him again.”
“Again,” I echoed.
“Again,” he repeated, nodding like we were talking about my cousin. “He’s not a stranger. We’ve known him forever. He’s safe.”
I laughed, short and sharp, because the word landed wrong in my mouth. “Safe.”
Matt’s hands tightened around my waist just a fraction, a quiet request for cooperation disguised as a hug. “Don’t make it weird.”
I stared at him because the audacity of that sentence, coming from him, was almost art. Matt had always been the one who tugged threads just to see what unraveled, and now he wanted me to pretend we were discussing a neutral social plan.
“Why Derek?” I asked, even though my body already knew. The answer was in the way Matt’s eyes flicked away and came back, and in the small hot twist in my stomach when I pictured Derek’s grin, the swagger, the way he’d once leaned into our doorway with a beer and looked at me like he’d been waiting for me to notice him.
Matt shrugged, performing ease. “Because he’s the kind of guy you’re going to be dealing with.”
“And you think, ” I stopped myself, then forced it out. “You think I need to practice.”
His smile went slow and crooked, and it made my pulse bump in a way I didn’t like having witnessed. “I think you need to remember you’re not fragile.”
I should have said no. I should have said, Don’t drag your friend into our marriage like it’s a project.
Instead, I heard myself ask, “What does Derek think this is?”
Matt’s grin widened like I’d handed him the exact key he wanted. “He thinks we’re grabbing drinks,” he said. Then, quieter, like he was being sweet on purpose because sweetness could soften suspicion: “He knows you make me crazy.”
My pulse jumped, hard and stupid, and I hated that it did.
And that was the moment, right there in my clean kitchen with the towel still in my hands, that I realized Matt wasn’t trying to help me relax. He was trying to lead me somewhere, and he had already decided I would go with him.
The downtown bar he picked had exposed brick and a chalkboard menu nobody read. It smelled like citrus and old wood and beer that had soaked into the place over years, and the lights were low enough to blur edges in a way that made everyone look softer, kinder, like the darkness was doing them a favor.
Matt moved through the crowd like he belonged there, his hand resting on the small of my back as he guided me between bodies and laughter. I hated how much I liked the pressure, because it felt like a claim and a promise at the same time, and if I was honest it also felt like a warning I couldn’t quite translate.
“You okay?” he asked, leaning close.
“I’m fine,” I said automatically, even though my throat already felt tight, like my body knew what my mouth was pretending it didn’t.
He nodded like he’d expected that answer and didn’t bother arguing. He just steered us to a high-top near the back, where the noise softened into a warm roar that made it easier to pretend we were just another couple out for drinks.
And there he was.
Derek was already there, elbow on the table, beer in hand. He stood when he saw us, easy, smooth, and my chest twisted because men like him moved like the room rearranged itself to accommodate them.
“Matt,” Derek said, clapping him on the shoulder. Their hug was quick and practiced, the kind you do when you’ve known someone long enough not to need any ceremony.
Then Derek looked at me.
Not past me, and not through me. At me, as if I were the actual reason he’d shown up.
“Hey,” he said, his voice low, almost warm.
“Hey,” I managed back, and it came out smaller than I meant it to.
His eyes flicked over me in a fast, not-at-all-subtle scan, like he was taking inventory, and I felt it in the back of my neck, in my wrists, in the way my skin went suddenly awake.
“You look good,” he said, then tipped his chin at Matt. “You two been hiding in suburbia or what?”
Matt laughed. “She’s been grinding. New job stuff. Interviews. You know.”
Derek’s gaze stayed on me. “Yeah?” he said, as if he expected me to speak, as if he assumed I could, as if he assumed I would.
I swallowed. “Yeah. It’s just… a lot.”
“A lot,” Derek repeated, faint smile, and his tone made it sound like he understood the kind of “a lot” that lived under competence. “That’s how it goes when you’re the competent one.”
It should have annoyed me. It should have bounced right off. Instead it slid under my skin like heat.
Matt leaned in, a little too eager. “I told her she needs to get out more.”
Derek’s mouth twitched. “And you volunteered to supervise.”
Matt shrugged, all casual. “Someone has to.”
The way they talked felt normal on the surface, two friends ribbing each other, but there was something braided through it that I couldn’t fully hear, a private line of understanding. It felt like Matt was setting the table and Derek was noticing every place setting.
I reached for my purse out of habit, needing something to do with my hands, and Derek’s eyes tracked the movement.
“What are you drinking?” he asked.
“Uh.” I stared at the menu like it was written in code. “Whatever. Something light.”
Matt pressed his hand at my lower back again, and his voice went too casual. “Gin and tonic. She likes those.”
I shot him a look. “I do?”
He smiled like I’d just proven his point by challenging him. “You do.”
Derek’s grin widened, and he nodded once like he’d been given permission. He raised two fingers at the bartender without even looking to see if she noticed. She did, of course she did, because Derek had the kind of presence that made people choose him without being asked.
While he ordered, Matt leaned close to my ear. “See?” he murmured, like he was proud of himself. “Easy.”
My stomach dipped. “What’s easy?”
His eyes stayed on Derek’s back. “Letting someone else take care of things for a minute.”
Derek returned with the drinks and set mine in front of me. The glass was cold enough to sweat, and his fingers brushed mine, brief, accidental, nothing, except my body reacted like it had been waiting.
“Cheers,” Derek said.
Matt lifted his beer and I lifted mine, and the glasses clinked, small and bright. Then Derek’s eyes met mine again, steady and direct, like he was asking a question without saying a word.
Somewhere in the corner of my mind, a sensible voice whispered, This is the part where you decide.
But my sensible voice had been getting drowned out for a while now.
Derek talked like he’d never had to work for attention in his life, and maybe he hadn’t. Stories rolled out of him, smooth, practiced, easy to spend, and Matt laughed at the right places, but he kept his body angled toward me as if I were the point of the night. I sipped my gin and tonic and tried to keep my face neutral; the first swallow was bitter and bright, the second went down easier, and by the third the warmth had started to soften the tight spot in my chest.
Derek didn’t drift when I got quiet. He didn’t fill the space for me, either. He waited, which somehow made it worse, because it implied he expected me to come forward on my own.
“So,” he said, bottle down with a soft thud, “what’s the new role?”
I blinked. “What?”
“The job stuff,” he said, eyes on mine. “Matt said interviews.”
“Oh.” I cleared my throat. “Management. Client side. More travel.”
Derek nodded slowly like he could picture me in airports and boardrooms, in places where people had to listen. “You’ll be good at that.”
Matt cut in fast, like he couldn’t help himself. “She’s already good. She just doesn’t like the attention.”
Derek’s gaze flicked to Matt, then returned to me. “Attention isn’t always a bad thing.”
The words were simple, but the way he said them made them land somewhere else. I took another sip to buy time.
“Some attention is,” I said.
Derek’s smile went lazy. “Sure. But not all. Not the right kind.”
Across from me, Matt’s eyes sharpened in a way that looked like interest, and maybe even a little pleasure, and I didn’t like how quickly that registered as information I had to manage. The bar didn’t actually get hotter, but my awareness did; every sentence that landed slightly off-center made the space between the three of us feel charged, like the air was quietly keeping score. Matt shifted closer until his thigh brushed mine under the table, and the contact was too deliberate to call accidental, but it didn’t feel like a warning either. It felt like a reminder that he was there and watching, and that he wasn’t trying to stop this.
“You remember when Derek used to come over after the gym?” Matt said, tone light, eyes on me. “Sweaty as hell. Eating everything in our fridge.”
I rolled my eyes, grateful for something normal I could hold onto. “He did not eat everything.”
Derek laughed. “I absolutely did. Your cheese was elite.”
“You were a menace,” I said, and my voice sounded more like me again.
Derek leaned back and studied me like I’d done something interesting. “There it is.”
“What?” I asked, suspicious.
“You,” he said, one shoulder shrug. “When you stop thinking so hard, you get sharper.”
Under the table, Matt’s fingers traced a slow line over my knee, not quite a caress and not quite nothing, and my breath caught. I hated that Derek noticed, but of course he did. His eyes dipped for half a second, then lifted again, and something unreadable passed across his face, recognition, amusement, a private calculation he didn’t bother hiding.
“Matt tells me you’ve been stressed,” Derek said.
My skin prickled. “He does?”
Matt shrugged, the picture of casual honesty. “You have.”
I set my glass down carefully. “I didn’t realize my stress level was a group discussion.”
Derek’s grin flashed. “Concerned citizens.”
Matt chuckled. “Just trying to help.”
I looked at my husband, and that bright shine was back in his eyes, excited, waiting, and I didn’t know whether I wanted to slap it out of him or lean into it just to see what happened.
“What kind of help?” I asked, meaning it as a challenge, but it came out softer than I wanted.
Matt didn’t answer right away. He took a sip, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and paused like he was choosing the next domino.
Derek leaned in slightly, forearms on the table, and his voice dropped a fraction. “You tell us what you want, and we’ll go from there.”
Clean words, dirty implication.
My pulse thudded in my throat. I looked between them, my husband, who knew my life down to the last small habit, and his friend, who looked at me like I was something he could handle, and I should have shut it down.
Instead I heard myself say, “I want to stop feeling like I’m bracing all the time.”
Matt’s hand stilled on my knee, and then, slowly, it pressed, one deliberate squeeze, like a signal to himself as much as to me. Derek didn’t blink.
“Then don’t brace,” he said. “Let someone else carry it for a while.”
And the frightening part was how much my body leaned toward that sentence before my mind could argue.
Matt flagged the bartender for another round like it was already decided, like my words had flipped a switch in him. Derek didn’t move to stop it, and he didn’t even look away from me. The two of them worked together without speaking, and that was the part that made my spine go rigid, because I’d always known men could have silent agreements, job sites, sports, locker rooms, but I’d never expected to be the object of one.
“You want to go somewhere quieter?” Matt asked, like he meant a different table and not a different life.
I blinked at him. “We just got here.”
Matt’s smile stayed steady. “We can talk better.”
“There’s a patio,” Derek said, like he’d been waiting for the line.
It wasn’t even cold, not really. Vancouver winter did that soft wet thing where it seeped into your bones without the drama of snow. The patio would be emptier and dimmer, and it would make it easier for Matt to say things he couldn’t say over music.
I should have said, No, I’m fine here.
Instead I nodded once, like my body answered before the rest of me caught up.
Matt stood first and reached for my hand, not pulling and not forcing, just offering. His grip was firm when I took it. Derek fell in on my other side as we moved through the crowd, close enough that I could smell his cologne under beer, clean and sharp.
The patio lights zigzagged overhead, little bulbs glowing through damp air. Tables sat empty and chairs were pushed in like they’d stopped expecting anyone. Matt chose a corner spot where the wall blocked the wind, and he sat beside me instead of across, while Derek took the seat opposite, angled so he could look at me without turning his head.
The bartender set the drinks down and left, and the quiet that followed felt like the bar had exhaled us into a different room.
Matt let out a breath like he’d been holding it. “Okay.”
“Okay,” I repeated, more wary now that the noise was gone.
Derek took a slow sip and watched me over the rim of the bottle, and the way he did it made me sit up straighter without meaning to. It made me hyperaware of my sweater at my waist, of my hair slipping out of its clip, of the fact that there was less to hide behind here.
Matt leaned an elbow on the table. “I’m going to say something,” he began, “and I don’t want you to freak out.”
That line alone made my stomach drop.
“I’m already, ” I started.
“Just listen,” he said, calm, using the voice that always made me feel safe. “You’ve been stuck in your head. You don’t let yourself have anything that isn’t controlled, even when you want it.”
My throat went tight. “What does that mean?”
His hand slid onto my thigh, higher than inside, and his thumb traced a small circle through the fabric like he was grounding me. “It means you want to be wanted,” he said, “and you want to feel it without managing it.”
Heat crawled up my neck. “Matt.”
Derek’s voice cut in, low and steady. “He’s not wrong.”
I snapped my head toward him. “Excuse me?”
Derek set his bottle down carefully, like he was putting a weapon away. “I’ve seen you,” he said. “At parties. At your place. You act like you’re above it, but your eyes give you away.”
Matt’s grip tightened on my thigh. “He notices things.”
I stared at my husband. “So this is what? You two talking about me?”
Matt didn’t flinch. “Not like that.”
“Not disrespectfully,” Derek added, faint smile that didn’t soften anything.
I laughed once, sharp. “That’s comforting.”
Matt leaned close, his mouth near my ear. “You trust me, right?”
The hook in that question wasn’t tonight; it was everything. Every shared bill, every late night, every quiet morning with coffee, every forehead kiss like it was his right.
“Yes,” I said, because I did.
His lips brushed my cheek, barely there. “Then let’s be honest,” he murmured. “You want someone to look at you like you’re a problem they’re excited to solve.”
My breath caught, and I hated the way my body went still and attentive.
Derek’s gaze held mine like a hand at my back. “If you want out, say it,” he said. “If you don’t, stop pretending you’re not curious.”
Matt’s thumb made another slow circle. “You don’t have to do anything,” he murmured. “Just let it be on the table.”
My mouth opened and then closed again. Beyond the patio wall, the wet city made its ordinary sounds, tires on slick pavement, distant voices, heaters humming, and inside that corner the weight of two men’s attention pressed from both directions. It didn’t feel like being cornered so much as being held in place, and that was what scared me.
“What is ‘it’?” I asked, voice rough.
Matt’s eyes gleamed. “A night where you don’t have to be the good girl,” he said. “Where you don’t have to be the responsible one. Where you can be seen.”
Derek leaned in a fraction, elbows on the table. “You tell us the line,” he said, calm as a contract, “and we don’t cross it.”
My pulse skittered. I looked at Matt’s hand on my thigh, then at Derek’s eyes on my face, and the words that came out weren’t the ones I expected.
“Start small,” I said, and my voice sounded like it belonged to someone braver. “Tell me what you want me to do right now.”
Matt’s breath hitched like he hadn’t expected me to hand him the wheel so cleanly. He glanced at Derek, quick, a silent check-in that asked are we doing this, and Derek’s face barely changed, but his eyes sharpened.
“Right now?” Matt echoed, keeping his voice soft like he didn’t want to spook me.
“Right now,” I said again. My hands trembled against my glass, and I wrapped my fingers around it, cold and wet with condensation, to steady myself.
Matt’s thumb paused on my thigh. “Okay,” he said. “Start with something you can stop whenever you want.”
Derek nodded once, approving without words.
Matt leaned closer until his shoulder brushed mine. “Look at him,” he said. “Properly. Not quick. Not polite. Let him see you looking.”
My stomach flipped, and it wasn’t fear exactly. It was that other thing that lived close enough to fear to be trusted.
I turned my head toward Derek.
He didn’t move, and he didn’t rescue me by looking away. He just held my gaze, steady and unhurried, like time belonged to him. The air between us thickened in the quiet, and there were no strangers close enough to interrupt and no music loud enough to hide behind.
“That’s it,” Matt murmured, not praise so much as direction, like doing it right mattered.
Derek’s eyes tracked my face, my mouth, my eyes, my jaw, with a patience that made me want to squirm, like he was letting me acclimate to being studied instead of forcing it. I wanted to pull away, and I also wanted to lean forward until my knees hit the table.
“You’re tense,” Derek said.
I huffed a small laugh. “You think?”
Matt’s hand slid a little higher and then stopped, controlled. “Tell him,” Matt said quietly, using that guiding tone he used when he wanted me to speak instead of just endure.
I swallowed. “I… don’t like feeling watched.”
Derek didn’t waver. “That’s not true.”
Heat rushed to my face. “It is.”
Derek shook his head once, slow. “You don’t like being watched when you don’t get to choose it,” he corrected, and the accuracy made my chest go tight.
Matt’s eyes lit up. “Yes. Exactly.”
I turned to my husband. “Why are you enjoying this?”
His smile was small and honest. “Because you’re alive right now,” he said. “Look at you.”
I hated that he could see it, and I hated that Derek could see it too.
Derek leaned back a fraction, giving me a sliver of space without breaking the connection. “Do you want me to stop looking at you?” he asked, clean enough to be safe.
I could have said yes.
Instead I said, “No.”
Matt exhaled long, like he’d been holding it, and his hand squeezed my thigh once, gentle but firm.
“Good,” Derek said quietly, not as a reward so much as an acknowledgment, like terms had been set.
Matt’s voice dropped near my ear. “Next,” he murmured, “say something to him you wouldn’t say if I wasn’t here.”
My mouth went dry, and my mind went blank in that panicked way it does when someone asks you to be spontaneous on command. Derek didn’t rush me; he just waited, patient and confident, like patience was another kind of control.
I stared at him and felt the truth rise hot and humiliating in my throat.
“You make me nervous,” I said.
Derek’s smile was faint but real. “Good.”
My breath caught.
Matt’s hand stilled and then slid back down a little, as if he’d decided to behave. He looked at Derek, then at me, and something in his expression softened.
“See?” he whispered. “You can say it.”
I nodded once.
Derek’s gaze dropped to my lips and then lifted again. “Tell him what kind of nervous,” he said, still calm and still careful, but the words landed heavy.
Matt didn’t protest and he didn’t interrupt. He just watched my face like this was the entire point of the night.
I swallowed hard. “The kind where I feel watched,” I said, and my voice went thinner than I wanted. “And I don’t hate it.”
Derek’s eyes went darker, and my pulse jumped, but he didn’t reach for me and he didn’t touch me. He just let the look sit on me like a hand.
Beside me, Matt’s breathing changed, subtle and unmistakable, and then he said very quietly, “Okay. That’s enough for now.”
But his tone didn’t sound like stopping.
It sounded like pacing.
If you want the next pass to keep some fragments for punch but remove the “screenplay rhythm,” I can do that too; it’s basically a dial between “breathing prose” and “staccato heat,” and you can pick where you want it.




Chapter 2





Matt kept his hand on my thigh, but he stopped moving it, and the stillness felt deliberate, more intimate, somehow, than the circle of his thumb had been. It wasn’t punishment or withdrawal. It was restraint with an unmistakable purpose, as if he wanted me to register that this could be guided without tipping into force.
Derek took another sip of his beer and set the bottle down again, the sound softened by damp air. The patio heater hummed overhead, throwing steady warmth that still didn’t quite reach my hands. My fingers stayed cold around the sweating glass.
“Enough,” I repeated, aiming for steady and landing closer to careful. “So what now?”
Matt’s eyes moved over my face the way they always did when he was filing things away for later, not as evidence, as information. His voice came out measured, almost too calm. “Now we check in,” he said. “How do you feel?”
I hesitated because the honest answer had too many moving parts. I didn’t trust complicated answers not to splinter into misunderstanding if you handled them wrong. I felt exposed, yes, but not in the way that made me want to run. I felt embarrassed, but the embarrassment had a bright edge to it, electricity, not shame. And there was an ache low in my stomach that I did not want to name out loud in front of my husband and his friend, because that felt like stepping over a line I hadn’t chosen yet.
“Overheated,” I said instead, which was half true and safely vague.
Derek’s mouth curved, not quite a smile so much as recognition. “That’s adrenaline,” he said. “It’ll settle.”
Matt nodded once, as if that made the situation simpler. “Do you want to go back inside?”
I glanced toward the door and the bar noise behind it, toward the people and the normalness that would make it easier to pretend this was just friends catching up. Inside would let me hide in volume, and it would also blur the strange clarity that had settled on the patio, like stepping outside my usual rules had made them visible from a distance.
“No,” I said, and the word surprised me as it left my mouth. “Stay here.”
Something in Matt’s expression shifted; that pleased brightness returned, but his voice stayed even, careful not to spook the moment. “Okay,” he said. “Then we keep it simple.”
Derek’s gaze stayed on me, steady enough now to feel almost grounding because I’d already survived it once. “You asked what we want,” he reminded me. “You get to ask too.”
I swallowed, then forced the question out the way it had been burning behind my teeth all night. “Why are you doing this?” It wasn’t aimed at Derek alone; it was for both of them, for whatever invisible conversation had apparently been happening without me.
Matt didn’t harden the way I expected. If anything, he looked relieved that I’d asked directly. “Because I want you to feel powerful,” he said. “Not the version you’re used to, checklists, achievements, you proving you’re the capable one. I mean in your body. In the part of you you keep locked up.”
I stared at him, trying to decide whether to be angry or moved, and not trusting myself to pick the right emotion on the first try. “And you think Derek is the key to that?”
Matt’s mouth twitched like he knew how it sounded. “I think Derek is uncomplicated,” he said. “He doesn’t flinch. He doesn’t need you to make him comfortable. He can carry pressure without spilling it everywhere.”
Derek lifted his eyebrows slightly, amused at being described like equipment, but he didn’t deny it. “I’m here because Matt asked,” he said, and then, after a beat that made the next word heavier, “and because I’m interested.”
Interested hit me harder than it should have. It didn’t sound like a joke or a dare or a line; it sounded like a simple statement of attention. The idea that his attention could be directed at me openly, without disguise, made my pulse climb again.
Matt watched my face like he was reading a monitor. “Does that bother you?” he asked.
“It should,” I said, and the honesty of it scared me because it meant I wasn’t behaving like the kind of wife I’d always tried to be.
Derek didn’t blink. “But it doesn’t,” he said, not as a challenge, as a reading.
I exhaled and looked down at the thin slice of lime floating near the ice because it was easier to stare at something harmless than to keep absorbing the weight of two men watching me in different ways. “I don’t know what I’m allowed to want,” I admitted, and saying it out loud made my throat ache with the kind of vulnerability I usually kept private.
Matt’s hand tightened on my thigh again, grounding pressure returning. “You’re allowed to want attention,” he said. “You’re allowed to want to be wanted. You’re allowed to feel it and still come home to me.”
Come home to me landed like the real confession. This wasn’t about replacing him; it was about him orchestrating something, then watching me step into it while he stayed anchored in himself.
Derek leaned back slightly, giving me space without making a show of it, but his voice stayed low and direct. “If we do anything,” he said, “it’s because you choose it. If you don’t choose it, we stop. No sulking. No pressure.”
Matt nodded immediately, almost eager to agree. “Exactly,” he said. “This is for you.”
The line between for me and because he wanted it blurred in my mind, but the most unsettling truth was that I didn’t need to resolve that tonight to feel the pull of the moment. “Okay,” I said, and then I forced myself to meet Derek’s eyes again because I was tired of looking away. “What’s the next small thing?”
Derek didn’t answer immediately, and I hated how much I appreciated that he didn’t rush to fill the silence the way most men did. He looked at Matt first, not for permission, exactly, but for alignment, like two people making sure they were holding the same map. Matt’s jaw flexed once, then he gave the smallest nod. Derek caught it.
“The next small thing is you practice telling the truth,” Derek said, tone even, no teasing, no heavy hand. “Not the whole truth. One honest sentence at a time.”
Matt’s thumb resumed its slow circle through my jeans, a steady rhythm that made my skin feel too awake. “Tell him something you’ve never said out loud,” Matt added, gentle but intent. “Something you’ve only thought.”
My first instinct was to protect myself with sarcasm, to turn it into a joke so I could stay in control. But I’d already crossed a threshold where those habits felt less like strength and more like hiding. I stared at Derek and tried to find an honest sentence that wasn’t so large it would crack me open in front of both of them.
“I notice you,” I said finally, and the words came out quieter than I expected. “When you’re around. I pretend I don’t, but I do.”
Something shifted in Derek’s expression, subtle, restrained, and it turned my stomach warm. He didn’t grin like he’d won. He didn’t gloat. He just absorbed it, like he’d been waiting for me to say it so we could stop orbiting and actually stand in the same space.
“I know,” he said. “I’ve noticed you noticing.”
My face heated and I tried to laugh, but it came out thin and useless. “That’s not fair.”
“Fair isn’t the point,” Matt murmured beside me. There was something almost reverent in his voice that made me feel exposed in a new way. It wasn’t only arousal in him; it was pride, like he was watching me do something brave instead of watching me perform.
Derek leaned forward slightly, forearms on the table, and lowered his voice just enough to make the words feel private even in open air. “Do you want me to say what I notice?” he asked, and the weight in the question made my pulse jump.
I should have said no, not because I didn’t want to hear it, but because hearing it would make it real, and real meant I couldn’t retreat into pretending later. The problem was my body was demanding real like it was oxygen.
“Yes,” I said, then forced myself to add, “but keep it not humiliating.”
Derek’s gaze softened by a degree, the closest thing to reassurance he seemed willing to offer. “I’m not here to embarrass you,” he said. “I notice you try to be perfect, and it looks exhausting. I notice you light up when someone else takes charge of the room, even if you pretend you hate it. I notice you get quieter when you want something.”
My throat tightened. It wasn’t crude; it was intimate in a way that felt more dangerous than a dirty comment, because it meant he’d been paying attention for a long time.
Matt squeezed my thigh again. “Tell him if he’s wrong,” he said.
“He’s not,” I whispered, and it felt like stepping out of a locked room and letting cold air hit my face.
Derek held my gaze. “Then the next small thing is you let yourself be wanted without apologizing for it,” he said. “No jokes. No minimizing. You say what you want, and you let it sit there.”
Matt’s voice came close to my ear, warm and steady. “Say it, babe. Just once.”
My mouth went dry because want was a loaded word in a marriage. I’d trained myself to treat it like something that belonged inside our bed and only in approved forms. If I said it out loud and pointed it somewhere else, I wasn’t sure I could pretend it didn’t matter afterward.
I looked at Matt, at the way his eyes stayed on me, not accusing, not threatened; eager but anchored, as if he’d already decided my truth wouldn’t shatter him. Then I looked at Derek and felt that familiar dip in my stomach: fear and heat and curiosity, starting to feel like its own language.
“I want to feel you look at me,” I said, forcing each word out cleanly. “Not polite. Not friendly. Like you actually want me.”
Matt’s breathing changed beside me, a slow inhale that sounded almost unsteady.
Derek didn’t move, but his attention sharpened so suddenly my skin felt too tight. “I do,” he said, and he didn’t dress it up. “I’ve wanted you. I didn’t act on it because you were Matt’s wife, and because you never gave me a signal it was welcome.”
Matt’s thumb stopped circling and pressed firmly, like he was holding me in place for what came next. “Now you are,” Matt said quietly, first to Derek, then to me, “but you set the boundary.”
I swallowed hard. “We don’t do anything here,” I said, and I hated that I needed to say it, but I needed to hear myself say it more. “Not in public. Not where someone could see.”
Derek nodded immediately. “Agreed.”
“And I’m not leaving with you,” I added, my voice tightening. “I go home with Matt.”
Matt’s hand slid down my thigh and his fingers laced with mine on top of the table for the first time all night, visible, not hidden. “Always,” he said.
Derek’s gaze flicked to our joined hands, then returned to my face. “Understood,” he said. “So the next small thing is simple. I’ll give you what you asked for, and you decide how it feels.”
He didn’t reach across the table. He didn’t touch me. He simply looked at me with a steady, unambiguous hunger that stayed contained in his eyes, and my body reacted as if he’d put his hands on me anyway. My breath caught. Heat rose. My posture shifted without permission, shoulders drawing back, chin lifting slightly, as if my body wanted to offer him a better view.
Matt watched with intent focus, his grip on my hand firm and warm. I realized, with a sudden clarity that made my stomach turn, that what he was doing wasn’t stepping aside. He was holding the frame while someone else stepped close enough to show me the edges of my own desire.
The longer Derek held that look, the more my system tried to reorganize around it, like it was a new temperature I had to learn to live in. I kept my face composed out of habit, but my body didn’t know how to lie as well as my mouth did. A small tremor ran through my forearm when Derek’s gaze dipped and returned, and it gave me away. Matt looked like he was watching a door open that he’d been knocking on for years.
“Tell me what’s happening in your body,” Matt said softly, still holding my hand, and the intimacy of the question felt more exposing than Derek’s stare because it demanded presence instead of endurance.
“I feel warm,” I said, and the word was inadequate, but it was what I could manage without cracking open in front of both of them. “My stomach. My chest.”
Derek’s expression stayed controlled, but his eyes didn’t soften. “Good,” he said, and the calm authority of the acknowledgement made my skin buzz.
Matt squeezed my hand once, firm. “Do you feel safe?”
“Yes,” I said, and it startled me how true it was. The boundaries I’d named had created a structure, and within that structure the attention felt less like a threat and more like permission.
Derek leaned back slightly, not withdrawing, just giving me room to breathe. “Then we keep it to looking and talking,” he said. “No touch unless you ask for it, and even then you decide what kind.”
Matt’s eyes flicked to Derek and back to me. “Do you want touch?” he asked. He didn’t sound jealous; he sounded curious, like he wanted to learn me in a language I’d kept muffled.
My mouth went dry again, because touch was a threshold that turned wanting into memory, and memory into something you couldn’t pretend away. “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I want it, but I don’t know what it does to us.”
Matt’s expression softened. “It doesn’t do anything we don’t choose,” he said. “We can stop whenever. We can go home and decide this was a weird night and never do it again. But if you want to try something small, we try something small.”
Derek’s gaze stayed on me, no pressure, no impatience. “What’s small for you?” he asked.
I stared at the wet ring my glass had left on the table and tried to translate want into something specific enough to be safe. I didn’t want a kiss out here with the risk of the door opening behind us. I didn’t want Derek’s hands on my body yet, not until I could say yes with my whole chest and not just my nerves.
“I want you closer,” I said, then forced myself to make it even clearer. “Not touching. Just closer.”
Derek nodded once like he’d received an instruction. He stood, moved around the table, and took the seat on the other side of Matt instead of directly beside me, keeping the geometry intact. He didn’t crowd me; he simply existed nearer. The effect was immediate, my body raising every nerve like an antenna.
Matt kept my hand, and his other hand slid up my arm slowly and stopped at my shoulder: a reminder that home was still a physical thing.
“How’s that?” he asked.
“Intense,” I said, cheeks heating.
Derek’s voice stayed low, directed at me but measured. “Do you want me to talk to you,” he asked, “or do you want quiet?”
“Talk,” I said, because silence would make the wanting louder.
“You’re doing better than you think,” Derek said, and there was no patronizing edge. “You’re not freezing. You’re not disappearing. You’re here, and you’re asking.”
Matt stroked once over my knuckles, a small steadying motion. “That’s what I’ve wanted for you,” he murmured, and the sincerity in it made my throat tighten because it meant this wasn’t only fantasy. It was a belief about me.
I swallowed, then said the thing that had been forming all night. “I don’t want to do something I can’t live with.”
Matt leaned in and pressed his forehead briefly to my temple, not a kiss, something steadier. “Then we don’t,” he said. “We stop before it becomes that.”
Derek’s voice stayed calm, almost clinical in its clarity. “Tonight can be only this,” he said. “Looking. Talking. You choosing. That’s still real.”
I breathed out slowly, and the ache in my body settled into something coherent instead of frantic. “If tonight is only this,” I said, meeting Derek’s eyes again, “then we end it clean.”
Matt’s hand tightened around mine. “Clean,” he echoed.
I nodded. “We go back inside. We finish our drinks like normal people. Then Matt and I go home. No fuzzy ending. No goodbye that feels like a secret.”
Derek didn’t hesitate. “Agreed.”
Matt’s shoulders eased, just slightly, but I felt it like a release in the air. He stood and offered his hand to help me up. When I took it, the movement felt deliberate, like we were choosing the next minute instead of being dragged by it.
And as we headed for the door, the bar noise swelling toward us again, I understood something that made my stomach turn with both fear and relief: the danger wasn’t that I would be taken. The danger was that I would be seen, and like it enough to want more, and I’d have to decide what kind of woman I was going to be with that truth.
If you want, I can do the same smoothing pass on the earlier section you flagged (“Across from me, Matt’s eyes went sharp…”) so it keeps tension but drops the clipped fragment rhythm.




Chapter 3





Matt drove as if the car itself might spook if he jerked the wheel too hard, hands steady at ten and two, speed a touch under what he usually did on wet roads. The wipers kept a slow, hypnotic rhythm while the streetlights smeared into long yellow streaks across the glass. I watched those streaks and tried to understand why my body still felt alert, like I’d stepped off a stage and the applause was still happening somewhere behind my ribs even though the show was over.
“You were quiet,” Matt said after a few blocks. It wasn’t accusation. It was a measurement.
“I’m thinking,” I replied. That was the simplest version of the truth, because I was thinking about Derek’s eyes and the way they stayed on me like a decision, and I was thinking about Matt watching me respond without flinching, and I was thinking about the strange relief of saying what I wanted out loud and not being punished for it.
Matt nodded once, as if he’d expected that. “Good,” he said. “Think. And when you can, tell me what you’re thinking.”
The house was dark when we pulled in. The porch light spilled onto the wet driveway in a small, familiar pool, and the domesticity of it made everything snap back into scale: cars in driveways, a neighbor’s window glowing, the damp hush of a weeknight. Matt killed the engine and sat for a second before reaching over to take my hand, the way he did when he wanted to re-establish contact after a long swim.
“You don’t have to perform the debrief,” he said, voice low. “We can just be. But I want to know you.”
“I’m not trying to perform,” I said, and then I surprised myself by laughing softly because it sounded ridiculous once I said it out loud. “I’m trying not to unravel.”
His thumb stroked once over my knuckles, the same motion he’d used on the patio, and the repetition made it feel like a signal, like this was how he anchored me back to us. “Unraveling might not be the worst thing,” he said. “As long as it’s with me.”
Inside, the air smelled like our life: laundry detergent, the faint sweetness of the candle I’d lit earlier in the week, something woody from the old bookshelf in the living room. Matt locked the door and leaned back against it for a beat, eyes on me as if he was taking attendance of my expression.
I set my purse on the console table and slipped off my boots. When my feet hit the cool hardwood, it grounded me more than the bar ever could, because the bar had felt like a room where anything might happen, but this felt like a place where whatever happened had to belong to us afterward.
“Do you want to talk now,” Matt asked, “or do you want to shower and come back to it?”
“Talk,” I said. The answer came too fast to be strategic, which was exactly why it had to be true. If I waited, my usual habits would creep in and file everything down until it looked harmless.
Matt nodded and led me into the living room without turning on the overhead light. He chose the lamp in the corner instead, and the room filled with a soft amber glow that made the furniture look kinder and the night feel quieter. He sat on the couch and patted the cushion beside him in a way that felt like an invitation rather than an expectation.
I sat, leaving a small space out of reflex. I hated myself for it and shifted closer until my shoulder nearly brushed his. Matt’s arm came around my shoulders slowly, not hesitant exactly, but paced, like he was asking permission with timing rather than words.
“Okay,” he said, exhaling. “Tell me what felt good.”
The directness tightened my throat, but it also made it easier because it meant we weren’t going to dance around it. “Being seen,” I admitted. “Not the way people see you at work like you’re a function, but the way he looked at me, like I was real.”
Matt’s jaw flexed once and his breathing changed, subtle enough that I would have missed it if I hadn’t been watching him as closely as he watched me. “And me watching it,” he said. The words were shaped like a question even if he meant them as a confirmation.
I turned my head and met his eyes. “That felt good too,” I said, and because honesty had already become the only workable baseline, I added, “and it scared me that it felt good.”
Matt’s mouth tipped into a small, controlled smile that didn’t reach for humor. “Why did it scare you?”
“Because it made me feel exposed,” I said, and the word tasted sharp because it was true. “Because part of me liked being exposed, and because you liked watching it, and I don’t know what that says about us.”
His arm tightened around me, not possessive, more like steadying me through the admission. “It says we’re awake,” he said. “It says we’re not pretending we’re made of glass. It says you’re allowed to have a body, and I’m allowed to love watching you live in it.”
My pulse quickened again, and this time it wasn’t Derek’s attention doing it; it was my husband naming my desire like it didn’t have to be a betrayal.
I swallowed and looked down at my hands in my lap, the habit of retreating into small movements when the moment got too bright. “What do you want next?” I asked, and the question felt like stepping onto new ground. “Not what you think I should want, what you want.”
Matt went quiet for a moment, and when he spoke his voice was low and careful, like he understood how easily the wrong phrasing could tilt this into pressure. “I want to keep you at the center,” he said. “I want to build it slow. I want to talk to Derek with you, not around you. And if you ever say stop, I want to stop without resentment.”
He paused, then added the honest part that made my stomach dip warm again. “And yes. I want to see you wanted. I want to see you choose it. And I want to be the one you come home to after.”
The way he said come home to sounded less like possession than orientation, like the two of us were the fixed point and anything else would orbit around that. I leaned into his side without thinking because his warmth reminded me we had history and rituals and a thousand small points of contact that didn’t vanish just because a new desire had been named.
“Why does that part matter so much to you?” I asked. I wasn’t trying to interrogate him. I wanted to understand the shape of what he wanted so I could tell the difference between care and control.
Matt’s hand slid from my shoulder to my upper arm and held there, steady. “Because I’m not trying to outsource my marriage,” he said. “I’m trying to expand what we can be honest about. I want you to have experiences that make you feel alive, but I want to be included in that aliveness instead of shut out of it.”
I nodded, swallowing. “Included how?”
“Included by knowing,” he said. “Included by talking. Included by agreeing on rules and respecting them. Maybe included by watching sometimes, if that’s something you want and it feels right. But the main thing is I don’t want you alone with it, and I don’t want you carrying it like a guilty secret.”
Secret landed hard because it touched the oldest fear: not that I’d get caught, but that I’d become someone who could lie to him and call it survival.
“I don’t want that either,” I said.
Matt nodded once, like he’d been waiting for me to say it plainly. “Then we do this like adults,” he said. “We name the thing, we set rules, we revisit them, and we don’t pretend it’s simple.”
I hesitated, then asked what had been pulsing at the edge of my thoughts since the patio. “Have you wanted this for a long time?”
Matt’s mouth tightened slightly, not in regret, more in concentration. “I’ve had the idea for a while,” he admitted. “Not as a script, and not like I was plotting your life. But I’d catch moments, the way you react when a guy looks at you and you pretend you don’t notice, the way your whole body changes when someone else takes charge in a room, and I’d think there’s a version of you that would like to let go, and you never give yourself permission.”
His honesty was unnerving because it meant tonight hadn’t been spontaneous; it had been a careful step in something he’d been holding for a while.
“And Derek,” I said, because my brain needed to press on every seam. “Was he part of that idea the whole time?”
Matt exhaled and tilted his head back against the couch cushion, eyes closing briefly as if he was choosing his words. “Not the whole time,” he said. “But he made sense when I started thinking seriously, because he’s a friend and I trust him not to be reckless. I trust him not to lie to me, and I trust him not to treat you like a trophy. If we bring anyone close, it can’t be someone who wants to take.”
“And you’re sure,” I said, because I couldn’t help it, “that he doesn’t want to take?”
Matt opened his eyes and looked at me. “He probably wants you,” he said without flinching or minimizing. “But wanting isn’t taking. I watched him tonight. He stayed inside the frame. That matters.”
I let out a slow breath. “So what happens next?”
Matt’s expression shifted into something practical, the version of him that made intense things manageable. “Next we talk to Derek together,” he said. “Not at a bar, not with drinks. We set expectations while our brains are clear. We decide what counts as contact and what counts as intimacy, what’s off limits, what communication looks like, and what support looks like after, because even if nothing physical happens, it’s still a lot, and I don’t want you thrown into it and left to handle the feelings alone.”
I blinked at the way he said it. It belonged to a world I’d only brushed against in articles I’d pretended I wasn’t reading. He caught my reaction and softened.
“Not because this is a scene,” he said. “Because it’s emotional.”
I sat with that, then said, “I want that conversation,” and the steadiness of my own voice surprised me. “But I also want one more rule.”
Matt’s eyebrows lifted. “Name it.”
“No using this when we’re fighting,” I said, and the firmness in my tone surprised me too. “No bringing Derek up as leverage. No punishing me with it, no punishing you with it. If we’re off, we pause everything.”
Matt went still for a beat, then nodded slow and firm. “That’s a good rule,” he said. “Agreed.”
His immediate agreement loosened something in my chest. The whole thing felt less like a trapdoor and more like a negotiation between equals. When he asked if there was anything else, I shook my head, not because there wasn’t, but because there was only so much I could name in one night without turning it into an inventory.
When he asked if I wanted to sleep, the question should have been simple. My body was still keyed up, and I couldn’t imagine sliding into bed and pretending we hadn’t redrawn the outline of our marriage.
“I want to be with you,” I said, then added because precision mattered, “but I don’t want to rush into sex like it’s how we prove we’re okay.”
“Okay,” Matt said. “Then we don’t rush.”
He shifted so he faced me more directly and opened his arms in a quiet invitation. I moved into him and let his weight and warmth do what it always did, slow my breathing down by proximity alone. He murmured that I’d done something brave; I admitted I didn’t feel brave; he answered that bravery rarely felt easy, and I let the conversation soften around us until the night finally began to feel tired in a normal way instead of wired.
When he asked if I’d been attracted to Derek, he didn’t sound wounded. He sounded like he wanted the truth the way a thirsty person wants water. I gave it to him without polishing it.
“Yes,” I said. “I was.”
Matt’s arms tightened briefly and then loosened, and he nodded like he’d absorbed it. “I’m okay because you said it to me,” he said. “I’m okay because you didn’t hide it, and because I trust you. And I don’t know how else to say it, but I’m attracted to you being attracted. It doesn’t make me feel replaced. It makes me feel engaged.”
Engaged settled something in me because it sounded like the opposite of what I’d feared, that this would pull us apart. When I asked how we talked to Derek, Matt gave me the next step in the same calm tone: coffee in daylight, neutral ground, the two of us as a unit.
We talked until my body finally stopped buzzing. When Matt said tomorrow we’d text Derek together, I nodded and let myself believe tomorrow could exist without shame because tonight had ended with a frame instead of a fracture.
In the morning the house looked too ordinary for what had happened in it, which was both comforting and strange. The coffee maker gurgled like nothing had changed even though something had. Matt moved around in his worn sweatshirt like he always did, except his eyes kept finding mine, checking in without words. I sat at the table with my laptop closed in front of me like a shield I didn’t need, hands wrapped around my mug for warmth, trying not to let daylight turn last night into something I could dismiss as theatrical.
Matt slid his phone to the center of the table like we were negotiating a contract. “You still want to text him?”
I took a breath and checked my body the way I’d learned to do years ago, stomach tightening on reflex, but under it a steady yes. “Yes,” I said. “Together.”
“You write it,” Matt said, unlocking his phone and turning the screen toward me. “I’ll send.”
I stared at the blank field and felt the ridiculousness of it: how many hard conversations I’d had at work, how many emails I’d written without blinking, and how my fingers still hovered like this was confession.
“What do we say?” I asked, even though we’d already said it, because I needed to hear it again in daylight.
“Coffee,” Matt said. “Daytime. You and me. We talk through expectations. Nothing more.”
I typed slowly and read each line before moving on, keeping it clean and plain because if I added extra words I’d start apologizing.
Hey Derek. Last night was intense in a good way. We’d like to meet for coffee this week, daytime, so we can talk through boundaries and expectations while we’re clear-headed. No pressure if you’d rather not. Let us know what day works.
Matt read it twice and looked up. “Good,” he said. “Do you want to add anything?”
“No,” I said. “If I add more I’ll start apologizing.”
“Then we don’t,” he said, and he hit send with one clean tap.
The message disappeared, and the thread sat empty. For a second I felt weightless, like I’d stepped off a ledge and hadn’t hit ground yet. Matt reached across the table and took my hand as if he could anchor me through skin.
“Whatever he replies,” he said, “we’re okay.”
I nodded, but my mind tried to run scenarios anyway, Derek saying yes too eagerly, Derek being uncomfortable, Derek making a joke, Derek not replying, and each possibility carried its own humiliation because want made me vulnerable in a way competence never did.
Matt watched my face and caught the spiral. “We’re not treating his response like a verdict on you,” he said.
“I know,” I replied, but my voice didn’t sound convincing.
“Do you?” he asked, thumb stroking my knuckles once. “Because you’re bracing again.”
“I’m trying not to,” I admitted.
“Then name it,” he said, still steady.
“I feel exposed,” I said. “Like I walked into a room I wasn’t supposed to be in, and now I’m waiting to see if someone tells me to leave.”
“Nobody gets to tell you that,” Matt said, and the firmness in his voice made my chest loosen. “Not Derek. Not me. Not your own shame. We’re doing this on purpose.”
The phone buzzed, sudden and sharp in the quiet kitchen, and both of us looked at it at the same time.
Matt didn’t reach for it immediately; he watched my face first like he was checking whether I wanted to open it or pretend it hadn’t happened. My stomach flipped with heat and fear braided together, and I forced myself to nod, a small, deliberate yes.
He picked up the phone and held it so we could both see, Derek’s name at the top of the screen like a dare. When Matt opened the message, the words were clean and simple.
Yeah. I’m in. Coffee works. I appreciate the clarity. Thursday at 11? Railtown?
My lungs released a breath I hadn’t known I was holding. There was no joke and no sleaze and no evasiveness, just agreement, and that one line about clarity that felt like quiet respect for the frame we were trying to build.
Matt glanced up. “How does that feel?”
“Relieving,” I said, and then, because honesty didn’t stop being expensive just because it was useful, “and terrifying.”
Matt nodded like that was normal. “We can do terrifying,” he said. “We can’t do vague.”
He typed back without rushing, letting me watch each word as if watching would keep the conversation clean.
Thursday 11 works. Thanks. We’ll see you there.
He hit send and set the phone down, then came around the table and pulled me into a hug that wasn’t sexy, just grounding. I leaned into him and let my forehead rest against his shoulder because my nervous system needed something solid.
“I feel like I just signed something,” I murmured.
“You kind of did,” he said. “A meeting, not a contract.”
“It feels like a contract,” I replied.
“Then we treat it like one,” Matt said. “We go prepared, we keep it clean, and we don’t let it drift.”




Chapter 4





I took the phone and stared at the blank note like it might judge me. There was something sobering about putting desire into bullet points, because writing it down made it real in a way talking did not. Real meant accountable, and real meant we could return to it when emotions tried to rewrite the rules.
I typed slowly. I could hear Matt’s voice in my head as if he were dictating across the table, but I chose the words myself so it would not turn into his list instead of ours.
Non-negotiables:
•            No secrets.

•            No public scenes.

•            I go home with Matt.

•            We pause if Matt and I are fighting.

•            Explicit consent only. No persuasion if I say stop.

•            I am not a project or a performance.

•            Communication is transparent. No private threads unless agreed.

•            Check-in after any intense interaction.

I paused, then added a line that surprised me by how necessary it felt, because it was the part underneath everything else.
•            Respect my dignity. No humiliation.

Matt watched me type without interrupting. When I slid the phone back, he read it, nodded once, and his expression softened at that last line.
“Thank you,” he said.
“For what?” My voice sounded wary, like I was waiting for him to reveal something I did not want to know.
“For naming what matters,” he said. “Dignity is the whole thing. Without that, it is not worth exploring.”
I swallowed. “You mean without that, you would not like it.”
Matt held my gaze. “Without that, I would hate myself,” he said, and he did not dramatize it. He said it like a fact he had already accepted. “And I would hate what it would do to you.”
The honesty tightened my throat. I looked away, out the window at the wet backyard and the bare branches slick with rain, because staring at something neutral was easier than letting his words land right in the center of me.
“Okay,” I said. It was not a concession. It was acceptance that we were dealing with something that could cut if handled wrong.
Matt pushed off the counter and came back to the table, sitting across from me again. “We should also decide what’s on the table,” he said. “Not just what’s off.”
My pulse kicked, a small jolt of heat that had nothing to do with Derek and everything to do with the fact that my husband was calmly asking me to name what I wanted without making me feel dirty for wanting it.
“Do we have to decide that before coffee?” I asked.
“Not the details,” he said, calm. “But the broad categories, because Derek is going to ask, and I don’t want you caught off guard. If you don’t know, you can say you don’t know, but it helps to have language.”
I rolled my mug between my palms, feeling the warmth. “Okay,” I said cautiously. “Broad categories.”
Matt nodded and listed them like he was sorting files, which was his way of making volatile things manageable. “Talking, flirting, being alone together, touching, kissing,” he said, and he watched my face as each word landed, not to push, but to read.
Heat rose in my cheeks at kissing, and he saw it without commenting on it like a victory.
“Does that feel like a hard no right now?” he asked.
“No,” I admitted, and the confession made my stomach turn hot with its own honesty. “But not yet. Not until we’ve talked more. Not until I feel steadier.”
Matt nodded, approving the clarity. “Good,” he said. “Then that’s what we say, and we don’t treat ‘not yet’ like a weakness.”
“And being alone together,” I repeated, tasting the phrase, because that one felt more complicated than the others. It was not an act. It was a situation, and situations were where things slid.
Matt leaned forward slightly. “We can set a rule,” he said. “If you’re alone together, it’s in public at first. Coffee, walks, errands. No private homes. No late nights, and you tell me before and after.”
It sounded like supervision, and part of me bristled on instinct. Another part recognized it as scaffolding, not forever, just until my nervous system trusted the shape of this.
“I can live with that,” I said.
“You don’t have to live with it like it’s a sentence,” Matt replied, voice steady. “This is supposed to serve you.”
I looked at him. “Then serve me by telling me the truth,” I said, and my voice came out steadier than I felt. “When you picture me with him, what do you actually feel?”
Matt didn’t answer quickly. He sat with it, eyes dropping to his mug and then lifting back to me. “I feel turned on,” he said plainly. “I also feel protective, and I feel pride, which is a weird word but it’s the closest one, and I feel fear sometimes because I know this is powerful. That’s why I keep insisting on structure, because if we pretend it’s all fantasy we’ll get sloppy.”
His honesty tightened and loosened my chest at the same time. “And jealousy?”
Matt’s mouth twitched, almost a smile. “Maybe later,” he said. “Or maybe in flashes. Last night I didn’t feel it. I felt engaged, like I said, but if jealousy shows up I’ll tell you. That’s the deal.”
I nodded. The steadiness of him made it easier to believe, even as my mind tried to invent future disasters in self-defense. Thursday had already become a fixed point on the calendar in my head, and instead of wanting to run I wanted to prepare, because preparation was the only way I knew how to touch something risky without being destroyed by it.
Thursday arrived with grey light that made the city look flatter than it was, as if Vancouver had laid a filter over itself. I dressed with more intention than usual and then immediately hated myself for thinking about it that way. It was for me, I told myself, for how I wanted to feel in my own skin. Still, my hands lingered on choices that did not matter on a normal morning. I chose a sweater that hugged my waist instead of hanging loose, and lipstick that made my mouth look like I had decided to be seen.
Matt noticed and did not comment. He watched from the bedroom doorway while I clipped my hair back and checked my face in the mirror, and his expression was quiet and focused, like he was taking in information without trying to steer it.
“You okay?” he asked as I reached for my coat.
“I don’t know,” I said honestly. “I feel like I’m about to do a performance review with someone I might want to kiss.”
Matt’s mouth tipped slightly, almost amused, but his eyes stayed serious. “That’s not inaccurate,” he said. “Except the goal isn’t approval. The goal is clarity.”
In the car, rain fell steady and fine, a mist that gathered on the windshield in a soft sheen. Matt drove downtown in near silence, not cold, just deliberate, like he was giving me room to be inside my own head without filling it with reassurance.
Railtown was busy but not chaotic, the morning crowd thinning into lunchtime. The coffee shop smelled like espresso and warm pastries, and the line moved slowly enough that I could feel my pulse in my throat. Matt stood beside me with his hands in his jacket pockets, calm and grounded, and the steadiness of him made me feel more capable, like I was borrowing his nervous system on loan.
Derek was already there, sitting near the window with his jacket off and coffee in hand. When he looked up his expression was different than it had been at the bar. It was less social swagger and more focus. He stood when we approached, not theatrically, just respectfully.
“Hey,” he said, voice low. “Thanks for coming.”
Matt shook his hand and then stepped slightly aside so I could choose the distance. Derek’s eyes went to my face. They did not roam, and they did not perform hunger. They were attentive in a way that made me feel more observed than I wanted and less threatened than I expected.
“Hi,” I said, and my voice came out steady, which surprised me.
Derek waited until we sat before sitting himself, posture relaxed but alert. Matt chose the seat beside me again, keeping the same geometry from the patio. I stayed in the center, he stayed close enough to anchor, and Derek angled toward us rather than around us.
For a moment nobody spoke, and the pause felt clean, not awkward. It was as if all three of us were acknowledging that this was not casual.
Matt broke the silence first. “I’ll be direct,” he said. “We’re here because last night opened something, and we want to talk about boundaries and expectations while we’re sober and clear-headed.”
Derek nodded once. “Good,” he said. “I prefer that.”
My shoulders loosened by a fraction because direct was safer than flirting. Matt glanced at me. “Do you want to lead, or do you want me to?”
Lead and choose were the same words we’d promised ourselves in the living room, and I decided not to hide behind him. “I’ll start,” I said, and the voice that came out was mine, not the small polite one.
Derek’s attention settled on me like steady light. “Okay,” he said. “I’m listening.”
I wrapped my hands around my cup even though I hadn’t sipped yet, needing the warmth and the object to hold. “First,” I said, “this isn’t a game for me, and I’m not looking to be pushed past what I want. I’m not looking to be coaxed. If I say stop, it stops, and there’s no persuading and no bargaining.”
Derek nodded immediately. “Understood,” he said, and the lack of hesitation mattered.
Matt’s hand rested lightly on my knee under the table, a quiet affirmation.
“Second,” I continued, feeling steadier with each point, “no secrets. If there’s communication, it’s transparent, and I don’t want private threads I have to hide or explain, and I don’t want to feel like I’m splitting my life.”
Derek’s eyes flicked to Matt briefly and then back to me. “Agreed,” he said. “If you two are doing this together, it stays together.”
“Third,” I said, “I’m not a project, and I’m not a performance, and I don’t want to feel like I’m being watched for entertainment. If we explore anything, it’s because it serves me as much as it serves either of you.”
Matt’s thumb pressed once against my knee, subtle and grounding, and Derek’s gaze sharpened in a way that read like respect rather than challenge.
“That’s fair,” Derek said. “And for the record, I’m not interested in humiliating you. I’m interested in you. There’s a difference.”
Interested landed again, but in daylight it felt less like seduction and more like intent. Matt leaned in slightly and added the logistics like he was tightening bolts on something he wanted to keep stable.
“No public scenes,” he said. “She goes home with me. If we’re fighting, we pause, and if anything feels destabilizing we stop and talk.”
Derek nodded. “All reasonable,” he said, then looked at me. “Do you have any hard no’s beyond those, categories-wise?”
Heat rose in my cheeks because he was asking me to name things in public daylight with coffee cups and strangers at nearby tables, but he’d given me language that made it possible to answer without spilling details.
“Not yet on anything physical,” I said. “I’m not saying never, but I’m saying not until I feel steadier. I’m okay with talking and attention and flirting if we agree what flirting means, but I’m not okay with touch right now.”
Derek didn’t look disappointed and he didn’t joke. He nodded like he was taking notes. “Okay,” he said. “So no touch unless you explicitly ask for it, and right now you’re not asking.”
“Yes,” I said, relieved at how cleanly he framed it.
Matt’s posture eased. “Good,” he said quietly.
Derek held my gaze. “Then I want to ask something,” he said. “And you can tell me to back off if it’s too personal.”
“Ask,” I said, and my voice sounded more confident than I felt.
“What do you want out of this,” Derek asked, “if you strip away what Matt wants and what I might want? What’s the benefit for you?”
The question made my stomach flip because it demanded an answer I couldn’t hide behind. I glanced at Matt and he didn’t rescue me. He just watched with the steady belief that I could handle my own words.
“I want to feel desired without feeling guilty for it,” I said slowly. “I want to practice asking for what I want and not collapsing into politeness, and I want to experience attention that isn’t tied to being useful, and I want to do it without losing my marriage.”
Derek nodded, expression softening slightly. “That’s clear,” he said. “That’s workable.”
Matt exhaled long, like his body had been bracing without him noticing. “Okay,” he said. “Then the next question is process: communication, and what ‘exploring’ looks like week to week without chaos.”
Derek leaned back, resting his forearm on the table. “My suggestion is slow exposure,” he said. “Not escalation. You don’t need escalation, you need consistency. We start with planned public meetups, like coffee, lunch, or a walk, with Matt aware, and we debrief after. You decide if you want Matt present sometimes or not, and if he’s not present we keep it in public and time-bound.”
Matt nodded, practical. “And texting?”
Derek looked at me. “What do you want?”
I considered it because texting was where secrets grew and fantasy ran ahead of reality, and it was also where I could get swept when I was alone at night, vulnerable and bored and stressed. “Group thread,” I said. “At least at first.”
Derek nodded. “Group thread.”
Matt squeezed my knee once, a quiet relief that I was staying centered. Derek took a slow sip of coffee and set the cup down with care.
“One more question,” he said, and this time his attention moved between both of us without drifting into performance. “What happens if feelings show up, not just attraction, but feelings?”
The word changed the air because feelings were the thing you couldn’t fully control. I felt Matt’s hand still on my knee as if he’d paused to choose his answer carefully. Matt went first.
“We assume feelings are possible,” he said, measured. “We don’t pretend they won’t happen, but we don’t let them run the show. If either of us feels destabilized, we name it and we pause.”
Derek nodded and looked at me. “And you,” he asked. “What do you want to happen if you start feeling attached?”
My throat tightened because attachment was exactly what I feared, not because I wanted Derek to replace Matt, but because attachment came with desire’s shadow: secrecy and escape. I didn’t want escape. I wanted expansion without abandonment.
“I want it acknowledged,” I said slowly, “but not romanticized. If I feel attached, I want it talked about openly with Matt, and I want permission to step back without being treated like I failed.”
Matt squeezed my knee once. “Reasonable,” he said.
“And if you feel attached to her?” Matt asked Derek, direct.
Derek didn’t flinch. “Then I handle it like an adult,” he said. “I don’t pressure her, I don’t compete with you, and I decide whether I can stay inside the boundaries without making it messy. If I can’t, I walk away.”
The clarity calmed me because it wasn’t a promise of no feelings. It was a promise of no entitlement. Matt nodded.
“Then we need communication when something changes,” Matt said. “If you start wanting more, you say it, and if you start feeling uncomfortable, you say it, and no silent drift.”
Derek looked at me. “Are you comfortable with that?”
“Yes,” I said. “I’m comfortable because it protects me from my own avoidance.”
Matt’s mouth twitched faintly, not unkindly. Derek leaned forward slightly.
“Then we’re aligned on structure,” he said. “Now the plan.”
“How often?” Derek asked.
I opened my mouth and closed it once because scheduling desire like a recurring meeting made me want to laugh and panic in the same breath, and both men waited, letting me decide.
“Once a week,” I said finally. “At most. I need room to process.”
Matt nodded. “Once a week max, and we can cancel without guilt.”
“Fine by me,” Derek said.
I felt an unexpected surge of control at how cleanly that landed, and Matt continued like he was building a protocol he could trust.
“We should decide what the debrief looks like,” Matt said, “because if it turns into interrogation it’ll poison it.”
Derek’s brow lifted. “What are you thinking?”
“Three questions,” Matt said. “How did it feel, did any boundary get tested, and what do we change next time.”
It sounded like care, like safety, like something my brain could hold. Derek nodded and added one more.
“And what did you like,” he said, and heat rose in my cheeks at the directness, but it was the kind of heat that came with being allowed to have preferences out loud.
Matt looked at me. “Do you want that question?” he asked, ready to remove it if it felt like pressure.
“Yes,” I said. “I want to be able to say what I like out loud.”
Derek’s mouth tipped slightly, controlled approval. “Good,” he said. “Then we start simple. Next week, coffee again, you choose the place and time.”
Different, I decided immediately, because I could feel how quickly rituals formed if you let them. “Different,” I said. “Same place makes it feel like we’re building a ritual too fast.”
Matt nodded, satisfied by the reasoning, and Derek nodded too. Matt folded that into structure with his own calm additions: weekday, daytime, no late evenings yet, no alcohol yet. Derek agreed without argument.
“And no changing the plan last minute,” I added, surprised by how quickly the need surfaced. “If we meet, it’s planned. If it shifts, we reschedule, and I don’t want impulsive.”
Matt’s eyes softened. “Good boundary.”
“Agreed,” Derek said.
Matt asked if Derek needed any boundaries of his own, and Derek answered carefully, not like a man asking for permission to misbehave, but like a man refusing to guess.
“I need clarity on what you want me to do in those meetups,” Derek said. “If it’s conversation, it’s conversation. If you want flirting, you tell me. If you want intensity like last night, you tell me. I’m not going to test you.”
“I appreciate that,” I said, because I did. “I don’t want guessing either.”
“Then my boundary is you use your words,” Derek said. “If you want me to back off, you say it, and if you want more intensity, you say that too, because I’m not reading between the lines and risking crossing you.”
I sat with the weight of that request because it sounded simple until you remembered how long I’d spent smoothing my wants into politeness. I didn’t promise perfection because promises like that were performance.
“I can try,” I said. “I might be clumsy.”
“Clumsy is fine,” Derek said. “Silent isn’t.”
Matt nodded as if he were taking it in as a shared rule for both men: no silent drift, no silent pressure, no silent sulking. Then Matt asked if there was anything else I wanted on the record before we left, and I found the next thing, smaller but harder, because it wasn’t logistics. It was dignity in another form.
“I don’t want either of you to talk about me like I’m not in the room,” I said. “Not even in a flattering way. If you want to coordinate, coordinate with me, because I don’t want anything happening behind my back, even if it’s meant to be supportive.”
Matt’s expression sobered. “Fair,” he said. “We slipped into that last night.”
Derek nodded once, unflinching. “Fair,” he agreed. “It’s easy for two men to do that without thinking. We won’t.”
The direct acknowledgment loosened my chest because I wasn’t asking them to be perfect. I was asking them to be aware. Matt looked at me and waited for my signal, and when I nodded he ended it cleanly. Derek stood when we stood, with no lingering closeness and no loaded goodbye.
“Thanks,” Derek said, voice even. “This is the right way to do it.”
Matt shook his hand, and Derek looked at me. “You did well,” he said again, calm and contained.
I exhaled slowly. “Thanks,” I replied, and my voice didn’t wobble this time.
Chapter 5
We walked out into the damp air together, and Matt’s hand found the small of my back automatically. The city smelled like rain and exhaust and coffee, and the sidewalk was busy enough that we looked like any other couple leaving a café. That normalness wrapped around what we had just done, and it felt like a protective shell around something newly fragile.
In the car, Matt waited until we were moving before he spoke. “How did that feel?” he asked. He was already sliding into the debrief structure, but he made it sound like a question rather than a form.
I stared out at the wet streets and let the answer form in my body before I shaped it into words. “Stabilizing,” I said. “Like I can breathe.”
Matt’s eyes flicked to me briefly, then returned to the road. “Any boundary tested?”
“No,” I said, then corrected myself as I checked in more honestly. “Not tested. The question about feelings made me realize that’s where I’m most scared.”
Matt nodded once. “Noted,” he said, and he said it like he was making room for that fear instead of arguing with it. “And what did you like?”
Heat rose under my skin again, quieter than the bar had been, less adrenaline and more recognition. “I liked that Derek didn’t push,” I said. “I liked that you didn’t rescue me. I liked being treated like my wants are valid enough to plan around.”
Matt’s mouth tipped slightly, not into a grin, but into something warm. “Good,” he said. “That’s the whole point.”
He drove us home the long way, not because it was faster, but because the extra minutes gave the conversation room to settle without turning into an argument or a rush. The rain had eased into fine mist again, and the city looked softened at the edges. Buildings and trees blurred slightly through wet glass. I watched pedestrians hurry under umbrellas and felt oddly separate from them, like I had stepped into a private layer of life that ran parallel to the ordinary one.
At home, Matt hung our coats by the door and moved through the familiar motions of chores even though it wasn’t the weekend. He rinsed the coffee mugs, wiped down the counter, and tidied little things that didn’t need tidying. I realized it was his way of grounding himself, the same way I liked lists when I felt unsettled. I leaned on the kitchen island and watched him, letting silence exist without turning it into a signal that something was wrong.
When he finished, he turned and studied my face. “You’re calmer,” he said.
“I am,” I admitted. “But I also feel like something’s starting.”
Matt nodded once. “It is,” he said simply. “We just made it explicit instead of letting it happen by accident.”
By accident made me think of how many marriages drifted into quiet resentments without anyone naming them. At least we were naming this, even if naming it didn’t make it safe. Naming it made it visible.
My phone buzzed on the counter. I looked down and saw the new group thread Matt had set up earlier, all three names at the top. Derek had replied with a short message.
Thanks again. I’m on board with the structure. Whenever you’re ready for next week, send details.
There was nothing provocative in it, and yet seeing his name there made my pulse jump anyway. The visibility we had chosen didn’t remove intensity. It forced intensity to live in daylight.
Matt watched me read. “How does it feel seeing him there?” he asked.
“Like a doorway,” I said, then forced myself to be clearer. “Like if I respond, I’m stepping further in.”
Matt nodded. “Then don’t respond yet,” he said. “No urgency.”
I glanced at him. “Are you sure you’re not wanting me to keep it warm?”
His expression didn’t tighten the way I expected. He shrugged slightly. “Part of me does,” he admitted, and the honesty made my stomach warm and my chest tighten at the same time. “But the bigger part of me wants you steady. If you’re steady, everything else is optional.”
I let that sit, then picked up my phone anyway, because I didn’t want to avoid. Avoidance was how I’d ended up bracing my whole life. I typed a simple reply and showed it to Matt before sending it.
Got it. I’ll send details this weekend.
Matt nodded, and I hit send. The message went out like a small stone dropped into water, and I could feel ripples spreading in a way I couldn’t fully see yet.
After that, Matt moved closer and took my hand. “You did the thing,” he said quietly. “You used your words.”
“It was one sentence,” I said, almost dismissive, then stopped myself because minimizing was another old habit. “It was one sentence, and it mattered.”
Matt’s thumb stroked my knuckles once. “Now we decide what we do with the rest of today,” he said. “Because this can’t become the only thing we talk about. That’s how people get sloppy. We need normal life too.”
I nodded, and normal life felt like relief rather than denial. “Okay,” I said. “Normal life.”
Matt held my gaze for a beat, then asked evenly, “Do you want to be close to me right now?”
The question was gentle, but it landed with weight because it wasn’t assumed. It was offered. My body answered before my mind did, leaning toward him.
“Yes,” I said.
He stepped in and pulled me into him, arms around my waist, his mouth brushing my temple. The closeness wasn’t frantic, and it wasn’t about proving we were fine. It was about reconnecting the circuit between us after we had introduced a new element into it. I rested my cheek against his shoulder and let myself breathe. I could feel his steadiness and the lingering awareness of what we’d agreed to. Somewhere inside that steadiness, a small, sharp curiosity kept moving, and it didn’t feel like a threat. It felt alive.
That afternoon, we did ordinary things on purpose. Matt ran a load of laundry. I answered a couple of emails I’d ignored during the week. We went for a walk along the neighborhood streets, the air damp and cool enough to make our breath visible in faint puffs. It was almost funny how much intention it took to be normal once something new had been named, but the normalness worked like ballast. It kept me from drifting into fantasy and fear.
Still, my mind kept returning to the group thread, to the fact that Derek’s name now existed inside my daily life in a way it hadn’t before. It wasn’t a passing thought or a memory of a confident man at a bar. It was a scheduled presence. Once a week. Planned. Contained. My brain wanted to test what that containment meant.
When we got back home, I found myself standing at the kitchen window again, staring out at the wet backyard with my phone in my hand. Matt was in the living room folding laundry with the TV on low. The domestic scene looked almost staged, like we were trying to convince ourselves we were the same people we’d been two nights ago.
I opened the thread and read Derek’s last message again even though it was ordinary. I wasn’t looking for flirtation so much as evidence of tone, evidence that this could stay clean. I hated that I did it. I also couldn’t stop.
Matt’s voice came from the living room, not loud, just present. “You’re doing the scanning thing.”
I glanced over my shoulder. “What scanning thing?”
“The rereading,” he said calmly. “Like you’re checking for danger.”
I swallowed. “Maybe I am.”
Matt set a folded towel on the pile and walked into the kitchen. He didn’t take the phone. He didn’t ask to see it. He leaned his hip against the counter and looked at me the way he had on the patio, attentive and steady.
“Do you want to send something to him?” he asked.
The question made my stomach flip. “No,” I said quickly, then hesitated. “I don’t know. I want to feel the line.”
Matt nodded like that made perfect sense. “Then feel it with us,” he said. “Say out loud what you want to say, and we decide if it belongs in the thread.”
I stared down at the screen and forced myself to be honest. “I want to say something that makes him look at me the way he did on the patio,” I admitted, heat flaring in my cheeks.
Matt’s eyes darkened slightly, not with anger, with recognition. “Okay,” he said. “And what would that be?”
I laughed softly, embarrassed. “That’s the problem. I don’t know how to do it without sounding ridiculous.”
“You don’t have to be slick,” he said. “You have to be clear. And you’re allowed to want a thing without feeding it immediately.”
Relief and frustration tangled together. “Part of me wants to feed it,” I admitted.
“I know,” Matt said. He reached out and took my free hand, squeezing once. “Let’s do a practice run. You type something you could send, but you don’t send it yet. Then we decide together if it serves you or if it just stokes adrenaline.”
It was the kind of structured experiment that made my brain feel safer, even as my body rolled its eyes at how clinical we were being about desire. “Okay,” I said.
I opened a note app instead of the message thread, and my thumbs hovered.
What do you want him to do. Derek had asked me that in the café, and my answer now was simpler and more dangerous. I wanted attention. I wanted to feel wanted. I wanted to know I could ask for it without being shamed.
I typed slowly: Next week works. I’d like to keep it coffee. And I’d like you to be honest about what you notice when you’re with me.
I stared at it, heart thudding. It wasn’t explicit, and it wasn’t secretive. It was still a request for intensity, though, dressed up as composure.
Matt read over my shoulder without crowding me. “That’s good,” he said. “It’s within the structure, and it’s you asking for something specific.”
“Is it too much?” I asked.
“It’s not too much if it’s true,” he said. “Ask the question we agreed on. Does it serve you?”
I looked at the words again and checked in with my body. The answer wasn’t purely heat. There was something steadier underneath it, a desire to practice wanting out loud.
“Yes,” I said. “It serves me.”
Matt nodded. “Then send it,” he said, and his voice held no push, only confirmation that this was my choice.
I copied the message into the group thread and watched it sit there in the text field for a second. My thumb hovered over send. Matt’s hand tightened around mine once, not steering, just present.
I hit send.
The message appeared under my name, plain black text on a white screen, and for a second I felt almost foolish for how hard my heart was pounding. It wasn’t a confession of love, and it wasn’t a secret. It was a request, written in daylight, with my husband holding my hand, and it still felt like a door cracking open.
Matt didn’t speak right away. He watched my face like he was monitoring impact. I breathed through the spike of adrenaline and tried not to do what I always did, which was reach for reassurance or regret.
After a minute, my phone buzzed.
Works for me. Coffee. And yes, I’ll be honest. I notice you try to keep control. I also notice you’re starting to let it go. That’s the part I’m interested in. We’ll keep it clean.
I stared at the words. Warmth spread through my stomach, quiet and steady, not frantic. I’m interested in landed again, and this time it didn’t feel like a threat. It felt like my consent being mirrored back in the same controlled tone we’d set.
Matt leaned close enough to read. I waited for him to flinch. Instead he exhaled and nodded. “He stayed inside the frame,” Matt said.
“Yes,” I replied, and because honesty required naming internal effect too, I added, “and it made me feel seen.”
Matt held my gaze. “Good,” he said quietly. “How’s your body?”
I closed my eyes briefly and checked in. My chest was tight but not unpleasant. My stomach was warm. My legs felt heavy with a low pull that made me aware of myself in a way I couldn’t ignore. I opened my eyes again. “Awake,” I said, and it felt accurate without being obscene.
“Do you want to do anything with that feeling?” Matt asked. He said it gently enough that the question was harder than a command, because it asked me to choose how I handled desire instead of letting it handle me.
I thought about sex, about using Matt’s body to discharge the intensity. I also thought about what I’d said earlier, about not wanting to rush into sex as proof we were okay. Wanting closeness wasn’t proof, though. It was a preference, and I was allowed to have it.
“I want to be close,” I said. “Not rushed. Just close.”
Matt nodded and led me into the living room. The laundry pile sat on the couch like a mundane witness. He turned off the TV completely, creating quiet. We sat, and then he pulled me into his lap. My legs straddled his, and my forehead rested against his. It wasn’t performative. It was slow, controlled contact. His hands rested on my waist, mine on his shoulders, and we breathed.
“You’re doing the thing,” he murmured.
“What thing?” I asked, my voice low.
“Letting yourself want,” he said. “And not apologizing.”
“It feels risky,” I admitted.
“It is,” he said simply. “And it’s honest.”
His mouth brushed mine, not a deep kiss, just soft contact that felt like an anchor more than a spark. I kissed him back slowly, letting the familiar texture of him remind my body where home was. His hands held me steady, not pushing toward anything, just present.
When we pulled back, his forehead rested against mine again. “We’re good,” he said.
“I know,” I replied, and I meant it. Good didn’t mean easy. It meant aligned.
Later, as the light outside faded into early evening, the rhythm of the day settled in my mind. The coffee meeting. The group thread. My first direct request. Derek’s controlled honesty. Matt’s steady presence. It stacked into something that felt less like chaos and more like a new pattern forming.
Then my phone buzzed again. Another message in the thread.
One more thing. For next week, do you want Matt there, or do you want it to be you and me in public with him aware? Either is fine. I’d rather you choose than assume.
The question sat there, simple and direct, and it landed with the weight of a new threshold.
I stared at it until the letters blurred slightly, not because it was confusing, but because it forced me to confront a choice I’d been able to postpone by focusing on rules. Until now, Matt’s presence had been part of the safety. He’d been beside me on the patio, beside me at coffee, beside me at the counter when I hit send. Meeting Derek alone, even in public, turned up the volume on everything. It also turned up the risk.
Matt was sitting across from me, one ankle resting on his knee, watching my face with the same steady attention he’d used all week. He didn’t ask what the message said. He waited.
I held the phone out so he could see. He read it without changing expression. He didn’t seem surprised Derek had asked. If anything, he looked faintly approving of the directness.
“What do you feel?” Matt asked quietly.
“Both,” I admitted. “I want you there because it feels safe. I also want to know what it feels like without you right beside me.”
Matt nodded, not pushing. “What’s the reason you want to know?”
I looked down at my hands, at my nails, at the small tremor that still showed up when I tried to do something vulnerable. “Because if I can only do it when you’re there,” I said slowly, “then it’s not really me choosing. It’s me borrowing you to be brave.”
Matt’s mouth softened, and he reached out to take my hand. “That’s sharp,” he said. “And it’s not a condemnation. Borrowing support is normal. I hear what you’re saying.”
I squeezed his fingers. “If it’s just me and Derek,” I continued, “I’m afraid I’ll freeze, or I’ll get carried away trying to prove I’m not freezing.”
“Then we design for that,” Matt said. “Public place. Time-bound. No last-minute changes. Logistics in the group thread. Debrief right after.”
Design loosened my chest, because it meant he wasn’t framing this as a test I had to pass. He was framing it as something we could structure to keep me safe.
“Would you be okay not being there?” I asked, and the question was as much about him as it was about me. I needed to know whether his steadiness would hold when he wasn’t a witness.
“I think I would,” Matt said carefully. “Not because I don’t want to be there, but because we agreed you lead. If you want to try it alone, I’m not going to make my comfort the deciding factor.” He paused, then added with the same honesty he’d been demanding from me. “It will be harder for me than being there.”
“Harder how?”
“Harder because I won’t be able to read you in real time,” he said. “Harder because I’ll have to trust the frame without being a witness.” He held my gaze. “That’s the point, though. Trust, and you’ve given me no reason not to.”
No reason not to landed like a hand on my shoulder. He was choosing trust, not because it was effortless, but because it matched what we said we wanted.
I looked back at Derek’s message and noticed the subtlety again. He’d given me the option instead of assuming. That alone made me want to respond with clarity instead of avoidance.
“I think I want to meet him alone,” I said slowly. “In public, with the rules we said.”
Matt’s fingers tightened around mine once. “Okay,” he said. “Then reinforce the rules in the reply.”
I nodded and began typing, but I didn’t send it immediately. I read it out loud first, making myself own it in my voice before it lived on a screen.
Next week: just me and you in public. Daytime. Time-bound, one hour. No touch. Matt knows the plan, and we debrief right after. I’ll send the location and time this weekend.
Matt nodded. “Clear,” he said.
I hit send.
The message slid into the thread, and calm settled in a way that surprised me. It wasn’t because the situation was less intense. It was because I’d chosen. Choosing had a grounding effect, like my spine had decided to hold itself up.
Matt leaned in and kissed my forehead, slow and deliberate. “Good,” he murmured. “Now we build the week around that without letting it consume us.”
For the next few days, we did. Work, errands, dinners, small talk. The agreement sat in the background like a low hum. Sometimes I’d catch myself thinking about Derek’s eyes and the attention and what it would feel like to sit across from him without Matt’s physical anchor, and my body would respond with that quiet heat. When it happened, I practiced not shoving it away. I practiced letting it exist without feeding it into panic or fantasy.
On Sunday, I chose the location: a café near the seawall with big windows, busy enough to feel safe, bright enough to keep the mood from sliding into something too private. I chose a time: Wednesday at noon, right in the middle of the day, not an evening that could stretch.
I sent the details in the group thread. Derek replied with a simple confirmation. Matt replied with an okay and a reminder to text when I arrived and to text when I left.
Wednesday came faster than I expected.
That morning, I stood in front of the mirror and tried not to overthink my outfit, then overthought it anyway. I chose jeans and boots and a fitted sweater because I wanted to feel like myself, and I chose a coat that made me feel composed. I looked like a woman going to lunch. I also looked like a woman walking into a controlled experiment with her own desire.
Matt hugged me at the door, longer than usual. “You’re in control,” he murmured.
“I know,” I said, and I tried to believe it.
At the café, I arrived ten minutes early and chose a table near the window with a clear view of the entrance. My phone sat face-up beside my coffee. I texted Matt: Here. Seated. All good.
He replied immediately: Proud of you. Breathe.
I took a slow breath and watched the door, the background chatter of the café washing over me like white noise. When Derek walked in, scanning the room, his gaze found me quickly. He didn’t smile broadly. He nodded once and walked over with the same contained confidence he always carried.
“Hey,” he said, sliding into the chair across from me.
“Hey,” I replied, and my voice was steady, but my body lit up anyway. I was aware of him in a way I couldn’t pretend was neutral.
Derek set his phone on the table, screen down, and I noticed it wasn’t casual. It was a signal that he was present. He shrugged out of his jacket and draped it over the back of his chair, then looked at me directly, steady and unhurried.
“You picked a good spot,” he said.
“It’s bright,” I replied. “Busy.”
“Safe,” he said, and it wasn’t dismissive. It was understanding.
A server came by to take his order. Derek asked for coffee, black. When she left, the table settled into quiet for a beat, not awkward, just charged by the fact that it was only us now. I could feel the absence of Matt like a removed brace. It didn’t hurt, but I noticed it. My body kept waiting for his hand on my knee. It didn’t come. The space remained, and I had to fill it with my own steadiness.
Derek’s gaze stayed on me, controlled, attentive. “How are you?” he asked, and it wasn’t small talk. It was a check-in.
I took a breath and decided to answer honestly without overexplaining. “Nervous,” I said. “And curious.”
Derek nodded once. “Good,” he said. “Do you want to set the tone, or do you want me to?”
The question made me straighten slightly. I could hear Matt’s voice in my head, telling me to lead. I didn’t want to borrow him now. I wanted to be myself.
“I want to set it,” I said.
“Okay,” Derek replied, calm.
I wrapped my fingers around my cup and forced my shoulders to loosen. “No touch,” I said out loud, just to make it real. “And we keep it within an hour.”
“Agreed,” Derek said.
“And I want honesty,” I continued, following the thread I’d started in the messages. “But not a performance. I don’t want you saying things just to make me react.”
Derek’s mouth tipped slightly, a faint smile that wasn’t flirtation so much as respect for clarity. “Understood,” he said. “I’m not here to play you.”
I exhaled. “Okay. I want you to look at me the way you did on the patio,” I said, cheeks warming immediately. “But I want you to do it in a way that doesn’t make me feel hunted.”
Derek’s expression shifted, subtle but clear. He was taking it seriously. “You want intensity without pressure,” he said.
“Yes,” I replied, relieved at how cleanly he translated it.
“Then I can do that,” he said, and he didn’t lean in or invade my space. He simply let his attention settle on me more fully, the same contained hunger in his eyes, held in check by restraint. It felt different in daylight, less cinematic and more real. The effect was immediate anyway. My breath caught slightly. My posture lifted without permission, shoulders back, chin up, as if my body wanted to meet his gaze instead of shrinking from it.
Derek watched the shift and didn’t exploit it. He held steady. “There,” he said quietly. “That’s you choosing to be seen.”
My throat tightened. “I don’t always feel like I’m choosing,” I admitted. “Sometimes it feels like my body is ahead of me.”
“That’s normal,” Derek said. “Your head has been running the show for a long time.”
The server returned with his coffee and set it down. Derek thanked her, then waited until she walked away before speaking again, as if he didn’t want any of this overheard. Still, we were in public, which kept the interaction contained in a way I appreciated. Nobody here knew the stakes. We were just two people at a table, eyes too focused to be purely friendly, but not doing anything anyone could name.
“So,” Derek said, lifting his cup but not drinking yet, “what do you want to practice right now?”
The question hit like a tuning fork. Practice implied imperfection allowed, and it implied this was for me.
“I want to practice saying what I want without softening it,” I said.
“Then say one thing you want from me today,” he said.
My pulse bumped hard. I stared at him and let my body tell the truth. “I want you to admit that you’re attracted to me,” I said, and the sentence came out clean, no apology, no laugh.
Derek’s eyes stayed on mine. “I’m attracted to you,” he said simply. “I have been for a while.”
Heat rose under my skin, low and steady. I forced myself not to hide behind a sip of coffee. I let the words sit there exactly as he’d told me to.
“What do you feel hearing that?” Derek asked, voice calm.
“Powerful,” I admitted, surprised by the truth. “And a little scared.”
“Scared of what?”
“Scared that wanting this makes me selfish,” I said. “Scared that I’m playing with fire.”
Derek’s gaze softened slightly. “Wanting isn’t selfish,” he said. “Hurting people is selfish. You’re doing this with consent. You’re doing it with structure. The fire is in pretending you don’t want, then acting like you don’t know what happened.”
I exhaled slowly and felt myself settle again, not because the intensity was gone, but because the frame held. “Okay,” I said. “Then I want one more thing.”
Derek’s eyebrows lifted slightly. “Name it.”
I met his eyes and forced the words out without polishing them. “I want you to tell me what you notice about me when you’re trying not to notice,” I said. “Not flattering. Just true.”
Derek didn’t answer right away. He didn’t look away either. He took a slow sip of his coffee, set the cup down, and considered me with the kind of focus that made me feel like I’d asked for something intimate and had actually been granted it.
“Okay,” he said finally. “True, not flattering.”
I nodded once, bracing and trying not to brace at the same time.
“When I’m trying not to notice you,” he said, voice low enough to stay private even in the café noise, “I notice you make yourself smaller around men who are louder than you. Not because you’re intimidated by them. Because you’re managing them. You’re smoothing things so nobody gets uncomfortable.”
My chest tightened, because it was accurate in the way an accurate thing can feel like being caught. I didn’t interrupt. I let him continue, because I’d asked for it.
“I also notice,” he said, “that you track reactions. You watch people’s faces like you’re reading weather. If someone approves, you relax. If someone looks uncertain, you start adjusting.”
Heat crept up my neck, and this time it wasn’t erotic. It was exposure. “That’s true,” I admitted, my voice thinner than I wanted.
Derek’s gaze stayed steady, not pitying. “It’s a skill,” he said. “It probably makes you good at your job. But it also means you don’t get to just be. You’re always negotiating the room.”
I swallowed hard. “And what do you notice when I’m not negotiating?”
His mouth tipped slightly, the faintest edge of warmth. “That you’re sharp,” he said. “You have opinions. You have bite. You’re funny. You hide it behind competence because competence is safe.”
Safe landed again, and my shoulders dropped by a fraction. My eyes stung a little, which annoyed me. I didn’t want this to turn into an emotional breakdown over coffee.
Derek read my face. “Too much?” he asked.
“No,” I said, and I meant it. “It’s just weird to hear it said out loud.”
“That’s part of what you’re practicing,” he said. “Letting the truth be spoken without immediately managing it.”
I took a slow breath and forced my hands to relax around my cup. “Okay,” I said. “Then I’ll try.”
He watched me for a beat, then said, “Tell me one thing you notice about me that you haven’t said.”
The request caught me off guard. My instinct was to deflect because the safest position was always being analyzed, not doing the analyzing. But this was part of the structure too. Reciprocity without games.
“You don’t rush,” I said, choosing honesty over cleverness. “You could. You have that energy. But you don’t. You hold yourself back.”
His eyes darkened slightly, not predatory, more like recognition. “Because you asked for intensity without pressure,” he said. “And because if I rush, it’s about me. Not you.”
I nodded, throat tight.
He glanced at his watch, then back at me. “We have about twenty minutes,” he said. “Do you want to use it for more talking, or do you want quiet while I look at you the way you asked?”
My pulse jumped at the bluntness of the option. The café noise suddenly felt louder. I could choose to keep it verbal, safe in language, or I could choose the wordless intensity my body wanted and my brain feared.
“Quiet,” I said.
Derek nodded once, then settled back in his chair, posture relaxed but focused. He let his gaze hold mine with that contained hunger again, the same look as the patio but shaped by daylight and explicit rules. There was no movement toward me, no reaching. Just attention, unwavering.
At first my instinct was to fill the silence. My mouth twitched with the urge to make a joke. My eyes wanted to dart away, to break contact, to reduce the sensation of being the center of someone’s focus. I held still anyway. I took a slow breath in, then out, and let myself stay.
The longer it went on, the more my body responded in small, involuntary ways. My chest lifted with each breath. A tightening grew low in my stomach. I shifted slightly in the chair, as if I could find a position that didn’t broadcast reaction. My cheeks warmed. My lips parted a little. The urge to smile rose, not from humor, but from nerves.
Derek didn’t change his expression. He didn’t take advantage. He simply watched, as if watching was the whole point and anything more would be a violation.
After a minute, he spoke quietly. “That is you not hiding.”
My voice was barely audible when I answered. “It feels like I’m naked.”
“You’re not,” he said. “You’re visible.”
I breathed again, slower this time, and the sensation shifted. Nakedness implied vulnerability with danger. Visibility implied vulnerability with choice. I felt the difference in my body as it settled into something steadier, less panicked.
Derek glanced at his watch again. “Five minutes,” he said.
I nodded once. The end point made it easier to keep going.
When the time was up, his gaze softened, and the intensity eased back toward neutral without snapping. “Okay,” he said. “How did that feel?”
I exhaled, realizing my muscles had been holding tension like a grip. “Like practice,” I said, then added because it mattered, “and I liked it.”
He nodded once, satisfied by clarity. “Good,” he said. “Now you go debrief with Matt.”
The fact that he said it like an instruction, not an invitation, made me feel oddly safe. It reinforced the structure. It reminded me I wasn’t being pulled away. I was being guided back to the center we’d agreed on.
I stood, pulled on my coat, and Derek stood too. There was no hug and no lingering touch. He gave me a brief, steady look and a simple goodbye.
“See you,” he said.
“See you,” I replied.
Outside, the air was cold enough to wake me fully. I texted Matt immediately: Leaving now. Heading home.
His reply came back before I reached the corner: Proud. Drive safe. Can’t wait to hear how you feel.
By the time I got home, the adrenaline had shifted into something quieter and more complicated. The café had been public and contained, and still my body had reacted as if I’d been somewhere private. I could feel the residual heat under my skin, the awareness that kept returning to Derek’s eyes, to the sensation of being held in attention without being touched. It made the world seem a half-step unreal, like my senses had been tuned up.
Matt was in the kitchen when I walked in, sleeves rolled up, chopping vegetables like he’d chosen a task that required his hands. He looked up as soon as the door clicked, and his face changed in that immediate way that told me he’d been waiting, not anxiously, but attentively.
“Hey,” he said, setting the knife down and wiping his hands on a towel. “Come here.”
I stepped toward him, and he met me halfway, wrapping his arms around me in a hug that was more anchor than affection. I let my body settle into it for a second, letting the familiar solidity of him remind me where I was.
“How are you?” he asked into my hair.
“Buzzing,” I admitted. “In a controlled way.”
He pulled back just enough to look at my face. “Okay,” he said. “Let’s debrief.”
The fact that he used the same word, calm and practical, made it easier. He wasn’t treating this as a confession. He was treating it as information we needed to hold together.
We sat at the table. Matt brought me a glass of water without asking, and that small act of care tightened my throat. I hated how tender I was today. I wanted to be composed. I wanted to be someone who could do this without feeling like her emotions were being peeled open.
Matt sat across from me, elbows on the table, attention steady. “Question one,” he said, gentle but structured. “How did it feel?”
I took a slow breath and answered cleanly. “It felt intense,” I said. “But not chaotic. He stayed inside everything we agreed. He didn’t touch me. He didn’t try to turn it into something private. He held the intensity in his eyes and kept it there.”
Matt nodded, eyes on my face. “Did any boundary get tested?”
I checked in with my body, with the memory of the café. “Not externally,” I said. “Internally, yes. My instinct to deflect, to make jokes, to manage. But he didn’t push. He asked what I wanted and then did exactly that.”
Matt’s expression softened, like he was relieved and proud at once. “Okay,” he said. “What did you like?”
Heat rose under my skin again, but this time it came with something steadier. Ownership. “I liked being able to ask for the look,” I said. “I liked that he gave it without making it feel like I owed him anything. I liked being visible and not being punished for it.”
Matt nodded slowly. His gaze didn’t flick away. He didn’t look threatened. “Anything you didn’t like?”
I hesitated. “I didn’t like how much my body reacted,” I admitted. “Not because it’s wrong, but because it scared me. It made me feel how real this is. And I didn’t like the part of me that wanted to keep it going even when we hit the time limit.”
Matt’s mouth tightened slightly, not in disapproval, more in recognition. “That’s the power,” he said quietly. “That’s why we’re doing it with time limits.”
I nodded, grateful he wasn’t pretending it was harmless. “And I liked that he told me to come debrief with you,” I added. “It made it feel like he respects us.”
Matt exhaled slowly. “Good,” he said. “That’s a strong sign.”
I took a sip of water, letting the coolness hit my throat. “Now what?” I asked.
Matt leaned back slightly, considering. “Now we decide if we repeat the same thing,” he said. “Or if we adjust.” He paused, eyes on mine. “Do you want to repeat it?”
I listened inward. The answer rose quickly, and it wasn’t about escalation. It was about repetition as stability. One exposure was a spike. Repetition could become steadier learning.
“Yes,” I said. “Same format. Daytime. Public. One hour. No touch. At least one more time.”
Matt nodded. “Okay,” he said. “We’ll tell him.”
I watched him for a beat, then asked the question I’d been holding since I left the café. “How was it for you not being there?” I asked.
His eyes held mine. He didn’t dodge. “Harder,” he said, consistent with what he’d predicted. “I had flashes of jealousy, but it wasn’t about him taking you. It was about not being able to see your face. It was about not being able to read whether you were okay.”
My chest tightened with tenderness and guilt and gratitude all at once. “I texted,” I said, as if that could make it better.
“It helped,” he said. “And you came home and you told me the truth. That’s what makes it possible.”
He reached across the table and took my hand. “I’m still proud,” he said, calm and sincere. “But I need one thing from you.”
I swallowed. “What?”
His thumb stroked my knuckles once. “I need you to keep choosing me too,” he said. “Not as an obligation. As a preference. I need you to keep making space for us, for our intimacy, so this doesn’t become the only place you feel alive.”
The request landed gently, but it carried weight. It was the first time in this process that Matt had asked for something explicitly for himself, and the fact that he framed it as preference instead of ownership made my chest loosen.
“I want that too,” I said. “I don’t want to lose us in this.”
Matt nodded once, then stood and came around the table, pulling me up with him. He wrapped his arms around me again, and this time the hug felt like both comfort and claim, not possessive, but mutual.
“Then we keep doing it right,” he murmured. “Slow. Clear. Honest.”
I leaned into him and felt my body begin to settle, the buzzing softening into something livable. The experiment hadn’t ruptured anything today. It had exposed things, yes, but exposure wasn’t destruction. Exposure could be a kind of light.
My phone buzzed again on the table, and I glanced down at the screen. A new message in the group thread from Derek.
Appreciate you meeting today. You set the tone well. If you want to repeat the same format, I’m in. Also, if at any point you want Matt present again, tell me. I’ll follow your lead.
I read it once, then again, feeling that quiet heat rise, not as panic but as possibility. Then I looked up at Matt and realized the next step wasn’t about Derek at all. It was about whether I could keep leading, not just in boundaries, but in what I wanted.
Chapter 6
We walked out into the damp air together, and Matt’s hand found the small of my back automatically. The city smelled like rain and exhaust and coffee, and the sidewalk was busy enough that we were just another couple leaving a café. Nothing about us looked different from anyone else. That normalness felt like a protective shell around something newly fragile.
In the car, Matt waited until we were moving before he spoke. “How did that feel?” he asked. He slid into the debrief structure without making it sound like a form.
I stared out at the wet streets and let the answer form in my body before I shaped it into words. “Stabilizing,” I said. “Like I can breathe.”
Matt’s eyes flicked to me briefly, then returned to the road. “Any boundary tested?”
“No,” I said, then corrected myself as I checked in more honestly. “Not tested. The question about feelings made me realize that is where I’m most scared.”
Matt nodded once. “Noted,” he said, like he was making room for the fear instead of arguing with it. “And what did you like?”
Heat rose under my skin again, quieter than the bar had been, less adrenaline and more recognition. “I liked that Derek didn’t push,” I said. “I liked that you didn’t rescue me. I liked being treated like my wants are valid enough to plan around.”
Matt’s mouth tipped slightly, not a grin, but something warm. “That’s the point,” he said.
He drove us home the long way, not because it was faster, but because the extra minutes gave the conversation room to settle without turning into an argument or a rush. The rain had eased into fine mist again, and the city looked softened at the edges. Buildings and trees blurred slightly by wet glass. I watched pedestrians hurry under umbrellas and felt oddly separate from them, like I had stepped into a private layer of life that ran parallel to the ordinary one.
At home, Matt hung our coats by the door and moved through the familiar motions of chores even though it wasn’t the weekend. He rinsed the coffee mugs, wiped down the counter, and tidied little things that did not need tidying. It was his way of grounding himself, I realized, the same way I liked lists when I felt unsettled. I leaned on the kitchen island and watched him, letting silence exist without treating it like a problem.
When he finished, he turned and studied my face. “You’re calmer,” he said.
“I am,” I admitted. “But I also feel like something’s starting.”
Matt nodded once. “It is,” he said simply. “We just made it explicit instead of letting it happen by accident.”
By accident made me think of how many marriages drifted into quiet resentments without anyone naming them. At least we were naming this, even if naming it didn’t make it safe. Naming it made it visible.
My phone buzzed on the counter. I looked down and saw the new group thread Matt had set up earlier, all three names at the top. Derek had replied with a short message.
Thanks again. I’m on board with the structure. Whenever you’re ready for next week, send details.
There was nothing provocative in it, and yet seeing his name there made my pulse jump anyway. The visibility we had chosen did not remove intensity. It forced intensity to live in daylight.
Matt watched me read. “How does it feel seeing him there?” he asked.
“Like a doorway,” I said, then forced myself to be clearer. “Like if I respond, I’m stepping further in.”
Matt nodded. “Then don’t respond yet,” he said. “There is no urgency.”
I glanced at him. “Are you sure you aren’t wanting me to keep it warm?”
His expression did not tighten the way I expected. He shrugged slightly. “Part of me does,” he admitted, and the honesty made my stomach warm and my chest tighten at the same time. “But the bigger part of me wants you steady. If you’re steady, everything else is optional.”
I let that sit, then picked up my phone anyway, because I did not want to avoid. Avoidance was how I had ended up bracing my whole life. I typed a simple reply and showed it to Matt before sending it.
Got it. I’ll send details this weekend.
Matt nodded, and I hit send. The message went out like a small stone dropped into water, and I could feel ripples spreading in a way I couldn’t fully see yet.
After that, Matt moved closer and took my hand. “You did the thing,” he said quietly. “You used your words.”
“It was one sentence,” I said, almost dismissive, then stopped myself because minimizing was another old habit. “It was one sentence, and it mattered.”
Matt’s thumb stroked my knuckles once. “Now we decide what we do with the rest of today,” he said. “This can’t become the only thing we talk about. That is how people get sloppy. We need normal life too.”
I nodded, and normal life felt like relief rather than denial. “Okay,” I said. “Normal life.”
Matt held my gaze for a beat, then asked evenly, “Do you want to be close to me right now?”
The question was gentle, but it landed with weight because it wasn’t assumed. It was offered. My body answered before my mind did. I leaned toward him.
“Yes,” I said.
He stepped in and pulled me into him, arms around my waist, his mouth brushing my temple. The closeness wasn’t frantic, and it wasn’t about proving we were fine. It was about reconnecting the circuit between us after we introduced a new element into it. I rested my cheek against his shoulder and let myself breathe, feeling the steadiness of him and the lingering awareness of what we’d agreed to. Somewhere inside that steadiness, a small, sharp curiosity kept moving. It did not feel like a threat. It felt like something alive.
That afternoon, we did ordinary things on purpose. Matt ran a load of laundry. I answered a couple of emails I’d ignored during the week. We went for a walk along the neighborhood streets, the air damp and cool enough to make our breath visible in faint puffs. It was almost funny how much intention it took to be normal once something new had been named, but the normalness worked like ballast. It kept me from drifting into fantasy and fear.
Still, my mind kept returning to the group thread, to the fact that Derek’s name now existed inside my daily life in a way it hadn’t before. It was not a passing thought or a memory of a confident man at a bar. It was a scheduled presence. Once a week. Planned. Contained. My brain wanted to test what that containment meant.
When we got back home, I found myself standing at the kitchen window again, staring out at the wet backyard with my phone in my hand. Matt was in the living room folding laundry with the TV on low. The domestic scene looked almost staged, like we were trying to convince ourselves we were the same people we’d been two nights ago.
I opened the thread and read Derek’s last message again, even though it was ordinary. I wasn’t looking for flirtation so much as evidence of tone, evidence that this could stay clean. I hated that I did it. I also couldn’t stop.
Matt’s voice came from the living room, not loud, just present. “You’re doing the scanning thing.”
I glanced over my shoulder. “What scanning thing?”
“The rereading,” he said calmly. “Like you’re checking for danger.”
I swallowed. “Maybe I am.”
Matt set a folded towel on the pile and walked into the kitchen. He didn’t take the phone. He didn’t ask to see it. He leaned his hip against the counter and looked at me the way he had on the patio, attentive and steady.
“Do you want to send something to him?” he asked.
The question made my stomach flip. “No,” I said quickly, then hesitated. “I don’t know. I want to feel the line.”
Matt nodded like that made perfect sense. “Then feel it with us,” he said. “Say out loud what you want to say, and we decide if it belongs in the thread.”
I stared down at the screen and forced myself to be honest. “I want to say something that makes him look at me the way he did on the patio,” I admitted, heat flaring in my cheeks.

Matt’s eyes darkened slightly, not with anger, with recognition. “Okay,” he said. “And what would that be?”
I laughed softly, embarrassed. “That’s the problem. I don’t know how to do it without sounding ridiculous.”
“You don’t have to be slick,” he said. “You have to be clear. And you’re allowed to want a thing without feeding it immediately.”
Relief and frustration tangled together. “Part of me wants to feed it,” I admitted.
“I know,” Matt said. He reached out and took my free hand, squeezing once. “Let’s do a practice run. You type something you could send, but you don’t send it yet. Then we decide together if it serves you or if it just stokes adrenaline.”
It was the kind of structured experiment that made my brain feel safer, even as my body rolled its eyes at how clinical we were being about desire. “Okay,” I said.
I opened a note app instead of the message thread, and my thumbs hovered.
What do you want him to do. Derek had asked me that in the café, and my answer now was simpler and more dangerous. I wanted attention. I wanted to feel wanted. I wanted to know I could ask for it without being shamed.
I typed slowly: Next week works. I’d like to keep it coffee. And I’d like you to be honest about what you notice when you’re with me.
I stared at it, heart thudding. It wasn’t explicit, and it wasn’t secretive. It was still a request for intensity, dressed up as composure.
Matt read over my shoulder without crowding me. “That’s good,” he said. “It’s within the structure, and it’s you asking for something specific.”
“Is it too much?” I asked.
“It’s not too much if it’s true,” he said. “Ask the question we agreed on. Does it serve you?”
I looked at the words again and checked in with my body. The answer wasn’t purely heat. There was something steadier underneath it, a desire to practice wanting out loud.
“Yes,” I said. “It serves me.”
Matt nodded. “Then send it,” he said, and his voice held no push, only confirmation that this was my choice.
I copied the message into the group thread and watched it sit there in the text field for a second. My thumb hovered over send. Matt’s hand tightened around mine once, not steering, just present.
I hit send.
The message appeared under my name, plain black text on a white screen, and for a second I felt almost foolish for how hard my heart was pounding. It wasn’t a confession of love, and it wasn’t a secret. It was a request, written in daylight, with my husband holding my hand, and it still felt like a door cracking open.
Matt didn’t speak right away. He watched my face like he was monitoring impact. I breathed through the spike of adrenaline and tried not to do what I always did, which was reach for reassurance or regret.
After a minute, my phone buzzed.
Works for me. Coffee. And yes, I’ll be honest. I notice you try to keep control. I also notice you’re starting to let it go. That’s the part I’m interested in. We’ll keep it clean.
I stared at the words. Warmth spread through my stomach, quiet and steady, not frantic. I’m interested in landed again, and this time it didn’t feel like a threat. It felt like my consent being mirrored back in the same controlled tone we’d set.
Matt leaned close enough to read. I waited for him to flinch. Instead he exhaled and nodded. “He stayed inside the frame,” Matt said.
“Yes,” I replied, and because honesty required naming internal effect too, I added, “and it made me feel seen.”
Matt held my gaze. “Good,” he said quietly. “How’s your body?”
I closed my eyes briefly and checked in. My chest was tight but not unpleasant. My stomach was warm. My legs felt heavy with a low pull that made me aware of myself in a way I couldn’t ignore. I opened my eyes again. “I feel awake,” I said, and it felt accurate without being crude.
“Do you want to do anything with that feeling?” Matt asked. He said it gently enough that the question was harder than a command, because it asked me to choose how I handled desire instead of letting it handle me.
I thought about sex, about using Matt’s body to discharge the intensity. I also thought about what I’d said earlier, about not wanting to rush into sex as proof we were okay. Wanting closeness wasn’t proof. It was preference, and I was allowed to have it.
“I want to be close,” I said. “Not rushed. Just close.”
Matt nodded and led me into the living room. The laundry pile sat on the couch like a mundane witness. He turned off the TV completely, creating quiet. We sat, and then he pulled me into his lap. My legs straddled his, and my forehead rested against his. It wasn’t performative. It was slow, controlled contact. His hands rested on my waist, mine on his shoulders, and we breathed.
“You’re doing the thing,” he murmured.
“What thing?” I asked, my voice low.
“You’re letting yourself want,” he said. “And you aren’t apologizing.”
“It feels risky,” I admitted.
“It is,” he said simply. “And it’s honest.”
His mouth brushed mine, not a deep kiss, just soft contact that felt like an anchor more than a spark. I kissed him back slowly, letting the familiar texture of him remind my body where home was. His hands held me steady, not pushing toward anything, just present.
When we pulled back, his forehead rested against mine again. “We’re good,” he said.
“I know,” I replied, and I meant it. Good didn’t mean easy. It meant aligned.
Later, as the light outside faded into early evening, the rhythm of the day settled in my mind. The coffee meeting. The group thread. My first direct request. Derek’s controlled honesty. Matt’s steady presence. It stacked into something that felt less like chaos and more like a pattern forming.
Then my phone buzzed again, another message in the thread.
One more thing. For next week, do you want Matt there, or do you want it to be you and me in public with him aware? Either is fine. I’d rather you choose than assume.
The question sat there, simple and direct, and it landed with the weight of a new threshold.
I stared at it until the letters blurred slightly. It wasn’t confusing. It forced me to confront a choice I’d been able to postpone by focusing on rules. Until now, Matt’s presence had been part of the safety. Matt beside me on the patio. Matt beside me at coffee. Matt beside me at the counter when I hit send. Meeting Derek alone, even in public, turned up the volume on everything. It also turned up the risk.
Matt was sitting across from me, one ankle resting on his knee, watching my face with the same steady attention he’d used all week. He didn’t ask what the message said. He waited.
I held the phone out so he could see. He read it without changing expression. He didn’t seem surprised Derek had asked. If anything, he looked faintly approving of the directness.
“What do you feel?” Matt asked quietly.
“Both,” I admitted. “I want you there because it feels safe. I also want to know what it feels like without you right beside me.”
Matt nodded, not pushing. “What’s the reason you want to know?”
I looked down at my hands, at my nails, at the small tremor that still showed up when I tried to do something vulnerable. “Because if I can only do it when you’re there,” I said slowly, “then it isn’t really me choosing. It’s me borrowing you to be brave.”
Matt’s mouth softened, and he reached out to take my hand. “That’s sharp,” he said. “And it isn’t a condemnation. Borrowing support is normal. I hear what you’re saying.”
I squeezed his fingers. “If it’s just me and Derek,” I continued, “I’m afraid I’ll freeze, or I’ll get carried away trying to prove I’m not freezing.”
“Then we design for that,” Matt said. “Public place. Time-bound. No last-minute changes. Logistics in the group thread. Debrief right after.”
Design loosened my chest, because it meant he wasn’t framing this as a test I had to pass. He was framing it as something we could structure to keep me safe.
“Would you be okay not being there?” I asked. The question was as much about him as it was about me. I needed to know whether his steadiness would hold when he wasn’t a witness.
“I think I would,” Matt said carefully. “Not because I don’t want to be there, but because we agreed you lead. If you want to try it alone, I’m not going to make my comfort the deciding factor.” He paused, then added with the same honesty he’d been demanding from me. “It will be harder for me than being there.”
“Harder how?” I asked.
“Harder because I won’t be able to read you in real time,” he said. “Harder because I’ll have to trust the frame without being a witness.” He held my gaze. “That’s the point, though. Trust, and you’ve given me no reason not to.”
No reason not to landed like a hand on my shoulder. He was choosing trust, not because it was effortless, but because it matched what we said we wanted.
I looked back at Derek’s message and noticed the subtlety again. He’d given me the option instead of assuming. That alone made me want to respond with clarity instead of avoidance.
“I think I want to meet him alone,” I said slowly. “In public, with the rules we said.”
Matt’s fingers tightened around mine once. “Okay,” he said. “Then reinforce the rules in the reply.”
I nodded and began typing, but I didn’t send it immediately. I read it out loud first, making myself own it in my voice before it lived on a screen.
Next week: just me and you in public. Daytime. Time-bound, one hour. No touch. Matt knows the plan, and we debrief right after. I’ll send the location and time this weekend.
Matt nodded. “That’s clear,” he said.
I hit send.
The message slid into the thread, and calm settled in a way that surprised me. It wasn’t because the situation was less intense. It was because I’d chosen. Choosing had a grounding effect, like my spine had decided to hold itself up.
Matt leaned in and kissed my forehead, slow and deliberate. “Good,” he murmured. “Now we build the week around that without letting it consume us.”
For the next few days, we did. Work, errands, dinners, small talk. The agreement sat in the background like a low hum. Sometimes I caught myself thinking about Derek’s eyes and the attention, and what it would feel like to sit across from him without Matt’s physical anchor. My body responded with that quiet heat. When it happened, I practiced not shoving it away. I practiced letting it exist without feeding it into panic or fantasy.
On Sunday, I chose the location: a café near the seawall with big windows, busy enough to feel safe, bright enough to keep the mood from sliding into something too private. I chose a time: Wednesday at noon, right in the middle of the day, not an evening that could stretch.
I sent the details in the group thread. Derek replied with a simple confirmation. Matt replied with an okay and a reminder that I should text when I arrived and when I left.
Wednesday came faster than I expected.
That morning, I stood in front of the mirror and tried not to overthink my outfit, then overthought it anyway. I chose jeans and boots, a fitted sweater again because I wanted to feel like myself, and a coat that made me feel composed. I looked like a woman going to lunch. I also looked like a woman walking into a controlled experiment with her own desire.
Matt hugged me at the door longer than usual. “You’re in control,” he murmured.
“I know,” I said, and I tried to believe it.
At the café, I arrived ten minutes early and chose a table near the window with a clear view of the entrance. My phone sat face-up beside my coffee. I texted Matt: Here. Seated. All good.
He replied immediately: Proud of you. Breathe.
I took a slow breath and watched the door, the background chatter of the café washing over me like white noise. When Derek walked in, scanning the room, his gaze found me quickly. He didn’t smile broadly. He nodded once in acknowledgement and walked over with the same contained confidence he always carried.
“Hey,” he said, sliding into the chair across from me.
“Hey,” I replied, and my voice was steady, but my body lit up anyway. I was aware of him in a way I couldn’t pretend was neutral.
Derek set his phone on the table, screen down, and I noticed it wasn’t casual. It was a signal that he was present. He shrugged out of his jacket and draped it over the back of his chair, then looked at me directly, steady and unhurried.
“You picked a good spot,” he said.
“It’s bright,” I replied. “Busy.”
“It feels safe,” he said, and it wasn’t dismissive. It was understanding.
A server came by to take his order. Derek asked for coffee, black. When she left, the table settled into quiet for a beat. It wasn’t awkward. It was charged by the fact that it was only us now. I could feel the absence of Matt like a removed brace. It didn’t hurt, but it made me aware. My body kept waiting for his hand on my knee. It didn’t come. The space remained, and I had to fill it with my own steadiness.
Derek’s gaze stayed on me, controlled, attentive. “How are you?” he asked, and it wasn’t small talk. It was a check-in.
I took a breath and decided to answer honestly without overexplaining. “Nervous,” I said. “And curious.”
Derek nodded once. “I hear you,” he said. “Do you want to set the tone, or do you want me to?”
The question made me straighten slightly. Leading. Choosing. I could hear Matt’s voice in my head, telling me to lead. I didn’t want to borrow him now. I wanted to be myself.
“I want to set it,” I said.
“Okay,” Derek replied calmly.
I wrapped my fingers around my cup and forced my shoulders to loosen. “No touch,” I said out loud, just to make it real. “And we keep it within an hour.”
“Agreed,” Derek said.
“And I want honesty,” I continued, following the thread I’d started in the messages. “But not a performance. I don’t want you saying things just to make me react.”
Derek’s mouth tipped slightly, a faint smile that wasn’t flirtation so much as respect for clarity. “Understood,” he said. “I’m not here to play you.”
I exhaled. “Okay. I want you to look at me the way you did on the patio,” I said, cheeks warming immediately. “But I want you to do it in a way that doesn’t make me feel hunted.”
Derek’s expression shifted, subtle but clear. He was taking it seriously. “You want intensity without pressure,” he said.
“Yes,” I replied, relieved at how cleanly he translated it.
“Then I can do that,” he said, and he didn’t lean in or invade my space. He simply let his attention settle on me more fully, the same contained hunger in his eyes, held in check by restraint. It felt different in daylight, less cinematic and more real. The effect was immediate anyway. My breath caught slightly. My posture lifted without permission, shoulders back, chin up, as if my body wanted to meet his gaze instead of shrinking from it.
Derek watched the shift and didn’t exploit it. He held steady. “There,” he said quietly. “That’s you choosing to be seen.”
My throat tightened. “I don’t always feel like I’m choosing,” I admitted. “Sometimes it feels like my body is ahead of me.”
“That’s normal,” Derek said. “Your head has been running the show for a long time.”
The server returned with his coffee and set it down. Derek thanked her, then waited until she walked away before speaking again, as if he didn’t want any of this overheard. Still, we were in public, which kept the interaction contained in a way I appreciated. Nobody here knew the stakes. We were just two people at a table, eyes too focused to be purely friendly, but not doing anything anyone could name.
“So,” Derek said, lifting his cup but not drinking yet, “what do you want to practice right now?”
The question hit like a tuning fork. Practice, not perform. Practice implied imperfection allowed. It also implied this was for me.
“I want to practice saying what I want without softening it,” I said.
“Then say one thing you want from me today,” he said.
My pulse bumped hard. I stared at him and let my body tell the truth. “I want you to admit that you’re attracted to me,” I said, and the sentence came out clean. There was no apology and no laugh.
Derek’s eyes stayed on mine. “I’m attracted to you,” he said simply. “I have been for a while.”
Heat rose under my skin, low and steady. I forced myself not to hide behind a sip of coffee. I let the words sit there, exactly as he’d told me to. The longer I let them sit, the more I could feel my own reaction without trying to control it.
“What do you feel hearing that?” Derek asked, voice calm.
“Powerful,” I admitted, surprised by the truth. “And a little scared.”
“Scared of what?” he asked.
“Scared that wanting this makes me selfish,” I said. “Scared that I’m playing with fire.”
Derek’s gaze softened slightly. “Wanting isn’t selfish,” he said. “Hurting people is selfish. You’re doing this with consent. You’re doing it with structure. The fire is in pretending you don’t want, then acting like you don’t know what happened.”
The phrase hit because it named my pattern: deny, then slip, then panic. This was different. This was deliberate.
I exhaled slowly and felt myself settle again, not because the intensity was gone, but because the frame held. “Okay,” I said. “Then I want one more thing.”
Derek’s eyebrows lifted slightly. “Name it,” he said.
I met his eyes and forced the words out without polishing them. “I want you to tell me what you notice about me when you’re trying not to notice,” I said. “Not flattering. Just true.”
Derek didn’t answer right away. He didn’t look away either. He took a slow sip of his coffee, set the cup down, and considered me with the kind of focus that made me feel like I’d asked for something intimate and had actually been granted it.
“Okay,” he said finally. “True, not flattering.”
I nodded once, bracing and trying not to brace at the same time.
“When I’m trying not to notice you,” he said, voice low enough that it stayed private even in the café noise, “I notice you make yourself smaller around men who are louder than you. Not because you’re intimidated by them. Because you’re managing them. You’re smoothing things so nobody gets uncomfortable.”
My chest tightened, because it was accurate in the way an accurate thing can feel like being caught. I didn’t interrupt. I let him continue, because I had asked for it.
“I also notice that you track reactions,” he said. “You watch people’s faces like you’re reading weather. If someone approves, you relax. If someone looks uncertain, you start adjusting.”
Heat crept up my neck. It wasn’t erotic now. It was exposure. “That’s true,” I admitted, my voice thinner than I wanted.
Derek’s gaze stayed steady, not pitying. “It’s a skill,” he said. “It probably makes you good at your job. But it also means you don’t get to just be. You’re always negotiating the room.”
I swallowed hard. “And what do you notice when I’m not negotiating?” I asked.
His mouth tipped slightly, the faintest edge of warmth. “You’re sharp,” he said. “You have opinions. You have bite. You’re funny. You hide it behind competence because competence is safe.”
Safe landed again, and my shoulders dropped by a fraction. My eyes stung a little, which annoyed me. I didn’t want this to turn into an emotional breakdown over coffee.
Derek read my face. “Is it too much?” he asked.
“No,” I said, and I meant it. “It’s just weird to hear it said out loud.”
“That’s part of what you’re practicing,” he said. “Letting the truth be spoken without immediately managing it.”
I took a slow breath and forced my hands to relax around my cup. “Okay,” I said. “Then I’ll try.”
He watched me for a beat, then said, “Tell me one thing you notice about me that you haven’t said.”
The request caught me off guard. My instinct was to deflect, because the safest position was always being analyzed, not doing the analyzing. But this was part of the structure too. Reciprocity without games.
“You don’t rush,” I said, choosing honesty over cleverness. “You could. You have that energy. But you don’t. You hold yourself back.”
His eyes darkened slightly, not predatory, more like recognition that I’d touched the truth. “Because you asked for intensity without pressure,” he said. “And because if I rush, it’s about me. Not you.”
I nodded, throat tight.
He glanced at his watch, then back at me. “We have about twenty minutes,” he said. “Do you want to use it for more talking, or do you want quiet while I look at you the way you asked?”
My pulse jumped at the bluntness of the option. The café noise suddenly felt louder. The clink of dishes, the murmur of conversations, the hiss of the espresso machine. I could choose to keep it verbal, safe in language. Or I could choose the wordless intensity my body wanted and my brain feared.
“Quiet,” I said.
Derek nodded once, then settled back in his chair, posture relaxed but focused. He let his gaze hold mine with that contained hunger again, the same look as the patio, shaped by daylight and explicit rules. There was no movement toward me. There was no reaching. There was only attention.
At first my instinct was to fill the silence. My mouth twitched with the urge to make a joke. My eyes wanted to dart away, to break contact, to reduce the sensation of being the center of someone’s focus. I held still anyway. I took a slow breath in, then out, and let myself stay.
The longer it went on, the more my body responded in small, involuntary ways. My chest lifted with each breath. A tightening grew low in my stomach. I shifted slightly in the chair, as if I could find a position that didn’t broadcast reaction. My cheeks warmed. My lips parted a little. The urge to smile rose, not from humor, from nerves.
Derek didn’t change his expression. He didn’t take advantage. He simply watched, as if watching was the point and anything more would be a violation.
After a minute, he spoke quietly. “That is you not hiding,” he said.
My voice was barely audible when I answered. “It feels like I’m naked.”
“You’re not,” he said. “You’re visible.”
I breathed again, slower this time, and the sensation shifted. Nakedness implied vulnerability with danger. Visibility implied vulnerability with choice. I felt the difference in my body as it settled into something steadier.
Derek glanced at his watch again. “Five minutes,” he said, and there was no regret in it. There was only structure, as if he wanted to reinforce that this would end cleanly the way we’d agreed.
I nodded once. The end point made it easier to keep going.
When the time was up, his gaze softened, the intensity easing back toward neutral without snapping. “Okay,” he said. “How did that feel?”
I exhaled, realizing my muscles had been holding tension like a grip. “It felt like practice,” I said. Then I added the part I was supposed to name. “I liked it.”
He nodded once, satisfied by clarity. “Good,” he said. “Now you go debrief with Matt.”
The fact that he said it like an instruction, not an invitation, made me feel oddly safe. It reinforced the structure. It reminded me I wasn’t being pulled away. I was being guided back to the center we’d agreed on.
I stood, pulled on my coat, and Derek stood too. There was no hug and no lingering touch. There was only a brief, steady look and a simple goodbye.
“See you,” he said.
“See you,” I replied.
Outside, the air was cold enough to wake me fully. I texted Matt immediately: Leaving now. Heading home.
His reply came back before I reached the corner: Proud. Drive safe. Can’t wait to hear how you feel.
By the time I got home, the adrenaline had shifted into something quieter and more internally complicated. The café had been public and contained, and still my body had reacted as if I’d been somewhere private. I could feel the residual heat under my skin, the awareness that kept returning to Derek’s eyes, to the sensation of being held in attention without being touched. It made the world seem a half-step unreal, like my senses had been tuned up.
Matt was in the kitchen when I walked in, sleeves rolled up, chopping vegetables on the cutting board like he’d chosen a task that required his hands. He looked up as soon as the door clicked, and his face changed in that immediate way that told me he’d been waiting, not anxiously, but attentively.
“Hey,” he said, setting the knife down and wiping his hands on a towel. “Come here.”
I stepped toward him, and he met me halfway, wrapping his arms around me in a hug that was more anchor than affection. I let my body settle into it for a second, letting the familiar solidity of him remind me where I was.
“How are you?” he asked into my hair.
“Buzzing,” I admitted. “In a controlled way.”
He pulled back just enough to look at my face. “Okay,” he said. “Let’s debrief.”
The fact that he used the same word, calm and practical, made it easier. He wasn’t treating this as a confession. He was treating it as information we needed to hold together.
We sat at the table. Matt brought me a glass of water without asking, and that small act of care tightened my throat. I hated how tender I was today. I wanted to be composed. I wanted to be someone who could do this without feeling like my emotions were being peeled open.
Matt sat across from me, elbows on the table, attention steady. “Question one,” he said, gentle but structured. “How did it feel?”
I took a slow breath and answered cleanly. “It felt intense,” I said. “But it didn’t feel chaotic. He stayed inside everything we agreed. He didn’t touch me. He didn’t try to turn it into something private. He held the intensity in his eyes and kept it there.”
Matt nodded, eyes on my face. “Did any boundary get tested?”
I checked in with my body, with the memory of the café. “Not externally,” I said. “Internally, yes. My instinct to deflect, to make jokes, to manage. But he didn’t push. He asked what I wanted and then did exactly that.”
Matt’s expression softened, like he was relieved and proud at once. “Okay,” he said. “What did you like?”
Heat rose under my skin again, but this time it was paired with something steadier. Ownership. “I liked being able to ask for the look,” I said. “And having him give it without making it feel like I owed him anything. I liked being visible and not being punished for it.”
Matt nodded slowly. His gaze didn’t flick away. He didn’t look threatened. “Anything you didn’t like?” he asked.
I hesitated. “I didn’t like how much my body reacted,” I admitted. “Not because it’s wrong, but because it scared me. It made me feel how real this is. And I didn’t like the part of me that wanted to keep it going when we hit the time limit.”
Matt’s mouth tightened slightly, not in disapproval, more in recognition. “That’s the power,” he said quietly. “That’s why we’re doing it with time limits.”
I nodded, grateful he wasn’t pretending it was harmless. “And I liked that he told me to come debrief with you,” I added. “It made it feel like he respects us.”
Matt exhaled slowly. “That’s a strong sign,” he said.
I took a sip of water, letting the coolness hit my throat. “Now what?” I asked.
Matt leaned back slightly, considering. “Now we decide if we repeat the same thing,” he said. “Or if we adjust.” He paused, eyes on mine. “Do you want to repeat it?”
I listened inward. The answer rose quickly. It wasn’t about escalation. It was about repetition as a way to teach my nervous system that this could be stable.
“Yes,” I said. “Same format. Daytime. Public. One hour. No touch. At least one more time.”
Matt nodded. “Okay,” he said. “We’ll tell him.”
I watched him for a beat, then asked the question I’d been holding since I left the café. “How was it for you, not being there?” I asked.
His eyes held mine. He didn’t dodge. “Harder,” he said, consistent with what he’d predicted. “I had flashes of jealousy, but it wasn’t about him taking you. It was about not being able to see your face. It was about not being able to read whether you were okay.”
My chest tightened with tenderness and guilt and gratitude all at once. “I texted,” I said, as if that could make it better.
“It helped,” he said. “And you came home and you told me the truth. That’s what makes it possible.”
He reached across the table and took my hand. “I’m still proud,” he said, calm and sincere. “But I need one thing from you.”
I swallowed. “What do you need?” I asked.
His thumb stroked my knuckles once. “I need you to keep choosing me too,” he said. “Not as an obligation. As a preference. I need you to keep making space for us, for our intimacy, so this doesn’t become the only place you feel alive.”
The request landed gently, but it carried weight. It was the first time in this process that Matt had asked for something explicitly for himself, and the fact that he framed it as preference instead of ownership made my chest loosen.
“I want that too,” I said. “I don’t want to lose us in this.”
Matt nodded once, then stood and came around the table, pulling me up with him. He wrapped his arms around me again, and this time the hug felt like both comfort and claim, not possessive, but mutual.
“Then we keep doing it right,” he murmured. “Slow. Clear. Honest.”
I leaned into him and felt my body begin to settle, the buzzing softening into something livable. The experiment hadn’t ruptured anything today. It had exposed things, yes, but exposure wasn’t destruction. Exposure could be a kind of light.
My phone buzzed again on the table, and I glanced down at the screen. A new message in the group thread from Derek.
Appreciate you meeting today. You set the tone well. If you want to repeat the same format, I’m in. Also, if at any point you want Matt present again, tell me. I’ll follow your lead.
I read it once, then again, feeling that quiet heat rise, not as panic but as possibility. Then I looked up at Matt and realized the next step wasn’t about Derek at all. It was about whether I could keep leading, not just in boundaries, but in what I wanted.
Chapter 7
By Tuesday, the week had turned into a thin wire stretched tight across my days. Nothing about my life looked different from the outside. I went to work, answered emails, ate dinner, folded laundry, and slept beside my husband. Under the routine, though, there was a bright, persistent awareness that made everything feel a fraction sharper, like my senses had been dialed up without my permission.
I noticed men again.
I noticed them in a blunt, physical way I had spent years pretending did not exist. I noticed the guy at the crosswalk who looked too long. I noticed the colleague who laughed at my joke like I had handed him a gift. I noticed the neighbor who held a door and let his gaze drop to my mouth before he remembered himself. I had always clocked those moments and filed them away as irrelevant, like my body was something I carried to meetings and nothing more. Now my body kept raising its hand and insisting on being counted.
Matt noticed my noticing.
He did not comment on it with a big speech. He did it in small ways that were more unsettling because they were not performative. He caught my eyes when a man’s attention landed on me, and he did not look away first. He put his hand at my lower back when we walked through a crowded aisle at the grocery store, not claiming and not warning, just steady. He watched me like he was learning a new version of me and trying not to spook her.
That night in the bathroom, while I rinsed toothpaste and wiped my mouth with a towel, he leaned in the doorway and said, “You’re taking up more space.”
I froze for half a beat, and my first instinct was to deflect. “I’m standing in the same place,” I said, as if I could argue with a feeling by measuring tiles.
Matt’s mouth tipped in that almost-smile he got when he had hit a nerve. He stepped closer and rested his hands at my hips, light contact that still grounded. “Not your feet,” he said. “You. You’re not rounding your shoulders like you’re apologizing for being looked at.”
I stared at him, caught between pride and suspicion. “Is that what you wanted?” I asked, because the question had teeth. I needed to know what kind of yes it would be if the answer was yes.
Matt’s eyes held mine in the mirror. “I wanted you unedited,” he said simply. “And I wanted you with me while you got there.”
The simplicity tightened my throat. It also warmed my stomach in a way I did not fully trust.
He kissed me quick and familiar, almost unromantic, and said, like it was not the biggest thing in our week, “Tomorrow, same time?”
“Tomorrow,” I said, and my pulse jumped at how quickly my body responded to the idea.
“Same rules,” he added, not as a lecture, just a reminder.
I nodded. “Same rules.”
He did not say more. He did not make it sacred. He went to bed like a man with work in the morning, and the normalness made it more intimate than any speech could have.
Wednesday came with a pale strip of sun, like the city was pretending it knew how to be bright. I dressed carefully and told myself it was for me, and it was, but I also chose clothes that would make Derek’s eyes do what they did. I knew the difference between dressing for attention and dressing for a reaction, and I was tired of pretending I did not understand it.
At the door, Matt hugged me longer than usual. His hands held firm at my back, and his mouth brushed my temple.
“You lead,” he murmured.
“I know,” I said, though my heart thudded like I had forgotten.
He did not follow me to the car this time. He let me go without hovering, and that, more than any reassurance, tightened my chest. Trust was not a speech. Trust was stepping back.
At the café, I chose a window table again, but not the same one, because I refused to let this become a ritual I could not interrupt. I sat where I could see the door and where the light hit my face. My phone lay face-up beside my coffee like a small tether. I texted Matt: Here.
He replied immediately: Breathe. One hour.
I inhaled slowly and watched the door like it might swing open with a different life behind it.
Derek arrived exactly on time. He moved with that easy confidence that always irritated me a little because it suggested the world made space for him without being asked. He scanned the room, found me, and did not smile big. He nodded once, as if we had agreed on the tone before he walked in, and crossed to my table with steady purpose.
He sat, set his phone down screen-down, and looked at me like the rest of the café had faded into background noise. My skin went too aware.
“You look like you picked that on purpose,” he said quietly.
Heat rose in my cheeks. “Maybe I did,” I replied, and I did not soften it into a joke.
Derek’s mouth tipped slightly, not amused, more approving. “Good,” he said.
He did not touch me. He did not lean in. The space between us stayed the same, and yet the room felt narrower. His attention did that. It was the same effect as the patio, except daylight made it harder to dismiss as a drunk moment.
I took a slow sip of coffee to anchor myself. “I want to say something,” I said.
Derek’s gaze held. “Say it,” he said.
“I wanted more after last time,” I said, clean and blunt. “Not touching. Just more of this.”
A flicker passed across his face. It might have been satisfaction or recognition. He kept it contained. “Okay,” he said. “What do you want to do with that?”
The question was not romantic and not flirty. It was practical and intimate in a way that made my pulse jump.
“I want to be able to turn it up and turn it down,” I said. “I want to know I’m not at the mercy of it.”
Derek’s eyes sharpened. “Then you’re not,” he said. “You tell me.”
I swallowed. The words came out before I could overthink. “Turn it up,” I said.
Derek did not move closer. He did not change his posture. He simply let his gaze become unambiguous in a way that turned my body into a live wire. Hunger held in the eyes and nowhere else. It hit me low in my stomach like a warm punch. My thighs pressed together under the table without permission. I kept my face composed out of stubbornness, and he watched the effort like it was part of what he enjoyed.
“Tell me what you feel,” Derek said.
My voice came out low. “Warm,” I said.
“Where?” he asked, and the calmness of the question almost tipped into obscene.
I met his eyes and refused to flinch. “Everywhere,” I said. “But mostly low.”
Derek nodded once, like I had given him the exact information he wanted. “Good,” he said. “Now tell me what you want me to do that is not touch.”
My mouth went dry. This was the part where my old habits would kick in, polite and careful and vague. I crushed them.
“I want you to say you want me,” I said. “Out loud. Like it’s not a secret.”
Derek did not widen his smile. He did not perform. He held my gaze and said, “I want you.”
The words landed in my body like a switch being flipped. Heat spread. My breath caught. My eyes stung slightly, and I hated that. I hated how close to emotion desire lived for me when I stopped controlling it.
I forced myself to stay in it. “Again,” I said, and the word came out sharper than I expected, like a command.
Derek’s eyebrows lifted a fraction. It was not surprise. It was interest. “I want you,” he repeated, slower.
My pulse skittered. The café noise continued like nothing had changed. A couple at the next table laughed. Someone’s chair scraped the floor. Nobody looked at us long enough to see what was happening under the surface, and that public anonymity made it hotter than privacy would have.
Derek watched me hold it, then said quietly, “You’re better at this than you think.”
I swallowed. “Better at what?” I asked.
“Letting it show,” he said. “You’re not hiding.”
I wanted to argue. I wanted to say I was still hiding plenty. My body was giving me away in small ways, though. My chin was lifted. My eyes were too bright. My lips were parted. The truth was that I was letting him see because I had asked him to, because I wanted to know what it felt like to be visible on purpose.
My phone buzzed. I glanced down and saw Matt’s check-in: How’s it going?
For a moment, something in my chest tightened with panic, the old fear that I was doing something wrong because I was enjoying it. Then I remembered that the tether was not a leash. It was a choice.
I typed: Good. Intense. Contained. I’m okay.
Then I added, because it was true and because it felt like choosing: I miss your hand on my knee.
I hit send and looked up.
Derek’s gaze did not change. He did not look annoyed. If anything, there was quiet approval in the stillness of him.
“Matt?” he asked.
“Yes,” I said. “Check-in.”
Derek nodded. “Good,” he said. “How does it feel to include him while you’re here with me?”
The question could have been a trap if he had wanted it to be. It was not. It was a mirror.
“It keeps me honest,” I said. “It keeps me tethered.”
Derek’s mouth tipped faintly. “Your tether is part of what makes this work,” he said. “And part of what makes you dangerous.”
“Dangerous,” I echoed, and the word hit me low and sharp.
He held my gaze. “You can want and still choose,” he said. “Most people don’t believe they can. You’re proving you can.”
My throat tightened. I hated how much I wanted his approval. I hated it, and I liked it, and both feelings sat in my chest like two hands pulling.
Derek glanced at his watch. “Twenty minutes,” he said. “Where do you want it?”
“Hold,” I said, because if I turned it down now it would feel like retreating out of fear.
Derek nodded. “Held,” he said, and he did exactly that. He kept the intensity steady and contained. He did not escalate into movement. He did not push toward the line. The restraint itself became tension. Wanting built and had nowhere to go, and I realized that was part of the point. I was learning I could hold wanting without turning it into an act.
A man at the counter turned and looked toward our table in a casual scan of the room, and my body tightened. For half a second, I was sure he could see it on my face. I was sure he could see the private heat under my skin. My shoulders tensed, and the old instinct to make myself smaller rose fast.
Derek noticed immediately. He did not reach for me. He did not say anything dramatic. He softened his gaze by a degree, lowering the pressure without being asked, like he had seen me tense and decided not to punish me for it.
The relief was immediate and humiliating. I exhaled.
“That was you managing,” Derek said quietly.
I swallowed. “I didn’t mean to,” I said.
“I know,” he said. “Do you want to turn it down?”
The choice was in my mouth before my pride could argue. “Yes,” I said, and then, because I needed to own it, “Lower.”
Derek nodded once. His gaze eased back, not into friendliness, but into calmer intensity, like turning a dial from eight to five. The fact that he obeyed instantly, without a power play, sent a clean shiver through me that had nothing to do with fear. It was control respected. It was choice honored.
“Good,” Derek said, and this time the word felt like relief rather than heat.
We sat there for a few minutes talking like ordinary people, as if the room had released its grip. He asked about my week. I answered without performing. I watched him watch me, even with the dial down, and I felt steadier because I had made a decision and seen it followed.
When the hour hit, Derek glanced at his watch and stood. “Time,” he said, clean cut.
I nodded and stood too, my body humming but not frayed. We did not hug. We did not touch. We did not give anyone a scene. He held my gaze for a beat and said quietly, “You’re steady now.”
“I’m steadier,” I corrected, and the fact that I could correct him without shrinking felt like a victory.
Derek’s mouth tipped. “Fair,” he said, and he walked out with the same contained confidence he had entered with, leaving me in the bright café with my coffee and my pulse and the strange satisfaction of not crossing the line.
In the car, I didn’t start the engine right away. I texted Matt: Done. Steady. I turned it down on purpose.
His reply came back fast: Proud. Come home.
When I stepped into the house, Matt was there before I’d gotten my boots off, like he had been listening for the door. He didn’t ask questions at the threshold. He pulled me into him, firm arms around my shoulders and waist, and for a second I just stood there with my forehead against his chest and let my body come down.
“I’m here,” I murmured, because I needed to say it.
“I know,” Matt replied. “I can feel you.”
He guided me into the living room and sat with me on the couch. His hands took mine, palm to palm, like he was resetting me by touch alone. He watched my face the way he always did when he was trying not to show his feelings first.
I didn’t need him to do the formal debrief questions this time. I could see the tension in his jaw and the slight tightness around his eyes. He wanted to know what happened, and he wanted to know it didn’t threaten him. In the bright, raw honesty I’d been practicing, I decided not to let him guess.
“He wanted me,” I said, blunt.
Matt swallowed. He didn’t look away. “And you wanted it,” he said, more statement than question.
“Yes,” I replied, and the truth sat between us like weight. “And I missed you while I wanted it.”
Something in Matt’s shoulders eased, just a fraction, like that last sentence mattered more than the first two. “Okay,” he said.
“He respected the line,” I added, because it mattered. “And when I tensed, he eased off without making it a thing. I asked him to lower it, and he lowered it instantly.”
Matt nodded slowly. “That’s good,” he said, and I could hear relief under the restraint.
I looked at him. “Did you feel jealous?” I asked, because I was done avoiding sharp questions.
Matt’s mouth tightened, then he exhaled. “Yes,” he admitted. “A flash. When I imagined you sitting there with him looking at you like that, and I wasn’t there to read your face. It wasn’t rage. It was helplessness.”
My chest tightened. “I don’t want you helpless,” I said.
“I don’t want you hiding,” he replied, and there it was again, the tether.
I reached for him, hands on his shoulders. “I choose you,” I said, plain and direct. “I’m not saying it to soothe you. I’m saying it because it’s true.”
Matt’s eyes darkened slightly, not in anger. In hunger. In relief. In something almost fierce.
“Show me,” he murmured.
I didn’t rush. I leaned in and kissed him slow, letting him feel the heat in me without dumping it on him like an apology. His hands slid to my waist, steadying. The kiss deepened just enough to make my body respond. He tasted like home, familiar and mine. The wanting shifted, not erased, but channeled into Matt like water finding its path.
When we pulled back, Matt rested his forehead against mine. “Thank you,” he said quietly.
“For what?” I asked.
“For bringing it home,” he said. “For not leaving me out of it.”
I swallowed and let myself say the part that had been forming all week. “I don’t want to chase intensity like it’s the only way I feel alive,” I said. “I want to be able to feel it and then come back to us.”
Matt’s gaze held. “Then we end the first phase clean,” he said, and there was his practical steadiness again. He knew endings had to be chosen or they became wounds.
That night, at the kitchen table, we did what we’d been doing from the beginning. We looked at each other and named the next move without soft framing, like adults who understood that desire without direction turns into trouble.
“One more,” I said.
Matt nodded once. “Then a reset,” he replied.
“And then a pause,” I added, and I watched his face for any hint of disappointment.
Relief flickered there before he could hide it. “Okay,” he said. “A pause.”
We texted Derek together, clean and plain. He replied clean and plain. There were no games and no pouting. There was quiet respect.
On the recalibration day, we met Derek with Matt present. The three of us sat in a bright café that smelled like espresso and baked sugar and ordinary life. Derek didn’t bring the dial up. He didn’t try to win. He looked at me with contained attention, then looked away when I spoke, giving me room to lead. Matt sat beside me with his hand on my knee, not because I needed it, but because I wanted it there, a visible point of contact that made the table feel like ours.
“We’re pausing,” I said, and my voice didn’t wobble.
Derek nodded. “Understood,” he replied.
There were no speeches and no dramatics. There was no melodrama about what it meant. It was a clean agreement, like shutting a door softly instead of slamming it.
In the car afterward, Matt’s hand rested on my thigh while he drove, warm and steady. I watched the city pass with the strange satisfaction of someone who had walked to the edge of something and then stepped back on purpose.
“How do you feel?” Matt asked.
“Peaceful,” I said, and then, because it was true, “and a little angry.”
Matt glanced over briefly. “Angry at what?” he asked.
“At myself,” I admitted. “For how long I spent braced. For how much I thought wanting was a problem.”
Matt’s grip tightened slightly, then eased. “You’re here now,” he said. “That’s what matters.”
At home, the routine swallowed us again, and this time it didn’t feel like losing excitement. It felt like placing it where it belonged. Matt hugged me in the hallway, close and firm.
“I choose you,” I said, and this time the words weren’t reassurance. They were a habit I wanted to keep.
Matt kissed my forehead. “I know,” he murmured. “And I choose you.”
The group thread went quiet, and the quiet didn’t feel empty. It felt like the heat had been banked instead of extinguished, a controlled burn that belonged to me now. I went into meetings with my shoulders back. I spoke more directly. I let Matt see me when I wanted something instead of pretending I didn’t. When he looked at me across a room, I didn’t shrink from the attention, because I had learned something simple and dangerous. Excitement wasn’t only what happened when someone else wanted you. Excitement was what happened when you stopped pretending you were not allowed to want yourself.
On Friday, the quiet didn’t feel like a void until it did.
It hit me in a stupid moment. I was standing in the kitchen, bare feet on cold tile, scrolling mindlessly while the kettle heated. There was no message, no plan, and no noon hour to contain the charge. There was just empty space where a weekly current had been.
My body reacted before my pride could intervene. A small, sharp restlessness rose, like my skin had been waiting for a current and didn’t know where to put it now. I hated that I noticed it. I hated that I wanted to feed it. Then I remembered the whole point of the pause was to feel that itch without scratching it.
Matt walked in behind me, took in my posture in one glance, and didn’t ask a careful question. “You’re hunting,” he said.
I turned my head. “I’m not,” I replied.
His eyes stayed steady. “You are,” he said. “Not for Derek. For the feeling.”
Heat rose in my face because he was right. It wasn’t about Derek’s mouth or Derek’s hands or Derek as a person. It was the clean slice of being the center of attention without having to earn it. The part of me that had learned to be useful had tasted what it felt like to be wanted, and it did not want to go back to being invisible.
Matt stepped closer, hands resting lightly at my hips. “Say it,” he murmured.
My throat tightened. I could have denied it. I could have softened it. I didn’t.
“I miss it,” I admitted. “I miss the intensity.”
Matt’s jaw flexed once. “Okay,” he said, calm. “Do you miss him, or do you miss being seen?”
I looked at his face and understood he wasn’t fishing for the answer he preferred. He was trying to locate the truth so we could handle it cleanly.
“Being seen,” I said. “And the discipline of it. The line.”
Matt’s mouth tipped slightly, almost grim. “The line is what makes it hot,” he said.
“Yes,” I replied, and the honesty warmed my stomach again. “And now there isn’t a line in my week. It’s just normal.”
Matt’s hands tightened briefly at my hips, then loosened, like he had caught himself before turning it into control. He stepped back half a pace and looked at me the way he did when he was deciding something.
“You want a line,” he said.
“I want a line I can choose,” I corrected, because words mattered now. “I don’t want a line that chooses me.”
Matt nodded. “Then we make one,” he said.
My pulse jumped. “Without Derek?” I asked.
“Without Derek,” he confirmed, voice steady. “We don’t need him for the mechanism. We used him to wake you up. We can keep you awake ourselves.”
I stared at him, trying to decide whether I believed that or whether it was wishful thinking. Matt didn’t wait for me to reassure him. He didn’t offer a speech. He reached past me, turned the kettle off, and lowered his voice.
“Tonight,” he said, “you pick a rule. Something that creates pressure. Something that makes you feel the edge without crossing it.”
The invitation was almost more intimidating than Derek’s stare, because it meant the intensity would be ours to build, not borrowed.
“What kind of rule?” I asked, and my voice came out lower than usual.
“Any,” he said. “But you choose it. And you can stop.”
I felt the itch in my skin sharpen. I also felt the steadier part of me rise to meet it, the part that had learned to lead.
“Okay,” I said, and the word came out like a decision. “Tonight, you don’t touch me unless I ask.”
Matt didn’t smile. He didn’t make it playful. He nodded once, like he’d just heard a serious instruction.
“Understood,” he said.
The way he said it lit something in me, immediate and sharp. I felt my breath catch, and I hated how quickly I wanted to test it.
Matt watched my reaction and didn’t move. He held my gaze with a calmer version of that contained attention I’d been learning to recognize, and the realization hit hard and clean. The line wasn’t missing. I just hadn’t demanded it from the person who mattered most.
I swallowed and stepped closer, closing the distance on purpose.
“Good,” Matt murmured, almost to himself, and he still didn’t touch.
The rule was already working.
He made dinner like nothing had changed, and that was the cruel part. It was the same chopping, the same pan heating, and the same casual reach for salt. Every time he moved past me in the kitchen, he left a pocket of space between us like it was charged. I caught myself leaning into that space on instinct, and each time he didn’t fill it, my body lit up with a frustrated kind of heat.
“You’re doing it on purpose,” I said once, watching him rinse a knife.
Matt didn’t look up. “You told me to,” he replied, calm.
I hated how simple that was. I hated how it made me responsible for my own wanting.
I tried to act normal. I set the table, poured water, answered a text from a friend, and nodded at something Matt said about work. All of it felt like acting with a live wire under my skin. I kept noticing him noticing me, not with his hands but with his attention. It was worse than touch. Touch would have been relief. Attention was pressure.
At the table, he sat across from me and ate at an unhurried pace. His eyes lifted to my face now and then and then looked away again, like he was letting me feel the weight of being looked at without giving me the release of contact.
“You’re staring,” I accused, because I needed to puncture it.
“You’re noticing,” he corrected.
My cheeks warmed. “Stop,” I said.
He set his fork down. “Is that you using your words,” he asked, “or is that you trying to escape the feeling?”
I stared at him. The question had teeth, and I hated that it was fair.
I took a slow breath and chose honesty. “I’m trying to escape it,” I admitted.
Matt nodded once, like he’d expected it. “Then don’t,” he said, and the calmness of his voice made it land harder. “Sit in it.”
I gripped my water glass too tightly. The air between us felt thick, and I could feel my body building toward something with nowhere to put it. That itch again. That line.
When we finished eating, Matt stood and started clearing plates, still not touching. He moved past my chair close enough that his hip almost brushed mine, and the near-contact made my whole body jump. He didn’t pretend not to notice. He kept moving like a man following a rule.
In the kitchen, he rinsed dishes while I dried them, our work automatic, our bodies careful. The simplest movements felt loaded now. Twice my hand twitched toward him as if to steady myself, and twice I stopped short. The rule was about him, not me, and the fact that I could touch him whenever I wanted only made the restraint sharper.
“You’re enjoying this,” I said, trying to sound accusing.
Matt didn’t look up from the sink. “Yes,” he said simply.
The blunt honesty pushed heat through me. “Why?” I asked.
He turned the water off and faced me fully, towel in his hands, eyes steady. “Because you’re not disappearing,” he said. “Because you’re not making it my job to guess. Because you’re standing here wanting something and not pretending you don’t.”
My throat tightened. “It’s uncomfortable,” I said.
“Good,” Matt replied, voice low. “Uncomfortable means you’re awake.”
He stepped closer and stopped just out of reach. He held my gaze with that same contained focus, steady enough to feel like a hand and restrained enough to feel like a line.
“Tell me what you want,” he said.
My mind tried to make it polite. My body refused.
“I want you to touch me,” I said, and the sentence came out like a confession and an instruction at once.
Matt’s eyes darkened. He didn’t move yet. “Where?” he asked calmly, forcing specificity.
“My waist,” I said. “Right now.”
Matt moved slowly, deliberately. His hands settled at my hips with pressure that grounded rather than took. The contact sent a shiver through my body, relief and heat together, like my system finally recognized there was an endpoint it could trust.
I exhaled sharply. “Okay,” I whispered, surprised by how much that one request changed the air.
Matt held me there, hands steady. “Do you want more,” he asked, “or do you want to stay right here and feel what one request does?”
The question made my stomach flip. My body wanted more on reflex. The thing I had missed was the discipline, the line, and the ability to choose the dial and feel it obeyed.
“Stay,” I said, voice tight. “Stay right here.”
Matt didn’t smile like he’d won. He nodded once and kept his hands where they were, still, letting me feel the impact of my own decision. I could feel his warmth through my clothes. I could feel my body wanting to press closer, and I could feel my mind learning that I could ask and then stop, ask and then stop, and still be alive.
His mouth brushed my temple, barely a kiss, more like a promise. “Good,” he murmured. “Now pick the next line.”
I swallowed, eyes closing for a beat. The next line rose up sharp and thrilling.
“Don’t kiss me,” I said. “Not yet.”
Matt’s hands tightened briefly, then steadied. “Understood,” he replied, and his obedience to my rule made my pulse jump again, hot and humiliating.
He held me at the waist, no kiss and no extra touch, and looked at me like I was the only thing in the room.
“You wanted excitement,” he said softly. “This is it. You deciding.”
I opened my eyes and met his gaze, and for the first time since all of this began, it hit me cleanly. I didn’t need someone else to create the edge. I needed permission to demand it at home.
“Look at me,” I said.
Matt’s gaze sharpened immediately, and my body reacted like it remembered this language. I tightened my hands on him, not to stop him but to steady myself.
“Now,” I said, voice low and steady, “ask me.”
Matt didn’t fill the space with momentum. He held the line. He let the silence tighten until it felt like pressure under my skin.
“Ask you what?” he said, voice low, eyes steady.
My throat went dry. This was where I used to hide behind vagueness and behind being easy. I felt the old impulse rise and cut it off.
“Ask me what I want,” I said.
Matt’s gaze sharpened a fraction. “What do you want?” he asked, and the simplicity meant there was nowhere to hide.
“I want you to take me with you,” I said, and the words were less about location than about attention. “Slow. I want you to keep waiting for my words. I want you to look at me like you do right now, like I’m not an obligation and I’m not a performance.”
Matt’s thumbs pressed into my hips, firm. “And your line?” he asked.
“No kissing,” I repeated. Then I added, because the truth mattered more than the rule, “not until I ask.”
Matt nodded once. “Understood,” he said.
He guided me out of the kitchen without rushing, hands still steady at my waist, steering by presence rather than force. Every step felt deliberate, like we were making a point of not stumbling into anything by accident. In the bedroom he stopped and waited again, giving me the decision even now, even here, like he was reinforcing that the line lived with me.
“Yes,” I said softly, and the word came out like a key turning.
Matt’s hands returned, grounding, and he stayed with my pace, with my cues, with the rules I’d set. He didn’t turn it into a conquest. He didn’t turn it into a test. He treated it like something we were building, not something he was taking.
At some point, when my breath had gone shallow and my thoughts had narrowed to want and choice, I felt the last line in my chest rise like a dare.
“Kiss me,” I said.
Matt paused, eyes searching mine, then leaned in and kissed me slow, not like a reward and not like a claim, but like a promise kept exactly when it was asked for. The kiss didn’t feel like losing control. It felt like control fulfilled.
Later, when the room had gone quiet again and my body had finally stopped buzzing like an exposed wire, Matt lay beside me with one arm heavy across my waist. Rain tapped softly at the window. The house held us like it always had.
My phone sat facedown on the dresser. No thread lit up. No plan waited. The pause stayed intact without feeling like deprivation, because the thing I’d been chasing wasn’t missing anymore. It was here.
Matt’s mouth brushed my hair. “You okay?” he murmured, the simplest check-in, no framework.
I nodded in the dark. “More than okay,” I said. “I don’t need to borrow it.”
Matt’s hand tightened once at my waist, warm and sure. “Good,” he said, and the word landed like closure instead of instruction. “Because I’m not letting you go back to being small.”



cover.jpeg





